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About the savings bank concept and Swedbank.
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EDITORIAL

Long-term profitability
comes from long-term
sustainability.

Emptying the piggy bank
in the 1940s.

EVERY PERSON HAS a dream of financial freedom. It’s a

dream that our company has been privileged to share
with our customers for two centuries: A dream of
creating a home or embarking on a project. A dream
of a better and safer future for themselves and their
families – or perhaps a dream of breaking free and
leading a more independent life.
Giving ordinary people the opportunity to save
money on reasonable terms was ground-breaking
when the first savings bank was established in 1820.
That concept, the savings bank concept, proved powerful enough to develop and improve not only people’s own
living conditions – but society as a whole.
It is a concept that lives on today. For 200 years, we
have helped people and businesses make sound financial
decisions to help them reach their goals in a sustainable
way. That was sustainability and community engagement
in practice – long before they became modern concepts.
But sometimes things happen that cause us to put our
dreams and plans on hold. This has been the case for many
in 2020 when the coronavirus pandemic struck communities across the world. The strain that people and businesses
feel now will certainly continue long into the future and at
Swedbank we are doing everything we can to help our customers get through the challenges – so that together we can
get society moving again. Swedbank and the savings bank
sector have experienced several crises over the past 200
years. We know from experience that a crisis can also be a
springboard for a new, better direction and that long-term
profitability relies on long-term sustainability. For us and
our customers.
The savings bank concept was born in a country on the
brink of starvation. Today, Sweden is one of the most modern countries in the world. But the idea of creating opportunities for people and businesses to build their finances and
empower them to improve their circumstances still applies.
This is our job to this day. In Sweden – and for many years

now also in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania, which are now
also a part of our home market.
This bicentennial magazine describes how our journey
defines who we are today. It is a history that fills me with joy
and pride and an unshakeable belief in the future. Now, in
2020, we are building a new digital and sustainable society
together – customers, partners and employees. And we are
taking the fundamental values of the savings bank concept
with us – into the future.
Forward then. Forward now!

Jens Henriksson,
President and CEO
of Swedbank
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2020

Swedbank celebrates
the savings bank concept

Swedbank 2020:
A bank for the many
and their businesses
• Four home markets: Sweden, Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania.
• More than 7 million private customers (4 million of them in
Sweden).
• 550,000 business customers (250,000 of them in Sweden).
• Nearly 15,000 employees.
• Typical services: Savings, loans and payments for private
individuals and companies. Advisors and partners to major
companies and institutions.

Ambitious
climate goals
Swedbank’s direct greenhouse gas emissions will be
reduced by 60 per cent by 2030, compared with 2019,
a target in line with the Paris Agreement. Primarily
emissions from travel, in particular air travel, and the
carbon footprint of the bank’s premises,
will be reduced.
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To deposit and withdraw money. To receive
interest and take out a loan. These were revolutionary concepts that the savings banks offered
to ordinary people in the 1800s, when there really
were no credit institutions. Since then, the savings
bank concept has guided what has become
Swedbank. A timeless concept that has been
adapted for each era. This magazine shows how.
Johan Eriksson,
publisher, Swedbank

Working
with others
Over the years Swedbank and the savings banks have often
been the first to launch new digital solutions, sometimes in
collaboration with others. For example, the payment service,
Swish, was developed together with six of Sweden’s largest
banks. Swedbank’s collaboration with innovation partner
Minna Technologies has resulted in, amongst other things
Abonnemangshjälpen (or “Subscription help”).

Swedbank Robur:
soft power at work
Swedbank Robur is one of the three largest
investors on the Stockholm Stock Exchange.
Thanks to its size, Robur has the power to
influence how the companies in which it invests
meet their sustainability and equal opportunities obligations. Read more on page 39.

So many ways to meet
A bank always has to look for new ways to serve its customers.
In the past there were home moneyboxes, bank buses and savings
clubs. Today, customers access the bank digitally. App and internet
banking allow them to do their banking whenever they want.
And questions are answered 24/7 through telephone banking
and social media. In 2019, Swedbank had:
•
•
•

2.4 million meetings at its branches in Sweden.
More than 5 million customer centre contacts in Sweden.
Over 1.8 billion digital customer interactions.

An educator for
over 200 years
The savings banks have always spread knowledge. Swedbank 
continues this tradition, with education initiatives, such as Ung
ekonomi (“Young Finances”) and Digital ekonomi (“Digital Finances”),
with company and job initiatives such as Rivstart (“Flying Start”)
and Äntligen jobb (“A Job at Last”) – and by continuing to publish
Lyckoslanten, Sweden’s oldest school magazine! More on page 30.

Long before
anyone called it
sponsorship
The early savings banks were already supporting savings
initiatives, such as company savings clubs and classroom
moneyboxes – not to mention all the local associations
that have received, and still receive, support. Swedbank
continues in this tradition, as sponsor or partner
to, for instance, Friends, the Swedish Football
Association, Ung Företagsamhet, Läxhjälpen,
Locker Room Talk, Unga aktiesparare
and We Effect.

Friends!
The Friends Foundation works to stop bullying
among children and young people. Swedbank has
been the main sponsor of Friends since 2002 and,
as part of the collaboration, Sweden’s national
arena in Solna is called the Friends Arena. Since
2018, 25 bronze sculptures of children have
been placed in the stadium, as a permanent
art exhibition. The sculptures are a reminder of
everyone’s responsibility to combat bullying.
Visit arenansbarn.se for more information.
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The road to Swedbank:
1820–2020

The first savings bank started
in 1820. Much has happened in
both society and the savings bank
world since then – leading up
to today’s Swedbank.

1820
Göteborgs Sparbank is
Sweden’s first savings
bank. A bank where
ordinary people can
get interest on deposits
and take out loans.
A revolutionary idea!

1840–1870: a period of intense reform, with
compulsory elementary schools, a
 bolishing
of the guild system, the Companies Act – free
enterprise! Now anyone can start a business.
Commercial banks, such as Stockholm’s Enskilda
Bank and Handelsbanken, are born.

More on the
birth of the
savings banks
on page 12.

1860

The savings bank concept is
spreading: now there are 150
savings banks across the country.

1892
First Savings Bank Act.
Savings banks should help
private individuals only and
let commercial banks serve
corporations.

1894
1900
The country has 388 savings
banks – and they need to coordinate better. The industry
organisation Svenska Sparbanksföreningen is founded.

The Enköping Savings Bank
gives the city’s newborns a
bankbook with a gift amount.
Almost all other savings banks
follow suit.

1904
An increasingly industrialised Sweden
needs housing and new infrastructure.
Local savings banks offer both home
loans and municipal credits.
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More about
building
communities
on page 18.

More about
saving
initiatives on
page 30.

The magazine Lyckoslanten (or “Lucky
Penny”) is launched by the savings banks,
with tips for children about saving and
finance. Today it is still sent to Sweden’s
middle-school classes. One of the 
savings banks’ most enduring
public education projects.

1926

1928
498 savings banks
across the country. Going
forward, the number will
decrease, as savings banks
start merging with
each other.

1915
More about
agricultural
and business
customers on
page 24.

The first agricultural bank
is founded in Västerhaninge
outside Stockholm. A bank
for farmers by farmers, based
on the same concept as the
savings banks.

From the 1910s onwards: The
savings banks give moneyboxes
to their customers to use at home.
Bank tellers collect the money –
often on bicycles.

1935

771 agriculture banks. They too
will start to merge, creating
fewer, but larger, banks over time.

1941
The savings bank association’s Department for
Savings Propaganda,
founded in 1925, simplifies
its name to Sparfrämjandet (or “Savings Promotion
Association”).

1942
The savings banks
create their own central
bank, the jointly owned
Sparbankernas Bank (or
“Savings Banks’ Bank”).

Early 1950s: The savings
banks start fitting out
buses with simple bank
offices and drive to specific
stops. Today, local savings
banks still run bank buses
in their local areas.
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Cities grow, homes are built.
They all need financing. Spintab
(today’s Swedbank Hypotek)
is founded.

The savings banks start their
own real estate agency, Spafab.
Today, that’s Swedbank’s real
estate firm Fastighetsbyrån.

1955

1966
1962

An ad campaign launches the
characters Erk and Maja. For many
years, they are mascots for the
savings banks’ housing solutions.

1967
The savings banks create Robur
and launch the Sparinvest
equity fund. It is the first
banking group to offer this
new form of savings.

Coordinated banking legislation. Savings
banks and agricultural banks are placed
on an equal footing with commercial
banks and are now also able to offer
banking services to companies.

1969

More about
fund savings
on page 36.

1974
The agricultural funds are
renamed Föreningsbanken.

1975
The last national Savings
Bank Week, an annual
campaign week held since
1958. (But today, many
local savings banks hold
their own annual campaign
days and weeks.)

More on
what made banks
accessible on
page 42.

The banking market is liberalised
and it becomes
easier than ever to
borrow money.

1985

1977
Savings banks are the
first in Sweden with a
nationwide system of
ATMs: Minuten.

Today’s
Swedbank
Försäkring, the
bank’s insurance
company,
is founded.

1990
1991

Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania
become independent when the
Soviet Union collapses. Hansabank is founded in Estonia.
The agriculture banks are
merged into Föreningsbanken.
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Sparbanken Sverige and
Föreningsbanken merge to form
FöreningsSparbanken.

FöreningsSparbanken and SEB agree to
merge – but the merger is stopped by the
EU competition authority.

1997

2001
1999

2005

“Bankboken”, a financial
guide in book form, is
sent to 1.7 million households in Sweden.

More on
Swedbank in
the Baltics
on page 54.

FöreningsSparbanken
becomes sole owner of
Hansabank, now grown into
a pan-Baltic full-service bank.

2006
FöreningsSparbanken changes its name to Swedbank. It is
now a full-service bank, with
four home markets.

2007
More on the
savings bank
movement’s
ownership in
Swedbank on
page 50.

1995
Sparbanken Sverige is
listed on the Stockholm
Stock Exchange.

1992
Sparbanken Sverige is created when
11 regional savings banks merge with
Sparbanksföreningen and Sparbanksbanken. This “nationwide savings
bank" will become today’s Swedbank.

Swedbank buys into two
Ukrainian banks. The 2008
financial crisis and the
banks’ lack of transparency
cause Swedbank to sell its
shares in 2013.

2008
2012
The payment service Swish is launched in
cooperation with six of Sweden’s largest
banks. Today, more banks have joined and
seven million Swedes use Swish.

A financial crisis affects the
world, not least the Baltic
states. Work to deal with
insolvency loans and help
affected customers takes
Swedbank several years.

2020
At most, there were 498 local
savings banks in Sweden. Today,
there are 59 savings banks and
the full-service bank Swedbank
– which continues to address the
challenges of today.

More about
today’s
challenges
for a modern bank
on page 58.
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1820

Sweden: Poor and
with no banks

Mother and daughter doing
laundry at the Oktorp farm in
Halland around 1870. (Photo:
Severin Nilsson/Nordic Museum)

Out in the cold
Today, Sweden is one of the most modern countries
in the world. However, in the 1800s, when the savings
bank concept was born, Sweden was an underdeveloped
agrarian society where most people lived in villages,
out in the financial cold.
10

Sunday service crowd at Vingåker church. Vingåker
Sparbank is founded in the building on the right in
1836. (Photo: Bertil Wreting/Nordic Museum)

IN 1820, 2.6 MILLION PEOPLE LIVED in Sweden – and

they didn’t have it easy. The country was in economic
distress. The Napoleonic Wars in Europe had ended
in 1815 with the Battle of Waterloo. The boom of the
war years was followed by a “peace depression” and
economic stagnation in Sweden.
Losing Finland to Russia in 1809 did not improve
the mood. It helped a bit to take Norway from Denmark in 1814, in what would turn out to be Sweden’s
last war. This new Norwegian-Swedish Union would
last until 1905. There was also a new royal family:
in 1818, French Marshal Jean-Baptiste Bernadotte
became King Karl XIV Johan.
But the splendour of a new king could not hide the
fact that Sweden was one of Europe’s poorest countries. A quarter of the population was considered poor.
Counting tradesmen, family farmers and tenement
soldiers, the proportion of the poor increased to 60 per
cent. People drank heavily and the poor relief could
not cope.
Industrialisation was underway in England,
but the Swedes still lived off the land. Not even ten
per cent lived in cities – if it even could be said that
Sweden had cities. Stockholm had 75,000 inhabitants,
Gothenburg 16,500 and Karlskrona 11,500.
Most Swedes lived in parishes with a church in
the centre of the village. The priest was the village’s

spiritual guide – as well as the state’s representative.
Three quarters of the country worked in agriculture,
either on the family farm or as maids or farmhands
for others. Generally, people survived on what the
land gave, but crop failures and poor harvests could
destroy life for many families.
If people somehow still managed to create a surplus, there was no way to save for rainy days. Credit
institutions didn’t exist. The only recourse was to buy
things of enduring value – like silver spoons. And then
bury them in the woods, far from greedy relatives or
nosy guests or looting soldiers.
Against this backdrop, the upper classes of society
began to discsuss how to include the general public
in economic development. Whatever wealth people
managed to accumulate, shouldn’t they be able to
build on that for their own economic growth?
These social commentators were described as
‘zealots for the well-being and morality of the poor’.
They were county governors, merchants, the military,
pharmacists, professors and parliamentarians. What
if, they asked, there were a way to help those less
well-off out of the financial cold? A way to give ordinary people security, make them dare to invest – and
that would also save the taxpayers’ money from going
to poor relief.
What if there were … savings banks?

The ironworks at Hellefors Bruk, circa 1906.
(Photo: Albin Andersson/Technical Museum.)

Other things happening in 1820:
• Coffee-drinking is banned – for the fifth
time. Few take any notice.
• Singer Jenny Lind is born in Stockholm.
• Women’s rights activist, Fredrika Bremer,
is 19 years old. In eight years, she will
(anonymously) publish her first novel
“Sketches of Everyday Life”.
• Lars Johan Hierta is also 19 and is
10 years from starting the tabloid
Aftonbladet.

• Karl Marx is two years old and has 28 years
to go before he publishes the Communist
Manifesto.
• Composer Ludvig van Beethoven is 49
years old and by now completely deaf.
• James Monroe is President of the United
States, the country’s fifth.
Kaffebeslaget ( or “Coffee Confiscation”),
Martin Rudolf Heland/Stockholm City Museum.
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1820

The savings bank concept takes
shape: The first savings bank

In its first year, Göteborgs Sparbank
gained 741 customers. These included
291 children, 41 wives and widows,
66 tradesmen, journeymen and
apprentices, 37 factory workers,
labourers and ferrymen, 40 unmarried
women and one sailor. (Photo: Gabriel
Hildebrand/Royal Coin Cabinet)

A bank for everyone
ON 28 OCTOBER 1820 , young German merchant

Eduard Ludendorff opened Göteborgs Sparbank. It
was the first savings bank in Sweden and the fore
runner of today’s Swedbank – but it was not a bank we
would recognise. It was in Ludendorff’s residence at
Västra Hamngatan 15 and he received customers in
his living room.
The savings bank in Gothenburg was a private
initiative by local leaders – who had picked up on a
general discussion in the country. Community leaders
everywhere were looking for ways to improve people’s
living conditions. They found some inspiration with
the savings associations that some ironworks had put
in place for their employees. They also learned about
the Reverend Henry Duncan in Scotland, who started
a savings bank in his parish in 1810. Undersecretary
Carl David Skogman even summarised the situation
in 1819 in his report On savings banks.
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The savings bank concept was that anyone, at any
time, would be allowed to deposit any amount, no
matter how small. Instead of just sitting on the money
or – worse – having to pawn property, people would
earn interest on their money, be able to take out loans
and have the right to make withdrawals from their
savings whenever they wanted. We take this for gran
ted today, but it was revolutionary in 1820.
The enterprising Ludendorff was the first to
turn the concept into an actual bank, together with
co-founders such as the county governor, the bishop
and other members of Gothenburg’s upper classes.
The first savings bank was quickly followed by
others across the country. By 1860 Sweden had
150 savings banks. Ludendorff would certainly have
been proud – if he hadn’t died of dropsy four years
after the bank opened.

