






FINNTOPIA

“Among the world’s countries, Finland ranks at or near the top in
air quality, education, equality, happiness, honest government,

milk consumption, opportunities for children, preparedness,
safety, trust in its police, and many other things. Eighty years ago,

most of those things were not true. How did Finland become so
successful, so quickly, across such a broad spectrum? How can

other countries achieve Finland’s happiness? Read this wonderful
book, and learn the answers!”

JARED DIAMOND, Professor of Geography, UCLA and Pulitzer-Prize-
winning author of Guns, Germs, and Steel

“As inequality reaches eye-watering levels around the world, this
book contains some fascinating and important lessons on how

policies like progressive taxation and investing in public services
can lead to more equal – and happier – societies.”
DANNY SRISKANDARAJAH, chief executive, Oxfam GB

“Finland is one of the fairest, most inclusive and dynamic
countries to live in. This is not because it is small or culturally
homogeneous, or enjoys a great deal of oil wealth. As Danny

Dorling and Annika Koljonen show us in this marvellous book, it is
because of what Finns have learned about ‘caring for each other

more and more cleverly’ over recent decades. We would do well to
follow their example.”

SIMON REID-HENRY, Reader in Geography, Queen Mary University of
London, and Senior Researcher at the Peace Research Institute in

Oslo



“Good enough to be true – just like the story of Finland.”
ANNA SIEVÄLÄ, journalist, Joensuu

“An absorbing, insightful and scholarly book, grounded in
emancipatory hope and humility, that captures the very essence

of why Finland has become one of the most equitable countries in
a highly unequal world.”

PAUL STEPNEY, Adjunct Professor of Social Work, Tampere
University, Finland

“Finntopia is the remarkable story of a country on Europe’s
perceived fringes that should instead be in the centre of our view

for creating a better society. Dorling and Koljonen provide a
compelling picture of why Finland may not be the Utopia that it

sometimes is portrayed as, but can still teach us many lessons
about a different kind of politics, one that has the interest of

people at its heart.”
BENJAMIN HENNIG, Professor of Geography, University of Iceland

“. . . in simple terms, the image of Finland I see in your book is
precisely how I see things.”

MARKKU LÖYTÖNEN, Professor of Geography, University of Helsinki

“A fascinating book which reads like a detective story. It makes
one wonder if the secret behind the happiness of Finns is their
ignorance of their own happiness. There is much to learn from

Finntopia, even for a native Finn.”
JUHA KAAKINEN, chief executive of the Y-Foundation (that has built

6500 homes for the homeless in Finland)



“Danny Dorling and Annika Koljonen’s portrait of Finland´s socio-
political system and history is a thought-provoking read. They
convincingly demonstrate that the most pro�table investment

any institution or country can make is to invest in the well-being,
education, and capabilities of its people.”

MIKKO WECKROTH, postdoctoral researcher, Helsinki Institute of
Sustainability Science
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Cambridge was the most unequal city by income in England (Rae
& Nyanzu 2019), England the most unequal country in the UK,
and the UK the most unequal large country in the European Union
(OECD 2019a). The Cambridge Commons is af�liated to the
Equality Trust, whose founders, a decade earlier, wrote a book
called The Spirit Level: Why More Equal Societies Almost Always Do
Be�er.

Annika Koljonen, originally from Helsinki and studying politics
and international relations at the University of Cambridge, was a
volunteer at Imagine 2027. Danny Dorling gave the second
Imagine 2027 talk in the autumn of 2017, titled “Education,
Equality and Everything Else: A Fairer England in 2027”. It was
there that we met. Just over two years later we had �nished
writing this book.

So why Finntopia? The answer was that even before it had
been declared the happiest country in the world in 2018, 2019 and
2020 by the United Nations, Finland already stood out (Yle
Uutiset 2019a). In his Imagine 2027 talk, Danny showed slide after
slide about what was so wrong in the UK, along with data
showing how public spending in European nations was highest in
Finland and dramatically lower in England and the United States,
and that Finnish students excelled while the British and
Americans appeared to be dullards. To most of the audience in
Cambridge, that renowned city of learning, all of this was news.
But not to Annika.



Thanks to a suggestion from Alastair Breward, the main
organizer of Imagine 2027, we then worked together in the
summer of 2018 on a comparison of Finland and England, hoping
to understand why statistics about Finland’s education,
healthcare and political system were beginning to be mentioned
so frequently in discussions about equality, especially when it
came to better ways to build a functioning welfare (or well-being)
state.

A six-week summer project, however, was not nearly long
enough to explore all the history leading up to, and the social
policy implications of, greater equality. What were the factors
behind Finland’s success and how, once greater equality had been
won, had it been defended? Later that year, we wrote an article for
a UK newspaper about how public health was improving in
Finland and worsening across all of the UK (Koljonen & Dorling
2018). But there is only so much you can say in one newspaper
article – and there is so much more that needs to be learned from
Finland.

We approached Alison Howson, who is now our editor at
Agenda Publishing. Danny had helped international relations
scholar Robbie Shilliam with a few statistics for a book that he
was writing for Agenda (Shilliam 2018). Agenda is a publisher
interested in new ideas – and by now we had a lot of very new
ideas. Instead of writing yet again about what is so wrong with
the world’s most unequal af�uent countries, we thought, why not
take a detailed look at one of the world’s most equitable countries,
and along the way try to work out how its people had created it
and how they bene�ted from it?

In writing this book we needed a great deal of help. In
particular we would like to mention Eero Suominen, who in his
last year as the Ambassador of Finland in South and North Korea
helped us to better understand Finnish politics. We are also very
grateful to Anthony Caira-Carnell for helping us unravel the
Finnglishness of trying to write about Finland in English; to David



Dorling, especially for help with understanding the geology; and
to Bill Kerry, who tested how clear we were being (suggesting
many useful clari�cations), and Jakki Stewart, Paul Stepney, Anna
Sievälä, and Benjamin Hennig who all kindly commented on the
book and suggested a few changes. We are especially grateful to
Karen Shook who helped add a more radical edge and checked
every line for sense. Many thanks are due to Stacy Hewitt for
helping with the English to deftly make what we thought made
sense, make sense; to Mikko Weckroth for commenting on the
proposal at an early stage and Salla Jokela and Hannu Linkola for
advice about the images we used; to Salla for commenting on a
draft alongside Simon Reid-Henry and Jorma Sipilä, both of whom
were ever so generous with their comments.

Most importantly we are grateful to Alison Howson and Steven
Gerrard of Agenda for being so receptive to the idea of us writing
this book and for encouraging us to change our initial approach to
something more useful, and for her later careful and copious
editing of the �nal manuscript; and for his brilliant copyediting
and meticulous checking of the �nal text; to Claire Hann for
sterling research assistance throughout and reading the �nal copy
to help identi� errors; to Ailsa Allen for drawing up all the �gures
so carefully; to Jyri Lehtonen, grandson of Aukusti Tuhka, for
letting us use Aukusti Tuhka’s designs; to Paul Stepney who works
as an academic in both Finland and England and very kindly
agreed to share his perspective about what was different and what
was similar and who also commented in detail on a draft of the
manuscript; to Jussi Salonen, deputy mayor of Tuusula, for
agreeing to be interviewed to provide background material for the
book; and to the geographer Markku Löytönen who was also ever
so helpful in reading a later draft of the manuscript, providing
sources and pointers of where next to look and for giving a
passionate explanation of why Finland had managed to get to
where it is today. Markku also introduced us to Arttu Paarlahti,
the GIS wizard of Helsinki who helped us access the �les that Ben
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Preface – Onnen maa
(The land of happiness)

In a little over half a century, Finland has become one of the most
equitable countries in the world. It is the country with the best life
chances for children, and the happiest people. What makes
Finland so successful? To what extent is bold social policy key to
that success? Or is it because of the growth of a shared belief in
the well-being of everyone – and, if so, what role has its recent
history played in the rise of that belief? Finland is just as subject
to the vicissitudes of globalization and environmental threats as
other af�uent countries, but today it often confronts these
problems better than almost all others and appears to be
incredibly robust. We believe that it is time to take a close look at
what other countries can learn from Finland.

What drawbacks might there be from so much equality? What
are the downsides, if any, to Finntopia? Why haven’t more
countries achieved what Finland has achieved, and how many
have done nearly as well as (or even better than) Finland on one or
more aspects of equality – and why? If there are no great
disadvantages to the Finnish system, then why don’t more people
move there or more countries emulate it? Why are there still far-
right political parties in a country where life looks – in comparison
to the reality for so many people in Britain or the United States –
like paradise?

This book begins by acknowledging what almost everyone �rst
mentions: the Finnish winters. And indeed, for many months of
the year in Finland, it is very cold. We show that it is not this fact,
nor the small size and high homogeneity of Finland’s population,
that are the underlying reasons for the social equality that exists



in Finland today. In the pages that follow, using a huge range of
statistics and sources, we explain why it is not Finland’s climate,
its demographics or its ethnicity that matter. None of those
factors made everything that transpired inevitable. In fact, in
many cases these factors have been a hindrance to Finland’s
economic, social and political development.

Along the way, we hope to debunk several myths about
Finland, a country whose history may well surprise our readers.
For one thing, its transition to an egalitarian society is relatively
recent. Until the very end of the 1960s, its education system was
deeply unequal. Greater equality in its schools was only very
gradually won after �erce political debates, with a signi�cant
number of powerful elected politicians arguing that selectivity
and competition were essential to an effective school system and
a prosperous society. Finland’s overhaul of its formerly elitist
educational structure demonstrates that nationwide reforms to
some of society’s most important institutions are possible. With
creative thinking, movement-building and a lot of stubborn
perseverance, changes such as these can happen.

From education to housing, political will and perseverance
have been crucial in almost all of Finland’s milestones in equity,
although it is worth noting that even in a country that in parts
appears to be utopian, no accomplishments can be taken for
granted. The Finnish healthcare system has fallen behind
Finland’s other achievements and nationwide reform has been
ongoing since 2006 (Strömberg 2019). As the chapters to come will
show, Finnish society is remarkable for its determination to keep
innovating and adapting for the future, even if some attempts
produce disappointing outcomes, such as the initial results of a
universal basic income experiment carried out in very recent years.
Of course, Finland is not utopia – but its people have worked to
build a better world with far more rigour and determination than
any other nation on the planet.



Most recently, �rst in 2018, then again in 2019 and now again
in 2020, Finland has been proclaimed the happiest nation in the
world (Helliwell et al. 2019; Martela et al. 2020). Interestingly,
however, whenever rankings such as these are published, or any of
the more than 100 league tables listed in the appendix of this book
in which Finland ranks �rst, second or third out of roughly 200
competitors, many Finns try to explain why Finland doesn’t
deserve these top spots, and instead highlight the rankings in
which it does not perform especially well. The problems of
alcoholism, gambling, depression, and security for women are
frequently cited as rebuttals to the argument that there is nothing
left for the country to improve. It is clear that Finns still want
their nation to become even better, and – more importantly – they
believe that it is possible. Finns are also – quietly and remarkably
reservedly – very proud any time Finland is mentioned abroad
(unless they have just won the Ice Hockey World Championships,
when they are neither quiet nor reserved in expressing their pride).

The older generation of Finns, those born during the Second
World War, have lived through the immense changes that Finland
has experienced as it went from being one of the least developed
European countries to eventually becoming one of the most stable
and most admired. This change was only possible because the
Finnish state invested in its people. When you bene�t from being
part of the state from birth through childhood, with parents who
can take parental leave and afford childcare, and in youth and
adulthood you receive free education and universal healthcare,
and have the security of knowing you will never have to sleep
rough, and in old age you receive a decent state pension upon
retirement, you appreciate the true value of the tax taken off your
salary.

Finland should be proud of its achievements, but the �nal third
of this book explains that it must not let complacency win. Finns
must not let the praise their country now receives go to their
heads. Like the rest of the world, Finland must confront the



climate emergency, manage the needs of an ageing population, and
address the rising inequality within parts of its society. It must
also grapple with the challenge of integrating immigrants into its
society and the apparently concomitant (but surely not
inevitable) rise of right-wing populism.

As an example of how much a single nation can get right,
Finland’s work toward ending inequality makes it too important
to fail, and hopefully it is now too far ahead to �ounder. Although
there are many other states in the world that are nearly as equal,
it is Finland that has travelled the furthest and fastest, despite
limited natural resources beyond forests and some minerals, and
with no chance event that might have thrust equality upon it.
Finland is a beacon for those who think that another world is
possible. It allows us to put aside fantasies of what could be built,
and look instead at what has actually been created. Go to Finland
and see for yourself, or better still, save the carbon pollution and
the airfare, and read the pages that follow.

We did not write this book for people in Finland, although we
have talked to a great many Finns and read the works of many
more. This is a book for people elsewhere in the world. It is for
people who may not believe that what has happened in Finland
could also happen in their country. It is especially for British and
American readers, whose nations are in the grip of the dire harm
that high inequality brings, and the hopelessness that is perhaps
the most dangerous economic-inequality outcome of all.

We say little about the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic in this book
because, as we write, it is still unfolding. Readers can judge for
themselves the extent to which they think Finland was better
prepared than almost all of the rest of Europe for when the
pandemic struck, and how that contrasts with the preparedness
and behaviour of politicians and of�cials in those af�uent
countries least like Finland. The Finns are not naturally sheltered
from pandemics by their geographical isolation. The in�uenza



pandemic of 1918 ravaged the country, and was one of a series of
such past tragedies, as Figure 8.1 in this book illustrates.

Just a century ago, Finns had it worse than almost all other
people in Europe. Their success is not a story of having access to
resources and using those well, or even of a triumph out of
adversity. Finland’s achievements were the result of a long, patient
slog, and the people of Finland are testament to what can be
achieved if and where and when there is the will. Finland offers us
an example of what bold policies can produce: policies that put the
equality of individuals at their heart, with the aim of building a
fairer, happier, more prosperous society. The story of Finland
shows that anything is possible.
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PART I

The context



In the following three chapters, we look at the context of Finland’s
achievements. The �rst chapter focuses on geography and climate,
which are issues that invariably arise early on in any conversation
about the country. Finland is often described as remote, but
remoteness is relative. It very much depends on where you are
looking from, and how much more easily (for the af�uent at least)
everywhere is now connected to everywhere else as compared to
how dif�cult travel was even in the recent past. We begin the
chapter with a map that puts Finland at its centre, showing how a
large part of the world’s surface looks from that vantage point.

Chapter 1 continues by showing just how warm the summers
are in Finland and how cold it can be in winter, but also how clear
the skies can be and how clean the air is. Outsiders are rarely
aware of the large geographical variations in climate across the
country. We end our introductory chapter by describing how
ancient Finland is, geologically speaking, and how its landscape of
lakes and forest includes places where rare elements are found in
abundance. Although Finland is one of the places where the
effects of global warming are likely to be the least adverse, it is also
one of the countries at the forefront of initiatives to reduce,
mitigate and adapt to climate change – including, controversially,
the building of new nuclear power plants that are due to begin
operation in 2020 (Reuters 2019).

The second chapter in this section considers the history of
Finland amid the empires that surrounded it and dominated it for
so long. We chart how for centuries it was the poorest of nations,
and show how its towns and cities grew along with the
development of transportation routes between its countless lakes;
we detail its many border changes, and speculate on the impact of
Finland’s past as a colony on the outlook of Finns today.

Our third and �nal chapter in Part I gives a brief overview of the
economy and the welfare system that Finland is so famous for. We
document the economic woes and successes of Finland in recent
decades; we chart how its current (and increasingly green)



economic growth surpasses that of Norway, Sweden, Denmark,
Germany, France, the Netherlands and many other similar
countries; we show how people in Finland now have the second-
lowest risk of poverty in the European Union; and we discuss why
all this came about and how it has helped make Finland the
happiest country in the world today.



Travel to Lapland (c.1935) by graphic designer Aukusti Tuhka (1895–1973), who worked
for the Erva-Latvala Advertising Agency. Copyright ownership of the Archive of Aukusti

Tuhka, held by Jyri Lehtonen. Reproduced with kind permission.



1

Geography and climate

“I’m considering applying for a scholarship to study in
Finland. My only hesitation is the six months of darkness. I
wonder how that would affect my ability to study, because I
tend to think and work better in the early morning when I
can watch the sun rise. Given the number of reasons I have
to live in Finland, I’m quite surprised at my reaction to the
idea of lack of light when it comes to the practicality of
living there.”

American woman living in New York City, July 2019

“Honestly, I don’t �nd New York City winters that different
from ours. The period from October to December is usually
very agreeable: sauna, mulled wine, hot chocolate, woolly
socks, Christmassy fairy lights, pre-Christmas parties and
gift-wrapping. The only taxing bit is January, which is also
almost always the coldest month, too. In February the sun
begins to shine again, at least for a few hours per day, and
re�ects off the white snow. In March we start to realize that
it’s time to wash the windows again and we start looking
forward to spring. If you decide to come here, I will buy you
a light therapy lamp for a welcoming present; I haven’t
needed one myself, but many people who �nd the darkness
too dense consider it a useful delight.”

Reply from her friend in Helsinki, August 2019



A long way from anywhere

Finland is far away. Unless you are in Finland, in which case it is –
very probably – home. Everywhere is a long way from most places.
And everywhere is home to someone.

To the east of Finland lies Russia, endless Russia, Russia as far
as the mind can imagine and as far as a car or a train can travel in a
day, or two, or three (Figure 1.1). It feels as if it has always been
Russia over there.

To the south is the rest of Europe, country after country, sea
after sea, peoples and languages, so many languages all just
needing to be learned and used in the places just waiting to be
visited. And no more meaningful borders. Finland is in the
European Union and the eurozone. With a voter turnout of 74 per
cent, 56.9 per cent of Finns voted for EU membership in an
advisory referendum held in 1994 (Ministry for Foreign Affairs
2019a).

To the west are Sweden and Norway, and then Iceland and
Greenland, and even further west are Canada and the United
States – all places to escape to when times are too hard. Places
where so many of the siblings of the Finns’ forefathers started
their new lives and from where they never returned.

To the north is Lapland, and the Sámi, and the beautiful
county of Finnmarc (a part of Norway), and then sea, ice and the
top of the world. North are the lights that dance in the sky, north
is Svalbard, the pole, the East Siberian Sea, and then, along the
same meridian, the Siberian wilderness. Keep travelling on that
great arc and to your right is idyllic Sapporo in Japan, and lonely
Wake Island lies next to your left. You pass over the Solomon Sea,
and past island atolls now slowly sinking under the Paci�c. You
swoop past the Gold Coast of Australia, over the Tasman Sea, and
to your left glimpse New Zealand before �ying over the Antarctic,
hitting land at Port Elizabeth, travelling across most of Africa and
then all of Europe before you are home again.



So why is the nearest thing to Utopia found here, in the cold
extremes of northern Europe; when there are so many other places
it could have been built?

Finns and the cold

What comes to mind when you think of Finland? Many people’s
�rst thought is of the cold, and the dark, inhospitable winters.
Somehow Finland has become a successful, equitable, sustainable,
innovative country, despite its famously harsh climate. It is true
that Finns have been able to adapt to extremes of temperature,
and even to exploit them. But it is also very easy to overstate the
negative impact of cold weather, the lack of light in winter, the
geographical isolation, and the snow.



Figure 1.1: A Finland-centred map

Source: Finland and its surrounds on an Azimuth map projection, made using the website
http://�dx.org/site/azimuth-map.php and redrawn by Ailsa Allen. The sea monsters are
taken from a map of Iceland that appeared in the atlas Theatrvm Orbis Terrarvm [Theatre
of the World], drawn by Abraham Ortelius and published in 1592. Many of the mythical
creatures were derived from actual sightings. The Ziphius, described as “a horrible sea
monster that swallows a black seal in one bite” was probably an Orca.

http://fldx.org/site/azimuth-map.php


For the illustrations see: https://www.canadiangeographic.ca/article/toronto-
exhibition-celebrates-maps-works-art.

It is often suggested that the rigours of the climate have
shaped the Finnish character. Because of the weather and rugged
landscape, it is said, Finns became industrious, and developed
great tenacity and resilience. This way of thinking is called
“environmental determinism” and is wrong. It is wrong because
what happens to peoples in the world is almost always largely due
to what happens to other peoples. Western Europe did not
become rich after 1492 because of its rivers and mountains and
climate, but because of its boats landing in the Americas and
bringing lethal diseases with them. The inhabitants of so many
Paci�c Islands are not poor because they live on those islands, but
because of how those islands now �t into a world economy.

So if it is not the harsh climate and rugged landscape that has
contributed to the success of Finland as a nation, we will have to
think again about what did. Today Finland is a far more hospitable
place to live than it once was, thanks to central heating and triple-
glazing in almost every Finnish building. Environmental
determinism is not the secret of Finnish success, because many
countries have climates and environments just as harsh as
Finland’s – just as cold, or instead very hot – and yet they do not
rank number one in so many measures of happiness, innovation,
equitable prosperity and education. Now that we know that the
secret to Finland’s success isn’t the cold, it’s still worth
considering why so many people, including our American friend
from New York City, worry about its long dark winters.

The long winter

The long winter does have some advantages: “In Finland, of�cials
sometimes visit parks just after a snowfall to see where they
should place new paths – the paths people have made through the
newly fallen snow are then incorporated into park planning” –

http://https//www.canadiangeographic.ca/article/toronto-exhibition-celebrates-maps-works-art


Tweet posted by the BBC television show QI, 6 October 2019 (BBC
2019a).

Finland’s seasonal variations have captured the imagination of
countless writers. Generations of travellers, traders and sailors
from western Europe wrote vivid accounts of the wonders and
harshness of the Finnish winter. The Winter War of 1939–40
between Finland and the Soviet Union became famous as much for
the physical conditions in which the battles took place as for the
military engagements themselves. During this particularly harsh
winter, the Finns turned the stark conditions to their advantage –
for instance, using white camou�age to blend into the snow-
covered countryside (Mead & Smeds 1967).

Winter in Finland starts in November, with the �rst snowfall
usually coming in December. January tends to be the darkest,
bleakest month: inhabitants of the far north of Finland spend up
to eight weeks without any daylight, although in the south of the
country the sun can be seen brie�y even in mid-winter. However, it
is November that Finns complain about the most – a depressing,
dark and rainy month after their lovely summers with the longest
(together with Iceland) sunny days in the world.

On crystal clear days and moonlit nights, winter in Finland can
be beautiful. Although the sun doesn’t rise over the horizon, “its
presence is re�ected in a sunset glow that burns on the horizon”
for several hours (Nickels 1965). The darkness is tempered by the
whiteness of the snow, and the sudden, frequent appearances of
the Northern Lights, known in Finnish as revontulet, or “�res of the
fox”. In Lapland, there can be as many as 200 displays of the
Northern Lights a year (Norum & Proctor 2010).

Days begin to lengthen in February, and by March in the south
(and April in the north) there are 11–14 hours of daylight each day.
The thaw starts in April, and by the end of May the snow has gone.
Spring’s “glorious delicate greenness takes on a special signi�cance
after the long, white winter” (Nickels 1965: 59). Although those
words were written over half a century ago, as yet global warming



has not had too large an effect on Finland’s seasons; but better
living standards have had a huge effect on Finns’ experience of
them. What does worry people is that southern Finland has been
experiencing signi�cantly less snow in recent years. This affects
peoples’ hobbies, and the lack of snow makes winters even darker
– possibly contributing to seasonal affective disorder.

Declining in�uence of the seasons

Over the course of the twentieth century, life in Finland was
affected less and less by the changing seasons. Rising af�uence
and technological improvements have made it easier for Finns to
adapt to winter conditions. Despite widely �uctuating
temperatures outside, homes and industrial buildings maintain a
constant temperature throughout the year. Furthermore, the cold
makes highly ef�cient heating and insulation a cost-effective
necessity.

In the 1960s – a time when central heating was seen as
something of a luxury in countries such as Britain – it had long
been accepted as essential in Finland. What’s more, the Finns’
superior insulation and triple-glazing has meant that, for the past
several decades, less energy is consumed during the coldest parts
of the Finnish winter than in the coldest spells in other af�uent
countries (Hatz�eld-Rea 1969).

In the past, travel and trade were often disrupted for weeks
during the winter, with negative impacts on the Finnish economy.
For centuries, the freezing of the Baltic Sea brought the seasonal
closure of ports and the interruption of trade. These patterns were
altered for the better thanks to the technological advancements
of the twentieth century, including icebreakers and other steel-
plated ships, as well as telegraphic and radio communications that
facilitated the rapid and accurate forecasting of ice and weather
conditions (Mead & Smeds 1967).



In tandem with Canada, Finland also led innovation in a
number of aspects of aviation technology in the early twentieth
century, including �oat-and ski-modi�ed aircraft, and short take-
off and landing (STOL) technology. Often by modi�ing German
designs, Junkers F 13 and G 24 in particular, Finns designed and
built aircraft that could land on frozen lakes, on ice, and on snow
and water, in order to distribute medicine and supplies, mail and
trade goods.

Today, Finland keeps all 78,000km of its public roads open
throughout the year by municipal snow ploughs that operate from
early morning (5am in the city of Tampere). By law, winter tyres
must be used between November and April. Traditional methods
such as the use of salt and sand are still deployed, but the system
works so well because Finnish (state provided) road-maintenance
lorries can simultaneously plough, scrape and add salt or sand to
road surfaces (Rankola 1997). Compressed air is used to thaw ice
so that inland ferries can navigate lakes in winter, and the under-
runway heating at Helsinki Airport has been there for a very long
time (Mead & Smeds 1967).

Winter used to be a period of under-and unemployment for
many Finns, particularly for the many people who worked in
farming and forestry. The growth of manufacturing has led to
fewer seasonal variations in labour requirements, and thus also in
local patterns of both consumption and output. It has become
more common for building construction to continue throughout
the winter, thanks in large part to innovations such as cement
that hardens quickly even at very low temperatures, and the use of
insulating cocoons of plastic around buildings under construction.
Many construction workers are now employed in factories during
the winter making prefabricated “�at-pack” houses for assembly
in the summer. Half of all new homes in Scandinavia are built this
way, and they are also gaining in popularity abroad (Scandinavian
Homes 2019).



In the past, food shortages were commonplace at the end of
the Finnish winter, at a time of year when demand for energy from
people and animals was greatest, but today’s seasonal and
regional variations in food supply are much smaller, because of a
revolution in fodder production for livestock and improvements in
transportation and importation. Nevertheless, the tradition of
conserving food in summer for winter use continues, with many
Finnish households still bottling berries, preserving mushrooms,
pickling cucumbers and salting and smoking meat and �sh. More
and more this is done to keep traditions alive, rather than out of
necessity.

Winter opportunities

Finns have always had to make the most of the opportunities
presented by the winter season, and they have done this with no
small success. Skiing is an integral part of life for a nation of people
who, we are told, are virtually born on skis. With the exception of
those living in central Helsinki, people almost anywhere in the
country can ski away from their front door, and as late as the
1950s many children in the countryside skied to school (Mead &
Smeds 1967: 109). Fewer children do so today, and school buses are
now ubiquitous in the countryside; but Finns still walk more than
many other Europeans. Finns do complain about the weather, but
it doesn’t stop them from doing things.

Cross-country skiing is a popular sport. Ski-jumping is not
quite as popular as it used to be when Finns had great
international success in competitions; nevertheless Finland still
has some of the highest ski jumps in the world. But it is pesäpallo
(Finnish baseball) that is the national sport and a novelty for any
tourist to Finland who seeks it out.

Tourism has grown in recent decades, and in 2016 it
contributed €4.5 billion, or 2.5 per cent, to the country’s GDP
(Visit Finland 2019). Foreign visitors spent some 6.8 million nights



in Finland in 2018; during December of that year, half of visitor
nights were spent in Lapland (Statistics Finland 2018a), either for
skiing or to visit Santa Claus (who also has another home at the
North Pole, with the Canadian postal code H0H 0H0).

Someone in Finland managed to appropriate the myth of Santa
and placed him and his elves in its north. While this might be good
for tourist income, it is hardly good for the environment. And
most children today know where toys are actually made, because
it is stamped on them: China.

Finland experiences a huge range of temperatures during the
year, varying from an average of over 20°C in July across the parts
of the country where the majority of people live, to frequently
dropping below −20°C in the north and always below zero even in
the warmest corners of the south in January (Figure 1.2).

The Finns have used snow and ice to their economic advantage
in many ways, becoming expert manufacturers and exporters of
icebreakers, of sports-and ski-clothing, and wood products.
Coniferous forests cover 70 per cent of Finland’s land area, and
almost all of them are managed for timber production. Thanks to
the size of the country, and the ability to carry out logging in
winter, Finland is the largest wood-pulp producer in the EU
(Norum & Proctor 2010).

Winter has gone from being a season to be survived to a time
for Finns to value and appreciate the beauty of the landscape, its
colours and changing light conditions. It is now more a season of
recreation than a period of hardship and shortage. That said, Finns
haven’t entirely conquered winter, and in recent years unusually
mild or cold winters have still affected the country
advantageously or detrimentally, both economically and socially.



Figure 1.2: The Climate of Finland (maximum and minimum temperatures) 1971–2000

Source: Redrawn from data provided by the Finnish Meteorological Institute and
published on-line in 2019 by “This is Finland”; https://�nland.�/life-society/�nlands-
weather-and-light/.

The winter of 2007–08, for example, was anomalously mild in
Finland, with temperatures 3–6°C higher than normal for
February. Conversely, in 2010–11 the winter was unusually cold,
with February temperatures up to 6°C cooler than normal. There
were �nancial advantages to that milder winter in 2007–08, with
total icebreaker costs in Finnish waters dropping to just €22

http://https//finland.fi/life-society/finlands-weather-and-light/


million and train punctuality hitting 89 per cent; in 2010–11,
icebreaker costs soared to €90 million, and trains were on
schedule just 70 per cent of the time. However, the lack of frost
and its associated hard ground made harvesting logs more dif�cult
in 2007–08, and ski-lift ticket sales in southern Finland dropped
to €7.5 million, compared to €12 million in 2010–11 (Ilkka, Heikki
& Väinö 2012).

Winter behaviour

The Finns have coined the phrase “winter behaviour”, which refers
to ways in which the climate in�uences everyday interactions.
Because of the extremely low temperatures, Finns who meet
outdoors often don’t stop and chat for more than a few seconds, if
at all. There is little or no smiling and laughing out of doors. As one
commentator observed: “A broad American smile at 15°C below in
Eastern Helsinki makes one’s front teeth ache” (Lewis 2005: 19).
The cold wind that whips people’s faces means that Finns often
speak outdoors with narrowed eyes or limited eye contact.

