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Introduction

Sweden is a land renowned for its stunning natural beauty—its forests, lakes, and
majestic coastlines—but equally important to the nation’s identity are its vibrant and
diverse cities. From the elegant waterways of Stockholm to the innovation-driven
heart of Gothenburg, Swedish urban centers pulse with energy and dynamism,
embodying the nation’s centuries-old blend of tradition and progress. “Cities of
Sweden” explores these multifaceted urban environments, weaving together history,
culture, and practical guidance for visitors eager to immerse themselves in the
Swedish urban experience.

Sweden'’s cities have been the engines of its development for over a millennium. Their
roots extend deep into the Viking Age—whose remarkable legacy can still be felt in the
cobblestone streets of Gamla Stan, the medieval university town of Uppsala, and the
ancient, atmospheric lanes of Sigtuna. Over the centuries, Swedish cities grew beyond
their medieval walls, spurred by industrialization and innovation, becoming hubs for
commerce, creativity, and sustainable living. Today, nearly ninety percent of the
Swedish population resides in these urban areas, making them vital to the nation’s
social and economic heartbeat.

What sets Swedish cities apart is their unique ability to harmonize modernity with a
respect for history and nature. Nowhere is this more evident than in their approach to
urban planning. Swedish urban environments are models of design thinking in
action—prioritizing green spaces, public transportation, renewable energy, and
innovative architecture. Each city, whether large or small, contributes to a national
tapestry of liveable, accessible, and environmentally conscious communities. This
book delves into the strategies and policies that have made Sweden a global leader in
sustainable urban development, offering lessons that extend far beyond Scandinavian
borders.

But cities are not just about buildings and infrastructure—they are living, breathing
expressions of culture. Swedish cities invite visitors to slow down and savor “fika,” to
celebrate Midsummer with locals, and to explore museums, royal palaces, and vibrant
neighborhoods. The Swedish approach to life—marked by a deep commitment to work-
life balance, equality, and openness—infuses urban spaces with a distinctive warmth
and friendliness that welcomes all.

For travelers and urban explorers, Sweden'’s cities hold endless intrigue. Whether you
are drawn by the storied past of Uppsala, the design shops of Malmd, the industrial
history of Norrkdping, or the youthful pulse of Umea, this book offers a guide to the
landmarks, experiences, and stories that make each city special. In addition to
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practical advice on getting around, local customs, and must-see sights, you’ll uncover
the lesser-known corners and traditions that give Swedish urban life its character.

“Cities of Sweden” is both a celebration and a companion. It invites you to discover
the soul of Sweden through its urban centers, where innovation, tradition, and
inclusiveness come together. Whether planning your first trip or deepening your
understanding of Scandinavian culture, prepare to embark on a journey through cities
that are as inspiring as the landscapes that surround them.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Nordic Urban Landscape:
Understanding Swedish Cities

Sweden, often pictured as a land of pristine nature, with its vast forests, shimmering
lakes, and rugged archipelagos, also boasts a vibrant tapestry of urban centers. These
cities are far more than mere dots on a map; they are the pulsating heart of a nation
renowned for its progressive social policies and innovative spirit. They represent a
harmonious blend of historical depth and forward-thinking modernity, each
contributing uniquely to the rich cultural and economic fabric of Scandinavia.

To truly understand Swedish cities, one must first grasp how Sweden defines an urban
area. Unlike many countries where city limits are dictated by administrative
boundaries, Sweden employs a statistical concept known as a "tatort," which
translates literally to "dense locality." This definition is purely geographical and
population-based, cutting across municipal and county lines to identify areas where
people live in close proximity. The criteria are straightforward: a locality must have a
minimum of 200 inhabitants, with buildings no more than 200 meters apart. This
precise, statistical approach ensures a consistent understanding of urban density, not
just within Sweden but across all Nordic countries.

This statistical definition has evolved over time, reflecting Sweden's journey from a
predominantly rural society to one of the most urbanized nations in Europe.
Historically, until the early 20th century, the concept of a "city" was tied to formal city
status and administrative boundaries. These older towns, often with royal charters and
specific privileges, largely coincided with their built-up areas. However, the seismic
shifts of industrialization and urbanization brought about new realities. Factories
attracted workers, leading to the rapid growth of settlements that lacked formal city
status. Suburbs began to sprawl beyond traditional city limits, necessitating a new
way to measure and categorize these burgeoning urban landscapes. The term "tatort"
was introduced in 1930 as a direct response to this need, providing a more accurate
and flexible framework for statistical analysis.