A concept
tested by time
Fundamental to the savings bank concept was providing
services to the economically vulnerable so that they
could build their own finances. Equally important was
that each savings bank should be run by local actors on
a non-profit basis. A savings bank should also encourage
and educate people about savings. These basic tenets of
the savings bank concept are still at work at Swedbank
and the savings banks of today – but have always been
adapted to trends in society. It’s a concept that has t ruly
stood the test of time.

Carolina
Bernhardina
Sweden’s first savings bank customer was threeyear-old Carolina Bernhardina Hammardahl, who
deposited 12 shillings at Göteborgs Sparbank.
Customer number two was her brother, Henrik Theodor
Hammardahl, not even one year old. It is thought
that their father, Gustaf Henrik Hammardahl, had
links to Ludendorff. Carolina Bernhardina’s
savings book shows her deposits over the years.
(Photo: Gabriel Hildebrand/
Royal Coin Cabinet)

The church tower principle

The German merchant Eduard Ludendorff
moved to Sweden in 1808. Twelve years later
he started Göteborgs Sparkbank. (Picture:
Gabriel Hildebrand/Royal Coin Cabinet)

498

For the first savings banks, it was important to limit operations
to the immediate neighbourhood. Preferably, the bank should be
able to see its entire customer base from the top of the church
tower, the “church tower principle”. And since everyone went
to church on Sunday, the bank manager could also look all his
customers in the eye and remind them of the benefits of saving.

Gammelstad Church Town, Luleå.
(Photo: Håkan Stenlund/Swedish
Lapland Visitors Board)

By the early 1900s, every large community
in Sweden had its own savings bank. In
1928, there were 498 savings banks. But the
modern world demanded banks with more
capital and stability after that. Savings banks
started to merge with each other. By 1990,
there were around 100 savings banks.
The largest of them then formed what
has become today’s Swedbank.
13
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Swedbank
Sweden:
A today:
poor country
with no
Built
onbanks
a timeless idea

“That’s why your
finances matter”
Arturo Arques, private economist for Swedbank
and the savings banks, on the role of money in life.
Arturo Arques on his mother’s
arm, in the late 1960s.
(Photo: private)
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”

I GREW UP with a single mother with three children.

In our home every penny counted, and I learned early
on how important it was to keep track of personal
finances. It has helped me in life – because with a
basic understanding of the value of money and how to
budget, it is much easier to manage life’s challenges
and opportunities, even if you don’t have much.
Most of us make small and large decisions every
day that affect our finances. For example, how we live,
what to study, where to work and what we want our
lives to be like once we stop working. We make decisions on how to share financial responsibility with our
partner, how much we spend on entertainment and
shopping, and what we want to put aside for a secure
and enjoyable future. The choices we make affect both
our everyday lives and our future – and if we just pay
some attention to them and our priorities, there is a
greater chance that we can live the life we want to live.
Helping people make wise and sustainable choices
about their finances was fundamental to the savings
bank concept when it was introduced in Sweden 200
years ago. Today it’s more important than ever. You
don’t need to go back much further than my own upbringing in the 1970s to see that society today is much
more complex than before. Thankfully, the opportunities for shaping our own lives are also greater. And

from that follows that each of us must take greater
responsibility for our own financial security and
freedom. In order to do so, we need to be both well
informed and knowledgeable.
Anyone who has succeeded in scraping together
savings, perhaps by setting aside a small amount
every month for many years, has a greater chance
of realising a life project or fulfilling a dream – and
has a buffer to dip into when their old fridge gives up
the ghost. A savings buffer can also be crucial when
life takes an unexpected or unwanted turn. It’s hard
enough to fall sick, be laid off or go through a divorce,
for example. To have to worry about finances on top of
that does not make the situation any easier, as anyone
who has been in that situation knows.
My upbringing with my single mother taught me
the importance of keeping track of finances. But mum
also taught me something else, even more valuable:
the importance of having close and good relationships
with people who stand by you. For with all that life
throws at us, we need to understand that although
money matters – it isn’t the be-all and end-all. So
keep track of your finances but remember to care for
everything else that matters in life. This will hopefully
make life more secure and more precious.”

(Photo: Emma Skogmalm)

“Control your
finances and
make the rest
of your life
easier.”
15
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Sweden: Industrialisation
boosts the economy

Main Square in Lund 1907.
(Photo: Per Bagge/Lund
University)

Work for all – and a
roof over their heads
By the early 1900s, Sweden’s journey from Europe’s backwater had come a long way. New jobs were created in the
new industries and cities – which all needed to build
infrastructure and housing.

16

Miss Nilsson’s school pupils, primary school
in Uppsala 1895. (Photo: Osti Heinrich/Uppsala
University Library)

FROM 1850 ONWARDS Sweden developed quickly.

sewers, streets, hospitals, electricity infrastructure
and more. Living standards improved and mortality declined due to improved dietary habits, better
hygiene and the emergence of vaccines.
People needed better housing too. Initiatives were
launched around the country to make sure every
citizen had a roof over their head. This was sometimes
referred to as the “own-home movement” but it was a
movement with many guises. There were communal
associations that bought properties that were divided
up into small homes for their members. There were
also the foundry owners who divided up plots around
their businesses and sold them to local workers.
Many “own-home” areas grew up on the outskirts
of the cities, so that those who worked in a factory inside a city would not have to live in the factory smoke.
Instead, they could commute on the train – another
innovation! – to homes in green areas. Many of today’s
residential areas are former “own-home” areas, as is
sometimes seen in their street names.

A period of reforms paved the way. Parliament introduced compulsory primary school and freedom of
trade, dissolved the Estates Parliament (“ståndsriks
dagen”) and granted freedom of movement throughout the country. Better educated people were now able
to travel more freely and seek employment in the new
companies that were popping up everywhere.
It wasn’t just freedom of trade that drove enterprise. The machines and mass production of industrialisation created new opportunities. Many new
companies were founded in, for instance, the engineering, power, paper and clothing industries. Textile
factories were built in the west, steam sawmills along
the northern coast and mechanical workshops in all
the big cities.
New towns grew up around new industries. People
moved there for work and a whole new social class
was created: the working class. By the early 1910s,
agriculture, in which almost everyone worked previously, employed only 40 per cent of the population.
A telephone cable is laid in 1864 between
The country’s old parish system dissolved,
the Old Town and the Royal Palace in
replaced by municipalities and county councils
Stockholm. (Photo: Ericsson’s archive at
the Centre for Business History.)
established by the 1862 Municipalities Act. They built

An era of major reforms
1842 Compulsory primary school.
1846 The guilds are abolished; no more
hereditary monopolies.
1848 The Swedish Companies Act: now it’s
possible to start companies without
having personal finances as collateral.
1860 Free movement, both inside and outside
the country (no more city tariffs).

1862 First Swedish Municipalities Act. The
birth of modern administrative Sweden.
1863 Unmarried women now of legal age at
25 years of age.
1864 Freedom of trade is introduced. Anyone
who wants to can start a business.
1866 A bicameral parliament is introduced
and the Estates Parliament dissolved.

Finance minister Johan August Gripenstedt
(1813–1874) was behind many of the
reforms – not least freedom of17
trade.
(Photo: W. A. Eurenius & P. L. Quist/KB)

1904

Savings banks, houses
and communities

Family time in front of
the holiday cottage, circa
1930. (Photo: Archives
of Svensk Fastighets
förmedling at the Centre
for Business History)

Building communities
AS THE COUNTRY industrialised, housing emerged as

a central issue – and the savings banks became heavily
involved. For a while during the early 1900s, almost
all new homes were built with loans from the local
savings bank. City blocks and areas financed by the
savings banks include Hjulkvarn in Trollhättan (1909)
and large parts of Malmö, Uppsala and Motala (1923).
The savings banks also helped municipalities with
financing of all the new infrastructure that had to
be built. Their municipal loans made building a new
society possible.
In the following century, the savings banks kept
their focus on housing. They lent money early on to
housing cooperatives. In 1955, Spintab was created to
offer long-term housing loans. That company is today
called Swedbank Hypotek, has over one million customers and is a market leader in the Swedish housing
market.
In order to support housing construction, local
savings banks often sought cooperation with industry
and municipalities. In 1958, for example, Vesterås
Sparbank teamed up with the city of Västerås, and
18

local big companies Asea and Svenska Metallverken, to form the Aroseken housing foundation, which
became an important builder of houses in the rapidly
growing Västerås area. Just one year later, in 1959, the
foundation was able to open a first residential area in
Östra Malmaberg.
Like its sibling Aroseken in Västerås, the
Ekkronan housing foundation in Stockholm was a
building developer for construction projects connecting consultants, architects and builders. Ekkronan
oversaw the development of Norrskogen in Täby,
Rudboda in Lidingö, Salem and Sköndal.
By 1966, the savings banks were the country’s
largest lender to the real estate sector. Over 800,000
properties, mainly single-family houses, had their
loans with a savings bank.
With so many home-loan borrowers, the savings
bank also wanted to help with the house purchase
itself. So they created their own real estate agency,
Spafab (today’s Fastighetsbyrån), the first realtor
company linked to a bank. Today, Fastighetsbyrån is
involved in about a quarter of Sweden’s housing deals.

Building
the country
The National Architecture and Design Fair at the Stockholm Exhibition in 1930 highlighted the savings banks’
contribution to building the country. At that time, they
had loaned SEK 1.1 billion for residential buildings, both
in cities and in rural areas. They had loaned SEK 564 million to municipalities and county councils for hospitals,
schools, hydroelectric power stations and more. And they
had purchased government bonds for SEK 307 m
 illion,
which financed railways, power stations and public
buildings.

New
homes for
a new world
On 17 June 1965, Stockholm Sparbank decided to
finance the construction of the new residential area
Salemstaden, south of the city. At SEK 300 million,
it was Stockholm’s Sparbank’s biggest loan to date.
The photo is from the first tour of the first set of
finished houses, on 25 September 1966.

Erk and Maja,
get it here!
In a poem by Gustaf Fröding from 1891, the young couple Erk
and Maja talk about how “they’ll have it good” in the home
they will build as newlyweds. But they don’t have enough
money to really afford it, and ask “where will we get it?”
“You’ll get it here!” the savings banks responded in a 1962 ad
campaign, featuring the couple. They were also launched as
moneyboxes with rounded bases and would serve for years as
mascots for the savings banks’ housing solutions.

19

1820
2020

Swedbank today:
Sweden:
A poor
country
Sustainable
properties,
with
no banks homes
climate-friendly

Sustainable properties
– for the climate and
the economy
Making sustainable choices for your housing is often both climatefriendly and financially astute. Sustainability has also become important
for commercial real estate companies, who see real business benefits
in the transition to more sustainable operations.

The environmental impact of human beings is sometimes summarised as “the car, the steak, the wallet
and the house”. We have an impact in terms of how we
travel, what we eat, how we save – and our housing.
“Two hundred years ago, housing primarily meant
helping people get a roof over their heads. Today,
we know that how properties are built and function
impacts the whole of society and the climate,” says
Fredrik Nilzén, Head of Group Sustainability at
Swedbank.
Which is why Swedbank works to ensure that the
choices people make about their homes are climate-
friendly, sustainable and promote everyone’s longterm financial well-being.
“Sustainable housing financing means
looking at the whole picture. It may be
about interest-rate discounts given
to houses that meet sustainability
criteria. Energy-efficient houses
get better interest rates, for
instance. And anyone installing
solar panels can apply for a solar
loan, a loan with a lower interest
rate than an unsecured loan normally has,” says Eva Trouin, Head of
Customer Experience at Swedbank.
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Environmental, sustainable investments have
sometimes been regarded as expensive, but the business logic is actually quite simple.
“For example, changing from oil-fired boilers to
district heating or replacing draughty windows will
improve the energy performance of the house. The
homeowner gets lower running costs and a higher value home. This means that we have a lower credit risk
and can give interest-rate discounts. It is good business
for everyone and good for society,” says Eva Trouin.
The climate is also impacted by companies that
renovate, manage or build residential and commercial
properties, such as offices, hospitals, nursing homes
and logistics facilities. Many of these companies are Swedbank customers – and sustainability has become an important
part of their business model.
“Sustainability is not about
one single effort; it permeates
the entire business strategy.
This is why our cooperation
with customers is based on a
holistic view of their operations,”
says Jenny Malmström, Client
Executive for large real estate
clients at Swedbank.

Eva Trouin, Head of Customer
Experience at Swedbank.
(Photo: Stefan Tell)

Fredrik Nilzén, Head of Group
Sustainability at Swedbank.
(Photo: Pierre Toftgård)

At the same time, loan terms can be linked to how
well the customer does in sustainability terms.
“Switching to a more sustainable business is not
only good for society, it often also means tangible
business benefits for the customer. It is work that we
will continue to encourage and pursue,” says Jenny
Malmström.
Sustainable housing is often about looking further
ahead than you might have done in the past.

Jenny Malmström, C
 lient
Executive for large
real estate clients at
 wedbank. (Photo: private)
S

“If it’s sustainable in the long term, it is also profitable in the long-term. Our history is full of examples
of this – and it’s the very foundation of the savings
bank concept. Sustainability might be a modern word,
but sustainable banking is part of our DNA. We need
to learn more about how our choices affect the planet
and then continue to adapt our business based on new
knowledge,” says Fredrik Nilzén.

K2A first with green shares
The housing company K2A builds Nordic Swan Ecolabelled wooden
apartments. It sees sustainability as a way to future-proof the company
and has now green-stamped its shares, with Swedbank as advisor.