It is sometimes said that this outdoor behaviour has been
extended to indoor communications too, where economy of
expression and an ability to summarize are commonplace, and
facts and �gures are favoured over gossip. This preference for
action over discussion is, it is often speculated, one of the secrets
of Finnish success. For all we know, of course, this could be as
much a Finnish myth as the notion that the topography of the
country plays a key role in Finland’s fortunes, with its extensive
wetlands, forests and thin soils atop glacially abraded bedrock
forcing Finns over many generations to develop resilience, self-
reliance and industriousness (Lewis 2005). If such environmental
determinism was all that mattered, then the inhabitants of the
Tibetan plateau would have a higher GDP per capita and more
autonomy.



Neither is geography completely inconsequential. Cold winters
make homelessness a more critical issue, for example, given the
increased risk of death due to hypothermia (Zhang et al. 2019). It is
also an issue for the US and the UK, but (unlike Finland) those
states have not yet developed effective national strategies to
tackle homelessness. We will return to Finland’s approach to
homelessness in a later chapter. For now, it is worth noting that a
2015 international review of Finland’s strategy highlighted the
importance of coordination between different sectors and realistic
goal-setting. That report noted that there was a collective will to
continue with these initiatives beyond the then Centre Party
government of Matti Vanhanen (2003–10) that introduced
Finland’s current “Housing First” homelessness policy (Pleace et al.
2015).

Geography has played a role in Finland’s development, but it is
far from the only factor that matters. For an example of climate’s
importance to Finnish society, Finland’s extreme winter
conditions, coupled with its sparse population, directly in�uenced
the country’s early adoption of mobile phone networks and
internet usage. In 1981, Finland, together with Sweden and
Norway, formed the �rst international mobile phone network. The
aim was to address the prohibitive costs of providing traditional
telephony in sparsely populated countries, and to permit people
to summon help when driving in harsh weather or living in a
remote house during long, dark days and nights.

By 1994, up to 12 per cent of people in the Nordic countries
owned a mobile phone, compared with just 7 per cent in the US
(The Economist 1994: 76). By 2000, Finland had the highest mobile
phone usage per head of population in the world and,
proportionally, the world’s largest online-banking population:
better to log on remotely than to venture out in winter weather
(The Economist 2000).

To summarize, while the winter cold has presented Finns with
many challenges, these can hardly be said to have been a



disadvantage. None of the environmental dif�culties that Finland
faced were ones that could not be overcome, and some of them
could be said to have encouraged tenacity and innovativeness –
qualities which have contributed directly to Finland becoming a
world leader in business, competitiveness and social welfare.

The physical geography of Finland

Finland is large. With a total land area of 338,000km, it is almost
30 per cent larger than Great Britain’s 245,000km. In the US, only
four states – Alaska, Texas, California and Montana – are larger.
Finland is twice the size of Florida, three times as big as Virginia,
and four times as large as South Carolina (This is Finland 2019).

The Finnish landscape is striking: the picture-postcard image
of innumerable lakes fringed with rocky shores covered in conifers
is what springs to most people’s minds when they think of
Finland. However, there is so much more to its landscape,
memorably described in the 1950s by the travel writer Wendy Hall
as being one of eternity and yet great variety. Eternity in the shape
of lakes, moorlands and forests that stretch as far as the eye can
see, with a stillness that allows people to hear subtle variations of
sound, and variety in terms of its varied geology, many latitudes,
and the great differences between the seasons. The Finns have a
very rich language to describe their landscape and environment,
with different words for the wind that sighs in the birch trees
(humista) and wind in the conifer trees (kohista) (Hall 1953).

The rocks of Finland are old, extremely old (Figure 1.3). To the
north and in the middle of the country, the bedrock is up to 3
billion years old, and was already there when the planet was less
than half the age it is today. In the south it is younger, nearer 2
billion years old, and occasionally there are sediments that are just
500 million years old. After the last ice age, additional glacial
scrapings were left as more recent deposits; but essentially
Finland is a solid plate of rock that has been worn so �at from



erosion and so smooth over time that it is now riddled with
thousands of rivers and tens of thousands of lakes. Furthermore,
because of the great age of its rocks, rare earth elements are found
in abundance in some places (a few are shown on Figure 1.3). Most
of these have not yet been mined, but some are very likely to be in
the near future.

The idea of the eternity of the Finnish landscape also refers to
the fact that even under human occupation it has remained
largely unchanged through the millennia. The land was shaped by
glaciation and the subsequent retreat of the glaciers – again and
again and again. The ancient bedrock of granite and gneiss is
overlain by large-scale glacial deposits, clays along the coastal
plain, and sands and gravels in the interior of the country.

Finland is studded with glacial moraines, drumlins and eskers –
long ridges of earth and stones that can stretch for several
kilometres (Martineau 1980). The overall effect of the many ice
ages was to smooth and soften the contours of the land “as
though a giant hand had passed over it to remove its furrows and
give it an underlying serenity” (Hall 1953: 32). The only
mountainous part of the country is in Lapland, where Finland’s
highest mountain – Mount Halti, 1,328 metres high – can be found
near to the Norwegian border (Martineau 1953).

The landscape

As the images used on both the cover of this book and at that start
of this chapter make clear, the most notable feature of Finland is
its lakes. Often referred to as “the land of a thousand lakes”,
Finland in fact has more than 56,000 of them, mostly fairly
shallow and containing countless islands (Martineau 1953). Many
Finns holiday on the islands in summer, when they are full of lush
green foliage and the surrounding waters are warm.

The largest lake in Finland is Lake Saimaa (4,400km2 in area –
larger than Rhode Island). Rivers �ow between the lakes, their



course occasionally interrupted by rapids and waterfalls. There are
�ve main river systems in Finland, with the longest river being the
Kemi, at 550km, which �ows into the Gulf of Bothnia. Finland is
also the most densely forested country in Europe, with trees
covering nearly two thirds of its surface.

The apparent stability and serenity of the Finnish landscape
belies the great variations among the different parts of the
country. North, south, east and west each have their own
distinctive character, shaped in part by the climate and in part by
the underlying geology. The south and south-west of Finland is
comparable to the English landscape, with gently rolling hills and
lakes fringed by birch trees. The climate is milder and a little
wetter here, with average winter temperatures between −2°C and
−5°C.

The growing season is longer in the south, at 180 days, than
Lapland’s 110 days and 130 in central Finland (Martineau 1980).
Deciduous trees such as birch, hazel and aspen are found only in
the south. In central and eastern Finland the landscape is
dominated by lakes and islands separated by sharp lines of pine
forests; to the west lie wide, �at plains and marshland.

Lapland

Lapland, to the north, has the starkest landscape in all of Finland,
with fewer lakes and trees, wider and faster rivers, and fewer
settlements, and great extremes of temperature and light between
the seasons. Although Finland is the most northerly country in
Europe along with Iceland, the proximity of the Arctic Ocean and
the Gulf Stream mean that its climate is milder than that of other
regions at the same latitude. Summer temperatures can reach 27°C
in Lapland, but during the long winter they may drop as low as
−30°C. Similarly, while in the summer it’s possible to see the sun at
midnight in Lapland, the winter days are long and dark. Often the



sky turns as grey-white as the land, and the horizon almost
disappears.



Figure 1.3: The ancient bedrock of Finland



Sources: Geological timeline redrawn from an original in Nenonen & Portaankorva (2009);
map redrawn from an original �rst published in Sarapää et al. (2013).



Finland is beautiful, and yet its future beauty is not assured,
especially in the north. Currently 100,000 tourists visit
Rovaniemi, the capital of Lapland, each December, more than a
�fth of them British. They come to see the Northern Lights, the
lakes, and Lapland’s pristine nature – but depending on how they
behave, or even through sheer numbers alone, they may become a
threat to all that is unspoilt.

The greatest threat of all is an increasingly contentious
proposal by the government in Helsinki and mining companies
with a vested interest to build a railway through Europe’s last
great wilderness and the home of the Sámi, the only surviving
indigenous people in Europe. As Tiina Sanila-Aikio, president of
the Sámi parliament, explains: “First, they took the religion, then
they broke the Siida [local community plus reindeer district]
system, then they took the lands and the language. And now they
want to build a railroad.” (Wall 2019). All is not necessarily well in
this winter-icy and summer-warm paradise, and whether or not
the railway plans are defeated, treasure hunters (mining company
prospectors) looking for rare earth elements may be the next
invaders to threaten the area (Yle Uutiset 2018a).

An international research team of Finns, Danes and Swedes
working on the issue of threats to the environment of Lapland
explain it thus: “underlying those immediate concerns there are
also more fundamental issues of con�icting worldviews and
modes of perceiving and engaging with the environment” (Herva
2018). Elsewhere in the world, in Northern Canada, across almost



all of the USA, elsewhere in Europe and in Russia environmental
threats such as these would be taken less seriously. Not so in
Finland.

Although Finland is not a Utopia, it is arguably the nearest
thing to Utopia in the world today; or at least in the statistical
world of social facts and the physical world of remote beauty.
Oscar Wilde once remarked (before he was sent to prison for being
in love), “A map of the world that does not include Utopia is not
worth even glancing at, for it leaves out the one country at which
Humanity is always landing. And when Humanity lands there, it
looks out, and, seeing a better country, sets sail. Progress is the
realisation of Utopias.” (Wilde 1891). If Finns have the collective
will to prevent the environmental destruction of Lapland, it would
be the realization of one small part of one further voyage towards
Utopia.

What looks as if it were just as nature had made it, never is. The
Sámi have herded reindeer over the northlands ever since the ice
retreated from the last Ice Age. Prior to that, the reindeer would
have been less numerous, because there were no humans in
Lapland to protect them from other predators and herd them from
pasture to pasture to maximize their numbers. What vegetation
would have grown on the land before there were people would
have been quite different from what is there today.

Conclusion: the rocks, the ice and the thaw

Long ago the climate was very different. The rocks that make up
Finland today are very old and have moved from much warmer
climes as the plates they constitute shifted over time. And yet still
we often think that Finland has always looked like this, especially
during the Finnish winter, when rivers and lakes remain frozen for
almost half the year, from November to the end of April.

In some years the sea also freezes over, and it is possible to
cross from Finland to Sweden on sea ice. Every year the rivers



freeze. There are records all the way back to 1693 of the date in
spring when the ice broke up on the River Torne on the
Swedish/Finnish border. These data are a key part of an
international set of ancient records that give us a sense of long-
term trends in global warming in Europe (Dorling 2017: 160). Much
later in this book, we look at how Finland is doing more than other
countries to combat climate change.

One third of the precipitation in Finland falls as sleet or snow,
which typically covers the country like a blanket from mid-
November until sometimes as late as May; although as we �nished
writing this chapter in late 2019, the snow has come especially
late. The planet is now warming faster than ever before.
Nevertheless, with so much change between winter and summer
in Finland, it can be hard to detect the gradual changes in climate
as a whole.

In Finland, the same landscape can look dramatically different
in winter and summer: “Green turns to white overnight with the
�rst fall of snow . . . Skies that hang leaden grey for months clear to
sparkling blue within an hour” (Hall 1953: 31). But underneath the
seasonal changes – winter snow, spring rains, summer greenery –
there is an underlying stability and serenity. More and more,
throughout all its seasons and more strongly with each year that
passes today, Finland looks like a place of safety and a beacon of
hope in an uncertain world.





Viipuri (Vyborg) is the former capital of Karelia and was one of the largest towns in
Finland. Karelia was home to over 400,000 people, who were relocated when the area

was ceded to Russia after the Winter War of 1939–40. Permission to use this image has
kindly been provided by the museum of Etelä-Karjala (Etelä-Karjalan museo).



2

History amid empires

“Only after World War II did the nation experience
reconciliation to such an extent that political and
ideological debate could be conducted without threat to
democracy or fear of retribution. The national healing had
progressed suf�ciently to accept diversity as a sign of a
healthy nation.”

Börje Vähämäki, translator’s note, in “Under the North Star
3” (Linna 2003: xii)

The land between the powers

To the outside world Finland may not appear particularly diverse,
but its own people see things rather differently, particularly when
looking at the complex history and shifting politics in the years up
to the Second World War. Writing in October 1939, one American
media mogul claimed “Stalin is treading on dangerous ground
when he attacks Finland [. . .] Finland is the most upright and
honest nation in Europe. She is the one nation that has recently
paid its duly contracted debts to us. She is the one nation whose
word of honor is worth a centime or a farthing. She is the one
nation that the United States has reason to respect” (Hearst
1939). It may well have been William Randolph Hearst, the model
for the protagonist of Orson Welles’ �lm Citizen Kane, who helped
create the myth of the steadfast, independent-minded, stubborn
yet diplomatic character of the Finns.



From the early twelfth century until 1945, Finns were caught in
the middle of larger nations’ ambitions and empires: Sweden in
the west, Russia in the east, Germany to the south, and with the
cold relentlessly sweeping down from the north to add to the
drama. Finland was, in effect, controlled by Denmark in the form
of the Kalmar Union of Scandinavia aristocracy from 1397 to 1523,
ending with Sweden’s rebellion. Sweden then ruled Finland more
or less uninterrupted until 1809, although at the end of the Great
Northern War (1700–21) its grip was perilously weak. From 1809,
Russia dominated Finland, invading at times, ruling at others,
until independence day, 6 December 1917. During the period 1941–
44, Finland was – despite not being run by Nazis – an ally of
Germany and reliant on it for imports of food, fuel and armaments.
In 1944, however, the Finns turned on Germany, in the Lapland
War (September 1944 to April 1945).

How Finns dealt with this balancing act, and with what was
often so completely out of their control, and how they now tell
their story, de�nes the history of their nation. At different points
in the past 500 years, Finland was a colony of Sweden, dominated
by Germany, and controlled by both Denmark and Russia, before it
�nally declared independence in 1917. It was then almost
immediately plunged into a bitter, if short-lived, civil war and
what became known as the Terror.

The four-month con�ict, which pitted urban, socialist Reds
against reactionary Whites composed of rural and northern elites
and peasants, could have resulted in a longer term deeply divided
nation. It could have resulted in a communist state. Almost
40,000 people died in the Terror. Following a shoot-on-sight
declaration made on 25 February 1918 by Baron Carl Gustaf Emil
Mannerheim, military leader of the Whites, some 10,000 mainly
working-class Reds would be executed or massacred, or met
violent ends in other ways.

Only 1,000 Whites perished; had the Whites not been
victorious, perhaps more would have been killed. Eighty thousand



Reds were imprisoned, including hundreds of children. Different
sources give slightly different �gures (Balkelis 2015), with the
�ghting and cover-up of atrocities being so terrible that no decent
records were kept. And yet somehow the country, so utterly riven
a century ago, has come to be seen today as a model of solidarity.
Opinion remains divided in Finland over the Terror (Yle Uutiset
2018b), a civil war whose of�cial end was never declared, signed or
rati�ed. In 1918, when the defeat of the Reds had led to a de facto
end of the con�ict, Helsinki was controlled by German troops, and
it remained occupied until the fall of the Kaiser in November of
that year (Donner 2017).

The civil war was far from the end of Finland’s formational
struggles. The Second World War took a heavy toll on the country,
not only in terms of loss of life, but also loss of land and people’s
livelihoods, and in the wake of the Moscow Armistice of 1944 and
the requirement to pay heavy reparations to Russia. Yet the
country emerged from these dark years as an economically
successful and well-respected player in global affairs, known
within the United Nations as the “Super Peacekeeper” (Lewis
2005). Former President Martti Ahtisaari won the Nobel Peace
Prize in 2008 “. . . for his important efforts, on several continents
and over more than three decades, to resolve international
con�icts.” So, in the few pages that we have below, we will try to
tell a short story of how Finland found itself where it is today.

Early history

The earliest traces of human occupation in what is now known as
Finland have been dated to between 7,000 and 8,000 bce. After the
very last Ice Age receded, hunter-gatherers began to enter the land
of many lakes. In the big picture of human expansion across the
planet, these were the people at the very ends of the earth. Only a
very few other places on the planet – remote islands such as



Madagascar and, much later, New Zealand – would become
inhabited by humans as late as Finland.

In many ways the people who �rst settled around the lakes of
Finland were not unlike those who, thousands of years earlier,
crossed the Bering Strait land bridge and then moved southward
through the Americas. The original Finns may have been
superseded by groups migrating up and across from central and
northern Asia. The current main Finnish language, which is part of
the Uralic group of languages along with Estonian and Hungarian,
is thought to have reached Finland about 5,000 years ago (Branch
2019). In future decades it is very likely that genetic and linguistic
research will tell a more comprehensive story of who �rst came to
Finland, who supplanted and mixed with them and much else that
will have happened before anyone began to write it down.

The �rst recorded reference to the Finnish people was in Alfred
the Great’s “Geography”, written in the ninth century AD. The
early Finns settled in three areas: Suomi in the south-west, Häme
in the mid-west and Karelia in the east. These three tribes each
had their own laws, social structures and defence systems (Nickels
1977). The language used by each also evolved from the one that
they brought with them. During the Viking era, the Finns pushed
further north to reach the salmon rivers and game-rich lands of
the Lapps and forced the Lapps to pay tribute to them (Nicol
1975).

The Swedish era, 1155–1809

There is a myth that in the middle of the twelfth century, King Eric
of Sweden, under the direction of the Pope, carried out a series of
crusades in which Finland was conquered and its inhabitants
converted to Christianity. In reality Swedes just gradually
colonized the south-west of Finland. Swedish legal and social
institutions were gradually assimilated rather than being
arbitrarily imposed, and Sweden served as a conduit for Finland’s



cultural and trading contact with the West. Swedish is still one of
the two of�cial languages of Finland, with a small minority of
Finns speaking Swedish as their �rst language.

The main effect of the Swedish incursions appears to have been
an increase in the cost of living. Almost everyone in Finland
farmed, and a few hunted. Grain could often be in short supply. In
the fourteenth century, legends tell of a loaf of bread costing as
much as a cow, and a slice of bread being exchanged for a bull calf
(Nicol 1975: 23). It was at this time that Margaret I of Denmark
(1353–1412) secured Danish rule over the foreign affairs of Sweden,
and hence also of Finland. This continued until 1523 when the
Swedes rebelled.

Finland was a lesser-developed part of a backwater, Sweden,
which was itself only peripheral in Scandinavia, which was (in
turn) one of the less-developed areas of Europe. Until 1492, Europe
was on the edge of the known world and a very long way away
from the great civilizations of India and China. At the end of the
seventeenth century, a severe famine killed nearly a third of the
Finnish population (Lewis 2005). Life at the edges of the earth was
frequently tough. Paying tribute to overseas rulers made it
tougher.

By the year 1600, Finland’s average GDP per head was
equivalent to around (US) $812 a year, or $2.22 a day – in other
words, at the subsistence poverty level (See Figure 2.1). Across
Europe, GDP per person was only lower in what is now Germany.
People in Spain, and in Flanders and the Low Countries (now
Belgium), were on average twice as well off. By 1700, Finnish GDP
per head, when converted to today’s money, had risen only to
$907 a year, or 26 cents more a day. By 1800, Finns were getting by
on even less, $827 a year, which was much less than half of what
people living in the US enjoyed. And by 1850, people in the UK
were almost three times wealthier on average than Finns,
although of course the UK was at the heart of a huge empire, and



in contrast Finland was a country surrounded and dominated by
empires.

Figure 2.1: GDP per capita 1600–1850 (US$)

Source: Maddison Project Database, version 2018; Bolt et al. (2018).

Over time the Finns grew weary of their ties to Sweden. They
disapproved of the extravagances of the Swedes’ court in Turku,
and with Finland a buffer state between warring Sweden and
Russia, they were tired of their country serving as an almost
constant battleground for east–west con�ict. Between 1713 and
1721, for example, Finland was occupied by Russia – a period
known as the Great Wrath, which became “synonymous with all
that’s wretched and brutal” (Nicol 1975: 24). There was also
growing concern that Swedish in�uence was “slowly sti�ing any
potential of a purely Finnish character and culture” (Nickels 1977:



89). The Finnish language was seen by the country’s elites as little
more than a peasant tongue. Those who wanted to progress were
expected to learn Swedish, and almost all posts in the upper
echelons of Finnish society were occupied by Swedes.

Just as satisfaction with Sweden and its dominance was
waning, the strategic value of Finland to Russia grew during the
eighteenth century. The new city of St Petersburg, which when
completed in 1703 was already the largest city in northern Europe,
was built on what was then Swedish land, among Finnish-
speaking people (see Figure 2.2). While Sweden held power over
Finland, St Petersburg’s geographical position was precarious for
Russia (Lewis 2005). An attempt by Finnish separatists in the mid-
eighteenth century to gain independence from Sweden, with the
help of Russia’s Empress Elizabeth, was unsuccessful. However, in
February 1808 Russia and Denmark attacked Finnish Sweden,
with the war culminating in the Treaty of Fredrikshamn (Hamina
in Finnish) in September 1809, whereby Sweden was compelled to
cede Finland to Russia (Nickels 1977: 89).

The Russian era, 1809–1917

During the period of Russian rule, Finland demonstrated loyalty to
Russia while simultaneously pursuing its own national interests,
as de�ned by the Finnish elite. Violent protests by prospective
civil servants against an attempt to impose a prerequisite
examination in the Russian language in 1812 exacerbated the
language barrier between Finnish and Russian authorities
(Meinander 2013: 82). Nevertheless, the beginnings of Russian
rule, under Tsar Alexander I, were not disadvantageous to Finland,
which gained control of its own affairs, and its own legislation.

The legal code established in 1734 remained in force. Finland
was recognized as a Grand Duchy and a self-governing province of
the Russian Empire, with its own ruling body, the Senate,
composed of elite Finns. However, it was still ruled by a governor-



general representing the Tsar. Arguably, Russia allowing a degree
of autonomy via government structures, including the ability to
enact local legislation, led to a nurturing of Finnish values. This
was in part a way for the Russians to ensure that Finland further
distanced itself from Sweden and the West (Lewis 2005).



Figure 2.2: The lakes, rivers and towns of Finland





Source: Drawn by the authors and Ailsa Allen from a wide range of sources.

In 1812, the capital of the Grand Duchy of Finland was moved
from Turku, on the western coast, to Helsinki. Finland’s main
university did likewise (see Figure 2.2 for locations). Of�cially,
Finland has only had a capital city since 1809, with Turku holding
that designation for just three years, although it had been a much
bigger administrative centre than Helsinki for several centuries.
Soon, however, that was to change. Moving the capital was yet
another part of the strategic decision to strengthen ties with
Russia at the expense of those with Sweden (Zetterberg & Pulma
2003: 387–8).

Much of the nineteenth century was a period of political
stability and peace in Finland, during which its economic and
cultural life developed and prospered. Moving from the rule of a
more developed Sweden to a less developed Russia brought
advantages, as some Finnish industries gained access to the
Russian market without signi�cant competition (Poropudas 1996:
353). Exports to Russia from the metalworking and textile
industries grew, and new techniques for the manufacture of paper
from wood pulp gave a boost to the timber industry. As sea-borne
trade grew in importance, Finland built a large merchant shipping
�eet, although much of it would be destroyed in the Crimean War
of 1854–56.

The construction of the �rst railway in 1857 helped to address
the challenges of transportation in such a sparsely populated lake-
�lled country by facilitating the movement of heavy raw material
from northern Finland to southern Finland even in the three to
four months a year when winter ice prevented travel by sea
(Myllyntaus 2016: 35). Rail connections between Helsinki and
other cities also helped boost its economy, and in the last four
decades of the nineteenth century its population grew from
32,000 to 136,000 (Meinander 2010: 155). As the city grew, so did



the number of Helsinki residents whose mother tongue was
Finnish, rising from 10 per cent in 1857 to over 50 per cent in 1900.

Although Finland’s late industrialization in the latter half of
the nineteenth century brought better transport and an
increasingly Finnish culture to its capital, the era was not without
its setbacks. In the 1866–68 famine, an estimated 120,000 people,
or 8 per cent of the Finnish population, lost their lives. In its wake
came a shift in agricultural policy towards livestock and away
from cereal farming (Meinander 2011: 105).

The rise of nationalism

A nationalist revival (Fennomania) in Finland during the
nineteenth century, fostered by groups of intellectuals and the
Finnish Literature Society (founded in 1831), was given further
impetus by the 1835 publication of the Kalevala, a compendium of
Finnish folklore collected and edited by Elias Lönnrot. Around the
same time, J. L. Runeberg published a series of patriotic poems
idealizing Finnish rural life. As with many proto-independent
countries in the nineteenth century, Finland’s history – part myth
and part reality – and the notion of its “people” were being
constructed. Later, that history would be adapted and altered to
suit the interests of those who wanted a particular future.

J. V. Snellman, a Finnish intellectual with anti-Russian and
pro-Finnish views, had been blocked from a professorship at the
University of Helsinki by the Russian Tsar, Nicholas I. But the
emperor’s death in 1855 enabled Snellman to come to Helsinki
and eventually serve as a senator (Utti 2006). In that role, he was
able to pass a language decree that gave the Finnish language
equal status to Swedish in government.

Tsar Nicholas I’s successor, Alexander II (1818–81), was more
liberal than his predecessor, and more accepting of Finnish
autonomy. Alexander’s wife was Maria Feodorovna, empress-
consort of Russia and the second daughter of Christian IX of



Denmark. Her older sister was Alexandra of Denmark, the wife of
Queen Victoria’s eldest son, Edward, who would accede the
British throne as Edward VIII in 1901.

Alexander II was sympathetic to the Finnish nationalist cause,
and helped to ensure that Finland acquired many of the
institutions of a modern state. A separate Finnish currency, the
markka, was established in the 1860s, and Finland was given the
right to maintain its own national army from 1878. It also had a
state railway network, a national Bank of Finland, and a national
anthem. However, much of that nation-state-building was later
undone by Tsar Alexander III, who ruled from 1881 to 1894 and
adopted a policy of Russi�cation. The Finnish postal system was
abolished, and it became compulsory to use Russian in all of�cial
correspondence.

Alexander III’s successor, Nicholas II (1868–1918), absorbed the
Finnish army into Russian forces, removed some key
administrative functions from the Finnish Senate, entirely
abolished the use of Finnish in the administration of the country,
and �ooded the Finnish market with Russian products. This
approach was not dissimilar to that favoured by the UK in its
dealings with colonies and de facto colonies, including Ireland.
Indeed, in matters of history, language and policy, the relationship
between Ireland and Great Britain was in many ways similar to
that between Finland and Russia.

Nevertheless, Finnish nationalism continued to grow. New
literary �gures continued to spread ideas of statehood. Zacharias
Topelius’ 1875 work The Book About Our Country, written in
Finnish for use in elementary schools, was highly in�uential. A few
years earlier, Aleksis Kivi’s Seven Brothers (published in 1871) had
depicted “the confrontation between Finnish peasant culture and
modern civilization”. Its popularity rose signi�cantly some two
decades later when, according to historian Henrik Meinander
(2013: 113), “a speci�cally Finnish culture had become more
established and there was scope for national self-irony”.



Nicholas II’s actions culminated in the virtual nulli�cation of
the Finnish Constitution in 1899, which drew condemnation from
leaders across Europe. An early revolutionary rising in Russia
(before the main events to come) allowed a brief respite for
Finland, and a new constitution was drawn up in 1906. It
introduced a single-chamber parliament and universal suffrage,
making Finnish women the �rst in Europe to have the vote. But
following the outcome of a national election in 1907, the Finns
found themselves, despite having had a vote, living under an
oppressive Russian police regime for the next and �nal decade of
subjugation (Nickels 1977).

Once the First World War began Russia turned its attention
elsewhere, and for a time the Finns found themselves with no
government, including no police. Then came privately organized
police groups, sometimes organized by more conservative-leaning
intelligentsia and landowners. Next, two separate police forces
emerged, which became the two main militias known as the
Whites and Reds, and – with them – the Terror.

Paradoxically, it was the Terror that would �nally bring
freedom to Finland. The Great War had been expected to be over in
a few weeks or months, but instead it lasted years, and the map of
Europe was changed forever. Russia was plunged into revolution,
Britain began to lose Ireland (and later many of its other colonies),
and far away the United States began to grow in power.

The Bolshevik revolution in Russia in October 1917 prompted
deep concern amongst the bourgeois majority in the Finnish
Parliament. They lost no time in proclaiming Parliament the
supreme authority in Finland and appointing a new Senate in a
bid to prevent the spread of the revolutionary wave that began in
St Petersburg (Lewis 2005). Amongst the major powers, only
Britain and the US took some time to deliberate before
recognizing the newly independent nation. Thus, on 6 December
1917 the independent republic of Finland was born; but it was not
a happy birth (Nickels 1977).



Consolidating the new state: 1917–39

Immediately after independence, civil war broke out in Finland
between the Red Army composed of Finnish socialists, with the
support of 70,000 Russian troops still stationed in Finland, and
the White Army, which was led by minor members of the
aristocracy but consisted largely of peasants under orders, and
land-owning farmers who had a particular fear of the possibility of
communism. The White Army was backed by German forces under
the command of the formidable of�cer and Finnish statesman
Baron Carl Gustav Emil Mannerheim, who, although critical of
Nazism, would attend hunting trips with Hermann Göring in the
1930s (Donner 2017).

Within three months, the White Army had defeated the Reds.
Although the Germans then tried to take control of Finland,
Germany’s defeat by the Allies in 1918 prevented the planned
accession of a German prince to the Finnish throne and, in 1919,
Finland adopted a republican constitution. In this constitution,
the president was given six years in of�ce and strong authority in
order to promote unity, tame radicalism, and maintain the power
of the bourgeois members in the new government. Presidential
powers were only restricted much later in 1991, in 2000 when a
revised constitutional law was passed, and furthermore in 2012
(Meinander 2013: 130).

In 1920 Finland signed a peace treaty with the Russians which
acknowledged Finnish independence and gave Finland access to
the Arctic Ocean via the ice-free port of Petsamo (Martineau
1980). The reconciliation of Finnish Reds and Whites took much
longer. At �rst the Reds were painted as being on the wrong side of
history, and uniquely vicious and cruel. Slowly, however, the facts
of the civil war emerged. For every man, woman or child who died
in the con�ict or was executed in atrocities committed by the
Reds, some ten had been slaughtered by the Whites. Furthermore,
the Whites were unremittingly harsh in their imprisonment and



treatment of their defeated opponents. Today the island of
Suomenlinna is a Unesco World Heritage site, much frequented by
tourists who take the short boat trip there from Helsinki. A
century ago, however, it was a mass prison where many hundreds
of Finns starved to death, the victims of food shortages and the
callousness of their captors, the Whites.