While the administrative term "stad" (city) was officially abolished during the sweeping
municipal reform of 1971, its popular usage persists. Even though all local
governments are now officially "kommuner" (municipalities), the urban centers that
once held formal city status are still affectionately referred to as "stad" in everyday
conversation. This linguistic nuance reflects a deep-seated historical identity, where
the legacy of city privileges continues to shape public perception. In a nod to this
tradition, fourteen municipalities have even chosen to retain "stad" in their marketing
and branding, even if their current administrative areas encompass significant rural
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stretches. This blend of historical nomenclature and modern statistical precision
highlights the unique way Sweden perceives and defines its urban spaces.

As of 2020, Sweden was home to a remarkable 2,017 urban areas, which collectively
housed approximately 9.09 million people. This means that a staggering 87.6% of the
country's total population lives within these densely populated localities. The trend
towards urbanization has been steady and significant. In 2018, nearly two thousand
urban areas were already accommodating 87% of the Swedish populace, and going
back to 2010, the number stood at 1,956 urban areas. This consistent increase
underscores the ongoing magnetic pull of urban life in Sweden, where cities continue
to grow and attract new residents.

Sweden's urban landscape is not uniformly distributed. The vast majority of its
population is concentrated in a handful of major cities, primarily located in the more
densely populated southern part of the country. This geographical distribution creates
distinct urban experiences, from the bustling cosmopolitan energy of the capital to the
more tranquil, yet equally vibrant, regional centers. The three largest urban centers
form a powerful trio: Stockholm, the undisputed capital and largest city; Gothenburg,
the prominent port city on the west coast; and Malmg, the vital southern hub
connected to Denmark. These three cities serve as the primary economic, cultural,
and political engines of the nation, drawing in talent and investment while offering
diverse opportunities for their inhabitants.

Beyond these major metropolises, a network of other significant cities contributes to
Sweden's urban dynamism. Uppsala, a historic university city north of Stockholm,
stands as a pivotal education and research hub, blending ancient academic traditions
with modern biotechnological innovation. Further afield, cities like Vasteras, Orebro,
and Linkdping each possess their own distinct character and economic focus, from
engineering and logistics to aerospace and information technology. These cities,
though smaller in scale than the "big three," are crucial regional centers, providing
essential services, employment, and cultural amenities to their surrounding areas.

Swedish cities are renowned globally for their thoughtful approach to architecture and
urban planning. This approach seamlessly integrates functionality with a profound
commitment to environmental responsibility. Sustainable urban planning in Sweden
extends far beyond mere green buildings; it encompasses entire ecosystems designed
for energy efficiency, social inclusivity, and innovative design. This comprehensive
vision has rightfully positioned Swedish cities as leading exemplars of forward-thinking
development strategies. The result is an urban environment that is not only
aesthetically pleasing but also highly livable, efficient, and resilient, serving as a
model for urban development worldwide.

The success of Swedish urban planning is rooted in a strong tradition of sustainability.
Historically, Swedish architecture has always been influenced by a deep respect for
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nature, leading to high environmental standards and stringent building codes that
prioritize energy efficiency. This inherent ethos has fostered a culture of innovation in
green building technologies. Swedish architects and developers have been pioneers in
harnessing renewable energy sources, implementing passive house standards, and
integrating smart technologies for the efficient conservation of energy and water.
Notable examples like Stockholm's Hammarby Sjostad and Malmé's Western Harbour
stand as testaments to this commitment, showcasing entire districts built on principles
of ecological sustainability and social equity.

Furthermore, Swedish urban planning places a strong emphasis on creating livable
cities where social well-being is as important as environmental factors. This means
prioritizing social inclusion and designing vibrant, safe public spaces that encourage
community interaction. Maximizing opportunities for pedestrian and bicycle tracks is a
key aspect of this, promoting active transportation and reducing reliance on cars. The
Swedish government actively supports these sustainable architecture and planning
initiatives through financial incentives, robust research programs, and the seamless
integration of UN Sustainable Development Goals into national urban policy. This
alignment of governmental support, innovative practices, and a cultural appreciation
for sustainability creates a powerful synergy that continues to shape Sweden’s
progressive urban landscape.

