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Introduction
Norway, with its breathtaking natural landscapes, clean cities, and world-renowned
quality of life, is a dream destination for many expats seeking a fresh start. From the
awe-inspiring fjords and mountains to vibrant urban centers like Oslo and Bergen,
Norway strikes a unique balance between the comforts of modern living and the
rugged beauty of the natural world. For individuals and families considering relocation,
understanding the nuances of Norwegian society, its systems, and everyday life is
essential for a successful transition.

This book, Living in Norway: A Guide for Expats, is designed to be your comprehensive
companion as you embark on your Norwegian adventure. Whether you’re moving for
work, education, family, or simply drawn to the Nordic lifestyle, this guide addresses
the most important aspects of living in Norway, tailored specifically to the needs and
questions of international newcomers.

You’ll find practical information on everything from applying for visas and navigating
the bureaucracy, to securing housing, managing monthly expenses, and getting
around the country. Beyond logistics, this book delves into the cultural aspects of
Norwegian life, such as social etiquette, work culture, and making friends in a society
known for its reserved but genuine people. There’s also guidance on handling the
famous Norwegian winters and the joys of outdoor life, plus tips for integrating into
local communities and building a rewarding social and professional network.

The challenges of adapting to a new country are not overlooked. The high cost of
living, language barriers, and the unique climate of Norway often surprise newcomers.
We’ll explore both the perks and potential difficulties so you can make informed
decisions and set realistic expectations for your move. Topics such as healthcare,
education, banking, family life, and even bringing pets are all covered with up-to-date,
reliable advice.

No matter your background or reason for moving, this guide aims to equip you with
the knowledge and confidence to thrive in Norway. As you turn the pages, you’ll gain
not only essential practical guidance but also insights into the soul of this remarkable
country. Welcome to Norway—your adventure begins here.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Land of Fjords and Equality: A
Glimpse into Norwegian Society and History
Norway, often painted as a land of breathtaking fjords, snow-capped mountains, and
the mesmerising Northern Lights, is much more than its stunning scenery. It is a
nation built on a unique blend of history, geography, and deeply ingrained cultural
values that have shaped a society consistently ranked among the happiest and most
equitable in the world. For any expat considering a move, understanding this
foundation is paramount to truly appreciating and integrating into Norwegian life.

The story of Norway begins long before its modern prosperity. Humans first settled
along its coastlines around 12,000 BCE, as the last ice age receded. These early
inhabitants were drawn by the rich fishing, sealing, and hunting opportunities the
emerging landscape offered. Farming arrived later, around 4,000 BCE, with some of
the oldest agricultural traces found near the Oslofjord. Over millennia, distinct social
structures emerged, evolving from smaller settlements to clans, where protection and
alliances were crucial for survival.

The Viking Age, from approximately 800 to 1050 AD, is arguably the most famous
period in Norwegian history, leaving an indelible mark on its identity. Far from being
mere raiders, the Vikings were also skilled navigators, traders, and settlers, whose
longships explored vast territories across Europe and even reached North America
centuries before Columbus. This era saw increased power struggles among chieftains,
eventually leading to the unification of Norway around 900 AD under Harald Fairhair,
who became the country's first king.

Following the Viking Age, Norway experienced centuries of shifting political
landscapes. It was part of the Kalmar Union with Denmark and Sweden from 1397, and
remained in a union with Denmark until 1814. The early 19th century was a pivotal
moment. In 1814, Norway adopted its own constitution on May 17th, rejecting an
absolute monarchy and establishing a division of power between the king and a
parliament. This event is still celebrated today with immense national pride, a vibrant
display of patriotism where Norwegians, often in traditional 'bunad' costumes, take to
the streets for parades.

Despite this declaration of independence, Norway entered a new union with Sweden
that same year, a partnership that lasted until 1905 when Norway finally achieved full
independence. The 20th century saw Norway develop into a social democracy, guided
by values of democracy, human rights, solidarity, and trust. This path was shaped by a
focus on social welfare, economic stability, and a deep appreciation for the arts and
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environmental protection.

Central to understanding contemporary Norwegian society is the concept of
egalitarianism. This principle, which posits that all individuals are equal, has deep
roots in Norwegian history, dating back to the 19th century and possibly even earlier
due to limited class distinctions and the absence of nobility. British philosopher Mary
Wollstonecraft even remarked in 1759 that Norway seemed to be the most liberal and
egalitarian society she had encountered. This belief in equality is reflected in all facets
of life, from gender relations and age relations to how people address each other,
typically using first names regardless of status.

Another significant, albeit informal, cultural norm is Janteloven, or "the Law of Jante."
While not a literal law, it is a set of unspoken social rules emphasizing modesty,
discouraging individual boasting, and promoting the collective good over individual
achievements. This mindset encourages putting society ahead of the individual and
not being jealous of others' accomplishments, fostering a sense of community and
humility. While sometimes joked about, it undeniably plays a role in shaping
Norwegian social interactions and the general reluctance to draw excessive attention
to oneself.

Norway's commitment to equality extends to a robust welfare state, largely funded
through taxation, which ensures universal access to public services like healthcare
and education. This system, often referred to as the "Norwegian model" or part of the
broader "Nordic model," emphasizes cooperation between authorities, employers, and
employees, contributing to a secure and supportive society where trust in government
is notably high due to low corruption and transparency. The foundation for this model
was laid long before the discovery of oil wealth, showcasing a deeply embedded social
philosophy.

The country's economy, while now significantly bolstered by its offshore oil and gas
industry, has historically relied on natural resources such as hydropower, minerals,
and fishing. This resource wealth is managed to benefit society as a whole, with a
substantial portion channeled into the Government Pension Fund Global, securing the
well-being of its citizens for future generations.

Modern Norway is also characterized by a remarkable level of gender equality, with
approximately 70% of women participating in the workforce. This high degree of
gender equality is a key factor in Norway's economic growth and improved living
standards since the 1960s. The country has been a trendsetter in supportive policies
for working parents, including financial aid and extensive childcare services,
demonstrating a profound dedication to shared responsibilities within families and the
workplace.

However, Norwegian society is not entirely monolithic. It is home to several national
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minorities, including the indigenous Sami people, who have a rich cultural heritage,
their own language, and a unique connection to reindeer herding, particularly in
northern Norway. The Sami maintain a distinct culture, with traditions such as joik, a
unique form of singing, and vibrant Easter festivals that include reindeer races. This
acknowledgment of diverse communities reflects Norway's open and inclusive culture,
which increasingly embraces various sexual, ethnic, and religious minorities.

The Norwegian landscape itself has profoundly shaped the national character and
customs. The strong emphasis on outdoor activities, often referred to as friluftsliv, is
deeply ingrained. Norwegians of all ages cherish spending time in nature, whether
hiking, skiing, fishing, or simply enjoying their cabins. This connection to the outdoors
is a fundamental part of daily life and a significant aspect of Norwegian identity,
fostering a practical and resilient approach to life, reflected even in their casual and
layered dress code.

While modern and progressive, Norway also cherishes its traditions and folklore.
Storytelling, often featuring mythical trolls, remains common, particularly in children's
stories. On festive occasions, folk costumes and singing are still enjoyed, further
cementing the link between past and present. These elements, combined with a
strong sense of civic engagement and a deep respect for their history, create a society
that balances innovation with a heartfelt appreciation for its roots.
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