Johan Knaust, CEO of the
housing company K2A, which
has classified its shares as
green. (Photo: K2A)

The Nordic Swan Ecolabelled apartments mean, amongst
other things, that the housing is free from toxic and hazardous chemicals and that the homes meet high standards for ventilation, heating and energy consumption.
“Working with sustainability is a way to future-proof our
business model,” says Johan Knaust, CEO of K2A.
This strategy has enabled Swedbank to issue green loans
to K2A. Following an evaluation by the research centre
Cicero Shades of Green, K2A was able to classify its
shares as green in 2020. K2A is the first in the world to
use this methodology, where revenue streams, investments and corporate governance are reviewed using
green guidelines. Swedbank was an advisor in the process
of developing the framework for the green shares.
“A green share shows that sustainability can create value.
For this, we were happy to have a bank that understands
how important sustainability is to us and could work with
us to find solutions,” says Johan Knaust.
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Sweden: Large industries,
scores of small businesses

New structures for
a growing country
Many of Sweden’s biggest companies today have their
roots in the early 1900s. It is a period of great enterprise,
which also demands new organisations and a new
social fabric.
With expanding industries, demands for better working
conditions grow. May Day demonstration on Kungsgatan in Enköping, early 1900s. (Photo: Johan August
”Cigarr-Pelle” Pettersson/Enköpings Museum)
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Hakonbolaget’s offices in Karlstad, 1918.
(Photo: ICA’s archive at the Centre for Business History)

INDUSTRIALISATION created new work, housing and

social structures. It also led to new interest groups
forming – and clashing. The general strike of 1909,
which brought the country to a standstill for three
months, was the most manifest confrontation to
date between employers and workers. The peasant
armament support march in February 1914 saw
30,000 farmers marching to King Gustaf V to press
for more money for the army. A workers’ march a
few days later, with 50,000 people, wanted to give the
army less money. In the meantime, world war broke
out in Europe.
The country’s industrial development continued.
Nearly one in three was now working in industry and
more than 10 per cent in the burgeoning commercial
sector. Industry and trade now accounted for as much
of the country’s economy as agriculture and its ancillary industries. Over the following years, the country’s
economy would become even more dependent on
industry – and in modern times the service sector has
overtaken both industry and agriculture.
Many of today’s large Swedish companies were
founded around this time. The engineering company

Atlas Copco (founded in 1873), the telecoms giant
Ericsson (1876), the engineering firm Asea (1883;
today’s ABB) and separator company Alfa Laval (1883)
were started before the turn of the century. They were
followed by Aga (1904), Trelleborg (1905) and SKF
(1907). But equally important to the national economy
were other contemporary outfits, such as the agricultural cooperative Lantmännen (1905), the investment
company Investor (1916), the food retailer Hakonbolagen (1917; today’s ICA), and the whitegoods giant
Electrolux (1919).
Meanwhile, people’s financial situation also improved. The first state old-age pension was introduced
in 1914, followed in 1917 by a private pension solution
for white-collar workers through SPP, today’s Alecta.
While the larger companies went after global markets, the country also saw a rapid growth of small and
medium-sized enterprises. In particular, businesses
emerged in the many expanding cities. They were
needed to build infrastructure, such as electricity and
gas plants housing, and sanitation solutions. Entrepreneurs were also needed to run theatres, cinemas,
amusement parks and restaurants. And there was
always a need for more companies in retail, wholesale,
offices, hotels, marketplaces – and credit institutions.
Farmers, in particular, needed more banks. Their
capital needs were greater than before, now that
farming used less manual labour and required larger –
often mechanised – machines. The agricultural movement began to talk about creating its own financial
institutions. Perhaps they could follow the example of
the savings banks and join together in local cooperative solutions?
The new rarely replaces the old immediately. Instead
they live side by side for a long time. (Photo: LRF’s
archive at the Centre for Business History)
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Savings banks, business
customers – and
the rural credit societies

Farmers created agricultural banks,
their own banks for their financial
needs. (Photo: LRF’s archive at the
Centre for Business History)

Banks supporting
companies – and farmers
THE SAVINGS BANKS WERE CREATED for ordinary

people. Today they would be called private customers.
But right from the start, businesses were also among
their customers. In the early 1800s, they also n
 eeded
bank support. The savings banks in rural areas therefore took care of farmers’ credit needs, while the urban
savings banks gave loans to the cities’ entrepreneurs.
This playing field changed drastically in 1892.
The first-ever Savings Bank Act then stated that
savings banks were for the general public and not for
businesses – the commercial banks should look after
them. This “natural banking order” was made law and
would last 75 years.
In that banking world, farmers had nowhere to turn
to. The savings banks saw them as businesses, while
the commercial banks considered them to be family
households. The farmers had to create their own credit
institutions, inspired by the savings bank concept. The
first agricultural bank was formed in 1915 by small
farmers in Västerhaninge. Already by 1935 there were
771 agricultural banks across Sweden.
Despite what the law said, the savings banks did
not sever all ties with the business sector. If you were
an entrepreneur who happened to have your person24

al finances with a savings bank, you often wanted to
have your business there too. So credit to companies
continued, albeit on a smaller scale.
Eventually, in 1969, bank-neutral banking legislation was introduced. Now all banks could offer services to all types of customers. In 1974, the agricultural
banks expanded beyond farmers and changed their
name to Föreningsbanken. The savings banks in turn
started to offer services to the business community.
Small and medium-sized enterprises in particular
became their natural customer base.
In the 1980s, the corporate market really took off
for the savings and cooperative banks when the credit
market was deregulated. They found new customers
in the real estate, management and financial sectors.
In the 1980s, they went from around eight per cent to
almost 30 per cent of their lending to traditional industries. But the small and medium-sized enterprises
remained as important as ever – and today Swedbank
is one of Sweden’s largest corporate banks, with about
250,000 business customers, large and small. In the
three Baltic states, which are now also Swedbank’s
home markets, the bank has 300,000 business
customers.

Where were the other banks?
While the savings banks were helping households and communities, what were the other banks doing, not least Swedbank’s
current competitors? For a long time they simply did not exist.
Stockholm’s Enskilda Bank, the origin of SEB, was created in 1856
and Handelsbanken arrived in 1871. Both were commercial banks
focussing on the business community and crucial to the global
growth of Swedish companies. Nordea, the fourth of today’s big
banks, became a big player in 1974, when Postsparbanken (founded in 1884) and Kreditbanken (1923) merged to form PK-banken.

The savings banks
& Föreningsbanken
= a great match
(eventually)
The agricultural banks were created for small farms, to help
with financing and saving. Just like the savings banks for
private individuals. For decades, the two banking groups
worked in close proximity – and eventually they threw in their
lot t ogether. In 1997 Föreningsbanken (which the agricultural
banks were called by then) and Sparbanken Sverige (which was
the biggest savings bank actor) merged to form Förenings
Sparbanken. In 2006, this bank changed name to Swedbank.

The sheaf
The savings banks had an oak as their symbol,
while the agricultural banks had a sheaf.
The symbol showed the banks’ link to agriculture.
It was eventually merged with the oak in the
logo created in 1997 for FöreningsSparbanken.
The sheaf disappeared in 2006 when the
bank changed its name to Swedbank.
The agricultural banks’
piggy banks were often
– elephants.
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(Photo: Emma Skogmalm)

“We want to help companies
grow and develop”
Sweden’s companies help make it a vibrant, well-functioning society. Swedbank supports
them as they realise their dreams, from one-man outfits to large corporations. We asked
Sarah Lindholm, business customer manager at Swedbank Stockholm North, to tell us
more about this work.
What is the role of companies in society?
“Entrepreneurs are behind many of the ideas that
advance society, from how we use technology to extending life expectancy. Many of them bring to market
innovations that help in the transformation to a more
sustainable society, such as solar power solutions.
Sweden’s more than one million companies are also
important employers and major taxpayers.”
How does the bank contribute to corporate
customers’ business and operations?
“We are privileged to assist many different entrepreneurs as they realise their dreams. We can share
know-how: What makes their company different from
others and what can they learn from others? We can
also challenge them: Where will you be in three years’
time and how are we going to get there together? And
we give advice: If you’re going to invest in x years, it’s
time to start saving now. Our task is also to help companies understand and manage risk and sometimes to
advise against certain deals and investments.”
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How can the bank help the person behind
the business concept?
“Sweden is full of small and medium-sized enterprises where entrepreneurs themselves often take
every role in the company. Many people spend their
evenings and weekends on administrative tasks. We
have many tools to make those tasks easier. We also
help with advice and solutions for stable finances. As
an entrepreneur, for example, you need to think a little
more about pensions and also make sure that you are
insured if the worst should happen. You also need to
have all your legal papers in order, so you can continue
to run your business even if something bad happens.
We want to help as many entrepreneurs as possible
to develop their businesses, from the small company
to the big enterprise. Viable businesses that grow and
develop benefit society as a whole.”

Life as a farmer: Equal parts hobby,
hard work and constant adaptation
As a farmer, you have to invest big, work hard and think on your
feet – and you need a bank partner to help with finance along the
way. Anders Bäckström produces organic milk and has expanded his
operations many times over the years.
Among all the country’s entrepreneurs, not many live
in their workplace – but farmers both live and work
on the job. This particular brand of entrepreneurship
not only means hard work, but also having the ability
to adapt to new times and the courage to invest in
order to secure the future. Anders Bäckström in Åmål
knows this. He has been a farmer all his life, sowing in
spring and harvesting in autumn. He has been part of
the transformation of Swedish agriculture to fewer,
larger farms. And for 12 years, his farm and his 350
dairy cows have been fully organic.
“If you are to survive as a farmer, you can’t be
afraid to take risks and work hard. At the same time,
this is also my biggest hobby. It is, in short, a lifestyle
choice. There is joy in caring for animals, experiencing the seasonal variations and helping people put
food on their tables,” says Anders Bäckström.

Expanding the farm with more dairy cows, more
land and changing to organic farming has been tough,
but the necessary changes have yielded good profits
and secured the future – not only for Anders himself
but also for his sons who are now taking over the
business.
“As a boy, I put my first pennies into the savings
elephant of the local agricultural bank. I have been a
customer of the bank ever since, even after it changed
its name to Swedbank. It’s invaluable to have a bank
partner that has been with me for my entire journey,
that understands what it means to farm, believes in
the business and how I am developing it, and then, of
course, also provides financial advice and solutions
along the way,” says Anders.
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Sweden: Everyone gets
the vote – and education

The portable transistor radio, a
new product from the United
States, turned out to be useful in
Sweden as well. (Photo: Technical
and Industrial History Archive/
Technical Museum)

Voting rights postcard from
1915. (Photo: Kvinnsam,
Gothenburg University Library)

The 1920s had
its ups and downs
Swedes get universal suffrage and better education.
They also go to the cinema, vacuum-clean their homes,
buy cars, make phone calls and put food in refrigerators.
It’s all so new!
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Miss Lindström and her class
at the church school in Bergby,
Gävle, circa 1925–26. (Photo:
Gävleborg County Museum)

THE 1920S DID not start

on a high: deflationary
crisis and unemployment. This came on
top of the 1917 famine which had led to
hunger demonstrations
all over Sweden. On the
other side of the Baltic
Sea, there had just been
a revolution in Russia and
all Swedish businesses in the
region had been seized. People in
some circles in Sweden worried that
the same thing could happen here.
But Sweden developed peacefully and democratically. Six million people now lived in the country, and
in 1919 all men and women were given universal and
equal voting rights. The first parliamentary elections
in which women were allowed to vote and run for office
took place in 1921. Several other reforms also gradually
increased women’s independence. For example, for a
long time married women were not of legal age, and in
the eyes of the law equal to children, but the Marriage
Code of 1920 meant women reached their majority at
the age of 21 or when they married. This meant women
could now earn their own money and work without
their husband’s permission. A school reform in 1927
also opened most educational institutions to girls, who
previously had been excluded.
The democratisation of society continued in other
ways, not least through increased public education.
Libraries became important meeting places, especially for various movements, such as the temperance and
revivalist movements. In 1912, the labour movement

created the Workers’
Educational Association (ABF), where
people learned
together in study
circles, led by invited
experts. Correspondence courses,
such as those you
could take at Hermods
Korrespondensinstitut,
were also popular. Many
social climbers began their
journey with an ABF circle or a
Hermods correspondence course.
After a difficult beginning, these years eventually became known as the “roaring 20s”. The entertainment scene exploded after the war; young urban
people wanted to dance the Charleston, listen to jazz
and go to musical halls. A referendum in 1922 asked
if the country wanted to ban alcohol altogether. The
answer was no (but only just). Movies were the new
favourite pastime. Directors Mauritz Stiller and Victor
Sjöström’s silent films were an international sensation
and Greta Garbo became a Hollywood star. In 1925, the
country experienced radio broadcasts via Radiotjänst
(today’s Sveriges Radio). The first broadcast was a
church service, followed by the news and weather.
Talking pictures, the automation of telephone
networks, private cars, aviation, electric refrigerators
and vacuum cleaners were other things that impacted
social relationships and businesses.
Sad then, that the decade would end with a global
stock-market crash in 1929.

This also happened in the roaring twenties
1921 First elections with women’s suffrage.
1922 Vasaloppet, the 90-kilometre ski race, is
held for the first time on 19 March. The
idea was born only a month earlier. In
all, 136 registered, 119 started and Erik
Alm from Norsjö won.

(Photo: AB Electrolux archive at
the Centre for Business History.)

1922 Technology students Baltzar von
Platen and Carl Munters present the
gas absorption refrigerator. Axel
Wenner-Gren buys the appliance for his
company Electrolux. Soon over a million
refrigerators have been sold.
1927 The first car rolls off the Volvo assembly line at Hisingen in Gothenburg.
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Savings bank, thrift promotion
and constant education

Lyckoslanten, launched in
1926, has been read by both
princes and p
 aupers. In the early
1950s, Sweden’s future king,
Carl XVI Gustav sneaks a peek
at the latest issue.

Education helps the public
make wise decisions
LYCKOSLANTEN (OR “LUCKY PENNY”), Sweden’s

oldest school magazine, first came out in 1926. Today
it is published by Swedbank and the savings banks,
has a quarterly circulation of 340,000 and is given to
middle-school students across the country. Unrivalled
as the savings banks’ longest savings promotion effort –
but far from the only one.
Promoting savings is a basic tenet of the savings
bank concept. Already in the 1820s, members of the
Filipstad Savings Bank stood on lorries at the local
ironworks and talked about the value of savings. Priests
preached the virtue of saving from the pulpit: The borrower is slave to the lender!
The banks couldn’t start educating people early
enough. In 1894, all newborns in Enköping received a
bankbook with a small amount from their local savings
bank. The practice caught on and survived in many savings banks across the country for a long time. Like the
school savings movement, which was run for decades
in classrooms across Sweden. Students would regularly put money into their own personal slot in a class
savings box, which the local savings bank then came to
collect.
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Behind many of these initiatives was the Savings
Banks Associations’ Department for Savings Promotion,
founded in 1925. Today, it’s known by the much shorter
Sparfrämjandet (Savings Promotion Organisation).
Teaching people to save was always needed. So
for many years, the banks organised a joint national
savings week annually from 1958 to 1975, with a new
savings-related theme.
The savings banks also organised savings clubs
at workplaces, where people met on payday to make
deposits, before they could squander the money elsewhere. The clubs disappeared in the 1970s when wages
began to be deposited directly into bank accounts,
instead of given in cash.
Over the years savings banks have continued to give
financial advice for all kinds of situations in life. Pamphlets such as “Living together without being married”
were published when this became commonplace. The
guide “About tax returns” from 1967 was published
in five different languages. Mailings have been also
frequent, the largest probably being Bankboken, a guide
to financial matters that was sent to 1.7 million households in Sweden in 1999.