Transportation within Swedish cities is another area where efficiency and sustainability
shine. The nation boasts an excellent public transportation system that offers a
diverse mix of trains, buses, metros, and trams, making it remarkably easy to navigate
both within and between cities. SJ, the national railway operator, forms the backbone
of this system, connecting major cities and regional hubs with speed and efficiency.
High-speed trains, such as the X2000, facilitate rapid intercity travel, allowing
passengers to cover significant distances comfortably and quickly. Interestingly,
Swedish trains generally keep to the left, a fascinating legacy of the country's
pre-1967 driving direction, adding a unique historical quirk to modern travel.

Beyond the extensive rail network, local bus networks are comprehensive, extending
throughout almost all Swedish cities and reaching into their surrounding suburbs and
the wider countryside. For those seeking economical alternatives for intercity travel,
long-distance coaches like FlixBus and Swebus offer convenient options. While
Stockholm's Tunnelbana remains the sole metro system in Sweden, efficiently
covering the capital and its suburbs, trams are a prominent and beloved feature in
other major cities. Gothenburg, for instance, boasts the largest tram network in
Scandinavia, a testament to its commitment to sustainable and accessible urban
transit. Cities like Norrképing and Lund also feature notable tram systems,
contributing to their unique urban character. Ferries also play a vital role in local
transport, particularly in cities like Stockholm and Gothenburg, connecting various
parts of the cities and their stunning archipelagos. Adding to this multimodal
approach, Swedish cities are remarkably bicycle-friendly, with an abundance of urban
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bike paths and dedicated cycling infrastructure, further reinforcing their commitment
to active and sustainable living. Critically, public transport in Sweden consistently
prioritizes accessibility, with the vast majority of vehicles equipped to accommodate
passengers with disabilities, ensuring that urban mobility is inclusive for all.

The culture and lifestyle within Swedish cities offer a unique blend of modern urban
life, a deep connection to nature, and profoundly ingrained cultural traditions. Swedes
harbor a profound respect for the environment and an unwavering commitment to
sustainability, which is visibly reflected in urban planning, meticulous waste
management practices, and the rhythms of daily life. City parks and green spaces are
not just an afterthought but abundant and meticulously maintained, providing
accessible natural escapes within the urban fabric. This seamless integration of nature
into the city ensures that residents are never far from tranquility and greenery,
fostering a sense of well-being and connection to the natural world.

Perhaps one of the most beloved Swedish traditions is "fika." Far more than a simple
coffee break, fika is a cherished social institution—a dedicated pause in the day to
enjoy coffee or another hot beverage, often accompanied by a sweet treat like a
cinnamon bun, with friends or colleagues. It's a moment for connection, conversation,
and slowing down amidst the hustle and bustle of city life, embodying the Swedish
value of communal well-being. This cultural emphasis on social interaction extends to
the workplace, where a high value is placed on a healthy work-life balance. Flexible
working hours, generous holiday periods, and extensive parental leave are
cornerstones of Swedish society, ensuring that urban dwellers can pursue their
professional ambitions while maintaining rich personal lives. Equality and
transparency are equally foundational to Swedish society, influencing everything from
workplace dynamics—where leaders often emphasize collaboration and consensus-
driven decisions—to public institutions. Design, too, is a fundamental aspect of
Swedish culture, and cities offer a compelling mix of high-street names, iconic Swedish
brands, and independent boutiques, showcasing the nation’s renowned aesthetic
sensibilities. Throughout the year, Swedish life is punctuated by various vibrant
traditions, including the major celebration of Midsommar (the Midsummer festival), the
warmth of Christmas festivities (Julbord), and the luminous observance of Saint Lucia’s
Day, each adding a unique cultural layer to the urban experience.

Understanding these multifaceted aspects—from the unique statistical definition of
urban areas and the historical evolution of cities to modern sustainable planning and
the distinctive cultural rhythm—is essential to truly appreciating the vibrant and
engaging character of Sweden’s urban landscape. These cities are not just places on a
map; they are living testaments to a nation's commitment to progress, sustainability,
and a high quality of life.
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