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Introduction

This book begins with a simple proposition: in twentieth-century Stockholm, welfare
was not only legislated—it was planned, drawn, and built. Streets, schools, transit
lines, and housing blocks were conceived as instruments of social policy as surely as
tax codes or labor laws. The result was a city that turned political ideals into everyday
experiences: sunlit kitchens, safe courtyards, libraries within a short walk, parks
reached by tram, and a sense that the city itself was a public good. Welfare by Design
explores this interplay between the social model and the urban form, tracing how
architecture and planning helped make the welfare state tangible—and where they fell
short.

Stockholm offers a distinctive lens for understanding the relationship between policy
and place. From the early reforms that addressed overcrowding and disease to the
mid-century embrace of functionalism and comprehensive planning, the city became a
laboratory for aligning design with collective well-being. The folkhemmet—the
“people’s home”—was more than a metaphor; it provided a design brief. Municipal
housing companies, co-operatives, and public works agencies coordinated finance,
standards, and construction to deliver not just units but neighborhoods. Transit
expansion was pursued as social infrastructure; green wedges secured access to
nature as a right, not a luxury. These choices embedded equity, health, and dignity in
the spaces where people lived their lives.

Yet the Stockholm story is not a triumphalist arc. The same systems that enabled
scale and speed also produced uniformity and, at times, social distance. The postwar
Million Programme accelerated delivery but struggled with maintenance, stigma, and
later waves of economic restructuring and migration that reshaped many districts.
Preservation movements and grassroots activism emerged to defend human scale and
cultural memory, challenging technocratic planning. Throughout, this book treats
success and setback as equally instructive: both reveal how intentions meet
institutions, and how design mediates that encounter.

Our approach is interdisciplinary and pragmatic. We draw on planning history, housing
policy, public health, and urban design to illuminate how standards—light, air, room
sizes—translated moral commitments into measurable outcomes; how
governance—procurement, competitions, municipal companies—organized talent and
capital; and how typologies—courtyard blocks, neighborhood units, ABC-city
suburbs—structured daily routines. Case studies such as Vallingby, Farsta, and
emblematic civic buildings illustrate how ideas traveled from policy documents to
building sites. Along the way, we examine the metrics that guided decisions and the
feedback loops—evaluation, protest, reform—that recalibrated them.
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This is also a practical guide for urbanists, policymakers, and students beyond
Sweden. Replication is never copy-and-paste; it is translation. The chapters distill
transferable principles—public purpose in land and finance, standards that center
health and care, transit as an equity engine, green structure as urban utility—while
identifying context-bound features that resist export. We offer tools for diagnosing
local capacity, sequencing reforms, designing procurement to reward social outcomes,
and building the data systems needed to sustain accountability over time. Where
Stockholm’s model encounters limits—in political coalitions, fiscal trade-offs, or
cultural fit—we treat those limits as design constraints to work with, not excuses for
inaction.

Readers will notice a dual movement across the book: from history to method, and
from narrative to playbook. Early chapters set the scene—industrial city, social
question, and the institutional rise of folkhemmet. Middle chapters detail the
machinery of delivery—housing companies, standards, transit, and social
infrastructure—alongside the environmental ethos that wove nature into urban life.
Later chapters surface critique, reform, and preservation, then pivot to frameworks for
measuring outcomes and responsibly transferring policy and design across borders.
The closing chapters consolidate lessons into a replication strategy attentive to
governance, finance, culture, and design.

Finally, a word on scope and humility. We focus on Stockholm’s twentieth-century
development, mindful that the city has continued to evolve. We do not claim a
universal template; rather, we present a set of practices that aligned values with the
built environment at city scale. If the people’s home was a promise, it was also a
process—iterative, contested, and profoundly spatial. Welfare by Design invites you to
read that process in streets and courtyards, in standards and budgets, and to imagine
how your own city might turn social commitments into places that sustain the
common life.
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CHAPTER ONE The City and the Social Question,
1890-1920

By the 1890s, Stockholm was a city in transformation. Once a compact medieval port
centered on the harbor and the old town of Gamla Stan, it had begun to sprawl along
the waterfront and into the surrounding countryside. The population was swelling
rapidly, driven by industrial growth and rural-to-urban migration. In 1850, fewer than
90,000 people lived within the city limits; by 1900, that number had more than
doubled. Yet the pace of growth far outstripped the capacity of existing infrastructure
to keep pace. The result was a patchwork of neighborhoods where the promise of
modernity was unevenly distributed. While prosperous areas gleamed with new
tenements and improved streets, others remained mired in overcrowded, unsanitary
conditions that posed serious risks to public health. It was in this crucible that the
social question began to take physical form in Stockholm’s streets and tenements.