“In two years,
they’ll be divorced”
The financial advice you need depends on how life changes –
even when things don’t go according to plan. Something that
this savings bank ad from the 1970s highlighted, as part of
marketing a new handbook on personal finance.

Classroom savings
For decades, the savings banks were permitted to place
moneyboxes directly in the classroom. Every student had
their own compartment to put money in. The local savings
bank collected the money, entering the amounts into the
students' bankbooks.

Spara and Slösa
Many people have contributed
to Lyckoslanten. Like Birgitta
Lilliehöök, who created the comic
strip about two girls, Spara and
Slösa (or “Saver and Waster”, loosely translated). While Waster spends
her money on entertainment, Saver
saves every penny – and can ultimately treat herself to something
nice. Since 2005, Lena Forsman
does the strip. The moralising tone
is however long gone.

YOU CAN’T START SAVING TOO
EARLY. Children across the country often received a bankbook
from their local savings bank
when they were born – with a
small “welcome-to-the-world”
gift already deposited.

IN 1948, ARTIST
Povel Ramel made a “savings version” of his song “Don’t buy a zebra”
for the savings banks. The song was
played everywhere and the expression became so famous that, according to a 1948 Gallup survey,
85 per cent (!) of Swedes
recognised the phrase.
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Taking command of
your own finances
“If you know how your life choices affect your finances, you can
influence your situation. This was true 200 years ago and is true today.
That is why we continue to educate people,” says Bilal EL-Ghariri,
project manager for community engagement at Swedbank.
Ung ekonomi (or “Young Finances”) is a lecture on
personal finance that Swedbank and the savings
banks offer for free to young people throughout the
country. The purpose is to inspire them to take control of their finances. In 2019, 63,600 young people
across Sweden attended the lecture.
Seven employees at Swedbank, spread across the
country, work full-time with the bank’s community
engagement department, including Ung ekonomi.
Joined by staff at local branches, they lecture at
schools, leisure centres, sports clubs and associations.
“We go where the children and young people are. A
typical lecture lasts about an hour and mixes presentations with video clips and questions that stimulate interaction. We always touch on certain
core issues, such as savings, spending,
loans, budgets and what happens
if you do not pay a bill,” explains
Bilal EL-Ghariri.
The lecture is then adapted to the group:
“For example, if we are
meeting final-year students
in secondary school, we
raise topics such as moving
away from home, insurance,
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cohabitation law, education and jobs. Young people
have questions about everything from home insurance if you have flatmates to online fraud and why the
Swedish Cohabitation Act says they may have to share
everything equally if they separate.”
Young people have probably always worried about
the future. At the same time, there are some things
that are particular for today, Bilal EL-Ghariri says:
“Many of today’s young people seem to have more
and greater expenses than what, for example, I had.
Some own the latest mobile phone or have designer
jackets worth thousands. They are also more exposed
to advertising for payday loans, which claim to solve
many problems. That’s a picture that needs to be
balanced. This generation needs help with the basic
principle that money in must be greater than
money out.”
Ung ekonomi exists to enable
more young people to establish
healthy and sustainable finances.
This is good for both the individual and for society.
“So when I get feedback that
it was a cool lecture… then I
know they have listened,” says
Bilal EL-Ghariri.

During 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic
has meant that Bilal El-Ghariri is primarily
giving online lectures. (Photo: private)

“Women’s and men’s
incomes not equal
until 2086”
Educating the public is also a matter of pointing out the work
still to be done. Madelén Falkenhäll, an economist at Swedbank,
analyses data to understand what changes are still required – for
instance to even out income disparities between the genders.
“Women’s incomes are lower than men’s. This is historically true and still true today. In 2018, the average
salary for women was SEK 21,000 before tax, while
men on average earned SEK 27,500 before tax. This
means that women earn, on average, 76 per cent of
what men earn. In 1993 it was 71 per cent.
So things are moving in the right direction – but
slowly. At this rate, women and men will not have
equal average wages until 2086.

The work on evening out
economic inequalities has
developed over time. In 1988,
for example, Sparbanken
Sverige published “Finance: A
woman's perspective”, with
information on “the issues
women face in terms of
finances and family law”.

The fact that women have lower wages than men
also means that pensions are lower for women, since
they are based on the income people earn during
their working lives. If you have a lower income, it
is also harder to put aside money to save or invest.
Lower wages are therefore likely to be the reason why
women have on average significantly lower income
from capital – such as income from the sale of property, dividends from own companies and investments
– than men have. Women’s income from capital is
around 50 per cent of men’s income, and this has been
the case for a long time.
In order to even out income differences, more
women need to work full-time and work in different
professions. The labour market and life as a whole
also need to be more equal. Higher incomes also
increase the ability to save – but it is important to
remember that even small savings can grow bigger over time and this makes a big difference to the
feeling of control, security and independence. That is
something we have seen many examples of in the two
hundred years of the bank’s history.”

Digital inclusion
Today’s society is increasingly digital, and some find it difficult to keep
up with all the new digital solutions.
Within the framework of the initiative
Digital ekonomi (or “Digital Finances”),
Swedbank’s staff hold local meetings and
lectures for those who want help with
digital services, such as BankID
and Swish. The goal is to enhance
digital inclusion in society.

33

1967

Sweden: The Golden
Quarter-Century

On 3 September 1967, Sweden
changed to driving on the right. This
picture was taken before that. (From
photographer Gösta Nordin’s archive
at the Centre for Business History.)

Moving towards the
world’s most modern
country
After the Second World War, Sweden experienced a boom
that lasted for decades. The perfect situation for taking
society to the next level.
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The first charter flights from Sweden
took off in the mid 1950s. (From
TUI’s archive at the Centre for Business History)

IN THE 1960S Sweden was

in the middle of the Golden Quarter-Century, the
approximately 25 years
that began shortly after
the war, when the country
lived through a boom that
never seemed to end and
people’s living standard just
kept rising. The Depression of
the 1930s and the war years of the
1940s were a distant memory.
The country had seven million inhabitants –
who lived in a folkhem (the Swedish welfare state).
Prime Minister Per Albin Hansson had launched the
concept already in 1928, as a move towards a more
socially aware family policy. And life had indeed improved. There were now nine years of primary schooling, compulsory health insurance, a shorter working
week and statutory holidays (initially two weeks in
1938, then three in 1951, four in 1963 and five in 1978).
There were housing benefits, child benefits, public
employment agencies and public dental care. In 1960,
after a long political debate, the pension system had
been extended to include a national supplementary
pension (called ATP in Swedish).
The labour market was also more stable. Tired of
strikes and layoffs, labour market organisations had
agreed on appropriate negotiation forms. In 1938, the
trade union LO and the employers’ federation SAF
(today’s Svenskt Näringsliv) signed what was known
as the Saltsjöbaden Agreement. It became the symbol
of the “Swedish model”, where the parties find their
own solutions rather than having the state step in
with regulation.
Lathe operator Luciano Veschetti arrived from Italy in 1947,
and in 1965 worked at Aga’s workshops at Lidingö. (Photo:
Arne Schweitz/Scanpix TT)

Homes had Ericophon
(Cobra) phones, household
appliances, chest freezers
and TVs. A new kind of
youth culture had emerged,
with teenagers buying
records, scooters and tape
recorders.
Cities expanded. Town planners built self-contained suburbs,
with jobs, houses and commercial
centres next to each other. Then came the
Million Programme: one million new homes in 10 years
from 1965. Old town centres were torn down in cities
such as Norrköping, Gothenburg and Stockholm to
make room.
In 1950, Sweden had only 500 km of paved roads.
By now there were many more. The first motorway,
between Malmö and Lund, opened in 1953. Soon
people drove on motorways across the country – with
no speed limits. (Speed limits on motorways came
in 1971.) And if they didn’t drive, they flew. The first
charter flight took off for Mallorca in 1954.
People came to Sweden as well. The 1960s saw
extensive labour immigration and the new arrivals,
mainly from other parts of Europe, contributed to
Sweden’s growth during these record years.
In the 1960s, it seemed everyone had an opinion.
Citizens occupied the Stockholm Student Union
buildings, demonstrated on Hötorget or rioted in
Båstad. The contraceptive pill led to a more open view
of sex – and above all gave women a choice in reproduction. More women started working and the role of
the housewife was questioned. Daycare for children
became a hot issue and living together without being
married became more common. Also, people dropped
formal titles and instead of the formal “ni” for “you”
started using the informal “du”.
Consumption grew. Above all, what you did buy
should be simple to use and easy to replace. Disposable plastic items were better than anything that you
had to rinse, wash or iron. A “throw-away product”
was a good thing, far from the negative connotation
the term has today.
But with all this new surplus, shouldn’t people
save a little bit more than before? The good years
might after all end before you knew it. In the banking
world, people began to wonder whether more modern
savings models were needed in addition to the classic
savings account…
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1967

Savings banks and
new savings models

Encouraging people to save is one of
the cornerstones of the savings bank
concept. Here, the savings promotion
organisation Sparfrämjandet celebrates
its 25th anniversary in 1950.

Robur’s funds started the 
modern fund savings movement
SAVING IN EQUITY FUNDS became a craze in Sweden

in the 1980s. However, as early as 1967, the savings
banks began offering their customers the opportunity
to save through buying shares. That’s when equity
fund Sparinvest, run by the newly formed company
Robur, was launched. These funds allowed customers
to invest in shares, with less risk – and less need of
thorough knowledge about each individual share –
than buying separate company shares.
The savings banks thus became the first of the
large banking groups to market equity funds. When
the banking market was deregulated in the 1980s,
their offerings grew and more people started saving
in shares or equity funds, not least in the popular
Allemansfonderna, as an alternative to the traditional
savings account.
The funds on offer continued to grow. In 1980, Robur started a fund that invested in companies based
on sustainability criteria. And in the 1990s, after a
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major pension reform was introduced, and Swedes
were now able to choose how they invested their
pension money, Robur started to offer tailor-made
pension savings funds.
The fund savings movement, which the savings
banks helped create, has led to today when eight out of
ten Swedes save in equity and interest funds. And this
does not include all the premium pension, occupational pension and private pension savings schemes
that also use funds.
Today, one in three Swedes is a fund-saver with
Swedbank Robur, which has become one of the
leading asset managers in the Nordic region and the
third-largest on the Stockholm Stock Exchange.
Why the name Robur, by the way? It’s a nod to the
old savings-bank oak: robur is Latin for oak. It also
means “strength” – as in the motto of the Swedish
Central Bank: Hinc robur et securitas, or Strength
and security.

The first
fund ads
Sparinvest launched on 9 October 1967 with assets
of SEK 2 million. Ads described the new savings
model: “Invest in the savings banks’ own equity fund,
Sparinvest. A good option if you want to save through
shares. The fund has shares in many different
companies. By saving in Sparinvest, you spread
your investments and reduce the risks that
equity investments always entail.”

But

the Åhlén
brothers were
first...
Hundreds became millions
Since its start in 1967, the Sparinvest equity fund (now
called Sweden Fund) has yielded an annual return of
approximately 12 per cent. If you saved SEK 100 a month
since the beginning (a total of SEK 63,400), this would
have grown to SEK 4.8 million by April 2020.
Note: Historical returns are not a guarantee of future returns.
Investments can both increase and decrease in value and you
may not be able to recover all the money you have invested.

In 1958, a foundation for the promotion of share
savings was started by brothers Ragnar and Gösta
Åhlén, heirs to the mail order company Åhlén & Holm
and the department store chains Tempo and Åhléns.
Their “Koncentra funds” became Sweden’s very first
equity funds. They sold shares through banks and
brokers – and via mail order!
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Swedbank today:
Sweden: A poor country
Saving as a way to
with no banks
financial health

(Photo: Stefan Tell)

Saving is fundamental to the savings bank concept – and for
people’s financial health. How people save has evolved over
time and today there are more options than ever.

Saving as a
national pastime
KERSTIN WINLÖF thinks

she has the most fun job
in the world.
“Being responsible
for savings and loan
products and also being
able to pursue important
issues related to advice services in a bank that is rooted in savings is both fun and important,” says Kerstin,
Swedbank’s Head of Group Financial Products &
Advice.
Saving is in many ways the foundation for financial health, Kerstin believes, referring to the health
that people create when they make wise choices about
their finances, both now and in the future.
“Saving creates both security and freedom. With
a savings buffer, it is easier to cope with unforeseen
costs and you have a better chance of living the life
you want,” says Kerstin.
At the same time, many people need advice on
how to deal with complex issues, from how to finance
their housing to how to take responsibility for their
own pension. Today’s range of financial products and
services is enormous, which places great demands on
knowledge and decision-making. Nor does everyone
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have the opportunity or the desire to spend time making rational and conscious choices.
“As a bank, we have a responsibility to help our
customers achieve sound and sustainable finances
that lead to a secure future. It should be easy to save,
achieve security and get a holistic view of your finances. Our mission is to help customers choose what’s
best for them, based on their life situation and goals.”
“For some, it is a question of building a buffer
in life. For others, it may be a question of how they
spread the risk between equity funds and interest
funds, or how they build a stock portfolio that balances short and long-term perspectives. My first advice to
everyone, however, is to save monthly. That should be
a national pastime!” says Kerstin.
Kerstin believes that more people should talk
about finance, money and savings at home and with
their friends.
“Above all, we have to discuss money with our children. They need to learn early about the value of money and about consumption. The classic advice is still
true: Give them monthly pocket money to manage.
It teaches children to budget with limited resources.
After all, that is what all finances are really all about.”

“We push the boundaries
for sustainable savings”
THE FUND MANAGEMENT COMPANY, Swedbank Robur,

has long focussed on sustainability. In 1980, it
launched its first sustainable fund. At the time, funds
with sustainability profiles were mainly concerned
with not investing in companies with links to, for
example, arms, alcohol and tobacco.
“Today, sustainability work has progressed much
further,” says Liza Jonson, Robur’s CEO.
“Initially, it was institutions and large customers
that showed an interest in sustainable investments.
However, as sustainability has become increasingly
important in society, demand from private customers
for sustainable savings has also increased. Sustainability is today core to the decisions people make in
their daily lives. That in turn develops the entire fund
industry in a positive direction,” says Liza Jonson.
Since its inception in 1967, Robur has grown in
both size and product range and is today one of the
largest asset managers in the Nordic region.
“One in three Swedes has savings
in one of our funds. We are the
third-largest shareholder on the
Stockholm Stock Exchange. We
use that position to continue
to drive positive development
for people, businesses and
society,” says Liza Jonson.
For example, in 2019, Swedbank Robur contacted 645 of
its portfolio companies to discuss
how they operate with respect to

business ethics, climate issues, diversity, security,
corporate governance and human rights.
“Our advocacy is delivering results. For example,
the companies we invest in are above the stock exchange average for gender equality when it comes to
corporate governance,” says Liza Jonson.
At the beginning of 2020, Swedbank Robur
launched a new climate strategy. It is based on two
main objectives: first, the company’s managed fund
capital will be in line with the Paris Agreement’s goal
of limiting global warming to 1.5 degrees by 2025.
Second, the fund capital will be carbon-neutral by
2040, ten years earlier than the Paris Agreement’s
goal of 2050.
“Our new climate strategy is pushing industry
boundaries and guiding our investments. Our vision
is to be the world leader in sustainable value creation.
Just as when we launched the first sustainable funds
in 1980, we must have the courage to stand up
and be counted.”
Liza Jonson sees no contradiction
between sustainable development
and profit: “Effective sustainability
work is the basis for well-managed
companies. In the long term,
sustainable companies generate a
better financial return – without
negatively impacting society. That
is the very definition of sustainable
value creation. Swedbank Robur will
continue to push the boundaries.”