Despite the legacy of civil war, in its �rst 20 years as an
independent country Finland made great progress culturally,
economically and politically. Although the 1919 constitution had
given very wide-ranging powers to the president, the Finns
remained committed to democratic party rule. As an example, an
Act of Amnesty was passed in 1920, pardoning those Red leaders
in the civil war who had not already been executed, and allowing
electoral participation by the left-wing Social Democrats, who
went on to form a government in 1926–27. The 1920s also saw the
introduction of compulsory education and conscripted military
service. In the 1930s, new industries were established, and more
land brought into cultivation. A great variety of clubs, societies
and associations were founded, and new scienti�c discoveries
were made.

A great deal of mistrust remained between the Social
Democrats and the conservative parties, even after the
Communists broke away from being a faction within the Social
Democrats (Meinander 2013: 132). The 1920s would see the
formation of 13 coalition governments, testimony to a lack of
willingness to compromise and respect legal decisions, which one
historian, Meinander (2013: 134) suggested was “a reluctance to
comply with the rules of parliamentary democracy”. In 1929,
Finland saw Communist demonstrations and strikes and the rise
of the reactionary right-wing Lapua movement, which steadily
became more radical leading up to an abortive coup d’état in 1932
that �nished off the movement. Extreme right-wing politics in
Finland then moved into the parliamentary sphere and later, in
1932, the Patriotic People’s Movement was formed (Koivulaakso et



al. 2012: 70). Nevertheless, Finland’s parliamentary democracy
endured, and working-class citizens continued to support the
Social Democrats and, importantly, the nation-state.

Quite why the divisions created by Finland’s 1918 civil war
were overcome relatively quickly, in contrast to what happened in
the wake of civil war in most other countries, is unclear. A variety
of hypotheses have been advanced. Did it have something to do
with Finland’s past as a colonized country? Centuries of being
invaded or ruled by neighbours creates a certain kind of solidarity.
If you can trust no country around you, maybe you have to start
trusting each other? Equally signi�cant are the country’s social
and economic circumstances: it was a place that continuously lost
many of its children, not just to high infant mortality but also to
emigration to the United States and Canada.

As a land relatively poor in resources in an era when iron, steel,
rubber, cotton, tea, coffee and later oil were key global goods, there
was less to �ght over and a pressing need to try to create
conditions that could stem depopulation. Furthermore, a land
reform, which had been under debate prior to the civil war, was
approved by the new government in 1918 (Jakobson 1987: 85). This
diversi�ed land ownership to smallholders by allowing the rural
proletariat composed of landless labourers and tenant farmers to
purchase (the legal term being “redeem”) ownership of land at
reduced prices, strengthening national unity. Initially,
immediately after the war, the parliament had agreed that those
convicted and then given at least ten years of imprisonment or
sentenced to death would not be eligible. The clause limiting the
right to redeem land had targeted the defeated Reds. However, in
1919, that clause was abolished (Rasila 1970: 369).

The Second World War and its aftermath

Russia was keen to stop Hitler expanding his in�uence in Europe
following Germany’s invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1938, so the



Russians offered Finland large areas of land in Karelia in exchange
for the southern parts of the Karelian Isthmus. Juho Kusti
Paasikivi, who would later become president but at the time was a
minister without portfolio in the cabinet of Risto Ryti, and
Mannerheim (who was once again commander of the Finnish
forces) were keen to consider this offer. The Finnish government
declined, however, as it wished to maintain its contacts in the
West. The result was the so-called Winter War between Russia
and Finland, which began in November 1939 and was over by
March 1940. Finland was forced to cede a large area of Karelia in
the south and some territories in the north to the Soviet Union.
Russia gained 10 per cent of Finnish territory and “Finland learned
the lesson that in war she had to go it alone and that she lived
next door to a neighbour she was unlikely ever to vanquish” (Lewis
2005: 37).

In June 1941 Finland attacked the Soviet Union with
assistance from Nazi Germany, regaining its previously lost
territory and becoming the northern �ank of the siege of
Leningrad (St Petersburg). This was called the Continuation War.
In 1944, when things turned against Germany, the Soviet Union
regained most of its former territories in the region, including
Karelia.

In the run-up to the Winter War, Finland had naïvely trusted
that the Western powers or Sweden would come to its aid. By the
second war against Russia, however, it had learned to rely instead
on realpolitik. In an attempt to regain the land taken from it by the
Soviet Union, Finland joined Germany in attacking Russia.
However, after the Moscow Armistice between Finland and the
USSR and the UK in 1944, Russia asked Finland to drive out the
German troops, which it did. This was a tactical move by
Mannerheim, who wanted to free Finland from Russian control
whilst remaining in favour with the Allies who would dictate the
peace terms, and who would be important partners for Finland in
the longer term.



The Continuation War, as it is now known, ended after three
years in a truce in September 1944, the terms of which were
con�rmed in the Paris Peace Treaties signed in 1947. Finland had
suffered huge losses and continued to suffer after the war. In
postwar trials headed by the Allies, eight members of the Finnish
government were imprisoned, including former President Risto
Ryti, who was given the longest (ten year) sentence, but who was
freed early in May 1949 on grounds of ill-health. Nevertheless,
these were much lighter sentences than those handed down in the
Tokyo and Nuremberg trials (Meinander 2013: 160).

The toll on the country as a whole was high. During the course
of the Second World War, some 65,000 Finnish troops had been
killed and 158,000 wounded. Finland was obliged to cede its
northernmost Petsamo region to the Soviet Union, which meant
giving up its only corridor to the Arctic Ocean. It also lost 62 per
cent of its shipping �eet during the war, with another 7 per cent
claimed by Russia, worth some $300 million at the time – which,
rising with in�ation, ended up nearer $600 million (Sletholt 1951).
Whilst these reparations took a heavy toll, ultimately the build-
up of industry that Finland undertook in order to pay off its debts
contributed to the country’s success as an independent nation.

Immediately following the war, Finland persuaded the Soviet
Union that it was in the USSR’s interest for Finnish defence forces
to remain at a reasonable strength, in order to prevent the use of
Finland as a base for attack (on the USSR) by a third party. The
result was the Treaty of Friendship, Co-operation and Mutual
Assistance, signed by Finland and the USSR in 1948, which would
become the cornerstone of Finnish foreign policy for the duration
of the Cold War. Although the treaty was viewed as an act of
appeasement by the West, Finland succeeded in remaining much
further outside the scope of Soviet domination than the Eastern
Bloc nations did.

In 1944, anti-communist laws were repealed and the
communist Finnish People’s Demographic League (SKDL) was



formed. Between 1945 and 1966 it won between 21 per cent and
24 per cent of the vote in parliamentary elections, with its support
declining in subsequent years until it became part of the new Left
Alliance in 1990. Finland’s communists were not essential to
maintaining relations with the Soviet Union (Meinander 2013:
162–3). Finns whose sympathies might have normally been with
communism worked instead on improving social democracy.
Finland strengthened its political, economic and cultural ties with
the West, particularly its Nordic neighbours, whilst maintaining
good relations with the Soviet Union – yet another empire
abutting Finland, along its longest and by far most porous border.

For a country to end up leading on so many positive social
indicators in 2020, a great number of things had to go the right
way for Finland. In hindsight, one key factor was being on the
losing side in the Second World War. As with Germany and Japan,
which both prospered greatly some decades after losing the war,
Finland ultimately bene�ted from being a defeated country. Some
members of the ruling elite were removed from power as a result of
the war trials, but key �gures from its past, Mannerheim and
Paasikivi, would go on to become president and prime minister
respectively (Jakobson 1987: 58).

Even political insiders during the war who were tried and
imprisoned, such as Väinö Tanner, would return to politics in the
1950s. Following the war trials, however, there was no new
constitution, and the political landscape was relatively turbulent
with 16 governments from 1948 to 1963 (Parliament of Finland
2019a). It took decades to rebuild the public’s trust in government
(Meinander 2013: 14) and Finland still grappled with Soviet
in�uence and threat.

Many European countries were rebuilt after the Second World
War with assistance received through the US Marshall Plan, but
despite initial interest Finland declined such aid, owing to Soviet
pressure over the political strings attached. It later received



interest-bearing loans from the US instead (Hallberg &
Martikainen 2018a).

New industries were set up to supply the products demanded
by the USSR as part of the war reparations, two thirds of which
were to be goods from the metal industry, including ships and
cable products (Sletholt 1951). These industries would �ourish in
the years to come, with Finland exporting to the rest of Europe
and the West. Indeed, even in the twenty-�rst century, the
Russian Federation is dependent on a number of Finnish products
for its own industries (Lewis 2005).

In the postwar period, Finland would demonstrate great
competence in diplomacy, managing to maintain good relations
with the Soviet Union whilst not being subject to the same level
of control over its affairs as countries on the other side of the Iron
Curtain. Juho Kusti Paasikivi, mentioned earlier for his role in the
Second World War, became president in 1946 and successfully
steered Finland’s independence along the knife-edge of East–
West relations – a policy which became known as the Paasikivi
Line – and a policy that was still followed carefully decades later at
the height of the Cold War (Nickels 1977). Today, more than a
lifetime later, Finland continues to achieve that balancing act
with what appears to be ever greater ease.

Conclusion: 1950s and beyond

In 1951, Finland’s future was pessimistically described by one
commentator as likely to remain “grey and dreary”, as the
economic repercussions of the war and its aftermath continued to
affect day-to-day life, including the resettlement of populations in
the wake of readjusted borders, rising prices, shortages of goods,
and numerous strikes by hungry workers. At the time it was said:
“Before Finland can settle down to a peaceful and well-regulated
life, she has a long way to go” (Sletholt 1951: 126). But Finland’s
future was much brighter than this assessment indicated, as it



was entering a period of political stability, economic progress and
diplomatic success.



Figure 2.3: Finland’s changing border and capital cities

Source: Drawn from a wide variety of sources including https://�nland.�/life-
society/tracing-�nlands-eastern-border/ and https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Finland–

http://https//finland.fi/life-society/tracing-finlands-eastern-border/
http://https//en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Finland%C3%A2%E2%82%AC%E2%80%9CRussia_border


Russia_border.

After the heavy losses, exhaustion and negotiation of
international crises that characterized Finnish history in the �rst
half of the twentieth century, the second half of the century was
“pay-off time” (Lewis 2005: 198), an era when Finland’s
international standing gradually strengthened and the country
secured its place as a respected diplomatic player on the world
stage. The Olympic Games were staged in Helsinki in 1952, the
same year that the last of Finland’s war reparations were sent to
the Soviet Union. Finland was the only country to pay its Second
World War debts in full and on time (Elovainio 1999). In 1955,
Finland joined the Nordic Council and was accepted into the
United Nations. Urho Kekkonen was elected Finnish president in
March 1956 and served until January 1982. His powers were
greater than those afforded to his successors. Throughout this
time, he pursued an active policy of neutrality, with the aim of
increasing Finland’s room to manoeuvre in international affairs.

In 2007 Finland was named the fourth most stable state in the
world, or a little more accurately, the 175th least fragile out of the
178 countries assessed. In 2008 it became the third most stable. In
2011 it became the second most stable, and in 2013 it was named
the most stable worldwide. It has held that position ever since
(Fragile States Index 2019a). Today Norway is second, Switzerland
third and Denmark fourth; all are assessed as such using a complex
basket of indicators (Fragile States Index 2019b; and see Table 9.1
in this book). Finland began its climb toward its present position
during the 1980s and 1990s; by the early 2000s, it was essentially
top ranked.

Unlike the equivalent bodies in the UK and the US, the Finnish
Parliament is unicameral (there is only one chamber, one house,
one sovereign authority). The constitution states that power is
held by the people; legislative power is held by parliament, which
represents the people; executive power is held by government and
the president who are to be trusted by parliament; and judicial

http://https//en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Finland%C3%A2%E2%82%AC%E2%80%9CRussia_border


power is held by independent courts, with the highest courts
being the Supreme Court and the Supreme Administrative Court
(Finlex 1999). An amendment to a constitutional law requires the
approval of two-thirds of parliament, and that two consecutive
parliaments adopt these amendments.

At the turn of the millennium, Finland’s constitution was
revised, with the most signi�cant change relating to the
restriction of presidential powers to foreign policy, making it
largely a ceremonial role and so strengthening parliamentary
democracy (Raunio 2005: 473). In 1991 presidential powers were
restricted so that they may serve a maximum of two consecutive
terms, and no longer hold an unrestricted right to dissolve
parliament and call for new elections. The president also merely
formally appoints the prime minister and other cabinet ministers,
but ministerial appointments are decided, in effect, by the prime
minister during negotiations on the formation of the government
following elections. The prime minister is typically the chair of the
largest party and must be rati�ed by an absolute majority in
parliament, which is made up of 200 MPs.

The seismic changes in the late 1980s that led to the collapse
of the Soviet Union and the end of the division of Europe were
echoed in Finland as the nation became more assertive and began
to take new foreign policy initiatives. In 1989, it became a member
of the Council of Europe and in 1995 joined the European Union,
following a successful referendum. Finland was then seen as an
ideal negotiator between the EU and Russia and the Baltic States,
given its geographical position and history of close contact with
Russia over two centuries.

During Finland’s successful EU presidency in 1999, the Finns
showed their even-handedness and competence in international
negotiations. In 2019 the Finns again held the presidency,
ironically at the same time that the UK was trying to leave the EU
after a controversial referendum, and the possibility that Scotland
might regain independence and try to become Scandinavian.



Northern Ireland, too, looked insecure in its relationship with the
UK following the Brexit vote and ensuing negotiations. Its border
with the rest of Ireland is, in effect, a border with Finland as well,
given how solidly Finland is now a member of the EU.

After spending the twentieth century managing a delicate
political balancing act between East and West, Finland, “having
been menaced by the East and let down by the West . . . is now in a
position to get the best from both sides” (Lewis 2005: 201).
Finland is a respected member of the EU and stands out as the
lone example of continuous foreign policy success with Russia,
having kept on good terms with its former ruler and aggressor.
Finland’s relationships with Sweden and Germany, too, are more
than cordial. Headteachers from around the world visit to learn
how to run schools. Industrialists arrive to try to understand how
such a small country could have created Nokia, at one point one of
the world’s most successful telecommunications companies.
Politicians and academic researchers come to study what it takes
to create a country of solidarity, and just how important lessons
we take from history can be in that process.





Helsinki by Erik Brunn, 1962. Reproduced with kind permission. Erik studied at the
Institute of Industrial Arts (1944–49) and his art has become: “part of Finland’s cultural

heritage” (Londen, Enegren & Simons 2008: 238). This picture shows Helsinki viewed
from above from the north, looking to the south and the sea.
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Economy and welfare

“The idea that a contemporary Nordic society is anything
like socialism is absurd. Over the past 70 years what the
experience of the Nordic nations actually suggests is that
even the United States, with its already very impressive
commitments to freedom, might actually be able to learn a
few things from us about freedom and free-market
capitalism.”

Anu Partanen (2018) – author of The Nordic Theory of
Everything: In Search of a Be�er Life.

Challenger ecosystem

In 2020 Finland is performing remarkably well in numerous global
economic and social rankings and has been for some time. Two
years earlier, the World Economic Forum’s Global Competitiveness
Report (World Economic Forum 2018) ranked Finland eleventh in
competitiveness, and �rst for the soundness of its banks. In 2019
the World Economic Forum named Greater Helsinki as one of its
12 “Challenger Ecosystems”, cities close behind the top ten
globally leading start-up hubs (Penzel 2019). Finland is also ranked
as the most politically stable country in the world, with some of
the highest levels of press freedom, and has been proclaimed the
happiest place to live (see Parkkinen 2019). In many ways it has
achieved what many idealists in the past dreamt of – the winning



of freedoms – rather than merely a super�cial commitment to the
idea of freedom.

Statistics released shortly after the turn of the century led the
United Nations to rank Finland as the thirteenth most developed
country in the world in its Human Development Report of 2004,
twelfth by 2009 and twelfth again by 2019. At the time, few people
noticed how quickly it had risen up the ranks, not least because its
Nordic neighbours, Norway and Sweden, overshadowed it in their
even more rapid rise. However, what is remarkable about Finland is
that it has achieved this without the oil advantages of Norway or
the historic imperial advantages of Sweden.

Instead, Finland made use of what it had – forests. The forest
industry provided material for exports that supported its
economic growth throughout the twentieth century when
demand was high (Poropudas 1996: 352). Instead of an important
land-owning aristocracy or gentry Finland had a signi�cant class
of peasant proprietors, or talonpojat (Häkkinen & Forsberg 2015:
101). Instead of rewards being concentrated in the hands of an
elite likely to use the money in unproductive ways, such as buying
luxury goods from abroad, the rewards were spread more evenly
and bene�ted the domestic economy. This supported the growth
of domestic industries and the local production and consumption
of consumer goods. Inequality between the landless (the rural
proletariat, as discussed in Chapter 2) and the landowners
(including talonpojat) did grow during the nineteenth century as
the population grew dramatically, but land reforms helped remedy
this after the civil war.

Finland’s vast forests have been a pillar of the country’s
economic development and its exports, accounting at times for
around 20 per cent of export revenue. Hundreds of thousands of
Finns are forest owners who depend on the forestry sector, and
also invest in its management and sustainability (Ministry of
Agriculture and Forestry 2019). Although Finland’s forests are
largely privately owned, its citizens, like their counterparts in



other Nordic countries, have the right to roam all forests, lakes
and �elds free of any charges, and berry and mushroom foraging is
open to all. That old commitment to the commons is now very
carefully protected – as a freedom.

The country’s particular economic path and arrangement is
partly the result of chance over both resources and its talonpojat
historic social structure. Importantly, wood as a raw material is
not as valuable a natural resource as petroleum. Finland does,
however, have a strong oil re�nery business even though the
country has no natural oil resources of its own. The Finnish
company Neste’s pro�ts were derived mainly from oil re�ning, but
by 2018 it diversi�ed and biofuels made chie�y of wood became
the main source of its pro�ts (Parviala 2019). Its business leaders
tend to think further ahead, more carefully and more sustainably
than do those running businesses elsewhere. The chemical
industry’s share in Finnish exports has also increased as that
industry has become more sophisticated.

Table 3.1 shows the ranking of countries by the 2004 Human
Development Index (HDI), which tends to be volatile year on year,
and is made up of a mixture of GDP per capita, life expectancy and
the proportion of children who are well educated, or at least
attend school for a large number of years. The HDI takes no
account of quality of education, or distribution of income, so the
US ranks highly even though only a small minority of Americans
enjoy anything like its mean average income, and even fewer are
well-off.

By 2009 Finland ranked above the UK, in part because the UK
had been so badly affected by the �nancial crash. By 2014 Finland
had dropped to 24th place because national income had grown
more slowly than it had in other countries, and because Finnish
children formally start school later, which reduces Finland’s mean
years of schooling. (This does not mean, however, that Finnish
children are less well educated; a subject we will return to in
Chapters 4 and 5). By 2019, and despite that disadvantage, the



country once again ranked twelfth, three places above both the
UK and US.

In addition to the strengths that contribute to its high
placement in the Human Development Index rankings, Finland is
also endowed with a strong welfare state and comparatively good
wealth equality and income equality. Many valid criticisms can be
made of HDI as a measure, and more sustainable alternatives have
been suggested (Hickel 2020). Ranking by HDI (arguably
inadvertently) rewards states for socially, economically or
environmentally unjust policies; it is worth noting that Finland’s
high score, unlike that of some other states, owes little to such
detrimental factors.

For an example of how the use of HDI can be misleading,
Singapore now ranks ninth, above Finland, but the life expectancy
component of its HDI is high in part because poorer women who
are not citizens, almost all working as servants in Singapore, are
pregnancy-tested every three months and usually leave the
country if pregnant. This serves to reduce Singapore’s infant
mortality rates, arti�cially raising life expectancy and the
country’s HDI rank in that category. Singapore also suffers from
one of the highest income inequality rates amongst top ranking
countries, so few of its citizens enjoy the economic freedoms that
its GDP per capita implies.



Table 3.1: The twenty “most developed” states in the world in 2004–19 (HDI)

HDI rank
2004

HDI = Human Development
Index

HDI rank
2009

HDI rank
2014

HDI rank
2019

  1 Norway 1 1 1

  2 Sweden 7 12 8

  3 Australia 2 2 6=

  4 Canada 4 8 13

  5 Netherlands 6 4 10

  6 Belgium 17 21= 17

  7 Iceland 3 13 6=

  8 United States 13 5 15=

  9 Japan 10 17 19

10 Ireland 5 11 3

11 Switzerland 9 3 2

12 United Kingdom 21 14 15=

13 Finland 12 24 12

14 Austria 14 21= 20

15 Luxembourg 11 21= 21

16 France 8 20 26

17 Denmark 16 10 11

18 New Zealand 20 7 14

19 Germany 22 6 4=

20 Spain 15 27 25

Source: UNDP, Human Development Reports (2004, table 1; 2009, table A; 2014, table 1;
and 2019).

Note: countries in the top 20 in 2019 not in the top 20 in 2004 included Hong Kong
China (=4th), Singapore (9th) and Liechtenstein (18th). There is very little real
movement over long periods of time.

Norway consistently ranks highest on the HDI index partly
because of the boost to its GDP from oil. Australia now ranks
sixth, in part because of revenues from fossil fuel exports and also
because so many of its young people attend university, albeit at a
very high cost under its privatized university system. In contrast,
Finland’s high HDI standing re�ects many of the things for which
it is known and admired: a high-quality education system



(including publicly funded universities that are not distracted by
the need to seek pro�ts), a strong welfare state, and comparatively
good wealth equality and income equality – although there were
slight rises in levels of income inequality in 2014 when Finland
ranked less well on HDI. These were noted at that time by
commentators such as Thomas Piketty (Wall 2014).

Over the course of the twentieth century, Finland rose from
being one of the poorest European countries to one that managed
to compete effectively in the global economy without creating
social inequalities and leaving the disadvantaged in Finnish
society behind. While it is not the only country in the world to
have become wealthier while simultaneously building a strong
welfare state, Finland has done so in the face of unique
geopolitical constraints. In a way its Nordic neighbours have never
had to, Finland has always had to balance its relationship with the
Soviet Union and subsequently with the Russian Federation,
alongside its aim of integrating with the West (Vartiainen 2011:
58). One reason Finland has been less successful than its Western
neighbours in trading with international consumer and service
markets is that it was able to rely on the Soviet Union as a trading
partner for so long throughout the twentieth century (Böckerman
& Kiander 2006: 141).

State intervention played a crucial role in the reorganization of
Finland’s postwar economy and in the country’s ability to pay its
war debts, and state participation in the capital of corporations
remains comparatively high compared with other countries in the
EU, exceeding about 40 per cent in 2016 (European Commission
2016). One of the most controversial state-owned enterprises is
Veikkaus, a gambling monopoly formed from the 2017 merger of
three �rms, each holding separate Finnish gambling licences
(European Casino Association 2019). Monopolies on gambling are
permissible under EU law as long as they are established in order
to address gambling’s associated risks, which was the case in
Finland. In 2018, Veikkaus’s turnover was €3.15 billion and its



gross gaming revenue was €1.76 billion. In its annual report that
year, Veikkaus’ CEO (Olli Sarekoski) reported that digital gaming
limits imposed by the government had reduced its yearly revenue
by around €21 million (Veikkaus 2019). Finland has just one casino
on the mainland and another one in Åland (FATF 2019: 30), so the
majority of high stakes gambling is done online. Casino Tampere,
however, will open in 2021.

Despite the risks associated with gambling, the tax revenue
that Veikkaus generates and the percentage of its pro�ts
channelled into charities has given the industry an unusually
positive and nationalist connotation (Gillin 2018c). While the
incidence of money laundering is low in Finnish gambling, as there
is a smaller chance for criminal groups to in�ltrate or own
gambling companies when they are exclusively under state control
(FATF 2019: 121), the social consequences of easy access to
gambling through any of the 18,500 slot machines found in many
shops or kiosks are increasingly attracting scrutiny (Yle Uutiset
2019b). According to a survey by the National Institute of Health
and Welfare, 3.3 per cent of the population has a gambling
problem, and one in �ve Finns has a relative or close friend who
has (Järvinen-Tassopoulos 2017).

Beyond Veikkaus and the issues of what it actually promotes,
the Finnish economy has had other problems. Finnish banks and
corporations are not scandal-free, and some were mentioned in
the 2016 Panama Papers data leak. Nordea, one of the largest
Nordic banking groups, which is headquartered in Helsinki, was
implicated in recent years in money-laundering scandals (Milne
2019).

Postwar economy

After the Second World War, Finnish exports experienced a long
period of decline (Honkapohja & Vihriälä 2019: 126). The USSR
exacted an “indemnity” (another term for the war reparations



detailed above) for eight years in recompense for Finland’s role as a
German ally, and Finland’s wartime leaders were tried in court by
the Allied powers. This proved economically fortunate as it swept
away much of the old hierarchies and led to the emergence of a
new elite in Finland, and later the election of centre-left
governments that balanced cooperation with business and banks
while maintaining close links to an increasingly active labour
movement (Vartiainen 2011: 58).

Centre-left governments were dominant following the Second
World War. A government formed in 1958 which included the
National Coalition Party and the Social Democratic Party was
forced to resign in early 1959 because the Soviet Union
disapproved of their Western leanings. After a parliamentary
defeat in 1966, the National Coalition Party remained in
opposition until 1987 (Hallberg & Martikainen 2018b). Following
this electoral loss, the National Coalition Party grew quieter in its
calls for dismantling the welfare state (Jacobson 1987: 81).

Finland’s �nal total war repayments to the Soviet Union were
equivalent to over US $5 billion today. Paying war debts required
the country to increase exports and hence employment. In effect,
losing the war acted as a spur to both basic industry and
entrepreneurship. The Finnish postwar growth regime was
characterized by a high rate of state-led investment in key
manufacturing industries such as paper, wood pulp and
metalworking, a high rate of foreign capital accumulation, and low
interest rates (Vartiainen 2011: 59). Enhancing industrialization
was also a way of providing employment for returning military
service personnel and Finnish citizens who had been displaced
during the war. State intervention also played an important role in
resettling Karelian refugees who made up an eighth of Finland’s
population in 1940 (see Chapter 2, above).

In 1948 the US’ European Recovery Program, popularly known
as the Marshall Plan, contributed the equivalent of US$100 billion,
mostly in grants, to Western Europe for its rebuilding efforts. It is



worth reiterating the point made in Chapter 2 that it was Soviet
pressure that dissuaded Finland from accepting Marshall Plan
money, although it did later secure separate loans from the US
without the political requirements attached to Marshall Plan aid.
Its economy and social recovery, and its ability to pay reparations,
were all made possible by a great increase in exports both of wood
and from its newly developing industries.

Finland’s economic recovery could hardly be said to have been
guaranteed, given the unique impediments it faced. Although the
Soviet Union was a valuable trading partner, it was reluctant to
allow Finland to engage in Western trade (Honkapohja & Vihriälä
2019: 20). Nevertheless, in 1961 Finland signed a free trade
agreement with the European Free Trade Association (EFTA) and
in 1973 joined the European Economic Community (EEC).

A balance of protectionist policies and inclusion in free-trade
agreements was essential for the growth of Finland’s export trade.
Integration into the strengthening economic cooperation of
Western Europe was also important as a means for political
integration and for establishing greater distance from the USSR
(Vartiainen 2011: 62). Finland participated in GA� (anti-
protectionist) negotiations and later became part of the World
Trade Organisation (WTO). Although the Finnish economy was
beginning to liberalize and free-trade agreements were valued,
protectionist measures remained in force through to the 1980s,
mainly in agriculture. Finland’s achievements did not come by
allowing untrammelled free trade.

In the 1950s, Finland’s economy was almost exclusively
forestry and agriculture-based (Halme et al. 2014: 1). Nevertheless,
it was able to bene�t greatly from the second wave of
globalization following the Second World War, as evident from its
average of 3.8 per cent GDP-per-capita growth between 1961 and
1979. This �gure exceeded the growth in Sweden, the US, and the
global average, which were 3.6 per cent, 2.9 per cent, and 3 per cent
respectively. In recent years, the ground its economy has made up



has continued to grow, albeit at a slower pace. The average annual
GDP growth per annum in Finland was 2.5 per cent, 2.8 per cent
and 1.5 per cent in 2016, 2017 and 2018 – as compared to 1.4 per
cent, 0.7 per cent and 1.1 per cent in neighbouring Sweden for the
same years (World Bank 2019a).

Part of Finland’s economic story, therefore, is about it slowly
(but surely) catching up with its far more powerful neighbours.
Figure 3.1 illustrates how GDP growth in Finland continues to
exceed that of countries in Europe that tend to be richer than it is,
in the most recent three years for which we have data.
Noteworthy is the fact that it is not just growing more strongly
than Sweden and Norway; but also more than Germany, France,
Italy and the UK. This gaining of ground is not merely attributable
to Finland’s having started from a lower base. More importantly,
as we explain in Chapter 8, an increasing proportion of this growth
is green growth.

Although the period from the 1960s through to the early 1970s
in the West is often seen as the golden era of capitalism tempered
by John Maynard Keynes’ theories of demand management, in
Finland it was a �scally conservative time, with budgetary policy
dominated by monetarist principles, and much less of a focus on
full employment. Even today, employment levels in Finland remain
lower than in Norway and Sweden, states that followed a more
clearly Keynesian path in the postwar era (Uusitalo 1984: 40).
Successive Finnish governments’ reluctance to take steps to raise
employment levels were, arguably, in�uenced by the more
corporatist involvement of its business community encouraging
governments in the prioritization of the export sector (Vartiainen
2011: 60).



Figure 3.1: Average GDP/capita growth 2016–18 (%), high-income European countries

Source: World Bank and analysis by authors

Note: The Channel Islands, Faroe Islands, Gibraltar, Greenland, Isle of Man,
Liechtenstein, Monaco and San Marino are not included as their reports to the World
Bank were all late at the time of accessing this data. Data is annual percentage growth
rate of GDP per capita based on constant local currency for high-income countries



(“high” as de�ned by the World Bank): calculated without making deductions for
depreciation of fabricated assets or for depletion and degradation of natural resources,
data series: NY.GDP.PCAP.KD.ZG; https://datacatalog.worldbank.org/.