The late nineteenth century saw the rise of a new urban problem: the crisis of
proletarian housing. Rapid industrialization pulled working-class families into the city,
but the housing stock struggled to accommodate them. Many were forced to live in
cramped, dimly lit apartments with no running water or proper ventilation. These were
not just dwelling issues—they were matters of survival. Epidemics of cholera,
tuberculosis, and other diseases spread swiftly through districts where sanitation was
patchy and overcrowding endemic. Public health officials started to map the
correlation between living conditions and illness, but their recommendations often
clashed with the interests of landlords and developers. The issue was not merely
moral or medical; it was architectural. Buildings, in their arrangement and design,
became central to the debate over who deserved a decent life in the modern city.

Architecturally, Stockholm in this period was a study in contrasts. Elegant boulevards
and grand public buildings rose in the city center, often designed by architects trained
in European academies who brought neoclassical and historicist aesthetics to bear on
civic projects. Meanwhile, the periphery witnessed the haphazard growth of working-
class tenements, many hastily erected without oversight. These buildings were
functional in the narrowest sense—they provided shelter—but offered little beyond
that. Critics, including emerging voices in the architectural profession, began to argue
for a more intentional approach to urban development. They advocated for buildings
that supported health, community, and dignity, not just basic accommodation. This
was the first murmur of what would later become a roar: architecture as a tool for
social reform.

Politically, the 1890s marked the emergence of organized responses to urban
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inequality. The Social Democratic movement, still nascent but gaining ground, began
to frame housing and public health as collective responsibilities rather than private
misfortunes. This was part of a broader shift across Europe, where the "social
question"—originally a term for the problem of poverty and class conflict—was
increasingly understood as a spatial issue. Where one lived, how one lived, and with
whom one lived were not merely personal matters. They were political questions that
spoke to the viability of the city itself. In Stockholm, this perspective found fertile
ground. The city’s municipal government had already begun experimenting with public
works, including water and sewage systems, and these initiatives laid the groundwork
for later, more ambitious interventions.

The municipal government played an increasingly proactive role in shaping urban life.
Between 1890 and 1910, Stockholm invested heavily in infrastructure improvements
designed to address the most pressing health and housing concerns. Sewage systems
were expanded, clean water supplied more widely, and gas lines extended into
previously underserved areas. These upgrades reduced mortality rates, particularly
among children, and provided the material basis for further reforms. Yet despite these
advances, many working-class families still lived in inadequate housing. The city’s
efforts were piecemeal, constrained by limited budgets and legal frameworks that
protected property rights above all else. Reformers understood that infrastructure
alone would not answer the deeper questions of social justice.

One of the earliest and most significant steps came in the form of municipal housing
experiments. Though the large-scale municipal housing companies like Svenska
Allmannyttan would not appear until later, smaller initiatives began to test new
models. In the 1890s and early 1900s, the city authorized the construction of modest
public housing developments aimed at low-income families. These projects were often
overseen by engineers or physicians rather than architects, and rarely extended
beyond basic functional concerns. Still, they represented a crucial shift: the idea that
housing could be a public service, funded and managed outside the market. These
early projects were few in number and limited in scope, but they planted the seeds for
a more expansive vision of municipal responsibility.

Public health became a driving force behind urban planning in ways that would prove
lasting. Medical professionals, particularly those associated with the emerging field of
public health, pushed for architectural reforms that could prevent disease before it
took hold. They advocated for wide streets, open courtyards, and buildings designed
to maximize light and airflow. These ideas were beginning to influence municipal
codes, even if enforcement remained inconsistent. The prevailing logic was that good
design could act as a prophylactic against illness—a notion that would later evolve into
more sophisticated understandings of environmental psychology and spatial equity.

The first hints of comprehensive urban planning emerged during this period, though
they remained largely theoretical. Inspired by developments in German and British
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cities, some planners and reformers began to argue for coordinated efforts to manage
urban growth. They proposed that cities should not simply grow organically but be
shaped according to rational principles that prioritized health, accessibility, and social
cohesion. These ideas found expression in exhibitions, policy papers, and urban design
competitions, but had yet to be implemented on any significant scale. Nevertheless,
they provided the intellectual scaffolding for later reforms that would transform
Stockholm’s built environment.

