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Sweden’s National Strategy  
for Sustainable Regional Growth  
and Attractiveness 2015–2020

The National Strategy for Sustai-
nable Regional Growth and Att-
ractiveness 2015–2020 is a gui-
ding policy document stimulating 
sustainable regional growth and 
attractiveness throughout Sweden 
until 2020. The intention is to 
contribute to the regional growth 
policy objective – Development po-
tential in all parts of the country with 
stronger local and regional competitive-
ness. The strategy will also contri-
bute to the Government’s three 
priority areas: achieving the ove-
rall target of having the EU’s 
lowest unemployment rate by 
2020, achieving the national en-
vironmental objectives and clo-
sing the gender equality gap. 

The strategy describes four socie-
tal challenges – Demographic develop-
ment; Globalisation; Climate, environ-
ment and energ y; and Social cohesion 
– all of which affect Sweden’s re-
gions and regional growth efforts. 
In order to contribute to the po-
licy objectives and meet these so-
cietal challenges, while also taking 
advantage of the opportunities 
they present, four priorities for 

the regional growth efforts have 
been identified for the period up 
to 2020. 
The Government’s priorities:

•	 Innovation and business  
development

•	 Attractive environments and 
accessibility

•	 Provision of skills

•	 International cooperation

The Government’s priorities cre-
ate coordination and mobiliza-
tion of resources and initiatives 
for jobs and sustainable growth 
throughout the counties. The sus-
tainability dimensions – economic, 
social and environmental sustainability 
– are to be integrated parts of the 
regional growth efforts and form 
the basis for all priorities. The 
strategy steers the use and moni-
tors the central government app-
ropriations for regional growth 
measures. Central government 
agencies will also base their in-
volvement in the regional growth 
efforts on the priorities in the 
strategy. The EU cohesion policy 
(the EU growth and employment 
policy) is an integrated part of the 

regional growth policy, provi-
ding both significant development 
funds and a European dimension 
to the employment and sustaina-
ble growth initiatives being imple-
mented in the counties.

A modern and active regional 
growth policy for the entire coun-
try is focused on giving the regi-
ons the opportunity to grow and 
develop based on their own spe-
cific regional conditions, in both 
urban and rural areas. This requi-
res efforts and collaboration in a 
variety of sectors and at all levels 
of society – this is why Sweden 
needs a national strategy that can 
serve as a framework to promo-
te everyone’s opportunity to live, 
work, develop and run busines-
ses throughout the entire country. 
This way conditions for sustaina-
ble regional growth and attracti-
veness and a Sweden that keeps 
together are being created.

1On 9 July 2015, the Swedish Government adopted A National Strategy for Sustainable Regional Growth and Attractiveness 2015–2020 

(N2015/5297/RT).
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growing global demand for sustai-
nable and resource-efficient goods 
and services creates business op-
portunities for Swedish compa-
nies.

Social cohesion
Social cohesion is about making 
good use of the competence, cre-
ativity and experience of the en-
tire population. There are far too 
many people who are not wor-
king, studying or otherwise par-
ticipating in society. The gaps 
between both different groups in 
society and different parts of the 
country are increasing, which in-
hibits both national and regional 
development. Unleashing the po-
tential within skills, creativity and 
experience of the entire popula-
tion is an important prerequisite 
if we are to create competitive re-
gions and meet the demographic 
challenges.   

Demographic development

Demographic changes, influenced 
by factors such as urbanisation, 
create challenges in large parts 
of the country as the share of el-
derly people increases in relation 
to the share of the population in 
working age. There is a risk that 
demographic changes will have 
consequences for the developme-
nt of the business sector and for 
access to welfare and public ser-
vices. For this reason, it is impor-
tant to include and make good use 
of the competence of the whole 
society and the opportunities cre-
ated by immigration to Sweden. 
A change in demand from the 
growing and ageing population 
group can create business oppor-
tunities and increased employ-
ment through the development of 
new innovative services and pro-
ducts.

Globalisation
Globalisation means that labour is 
becoming more mobile and capi-
tal flows, investments, trade, tra-
vel and migration are increasing. 
Digitalisation also enables an in-
creased exchange of information 
and technology. The opportuni-

ties presented by globalisation are 
great, but at the same time, condi-
tions for companies and industries 
are changing rapidly, which means 
it is difficult to predict future de-
velopments. All of Sweden's regi-
ons are affected by globalisation, 
but the regional effects in terms 
of structural change and busines-
ses' ability to grow vary due to 
factors such as business structu-
re, dependence on export and the 
size of the region.