The 1960s and 1970s was an age in which Finland’s approach
to free markets was careful and controlled. When credit rationing
was in force from the 1940s through to the late 1970s, business
loans were prioritized, and household loans were limited to
mortgages (Vartiainen 2011: 62). Yet despite Finland’s generally
monetarist approach at this time, its social welfare provisions
were not dissimilar to those of other Nordic countries. The Social
Democratic Party and its particular progressive history was key
(Uusitalo 1984: 44). This was balanced by Finland’s Central Bank
(the fourth oldest in Europe, established in 1811) which played a
rather stronger (and more conservative) role in national �scal
policy in comparison to those in other European countries (Bank
of Finland 2019a).

In Finland’s postwar economy, the government and Central
Bank were both highly involved in what they deemed to be
strategic industries, which were at the receiving-end of bank
credit �ow. The Finnish state’s signi�cant control of foreign
investment (Chang 2008: 60) is a long-standing one. In the 1930s,
a series of laws classi�ed enterprises “with more than 20% foreign
ownership as dangerous” (Chang 2008: 84). Decades later,
between 1971 and 1985, the country had one of the lowest ratios,
outside the Eastern Bloc, of foreign direct investment in total �xed
capital formation – in the long-term assets typically described
under the designation “property, plant and equipment” – at just
0.6 per cent (Chang 2008: 239).

It was not until 1987 that Finland relaxed its foreign
investment legislation and the foreign ownership ceiling for
ownership of a company was raised to 40 per cent, but such
investors still had to be approved by the Ministry of Trade and
Industry (Chang 2008: 85). According to Ha-Joon Chang (2002:
101), foreign direct investment is bene�cial for economic

http://https//datacatalog.worldbank.org/


development, but only when implemented once a country has
developed suf�cient productive capabilities to offer prosperous
investment locations, with strong productive inputs such as
skilled workers and infrastructure. In 2018, Finland attracted the
most foreign direct investment of all Nordic countries, and its
particular strength has been identi�ed as offering diversity, with
investments made in software, social and health services,
corporate and expert services and machinery industry (Heiskanen
2019). Fortuitously for Finland, general liberalization took place in
the 1990s in preparation for European Union membership. Each
country’s history is also partly a matter of luck.

According to a study by Oxford Economics (2019), Finland has
received around €31.7 billion of inward foreign direct investment
since it joined the EU in 1995, and its net contribution to the EU’s
coffers is relatively small, at 0.04 per cent of its GDP, when
weighed against total EU expenditure in Finland. Of the €8.3
billion allocated to Finland by the EU for 2014–20 (European
Commission 2017), €2.3 billion has �owed to its rural
development budget. The EU also provided additional funds to the
Finnish farmers most affected by the 2014 Russian ban on
agricultural imports from the EU: €8.9 million in 2015, and €7.5
million in 2016.

In aggregate, the numbers clearly show, and Eurobarometer
surveys con�rm, that Finland is a net bene�ciary of the EU.
Membership was an important step in the process of integration
into Western Europe as an advanced market economy, not least by
reducing Finland’s dependence on its Eastern neighbour with
which it has had a long and often dif�cult relationship. EU
membership has brought in 40,000 more jobs, an increase in GDP
per capita of 1.2–1.7 per cent, and a rise in total international trade
from 9 to 26 per cent (Oxford Economics 2019). Finland has one of
the lowest electoral participation rates in European Parliament
elections, with 2019’s fairly modest turnout of 40.8 per cent being
the highest so far. Most Finns are now very positive towards the



EU and consider immigration and climate change to be Finland’s
greatest challenges, although Eurobarometer results should be
taken with a grain of salt as Finland’s response rate is notoriously
low and in 2018 was 14 per cent (Bennike 2018). Across Europe,
support for the euro hovers at an average of 62 per cent, whereas
80 per cent of Finns support economic and monetary union and
hence the euro.

Development of the welfare state and incomes policy

Finland’s welfare state was largely built in the 1960s. However, as
Kettunen (2001: 26) points out, more generous social security
bene�ts and more extensive public services were introduced only
in the 1970s, as it began catching up with the world’s most
af�uent economies (Vartiainen 2011: 53; Kokkinen 2011).
Paradoxically, Finland’s state provision was growing just as the
welfare state was beginning to retreat or decline in much of the
rest of the Western world.

From the 1960s onwards, one of the country’s most signi�cant
policy shifts was to an increased focus on its educational system,
with growth in size, quality and the years of schooling offered. In
1968 there was a political consensus to transform the parallel
segregated school system to a comprehensive school system
(Risku 2014). It had been a long time coming, with unsuccessful
reform attempts in 1932, 1948, 1957, 1959 and 1965. The 1968
initiative aimed to raise educational standards and lessen the
impact of students’ family background and location on their
educational achievement (see Chapter 4). Vocational schools were
also established, and by the end of the 1960s, Finland’s higher
education sector numbered 15 institutions from the lone
university it had boasted at the turn of the century (Lemola 2014:
29).

Commentators such as Vartiainen (2011: 68–9) have suggested
that Finland’s programme of education and welfare service



improvements was aimed at gaining acceptance of wage
moderation and the structural reforms that were deployed
postwar with the aim of promoting economic growth, but which
yielded both winners and losers. Broader safety nets would, it was
hoped, catch the losers.

A major plank of the Finnish welfare state was the incomes
policy that was introduced in the late 1960s, in which tripartite
agreements were reached among the government, trade unions,
and employers from the public and private sector and agricultural
producers (Kettunen 2001: 26). This policy aimed to tie wage
increases to greater macroeconomic objectives (Vartiainen 2011:
56, 66). Income settlements reached as part of this policy, along
with currency devaluations in 1949, 1957, 1967 and 1977–80,
contributed to meeting Finland’s postwar goal of rapid capital
accumulation, with wage growth restricted only for two to three
years in this period to retain the bene�ts of the devaluation for
pro�tability. Harmonious labour relations, rising wages, more
stable employment and broad national support for these income
settlements were all dependent on rising external
competitiveness.

Although informal income policy agreements between the
Finnish government and employers began in the 1950s, the �rst
of�cial agreement on incomes policy, known as the Liinamaa
Agreement, was made in 1969 (Hassel 2006: 206). Whereas
growing labour discontent with previous attempts to restrict
wage growth with limited consultation had culminated in a 1956
General Strike, the new tripartite social contracts were designed
to achieve buy-in from increasingly powerful trade unions
(Vartiainen 2011: 67).

The government actively encouraged unionization, which
reached its height between 1965 and 1975 (Vartiainen 2011: 67), to
build a social consensus for Finland’s economic policy during the
Cold War. Following the Liinamaa Agreement, national wage
coordination was conducted via tripartite package deals, although



the decisions were not binding for all member unions of the
Central Organisation of Finnish Trade Unions (SAK), which could
also opt to negotiate sectorally. Such sector negotiations
frequently challenged the corporatist tripartite wage restraint
(Hassel 2006: 229; SAK 2019a).

From the standpoint of workers, the fairest wage agreements
were reached in years when the Social Democratic Party was in
government and especially when those governments were facing
serious electoral challenges (Hassel 2006: 210). Notably, no
tripartite agreement was reached between 1991 and 1995, years
when the country had its �rst conservative-led government since
1964.

1980s and 1990s: prelude to Finland’s worst economic
depression

Credit controls and international capital movements were heavily
regulated in Finland until the 1980s. During this decade, however,
domestic lending rates and private foreign borrowing were freed
from earlier controls. This deregulation and its corresponding
uncontrolled capital �ows would unleash excessive credit
expansion and growth in in�ated nominal demand (Vartiainen
2011: 70).

Between 1986 and 1989, private investment and private
consumption contributed some 5–7 per cent of GDP growth. An
overvalued currency fuelled imports, while net exports and the
current account decreased, with these conditions exacerbated by a
series of uncoordinated government policy decisions. The road to
Finland’s �nancial stability, economic success and high-income
equity has at times been rocky along the way.

In the 1980s the relatively autonomous Bank of Finland
adopted low interest rates – which typically (in the past, although
less so recently) have been catalysts for �nancial bubbles. The
Bank made these moves to support a new exchange rate target. To



add fuel to the �re, the mortgage deduction allowances that had
been in place to accommodate credit rationing were now in an
environment free of credit controls. Finnish commercial and high-
street banks, which had long enjoyed relatively light supervision,
marketed excessively generous loans.

On the �scal side, as Keynesian control of aggregate demand
had never been implemented in a concerted way in Finland, it was
a dif�cult sell in an era of �nancial liberalization. The coalition
government of Social Democrats, the Centre Party, and the
conservative National Coalition Party that took of�ce in 1987 was
unwilling to impose restraint on an overheating economy.
Although external events such as the collapse of the USSR would
also contribute to the economic upheaval that followed, it was
primarily driven by domestic issues.

It was Finland’s late-1980s foray into what later become
known as kasinotalous (casino capitalism), characterized by credit
and �nancial market liberalization, that would see it plunge into
its deepest postwar depression. Karl-Oskar Lingdren (2011: 47)
argues that the �nancial shocks suffered in this period were
comparable in magnitude to the 1930s Great Depression, and
Heikkinen and Kuusterä (2001) characterize it as a “deregulation
crisis” similar to that experienced by East Asian economies in the
1990s following sudden in�ows of capital. Easy credit makes
buying foreign goods easier and, with that, wealth �ows out of the
domestic market.

Depression, 1991–94

In 1991, Finland’s GDP growth dropped from around +5 per cent to
−6.5 per cent and would not return to positive growth until 1994
(Vartiainen 2011: 73). Unemployment skyrocketed, incomes
declined, and housing prices crashed, causing household savings
to increase as people stopped buying. Only one large bank
managed to avoid bankruptcy. The Finnish markka collapsed.



Finnish unemployment soared from 3 per cent in 1990 to
almost 17 per cent in 1994, the second highest rate in the OECD.
Intra-elite trust also suffered greatly as those with signi�cant
assets began to mistrust each other (Lingdren 2011: 57). All the
while, the outside world ignored Finland and its unprecedented
�nancial crisis. But just over a dozen years later, the world would
be taught the bitter lessons that Finland had already learned
about the consequences of �nancial deregulation, as the global
economic crash began to take shape and banks from Iceland to
Alabama and England to Kazakhstan began to fail.

When the centre-right coalition led by Esko Aho came to
power in 1991, it did not follow the example of Sweden, in the grip
of a similar �nancial crisis, in deploying counter-cyclical �scal
policy (Vartiainen 2011: 75). Although austerity measures were
enacted in response to the depression, production and labour
markets were further (but not excessively) deregulated. However,
some employment policy proposals (including some put forth via
the traditional tripartite process) were contested and overruled by
trade unions, whose membership numbers grew in the wake of the
1990s crisis. For example, labour opposition defeated a proposal to
reduce unemployment bene�ts, and taxes were increased instead
(Lingdren 2011: 51). Like many EU countries, Finland has product
market regulations that carefully circumvent certain EU free-trade
policies, but some were relaxed and privatizations did take place
(Lingdren 2011: 53). Employment protection legislation, however,
remained largely unchanged.

Recovery and growth

After the depression in the early 1990s, the Finnish government
began the process of transitioning to a knowledge economy, which
would be partly re�ected in Finland’s apparently sudden success
in the OECD’s PISA assessments of secondary school students’
attainment (Honkapohja & Vihriälä 2019: 22). However



educational advances had been made long before they were picked
up in these assessments and made the economic transformation
possible. The economy also became reliant once again on export-
led growth. The 1990s was a period when net immigration began
to exceed emigration, possibly for the �rst time in many
generations (see Chapter 8) and Finland joined the eurozone.

Long before today’s economic success, Finland’s yearly average
GDP growth rate in the second half of the 1990s was 4.6 per cent
(Lingdren 2011: 57). However, the employment rate did not recover
as quickly following the economic crisis, and for a time remained
lower than in other Nordic countries (Honkapohja & Vihriälä
2019: 22). Unemployment remained at around 10 per cent well
into the early 2000s (See Figure 3.2).

The Social Democrats returned to power in a new coalition in
the mid-1990s and by the end of the decade the government, then
led by Paavo Lipponen, placed an even stronger emphasis on
particular aspects of the welfare state, such as education and
research (Liukas 2017). However, this occurred at the same time as
unemployment bene�ts were restricted, policies to encourage
taking paid work were implemented, home care allowances were
reduced, and basic social security was not adjusted for in�ation
(Sipilä 2011: 361). Although there was no drastic change in
economic policy from the previous centre-right government, the
new “rainbow government” was more cooperative with trade
unions and coordinated wage bargaining was restored, because it
helped to stabilize both the economy and labour relations
(Lingdren 2011: 57). Better trade union relations were also
necessary to contain labour cost growth to meet the EU’s
Economic and Monetary Union (EMU) eligibility criteria, which
dominated Finnish economic policy after the depression. Finland
needed sound public �nances and an appropriate in�ation rate
(Vartiainen 2011: 76). Euro membership requires the sacri�ce of
control over monetary policy, including the use of central bank



interest rates to contain wage increases and to stimulate the
economy.

The loss of that particular wage-control mechanism meant
that successful pay bargaining by the Lipponen government was
essential in bringing the rate of nominal wage increases under
control. Spending cuts, a short-term austerity, made in the 1990s
were redressed in the early 2000s by increases in state pensions,
the restoration of a minimum allowance in sickness insurance
bene�ts and increases in earnings-related unemployment
allowance. The stock market and equity markets grew rapidly.
Trade union membership has fallen since the 1990s, although it
remains comparatively high in global terms (Lingdren 2011: 62–4).

In 2007, Finland’s long-standing incomes policy fell into
abeyance when the main national employers’ organization, the
Confederation of Finnish Industries (CFI), chose not to participate
in a tripartite incomes policy agreement and settlements took
place at a sectoral level instead (Vartiainen 2011: 56). Centralized
wage agreements resumed in 2011 and 2013, but as of 2016 the
Confederation of Finnish Industries stopped taking part in
tripartite settlements, meaning that collective bargaining cannot
continue as it used to.



Figure 3.2: Average youth unemployment 2018 (%), high-income European countries

Source: World Bank (2019b) and analysis by authors.



Note: Andorra, Channel Islands, Faroe Islands, Gibraltar, Greenland, Isle of Man,
Liechtenstein, Monaco and San Marino are not included as reports were all late at the
time of accessing this data: Share of youth not in education, employment or training,
total (per cent of youth population aged 15–24 or 15–29): SL.UEM.NEET.ZS;
http://databank.worldbank.org/data/reports.aspx?source=&series=SL.UEM.NEET.ZS.

The OECD (2019b: 230) views collective bargaining as
bene�cial, in particular in addressing demographic and
technological changes. At the same time, trade union
participation and collective bargaining coverage have suffered
across OECD countries, which have been associated with
increased economic inequality (OECD 2019b: 68). Union
participation in Finland as in many other countries worldwide has
declined, especially with the growth of part-time work, non-
conventional self-employment and zero-hour contracts. Trade
union membership in Finland in 2018 was 60.3 per cent, down
from 78.4 per cent in 1998 (OECD.Stat 2019a), and is lowest in the
service sector, while it remains high in the manufacturing and
public sector (Jonker-Hoffrén 2019). In Sweden, Denmark, and
Iceland, union membership is at 65.6 per cent (data for 2017), 66.5
per cent, and 91.8 per cent respectively (OECD.Stat 2019b). In the
UK it is 23.4 per cent, in the US 10.1 per cent, and in France 8.8 per
cent.

Finland has one of the highest reported rates of trust in trade
unions amongst the general population, at 65 per cent. Jonker-
Hoffrén (2019: 205) attributes high union membership
signi�cantly to 1946 legislation that consolidated unions’ role in
collective bargaining, and the “Ghent-system of unemployment
fund management” – which makes trade unions partly responsible
for unemployment funds. Some 38 per cent of unemployment
bene�ts are �nanced by the state, 5.5 per cent by the
unemployment insurance fund, and 55.5 per cent by the
employment fund (previously the TVR) to which both employers
and employees have contributed since the 1990s’ crisis. In
addition, there is also a General Unemployment Fund that a �fth

http://databank.worldbank.org/data/reports.aspx?source=&series=SL.UEM.NEET.ZS


of Finnish wage earners subscribe to (YTK) and Böckerman and
Kiander (2006: 161) have attributed part of the reason for
declining trade union membership to the growth of this provision.

While the tripartite agreements have broken down, employers’
federations and trade unions still negotiate collective agreements
to determine wages in a system of industry-level pattern
bargaining, as a minimum wage is not otherwise written into law.
Collective bargaining coverage increased from 85 per cent in 2000
to 91 per cent in 2016 (Jonker-Hoffrén 2019: 198). Regardless of
membership of the trade union or employers’ federation, which
negotiates the collective agreement, it still applies to the entire
industry. The prevalence of strikes in late 2019, during
negotiations, indicated a lack of willingness on the part of
employers to compromise before their employees had to resort to
strike action. Legally, strikes are not allowed when a collective
agreement is active, but are allowed to take place during their
negotiations.

Striking is easier when unemployment is relatively low, as it is
today in Finland. It is especially so for younger people in Finland,
when Finland’s unemployment rates are lower than those in other
European countries. The recent fall in unemployment rates for
young people is arguably attributable to a combination of the end
of the 2008 Great Recession in Finland, and the ever decreasing
numbers of young people, due to the drop in birth rates two
decades ago (which continue to fall today). Figure 3.2 shows youth
unemployment rates in Finland in 2018 and how they compare to
other European countries. This is the share of young people not in
education, employment or training as a proportion of the
corresponding age group: youth (ages 15–24), or persons aged 15–
29, depending on the convention in each country.

In recent decades services have become more important for the
economy and the service sector now contributes over two thirds
of Finland’s GDP (EK 2018) and almost certainly a higher
proportion of its growth. The Finnish economy grew at the turn of



the millennium, largely thanks to the short-lived success of Nokia,
which developed on the back of a strong information and
communication technology (ICT) sector that had been quietly
growing, aided by educational reforms in the 1960s and 1970s.
Recovery from the 1990s depression was primarily driven by
exports. Nokia was early in the adoption of a new technology:
ef�cient mobile phones with low battery consumption and a high-
quality keypad. However, it failed to adapt quickly enough
(Lemola 2014: 33).

Nokia created products for a world economy and also bene�ted
from a cheap labour force in the former Eastern Bloc and China
(Honkapohja & Vihriälä 2019: 130). In contrast with overall
European growth, which was in slowdown after 1990, Finland,
along with Sweden, grew faster than the US in the 1990s, as those
Scandinavian countries’ larger welfare budgets were not a
constraint to growth (Chang 2012). Even after Nokia went into
rapid decline and Microsoft purchased its mobile business in 2013,
Finland was not damaged economically as badly as other
countries. It weathered the global economic crash of 2008 by
raising public spending up to 56.2 per cent of GDP in 2012 – a rate
of spending that the government plans to continue to 2022 with
only modest reductions, by which time it will have the projected
highest public spending in the af�uent world (see Table 3.2).

The �nancial crash and eurozone crisis: Finland’s “lost decade”

As a eurozone member, Finland has had to tough out both the
2007–08 global �nancial crash as well as the subsequent eurozone
sovereign debt crisis, which started in 2009 and peaked in 2010
and 2012. In 2009 Finland’s GDP per capita shrank to levels that
had not been seen since 1918. Despite a brief period of growth,
GDP per capita fell again after 2011 (Heikkinen 2017: 306).

From the mid-1980s to the onset of these crises, Finland had
experienced a slight increase in income inequality, with the gap



between the bottom and top 10 per cent widening slightly, by 1.3
per cent (Matthijs 2015: 4). Finns keep a close eye on inequality,
which is one reason why it is so low in their country. An increase
in income inequality between the mid-1980s and 2008 was also
large enough to be easily measurable by the Gini coef�cient (a
measure of inequality that takes into account the entire
distribution under study), but by this measurement there was also
a decrease in income inequality more recently, between 2008 and
2012 (Matthijs 2015: 5). By this point, and largely as a result of low
inequality, Finland had the second lowest poverty and social
exclusion rate in all of Europe by 2017 (Figure 3.3).

Among the eurozone countries, Finland is part of the northern
European core of members that have pushed for EU-wide austerity
measures and maintained a strict stance towards southern
“debtors” such as Greece. Interestingly, however, even as Finland
preached prudence, it actually increased the proportion of its own
GDP spent on public services between 2008 and 2014, in contrast
to almost every other country in Europe (see Figure 6.2 in Chapter
6). In joining the eurozone, Finland sacri�ced the policy option of
currency devaluation to increase competitiveness. The economic
constraints of eurozone membership have been politicized in
public debate and related to broader national socio-economic
issues of distribution, in particular by the far-right Finns Party
(Salo & Rygdren 2018; Soini 2015).



Table 3.2: Proportion of GDP spending on public services 2002, 2012, and projected in
2022

% of GDP 2002 2012 2022
Finland 47.5 56.2 52.2

Belgium 49.5 55.9 51.9

France 52.3 56.8 51.7

Denmark 53.2 58.0 50.8

Austria 52.5 51.5 50.3

Norway 45.8 42.2 49.4

Sweden 53.3 50.6 48.3

Italy 46.8 50.8 47.6

Greece 45.8 52.4 45.5

Germany 47.3 44.3 44.4

Portugal 43.7 48.5 43.9

Netherlands 43.9 47.1 43.0

Canada 40.5 41.0 40.0

Spain 38.6 48.1 39.8

United Kingdom 35.8 43.7 37.6

United States 33.6 37.3 36.7

Australia 35.0 36.7 35.3

Japan 35.7 38.7 35.2

New Zealand 33.2 35.9 32.0

Source: Updated January 2018 using October 2017 IMF release:
http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/weo/2017/02/weodata/index.aspx.

Note: Data for Ireland are excluded as its GDP in recent years has been arti�cially in�ated
by US companies locating their European headquarters there to gain from very low tax
rates. The 2012 data include public spending to bail out the banks which was then
occurring.

As a eurozone member, Finnish economic policymaking is
subject to EU scrutiny, and shortly before the Covid-19 pandemic,
the European Commission (EC) raised concerns over Finland’s
latest budget proposal. Given the added spending the budget
proposed, the EC wanted to know how it would be balanced
(Muhonen & Sajari 2019). Finland’s Ministry of Finance clari�ed
that the budget de�cit to GDP ratio would be only 1 per cent in

http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/weo/2017/02/weodata/index.aspx


2020, still below the maximum of 3 per cent allowed within the
eurozone, effectively countering European Commission concerns
of being a case of “signi�cant” non-compliance. The European
Commission (2019) still responded by saying it was “of the opinion
that the Draft Budgetary Plan of Finland is at risk of non-
compliance with the provisions of the Stability and Growth Pact”,
albeit not at risk of “signi�cant” non-compliance. Similar
warnings were issued to Belgium, Spain, France, Italy, Portugal,
Slovenia and Slovakia.



Figure 3.3: At risk of poverty or social exclusion rate, 2017 (EU countries at that time)

Source: Based on data provided by Eurostat (2018d).

Note: Switzerland, Norway, Iceland, Turkey, North Macedonia are represented by 2016
data instead of 2017.

Finland justi�ed its deviation from the provisions of the
Stability and Growth Pact by emphasizing that its �scal
expansion during the upcoming widely predicted global economic
slowdown was future-oriented, that these were temporary
increases in expenditure, and that general government �nances



would be balanced by 2023 if desired employment levels were
reached (Saarenheimo 2019). The government further emphasized
that its relatively low debt ratio would remain so, despite
expenditure increases due to the sale of central government
assets, and that in the future it would be �nanced by high receipts
from indirect taxation and budget reallocations. All these factors
serve to keep poverty rates low in Finland (Figure 3.3).

Compared to other EU economies, Finland recovered from the
2008 global �nancial crisis and the eurozone crisis at a slower
pace, taking until 2018 to match its pre-crisis productivity levels
(Honkapohja & Vihriälä 2019: 24). Finland’s capacity to recover
was hindered in part by its earlier dependence on Nokia, whose
success was short-lived and was overtaken by the Apple iPhone
released in 2007 (Honkapohja & Vihriälä 2019: 26). Contraction in
the electricity and electronics industry led to a 4 per cent fall in
GDP between 2008 and 2015.

The overall fall in GDP also explains why public spending as a
proportion of GDP rose so rapidly in Finland between 2008 and
2015. This was because public spending levels were not cut when
GDP fell while industries outside of the ICT sector, including
forestry and chemical industries, contracted with declining global
demand.

In 2015 Reuters reported that Finland had “suffered three years
of economic contraction and is currently performing worse than
any other country in the euro zone” (Rosendahl 2015). The
Telegraph newspaper and the BBC announced that the country
had become the new “sick man of Europe”, with unemployment
rising to 9.5 per cent (Walker 2016). This is when Finland tumbled
from twelfth on the international HDI league table to twenty-
fourth by 2014; before returning to twelfth again in 2019 (see
Table 3.1 above).

By reducing unemployment bene�ts, income tax and early
childhood education funding, and by implementing a
competitiveness pact that helped the export industry, Sipilä’s



cabinet (2015–19) increased the employment rate to 72 per cent
and the number of employed individuals rose by over 100,000 by
2018 (Orjasniemi 2019). Note that the employment rate is not
simply the opposite of the unemployment rate as many adults not
in work are not seeking work. It is also worth noting that at this
time the debt-to-GDP ratio was improved via spending cuts,
rather than tax increases.

Conclusion

The Bank of Finland announced in December 2016 that the
recession that began in 2008 would soon come to an end, as the
economy had begun to grow again (Kiviranta 2016). However,
Finland’s economic boom ended in 2019, with economic forecasts
predicting more moderate GDP growth. At the time of writing, the
trade wars proliferating around the world were especially
concerning for Finland, as the export of goods and services
accounts for 39 per cent of the country’s GDP (World Bank 2018a;
also see Carrington 2019). Following EU sanctions against Russia
instituted in 2014 due to the annexation of Crimea by the Russian
Federation, Finnish exports to and imports from Russia fell by over
30 per cent (Jonker-Hoffrén 2019: 198). The future of the Finnish
economy remains highly dependent on global economic trends
because of its reliance on export earnings and it will clearly be
affected by the Coronavirus pandemic of 2020. Whether Finland
proves to be more (or less) resilient than other countries will not
be clear until after this book is published – but its social solidarity
and excellent health service should prove to be key assets.

The employment rate in mid-2019 was at its highest in almost
30 years, standing at 73.5 per cent (Honkapohja & Vihriälä 2019:
30) although it had fallen to 71.17 per cent by November of that
year (Findikaattori 2019). The unemployment rate dropped to
below 7 per cent in mid-2019 and was at 5.9 per cent by November
of that year (Findikaattori 2020). As an ageing population



threatens to slow growth and increase demands on the public
sector (Honkapohja & Vihriälä 2019: 31), Finland must institute
policies that will enable it to attract and integrate immigrants
who will sustain the economy (Vartiainen 2011: 82).

Finland has been able to build a globally competitive economy
on the basis of equality and investment in its people. As Finland
continues to depend on exports, investment in sustainable
technology is crucial for Finland to gain a competitive edge as its
global demand grows. The start-up culture in Finland is helping
spread Finnish innovation globally (Medium 2019). In November
2019, the winner of the MIT Inclusive Innovation Challenge was
Finnish company Reaktor for its free online course “Elements of
AI”, which was developed in partnership with the University of
Helsinki (Reaktor 2019).

Finland’s economy is constantly changing in terms of the work
people are doing and so no neat conclusion here is possible. In
November 2019 a two-week long strike by Posti, the state-owned
postal service, took place after 700 packaging and e-commerce
workers protested against a plan to move them to another
collective agreement that would lower wages (Yle Uutiset 2019c).
Con�icting reports about whether or not Prime Minister Antti
Rinne and Minister for Ownership Steering Sirpa Paatero knew of
this state-owned company’s plan before the strike led �rst to
Paatero resigning, and (in a shocking sequence of events) to Rinne
resigning when the Centre Party coalition partner withdrew
support from the prime minister (Kaarenoja 2019).

While there was criticism in late 2019 of Rinne overstepping
his mandate in the negotiations as prime minister, there was
likewise criticism from the left of the recent involvement of the
former (as they termed it “bourgeois”) government in labour
markets. The most recent Competitiveness Pact had been passed
by the centre-right government led by Sipilä, under the threat of
“system-weakening legislation” (Jonker-Hoffrén 2019: 202). The
main aim was to improve the competitiveness of Finnish



companies, which is important for the export-led Finnish
economy and in particular for the manufacturing sector (Jonker-
Hoffrén 2019: 199). The Finnish economy did grow, employment
reached 72 per cent and debt-to-GDP ratio growth stalled, but the
terms of the Competitiveness Pact, especially regarding additional
unpaid working hours and cuts to holiday pay, were under revision
in the negotiation rounds of late 2019 and early 2020 (Simula
2019).

The resignations of late 2019 led, famously, to �ve women
working in coalition at the top of Finnish politics and with the
power to steer its economics in a new direction by December 2019
(see Chapter 7). With an ambitious leftwing government led by
Sanna Marin, it remains to be seen how Finland will attempt to
reconcile participation in the global economy with its welfare
state, and if it can reverse policy decisions by the previous
government which, while restoring growth, also withdrew key
investment in its people – namely, in education (to which we turn
next).

As this chapter has shown, Finland has weathered numerous
economic crises, both in recent years and recent decades. This is
not well understood outside of Finland. It is now clear that the
ways in which its people have handled these crises have,
ultimately, been successful. However, for a country that is now
very reliant on export earnings the current pandemic crisis is yet
another great risk. Demand for buying both goods and services
from around the world is expected to drop severely during 2020
and possibly in subsequent years also. It is far too early to say how
Finland will fare. But what matters most is how it manages in
comparison to other af�uent states. One conclusion that could be
drawn from its recent economic history, is that it is likely to fare
better than most. Finland – as a collective economy – is now more
resilient, �exible, imaginative and caring than others.



PART II

Social policy



In this section there are three chapters that cover the human
lifespan, discussing issues that most affect people in their youth,
mid-life – which we de�ne as ages 21 to 61 – and old age. We
discuss childhood and education in the �rst chapter, general
equality in the second, and health in the �nal chapter of this
section.