(Photo: Jann Lipka)

Modern sustainability funds
THE FIRST ETHICAL sustainability funds often focussed

on excluding companies and industries that it thought
did not meet various criteria. Today, many fund management companies take a broader view and Swedbank Robur has chosen to include sustainability in all
its funds: Robur’s policy for responsible investments
applies regardless of the fund. In order to continue

to push the boundaries forward, there are
some funds that are even more niche in terms
of sustainability than others. Some of these include
Swedbank Robur Global Impact, the Human Fund,
Access Edge and the Nordic Swan Ecolabelled funds
Transition Global and Transition Sweden.
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Sweden:
Time for a rethink

IT systems came into use. Of course, they
weren’t called IT yet: it was called ADP,
Automatic Data Processing. (From Ericsson’s
archive at the Centre for Business History.)

Difficult times,
clever solutions
The good years are over. Sweden has to fight both inflation
and recession. Times are tough, but the family reforms are
cool - just like the technology solutions.
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IKEA sold more pine furniture,
leaving its wooden mark on
Swedish homes. (Photo from the
IKEA Museum in Älmhult)

THE ECONOMIC BOOM that

Sweden had experienced
since the end of World War
II came to an abrupt halt.
In the early 1970s, wage
costs were rising more than
previously, while working
hours were reduced and
productivity fell. To top it off,
domestic inflation increased. All
this made Swedish goods expensive
to manufacture, without the buyers abroad
wanting to pay more. Besides, the global economy
was already wrestling with the aftermath of the oil
crisis of 1973–1977 (and later a second oil crisis from
1979–1982.)
In Sweden, entire industries were threatened. The
shipbuilding and mining industries had to be saved by
government interventions. The Swedish krona was
devalued three times during the 1970s, so that the
exchange rate would favour foreign sales.
In 1976, after four decades of social democratic
rule, Sweden voted in a conservative government.
A green wave swept the world and Sweden held a
referendum on whether to have nuclear power plants.
The homes built during the Million Programme were
now seen as something bad: Critics complained they
were ugly and created segregation.
Public debate was all about wage-earners’ investment funds (“löntagarfonder”), Astrid Lindgren’s
fairy tale about taxes (which she wrote when she
realised she was paying 102 per cent tax), the Norrmalmstorg hostage drama and the death of King Gustav VI Adolf. But people were happy when Abba won
the Eurovision Song Contest with Waterloo in 1974
and the comedy duo Hasse & Tage ruled the comedy
scene. Ingmar Bergman’s films Cries and Whispers

and Autumn Sonata were
playing at the cinema and
his miniseries Scenes from a
Marriage on TV.
Some reforms had a major
impact on people’s personal
finances. The joint taxation of
married couples was abolished
in 1971. Until then, couples were
taxed half each of their total income.
This meant lower marginal taxation for
the one with the higher income – but the one
who earned less, usually the woman, had to pay higher
taxes. From now on, they were taxed on what each
actually earned. The proportion of women working
full-time increased; most had previously worked parttime.
Maternity insurance was replaced in 1974 by a
national parental insurance scheme, meaning both
parents could now be at home with their children and
receive financial compensation. In addition, preschool for all six-year-olds was introduced in 1975.
Ten years later, in 1985, daycare was extended to
include children from 18 months old to school age.
In technology, digital processor solutions began
to emerge. In 1976, Ericsson launched its computer-based telephone exchange, AXE. Overall, companies started deploying computer systems to facilitate
processes. It wasn’t called IT, though, but ADP, short
for Automatic Data Processing.
Computers started to shrink and drop in price,
so people could now afford their own computer. One
of the first mass-produced computers was the Apple
II, released in 1977. Today’s mobile phones pack 100
times the punch, but back then it was almost science
fiction – although not as much as Star Wars, which
opened the same year.

This also happened in the 1970s
1971 Demonstrations in Kungsträdgården in 1976 The Co-Determination in the Workplace
Stockholm to save the park’s elms.
Act (MBL) regulates the relationship
1972 The Öland bridge is opened. Until 1998,
between employers and employees.
this was Europe’s longest bridge.
1978 Saab launches its first Saab 900 Turbo.
1973 The company BabyBjörn sells its first
1979 Corporal punishment of children bebaby carrier.
comes a criminal offence. Sweden is
1974 Ingemar Stenmark wins the first of his
the first county in the world to outlaw
“Spola kröken”, a campaign against
86 alpine world cup victories.
hitting one’s children.
alcohol misuse, ran from 1971 to
1976 Björn Borg wins Wimbledon for the first
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1988. (From Systembolaget’s archive)
time (then goes on to win five in total).

1977

Savings banks and
accessibility

Your money in a minute
ON 24 MAY 1977 , the savings banks launched M
 inuten,

a nationwide system of ATMs. This made the savings
banks the first in Sweden – and almost the first in the
world – to have a complete online system of ATMs.
The competing system of bank ATMs, “Bankomaten”,
which was the commercial banks’ equivalent, did not
go online for another few years.
Now customers could get their “money in a minute”, hence the name Minuten. It was just the latest in
many steps the banks had taken to simplify banking
for their customers. In the early 1900s, for example,
customers were given moneyboxes to take home. Uniformed bank officials then arrived at the customers’
homes, often on a bicycle, and emptied the moneyboxes. For decades, savings collectors on their bicycles
were a familiar sight across the country.
After World War II came the bank buses. Savings
banks fitted out buses with simple offices and drove to
specific stops at specific times to accommodate those
people who could not get to their branches. Even today, local savings banks still send out bank buses.
Then technology arrived. In 1967, an ATM was
opened at the Uppsala Savings Bank, but it was only
linked to that office. The savings banks had to build a
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joint computer network, which they did by 1974, before then being able to launch the nationwide network
of Minuten ATMs.
The common data system also became the basis
for offering payment cards. For a long time, the savings bank card was the country’s most widely used
payment card.
More IT solutions followed. In the 1980s, when
most homes had push-button phones, Sparbanken
Direkt, one of Sweden’s first telephone banks, arrived.
By pressing the buttons on the phone, customers
could manage their banking. In 1997, savings bank
customers got Internet banking. And today, many
manage their finances via the bank app and pay with
Swish using their Mobile BankID.
At the beginning of the 1900s, the home moneybox
was sometimes called a “home bank branch”. Nowadays, most people have their bank even closer, being at
hand directly in people’s pockets – and in 2019 Swedbank had 1.8 billion digital customer interactions.
But what happened to the ground-breaking
Minuten? In the early 2000s, the brand was discontinued and integrated into the general industry brand
Bankomat.

Bank on
wheels
From the 1950s and for many years, it
was common to see bank buses in areas
that did not have their own branch offices.
Buses equipped with simple bank
offices drove around the savings
bank’s region to designated
stops at specified times.

Home
moneyboxes
Home moneyboxes were used a lot in the first half
of the 20th century. Customers kept them at home,
like small piggy banks, but only the bank had the key.
It was marketed as “having the bank at home”. Uniformed attendants from the bank went to customers’ homes, often by bicycle, to empty the moneybox.
They returned the following day with the amount
entered into the customer’s bankbook.

The first bank cards
were full of – holes
The card for the first ATM in Uppsala did not have a
magnetic strip on the back or a built-in chip like today’s
cards. It had punched holes, and the position of the holes
was unique to each card. Only really trusted customers
got a card and they were only allowed to withdraw small
amounts, because the ATMs couldn’t see how much you
actually had in your account.
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Swedbank today:
Sweden: A poor country
Interacting with customers
with no banks
– now and in the future

How do today’s customers want to interact with their bank –
and how will they want to interact with it in the future? Three
staff members at Swedbank give their views on the issue.

Greg Henriques:
“In 10 years, we won’t be
doing any bank errands.”
“IN 10 YEARS , people will not be banking like they do

today. Most banking services will be integrated into
everyday life. Already today we can park in a car park
without having to register the payment. It happens
automatically because we gave the OK earlier. That
is how many banking services will work. We will
set rules and principles for our finances, and then
our financial life will by and large take care of itself.
Sometimes the system might make minor suggestions
when there is something we need to consider. It will
then be even more important than today to be able
to easily turn to a bank for personal advice, when it
is most needed and will create the most value for the
individual.
A good bank interacts with its customers in many
different ways. Autonomous digital services are com-

Greg Henriques, strategic
advisor at Swedbank
Digital Banking & IT.
(Photo: Emma Skogmalm)

bined with digital personal meetings – and
physical meetings when needed.
This development means that we at
Swedbank need to keep an eye on what
others are doing, and by that I mean not only
banks and fintech companies, but also other
types of digital service providers. What do
social platforms, e-commerce and streaming
services provide that could be turned into
financial services? We need to be very open
to new partnerships, because innovation can
occur everywhere.
But this is nothing new for us. You do not
get to 200 years unless you have been innovative, yourself and in your partnerships
with others.”

Tove Zander:
“Young people
want to talk money
even more today.”
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Tove Zander is responsible for Swedbank’s youth segment, from zero to 30
years of age. (Photo: Stefan Tell)

Nima Ghorbani:
“AI makes daily
life easier.”
“ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE, AI, is helping us simpli-

fy our customers’ everyday lives. As AI continues to
evolve, we will be even better able to help our customers focus on the choices that really matter in their
financial lives.
In theory, AI is computer systems that do things
that we normally associate with human cognitive
functions, such as understanding, interpreting, being
creative, reasoning and solving problems.
There is a long way to go for that kind of AI.
However, there is a more limited form, often called
“narrow AI”, which is in use today. These systems also
work with pattern recognition, learning and analysis
of large quantities of data points, but they are built for
specific tasks.
We are already using this kind of AI, for example,
to provide our customers with more personalised offers. We also use AI systems in-house. They recognise
recurring patterns in cases of financial crime or money laundering, and alert us to act. These processes are
faster and less prone to errors than manually working

“YOUNG PEOPLE WANT their questions answered

immediately. Also for their financial concerns. ‘How
do I link a student loan to my payment card? How can
I stop using my bank card and pay with my mobile
phone instead? Tell me how – and tell me quickly.’
For them, it doesn’t matter if the person answering
is a bank or someone else. That is why we have to be
there, where and when our young customers need us.
Because, as with all our customers, we want them
to know that at the bank there are skilled people who
know about money and finances – and that we are
happy to share this knowledge.

Nima Ghorbani, Head of Analytics & AI
at Swedbank. (Photo: Stefan Tell)

through large amounts of data. In addition, they are
not dependent on individuals.
Our internal AI systems help us to live up to the
savings bank concept of helping everyone to achieve a
healthier financial life. For example, an AI system can
assess a person’s credit rating in a completely neutral
way, based on objective data points and without the
risk of it being tainted by human prejudice. Anyone
who needs help should receive it on the basis of a
transparent assessment of their creditworthiness.
That is why I believe that the more advanced AI
becomes, the easier it will be for us to realise the
values of the savings bank concept in our everyday
activities.”

Many young people are interested in saving and
personal finances. They are also good at talking to
their friends and looking for information themselves.
This is good, but it is also important that they receive
financial information from experienced people who
work with these matters daily.
That’s why we continue to invest in live chats,
school visits and open-house events at branch offices.
When people talk finances, we will be there. But hey,
talking about savings has been the bank’s hallmark for
200 years. It’s good to know that our young people will
benefit from a 200-year-old idea that still holds true.”
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1995

Sweden after
the financial crisis
In 1995, paternity leave was introduced as part of parental insurance
and more fathers started to take
parental leave for their children.
(Photo: Jesper Molin/Scandinav)

Real estate bubble, tax
reform and paternity leave
The real estate bubble led to a financial
crisis. Sweden implemented the tax
reform of the century, joined the EU
– and introduced paternity leave.
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IN 1995, SWEDEN JOINED the

European Union. It adopted
the four freedoms of the
internal market: the free
movement of people,
goods, services and capital. Countries were seeking closer relations, after
the fall of the Berlin Wall
in 1989 and the end of the
Cold War. The dissolution
of the Soviet Union led to
Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania
becoming independent again, and
old trade ties were re-established.
Removing barriers to trade had been a
driving force behind the wave of liberalisation that had
swept the world in the 1980s. In Sweden, in 1985, the
Central Bank abolished the credit limits it had imposed
on banks until then. Banks could now issue unlimited
loans to households, businesses and financial institutions. New financial institutions developed and a
new type of financier in sharp suits, dubbed “yuppies”,
emerged.
Stock markets boomed, property prices rose – but
then the property bubble burst in the middle of an
international recession. Between 1991 and 1993, Sweden’s GDP and employment fell sharply.
International currency speculators saw a chance
to make money. They lent Swedish kronor and
exchanged the kronor for other currencies. They
gambled that Sweden would be forced to abandon its
fixed exchange rate and allow the currency to float,
which would result in cheaper kronor and make it
cheaper for them to pay back the loans they had taken
out. More than SEK 158 billion left the country in the
form of currency loans. In September 1992, in order to
make the loans unattractive, the Central Bank raised
the prime rate, which governed the banks’ lending
rates, to an unimaginable 500 per cent for a few days.
This calmed the market temporarily – but on 19
November, Sweden was finally forced to move to a
floating exchange rate.

The music came from portable
cassette players – which in Sweden
were called “freestyles”.

The crisis of the 1990s
would be felt for many
years. Some reforms,
however, helped lay the
groundwork for a more
stable economy. Like the
tax reform of 1990–1991,
also called the “tax reform
of the century”. It focussed
on using a broader tax base,
simplified tax rules and reduced
income taxes. One important element
of the reform was that people could choose
how to invest their pension money. The popular equity funds Allemansfonderna had already shown that
people could make investment choices. These were
tax-exempt equity funds, which had really boosted
Swedes’ investments in equity funds.
Technology continued to develop. Homes now had
satellite dishes, VHS videotape players, video games
and commercial TV, starting with TV3 in 1987 and
TV4 in 1990. By the mid-1990s, mobile phones were
ubiquitous, but people stopped using them for calls;
instead they texted. Music came via portable tape
players, preferably a Sony Walkman, which in Sweden was called a “freestyle”. Stores got computerised
point-of-sale systems and terminals. The Swedes, already enthusiastic users of “plastic money”, paid even
more often by card.
Sweden’s social fabric was evolving. Families
came in more shapes than ever, with “plastic siblings”
and “bonus parents”. This brought new issues to the
field of personal finances, from alimony payments to
inheritance issues. In 1979, Sweden stopped classifying homosexuality as a mental illness, and in
1995 same-sex couples were given the right to enter
into registered partnerships. That year, a dedicated
paternity month was introduced as part of parental
insurance and more dads started to take time off for
their children.