The turn of the century brought new energies to the debate. As Sweden industrialized
more fully, urban populations became more politically active. Trade unions and
workers’ organizations pressed for better living conditions, linking housing to broader
struggles for labor rights and social security. Women, too, entered the conversation
more forcefully, particularly around issues of maternal health and child welfare. Their
advocacy helped reframe housing as a gendered issue: inadequate housing
disproportionately affected women and children, who often spent the most time in
domestic spaces. This demographic shift would prove essential to the evolution of
Stockholm’s welfare policies in the decades to come.

Architecture itself was undergoing a revolution during these years. Movements such
as Arts and Crafts, and later the simpler forms of early modernism, challenged the
ornamental excesses of historicism. Architects began to ask whether buildings could
better serve their users through honest materials, functional design, and attention to
lived experience. In Stockholm, this translated into calls for housing that was not only
sanitary but humane. Designers started to consider how light, space, and community
could be built into residential architecture—not as luxuries but as necessities. These
ideals would soon find expression in the city’s public housing projects and urban plans.

The 1900s and 1910s witnessed an acceleration in municipal action. Faced with
mounting pressure from reformers and a growing recognition that poor housing
conditions undermined national productivity, the city began to take bolder steps. New
zoning regulations attempted to separate industrial and residential areas, reducing
exposure to pollution and noise. Building codes were strengthened to require
minimum standards for ventilation, daylight, and structural safety. These measures
were imperfectly enforced and often resisted by private interests, but they signaled a
growing willingness to intervene in the built environment for social purposes.

The outbreak of World War | in 1914 initially slowed urban development, as resources
were redirected toward military needs. Yet the war also underscored the importance of
housing and public infrastructure. Rationing and shortages made evident how
dependent cities were on organized systems of supply and distribution. Municipal
governments stepped in to coordinate food distribution, manage labor housing, and
ensure continuity of services. These experiences reinforced the idea that urban
governance could not be left solely to private initiative. They also highlighted the need
for scalable, adaptable solutions—lessons that would prove vital in the postwar period.
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Sweden’s neutrality during the war allowed Stockholm to maintain relative stability
compared to other European cities. This stability attracted refugees and migrants from
across the continent, further straining housing markets. Yet it also enabled the city to
experiment with solutions that might have been impossible amid wartime chaos.
During this time, cooperation between municipal authorities, private developers, and
social organizations intensified. Housing associations began to form, pooling resources
to construct modestly improved dwellings for their members. Though these efforts
were still limited in scope, they demonstrated new models of collective ownership and
community-driven development.

The postwar period saw a surge in ambitious proposals for urban reform. Influenced by
international developments—including the English Garden City movement and
German experiments in housing—the Swedish planning community began to articulate
a vision of the city as a deliberately designed environment. This vision emphasized not
just efficiency or aesthetics but social purpose. Planners argued that streets should be
safe for children, that neighborhoods should foster interaction and mutual aid, and
that architecture should reflect democratic values. These were radical ideas at the
time, but they resonated with a public increasingly aware of the connection between
space and society.

The concept of the Folkhemmet—the "people’s home"—began to crystallize during
these years. Initially a political metaphor, it evolved into a spatial philosophy. The idea
was that Sweden should be so organized that everyone, regardless of class or
background, could feel at home within it. This required more than kind words; it
demanded concrete changes in how cities were built and governed. Housing, schools,
clinics, and public spaces had to be reimagined as components of a unified system
designed to promote inclusion and well-being. Early iterations of this philosophy
appeared in Stockholm’s efforts to integrate services and improve access to public
goods.

Housing reform remained the centerpiece of these efforts. Advocates pushed for
legislation that would give municipalities the authority to build subsidized housing,
regulate private development, and ensure that all residents had access to decent
accommodation. These campaigns met resistance from conservative politicians and
property owners, who viewed such measures as intrusive and potentially costly. Yet
public opinion was shifting. Scandals involving slum landlords, combined with growing
awareness of the health impacts of poor housing, created momentum for change. The
stage was set for the comprehensive reforms that would follow in the interwar period.

The role of design in these debates became increasingly prominent. Architects and
planners were no longer seen merely as aesthetic contributors but as social engineers.
Their task was to translate policy goals into physical forms that could be inhabited and
experienced. This meant rethinking everything from the width of stairwells to the
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placement of courtyards. Design standards began to emerge that linked architectural
features to health outcomes, social interaction, and economic productivity. These
standards would later become codified in national policy, but their origins lay in the
experimental ethos of these early decades.