We begin by demonstrating how Finland’s very high levels of
income equality for older people are related to high levels of social
mobility for the young; and how schools in Finland further
accelerate social mobility. Social mobility is easier when the gap
between top and bottom is so much narrower than it is in other
countries. We show that Finland is second only to Norway in how
little money is spent on private schooling and look at how Finland
manages to be a world leader in education without spending more
overall than many other countries. We also show how Finland has
the lowest variation in school outcomes of any OECD country –
which partly explains why its educational results are so good. We
end by discussing Finland’s work opportunities for the young,
youth unemployment and higher education.

In Chapter 5, on the middle years of life, we begin by discussing
data that con�rm that income inequality in Finland has been low
for some time and show how this contributes to high levels of
social mobility. Of all the countries in the world, only in Denmark
does it matter less who your parents are for your prospects in later
life. We show that in the workplace Finnish employees of all grades
have much greater �exibility over the hours they work than in all
of the 35 other OECD countries for which there is data. This is as
true for Finns without formal quali�cations as for those with
university degrees – employees in Finland are the most trusted to
determine their own hours of work. We then discuss the paradox
of Finland having one of the lowest proportions of women
working in jobs that require science, technology, engineering and
mathematics quali�cations – despite Finland ranking joint
highest on the global index of gender equality, which includes how



well girls and women do at school and university in general in
Finland. We end the chapter by looking at the taxation that keeps
inequality low.

In Chapter 6, on old age and health, we demonstrate how
Finland – along with Japan, Norway, Sweden and the Netherlands
– has the lowest rates of health and social problems in the world
today; how Finland, along with France, funds its well-�nanced
public services via conventional taxation; how the numbers of
foreign citizens coming to Finland, often to work in public
services, have recently increased; and we end by considering how
and why life expectancy in Finland is continuing to rise so quickly.

Kouluaamiainen helsinkiläisessä kansakoulussa – School breakfast in an elementary
school, under the former Finnish educational system.

Photograph taken by Hugo Sundström in 1949 or 1950. Used with permission of Helsinki
City Museum; photo licensed with CC BY 4.0 licence.



4

Childhood and education

“In Finland, where children don’t start primary school
before they are 7 years old, the government requires that all
children must be given opportunities to play, have a voice in
what and how they will learn, and must have at least 1 hour
for physical activity every day, mostly outside, in addition
to physical educational classes.”

Pasi Sahlberg and William Doyle (2019)

Introduction: improving upon the best

According to the economist and Nobel laureate James Heckman,
investment in children produces a high return, bene�ting not only
the immediate family and child, but society as a whole (Center for
High Impact Philanthropy 2015). In 1951 the future of Finland was
predicted to be “grey and dreary”, but the Finns were tenacious
(Sletholt 1951: 126). More importantly than that, they eventually
chose the right route to trudge determinedly along.

Finland’s postwar recovery and its capacity to establish itself
as a serious country depended on the transformation of its (now
world-renowned) education system. Alongside providing
suf�cient support for parents, good housing and high-quality
healthcare, education is one of the most important investments in
society that a government can make to ensure both the
productivity and the well-being of future generations. Politicians
such as former Prime Minister Jyrki Katainen of the National



Coalition Party have emphasized the role of a highly educated
society in promoting global competitiveness (Nygård 2015: 153–
4). However, such aspirations may fall short if they are not
accompanied by policies that also invest well in public services
and education funding.

The frequency with which Finland is acclaimed as the best in
the world for education does not mean that it cannot improve
further, nor that some of its politicians won’t squander that
success in the future. Educational mobility is a measure of the
degree to which the education system of a country increases or
decreases the importance of parental �nances and parental power
in determining a child’s future. Figure 4.1 shows the performance
of countries in terms of the social mobility they have achieved and
their levels of income inequality, with both factors shown to be
in�uenced by levels of educational mobility within each country.
Ten years ago, Denmark achieved slightly greater social mobility
than Finland, but as Figure 4.1 shows, that was not the fault of
Finland’s educational system. Finland has high educational
mobility due to its equitable schools, which in turn leads to an
increase in social mobility, but not by quite as much as in
Denmark. In contrast, Norway’s schools’ system, while of high
quality, appears to operate to slightly reduce social mobility. What
Figure 4.1 illustrates is data which suggest that its more equitable
schools are the reason why Finland does better than Norway,
overall, in terms of social mobility.

In Norway, overall social mobility is almost as high as in
Finland, and so the extent to which people are likely to earn more
(or less) than their parents during their working lives is high,
despite the fact that the education system in Norway serves to
reduce social mobility slightly. In both Finland and Norway
income inequalities are low, so if you earn more than your parents
it is not greatly more, and if you earn less it is not usually much
less. This, above all else, helps parents in both countries not to try
to determine their children’s future as much as elsewhere.



Nevertheless, Norway should look to Finland to improve its
schools. Of course, all three of these Scandinavian countries look
like educational and social Utopias in comparison to states such
as the UK, US and Brazil, where in 2009 children’s outcomes in life
depended, and still depend today, so much on who their parents
are (see also Figure 5.1). Figure 4.1 reveals that schools in the US
and UK play a greater role in increasing social mobility than in
most countries because educational mobility is high, since few
American or British children are tested around age 11 and assigned
a secondary school on that basis. Nevertheless, schools alone can
do little in such unequal countries to alter social mobility overall,
which is primarily determined by overall income inequality.

Figure 4.1: Social and educational mobility versus income inequality, 2009

Source: Dorling & Hennig (2010).



If a country aims to build a more equal society, policies on
education and families should play a key role, among many other
factors, in working towards mitigating the in�uence of family
circumstances on a child’s future prospects. In Finland, where the
gap between rich and poor is smaller than almost anywhere else,
social mobility is understood to be about the freedom to choose
what you want to do irrespective of your origins, rather than
becoming “better” by climbing above the people around you on a
social ladder with widely spaced rungs. When measured
conventionally, social mobility is higher in Finland than in almost
any other country in the world, but even the Finnish education
and welfare system still does not provide for anything near
complete equality of opportunity.

According to a recent OECD report on social mobility (OECD
2018a), it would take a child from a low-income (bottom 20 per
cent) family in Finland an average of three generations to earn the
national average income, assuming his or her children’s and
grandchildren’s position advanced with the usual variance for
Finland today (Inman 2018). Sweden and Norway had the same
results, whereas for a Danish child in the same situation it would
take only two generations. For the UK and US that �gure now
stands at �ve generations, for Chile six, India seven, Brazil nine,
and Colombia eleven.

There is a wealth of research evidence pointing to a strong
correlation, in both economically equal and unequal countries,
between a child’s educational level and that of their own parent(s),
which is then further correlated with other markers of well-being
such as parents’ income, their overall employability, and their
health (Salovuori 2016). A study published in 2016 assessed the
educational attainment of all adults born in 1987 in Finland –
approximately 60,000 people. It measured the level of education
they had attained by the age of 25 and sought to account for the
variation. This age group had lived through two deep recessions,
and their parents had been subject to welfare cuts affecting



daycare, maternity and child health clinics, and school healthcare.
The study found that among the Finnish children whose parents
were most highly educated, almost 75 per cent had an upper
secondary quali�cation or university degree, while for those
whose parents did not have high school or university degrees, only
slightly more than 20 per cent had been educated to an upper
secondary or university degree level. This study underscored the
fact that despite Finland doing so well in international rankings,
spending cuts in the 1990s hampered social mobility.

There is great public concern in Finland over any possible
reductions in social mobility and increasing wealth and income
inequality. Spending cuts that may (possibly) have improved GDP
growth have certainly exacerbated the risk of Finland not moving
forward in these areas in future. For example, in 2016, 10.2 per cent
of Finland’s children lived in low-income households. This was
despite Finland being one of the EU and OECD nations that most
often reports one of the lowest child poverty rates in the world
(Karvonen & Salmi 2016). Allowances paid during state-subsidized
parental leave have decreased by up to 30 per cent since 1994,
when the of�cial child poverty rate was only 4.5 per cent. By 2014,
the child poverty rate had more than doubled over two decades to
reach 11.7 per cent – although as a comparison, almost a third of
children in the UK live in poverty and an even higher proportion
suffer very damaging high relative poverty in the US. The small
increase in child poverty in Finland has been attributed to the
increasing gap between incomes within the country, coupled with
adverse political decision-making (Yle Uutiset 2018c). Spending
cuts, and poverty, have particularly affected families with children.
Childhood poverty can have signi�cant negative impacts on
development and later life, and a country willing to tolerate even
Finland’s (still) relatively low levels of child poverty risks
hampering attempts to build a more equal and even better
educated society.



In part because of constant vigilance, it is clear that Finland
has developed a remarkably equitable education system alongside
progressive childhood and family policies that are increasingly
lauded worldwide. Progressive politicians in so many other
countries can only dream of reducing their child poverty rates to
one in ten children. Alongside Sweden, Finland is one of very few
countries in the world to provide free school meals to all students
from early childhood education to upper secondary education.
School meals are not termed “free” in Finland; they are just called
“lunch”. The legislation to provide them was introduced in 1943
and fully implemented by 1948, a time when Finland was far
poorer than the countries debating universal free lunch
programmes are today. Thus, just as pupils expect to be provided
with a chair and a table to work at, so they (and their parents)
expect there to be food as well. It is almost always more ef�cient
to provide food communally. Furthermore, during the summer
holidays, play-schemes in Helsinki provide free noontime meals
for all children under the age of 16 (Palvelukeskus Helsinki 2019).
Playground meals date back to 1942 when wartime food shortages
affected the majority of inhabitants of the nation’s capital.

Other countries began to provide free meals for some children
earlier than 1942; but they still often fail to do so universally
today. Free school meals in the UK are provided to roughly 15 per
cent of pupils, but only to those from the lowest-income families,
although universal free school meals have been available for �ve to
seven-year-olds since 2014 (IFS 2019). The US has means-tested
free school lunches. The take-up in the US is larger than in the UK,
at 30 per cent of 5–17 year-olds who all come from families living
at or below 130 per cent of the poverty line (the poverty line is set
so low in the US that many children above it would still go hungry
if they were not fed at school). In addition, 20 per cent of poor
children in the US also receive free breakfast (Ruf�ni 2018: 2).
However, this seems insuf�cient in the light of �ndings reported
by the Washington Post in 2018 that children in the Washington DC



area had collectively built up a debt of over $500,000 because of
their parents’ inability to pay for lunch at school (Lukacovic 2018).
In the US state policies vary, however, and New York City public
schools have provided free lunch since 2017 for all children, 75 per
cent of whom would in any case have quali�ed, so high are US
rates of child poverty in most of the country (Piccoli & Harris
2017).

Healthcare is also provided at Finnish comprehensive schools
(peruskoulu), and in some circumstances the costs of travel to and
from school are also covered. In Finland, schools with tuition fees
are very rare, often partly state-subsidized, and not necessarily
educationally superior: the highest-performing schools are all free.
Regional differences in the quality of schools are very small (Info
Finland 2019a). In 2013 a report issued by the OECD’s Programme
for International Student Assessment (PISA) indicated that
differences among schools in Finland accounted for only 7.7 per
cent of variation in student performance, against an OECD
average of 42 per cent.

In some countries, such as the UK, despite its state schools not
dividing most children at age 11, the school that children attend
still has the greatest in�uence on how they later perform when
tested at age 18 (Morris et al. 2016). A child that shows very little
ability at age eight, but who has rich parents who can pay for
private education, can nevertheless be coached to appear to do
well at later “A level” examinations and end up at a prestigious UK
university, despite having little personal interest in study. This has
the result of much university teaching in elite universities in the
UK having to be banal to ensure that the largely uninterested
students do not �nd it too dif�cult (Dorling 2019b). Such a
situation would be unimaginable today in Finland.

Finland is the most literate nation in the world according to a
measure that combines test scores with educational inputs,
newspaper readership rates, library use and computer access
(Central Connecticut State University 2019). Finland is second



only to Iceland in having the highest number of library users per
inhabitant, and Finns purchase the most books per person per
year. It is worth noting that the Finnish writing system is
phonemic: “Finnish children only need to learn 23 letter-phoneme
pairs, whereas in English, the possible grapheme-to-phoneme
mappings are about 2,000, and whatever rules and mnemonics
there are [in English], are quite complex and often require seeing
(and considering) the pattern of the entire word before one can
assume much about its pronunciation” (Aho 2016).

Finland scored relatively well in some of the earlier
international assessments of educational performance, such as
TIMSS (Third International Mathematics and Science Study) in
which Finland performed above average, and beat the US in both
mathematics and geography in 1999. However, it was the later
PISA rankings, launched in 2000, which served to attract so much
international attention to this small Nordic country’s education
system (Ukkola 2011; Dickinson 2019). There has been a great deal
of criticism of the PISA comparisons, but not in how they describe
Finland (Dorling 2015: �gure 2).

On the darker side, however, Finland has experienced deadly
incidents in schools, most recently a machete attack in Kuopio in
October 2019 (BBC 2019b; Happonen 2019). This latest event has
called into question the effectiveness of the prevention work done
since the school shootings in Jokela (2007) and Kauhajoki (2008),
which saw multiple casualties.

A short history of education in Finland

Finland’s current educational system, for which it eventually
became internationally acclaimed, was the result of a drastic
transformation that took place more than half a century ago with
the passage of the Basic School Act into law in 1968 (Kupiainen et
al. 2009). However, the ground was prepared for these changes
some years before that.



In around 1900 only a third of Finland’s rural children attended
school. However, by 1911, 50 per cent of Finnish children went to
school and in 1921 six years of education from the age of seven
became compulsory (Pekkarinen & Uusitalo 2012). At the age of 11,
children could transfer to one of the 338 grammar schools that
provided the only possible route to higher education.

In 1950, only 27 per cent of Finland’s 11-year-olds entered
grammar schools (Sahlberg 2015: 34). Even by the late 1950s,
access to grammar school education was dominated by city
dwellers. Some 20 per cent of children from the rural areas, where
the majority of the Finnish population then lived, entered
grammar schools; as compared to 47 per cent from towns. Entry
was competitive, and skewed to the better-off, because it
depended not only on having suf�ciently high grades, but also on
a pupil’s family having adequate �nance. Two-thirds of grammar
schools were privately owned, and most required parents to pay
tuition fees. Students unable to get into grammar school by
impressing a teacher, or by buying their way in, could instead
attend civil schools that would lead to further vocational, but not
further academic education (OECD 2010).

Beginning in the 1950s, Finnish government funding and
control of grammar schools was increased, and the pedagogical
approach gradually changed from formal teacher-centred
education focused on moral development (behaviour and
conformity) to a focus on cognitive development based on new
evidence emerging from educational research (Sahlberg 2015: 35).

Legislation introduced in 1957 and 1958 extended the period of
mandatory education to eight years. The 1968 Basic Education
Act mandated nine years of comprehensive schooling (six years of
primary and three years of secondary education). Grammar
schools were gradually phased out during the 1970s (Palonen
2019). At the same time, teacher education was upgraded to
master’s degree level (for primary as well as secondary teaching) in
expanding faculties of education. Teachers and their union



actively supported these changes, but the primary advocates were
Finland’s left-wing political parties (the Social Democratic Party
and the predecessor to the present-day Left Alliance, the Finnish
People’s Democratic League) on the grounds that it built greater
social and regional equality. Support was also forthcoming from
the Agrarian League (now the Centre Party), which advocated for
greater regional equality (Parliament of Finland 2019b).

Agreement on reforms was a long time coming, however, as
teachers, universities and politicians questioned whether it would
ever be possible to guarantee an equal-opportunity education to
all children. Some argued that educational levels would suffer from
putting all children in the same classroom, and that the children
of Finland as a whole would be better off under conditions of
competition and selectivity (Palonen 2019). Some of the
compromises made between the opposing parties included having
different levels of teaching being offered within the same class, but
such compromises were soon abandoned when it became clear
that instead of being bene�cial, they discouraged the educational
attainment of boys in particular, who tended to choose or
gravitate towards easier levels.

Winning the arguments for reform depended on the desire for
greater equality and a national sense of unity; equally
importantly, the national consensus that greater economic
growth was necessary made it harder to argue against reforming a
system that perpetuated inequality and hence inef�ciency. With
such a small population, the country could not afford to let large
numbers of Finns fall behind if it wanted to achieve higher
productivity levels, and the conclusion that inequality would stall
economic growth seemed (and in hindsight was) logical.

In 1955–56, grammar schools in Finland enrolled about 34,000
pupils; in 1960 there were 215,000; in 1965, 270,000; and in 1970,
324,000 (Sahlberg 2015: 42). Parents were clearly keen to improve
their children’s economic and social opportunities; the new
educational system that was introduced by the 1968 reforms



aimed to show that equal educational opportunity could promote
social cohesion and strengthen individual development.
Importantly, the reforms had been in�uenced by evidence from
abroad, such as the 1966 US Coleman report on Equality of
Educational Opportunity. Based on a survey of 650,000 students
and teachers in more than 3,000 American schools, it had been
mandated by the US Civil Rights Act of 1964 (Sahlberg 2015: 43).

Finland’s 1968 educational reform was passed in parliament
with 123 votes for and 68 against, with most of the dissenting
votes belonging to right-wing parties: the National Coalition
Party and members of the party now known as the Centre Party.
The vote is likely to have been in�uenced by events outside of
Finland, from the 1967 summer of love in the US through to the
student demonstrations in the spring of 1968 in France and
around the world, including in Helsinki. There was a sense of
change in the air internationally. What is most interesting is that
in Finland, the reaction to that zeitgeist took the form of
progressive thinking that would be to the great bene�t of future
generations.

While reformist educators and policy-makers were drawing on
international evidence, including that from America, they were
also learning from local experience and adapting as they went
along. The high quality of teacher training resulted in teachers
becoming greatly respected by parents, the public and the
authorities, and this made it easier to allow them greater
autonomy.

Initially, comprehensive education was highly centralized, but
decentralisation in the 1980s gave municipalities more freedom
over their schools whilst still following the same common core
curriculum and classroom scheduling guidelines (Kupiainen et al.
2009). All post-16 education in Finland is selective in that there
are varying exam point thresholds that determine which route a
pupil may take at that point. However, for those who do not
manage to get into a more academic upper-secondary school at



age 16, there is a voluntary additional basic education year that
will allow them to resit their age-16 year school assessments and
apply again (Studyinfo 2020).

Nowadays, only a small minority of schools in Finland levy
tuition fees. Most schools with tuition fees specialize in foreign
language-medium instruction, such as the German school in
Helsinki, whose fees for the academic year 2018–19 were €336.50
(Deutsche Schule Helsinki 2019), or slightly less than one euro per
day! Some international schools, such as the International School
of Helsinki, charge much higher fees at €12,000–16,000 a year
(International School of Helsinki 2019). But if you want to take
the International Baccalaureate (IB) education typically offered by
fee-paying international schools, you can opt instead to attend a
public (known in the UK as “state”) school for free as long as you
pass an entrance exam. Some of those state schools have better
average scores than the very few private international schools,
which, as a result, are not seen as more prestigious than others.

Today private education has all but disappeared from Finland,
despite not being outlawed. Luck and chance will have also played
a part in the development of a system that works so very well in a
country that a century ago was considered an educational
backwater – a place to leave if you wanted to get on. It may have
been a matter of luck that no effective opponents to the 1968
educational reforms emerged. However, there were political
debates for almost two decades before these changes ushered in
comprehensive education in Finland, so the tenacity of those who
had been calling for change was hugely important.

Figure 4.2 shows that countries with higher levels of enrolment
in private education do not spend less on education overall. When
four to six times as much is spent per head on children in the
private sector, educational spending is very inef�cient. In the more
unequal countries of the af�uent world, most money is invested in
just a few children drawn from the richest of families.



Figure 4.2: State and private school spending, OECD countries, 2016



Source: OECD (2019c).

Note: Data for Denmark, Greece and Switzerland is missing from the OECD table
released in September 2019; countries are sorted by percentage private of the total
amount.

In recent years, Chile, Australia, the US and UK are among those
countries, many of which have been involved in con�ict and war,
that tend to fare quite badly in many international rankings of
education and related achievements. Their people now often
suffer the symptoms of societal breakdown and a lack of social
cohesion, and income inequality levels are extremely high in all
four states. It is hard to believe that it is mere coincidence that
these are also the countries in which so many people in power
were educated separately, away from the rest of the population –
not just separated at birth due to af�uence, but throughout their
childhoods due to private schooling. A truly comprehensive
education system, that treats all children as equally deserving,
appears to have far wider social implications than just being
bene�cial in terms of educational results.

Early years’ education

Finland has a long history of intervening to help mothers and
their babies. The Maternity Grants Act came into law in 1937 in
response to the high infant mortality rates (69 per 1,000 births).
This was one of the �rst major public social and health
interventions made by the �rst coalition government of the SDP
and the Agrarian League, which is now the Centre Party (Laurent
2017: 92–3). Mothers from low-income backgrounds were among
the �rst to receive the maternity package in 1938, and all mothers
began to receive it in 1949 (Kela 2019a). Kela, the comprehensive
Finnish Social Insurance Institution, still provides new mothers
with a generous and justly renowned maternity package today.



In 2018 the Finnish package comprised 64 items including
bedding, baby clothes, nappies, bottles and toys, and packed in a
box that can double as a baby’s �rst bed. It is very unlike the
commercial advertising-heavy “Bounty Pack” that mothers in
England receive, and much more like the package now being
introduced in Scotland (Kela 2019b). In order to apply for the
maternity package, the mother has to provide proof of an
antenatal (prenatal) medical examination before the �fth month
of pregnancy, thereby ensuring that the health of both the foetus
and the mother is assessed and monitored much more rigorously
than in other af�uent nations. Such measures, provided by
Finland’s maternity clinics, helped reduce infant mortality rates.
Early childhood development is further supported by Finland’s
maternity and paternity legislation, which will be discussed in the
next chapter.

Today, once a child in Finland turns three years old, he or she is
entitled to subsidized or free-to-access early education at daycare,
which can be full-time if both parents are working (Infopankki
2019a). At this point in a child’s life, parents are no longer entitled
to parental or home leave from work, unless they have younger
children. The maximum fee for municipal daycare is €290 a
month, although this cost may be waived for low-income families
depending on their circumstances. From three to four years old,
each child is entitled to 15 hours of free daycare per week, which
can be increased to 30 hours for certain parents (via means-
testing). Children can also enter private daycare, for which Kela
pays an allowance directly to the daycare provider, with costs for
private provision similar to the cost of municipal daycare (Kela
2017). Preschool education (about four hours a day) which almost
all children attend, begins one year before compulsory education
of�cially begins at the age of seven (Infopankki 2019b).

Early childhood education attendance in Finland has increased
in recent years, but in 2019 it was still below the OECD average,
with one out of �ve children not attending (Ministry of Education



and Culture 2019a). The OECD average is 87 per cent, and other
Nordic countries tend to achieve an average ranging from 94 to 98
per cent. Finland’s investment of 1.2 per cent of its GDP in early
childhood education is, however, still much higher than the OECD
average of 0.8 per cent.

Most Finnish children attend early childhood education for at
least 20 hours a week, although it can be extended if the parents
are working or studying. Early years education involves developing
skills useful for school and lots of playtime and outdoor activities
to promote learning ability. Later, sports classes are introduced,
including outdoor activities such as orienteering and ice skating.
In Finland the forest is often close by, and it is not surprising that
educational innovations such as “forest school” began in
Scandinavia. Language support is also provided if the child’s
mother tongue is not Finnish or Swedish.

Early childhood education, which in other countries is often
called nursery school or kindergarten, is very different in Finland
from the norm elsewhere in the af�uent world. Adults providing
the care must hold at least a university degree in educational
sciences (OAJ 2019). The job of providing such care is respected,
and bears little resemblance to the warehousing of children so
that their parents can work longer hours. Sending a child to formal
school at an early age has never been shown to be bene�cial in any
international comparisons of educational outcomes; but helping
children to play with other children, rather than being trapped at
home most of the day, is one of the reasons why Finland is seen as
an educational model today – Finns let their children play with
other children. But to enable children to play and learn at the
same time, you have to be a well-trained teacher.

Teachers’ salaries are competitive within Finland, but average
across OECD countries; the highest are found in Luxembourg
starting at €74,400 a year in pre-primary education (OECD.Stat
2018a). The median monthly wage of all Finnish earners in 2018
was €3,079, and the median wage of public sector workers was



€2,834 (OSF 2019a). Compared to the OECD averages, starting
salaries are higher in all Nordic countries, but the maximum
salaries are lower (OECD 2019b: 396). In 2018, the median
monthly wage for early childhood and primary school teachers in
Finland (including those teaching school years 1–6 of
comprehensive school) was €3,363 for men and €2,918 for
women; those teaching the last three years of comprehensive
school or upper secondary school had median wages of €4,079
(men) and €3,974 (women); median wages for vocational teachers
were €3,918 (men) and €3,964 (women); and �nally the highest
median wages were found amongst university teachers at €4,743
(men) and €4,505 (women) (Hiilamo & Ala-Risku 2019). Teaching
remains a popular profession, and only just above 10 per cent of
applicants are accepted into the degree programmes
(Kumpulainen 2017: 209). We discuss the gap between women’s
and men’s pay in Finland later, in Chapter 5, in relation to Figure
5.3. For now, if the discrepancies above surprise you, it is worth
knowing that they are probably wider where you live.

Comprehensive school and upper-secondary education

Comprehensive primary (followed then by lower-secondary)
schooling begins at the age of seven in Finland, but it is strongly
encouraged that children attend at least one year of preschool
education or other similar activities before starting school. Like
early childhood education, and formal preschool with quali�ed
teachers, comprehensive primary education in Finland further
prepares a child for later school life, and can continue to provide
language support if needed, but it still comes with signi�cant
amounts of playtime and outdoor activities.

Comprehensive schooling lasts for nine years: primary (ages 7–
13) covering grades 1–6, and lower secondary (ages 14–16),
covering grades 7–9. Spending per student in the �nal three years
of comprehensive school in Finland was recently found to be the



third highest of the OECD countries measured (Ministry of
Education and Culture 2019a). The most recent 2019 OECD
“Education at a Glance” report showed that in Finland there is one
teacher for every nine students, against an OECD average of
thirteen. Fewer than 2 per cent of students in Finland attend
private schools and the few private schools that still exist are
often largely state subsidized, with parents having to pay very
little (Ministry of Education and Culture 2019b).

Recently, playtime has become a prominent pedagogical area of
study, with Finnish academic Pasi Sahlberg and his colleague
William Doyle writing a well-received book on this subject (see
the quotation at the start of this chapter). For every 45 minutes of
class time in Finland, students are given a 15-minute recess, and
they are encouraged to spend it outside. Frequent recesses have
been shown to increase attention during class. Such breaks do not
necessarily have to be spent outside, but in Finland they often are.
After school ends, sometime between noon and 2.00pm for lower
age groups, schools provide free afternoon activities in public
playgrounds for one to two hours (City of Helsinki 2019).

In Helsinki, children learn foreign languages such as English,
Spanish, French, Swedish and Russian from the age of ten for two
hours a week, and a second language can be chosen the following
year (City of Helsinki 2019). Swedish is introduced in grades 6 to 9
(ages 13–16) if it is not chosen earlier. Not only do Finnish children
emerge from school with the practical skill of �uency in one or
more foreign languages, but the lessons are an aid to imagination
and foster an understanding of other cultures. Education is also
provided in minority languages. Some 5 per cent of students
attend a school where lessons are taught in Swedish (Ministry of
Education and Culture 2018), and authorities in Sámi-speaking
areas of Lapland are required to organize Sámi-language
education. Educational institutions must also provide
opportunities for students to learn, or extend their knowledge of,
their native language. Additional funding is available to help



schools provide these opportunities for minorities such as Sámi
and Roma people, and pupils who use sign-language.

There are no national tests in basic education in Finland. The
matriculation examination at the end of upper secondary
education is the only national examination. Entry to further
education, including Finland’s universities, usually depends on the
results of the matriculation examination alongside any entry
tests. Entry to upper-secondary education (ages 16–18) does
depend on grades received at the end of basic education, but these
grades are provided by teachers and not by a national examination
(Ministry of Education and Culture 2018).

Owing to concerns that national examinations at lower
secondary level (especially age 11) in other countries have led to an
unhelpful �xation on exam results and competition between
schools rather than on well-rounded learning, the Trade Union of
Education in Finland remains opposed to them (Salo 2018).
Instead, for some years clari�ed assessment criteria have been
recommended, and the Finnish National Agency for Education
(OPH 2019) published the most recent draft criteria in 2019.

Finland has not had school and textbook inspections since the
1990s, when the system was decentralized (Yue 2014). In addition
to evaluations by public authorities and the independent Finnish
Education Evaluation Centre, teachers are provided with skills to
systematically evaluate their own work as part of their on-going
training (OAJ 2011). The Trade Union of Education in Finland (OAJ
2011) further highlights that for teaching to remain as a respected,
ethical profession, teachers must be provided with the freedom
and responsibility to teach and aid students in their all-round
development, rather than purely to train them to perform well in
tests.

Following the completion of comprehensive primary and
lower-secondary school, Finns can choose between upper
secondary academic education, called lukio, or vocational
education and training. Acceptance into either type is dependent



on the choice of children themselves, along with their parents,
then on school grades, and, in some circumstances, on entrance
exams, so there is selectivity after age 16. While these upper-
secondary education opportunities remain free of tuition fees and
free school meals are still provided, students and their parents
must pay for upper secondary textbooks and school materials.

Nationals of EU countries have the right to pursue university
education in any member state, and their typically high level of
foreign-language skills makes it easier for young Finnish adults to
do so. As those heading out of the country usually opt for
continental mainland European universities, the cost is generally
minimal, or even free. However, most choose to remain in Finland
for university study, and the variation in quality between Finnish
universities is negligible. Degrees from all Finnish universities are
well respected, in contrast to those in other countries with a far
more rigid hierarchy of status, resourcing and quality, real or
perceived.

Diversity in education

Amongst Finnish students, signi�cant differences in outcomes
have been found between boys and girls, and for children of
immigrants.

When, in 1982, Elina Lahelma found that girls received better
grades than boys in school, but then competed for work in care
services, whereas boys applied with worse grades for science,
technology, engineering and mathematical (STEM) subjects, she
was surprised at the extent to which the media focused on the
idea that schools were apparently not doing their best for boys
(Lahelma 2019). When not held back by educational systems that
put them at a disadvantage, girls tend to perform better than
boys, especially at age 15.