Climate, environment  
and energy

Climate change is one of the gre-
atest challenges of our time and 
requires global, national, regional 
and local action in order to limit 
greenhouse gas emissions and 
adapt society to a changing clima-
te. If this is to happen, the pro-
duction and energy systems need 
to be developed in order to redu-
ce dependence on fossil fuels, in-
crease the proportion of renewa-
ble energy and make the whole 
society more energy efficient. At 
the same time, these challenges 
drive the development of techno-
logy, products and services in all 
sectors and thus environmentally 
driven business development. The 

Societal challenges
Sweden faces a series of societal challenges that need to be addressed 
in various ways. The national strategy identifies four societal challenges 
that affect Sweden and Sweden's regions in the efforts to achieve the 
objective of the regional growth policy. Coordinated efforts for all of the 
priorities identified in the strategy will contribute to meet these socie-
tal challenges, as well as making good use of the opportunities they 
present. 
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Priorities
The priorities identified will guide the development and implementation 
of regional development strategies and other strategies, programmes 
and efforts for sustainable growth in the counties. The priorities also 
form the basis for the involvement of central government agencies in 
the regional growth efforts. The sustainability dimensions – economic, 
social and environmental sustainability – are to be integrated in the 
regional growth efforts and will form the basis of all priorities. It is by 
combining these perspectives that long-term sustainable growth and 
development can be achieved.

Innovation and  
entrepreneurship

Opportunities to start, run and 
develop successful businesses, as 
well as people's interest in doing 
so, need to be promoted throug-
hout the country. Strong regional 
research and innovation environ-
ments and a good climate for bu-
siness development and entrepre-
neurship are absolutely central to 
creating more jobs, welfare and 
sustainable growth and attractive-
ness. Across all industries, diffe-
rent types of innovation must be 
encouraged within businesses, as 
well as environmentally driven 
business development. The public 
sector needs to demand innovati-
ve, sustainable solutions in order 
to enable us to meet our public 
service commitments in the futu-
re. Given the complexity of inno-
vation processes, greater collabo-
ration between academia, society 
and industry is required in order 
to bring about joint strategic and 
long-term initiatives. Actions that 
promote innovation and business 
development are of importance in 
the regional growth efforts. 

Important focus areas:

•	 Innovation and research – regional 
innovation environments

•	 Entrepreneurship and enterprise
•	 Environmentally driven business 

development in all sectors and 
energy issues

•	 Commercialisation and internatio-
nalisation

•	 Provision of capital

Attractive environments and 
accessibility

The ability to attract people with 
different skills and backgrounds, 
as well as businesses and capital, 
is crucial to the development of 
competitive regions and munici-
palities. However, the creation of 
attractive living and residential 
environments where people want 
to live and work, and that attract 
both domestic and international 
visitors, requires a holistic view 
and sectoral coordination. Initia-
tives and measures in such areas 
as IT and digitalisation, transport, 
housing, spatial planning, the en-
vironment, culture and service 
issues must be better coordina-
ted. Consequently, municipalities, 
together with regional and natio-
nal actors, need to work collecti-
vely and systematically in order to 
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develop attractive and accessible 
environments. This work should 
be based on specific local and re-
gional conditions. In this context, 
local and regional actors also need 
to see their role in a wider geo-
graphical perspective that is both 
interregional and international.

Important focus areas:

•	  Accessibility via the transport 
system and IT

•	 Commercial and public services
•	 Spatial planning and housing
•	 Culture, recreation and tourism

Provision of skills
In the global knowledge economy, 
access to knowledge and skills 
in a broad sense is an important 
competitive factor for Sweden's 
regions. The effective provision 
of skills and the ability to include 
and make good use of the skills 
and competence of the entire po-
pulation are central to stimulate 
enterprise and innovation, as well 
as meeting the business sector's 
need for skilled labour. A good 
provision of skills involves factors 
such as improving the matching 
between the supply of and the de-
mand for labour. It also includes 

the creation of social cohesion in 
which the skills, creativity and ex-
perience of the entire workforce 
are utilised, regardless of gender, 
age or background. The effective 
provision of skills is a long-term 
basis for securing the welfare state 
and for developing better social 
cohesion throughout the country. 

Important focus areas:

•	  Matching in the labour market
•	 Effective structures for education, 

the provision of skills and lifelong 
learning

•	 Utilising the entire workforce – 
increased labour supply through 
integration and diversity

The regional platforms for competence 
and skills are central tools for the 
work of all focus areas above.

International cooperation
International cooperation – in the 
region around Sweden, within the 
EU and globally – is a prerequisite 
for meeting the societal challeng-
es. Making use of the opportuni-
ties presented by globalisation is 
becoming increasingly important 
to the business sector, which also 
increases the importance of inter-
national cooperation. According-
ly, there needs to be an interna-

tional perspective to the regional 
growth efforts as well as in the 
efforts to implement all priorities 
in the national strategy. Interna-
tional interest in trading and coo-
perating with, as well as investing 
in Swedish companies, can also 
increase through deeper coope-
ration between the promotion of 
activities within innovation, busi-
ness development and trade.  In-
creased international cooperation 
can also create opportunities to 
widen networks, exchange know-
ledge, find solutions to shared 
problems and create a greater cri-
tical mass. It is also important to 
make strategic use of the opportu-
nities available within the cohe-
sion policy for the financing and 
implementation of joint projects 
with partners in other countries.