Public buildings took on new significance during this period. Libraries, bathhouses, and
educational facilities were expanded or newly constructed, often with an eye toward
accessibility and social purpose. The idea was that civic architecture should serve
everyone, not just the educated elite. Designing these spaces required balancing
beauty with utility, ensuring that they were inviting enough to encourage use while
robust enough to meet growing demand. Architects experimented with new materials
and layouts that could accommodate large numbers without sacrificing comfort or
dignity. These projects became testing grounds for ideas that would later inform
residential design.

Women'’s roles in advocating for and shaping urban policy grew more visible.
Organizations such as the Fredrika Bremer Association campaigned for improved
housing, better sanitation, and greater access to public services. They emphasized
how poor living conditions disproportionately affected mothers and children, framing
domestic reform as a matter of national importance. Their lobbying helped shift public
discourse toward viewing the home not just as a private sphere but as a space
deserving public investment. This perspective would become foundational to later
feminist approaches to urban planning and design.

The period also saw the first stirrings of neighborhood-level planning. Reformers
recognized that simply improving individual buildings was insufficient—they needed to
consider how entire districts functioned. Questions arose about the proximity of
schools to housing, the availability of green space, and the integration of different
socioeconomic groups. Some planners proposed mixed-use developments that might
counteract the rigid segregation implied by traditional zoning. These ideas remained
largely theoretical but pointed toward a more holistic understanding of urban life that
would later influence Stockholm’s approach to district planning.

Economic forces continued to shape the debate. Industrial growth had created wealth,
but it had also intensified income inequality. The middle class expanded, occupying
newly built villas on the city’s outskirts, while the working class remained
concentrated in aging tenements. This spatial arrangement reinforced class divisions,
making it difficult for social policies to achieve their intended effects. Planners and
policymakers began to argue that mixed-income neighborhoods, supported by
universal services, could counteract these dynamics. Such ideas were controversial at
the time but gradually gained traction as alternatives to laissez-faire urbanism.

Demographic changes added urgency to the reform agenda. Stockholm’s population
was not only growing but becoming younger and more diverse. Immigrant
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communities, particularly from Finland and other parts of Scandinavia, settled in
specific districts, creating new demands for culturally appropriate services and
housing. Meanwhile, the proportion of families living in substandard accommodation
remained stubbornly high, despite incremental improvements. These trends
suggested that partial solutions would not suffice—that a comprehensive rethinking of
urban policy was necessary.

The architectural profession itself was evolving, grappling with the implications of its
role in shaping society. Architecture schools began to emphasize social responsibility
alongside design skills. Young architects traveled abroad to study housing projects,
returning with ideas about how Swedish cities might be redesigned. Journals and
exhibitions showcased innovative approaches to public housing and urban planning,
fostering a culture of experimentation. This intellectual ferment laid the groundwork
for the architectural renaissance that would follow in the 1920s and 1930s.

Technological advances played a crucial but underappreciated role in enabling reform.
Improvements in steel production, plumbing, and heating made it possible to
construct larger, more efficient buildings. Electrification promised to transform
domestic life, offering new possibilities for lighting and household labor. These
changes did not automatically lead to better housing, but they expanded the range of
options available to planners and designers. As costs declined and techniques
improved, municipalities found it easier to justify investing in public infrastructure.

Labor unrest and strikes underscored the political stakes of urban reform. Workers
were not merely seeking higher wages—they were demanding better living conditions
as a matter of justice. Strikes over housing, in particular, highlighted how spatial
inequality could destabilize the entire economy. Employers began to recognize that
healthier, better-housed workers were more productive and less likely to organize.
This convergence of interests—albeit for different reasons—created new opportunities
for cooperation between municipal authorities, private developers, and labor leaders.

Yet resistance remained entrenched. Property owners and conservative politicians
continued to frame public housing as a threat to individual freedom and market
efficiency. Debate often centered on abstract principles rather than concrete
outcomes, making it difficult to build consensus around specific interventions.
However, evidence from public health studies and international examples gradually
weakened opposition. Reformers learned to frame their proposals in terms of
efficiency and public safety rather than redistribution or radical change—a rhetorical
strategy that would prove essential in later campaigns.