According to the 2015 PISA results, girls in Finland are on
average about half a year ahead of boys (Björksten 2016). Finnish



girls were most recently placed second among OECD countries in
natural science tests for 15-year-olds, while boys were tenth. Four
years earlier, in the 2011 PISA exams, there had been no difference
between girls and boys in science performance (Pöysä & Kupiainen
2018). Finnish girls, however, displayed the least interest among
OECD countries in pursuing science or technology careers
(Björksten 2016). Finland is not untypical in having a media that
expresses more concern over the fact that boys lag behind in
grades than that girls receive less encouragement to pursue STEM
subjects and careers. As in many other countries, boys in Finland
become men more likely to be in higher paying jobs than their
female peers. Even so, there is a growing and very real concern
about boys and young men who become excluded from society.

In PISA examinations in recent years, Finland’s second-
generation and �rst-generation immigrant children performed
well when compared with similar children in other countries
(Arkko 2018). Compared with Finnish-origin children, however,
their results were much lower on average. In the most recent PISA
examinations published in 2018, Finnish children scored an
average of 531 in reading, while second-generation and �rst-
generation immigrants scored averages of 484 and 419
respectively (Arkko 2018). Jouni Välijärvi, emeritus professor of
educational research at the University of Jyväskylä, has remarked
that while this difference is not as pronounced as it is in countries
such as Canada or Australia, it is also important to remember that
the language skill requirements are stricter for residency permits
in these countries than in Finland. Leena Nissilä from the Finnish
National Agency for Education has argued that mother-tongue
language teaching should increase, referencing an OECD study
that found that this enhances other learning. Participation in
early childhood education should also be increased as children of
immigrants are less likely to attend daycare with their peers,
where they have the opportunity to improve their Finnish or
Swedish.



One obstacle noted by the OECD was the substantial home
care support provided to parents, which sometimes discouraged
women in Finland who were not Finnish from working or pursuing
language education when their children were young. It should also
be noted that there are regional differences in terms of how many
hours of mother-tongue education children can receive. Helsinki
provides additional funds to prevent discrimination in schools
with low performance, high levels of poverty, or a signi�cant
number of foreign-born students for whom Finnish is a third,
fourth or �fth language, and research by Mikko Silliman has found
that in recent years (and mostly in Helsinki) the number of
children of immigrants attending the more academic streams of
upper secondary education has increased (Silliman 2017).

Investment in children and education in Finland did suffer
signi�cantly in the 1990s and then again after the global �nancial
crisis of 2008. Education expenditure in 2017 decreased by 2.3 per
cent, in real terms, compared with 2016 (OSF 2019b). However,
this does not apply to preschool or comprehensive education, for
which expenditure in real terms has grown since 2010.



Figure 4.3: Between and within school variation, OECD countries, 2009





Source: OECD PISA 2009 database, Table II.5.1; OECD 2013.

Note: Countries are ranked in descending order of the between-school variation; and
only those with under OECD average between school variation are shown here.

Vocational education suffered the most in the wake of cuts
made after 2008. In national as well as individual terms, such
austerity measures are surely false economies, as research
indicates. A recent working paper by Silliman and Virtanen for the
Research Institute of the Finnish Economy underscores the value
of vocational education, in particular for those unlikely to succeed
in higher secondary education. The researchers also found that
even after the transformation of the labour market following the
�nancial crash, the labour market in Finland still provides a great
range of opportunities for those with the skills developed in
vocational schools (Silliman & Virtanen 2019) and as Figure 4.3
shows, students in any school prior to age 16 do not have
signi�cantly lower exam scores than found in other schools, and
so there is a great deal of variation within each school.

Figure 4.3 demonstrates that having a low level of variation
between school outcomes tends to place a country near the top of
the education league table: Finland, Norway and Denmark have
the least variation in outcomes between their schools. In contrast,
very economically unequal countries such as the US, Mexico and
Singapore tend to have a much greater range of outcomes between
schools.

Outcomes within schools, rather than between them, are most
variable in Finland, Norway, Iceland and Sweden; but children are
not “held back” by mixing with their peers. Note that the poorer
OECD countries tend to be those not included in the table, and
they are the nations that have variations above the OECD average.
However, a few more af�uent OECD states – Germany, Israel,
Austria, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Japan and several wealthy
Middle East states – are excluded from Figure 4.3 because the
variation between their schools is above the OECD average. Often
this is because entrance exams are used in these countries to



divide children between different types of school at around age 11.
None of these countries achieve what Denmark, Finland, Iceland,
Norway or Sweden achieve in terms of overall educational
outcomes for their children; but they almost all achieve more than
the US and the UK, where the negative consequences of social and
economic inequalities outweigh schools’ best efforts to give
children a more equal start in life.

Conclusion: a model for the rest of the world?

Investment in children’s education and the transformation from
an elitist system to one based on equal access and opportunity
have thankfully survived the debates that followed Finland’s
dramatic reforms of the 1960s. Finnish children all receive the
same education until their late teens, all of them eat lunch for free,
and all may continue to higher education without having to worry
about tuition fees. Many welfare reforms have also reduced the
overall �nancial burden of children on their families. Although
cuts were made by the previous government and expenditure on
education has fallen since 2010, the left-wing government headed
by Sanna Marin that took of�ce in 2019 declared in its manifesto
that it would not continue along the path of austerity, instead
arguing that ongoing investment and prioritizing education are
among the most important things any government can ever fund.

The means-testing of bene�ts appears, at �rst glance, to be the
best way to achieve an ef�cient allocation of resources, but it has
its own pitfalls, especially the social stigma it can foster, which is
exacerbated in societies that emphasize individual responsibility
and self-suf�ciency (Gugushvili & Hirsch 2014: 2). In addition, the
administrative and cost burden it incurs is signi�cant; and the
stress of claiming and proving eligibility inevitably means that
those most in need often go without.

Universal programmes, on the other hand, can create a sense of
national pride across classes, and they are more dif�cult to roll



back, as their eligibility criteria cannot be changed without
undermining the system itself (Wilkinson 2017; Corbyn 2019).
Walter Korpi and Joakim Palme (1998: 663) came to the same
conclusion in looking at Finland, �nding that targeted support
meant that classes were split into different coalitions, which
contributed to a backlash against taxes and the welfare state. The
alternative, universalism, produced an intra-class coalition that
provided lasting support for the welfare state. Universal bene�ts
in Finland, like the maternity package, have become seen as a right
in the eyes of Finns, and no longer a source of stigma, as policies
for the poor used to be interpreted (Harjula 2019).

When Finland’s PISA scores started dropping after 2006, even
though the country remained one of the top performers, Pasi
Sahlberg feared the education system might suffer from the same
hubris that led to Nokia’s downfall – not innovating at its peak
(The Economist 2016). However, just as PISA results were received
with scepticism when they were �rst published at the dawn of the
millennium, the criticisms of crude rankings remain relevant, and
they re�ect only one aspect of educational quality.

International assessments of education can be narrow in terms
of the subjects and skills assessed, and too test focused. What is
remarkable is that a school system that places so little emphasis
on testing can perform so well in international tests. However, it is
important not to assume that Finland’s successful school system
can be transferred to other countries without further analysis or
consideration of the underlying factors that helped develop these
systems. Nevertheless, it is worth noting that neighbouring
Estonia has copied the Finnish system with considerable success
(Sahlberg 2011).

What Finland has achieved is also by no means the end of what
can be achieved. The system certainly needs further reform, in
particular in terms of better integrating the children of
immigrants, encouraging boys to learn more and to be happier
learning, and encouraging girls to pursue STEM subjects. The



fundamental goals that drove the reforms of the 1960s, however,
should remain: to prioritize investment in the education system;
to use education as a means to promote social mobility and the
well-being of children and families; and, in turn, to promote the
well-being of the economy and the nation as a whole.

The Wealth Parade drawn by Ella Furness in 2016 and reproduced here with kind
permission. Ella is currently working as a research associate in the Sustainable Places

Research Institute (Se�dliad Ymchwil Mannau Cynaliadwy) at the University of Cardiff,
in Wales (Pri�sgol Caerdydd). This is one of many illustrations she drew for A Be�er

Politics (Dorling 2016).



5

Mid-life and equality

Onnelllisuus on se paikka puu�uvaisuuden ja yltä�lläisyyden
välillä [Happiness is a place between too little and too
much]

Finnish proverb

Traditionally, mid-life is hard to de�ne. When does it begin and
end? In Finland currently, average life expectancy for men is 79
and for women 84, with both still increasing and the gap between
them narrowing. Because of this we have decided here to de�ne
mid-life as being aged 21 to 61, the 40 years after the �rst 21 years
of life and before what, for most people, is typically the last 21
years of their lives.

For most of us mid-life begins after the completion of studies
and at the start of employment and possible career, after having
left the family who brought you up, but before settling down with
a family of your own. This stereotype has undergone various
changes, but these key points still remain milestones in the
average person’s life in one way or another. A growing number of
people have no children, but for the majority of Finns, mid-life
ends when all your children have left home and you are on your
own again. It draws to an end as the career or varied set of jobs you
have been doing wind down. It ends as retirement approaches or
starts and as your life begins to have more and more in common
with everyone else in your age group. Equality is greatest in
childhood and young adulthood, and again in old age – especially



in Finland. Mid-life is a period of specialization and also the time
when people tend to be most unequal.

In Finland children are born remarkably equal. As detailed
above, a Finnish child’s arrival is marked with a very
comprehensive maternity package containing things that the
baby and its parents actually need. In Finland the government,
and the town or village you live in, ensures that your start in life is
one of the most equitable on the planet. As explained in the
previous chapter, all children in Finland have access to good
schools. The in�uence of your parents’ income on your outcome in
mid-life is minimal (when compared to their in�uence if you grow
up anywhere else). See Figure 4.1 in the previous chapter and
Figure 5.1 here, which help put into context the Finnish experience
of how much your mid-life is determined by your parents’ lives.



Figure 5.1: Social mobility and income inequality, 2009

Source: Redrawn from data provided in Wilkinson & Pickett (2009), based in turn on
intergenerational mobility data in Blanden (2009).

Note: in this version the area of each circle is made proportional to the population of each
country. The horizontal axis is the ratio of the income of the richest �fth of households
to the poorest (Wilkinson & Pickett 2009: 17), and the vertical axis is the measure of
elasticity as reported in Blanden (2009: table 1).

Greater equality at the beginning of life in Finland does not
create a Utopia in and of itself. If you have ever worked at a
university that selects students with similarly very high exam
results, it quickly becomes evident to any university teacher that
starting them off equitably also has the effect of making many
people fear that they will “not be good enough”. Many of the
young students in elite universities such as Harvard and
Princeton, Oxford and Cambridge found school easy and did well
there. They can then �nd being among so many equals – all their
undergraduate peers who appear to be as capable as they are – a
shock. In contrast, in Finland, the children of better-off parents
are aware, from a much earlier age, that they will have to compete



with all of their cohort for jobs. However, they also know they live
in a society that values cooperation. If they are fortunate enough
to live in another less equitable country for a year or so, they see
just how unusual valuing cooperation is and realize how lucky
they are.

Despite the remarkably level social playing �eld that Finland
has built and collectively maintained, its young people can easily
be daunted by adulthood. This is even the case for those who have
greater social and economic advantages than peers from groups
that have traditionally been discriminated against, such as
women, LGBTQ and ethnic minorities. Although any debts they
might have accrued tend to be very small by international
standards, many young Finns do now enter this stage of their lives
with some private debt and uncertain career prospects, all within
a broader global political climate that is frequently referred to as
being “in crisis”. These are fairly universal problems, but is it any
better for older adults in Finland? What does the state do to help
mitigate circumstances of birth and timing and help adults realize
their dreams for a home, a career, a family and security?

Quality of life still varies greatly among different demographic
groups in Finland. Men earn signi�cantly more than women in
almost half of the career �elds for which wage measurements are
made (Hiilamo & Ala-Risku 2019). Students from working-class
backgrounds are eight times less likely to continue education into
university (Tram 2018). Foreign-born Finns are also less likely to
enter or complete tertiary education than their Finnish-born
peers. In fact, foreign-born Finns are less likely to do so than
foreign-born residents of several other EU member states
(Eurostat 2019a). Educational opportunities for children who are
either immigrants or the children of recent immigrants is an area
in the Finnish system in clear need of improvement.

Higher education, adult inequality and debt



Mid-life begins as higher education ends, but we start by
considering higher education in this chapter as it is what most
divides the lives of Finns in mid-life. As previously discussed, good
education is available for everyone. The numbers of students in
Finland studying at university rose from 14,000 in 1950 to over
153,300 in 2017 (OSF 2018b).

The student population of universities in Finland is
increasingly diverse, but even though tuition is free – whether you
are Finnish, a Finnish resident or an EU citizen – class background
still in�uences educational attainment in higher education
(Mikkonen & Korhonen 2018). Students from working-class
backgrounds are less likely to go to university than those from the
middle classes who have highly educated parents. They are also
more likely to work during their studies, more likely to take out a
student loan; and – according to the EUROSTUDENT VI survey
conducted in 2016 – more likely to see themselves as less suited
for university. Often the �rst in their families to attend university,
young working-class Finns are less likely to receive support at
home in making decisions about courses of study. Their middle-
class peers, in contrast, still have much higher chances of growing
up in environments that value academic forms of learning, where
spending time studying at home is seen in a positive light, and
where parents feel con�dent in engaging in their children’s
education.

It is worth noting that young parents in today’s Finland appear
not to be quite as accepting of greater and growing equality as
were their own parents. Despite Finland having the lowest
variation between its schools of any country in the OECD (see
Figure 4.3 in the previous chapter), recent studies have found that
school choices by parents have now slightly increased segregation
between schools. Moreover, of late there has been some evidence
of increased variations in performance between schools in the
most recent PISA results, compared with earlier years (Bernelius &
Vaattovaara 2016).



Although children are enrolled in the schools that are closest
to them, laws introduced in the 1990s enabled parents to choose
another school for their child, and it is this policy that has played
a key role in increased levels of school segregation (Bernelius &
Vaattovaara 2016: 3162). Those who choose not to enrol their
children in their nearest neighbourhood schools tend to opt
instead for schools associated with higher income and education
levels. In contrast, the schools that are less often speci�cally
chosen by parents for their children tend to have a higher
proportion of immigrants and the children of more poorly
educated adults. This trend is less signi�cant for secondary
schools than for the primary level.

The decisions of middle-class families to move their children
out of what they deem to be less suitable school environments
was highlighted in 2015 as a possible new driver of segregation in
Finland. Parents naturally want to do the best for their children,
but some have sharper elbows than others. When their individual
choices cumulatively alter the make-up of schools, it creates a
hierarchy of little or no long-term bene�t to the top-ranked
pupils. However this hierarchy is very much to the detriment of
the bottom-ranked, which then exacerbates inequality.
Segregation between families along income lines in mid-life can be
reinforced by new apartment block building patterns. For decades
in each new housing area in big cities, at least 25 per cent is
affordable social housing (called ARA Housing). This reduces social
class segregation, but individual apartment blocks tend to contain
either all homeowners or all renters (Puttonen 2019).
Underperforming children bene�t from mixed-ability classes, but
this is harder to achieve if social classes become more
geographically segregated in society.

Statistically, young Finnish adults from highly educated
families are eight times more likely to become a university
student, regardless of the school they attended. According to
researcher Mari Käyhkö, herself from a working-class background,



the difference is due to the variation in the demands and
expectations at home. Some families may never consider an
alternative to university for their children; they would not
countenance technical education or apprenticeships (Tram 2018).
Conversely, young adults from working-class backgrounds often
cannot imagine themselves ever attending university. It does not
help that in Finland most university degrees have entrance exams,
and af�uent parents can pay for their children to take private
preparation courses outside of the state education system.
Reforms introduced in 2020, however, have increased the
threshold of students accepted on the basis of their matriculation
exams alone, even for law and medicine.

Instead of pursuing an academic route, some students pursue
post-16 education at a vocational school, following on from lower
secondary comprehensive school. However, in Finland there are no
dead ends. Vocational education is not an inferior choice, unlike,
say, England’s extremely poorly funded further education system,
but the class divide between those who attend Finland’s
universities and vocational schools remains a concern.
Additionally, recent spending cuts in Finland have
disproportionally affected the vocational school sector. However,
as Figure 4.1 in the previous chapter demonstrated, when the
effects are averaged over recent decades, Finnish and Swedish
schools have played positive roles in further lowering social
inequalities in their respective countries. This contrasts with
Norway and Germany, which are countries of relatively high
income equality, but where the school systems tend to slightly
increase social inequalities. In those two countries, the majority of
children are divided into different educational streams at age 11;
in Finland, in contrast, the division takes place at age 16, with the
majority remaining together in their teenage years.

Table 5.1 shows that Finnish people are the happiest in Europe,
Of particular note is how the least educated are happier than
anywhere else in Europe, presumably partly due to less �nancial



inequality. The country’s educational researchers also keep a close
and careful watch on the system, as we have demonstrated
through the many references presented in this book. Contrast this
with how little concern is shown in the UK at the fact that a child
in the lower half (second quartile) of the measured ability range at
age eight is, if sent to a private school, 6.17 times more likely to
gain AAA grades at A level and 3.03 times as likely to do so as a
state school-educated child of above average ability at age eight
(Morris et al. 2016). The implications for top-ranked UK
universities that require AAA grades or above are obvious. This
discrepancy is not because the UK’s private schools provide a good
education, but because the majority are paid to ensure children
learn how to perform well in tests (Dorling 2019). Scottish
universities at least now account for this and offer contextual
admissions, with entrance grades based on social educational
background. Finland, however, offers an example of how such
problems can be avoided entirely. Unfortunately, data on
happiness in Table 5.1 are not disaggregated for the UK’s
individual nations, or even reported for the UK as a whole, but
they are included for the UK as a whole later in Figure 9.3 (where
the UK, predictably, ranks low – although the UK is at least not as
unhappy a place as is the US).



Table 5.1: People who said they were happy all or most of the time in Europe, 2018

% OF ALL PEOPLE AGED 16 AND
OVER RANKED HIGHEST EDUCATION LEVEL

A�AINED
All

People
Lower (0–

2)
Medium (3–

4)
Higher (5–

8)
Finland 75.9 73.0 76.1 79.0

Austria 75.9 66.8 77.7 79.0

Netherlands 76.2 72.3 77.2 78.1

Switzerland 75.4 66.9 75.8 78.4

Belgium 76.3 68.8 75.7 82.8

Luxembourg 73.9 68.3 75.0 79.7

Germany 64.5 59.8 65.2 66.3

Malta 61.8 54.7 68.3 72.1

Denmark 69.7 68.5 70.9 69.0

Norway 65.6 64.0 55.0 64.1

France 67.7 60.3 68.8 73.2

Poland 68.5 56.4 68.1 77.3

Sweden 64.6 64.6 66.9 61.6

Slovenia 57.8 46.1 56.4 66.3

Av. European Union 58.9 53.9 63.4 70.3

Hungary 57.8 43.7 58.5 70.1

Cyprus 54.7 46.7 54.5 61.7

Czechia (Czech Republic) 51.6 44.1 48.1 61.9

Estonia 51.4 39.9 49.7 58.7

Spain 71.5 64.7 75.2 79.2

Romania 46.1 36.0 48.1 61.1

Portugal 56.0 48.0 67.6 71.4

Serbia 56.0 40.9 52.6 65.1

Lithuania 45.4 31.4 41.0 57.8

Greece 46.4 40.3 47.6 53.6

Croatia 41.8 29.7 45.0 50.0

Italy 49.1 41.1 65.6 57.8

Bulgaria 34.9 23.0 34.6 49.3

Latvia 30.7 24.5 27.0 40.9

Source: Eurostat (2019c). Note: data missing for Iceland, Ireland, Slovenia, and the UK.
Lower (0–2) is pre-primary, primary and lower-secondary education; higher (5–8) is



tertiary education, usually degree level.

One of the most under-represented groups at universities in
Finland is immigrants and the children of immigrants. This is
despite the thousands of highly motivated people who now come
to Finland every year, often having achieved considerable
academic quali�cations before they arrive. Refugees are frequently
the best educated of their homelands. However, the arrival of
refugees in signi�cant numbers is a very recent experience for
Finland. In 1990 only 0.6 per cent of the Finnish population had a
mother tongue that was not Finnish or Swedish. By 2017, that
level had risen dramatically to 5.7 per cent.

In the spring of 2018, the University of Helsinki joined �ve
other Finnish universities in providing speci�c assistance through
a programme titled Supporting Immigrants in Higher Education
(SIMHE) (Peltonen 2018). One of the biggest obstacles to learning
is a lack of language skills, especially when it comes to entrance
exams. Refugees can face further obstacles, such as the dif�culty of
providing secondary education certi�cates from their home
countries. Thankfully, SIMHE now has processes for refugees to
overcome some of these challenges.

Although tuition in both academic and vocational higher
education remains free for Finnish and EU students, and despite
comparatively generous government aid, many students now
graduate with fairly signi�cant levels of private debt which they
carry into (and often now throughout) their mid-life. Finns are
increasingly concerned about debt accumulated while studying,
including the cost of accommodation (Mäntylä 2019). From 2010
to March 2019, total student debts increased from less than €1.5
billion to more than €3.6 billion (Bank of Finland 2019b).

Juha Sipilä’s government, which held power between 2015 and
2019, cut student support grants and increased student loans.
Another factor in the rise in student loans is their low interest
rate: a tiny number of borrowers even take out these loans in order
to invest the money (Mäntylä 2019). Today, two thirds of students



who receive student support also take out a loan, while in 2010
just one third did. Student support is around €250 a month and
housing support can be up to €300 a month. A government-
backed student loan, arranged via a bank of your choice, can be up
to €650 a month if you study in Finland, and up to €800 a month
if you study abroad (Kela 2019c). Up to a third of the debt is
written off for students who successfully complete their studies
within a set period of time.

It is not just students who are concerned about private debt.
Although Finns were traditionally very wary of debt, and banks
did not hand out loans as easily as they do now, Finns have
become accustomed to living in a low-interest rate environment
in which loans are encouraged (Salmi 2019). The European
Systemic Risk Board (ESRB) has issued recommendations to
Finland since 2016 concerning increasing household indebtedness
and lending standards (ESRB 2019: 3). This represents a signi�cant
shift from the years before the credit markets were freed, when
spending borrowed money was a new and unfamiliar concept. We
are living in odd times. For instance, in Denmark some mortgages
carry negative interest rates (Collinson 2019a).

Household indebtedness in Finland was 113 per cent of GDP in
the second quarter of 2016 (ESRB 2019: 10) and 115 per cent in the
third quarter of 2018. It is even higher in Sweden at 174 per cent
(ESRB 2019: 11) and Denmark’s stands at a whopping 230 per cent
(ESRB 2019: 9). As fears grow that global �nancial insecurity will
intensi�, lending practices are in urgent need of reform.

Working life

In August 2019, the employment rate in Finland, which represents
the percentage of all 15–64 year-olds in paying work, was 73.5 per
cent. For men it was 74.2 per cent and 72.8 per cent for women,
and that small gap is narrowing (Findikaattori 2019). In 1988 the
employment rate had been almost 80 per cent. It fell dramatically



to below 60 per cent in 1994, but has remained above 65 per cent
since 2000, even through the global and eurozone �nancial crises.
The World Economic Forum ranked Helsinki as the world’s best
city for work–life balance in 2019, with a 40-hour working week
and an average commute of just 26 minutes (Wood 2019). In 2018,
the median hourly wage for men in Finland was €19.20, and
€16.50 for women.

In addition to administering the PISA tests, the OECD also
assesses the information-processing skills of young people and
adults between the ages of 16 and 65. Of the 24 countries
examined in 2012, Finland ranked second in literacy and
numeracy, only beaten by Japan (Brink & Nissinen 2018).
Additionally, Finland ranked �rst among OECD countries for the
�exibility that workers had over choosing when they worked,
which days they worked and where during each day. Over half of
all workers who had a degree said they had some such �exibility in
Finland, as did 40 per cent of those with the lowest educational
quali�cation. These �gures were higher for every group of workers
in Finland than in any other OECD country for which such �gures
are available (Figure 5.2). As Figure 5.2 makes clear, there are many
interesting variations, such as less skilled workers in Turkey, who
are often farmers or day labourers, having relatively high
�exibility; however, nowhere else in the af�uent world comes even
close to what Finland has achieved when it comes to work hours
�exibility and hence work–life balance and happiness.

Despite Finland ranking �rst worldwide in terms of in-job
�exibility, there is still much that could improve, and a few things
that have worsened in recent years. The gender divide in outcomes
in working life has barely changed in Finland since the 1980s and
follows on from the gender divide in education. As brie�y
mentioned in Chapter 4, even though girls perform better in PISA
results, they are less likely than boys to undertake further study in
STEM subjects and then subsequently to be employed in these
areas. There are even fewer women in Finland who work in, or who



have previously studied, information and communication
technology (ICT) subjects. In the 1980s, over one third of women
in Finland studied these subjects, but the �gure has now dropped
to around 15 per cent. Other Nordic countries, all highly ranked for
gender equality in education, suffer from the same segregation in
employment owing to choices made and norms that prevailed in
earlier years (see Figure 5.3).

Despite fewer women now working in STEM jobs, the
proportion of women working is high in Nordic countries, with
relatively few choosing to be stay-at-home mothers. Women in
Finland, however, still do a disproportionate amount of unpaid
care work compared with men. According to the OECD, on average
women in Finland spend nearly four hours a day on unpaid work,
while men spend only 2 hours 37 minutes (OECD.Stat 2019a).

In 46 per cent of job categories in Finland, men earn
signi�cantly more than women (Hiilamo & Ala-Risku 2019).
Furthermore, in those �elds where Finnish women earn more, they
do not tend to earn much more. Where women earn more than
men, which is only 6 per cent of all jobs by career group, the largest
differences are found among vets in the municipal sector (where
for every euro a man makes, a woman makes €1.14), property
maintenance and cleaning service managers in the public sector
(€1.23 for women) and teaching experts in the public sector (€1.81
for women for every euro earned by a man).



Figure 5.2: Job �exibility by educational attainment 2012–15, OECD countries



Source: OECD (2019c: 120, table A6.4).

Figure 5.3: The paradox of high gender equality and low STEM uptake by women

Source: Stoet & Geary (2018) based on the World Economic Forum’s 2015 Global Gender
Gap Report.

Note: the vertical axis measures the Global Gender Gap Index GGGI. Data on STEM ratios
for Iceland were missing, so it does not appear on the graph.



In contrast to the few areas where women in Finland earn more
than men, the most pronounced differences in the other direction
are found among professional services managers, along with
�nancial and insurance services branch managers in the private
sector (€0.63 earned by women for every euro earned by a man)
and in the public sector (€0.66), and legislators, senior of�cials,
and managers in the private sector (€0.71) (OSF 2019a). Of course,
all these statistics look quite equitable when measured against
the rest of the OECD countries and they are signi�cantly more
equitable than the social divides found in most poorer countries
that are not members of the OECD. Greater equality is much more
prevalent in more af�uent countries. But the highest levels of
equality can only be maintained through constant vigilance.

One remarkable aspect of the world of work of Finland, and
similarly that of Norway, is that these two countries, alongside
Iceland, rank highest – being least divisive – in the Global Gender
Gap Index (GGGI). The GGGI is a measure of the degree to which
women fall behind men on 14 key indicators that include earnings
from work, tertiary education, life expectancy, seats in parliament
and so on. A measure of 1.0 would represent complete parity or
even men falling behind (which is not yet the case anywhere in the
world). For the countries for which there are also PISA educational
statistics, the GGGI in 2015 ranged from a low of 0.59 for the
United Arab Emirates to a high of 0.88 for Iceland. These statistics
were used to produce Figure 5.3.

Family life

Finland takes its social statistics very seriously, for good reason,
and Statistics Finland is among the very best statistical agencies
in the world. (Statistical agencies rank many things, including
each other; Canada’s agency also often does well in this
particularly geeky list.) Without good statistics you cannot begin
to know what is happening to families, or how your country is



dealing with challenges such as equality in mid-life. Far more than
statistics is needed, but they are the �rst essential in monitoring
and assessing the impact and effectiveness of policies. In the year
2018 there were 1,468,681 families recorded as living in Finland,
including unmarried couples without children, with an overall
average family size of 2.8. There were 404,142 couples with
children, with an average family size of 4.0. There were 152,888
single mothers, and 33,292 single fathers (OSF 2019c). In 2018 the
fertility rate was 1.41 children per woman in her lifetime,
representing a new low (OSF 2019d).

The decreasing fertility rate in Finland makes headlines every
year, partly because of what it portends about the tax base that
funds the welfare state and the social contract that binds Finland
together. This continued drop in fertility further exacerbates the
implications of an ageing society (United Nations Population
Division 2001). Even so, research into why fertility in early mid-
life has fallen so low in Finland is still scarce (Hiilamo 2019a).

In later chapters in this book we discuss the extent to which
immigration to Finland can compensate for the country’s very low
fertility rate, although the number of people who move to Finland
is as yet too low to do so. For centuries, Finland was a net exporter
of people. In this it was very much like its neighbour Sweden:
“Between about 1860 and World War I roughly one-third of all the
natural increase in Sweden [births] was lost through emigration,
principally to the United States” (Wilson et al. 2013). Only
recently has Finland become a net immigration state (the
implications of which we also touch on later in this book).
Research published in 2013 found that for European countries:
“The amount of migration required to maintain the working-age
population – a proxy for the labour force – was higher, but
nevertheless still within the scope of recent migration levels for
many countries” (Craveiro et al. 2019).

In Finland, having children in mid-life (although not as an older
teenager) is encouraged by the state. Allowances are provided for



the entirety of parental leave, although it is always less than a
person’s normal income – typically around 70 per cent of it (Kela
2018a), but never below €24.64 a day (Kela 2018b). If you continue
to be paid by your employer, your allowance is paid to your
employer by Kela, Finland’s Social Insurance Institute. Maternity
leave is granted for 105 working days, or about four months.
Paternity leave, introduced in 1978, is provided for 54 working
days (nine weeks), but only 18 working days of paternity leave can
be taken while the mother is also on maternity leave (Kela 2019d).
Parental leave, which begins when maternity leave ends, is 158
working days. Furthermore, paternity leave can be continued after
parental leave if the 18 working days are not used up prior to
parental leave, as long as the child is under the age of two. These
parental leave policies are dictated by the state, rather than left to
individual companies to decide. Based on a league table developed
by UNICEF, Finland has the twelfth most family-friendly policies
in the world – Sweden was top, the UK ranked only 28th (Chzhen
et al. 2019).