Other events of the 1980s and 1990s
1981
1983
1985
1986
1990
1994

Swedish clothing brand Bagheera launches its first overalls.
Sweden selects 6 June as its official national day.
400 million people globally watch the LiveAid benefit concert.
Prime Minister Olof Palme is assassinated on a Stockholm street.
The World Wide Web is created.
Sweden takes bronze at the football world cup in the USA.
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The savings banks
Sweden: A poor country
merge for greater
with no banks
strength

A listed national
savings bank
ON 9 JUNE 1995 , Sparbanken Sverige, the national

savings bank that recently had been created after
merging 11 regional savings banks, was listed on the
Stockholm Stock Exchange. For parts of the savings
bank sector, the listing was a radical step: here was a
full-service bank with external owners and profit demands, not a locally run savings bank without a profit
imperative. Most, however, seem to have taken it as a
logical next step in a process long underway.
The very first savings banks cared only about the
local village economy and rarely exchanged knowhow. In 1900, Sparbanksföreningen was formed as
a forum for nationwide savings bank issues, such as
public education and communication.
As competition in the banking industry grew the
savings banks needed more muscle. To secure the
supply of capital to smaller savings banks, a “central
bank”, Sparbankernas Bank, was created in 1942.
However, even with their own central bank, many
individual savings banks thought a merger might
make them stronger. What could be seen as a loss of
local independence, they saw as a win in economies
of scale. Mergers between local savings banks became
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On 17 May 1995, at an information
meeting in the Stockholm Globe A
 rena
before the listing, artist Lill-Babs
performed. The event was broadcast via
satellite to savings banks around the
country. (Photo: Rolf Adlercreutz,
courtesy Filmpoint Communication AB)

more frequent over time. This changed the structure
of the savings bank sector: in 1960 there were
434 savings banks, 30 years later there were 100.
The attitude towards profit also changed. The original savings banks were run as non-profit enterprises.
Now more and more people in the savings bank sector
started to think that profit should be encouraged, as
the best measure of their own efficiency.
All this led to a “super-merger” and a public listing.
In 1992, the 11 largest savings banks merged with
Sparbanksföreningen and Sparbankernas Bank to
form Sparbanken Sverige. Of the remaining 90 savings banks, many signed cooperation agreements with
the new nation-wide bank.
Before the merger, the 11 savings banks had been
converted into limited liability companies, whose
shares were owned by newly created savings bank
foundations. It was their shares that now were publicly listed in 1995. The bank wanted a broadly owned
share – and it did indeed become a popular share to
own among Swedes. In 2019, a total of 355,878 Swedes
owned Swedbank shares; only telecom giant Ericsson
had more Swedish private shareholders.

“Be part of us”
In the stock-exchange listing prospectus, Sparbanken
Sverige wrote: “For almost 175 years, we have been
a part of Sweden’s development. Soon you could be
part of ours.” Bank customers were given priority to
subscribe for shares in Sparbanken Sverige.

The many
Savings Bank Acts
The savings banks were private initiatives and they operated
without regulation for almost the entire 1800s. Compared to
other countries’ savings banks, which were often state-run
institutions, this was unique. In 1892, however, the first ever
Savings Bank Act was introduced, limiting the customers they
were allowed to have. More laws followed. The 1923 Act esta
blished the purpose of the banks as to “promote savings” and
the 1955 Act allowed mergers between savings banks. Only in
1969, with comprehensive banking legislation, were savings
banks put on an equal footing with other banks. The 1991
Savings Bank Act then allowed savings banks to be converted
into limited liability companies in order to be able to
obtain equity more easily, which was also a
prerequisite for Sparbanken Sverige’s
stock-exchange listing.

A tough start
to the 1990s
The financial crisis in the early 1990s affected the whole country – including the savings banks. On the one hand, the merger to create Sparbanken Sverige was made more complicated when Första Sparbanken,
one of the savings banks involved, suffered major credit losses. However, the crisis also made it obvious that a larger, stronger entity was
needed and accelerated the creation of a national savings bank.

From principal to
shareholder

In 1999, Bankboken, a 400-page handbook on
financial matters, was sent out to 1.7 million
households in Sweden by FöreningsSparbanken.
The Internet version had more than 800 pages.

The original savings banks were credit institutions operated as
non-profit enterprises. Instead of owners, they appointed principals
from the community to represent the customers. Their specific legal
form meant they could only build capital through their own operations. Allowing savings banks to be converted into limited liability
companies, which the Savings Bank Act of 1991 did, was done to facilitate the raising of capital. Today, these banks, which include Swedbank, have shareholders. But there are also still many savings banks
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with principals and operating as non-profit enterprises.
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Swedbank today:
Sweden: A poor country
The key role of the
with no banks
owner foundations

The savings bank foundations
take the profit from their ownership in Swedbank and give back
to the local community.

Keeping the savings bank
concept vibrant and alive
The savings bank sphere’s shareholding in Swedbank means some of Swedbank’s
profits go back into the local community. In 2019, the owner foundations donated
SEK 40 million to research, education, business, sport and culture.
TODAY’S SWEDBANK is a modern full-service bank.

At the same time, the two-hundred-year-old savings
bank concept is evident in the bank, not least in its
ownership structure. Three actors with shared values
and roots in the savings bank movement jointly own
more than one fifth of Swedbank’s shares. There are
12 savings bank foundations, known as “ownership
foundations”. Then there are the independent savings banks and foundations
in the association Sparbankernas
Ägareförening (or “Savings Bank
Group”). Third is the insurance
group Folksam.
“We three actors meet
regularly and discuss ownership issues. In the foundations,
we always base our views on
the savings bank concept. We
also pursue traditional savings
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bank issues, such as promoting savings, sustainability
and developing the local communities from which we
come,” says Anna Swalander, CEO of Sparbanksstiftelsen Alfa, which has the largest shareholding.
The foundations also give financial support in
their regions to research, education, business, sport or
culture. The money comes from the annual dividends
that the foundations’ Swedbank shares bring.
“In that way, part of Swedbank’s profits is returned to the local community
from where it once came. The savings
banks have always worked this way,
even when they were more numerous and smaller in size. We are
continuing this tradition as foundations and owners of Swedbank.
This is one way to keep the savings
bank concept alive and vibrant,” says
Anna Swalander.

Anna Swalander, CEO of Sparbanksstiftelsen Alfa.
(Photo: Maria Lillieström)

Together with Swedbank and the savings banks,
the foundations also run nationwide social initiatives,
such as educating high school students in personal
finances and helping those who struggle with digital
services to get started with digital banking. They also
work with organisations such as Ung Företagsamhet
(Junior Achievement Worldwide) and give funds to
other initiatives that support entrepreneurship, such
as local incubators, business associations and business
start-up centres. The foundations also fund seven staff
members at Swedbank, who work with community
engagement across the country, together with local
bank employees.
“These are initiatives that make a real difference,
in a way that is unique in Swedish banking,” says
Anna Swalander.
Josefine Nygren Uppling, Head of Group Public
Affairs at Swedbank, works closely with the owner
foundations:
“Swedbank’s ownership structure is unique and it
preserves the bank’s purpose, which for 200 years has
been to contribute to a long-term sustainable society

The savings bank
sphere’s ownership
in Swedbank

for all. When people, companies and communities
grow, profitability also grows; there is no conflict here.
Swedbank’s operations today are rooted in the savings
bank concept of public education, local roots, sustainability and continued savings promotion. The owner
foundations both push and support us in this, and it is
a fruitful collaboration that makes a big difference to
many in the community.”
The savings bank foundations were first created
in 1991, to be the distinct owners of the 11 savings
banks that merged into the listed Sparbanken Sverige.
Although the number of shares they own in Swedbank
can vary over time, their ownership will continue.
“We consider our ownership commitment to be
forever. To make that work, we must always build our
own liquidity. We must be able to defend our ownership in times when Swedbank may need extra capital.
In fact, we’d like to be able to increase our ownership
and distribute more funds. It is a balancing act and we
do this in order to safeguard the savings bank concept,” says Anna Swalander.

Making a
difference

Of today’s owners in Swedbank, three actors have similar values and common roots in the savings bank movement. First is
the 12 savings bank foundations, which in 2020 owned about
12 per cent of Swedbank shares and are sometimes called “the
owner foundations”. Second is Sparbankernas Ägareförening
(or “Savings Bank Group”), which comprises 58 savings banks,
several savings bank foundations (which do not have an owner
ship stake in Swedbank) and a few smaller organisations with
savings banks links. In 2020, this group owns about 11 per cent
of the shares in Swedbank. Finally, the insurance company
Folksam owns about 7 per cent of Swedbank’s shares.
Together, in 2020, these three actors
own 21.58 per cent of
Swedbank’s shares.

The savings bank foundations support initiatives such as:
• “School’s out” Söderhamn’s drug-free graduation
festival with tens of thousands of visitors and famous
artists. The Söderhamn savings bank foundation has
been contributing to the festival for 13 years and is also
usually on-site to talk money with young people.
• “ViVillAlla” in Örebro is a women’s co-operative which
aims to boost integration, and which makes and sells
garlands and decorative cushions. It works with companies and sews curtains for IKEA customers. Sparbanksstiftelsen Nya has been supporting the project
since its inception in 2017.
• “Hattrick by FC Rosengård” in Skåne aims to get more
girls interested in playing football. Older players
share experiences and become role models for young
people. Coaches and parents are trained. The project
is supported by Sparbanksstiftelsen Skåne. Swedbank
contributes with lectures on personal finances.
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2006

Sweden: Connected
and diverse

Dot-com crashes,
Internet banking and
new online services
The EU got bigger while the Internet made the world
seem smaller. New cool companies emerged
online and the country became more diverse.
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BY THE MID-NOUGHTIES , digital development had

made the world feel smaller. “Internet Connection”
was named Christmas Gift of 1996 and almost all the
nine million people in Sweden now surfed the web.
The first Internet banks appeared that year. Exciting
Internet start-ups like Framfab, Cell Network, Icon
Medialab and boo.com set out to change the world.
But network capacity was insufficient, customers
were not ready and the stock market bubble, that the
high valuations of the web companies had created,
burst in 2001. The once-hot companies went down
in a “dot-com crash” – but many of the business
ideas from the IT bubble can be found in today’s
e-commerce, digital services and social networks.
The IT bubble burst not only in Sweden, but all
over the globe. The world economy took a dive. Stock
markets plunged even further after the terrorist attacks on the Twin Towers on 11 September 2001.
But the business cycle was soon swinging upwards
again.
In 2002, the euro became the official currency of
most EU countries. But not in Sweden, where citizens voted to keep the krona in a 2003 referendum.
Membership-wise, though, the EU grew rapidly, from
15 to 27 member states in just three years. Estonia,
Latvia and Lithuania were among those who joined in
2004.

The growth of the Internet gave rise to new social
behaviours and new media consumption. Swedish
social media sites, such as Lunarstorm and Hamster
paj, were teeming with activity – until Facebook,
Twitter and Instagram swallowed up all their users.
People started posting personal texts on a new thing
called blogs and personal videos on YouTube, which
arrived in 2005.
The music industry lost almost all its revenue when
people stopped buying CDs and downloaded music
instead. New music services turned up to save the
day, first in the form of purchased MP3-files, and then
streamed directly over (ever smarter) mobile phones.
Spotify, for example, launched in 2006. The TV industry followed, and viewers were soon glued to Internet-
enabled flat-screen TVs or tablets, eating sushi and
sourdough bread. “Hipster”, originally a term from
the 1940s American jazz scene, was the new term for
fashion- and climate-conscious people from the urban
middle class, often with full beards.
The population of Sweden had become more
diverse. New immigrants arrived with new skills
and experiences. So in addition to Midsummer and
Christmas, new holiday celebrations included Hannukah (the Jewish festival of light), Nowruz (Persian
New Year) and Eid al-Fitr (the end of Ramadan, the
Muslim month of fasting).
It was now that the climate took global centre stage.
More and more products got ecolabels, and slogans
such as reduce, reuse, recycle became a first step
towards a broader view of sustainable development.
Today, many actors in society are working to establish
the circular economy and circular business models.
But lo and behold, a new financial storm started
brewing across the globe. An overvalued and over-
leveraged housing market in the US led to the crash of
the investment bank Lehman Brothers
in 2008 and a global financial crisis. Sweden sailed through this
crisis relatively unscathed,
thanks to large buffers and
greater prudence in lending
– but the Baltic states were
hit much harder.

This also happened at the turn of the millennium
1998 Internet search engine Google launches.
2000 Y2K bugs do not lead to social collapse,
after programmers work feverishly to
update systems that could not store
values above 99.

2004 A tsunami hits countries around the
Indian Ocean on Boxing Day.
2009 In Sweden, gender-neutral and same-sex
marriages are permitted.

Families come in all forms – and
new legislation reflects this,
including a genderneutral marriage act.
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2006

A new name – and
four home markets

On 23 August 1989, two million people in Estonia,
Latvia and Lithuania form a 6000-kilometre
long human chain, “The Baltic Way”, through the
countries. They are demonstrating for their countries’ independence – which is achieved in 1991.
(Picture: Wikimedia by user Kusurija, showing part
of the chain in Lithuania)

A bank for the Baltics
THE 1995 PUBLIC LISTING was a success for Spar-

banken Sverige. But the name didn’t last long. By 1997,
the company changed it to FöreningsSparbanken,
after merging with Föreningsbanken, the former agricultural banks. The two banks, with similar roots and a
similar development as a federation, now became one.
Barely 10 years later, in 2006, the name changed
again – to Swedbank. Hundreds of local savings banks
had now formed one full-service savings bank, owned
by both savings bank foundations and external actors.
A bank which also had not just one home market,
but four. The Baltic states of Estonia, Latvia and Lithu
ania were now the bank’s home as much as Sweden.
It had been a natural step to start banking operations in the Baltic countries, when they regained
their independence in 1991 after the dissolution of the
Soviet Union. The bank was already looking abroad
to grow its business and to do so with the neighbours
across the Baltic Sea felt like a modern interpretation
of the original savings bank concept: helping more
people gain financial security.
After decades of central control, the three Baltic
states began to build a financial structure from
scratch, with all that entailed in terms of savings,
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lending, stock exchanges, share trading and saving. To
make the countries’ financial wheels spin, banks were
needed – and so Swedbank established itself in the
Baltics.
It began by buying into the Estonian savings bank
Eesti Hoiupank in 1996, which then merged with
commercial bank, Hansabank, in 1998. Hansabank
had been founded in Estonia in 1991 by local businessmen. Swedbank bought more of Hansabank’s
shares and in 2005, it became the sole owner. Since
the autumn of 2008, the bank is named Swedbank also
in the three Baltic countries. With about 3.3 million
private customers and 300,000 corporate customers, Swedbank is the largest bank in Estonia, Latvia
and Lithuania, in terms of the number of customers.
According to independent surveys, Swedbank is also
the most popular brand in the Baltic countries.
In its annual report in 1996, FöreningsSparbanken
wrote that it aimed to be the leading bank in “Nordi
kum”. The name never caught on, but the Baltic
countries have since been as much the bank’s home
markets as Sweden, both in good times and in challenging times.