Important focus areas:

•	  Developed regional cooperation – 
both close to Sweden and globally

•	 Export and trade promotion
•	 Sharing experiences and learning 
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A result-oriented implementation  
of regional growth policy
In order to contribute to the policy objectives, implementation needs 
to become more result-oriented. This includes actions to develop and 
strengthen the tools available within regional growth policy. It also 
involves improving the dialogue between the national and the regio-
nal levels, enhancing the analysis and monitoring of regional growth 
efforts to better highlight various initiatives and results, and strengthe-
ning continuous learning. A more result-oriented implementation also 
necessitates a strong regional leadership, with responsibility for the 
strategic management, coordination and development of the regional 
growth efforts.

Policy tools
There are a variety of tools at the 
EU level, as well as the national 
and regional levels, that are used 
to implement regional growth 
policy and to control and alloca-
te funding to various regional 
growth initiatives. Examples of 
tools are:

•	 project activities
•	 regional business support
•	 regional service programmes
•	 programmes within the EU cohe-

sion policy
•	 regional platforms for competence 

and skills
•	 action plans for gender-equal regi-

onal growth
•	 regional learning plans

At the regional level, the gover-
ning documents are regional de-
velopment strategies, which contain 
visions, goals and priorities for 
regional growth efforts in each 
county.

Responsibilities, roles and 
regional leadership

Responsibility for regional de-
velopment includes responsibili-
ty for the regional growth ef-
forts and transport infrastructure 
planning in the county. Due to an 

ongoing regionalisation process, 
the responsible actor varies in the 
counties between organisations 
such as county councils, munici-
pal cooperation bodies and cer-
tain county administrative boards. 
A result-oriented implementation 
of regional growth policy requires 
responsibilities and roles to be set 
out clearly. This includes strong 
regional leadership with the abili-
ty to coordinate, lead and develop 
the regional growth efforts.

Governance, monitoring  
and learning

The Government appropriates 
about SEK 1.5 billion per year 
in special funding for regional 
growth measures in the counties. 
The funds come from a certain 
Government appropriation for 
regional growth measures. This 
funding can be used to finance 
measures including project acti-
vities, regional business support 
and support for commercial ser-
vices. The funding within this 
expenditure area should act as a 
catalyst that leads to strategic de-
velopment initiatives in the regi-
ons. The regional funding is often 
co-financed from sources such 
as municipalities, county coun-

cils, the business sector and the 
EU structural funds. In order to 
contribute to a process of conti-
nuous learning, the development 
of regional growth policy needs to 
be based on analysis, monitoring 
and evaluation. 

Cooperation and dialogue
Regional growth policy is imple-
mented with a shared responsibi-
lity and in cooperation between 
the national and regional levels. 
Consequently, it is important that 
there is a well-developed dialogue 
and collaboration in order to en-
sure that different actors work 
towards the same objectives. An 
important arena for this is the 
Forum for Sustainable Regional 
Growth and Attractiveness 2015–
2020, which facilitates dialogue 
between the Government and the 
regional level among both politi-
cians and civil servants. Coope-
ration with government agenci-
es in the regional growth efforts 
is of particular importance so 
that their activities contribute to 
growth and development in the 
counties – the forum can serve as 
an important arena in this respect.
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The EU Cohesion Policy
The cohesion policy is the EU 
policy for regional growth and 
employment. Its goal is to contri-
bute to the EU's economic, soci-
al and territorial cohesion, with 
the aim to eliminate barriers to 
a well-functioning internal mar-
ket, development and improved 
competitiveness in Europe's regi-
ons. The cohesion policy is finan-
ced by the structural funds and is 
implemented in national, regio-

In order to implement regional growth policy in an  
effective and result-oriented way, the strategy intends  
to develop the following areas in the period 2015–2020:
•	 Multi-level and sectoral cooperation in the regional growth efforts

•	 Integration of the EU cohesion policy into regional growth policy

•	 Regional growth policy tools

•	 Roles and responsibilities in the regional growth efforts

•	 A strategic work to promote local development and attractiveness

•	 A more explicit focus on results and monitoring, evaluation, analysis 
and learning

•	 Stronger social, economic and environmental sustainability in the 
regional growth efforts

nal or cross-border programmes. 
The cohesion policy is an inte-
grated part of the Swedish regio-
nal growth policy, and initiatives 
within the programmes contri-
bute with significant resources to 
sustainable regional growth and 
attractiveness. The cohesion poli-
cy facilitates long-term initiatives 
and adds a European dimension 
to regional growth policy at the 
national level.
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