In Finland, nearly all mothers take maternity leave as well as
shared parental leave. In 2014, 78 per cent of all fathers in Finland
took paternity leave, but on average they take only four weeks of
the maximum nine weeks of paternity leave (Aulasmaa 2017). The
highest proportions of parental leave taken up by men are found in
the Nordic countries and Portugal (OSF 2018c). Finland still lags
behind other Nordic countries in this respect. In Iceland 30 per
cent, Sweden 27 per cent, and Norway 21 per cent of parental leave
allowances are taken by men, but in Finland this �gure is only 10
per cent (OSF 2017a). This may be low, but it has increased
signi�cantly from 1997, when it was 4 per cent, and from when it
was 6 per cent in 2007.

Persuading more men to take their paternity leave and shared
parental leave is still a challenge in Finland, even though it has
been almost two decades since Paavo Lipponen – who was the
Finnish prime minister from 1995 to 2003 – became the world’s



�rst head of government to do so. He took six working days of
paternity leave in 2000, and said that “in this way, a new
masculinity is arising, a culture of fatherhood that is very positive
for children” (quoted in Chincilla & León 2005: 33).

According to research by Eerola et al. (2019), men’s greatest
motivator for taking paternity leave is the wish to have a break
from work and help the child’s mother return to work or study;
while among the obstacles they cite, the greatest is the family’s
economic situation. That research concluded that international
comparisons suggest that fathers are more likely to use their leave
when their exclusive leave is extended, and the loss of earnings are
effectively compensated. For Finland to increase fathers’ take-up
of parental leave, these researchers also recommended that the
maternity, paternity, parental, and home care leave schemes
should be simpli�ed and made more �exible for diverse family
arrangements (Infopankki 2019a).

It should also be noted that family life is still far easier for
heterosexual couples to organize, as legislation has yet to
continue to progress beyond heterosexual couples and binary
genders. The law makes it even more dif�cult for same-sex male
couples. The spouse or registered partner of a mother has access to
parental allowance regardless of their gender, but the male spouse
or registered partner of a father does not have access to parental
allowance, and their eligibility for paternity allowance is limited
(Kela 2019e). Nor is there a category that addresses the needs of
non-binary or intersexual people; in matters of parental leave, as
in other matters, the Population Information System assumes
that you are either a man or a woman (Saure 2019).

Sipilä’s government (2015–19) tried and failed to reform
parental leave, which is still generally seen as extended maternity
leave (Eerola & Lammi-Taskula 2019). In February 2020, the new
government agreed on a parental leave reform, to come into force
at the earliest in 2021 after more detailed planning and
parliamentary approval (Parliament of Finland 2020). The reform



would increase parental leave allowance from 11.5 months to 14
months, equally divided between both parents but with the
option of transferring up to 69 days from one to the other. As
gendered language would be removed from this legislation, both
parents would have equal access regardless of gender. A single
parent will also have access to the same amount of allowance as is
intended for two parents. This reform intends to accommodate
more diverse families, increase the father’s share of parental leave,
and help reduce the gender pay gap – although the home care
allowance will remain untouched.

Earnings and tax

Finland’s welfare state is not cheap. It is logical, however, that if
people themselves bene�t from the services their taxes fund, not
just individually but through the bene�ts that the system brings
to the broader society, then they will accept it. And indeed, the
majority of people we interviewed in Finland while researching
this book actively welcomed the higher rates of taxation that they
paid. If you pay taxes but are offered only poor public education,
and if you cannot rely on public healthcare or other services that
some people opt out of, you may well consider taxes to be an
unfair burden. But if the services provided through taxation are of
a high quality, then you should be happy to contribute �nancially.
However, you must at least be aware that such a comparison is
possible, even if you have never experienced living in a low tax,
highly unequal af�uent country.

While it is not strictly true that taxation funds public
spending, it is a useful approximation. In practice a country can
choose to increase its borrowing instead of raising more through
taxes, as the US does when it borrows ever more from abroad.
Alternatively, the people of a country can choose to have relatively
low taxes, as Japan does, but also have very equitable earnings and
leave families to be their own safety nets. However, that approach



does not work when family members become estranged, or for
people who have small or no families; and it is particularly
unsuited to people with severe disabilities for whom families
cannot provide enough support. In Finland disability bene�ts are
generous, including for carers, and: “If you are blind or immobile
without assistance, you are entitled to a disability pension even if
you work” (Info Finland 2018). Progressive taxation that is
effective and hard to avoid also serves the purpose of curbing
extravagant spending by the rich, because the rich have less to
extravagantly spend; not least because that money is being used
for people with severe disabilities to ensure their quality of life is
high.

If income tax was lower in Finland, more people who received a
high salary could own an apartment in central Helsinki for use
during the week, a large house in an outlying town for the family,
and two or three holiday homes. Such a scenario is common in the
US, and less common but increasing in the UK and a part of the
causes of the British housing crisis (Dorling 2014). In contrast, this
situation is extremely rare in Finland. Ownership of multiple
residences has led to greater homelessness in both the UK and US,
as more and more dwellings are no longer used most of the time as
main homes. Figure 5.4 shows the main sources of tax in Finland
and how those sources differ slightly from the usual OECD
distribution of tax-bearing assets. Figure 5.4, perhaps surprisingly,
shows that in Finland the share of tax raised from corporate
pro�ts is just over half that in the OECD as a whole (5 per cent
instead of 9 per cent), while taxes on property are also half the
OECD average, and both combined are equal to the amount that
personal income tax is higher for Finns as a share of all taxes.

In 2020, the highest marginal tax rate applies to annual
incomes of €88,000–93,000 at 60.6 per cent owing to lower tax
deductions, and then decreases to 57.8 per cent on annual incomes
at €130,000 and above (TAF 2019). Following the Nordic dual
income tax model, investment income is taxed separately, at 30–



34 per cent. Figure 5.4 compares only the distribution of taxes.
Overall taxes in Finland are around 27 per cent higher than in the
OECD as a whole, so all the bars for Finland in the graph are drawn
27 per cent wider than the OECD average bars. The totals still
equal 100 per cent. The graph represents a snapshot in time of a
slowly changing distribution of what is taxed, and how much, in a
more equitable af�uent country, compared with the OECD
average. The reason that this distribution is slowly changing is
that Finland is adapting its taxation system to a changing world
and changing priorities over who needs the most and can afford
the most (rights and responsibilities).



Figure 5.4: The tax structure of Finland as compared to the OECD average



Source: OECD (2018b).

Note: tax revenues in Finland were 26.9 per cent higher than in the OECD as a whole in
the year 2018 (43.3 per cent of GDP rather than 34.2 per cent) and so the bars for Finland
are drawn that much wider.

In Finland, capital income tax – the taxing of income from the
receipt of interest and sources such as rents – became progressive
in 2012, but remains lower than the taxation of earned income and
is a signi�cant source of income for high earners. Prior to this, it
was levied at a �at rate (Riihelä 2009: 48). Finland abolished a
small net wealth tax of 0.8 per cent in 2006. In 2017, Finland’s tax-
to-GDP ratio was 43.3 per cent, against an OECD average of 34.2
per cent (OECD 2018b). In this, Finland was ranked �fth out of the
36 OECD countries, coming after France, Denmark, Belgium and
Sweden in terms of countries that tax and spend the most. Low
taxation does not save people money. People have to spend more
on private provision for what would otherwise be public good,
such as a university education, and they tend to go into debt more
often. Furthermore, in countries where overall taxation is lower,
and spending is more often personal rather than public, more is
spent by the more af�uent who have the spare money. In such
countries, that spending tends to be more frivolous and less wise
(Frank 2016).

The UK’s tax-to-GDP ratio in 2017 was about a percentage
point below the OECD average, at 33.3 per cent. The US had the
sixth lowest tax ratio, at 27.1 per cent. The richest 1 per cent in the
US take over 22 per cent of all income per year, compared with
around 15 per cent in the UK, less than 9 per cent in Sweden, and
nearer 5 per cent in Finland. See Figure 9.4 later in this book,
which shows how these statistics for the richest 1 per cent are



derived and how they have changed both in recent years and over
the course of the past century.

Finland has long practised the redistribution of income, and to
an extent wealth, so what do the wealthy say? In an interesting
interview, Anders Wiklöf, the richest man in Åland, which is a
Swedish-speaking archipelago in the Baltic Sea and an
autonomous region in Finland with its own MP (see Table 7.1 in
Chapter 7), said that he considered high taxes for the wealthy to
be just (Pallaste 2019). He further added that when politicians
privatize too much, the power and the tax money in effect goes to
businessmen, when taxes should go to those most in need. Wiklöf
went on to say that Juha Sipilä of the Centre Party, Finland’s
prime minister from 2015 to 2019, had treated Finland more like a
business than a state (he had previously been a businessman). The
one tax that Wiklöf disagreed with was inheritance tax – claiming
that this amounted to being taxed twice over. Wiklöf also
estimated that he has paid over €300,000 in �nes, including
speeding �nes, which are levied on a sliding scale based on income.

Inheritance tax raises such a small amount of money in Finland
that it does not appear in Figure 5.4. The spouse and children of
the deceased receive a tax deduction upon inheritance and only
after that is taxation taken. For other recipients, the tax rises
according to the amount received, starting with 7 per cent, 10 per
cent, 13 per cent, 16 per cent and rising to 19 per cent on gifts over
€1 million. This would affect Wiklöf ’s heirs, but he is one of very
few Finns likely to bequeath more than €1 million to a number of
individuals, and the highest inheritance tax is less than a �fth of
the sum bequeathed.

Anders Wiklöf is not wholly representative of Finland’s super-
rich. A contrasting view can be seen in some of the 28 interviews
with anonymous male entrepreneurs conducted by Anu Kantola
and Hanna Kuusela (2019). Entrepreneurs are often seen as
exemplars of capitalism who promote individualism and whose
outlook is the result of their rags to riches background (although



few successful entrepreneurs were ever in rags). In Finland over 80
per cent of entrepreneurs are male, and all who are very successful
belong to the top 1 per cent of Finnish earners. Kantola and
Kuusela’s interviewees reiterated familiar criticisms of the welfare
state, including the accusation that some people are living off
bene�ts that are higher than certain salaries (they do not mention
that this is mainly people with severe mental or physical
disabilities) and that recipients see bene�ts as a right; Kantola and
Kuusela (2019: 378) also highlight one interviewee who
characterized politicians and public sector workers as
“unproductive people who exploit the productive”.

Wage earners’ demands and strikes were also frequently cited
as unwelcome events by those whose income is already in the top
1 per cent in Finland. Nevertheless, among this group there were
some entrepreneurs who supported high taxes, because of the
services such taxes funded and from which the rich also bene�t,
and because they contributed to maintaining a functioning
society. It is not hard to prove this. Nurses, teachers and various
other professions work tirelessly, alongside an army of low-paid
private sector workers whose low pay is set by people such as
entrepreneurs, and who are essential for a functioning society
regardless of their total supposed contribution to the country’s
GDP. That Finland’s severely disabled people have their complex
needs met by receiving bene�ts greater than the wages of the
lowest paid able-bodied workers should surely be a matter of
pride, not derision (Info Finland 2018).

Because Finland taxes very wealthy people more, it is possible
for it to provide better services to those who most need them
than are often found in European countries with lower tax rates.
For instance, although Finnish winters pose dif�culties for
wheelchair users and, according to a post for disabled expats,
�nding accessible �ats can be dif�cult (Venesperä 2018), the
Finnish state and municipal services work together to provide for
disabled individuals’ needs. In Finland, it is a matter of course



that, for example, deaf children have the right to receive education
in sign language (Katsui et al. 2018: 2). Some efforts have been
made to increase employment rates among disabled people, but
further initiatives are still needed. That, too, requires public
funding, as something not to be offered purely on a whim or by
charity, but by right.

Noting how closely some of the remarks of Finland’s very
highest-paid entrepreneurs resembled conservative American
views, the researchers highlighted how it is possible to give too
much political weight to the top earners in the private sector. This
occurs frequently in a country like the US, which is plainly not
serving the large majority of its citizens, its children, its newborns
(so many more of whom die in their �rst year of life than newborns
in many other wealthy countries) and most of its elderly (who do
not live as long as the elderly do in any other af�uent country).
Giving too much weight to the few who are very well off could
undermine what Kantola and Kuusela (2019) see as the source of
Finland’s success, namely, compromise, recognition of others’
value, and the effort to understand other people’s position in
society, rather than creating boundaries and con�ict.

Figure 5.5 shows that the take-home pay of people in Anders
Wiklöf ’s position (the lowest line in the �gure) has fallen slightly
since the mid-1990s, which might be part of the reason for a little
discomfort among the very-best off in Finland. You can study the
�gure to see the very small changes that have occurred over time
for each of the four groups shown. But the noteworthy thing is
that these are all small changes. In contrast the same graph as
shown in Figure 5.5 for the UK and USA would show the top 1 per
cent taking more and more almost every year from 1980 onwards;
and the next 9 per cent scrabbling to keep up with them, leaving
less and less for the next 40 per cent and a dwindling and so much
smaller amount for the worst-off 50 per cent of the population.



Figure 5.5: The income share of the different groups in Finland 1980–2016

Source: World Inequality Database

Note: Shown here is the total post-tax income share of each group from all sources
including employment, rents, capital and pro�ts. If this was not unequal, any 1 per cent
would get 1 per cent.

The most recent income inequality data for Finland (shown in
Figure 5.5) illustrates (if you look carefully) the growing divide
between the top 10 per cent and bottom 50 per cent, which
widened in 2016. When a divide grows in Finland it tends not to
grow very much. It also shows that the share of the top 1 per cent
has been falling since 2000. It also fell remarkably over the century
– from a high of 15.3 per cent in 1920, to 7.5 per cent in 2009 (see
Figure 9.4 for further details).

These changes in income distribution have created a great deal
of discussion about rising inequality within Finland. This is part of
the constant social surveillance by the Finnish press, academia
and parliament of whether progress is being achieved. It is worth



noting the dominance of the Finnish press in the reference list at
the end of this book. All this surveillance helps prevent great rises
in inequality occurring unrecorded and uncriticized, and helps
more radical political parties to win power every so often and set
Finland back on course towards greater equality once again. Figure
5.5 demonstrates the equitable and stable distributions of income
in Finland. But those inequalities tend to grow if they are not
monitored. Even small income inequalities leave the best-off with
spare money with which they can purchase assets that rise in
value and enable them to accumulate wealth and from some of
which they can then also supplement their income.

While progressive taxation is meant to redistribute wealth
across the population, the wealth gap increased in Finland in the
1990s nevertheless. It is no coincidence that the 1990s also
featured a tax reform which differentiated between the taxation of
earned income and capital income. This disproportionately
bene�ted the wealthy and has undermined progressive taxation
(Riihelä 2009: 167). The top 10 per cent of Finnish households
received about 25 per cent of all income in 2016 (as Figure 5.5
illustrates), but they owned approximately 47 per cent of net
wealth by that same year; a signi�cant increase of two percentage
points from 2013 when that top decile owned 45 per cent (Yle
Uutiset 2018d). At the same time, housing debt increased by 3.5
per cent, making it harder to narrow the wealth inequality gap in
future. For those in the bottom half of society in Finland, that 2
per cent increase would be an enormous amount of money to
receive, doubling (or more) the scant savings of the majority of
people. That same Statistics Finland report showed a fall in the
wealth held by the median Finnish citizen in recent years.
However, the share of the top 10 per cent in Finland was a very
signi�cant �ve percentage points below the share held by that
group in the UK at the same time (51.9 per cent), which was itself a
social world away from the share of all wealth in the US that the



wealthiest 10 per cent there now own (73 per cent), leaving little
for everyone else (World Inequality Database 2019).

Finns are vocal about rising inequality. Scarred by the �nancial
crisis of the 1990s, Finns saw the rise in inequality that it
precipitated as a rupture from the norm. Attitudes towards the
provisions made by the welfare state in Finland have varied over
time. In interviews conducted by Kantola and Kuusela (2019) it
was found that the most controversial use of tax-payers’ money
was the payment of unemployment bene�ts, which were often
viewed as supporting many indolent people who preferred
bene�ts to working. Sipilä’s 2015–19 government introduced a
welfare-to-work policy, the “activation model”, to try to remedy
this. This cut unemployment bene�ts by 4.65 per cent, if the
applicant failed to meet criteria such as receiving entrepreneurial
income (�nding self-employment) of at least €241, undertaking
training, or working for at least 18 hours within a three-month
period (SAK 2019b). Employment during Sipilä’s government did
rise to slightly higher than it was back in 2008, but the actual
contribution of government policy to having achieved this is
uncertain. The Economic Policy Council (2019: 11) attributed the
greatest impact on employment as being a result of the tripartite
Competitiveness Pact, not the welfare-to-work policy.

The various hoops that the unemployed were being asked to
jump through varied – being enforced differently in different
regions – and was considered by many politicians, the unemployed
themselves and others to be “humiliating” and “a time-consuming
exercise in bureaucracy” (SAK 2019b). Furthermore, the reduction
of unemployment bene�ts by a third (if recipients were members
of a trade union unemployment fund), and by 40 per cent (for
those receiving bene�ts from Kela), increased families’
dependency on basic security such as income support and housing
bene�ts (Kela 2019f). Such hoop-jumping then hinders �nding
full-time work (Honkanen 2018). Hardening attitudes towards
welfare spurred a political response that worsened the situation



for many people and cost the government more in other bene�ts
and in bureaucracy.

The activation model, which has only recently been disbanded,
was a false economy. As the problem stems from a mismatch
between the skills of the unemployed and prerequisites for
available jobs, more structural reforms are needed. As we write in
early 2020, the new government is looking again at what can be
done while relying (as most governments do) on increasing
productivity and tax revenue to support its ambitious programme.
Meeting its target for increasing the employment rate to 75 per
cent is seen as crucial for achieving its social bene�t aims (Luukka
2019a).

Housing

Housing in Finland is primarily divided into private housing and
housing provided by ARA (Asumisen rahoitus-ja
kehittämiskeskus), the Housing Finance and Development Centre
of Finland (Ara 2013). ARA was set up in 1949 to provide
subsidized housing when the private sector was unable to provide
suf�cient funds for the building of new housing (Tulla 1999). The
state gives ARA long-term (40 year) loans. Until then the state’s
role in housing had been limited to intervention in crises
(Ruonavaara 2003: 54).

Approximately half of all rental apartments in Finland have
been built with �nancing through the open market and the other
half have received funding from national ARA loans or interest-
subsidized loans (Environmental Administration 2018). Priority is
given to people in housing need – the homeless, the evicted, those
currently living in inadequate conditions, and those with limited
assets (Juntto 1992). State housing loans to institutions also apply
to student housing associations and old-age housing associations
(Tulla 1999).



Government housing support almost doubled following the
1990s depression, so that by the year 2000 some 15 per cent of the
Finnish population received housing support (reducing the rent
they paid) from Kela (Ruonavaara 2003: 56). However, the
availability of this housing support has contributed to increasing
rent prices in the privately rented sector. Rents for ARA-
apartments have also risen by 15 per cent on average between
2011 and 2016, while those of privately �nanced apartments have
risen by 18 per cent (Alho et al. 2018: 8).

In all ten of Finland’s largest cities, rents for tenants living in
privately owned properties have recently risen faster than
incomes. Due to continued urbanization and the increased
popularity of the city as Finland rises up the global ranks, in
Helsinki the demand for state funded ARA housing now far
exceeds supply, with four times as many households applying in
2017 to be placed in ARA housing than had succeeded in doing so
in 2016. Nevertheless, and especially outside of the capital, the
home-ownership dream of the US and UK is a reality in Finland: in
2017, two thirds of Finnish households lived in a home they owned
(OSF 2018d).

Only just over half of Finns live in houses (53 per cent), with
almost all of the remainder living in apartments (OSF 2017b). In
2017, 317,000 households, just over a �fth of all households, lived
in what is generally very high-quality social housing. However,
some 31 per cent of Finns aged 20–24 are now living with their
parents, a rise from 27 per cent in 2017. By way of comparison and
to illustrate how much better housing is organized in Finland than
elsewhere, 58 per cent of the same aged young adults in the UK
live with their parents. Only 6.6 per cent of 25–29 year-olds in
Finland were still living with their parents in 2017, compared to
20.1 per cent of that age group in the UK (Eurostat 2018a). Few
young adults in the UK want to live with their parents, and very
few had to do so in the 1970s and early 1980s. Home ownership is
increasingly an impossibility for the great majority of young



people in the UK, and increasingly it is becoming impossible for
middle-aged people too (Fransham & Dorling 2017).

Although home ownership has traditionally been relatively
high in Finland, in recent years it has become more popular to
rent. Housing bene�ts have increased, making renting more
affordable for those who are poor. Meanwhile, the state has also
gained revenue, as rental incomes are taxed and that tax is now
progressive (Soininvaara 2016). Until a landlord receives a total of
€30,000 a year in rent across all his or her rental properties, the
tax is 30 per cent, and after €30,000 it is 34 per cent (Verohallinto
2017).

Some changes are arguably less progressive. Rent control was
abolished in 1992 in Finland (Lyytikäinen 2006) and the criteria
for eviction were also relaxed. Only rent for state-subsidized
housing continues to be regulated (Ministry of the Environment
2013a). Because of this rents have risen signi�cantly faster than
in�ation (Alho et al. 2018). In the �rst quartile of 2018 rents
increased by 2.4 per cent (OSF 2019e). Additionally, a larger
proportion of disposable income is now being used on living costs.
Increased living support payments and applications for social
(ARA) rental apartments have increased rents above many
tenants’ ability to pay, as demand to live in some areas rises. While
regional differences in apartment prices have widened,
considerable new building has mitigated some pressures on price
increases in areas of high growth (Bank of Finland 2019c).
However, rental prices within Helsinki outstrip the rest of Finland
and remain out of reach of many Finns.

Immigration, emigration and equality in mid-life

While only 6 per cent of the total Finnish population were born
abroad, 8 per cent of 15–29 year-olds were (Helminen 2017). A
study in 2014 by Statistics Finland found that over half (123,000)
of foreign-born people had moved to Finland to be with family or



to pursue relationships (Sutela & Larja 2015). Only 18 per cent
(41,000) of those people came for employment reasons, and men
were twice as likely as women to migrate for work. Some 10 per
cent came to study and a further 10 per cent of immigrants were
refugees.

Like many developed Western states, Finnish society is
greying, with falling birth rates threatening the ability to raise
suf�cient tax income to pay for Finland’s welfare system in future.
In the view of many policy researchers focusing on this issue,
greater immigration is a solution. Research on Finland has now
determined that immigration would not have to be on a massive
scale to solve the demographic problem, but more people are
needed, and perhaps there needs to be a little less emigration
(Craveiro et al. 2019).

Life for an adult in Finland who was born elsewhere can be very
different than for those born in Finland, and foreign-born people
may not bene�t as much from all the things that Finland is ranked
so highly for. Among western European countries, Finland has one
of the lowest numbers of foreign-born residents, and yet an EU
study of 12 countries found the highest rates of racially motivated
violence and harassment against people of African descent were
to be found in Finland. In recent reports, the European
Commission against Racism and Intolerance has underscored the
efforts that are required to help people, in particular those of
Somali descent, better integrate into Finnish education, housing
and employment and to be better protected from racist attacks.
At some 20,000 people, Somalis are the fourth largest diaspora in
Finland (after Russian, Estonian and those grouped together as
Arabic speakers), and half of all Somalis live in the Helsinki area.
Most came in the early 1990s, partly in the wake of a failed $1.7
billion intervention by the US (Lee Hogg 2008) into the civil war in
Somalia, and many have since had children born in Finland.

The Somalis were some of the �rst immigrants. Most of
Finland’s immigrants, and especially most of the refugees who



were not white, came in the past decade. Considering how
recently many of these foreign groups arrived in Finland, it is not
surprising that it is more dif�cult for immigrants to have achieved
the “Finnish dream”. It will be an important challenge for Finland
in the near future to narrow the current divides that the
statistical agencies measure in both opportunities and outcomes,
without making authoritarian demands for extreme assimilation.

Immigrants in Finland are covered by the Finnish social
security system if they intend and register their intent to reside
permanently in the country. According to Osten Wahlbeck, “the
extensive welfare system based on universalism has been argued
to be one of the most important inclusion mechanisms, as the
basic accessibility to bene�ts and services reinforces wide
participation in other areas of society” (Wahlbeck 2018).
Integration into the labour market has been more dif�cult, even
though resettlement programmes include language and labour
market training. The unemployment rate for immigrants is up to
three times higher than for the general population.

Refugees or immigrants with little education are especially
vulnerable. Unemployment rates are much higher, income much
lower and health problems more frequent (THL 2018a).
Differences have also been observed in long-term illnesses and
reproductive health. Additionally, immigrants experience
discrimination in �nding work, in work relations and in renting
apartments. Research has shown that merely having an Arabic
name is a problem in Finland. Researchers at Åbo Akademi
University sent out 1,459 rental enquiry emails across the country.
They found that if the email was signed with a male Arabic name,
the response rate was 16 per cent, while a Finnish woman’s name
received a response rate of 42 per cent (Turun Sanomat 2017).
Ethnic segregation in the Helsinki metropolitan area has also
increased in recent years (Vilkama 2012: 8).

Remarkably, less well-educated immigrants from con�ict
countries use health services less than the general population,



despite being much more likely to have health service needs as a
result of the trauma most have experienced – many �nd access
dif�cult and are often scared of appearing needy.

Conclusion

Life is generally better in your mid-life years in Finland than in
almost any other European country. It is also improving. As Nobel
laureate Paul Krugman (2018) explains, people in the lower deciles
of the income distribution are better off in Finland than in the US,
and while counterparts in the top deciles may have a smaller
income, the bene�ts of living in a country like Finland can more
than make up for it.

The greatest challenge facing Finland is the effective
integration of increasing numbers of migrants, coupled with
overcoming the racism and discrimination that they experience.
Over the centuries, millions of Finns have left the country. The
majority of people in the world with Finnish ancestors do not live
in Finland. Finns have been accepted around the world as
migrants. Today this most successful of all countries needs to
prepare for the inevitable outcome of that success. More people
will want to come to Finland, and Finland needs them to come
(Londen et al. 2008).



The world’s �rst female Members of Parliament, Finland, 1907. Pictured seating from left
to right are: Hilja Pärssinen, Alli Nissinen, Lucina Hagman, Alexandra Gripenberg,

Evelina Ala-Kulju and Liisa Kivioja. Standing, from left to right, are: Dagmar Neovius,
Hedvig Gebhard, Iida Vemmelpuu, Hilda Käkikoski, Miina Sillanpää, Hilma Räsänen and

Maria Laine. In 1906 Finland was still an autonomous Grand Duchy of the Russian
empire, but its national assembly granted universal suffrage to all adult men and women,

including not only the right to vote, but also to stand for election. In 1907, 19 women,
most of whom are shown in this photograph taken that year, were elected to Finland’s
single-chamber parliament. Among them was Miina Sillanpää, who in 1927 became the

�rst female minister and was a Member of Parliament for 38 years. In 2016 the
government made 1 October a �ag day to honour her (Korpela 2006).

Source: Helsinki City Museum (2019) (photographer unknown).
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Old age and health

“Only the Nordic countries are known for their pared-down
simplicity . . . The Nordic Guide to Living 10 Years Longer
applies this ethos to health – and it is important for me to
express that to live a healthy life, you do not have to go to
extremes. It’s the small and simple changes that amount to
a happier, healthier life.”

Bertil Marklund, author of The Nordic Guide to Living 10
Years Longer

The secret word

There has been a recent boom in books about how, if you live the
Nordic way, you too could live longer. Hundreds of little tips
essentially all boil down to an instruction to be more Swedish,
more Danish, more Finnish. Each country has its own special word
that signi�es the secret to success. In Swedish, according to Bertil
Marklund, the word is lagom, meaning “just the right amount”.
However, in each case we are told that there is no exact
translation, and hence an entire book on “the word” is needed for
the reader to glean the secrets it holds.

In Denmark the magic word is hy�e, meaning an atmosphere of
cosiness, closeness and comfortable conviviality, which in turn
generates feelings of greater well-being and contentment (Norway
has koselig, meaning nearly the same thing, with some subtle
differences.) Candles, cushions and closing the door on unwanted



intrusions feature heavily in hy�e, and wrapping yourself in
chunky hand-knitted blankets and indulging in pastries is how
the concept was presented to the outside world (Country Life
2017). Inevitably, there is no exact English translation or short
de�nition that quite summarizes the concept correctly.

It is not just the Nordic countries that have received this
treatment. In Japan the equivalent concept is ikigai. According to
The Times “Forget hygge. It’s all about ikigai (that’s Japanese for a
happy life)” (Country Life 2017; Mogi 2017). Unsurprisingly, the
Japanese term also de�es translation and requires an entire book
to explain it. What none of these books point out are the many
similarities between these countries. For instance, the Finnish
land reforms of 1918 and 1919 (that we documented in Chapter 2)
helped establish a way of living, behaving and treating each other
that is very similar in some of its outcomes to the reforms for the
better sharing out of land that took place in Japan between 1947
and 1949.

Apart from these untranslatable words for the secret to a good
life, what do Norway, Sweden, Denmark, Japan and Finland have in
common? The answer is not these societies’ international
bestseller-spawning cultural concepts, but that they are all
amongst the most remarkably equitable countries in the world.
These are the �ve countries clustered to the left in Figure 6.1. It
has become an accepted fact that economic inequality is the
driving force behind most societal problems. It has nothing to do
with soft furnishings, cosiness and lighting, but everything to do
with genuine equality of opportunity and outcome.

So what is Finland’s untranslatable secret concept? The word
is sisu.

Sisu and other mystical words

Various origins are claimed for sisu. It was a brand name of a
liquorice sweet that has been around in Finland since the late



1920s, but that is just one of many theories for the origins of its
use to mean more than sweets. The best translation – and of
course there is the obligatory caveat that the true deep meaning
cannot be translated into English – is that it’s about not giving up,
especially when things get tough. Apparently, sisu is behind The
Moomins, the children’s stories created by Tove Jansson, who was
born in 1914. As one writer suggests: “. . . those original Moomin
stories carry doses of sisu, too.