Ukraine, hello
and goodbye!
The foray into the Baltics gave the bank a taste for
investments in the east. In 2007, Swedbank bought
into two banks in Ukraine. The investments didn’t
work out, though. The financial crisis in 2008 paralysed the Ukrainian banking sector, but the most difficult thing was the lack of transparency in the banks’
activities. Swedbank sold all operations in Ukraine in
2013. That same year, the operations
it had started to develop in Russia
were also phased out.

FSB SEB:
not meant to be

Hansabank, founded in Estonia in
1991 quickly became a pan-Baltic
bank. The office in Valga, Estonia
opened in 2008 in entirely new
premises. (Photo: Heino Käos)

In 2001, FöreningsSparbanken and the commercial bank SEB negotiated a merger. They
wanted to create a one-stop shop bank for
their complementary customer groups. They
even agreed to merge – but the EU competition authority required so many adjustments
to the proposed new bank that
the merger had to be called off.

Struggles of the financial crisis
THE LEHMAN BROTHERS CRASH in autumn 2008

threw the world into an economic crisis. The Baltic
countries, already struggling with looming inflation
and high indebtedness, were hit hard. Their economic activity, measured in GDP, fell sharply and the
government tightened up its finances. Unemployment
increased, schools and hospitals closed, and young
people moved abroad.
“The banking system was part of the crisis. We,
like other banks, had lent too much money too quickly
for investments in offices, businesses and housing,
for which there was ultimately no demand,” says
Lars-Erik Danielsson, Chief Credit Officer at Swedbank. During the crisis, he was responsible for the
bank’s work on insolvency loans in the Baltic coun-

tries. This meant, on the one hand, helping affected
individuals and companies that had underlying viable
economies and, on the other, minimising the bank’s
losses by dealing with and disposing of insolvent
assets.
Around 2012, the insolvency work was largely
done. At the same time, the economies of the countries began to recover.
“Although the personal disasters were numerous,
good things also came in the aftermath. The political
system took great responsibility. There was an insol
vency law put in place that had not existed before. And
the banking system overall handled the crisis well.
Today these economies are better balanced,” says
Lars-Erik Danielsson.
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Sweden:
A poor
country
Swedbank
today:
with
no banks
A leader
in the Baltics

A sunny afternoon in Riga, Latvia.
(Photo: Daniele Schneider/Getty Images)

“What we do impacts
the entire society”
In Sweden, Swedbank’s history begins with the first savings bank in 1820. In the
Baltic countries, its history begins with the much younger – and very innovative
– Hansabank. Today, Swedbank is the market leader in the three Baltic states.
The three Baltic countries regained their independence in 1991, after the collapse of the Soviet Union.
That same year, the commercial bank, Hansabank,
was established in Estonia and soon expanded to
Latvia and Lithuania. It was built from
scratch and could benefit directly
from the latest technology
solutions. For example, in
1993, Hansabank launched
Telehansa, software used
by business customers to
carry out their banking
transactions online and
a precursor to today’s
Internet banks. In fact,
digital solutions were the
main contact method for
the bank’s customers from the
outset.
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“Hansabank’s strategy and operations had an
impact on the entire financial and economic development of the Baltic countries. We benchmarked
ourselves with the leading international banks, so that
our customer service would be the best and our
company the most attractive employer,”
says Andres Tukk, Head of Private
Segment Management in Swedbank’s Baltic operations.
Building a bank in a new
democracy also meant educating customers.
“From the start, Hansabank launched education
programmes about how to
manage one’s personal finances.
People’s financial know-how
was low when we became
independent,” says Andres Tukk.

Andres Tukk, Head of Private
Segment Management, Swedbank’s
Baltic operations

“We are one of the largest lenders
– and also one of the largest
educators. Our size gives us the
power to influence the areas
we believe are important.”
Olavi Lepp, Head of Swedbank Estonia

“We will continue to be at the forefront of innovation and new banking
services, continue to have the most
valued brand and a service offering
that includes all parts of society.”
Dovilė Grigienė, Head of Swedbank Lithuania

Today, 30 years later, the education programmes
continue, although the bank is now called Swedbank
and the Swedish bank has been its sole owner since
2005. In Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania, the bank
runs education programmes for school students and
pensioners. It also operates financial institutions,
personal finances groups on social media and has
recently started “finance labs” where schoolchildren
learn how to budget.
“All of this is necessary, because savings remain
low overall. Many people do not save, not for unforeseen expenses nor for larger projects. It is still fresh in
people’s memories how, before independence, savings
could vanish due to rampant inflation. I think it will
take two or three generations before we are all used to
a modern financial society,” says Andres Tukk.

In encouraging that development, it helps to be the
region’s largest bank.
“Half the region’s population are our customers.
What we do affects the whole of the community. We
contribute to economic growth for both individuals
and businesses. But equally important is our commitment to education, education, education,” says Andres
Tukk.
Swedbank is today one of the strongest brands
across industries and the leading banking brand in all
three Baltic countries. Andres believes that the bank
retains this position because the spirit and ambition of
Hansabank’s early days are still alive and well.
“It is in our genes not to be content with anything
less than the best. And when we decide to do something, we do it – and quickly.”

“We differentiate ourselves by how we
work with social engagement and how we
help develop our communities based on
sustainable solutions.”
Reinis Rubenis, Head of Swedbank Latvia
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Swedbank today:
A driving force for
development

Jens Henriksson, President
and CEO of Swedbank
(Photo: Stefan Tell)

“We want to be
one of the world’s
most sustainable banks”
TWO HUNDRED YEARS after the first savings bank was

established, Swedbank has almost half the population as customers in its four home markets. The bank
therefore plays a central role in the financial system
that is key to a functioning society.
“We are committed to being ranked among the
world’s most sustainable companies in our industry.
It all starts with how we run our business. It is about
integrating ethical, social, environmental and economic issues into the entire business,” says Jens
Henriksson, President and CEO of Swedbank.
For Swedbank, sustainability means, among many
things, being a well-capitalised bank that does not
take unnecessary risks. It also means working to promote equality in terms of management, wages and job
opportunities. The bank also offers sustainable products and services, educates its customers in finances
and operating a business, and encourages innovation.
Swedbank wants to make it
easier for customers to make
sustainable choices. Solar
loans are one example.

During its bicentennial year 2020, the bank is also
participating in the establishment of one of Sweden’s
largest solar farms to actively contribute to the energy
transition.
In 2019, Swedbank was one of the first banks to
sign the UN’s Principles for Responsible Banking.
An important part of the efforts to meet the UN’s
Sustainable Development Goals is the fight against
money laundering. Banks throughout the world are
exposed daily to criminal forces who want to use
their financial platforms to launder money. As audits
showed that Swedbank had previously fallen short in
its procedures, the bank rolled out a comprehensive
anti-money laundering action programme in 2019.
“Our goal is to be the industry leader in preventing
money laundering and other economic crime,” says
Jens Henriksson.

Swedbank’s sustainability work
– three examples
Responsible and sustainable banking
Swedbank was one of the first banks in 2019 to sign up to the UN
Principles for Responsible Banking, thereby committing itself to
adapting its operations in line with the UN’s Sustainable Development
Goals and the Paris Agreement.
Gender-equal and diversified company
Swedbank is ranked as the third-most gender-equal company in Sweden
according to Equileap’s 2019 Financial Services Gender Equality Global
Report & Ranking. Equileap analysed 3,519 companies in 23 countries.
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Investment in solar energy
In collaboration with Alight, Tekniska Verken and Infranode, S
 wedbank
is building one of Sweden’s largest solar arrays to contribute to the
energy transition.

What happened after Covid-19?
– We checked in 2060
During the bicentennial year, we are living through a global pandemic. Cathrine
Danin, a macro-economist at Swedbank, caught up with her future self in 2060 to
ask what the lasting impact of the coronavirus crisis was. This is what she learned.

“Although forty years have passed, the coronavirus
crisis is fresh in my future self’s memory. Even before
the crisis, there was a trend towards digitisation in
society. The pandemic intensified this trend. People
worked from home, more teaching was done online
and buying groceries online attracted more customers. Even industries that were previously perceived as
difficult to digitise, such as health care, turned more
digital. This development both helped and hindered.
On the one hand, it was necessary to do in order
to meet the demographic challenges of an ageing
population. On the other, people needed to find new
jobs, which in many cases meant further training and
retraining in order to better meet the new demands of
the labour market.

My future self told me that the coronavirus crisis
also affected our consumption. E-commerce grew and
physical stores became fewer and smaller. Their role
became primarily to drive commerce to the Internet.
Although the full-scale death of retail shopping never
happened, how shopping centres were designed
changed, as e-commerce gained more ground. An
increased awareness of and concern about socially
dangerous infectious diseases stuck around for years
after the crisis.
The Covid-19 pandemic also had an impact on
the green transition. This happened both directly,
through the incentives and reforms implemented
to kick-start economies, but also indirectly, through
the realisation that climate change can lead to more
infectious diseases.
The efforts made to combat unemployment caused
emissions to increase for a few years, but at a lower
rate than before. A more ambitious climate agenda
meant that politicians tried to link the stimulus
packages to green requirements and this accelerated
this transition in trade and industry. In the future,
the green transition is still not completely solved –
but we’re getting there. Both technological marvels
and vigorous policy initiatives have been vital to this
development.
My future self noted that the coronavirus crisis
had lasting impacts on the economy and on society –
just like other crises before it. And as with all crises,
the pandemic intensified the trends and structural
changes that were already under way.
It seemed that future me in 2060 thought it was
completely natural to have digital home services and
self-driving electric cars. But when my future self tells
me how society and the economy have developed, I
realise that life in the future may not be so different
after all. It’s rather similar to how it is today – but with
a twist.”
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Swedbank today:
More jobs and more
entrepreneurship

Helping people outside the labour market get jobs is
important for Sweden. Society also benefits if more people
start companies that employ people and grow, and help
solve the challenges that society faces. Therefore, many
of Swedbank’s initiatives relate to these issues.

Äntligen jobb:

Increased diversity and a
key recruitment channel
Äntligen jobb (or “A Job at Last”) is a collaboration
with the Swedish Public Employment Service, in which
Swedbank offers up to six months’ work experience
to foreign-born university graduates. The initiative
was launched in 2011 and has become a key recruitment channel. By 2020, the bank had taken in over
400 trainees, of which 70 per cent had been offered
employment afterwards.
One of them is Wael Saba who came to Sweden in
2013. Despite a Bachelor’s degree in communications,
an MBA from Damascus University and long experience in a global telecommunications company in Syria,
he could not get a job. But Äntligen jobb opened the
door to an internship at Swedbank. “I got the feeling
that, if you were good, Swedbank really wanted to
hire you. At last I could show what I could do!” says
Wael. After the internship, he got a job at Swedbank
Autoplan. And when Autoplan took on new interns,
Wael was able to share his knowledge and experience.

Wael Saba, former intern with
“A Job at Last”, today employed
at Swedbank
Autoplan. (Photo:
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Hanna Jörnhammar,
founder of Lin Living.
(Photo: Mikael Ekström)

The young
entrepreneurs
To encourage young people to try life as an entrepreneur,
Swedbank works with Ung Företagsamhet (Junior Achievement Worldwide), where high-school students spend a year
learning to set up, run and wind down a company.
Sometimes the students continue to run their companies
even when the year is over – like Hanna Jörnhammar in Gotland. Her company, which offered linen sheets, sold out three
times over and Hanna won the Salesperson of the Year award.
“That year gave me access to the adult world and a belief in
myself. As the year came to an end, I knew I wanted to go into
business,” says Hanna.
So, she created an online shop, opened physical stores,
made her company a limited liability company and broadened
the customer base. Five years later, Lin Living has sales of
more than SEK 4 million, and is active in several Nordic countries with spin-offs in the form of new companies.

All the winners of Swedbank
Rivstart 2017. Anders Lindqvist
from Swedish Hydro Solutions is
the fourth person from the left.

Competing in entrepreneurship
Swedbank’s entrepreneurship competition Rivstart (or
“Flying Start”) rewards profitable business ideas that also
contribute to a positive change in society. In 2017 and
2018, 10 winners shared a prize sum of SEK 2.5 million
per year. Anders Lindqvist at Swedish Hydro Solutions is
one of the winning entrepreneurs:
“I used to work as an environmental consultant. A
good job, but sometimes frustrating, because in certain
areas it was difficult for companies to act sustainably.
For example, some construction projects discharge large

Unga jobb:
First steps in the
labour market
In the early 2000s, youth unemployment was high
in Sweden. To help young people enter the labour
market, Swedbank and the savings banks together with the Swedish Public Employment Service
launched the initiative Unga jobb (or “Young
Jobs”), with internships for young people aged 18
to 24. Since 2009, they have taken on 1,200 interns, who have gained experience, references and
an important line on their CVs. About 30 per cent
of them have also been offered jobs at the bank.

volumes of polluted water into the surrounding area. So
I quit my job to work with my friend Jakob Sjöberg to try
to solve this problem. It took time – but in the end we
found an environmentally and commercially sustainable
way of separating pollutants from the water itself. The
method allowed us to develop a mobile water-treatment
plant. We are very proud to have contributed to a solution
for more sustainable development. It is difficult to think
of something more important than clean water,” says
Anders Lindqvist.