Public opinion began to shift as awareness of housing conditions spread through
media coverage and political agitation. Newspapers published exposés of slum
landlords, while photographers documented the realities of working-class life. These
images stirred public sympathy and underscored the need for action. Intellectuals and
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artists joined the cause, arguing that improving the built environment was not just a
technical challenge but a moral imperative. Their involvement lent cultural legitimacy
to reforms that might otherwise have seemed purely political.

The groundwork for municipal housing companies was laid during this period. While
the formal establishment of organizations like Allmannyttan would come later, the
1890s and 1900s saw pilots and advocacy efforts that made such institutions possible.
Reformers argued that market mechanisms alone could not provide adequate housing
for low-income residents, necessitating alternative models of ownership and
management. These debates helped establish the legal and political precedents that
would later enable large-scale public housing development.

At the same time, private building societies and cooperatives began to flourish.
Groups of workers pooled their resources to construct housing collectively, bypassing
traditional landlords. These cooperatives were modest in scale but significant in
principle, demonstrating that alternative ownership models could succeed. They also
provided a training ground for future leaders in the municipal housing sector, many of
whom would later transition into public roles. The cooperative movement thus bridged
the gap between grassroots activism and institutional reform.

Transportation posed another major challenge. While Stockholm’s tram network had
expanded considerably, it still left many working-class districts underserved.
Commuters faced long journeys to work, reducing time available for family life or civic
participation. Planners began to argue that accessible transit was not a luxury but a
necessity for a functional urban society. These ideas would later inform the
development of the Tunnelbana, but in the 1900s and 1910s they remained
aspirational rather than actionable.

Education and healthcare facilities were also extended during this period, though
unevenly. New schools were built in rapidly growing districts, often designed with an
emphasis on light, ventilation, and open space. Clinics and dispensaries expanded
their reach, offering preventive care to families who might otherwise delay treatment.
These investments reflected a growing understanding that health and education were
not private responsibilities but public goods requiring systematic provision. Their
placement within neighborhoods would later become a key consideration in urban
planning.

The period was marked by a tension between idealism and pragmatism. Reformers
had grand visions of a socially integrated, well-designed city, but each intervention
required negotiation with existing institutions and constraints. Progress was
incremental, often frustratingly slow. Yet even small wins—like a new bathhouse or a
cleaner street—helped build momentum and public trust. These early victories proved
crucial in establishing the legitimacy of municipal action in urban development.
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Environmental reform became part of this broader agenda. As industrial activity
concentrated along the waterfront, pollution began to affect quality of life in adjacent
neighborhoods. Smoke, noise, and waste created new forms of inequality, with poorer
residents bearing the brunt of environmental degradation. Public health officials and
reformers began to advocate for zoning measures that would protect residential areas
from industrial encroachment. These efforts laid the groundwork for later
environmental planning initiatives that would define Stockholm’s approach to urban-
nature relations.

The aftermath of the 1917 Russian Revolution added urgency to debates about
inequality and reform. Fear of unrest motivated conservative elites to support modest
improvements in housing and social services. While Swedish socialists rejected violent
revolution, they embraced the idea that structural reform could prevent radicalization.
This context influenced policy discussions, making it easier to argue for public
investment in infrastructure and housing. The specter of upheaval, though distant,
shaped the political calculus of the time.

Design competitions became a tool for advancing reformist ideas. The city sponsored
architectural contests for schools, bathhouses, and small housing projects, inviting
designers to propose solutions that balanced cost, functionality, and social purpose.
These competitions generated innovative proposals and publicized reformist visions.
They also demonstrated that socially conscious design did not require sacrificing
aesthetic quality. Some winning entries would later be constructed, providing concrete
examples of how architecture could serve the public interest.

Yet many of these early projects remained exceptions rather than norms. Reform was
patchwork, dependent on local champions and available funding. Without a coherent
framework or sustained political will, efforts often failed to achieve lasting impact. Still,
each initiative added to a growing repository of knowledge and experience. These
experiments—successful or not—provided the raw material for more systematic
reforms that would follow in the interwar years.

The chapter closes not with triumph but with anticipation. By 1920, the social question
had been transformed from an abstract concern to a physical reality demanding
architectural, spatial, and political answers. Stockholm’s leaders had begun to see
their city not just as a place to govern but as a project to redesign. This was not yet
the Folkhemmet realized, but it was the threshold. The next decades would test
whether the ideals expressed in policy papers and architectural drawings could survive
the complexities of implementation. The city’s answer would reverberate far beyond
its borders.
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