Växla jobb:
Change jobs easily
– for a while
The Covid-19 pandemic placed the world in a state of
emergency in the spring of 2020. While some industries were in crisis, others saw a boom, and where
some companies suddenly had too many staff, others
had too few. In conjunction with the Gigstr skills
platform, Swedbank created Växla jobb (or “Job swap”),
a solution that let companies switch employees with
each other for short periods of time.
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Swedbank today
– and in the future

Göran Persson, Swedbank Chairman:
“The savings bank concept is timeless,
but must be made relevant to every time.”
Göran Persson was Sweden’s Minister of Finance from 1994–1996
and the country’s Prime Minister from 1996–2006. Since June
2019, he has been Chair of the Swedbank Board of Directors.
His entire life, he has followed the savings bank sector.
Does the savings bank concept still hold?
Of course. The concept is based on values and values
are timeless. But how it is applied must reflect its
time. The concept must always be made relevant,
otherwise it will be quickly phased out.
The savings bank concept is about building stability into everyday life, together. It is based on the
same considerations of responsibility and collective
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strength that built modern Sweden. Today, when the
world’s greatest challenge is sustainable development,
we must continue to act in a way that is constructive
for all. Same old values, really. The savings bank concept was modern already in 1820.
The core of the idea, saving for a healthy financial
life, has not changed either. My mother always said

‘You don’t shop until there’s money in your hand’. I
was born into that tradition. Like all newborn children in Vingåker in the 1940s, I received a savings
bankbook containing five kronor from Vingåker’s
savings bank. And in my classroom at school we had a
moneybox where you deposited what you had saved.
Then a man came from the savings bank and entered
the amount in each student’s savings book. Now, that’s
hands-on education in building capital!
Much has happened in the 200 years since the
first savings bank opened. How does the savings
bank concept live on in Swedbank today?
Just like the first savings banks, Swedbank is a bank
for the many. It’s still all about helping people realise ideas, dreams and goals, whether it be a house, a
business idea or a new project after retirement. The
tradition of education also lives on. We continue to
encourage people to save to have a freer and more
secure life.
But today, compared to when the savings bank
concept was born, you need to think much bigger. In
a way, a more connected world is a smaller world. For
us at Swedbank, it is no longer enough to look at our
own parish or country, we need to understand global
development and understand our customers’ place in
it, so we can provide the best financial assistance. In
the same way, we have adapted our local presence. Today we have fewer local branches than before, but at
the same time we have a digital presence that allows
people to reach us directly from their homes.
Nowadays Swedbank not only has Sweden as its
home market, but also Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania. Can the savings bank concept handle being
spread across four home markets?
Yes. We can broaden our horizons if we still hold true
to the values of constructive, sustainable development. When Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania became
independent and started building their democratic
systems, there were many reasons, both in terms of
principle and business, to engage with the banking
sector there. We are neighbours, we share the same
sea and the same history. In the Baltic countries, they
built with zest and energy, and we contributed experience from European financial systems.
But it has not always been easy. In recent times,
we have unfortunately found that the bank has for

some time failed to meet the demands that customers,
owners and society have the right to make when it
comes to our work to combat money laundering. It is a
serious failure. We are working hard to correct it. We
have developed a comprehensive action programme
and put in place new leadership on many central
positions. Under the new management, Swedbank has
reinforced its efforts to combat money laundering and
to comply with the international sanctions regime.
This part of our history is the exception, not the
rule, to how we work. We will learn from this too and
ensure that it does not happen again. It should also be
noted that, throughout all this, the bank’s skilled employees in our day-to-day operations continued with
our core business: helping our customers to achieve
healthy and sustainable finances.
The local conditions in our four different home
markets may differ, but the needs of our customers
are fundamentally the same. Household savings and
the innovative power of companies remain the key to
strong, secure societies.
The early savings banks had mainly private customers. Today, Swedbank is an important bank also for
Swedish companies, both the giants and small and
medium-sized enterprises. How will this develop?
In lock step with society, as always. It’s been a long
time since the big industries employed everyone.
Today, small and medium-sized enterprises also make
the wheels spin. The tradespeople in their vans, the
restaurants, the mechanics, all the entrepreneurs.
Not to mention agriculture and the green industries,
which will be essential in the climate transition.
As an entrepreneur, you need both the financial
tools that make everyday life easier and a business
partner to bounce ideas off as to how to achieve your
goals in a sustainable way. I am proud that our bank is
the partner of 550,000 business customers in Sweden
and the Baltic countries.
Will the savings bank concept continue
to be relevant in the future?
Yes. As chairman of Swedbank, I am humbled by the
gift that the savings banks have given us in terms of
values and faith in the future. Our own future lies in
remaining true to these ideas, which today can be
summarised in one word – sustainability.
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The bank historian
sums up 200 years

Stockholm Sparbank’s head office at
Hamngatan 31 in the mid-1970s.

Kristina Lilja is a senior lecturer and associate professor at the Department
of Economic History at Uppsala University. Her research area includes households’
economies and the role of the savings banks in how people view their finances
– and here’s her summary of the savings bank movement from 1820 to today.

THE SAVINGS BANKS AND SWEDBANK originate from

the savings bank movement that was born 200 years
ago. At that time, Sweden was a financially undeveloped agricultural country in which many of the 2.6
million inhabitants lived in difficult economic circumstances. The savings banks that emerged across
Sweden were formed by local elites who had noted the
government’s interest in savings institutions, influenced by the Scottish model. They saw how a savings
institution that accepted even very small savings
and gave a high interest rate of five per cent would
be a way of “helping people to help themselves.” This
was an innovation in a world where savings in silver
spoons or promissory notes, for example, were otherwise seen as relatively safe options. Regular savings in
a real savings institution enabled account holders to
build a buffer for bad times. The savings capital could
also be used to start a family or for your old age. The
objective, on the part of the philanthropic founders,
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was not just to reduce hardship, but also to reduce the
costs of poverty for society as a whole.
When the first savings banks were formed, starting
in Gothenburg in 1820 and Stockholm in 1821, there
were no credit institutions in Sweden besides the
Riksbank (today’s Central Bank). The lack of capital
led companies such as Stora Kopparbergs Bergslag
(today’s Stora Enso) to serve as a bank for the local
elite in Falun and the surrounding area. This pushed
the Swedish savings banks to offer lending right from
the start. (This distinguished the Swedish savings
banks from their foreign counterparts, which invested
deposits in government securities.) Any surplus that
the bank made was returned to savers and the local
community. The core of the savings bank concept was,
in addition to promoting savings, a strong local base,
democratic control exercised by appointed principals
and a lack of a profit motive.

(Photo: private)

The savings banks
showed the way

During the first 30-year period, more than 80 indi
vidual savings banks were formed in the country’s
towns and cities. After that, growth continued apace,
often outside the cities, with rural savings banks.
The rate of expansion increased as industrialisation
accelerated, and in the 1870s, rising real wages also
meant that people had more to save.
More solid base and professionalism
After the municipal reform in 1862, which divided
Sweden into the municipalities we still use today, the
democratic element of the savings banks was expanded when representatives of the municipality were
elected to the local savings bank boards. Savings banks
became increasingly professional: opening times were
extended, withdrawal restrictions and deposit limits
removed, and tellers employed. This weakened the
patriarchal element – the savings banks became more
like banks in today’s sense of the word.
In 1900, there were 388 savings banks, 745 savings
bank branches and 1.2 million accounts. At that time,
Sweden had 5.1 million inhabitants. In essence, each
family had a savings bank account. Many accounts
didn’t have much in them and were used for ongoing
expenses, but there were also savings equivalent to
several annual incomes in the accounts of regular
wage earners.
Although the savings banks managed ever larger
sums, up until the Savings Bank Act of 1892, they were
subject to the same legislation as the savings associations, a type of savings institution that operated in
smaller contexts, such as churches, schools and for
the poor. In practice, this meant that, up to this time,
the principals of the individual savings banks had
During the annual savings bank weeks
(from 1958 to 1975), all Swedish savings
banks conducted various campaigns to
encourage saving.

Campaign cyclists from Stockholm Sparbank,
on a Children’s Day in the 1940s.

managed their operations without state control. This
distinguished them from the private banks that had
begun to appear and that worked mainly with companies and businesses. The Savings Bank Act of 1892
was meant to protect depositors’ savings and regulate
operations in the country’s savings banks.
Savings banks given their place in the “natural
banking order”
The state wanted to create a clear separation between
the players in the credit market, so that there would
be capital for all types of investment. Through legislation, it created what it considered to be a “natural order” in the credit market. From the 1900s, the natural
order was that savings banks catered to households
and local small businesses, while commercial banks
were the banks of the wealthy and the big companies. There were also the mortgage societies, which
had offered smaller loans since the 1830s and which
provided long-term credit to agriculture. In parallel
with the credit institutions, insurance companies also
emerged and from the 1850s started to offer life and
fire insurance policies.
The expansion of the financial sector and the
steadily increasing enthusiasm for saving among both
private individuals and institutions facilitated Sweden’s second wave of industrialisation at the end of
the 1800s. Several of the biggest Swedish companies,
still active today, were established during this period.
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The majority were close to the big commercial banks.
The savings banks were in many ways pioneers in the
credit system. They showed people the benefits of
saving in an institution like a bank. At the same time,
they showed the rest of the credit market that money
received as deposits could be used to lend to others.
The commercial banks, which otherwise printed their
own banknotes when they needed to lend money,
began to let the public deposit money with them from
the 1860s. In addition, from 1904, the Riksbank got
the exclusive right to issue money.

A bank boat from Första Sparbanken arrives according
to its timetable. Första Sparbanken was formed in
1982 as a merger between Sparbanken Stockholm
and Länssparbanken Göteborg.

Large sums soon amassed in the commercial banks
savings accounts, but for a long time, the savings
banks continued to have the largest number of account holders. More customers were added during the
uncertainty in the banking market in the 1920s and
1930s, when several commercial banks made risky
investments and the savings banks were perceived as
more risk-averse. At that time, the number of savings
banks was higher than ever, peaking at 498 in 1928.
By the mid-1900s, savings banks held 4.2 million accounts, compared to 3.6 million accounts in
the (state-run) postal savings banks and 1.6 million
accounts in the commercial banks. The amounts were
often more modest in the savings bank accounts,
though, than in the savings accounts of commercial
banks.
Equity funds become the new savings model
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Campaigns that encourage savings for a
home have been part of the savings bank
movement almost since the beginning.

In order to encourage new forms of savings, the savings banks introduced equity savings funds already
in 1967, a savings model which then took off in the
1980s when state-subsidised public savings increased
general interest in fund savings.
The savings promotion movement, which was a
fundamental part of the savings banks sector, emphasised the importance of saving for the household
budget. Children’s savings in particular were seen as
an important way to promote thrift. Already during
the 1800s, children accounted for about 25 per cent of
all savings bank accounts. During the 1900s, new generations of savers were fostered with the help of the

Department for Savings Propaganda at Svenska Sparbanksföreningen. Today’s savings
banks, alongside Swedbank,
build on this tradition, for example through Ung ekonomi and
other similar educational activities aimed at young people and the
general public.
Comprehensive banking legislation
After the Second World War, the strict regulation of
the financial markets meant that the banks did not
have much room to manoeuvre. As a result, competition in the deposit and lending markets increased. In
order to strengthen their position, many banks chose
to merge. Local savings banks in particular started
to merge, becoming major regional actors. In 1968, a
new comprehensive Banking Act opened the way to
free competition between all banks, and the ‘natural
order’ ended. Now savings banks, commercial banks
and agricultural banks could offer their services to
all types of customers. The rural credit societies had
been formed in the 1910s with farmers as their main
customers and, since 1974, were called Föreningsbanken.
However, the strict Riksbank regulations that still
applied meant that changes to the law had a limited
effect. Instead, the banks tried to grow by continuing
to merge with each other. Only when the financial
sector was deregulated in the 1980s did banks really
start to grow with new customer groups. By that time,
the number of commercial and agricultural banks had
fallen by one-third and the number of savings banks
by two-thirds – all through mergers.
During the boom of the 1980s, mergers continued
among both savings banks and other financial actors.
The motive was often to be able to meet the demand
for financial services from businesses and households.
In particular, the way banking and insurance sectors
started to overlap created new demands.
As the 1990s financial crisis got underway, just
over 100 savings banks remained, only a handful of
which were major regional savings banks. In 1992
Sparbanken Sverige was created from the 11 largest
regional savings banks, as well as the jointly owned
central bank Sparbankernas Bank and the industry
association Svenska Sparbanksföreningen. The bank
was now one of the four big commercial banks in the

country, in addition to SEB,
Nordbanken (today’s Nordea)
and Handelsbanken. In 1995,
Sparbanken Sverige was also
transformed into a limited liability company, owned by newly
created savings bank foundations,
and was listed on the stock exchange.
The share became one of the most popular public shares and Sparbanken Sverige
also contributed to the introduction of direct share
savings in Sweden.
With the public listing, the new bank strengthened
its own capital base. The bank’s customers, as well as
customers in savings banks working with Sparbanken
Sverige, were given access to products, IT services
and infrastructure provided by Sparbanken Sverige.
This was important for business customers in particular. However, interest in more mergers remained
and in 1997 Sparbanken Sverige merged with Föreningsbanken and formed FöreningsSparbanken. Given
its rapid growth abroad, the bank changed its name to
Swedbank in 2006, the name it was already using in
international contexts.
21st century expansions
As with SEB and Nordea, Swedbank’s commitments
outside the Nordic countries grew in the 1990s and
2000s. The Baltic countries, Russia and Ukraine were
seen as exciting growth markets. However, operations
in Russia and Ukraine were phased out in the early
2010s. Today, the three Baltic countries, together with
Sweden, form the bank’s home markets.
Today, the savings bank movement that emerged
at the beginning of the 1820s comprises just under
60 savings banks and the big bank, Swedbank. Many
of the savings banks work closely with Swedbank,
while some are completely independent.
When savings banks started two centuries ago,
there were no credit institutions for people and
their businesses. In many ways, savings banks led
the way in creating a banking industry for the whole
country and all its different needs. Heading into the
bicentennial, savings banks and Swedbank account
for one third of the deposit market and one quarter
of the lending market in Sweden. The development
that started with one savings bank in Gothenburg
200 years ago has led to one of today’s leading banks
in Sweden and the Baltic countries.
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All those magnificent
savings posters!
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The oak
THE SAVINGS BANK OAK is one of Sweden’s most recognised

business symbols. Throughout the 1800s, though, savings
banks had no universal symbol. Each savings bank produced
its own seal, usually consisting only of the bank’s name.
Not until the early 1900s did the oak appear as a savings
bank symbol. Large and stable, firmly rooted, it became an
increasingly popular icon and in 1927, a proposal was made
to adopt the oak as a universal symbol for the savings banks.
The artist Akke Kumlien designed a stylised oak with the text
“Firmly rooted is the security that is built on savings”.
But Kumlien’s oak did not prove to be popular. It wasn’t
until 1940, when the oak was redesigned by Arvid Olsson for a
cinema advertising campaign, that the oak really caught on. In
the same year, the oak was redesigned once again, this time by
Carl-Herman Runnström, and printed on cufflinks, brooches
and other gift items. It was Runnström’s oak that became the
oak we recognise today as the logo of Swedbank and many
savings banks.
However, for a while the savings bank world had a completely different oak. In 1991 came a flowing blue-yellow-andred oak designed by the design couple Bob and Vicky McLain
in Los Angeles. The logo took its colours from the blue and
yellow of the Swedish flag, with the red reflecting the lifeblood
of Sweden, which is how the savings banks wanted to function.
The McLains won the design competition announced when
Sparbanken Sverige was founded. At the time, there were at
least 100 different variations of the savings oak among Sweden’s savings banks and instead of trying to harmonise them,
the symbol was completely re-designed.
The “blood oak” only survived for six years. In 1997, when
Sparbanken Sverige merged with Föreningsbanken, the newly
created FöreningsSparbanken reclaimed the classic stylised
oak. Now, however, it had to share the limelight with Föreningsbanken’s sheaf. The new symbol, featuring both the oak
and sheaf, was designed by Lars Hall.
In 2006, when the bank changed its name to Swedbank, the
sheaf disappeared from the symbol. Now the classic savings
bank oak stood alone on a copper coin. Embrink Design and
design agency Essen created the design. When Swedbank uses
it, the words “Since 1820” are written at the bottom of the
coin, but when the savings banks use it, the oak stands alone.
In Swedbank and the savings banks, the design is often called
simply “the coin” and those who use it are said to belong to the
“coin family”.

70

“Firmly rooted is the security that is built on savings.
Get your savings bank book today”. Akke Kumlien’s
stylised oak first appeared in this ad in 1927.
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The first savings bank in Sweden was founded in 1820.
Savings banks allowed ordinary people to deposit and withdraw any
amount, no matter how small, earn interest and even take out loans.
A revolutionary concept – which at its core is about helping people
make wise and sustainable choices for their finances.
For two hundred years the savings bank concept has guided the
development of savings banks and led to today's Swedbank.
A concept that has endured and been adapted for every age
– and helped build the country we live in.
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swedbank.com/history