Figure 6.1: How health and social problems are related to inequality in rich countries

Source: Wilkinson & Pickett (2009: 20, �gure 2.2).

Note: no numbers were included on the scale of this original diagram when it was �rst
published.

Little My, the �ercely independent, brave and mischievous little
girl who is adopted by the Moomins, always manages to get



herself out of a tight spot – no matter what happens” (Pantzar
2018). But have you ever read a children’s story where that did not
happen?

Finland and the other equitable countries in the world are not
special because they each have their own special way of being (and
a special word to go with it). Instead, they each have a special way
of being as a consequence of having become more equal. But what
it feels like to live in a more equal society is something that the
rest of us �nd very hard to imagine.

Today, people in Japan are among the longest lived in the
world, but in the 1930s when Japan was one of the most unequal
af�uent countries in the world, this was far from the case. The
aristocracy were becoming richer, the old were often not well
cared for, and there were too few resources to do so. Although
Ubasute, the practice of abandoning old women to die, may well be
a myth, it was the case that childless old people were removed to
the outskirts of the village in remote rural parts of Japan to live
together – where the soil was not as fertile and the harvest likely
to be inadequate.

Similar stories can be found all around the world. They may be
myths, but they provide an echo of how in past times, an old age
without children to support you meant destitution and despair. In
the Nordic countries, ä�estupa (in Swedish) is the name of a
mythical cliff that elderly people were thrown off, or leapt from,
when they were no longer wanted. The most equitable countries
of the world today were, a century ago, much like everywhere else,
but typically also places with thinner soils, shorter growing
seasons and an especially treacherous path into old age. It is no
coincidence that Finland was one of the �rst countries in the
world to see the need to systematically address the problem of
old-age destitution.

Security in old age



Kela (Kansaneläkelaitos), the Social Insurance Institute of Finland,
was founded on 16 December 1937. A contributions-based old age
pension scheme began in 1939, but paid out only from 1949. In
1956 it was changed to a means-tested pension, and Kela
broadened its services to include wider social security. Today Kela
even sends monies abroad to Finnish students studying in other
countries. It was established as, and remains, an independent
body, but one that works under the supervision of the Finnish
parliament. It relies on that parliament to raise the taxes it
requires to function (Kela 2018c).

State pensions in Finland are subject to a residency test: all
those with a right to be resident in the country are eligible to
receive a pension. There is no contributory element. Everyone is
entitled, regardless of whether they have paid taxes or not,
although length of residency matters. Once you have been
resident in Finland for 40 years you are entitled to a full state
pension.

If you had moved to Finland 20 years ago from another country
at the age of 45, you would be eligible for half the state pension. In
2010 the pensionable age was allowed to increase to take account
of increases in life expectancy, but by no more than two months a
year, regardless of how quickly life expectancy rises in Finland (see
Figure 6.4 at the end of this chapter). The full basic bene�t for a
single pensioner in 2019 was €634.30 per month, but the Finnish
authorities will top up that amount as they guarantee that no
pensioner without other sources of income should have to live on
less than €784.52 a month, and that top-up rate rises in line with
prices (Kela 2019f).

On top of the state pension there are also employer based
earnings-related pensions, which are carefully controlled in
Finland to ensure they are fairly administered and reliable. Here
reliable means ensuring that the provider does not go bust. This is
achieved both through government oversight and the way the
schemes are devised. The higher your earnings-related pension is,



the more is (in effect) deducted from it in the form of a reduction
in your basic state pension. This not only ensures that Finland’s
richer pensioners are not hugely better off than poorer pensioners,
but also helps to fund the state pension system itself.

In contrast, in the UK, receipt of the basic state pension
requires at least ten years of contributions to National Insurance
before any state pension at all can be received. Someone who has
paid national insurance contributions by working in the UK for 20
years can expect to receive £418.91 a month, but a full state
pension of £730.60 per month requires a minimum of 35 years of
payments (UK government 2019). There are minimum income
guarantees in place in the UK to ensure no elderly person is utterly
destitute, but the entire system is far more complex than in
Finland, less generous, and based on a completely different model
(see Table 6.1).

In Finland, state pension age is 63 for those born in 1954 or
earlier, rising progressively to 65 years for those born in or
between 1955 and 1964, with retirement age for those born in or
after 1965 linked to future rises in overall national life expectancy
(Finnish Centre for Pensions 2018). Finland is doing very well in a
context where pensions systems across many countries are now
under pressure to reform, in order to address the changing nature
of work and the increase in temporary and part-time employment,
as well as higher levels of inequality amongst people of working
age (OECD 2017a: 16).

In the UK, the state pension age is 65–68, depending on your
date of birth (Department for Work and Pensions UK 2017).
However, the rate of growth in life expectancy has fallen more in
the UK compared to other developed countries (Siddique 2018).
This fall, which began for frail elderly women in 2014, and then the
population as a whole in early 2015, means that by 2018 life
expectancy was still below the levels it had reached in 2014 for
both men and women (Hiam et al. 2020). The past president of the
European Public Health Association, directors of public health,



NHS doctors and academics in the UK have “demanded an urgent
inquiry into whether austerity policies could be behind a
stagnation in life expectancy” (Asthana 2018). No inquiry has
happened yet, although one was promised in 2018. Furthermore,
income poverty levels for the elderly are higher in the UK than in
Finland. According to the OECD, the high levels of poverty among
the elderly in the UK can be attributed to the low level of state
pensions, which are the lowest among OECD countries despite
the “triple lock” that ensures they rise by at least 2.5 per cent a
year (OECD 2017b).

Table 6.1: Social statistics concerning old age and poverty in Finland, the UK and the US

Finland United
Kingdom

United
States

Social expenditure % GDP, old age (OECD.Stat
2018b)

1980 5.4% 5.3% 6.0%

2015 11.4% 6.2% 7.1%

Income poverty levels of the elderly (2015), all
aged 65+ (OECD 2017a: 135)

5.2% 13.8% 20.9%

(Percentage with incomes less than 50% of
median household disposable income)

Income poverty levels of the elderly (2015), aged
76+

8.5% 18.5% 27.7%

(Percentage with incomes less than 50% of
median household disposable income)

Income poverty levels of the elderly (2015) aged
65+

Men 3.2% 11.1% 17.2%

(Percentage with incomes less household than
50disposable % of median income)

Women 6.8% 16.0% 23.9%

Source: OECD (2017a: 135) and OECD.Stat (2018b).

Note: Around 45 million people in the US are retired and receiving social security
payments, less than 14 per cent of the total population. Roughly 12 million people in the
UK are aged 65 or over, 18 per cent of the population, and a further quarter of a million
UK pensioners live in other EU countries. In comparison, 1.6 million people in Finland
receive a pension, 28 per cent of the Finnish population, of whom 58,000 live abroad
(Finnish Centre for Pensions 2019).



In the US the model is even more complex, key decisions are
left almost entirely up to individuals to make, and they are
expected to �nance their own pension arrangements. One report
(Dinkin 2018) has stated that the complicated means-testing of
state bene�ts for people in old age ensured that in 2016 in the US,
a single pensioner was assured only 17 per cent of the national
average wage, or just 25 per cent for a couple (an eighth of average
pay each). Another report, using earlier data from 2013, revealed
that 85 per cent of older Americans rely on social security bene�ts,
which average $15,132 (at that time £9,852) annually, or 33.7 per
cent of the national average US wage (O’Hara 2015).

Most working-class Americans will spend their retirement in
destitution. Even some 40 per cent of their middle-class peers face
poverty under the current US system “. . . causing 74 percent of
Americans planning to work past traditional retirement age.
Additionally, both private and public pension plans have been
allowed to become seriously underfunded” (Dinkin 2018).

Life in old age in Finland and England/UK

Finland and the UK appear to be at opposite ends of the spectrum
in Europe – and when you compare Finland to the US, it is as if you
are comparing life on different planets. Finland is increasingly
presented as the most socially progressive of all European states.
In August 2018, the UK’s Of�ce for National Statistics released a
report showing that of the 20 countries it had compared, Finland
had seen the greatest improvement in the health of men in the
most recent six years (ONS 2018). In great contrast, the UK has
seen the worst health decline of any European country in the
same period. In Finland by 2017, women’s life expectancy had
reached 85.6 years and total life expectancy was 81.7 years and
rising (Eurostat 2019b).

In the year after 2014, across the UK as a whole life expectancy
for both men and women fell, dropping from an average of 81.4



years (for both sexes combined) to 81.0 years in 2015. By 2018,
women in the UK had a life expectancy of 82.93 years, and men
79.24 years; but below their 2014 levels (Hiam et al. 2020). It is
worse still in the US, where average life expectancy has declined
fairly continuously since 2014 to reach 78.6 years in 2017
(Bernstein 2018). With comparators such as these in mind,
Finland is often presented as the greatest of success stories, and
the UK is increasingly seen across Europe as a state that
represents failure. But what would it take for the UK to become
more like Finland?

In 2012 Ed Miliband, who was then leader of the UK’s
opposition Labour Party, observed: “If you want the American
dream, go to Finland” (Fleetwood 2013). That dream – of
opportunity, of a happy life, of the chance to live free and equal,
and the ability to enjoy a long and comfortable old age – is, of
course, about far more than simply receiving an adequate pension
to live on when you can no longer work. It is about the entire
environment around you and everyone else that matters,
especially in old age. If you live in a country where you have to
drive or go online to access the social security system, then what
happens once you are too old to drive, or if you have never used the
internet, or – like so many people in advanced old age – you have
multiple disabilities? What happens if you are afraid and lonely?
What happens to you if you are living in a society where people
have been brought up not to care, and just to look out for
themselves?

Ed Miliband mentioned Finland because he was calling for
slight increases in public spending in the UK, at a time when such
spending was being cut so severely that it would converge, by
2022, with the incredibly low state spending of the US (Figure 6.2).
All countries in the af�uent world saw what on the surface
appeared to be a dramatic rise in public spending after 2008; but
that was because states had to bail out their banks and often GDP
at that time fell, so public spending as a proportion of GDP



appeared to quickly rise in most countries in 2008 and 2009 due
to bank bailout spending. After that different states took differing
paths.

When Miliband explained that if you wanted to achieve the
American dream then you had to move to Finland, public spending
in Finland was rapidly rising toward 58 per cent of its GDP. That
rise was Finland’s response to the global economic recession that
began in 2008. All af�uent countries increased their public
spending then for the reasons given above, but Finland increased
taxation signi�cantly to ensure that public services and state
pensions and bene�ts did not have to fall, or fell only slightly.
Since 2014, public expenditure as a proportion of GDP in Finland
has reduced to the level of France, hovering slightly over the 50 per
cent mark.

Two other countries, Sweden and Germany, are included in
Figure 6.2 for comparison. They represent the OECD norm for the
more af�uent of its member states. In November 2019, Britain’s
Labour Party presented a manifesto for the December election
that included promises to increase public spending in the UK to
just below German levels by 2024. This was characterized in
almost all of the British media as an incomprehensibly reckless
proposal, and Labour lost the 2019 general election, shedding
almost one third of their seats in Parliament, albeit with only a
small (7.9 per cent) drop in overall support. The winning party, the
Conservatives, increased their share of the vote by only 1.3 per
cent on 2017, and are likely (pandemic aside) to continue on the
low public spending course they were on before (while
simultaneously making promises to spend more). As Figure 6.2
makes clear, Finland (and France) are as far above Germany in
terms of how much they spend on public services as the UK and
US are below Germany. Sweden is almost exactly half-way
between Germany and Finland in what it taxes and spends. Before
2008, it was Sweden that taxed and spent more than Finland.



Figure 6.2: Public expenditure as percentage of GDP, six countries, 2001–22 (projected)

Source: International Monetary Fund (2018).

Finntopia is about being better than that Gerwman norm, and
Finland usually achieves that in a very different way than France
does. Nevertheless, and similar to France, there is also a place for
traditional labour disputes in Finland. In 2018, there were 128
cases of industrial action and 28 threats of industrial action. A
total of 282,096 workers participated, and 214,428 working days
were lost. This �gure is still lower than the number of working
days lost in the years 2000 (253,838), 2005 (672,904), and 2010
(314,667) (OSF 2019f). During this time, as in other European
countries such as France, far-right populism has seen electoral
success. Back in 2011, when the Finns Party had their �rst



signi�cant gains in electoral support, the most common party
from which they took voters was the Social Democratic Party,
although they attracted voters from almost all parties apart from
the Swedish People’s Party (Isotalo et al. 2019: 15). A signi�cant
proportion of their votes that year, however, also came from
people who had not voted the year before.

In Finland, people complained about the small public service
cuts that had been made since 2014; in response, in 2019 they
elected a government that by June (after convoluted negotiations)
was formed of a coalition of the Social Democrats, the Centre
Party, the Green League, the Left Alliance and the Swedish
People’s Party. In contrast, in France with no election scheduled in
2019, people had to take to the streets in violent protest to
oppose President Emmanuel Macron’s plans to cut state spending.

Although one third of Finns live in the greater metropolitan
area in and around Helsinki, the elderly are less likely to do so.
Rents are cheaper outside of Helsinki, where the average monthly
rent in 2016 was €11.50 per m2, compared to €13.65 per m2 (or
€18.08 in non-subsidized housing) in Greater Helsinki (OSF
2017c). In the same period in central London, average monthly
rents were £33 (€39) per m2 for a privately rented 2-bed �at
(Wainwright 2017). Across Europe as a whole, only Monaco is
more expensive than central London, at £45 (€53) per m2 (Global
Property Guide 2019a). In the most expensive of locations in the
US, such as New York City, monthly rents peak at $143 (€129) per
m2 (Global Property Guide 2019b).

Partly because of affordable property prices, but also because of
the leave parents can take from work, Helsinki was ranked the
best city in the world for families in 2020: “The Finnish capital was
handed the accolade after researchers analysed 150 cities and 16
factors including paid parental leave, high-quality education,
healthcare, employment rates and general affordability. And
parents living in each location were polled on what they think
about where they live. Quebec in Canada comes second in the



ranking, Oslo third, and London a lowly 55th, while Los Angeles
ranks top for kids’ activities.” (Thornhill & Kjellsson 2020).
However, for children, Helsinki is also a great and incredibly safe
city, as is all of Finland; but there is increasing criticism, however,
that rent prices in Helsinki are increasingly out of reach for lower-
income individuals.

Grandparents in Finland spend a great deal of time with their
grandchildren, but much more at weekends or after formal daycare
– not as a substitute for daycare. In contrast to Finland, in the UK
childcare is often too expensive for many families to use, especially
if a parent has two children aged under �ve. Out of necessity,
grandparents often have to undertake regular childcare. Children
are often happier playing with other children than only with their
grandparents, and grandparents may well �nd that a playgroup
where there are other parents and grandparents is less isolating
for them. But in the UK, where social classes �nd it hard to mix,
and in the US, where racial divisions are even more marked,
children are very often brought up in isolation from other children
and also often live far away from their grandparents.

Long-term cohort studies of the health of children in different
countries are beginning to show evidence of the negative impacts
of these factors. Equally signi�cantly, the take-up of paternity
leave is lower in the UK and US than in Finland. Nevertheless, in
Finland men not undertaking paternity leave is seen as more of a
problem than it is in the UK. Surveys in the UK indicate that many
people are not even aware of parents’ right to 18 weeks of shared
parental leave per child. This is not surprising, as it is unpaid leave
– unlike the �ve months of paid leave offered in Finland – and so it
is unlikely to be a realistic option for many British parents.

In 2019 in Finland the healthcare giant Attendo and nursing
home provider Esperi Care made headlines when it became clear
that the quality of their services was seriously suffering, in
particular because of understaf�ng (Yle Uutiset 2019d). Legislative
chief Vappu Okkeri of the Union of Health and Social Care



Professionals noted that issues of negligence were far more
common in the private sector than in public services, owing to
competitive pressures (Yle Uutiset 2019e). Validia, a private
provider of housing to disabled people, has also faced similar
allegations (Malin 2019).

Finns, unlike people in the US and the UK, are still surprised by
cases of neglect of the elderly in institutions, and neglect of
children is incredibly rare. In contrast, in the UK, the number of
cases of neglect rose between 2010 and 2019 under the
Conservative/Liberal Democrat coalition government and the
Conservative government that followed it, as cuts in public
spending increased. Cases of neglect deemed worthy of headlines
almost always involved deaths, and the reporting of them had no
noticeable effect on policy or funding, even when it was revealed
that over 1,000 unexplained deaths under the care of just one care
provider, Southern Health, had not been investigated (Sambrook
& Ryan 2017). Care provision for people with disabilities, including
funding, is far more comprehensive in Finland (Info Finland 2018).

Homes and homelessness in Finland

Due to the changing demography, Finland’s national housing
policy now includes measures to renovate and develop housing for
the elderly in order to provide more accessible housing and to
allow them to live safely in their own homes for as long as possible
(Ministry of the Environment 2013b). In Finland, the generations
have much greater choice over whether to live together or
separately because the latter is �nancially feasible and need not
require living far away from friends and relatives. As in the rest of
Scandinavia, the proportion of Finns who are able to afford to live
alone, if they so choose, is very high. In fact, it is amongst the
highest in the world, other than in Japan.

Life for the elderly in Finland is very different from that in
other af�uent nations in many ways – not only in the provision of



affordable, convenient housing. For instance, crime rates in
Finland are much lower than in other countries. The elderly tend
to worry about crime more than other people, but in Finland they
have less cause to do so. Nor do Finns encounter homeless people
living on the streets, as is now common in UK cities and as has
been the case for decades in the US. It was recently pointed out
that many homeless people on the streets in the UK are slowly, or
more quickly, dying (Kerry 2019). The almost complete absence of
street homelessness in Finland has not come about by chance or
because of the winter cold; but because people worked hard to
combat it.

Thousands of people used to live on the streets in Finland. The
depression of the 1990s left a large section of Finnish society
unemployed and excluded from working life (THL 2019a). Income
inequality and poverty grew as distributive policies were
weakened. Despite this, however, Finland has managed to reduce
homelessness at the same time as it has increased in almost all
other European countries, including, most notably, the UK which
has the highest rates in Europe. Only Germany comes close, with
the high rates of homelessness among the 1.5 million Syrian
refugees now living in the country being considered a special case
(OECD 2017c). A tiny proportion of those 1.5 million people are
living in tents, like so many homeless people in the UK. Finland
leads the way in Europe on homelessness policy with its Housing
First approach, which is being copied across the continent and is
now being trialled in England, in Liverpool, Manchester and the
West Midlands.

Finland’s Housing First initiative was introduced in 2008, and
is based on the principle that housing is a basic human right. It is a
national strategy, with a tripartite approach that has integrated
efforts by the state, municipalities, and NGOs (Pleace et al. 2015:
17). As a result of these policies, in recent years “. . . some 12,000
people have found a home” (Y-säätiö 2018). In the 1980s, the
homeless were only given social housing and allowed to keep it



after they proved that they were rehabilitated, either by stopping
drug or alcohol abuse, or ceasing to display violent behaviour.
NGOs, like Y-Foundation (Y-Säätiö 2018) bought apartments
speci�cally for homeless people and the state supported the
development of new affordable housing units for that purpose.

The Housing First policy deliberately reverses the order in
which homeless people’s needs are addressed: �rst giving them
somewhere to live, and then providing support services to help
with their often complex needs (including mental health,
addiction and disabilities) that resulted in them ending up on the
street in the �rst place. The programme has shown that providing
housing for the long-term homeless can save as much as €15,000 a
year per person. Resources that would otherwise be used to
provide a place to sleep overnight can better be utilized for
rehabilitation and support. Housing First’s aim is to develop
societal integration and a long-term way out of homelessness and
poverty. Tenants must pay for their housing, and it is their
responsibility to arrange their own affairs. Importantly, however,
they receive not only �nancial support, but other practical
support and advice, to allow them to do so.

In 2017 there were 6,620 homeless people in Finland, most of
whom were concentrated in Helsinki; this was 331 fewer people
than in 2016 (Asunto Ensin 2018). By 2018 there were only 5,482
homeless people in Finland, of whom 4,882 lived alone; there were
105 couples and 159 families with children. Fifty-�ve per cent of all
homeless people lived in the Helsinki Metropolitan area. Almost
no one sleeps on Finnish streets: partly because of the cold, partly
because public toilets are heated, but mainly because of Housing
First. In March 2018 it was reported that there were 70 fewer
homeless people in Finland, and 150 fewer in long-term
homelessness. The number of homeless families decreased from
325 to 214.

In Finland today, 25 per cent of those who are homeless are
foreign-born. Youth homelessness has recently increased by 190



people, and long-term homelessness (more than a few days
without a home) amongst young people increased by 30 people.
Some 84 per cent of homeless people are living temporarily with
friends or family (Ara 2018), 10 per cent live in lodging or other
facilities, and the remaining 6 per cent live outdoors, in staircases,
or in shelters. Unlike Finland, the UK has no reliable �gures for
homelessness because adults without accommodation who don’t
have children or a speci�c disability or vulnerability are not
considered in need of state support. In an international review, it
was noted that “more recent data (beyond 2003/4) on
homelessness service activity in England are incomplete, as
government funding for data collection has been withdrawn, and
now represent only a large sample of homelessness services”
(Pleace et al. 2015: 54).

The UK charity Shelter estimated in 2018 that at least 320,000
people were living in (usually unsatisfactory) temporary
accommodation or emergency hostels, or sleeping on the streets
(Richardson 2018). In 2019 there were 84,740 households (up 77
per cent from 2010) living in government funded temporary
accommodation in England. These households included 126,020
children and were mostly housed in exorbitantly expensive and
extraordinarily unsatisfactory bed and breakfast style
accommodation (Wilson & Barton 2019). Rough sleepers are
visible in considerable numbers in all large UK cities. During 2019,
the situation worsened further across the country (Brimblecombe
et al. 2019). The Housing First project and Finland’s decisive drive
to tackle rough sleeping and homelessness have proved to be so
effective that Finland is now the sole EU country where
homelessness is both very low and falling.

Old age, immigration, emigration and minority groups

Finland’s population last shrank in 1969 and 1970 due to
emigration. For decades and centuries before that, large-scale



emigration prevented signi�cant population growth and any
immigration was largely the return of former ex-pats. The
emigration rate eventually slowed down, and from the 1980s
onwards there has generally been a net gain in migration to
Finland.

Because of its past high fertility rate, Finland did not need
immigrants to sustain its workforce, including those who care for
the elderly and provide health services. But following the dramatic
fall in the fertility rate that occurred in all af�uent countries, and
which began in Finland in the 1960s, the rising number of
foreigners coming to Finland since the 1990s has compensated for
the demographic de�cit (Figure 6.3). Although this was not the
outcome of policy, greater in-migration almost always happens in
times and places where there is a growing demand for people.

For some of the older generation, adapting to a more diverse
Finland has been dif�cult. This is a common experience across
Europe, where older people tend to be more conservative and more
anti-immigrant, even as services provided for the elderly are
increasingly reliant on the labour of immigrants; as is evident
across the health services, social work, and care home provision.
Racism can be just as easily found in Finland as elsewhere in
Europe.

Because of its migration history, Finland today is less culturally
diverse than many other European countries. In 2016, there were
364,787 foreign citizens in Finland, or just under 7 per cent of the
population. As in almost any country, it is possible to be classi�ed
as foreign even if you were born in Finland, but that is rare. Nearly
all of the 7 per cent were born outside of Finland. Finland also has
its own signi�cant ethnic minority populations born within the
country, including more than 10,000 Roma in the south and west
and 9,350 Sámi, who live mainly in the far north. Like immigrants
in general, and refugees in particular, signi�cant minorities in
Finland also currently experience social integration dif�culties.



Figure 6.3: Foreign citizens in Finland, 1870–2015

Source: Anttosen (2015).

Roma people in Finland are native Finns, but are sometimes
treated as if they are foreigners. They have been in Finland since
the latter half of the sixteenth century. Roma are spread mostly
around the south of the country, and now live mainly in the larger
cities. They are a recognized, protected ethnic minority, but
experience measurable socio-economic inequality in relation to
education, employment, housing and health – including using
health and maternity services less than the general population
(THL 2018a).

The Sámi are Finland’s indigenous people (THL 2019b). Their
linguistic and cultural rights are protected in constitutional law;
including Sámi district and language law, the Non-Discrimination
Act, and in various international human rights agreements.
However, Finland has yet to rati� the International Labour
Organisation (ILO) Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Convention No.
169 from 1989, owing largely to its implications for land
management (Government Communications Department 2017).
Their traditional way of life, including reindeer herding, �shing



and handicrafts, their diet, exercise, and strong cultural identity
has been noted to protect them against certain diseases such as
cancer and cardiovascular disease. However, their rapid transition
to a western lifestyle has brought negative consequences for the
overall health of the Sámi population.

The limited research that has been carried out to date suggests
that mental health problems and other physical diseases have
increased in recent decades among Sámi people, including higher
suicide rates among younger reindeer-herding Sámi. The National
Institute for Health and Welfare attributes this to the lack of
psychosocial services and the tendency among Sámi people to not
seek professional help. The almost total destruction of a
traditional way of life has been identi�ed as the fundamental
underlying cause. Although the Sámi receive social and health
services in their own languages, these are currently judged to be
insuf�cient compared to what is provided for the rest of the
Finnish population. The structure of the Finnish welfare system
has recently been reviewed by the National Institute for Health
and Welfare and found to be inappropriate for the needs of the
Sámi people.

Threats: suicide, speeding cars, alcohol and other addictions

Car accidents and suicide pose an increased threat to people as
they age. In the UK and the US, the most common cause of death
of those aged 15–24 is being hit by a car. From 30 onwards, suicide
becomes the most common cause, and after 45 it is a heart attack.
Suicide is the second most common cause of death of children in
the age groups 11–16, and young adults aged 17–19 and 20–24 in
Britain (Dorling 2011).

The popular perception is that Finland has a high suicide rate;
but that description was signi�cantly more accurate in the bleaker
past. Its suicide rate shrunk rapidly from the 1990s to 2015, but
increased slightly in 2016–17. Finns monitor the numbers



carefully. There were 14 fewer suicides in 2018 than in 2017. As we
write in February 2020 the �gure for 2019 has yet to be released.
Suicide in Finland is less disguised than in countries such as the
UK where many suicides are recorded as “accidental deaths”; and
it is well below that of the country with the worst rate in Europe,
France. It is the old and the young who are most at risk from
speeding cars because both groups �nd it harder to judge the
speed of a car moving towards them and both tend to be frailer
and smaller in size and weight than mid-life adults. In 2016 in
Finland, road fatalities were 5.0 per 100,000 motor vehicles. The
equivalent �gure for the UK was 5.7, while in the US it was 14.2. In
Sweden, whose policies are built around reaching zero road deaths
in the very near future, the rate is now 4.6. Switzerland currently
has the lowest road death rate in the world per vehicle (3.7), and
Norway has the lowest rate in the world per vehicle kilometre
travelled (Wikipedia 2019a). Norway, Sweden and Switzerland
protect lives by levying very high speeding �nes, with �nes
proportional to drivers’ income and the extent to which the speed
limit is broken.

This policy has made international headlines. In 2002 Nokia
executive Anssi Vanjoki was �ned €116,000 for driving his Harley
Davidson motorbike at 75km/h (47mph) in a 50km/h zone. Reima
Kuisla, a Finnish millionaire, was handed a speeding ticket of
€54,024 for driving at 103km/hr (64mph) in an 80km/h area. His
�ne was calculated based on his income in 2013 of €6,555,742.
Following an appeal, however, Kuisla paid only €5,346 but
through posts on Facebook, he continued to call it a punishment
for his success, suggesting that: “Finland is now an impossible
country to live in for people with a large income and wealth”.
Kuisla warned that taxpayers would leave if Finland continued
taxing the wealthy and that tax revenue would decrease in the
long-term (BBC News 2015). Kuisla still lives in Finland.

Of course, Finland has plenty of vices. It is well known for high
rates of alcohol abuse and gambling, although, as we mentioned in



Chapter 3, gambling is now under better control (see also Gillin
2018; The Economist 2019). In the wake of a steep increase between
1968 and 2008, alcohol consumption has fallen by nearly a �fth
since 2007 (Suomenash 2019). Some 13 per cent of Finnish
drinkers, however, consume so much that it is deemed detrimental
to their long-term health, and 78 per cent of total alcohol
consumption is identi�ed as being at the hazardous level (THL
2018b).

Spirits can be purchased only at state-owned Alko stores.
Although national policy remains focused on reducing the
negative social and health impacts of alcohol, legislation that
came into force in 2018 allows retail stores to sell alcoholic
beverages with up to 5.5 per cent alcohol by volume (a rise from 4.7
per cent by volume limits) and permits bars and restaurants to
advertise “happy hour” discounts (Ministry of Social Affairs and
Health 2018). Serious crime in Finland is generally very rare;
although minor crimes, many of them alcohol-related, are not, and
the Finns are as assiduous as the South Koreans at recording
minor crimes (Dorling 2017: �gure 4.12).

In 2017 in Finland, the average daily prison population was just
2,884 people, including 203 women and just 95 prisoners aged
under 21 (Criminal Sanctions Agency 2018). In England and Wales,
that �gure was 84,399, or 29 times higher (Ministry of Justice et al.
2017). This included about 4,200 women and 4,900 people under
21 (Sturge 2019). The population of England and Wales is only ten
times greater than Finland’s, so Finns are three times less likely
than English or Welsh people to have a child or other relative in
prison, almost never a daughter, and virtually never a relative
under 21.

Even including those detained pre-trial or on remand, only 213
women were in prison in Finland in 2018, and only three people
aged under 18. In contrast, 2.1 million people were in prison in
2016 in the US, rising to 2.3 million in 2018, including more than
200,000 women in prison at any one time and 63,000 people aged



under 18. The total population of the United States is only 60
times that of Finland, which is similar in population to many US
states. The statistics for Finland are exact, whereas for the US
they are only rough estimates and often out of date (World Prison
Brief 2019).

Murder is rare in the UK, because there are so few guns. Murder
is equally uncommon in Finland, where there are far more guns.
UK data show that young men are the most common victims of
homicides, and children and people in their later mid-life the least
likely to be murdered. Murders of elderly people are somewhat
more common, with murder rates for male victims in their
nineties being higher than in their eighties or seventies. For
women, the chance of being murdered is very low, but it is higher
in their seventies than at any point other than in their twenties
(Dorling 2006). In Britain, alcohol is involved in half of all murders,
and it is even more frequently involved in murders in Finland.

In Finland, male, socially excluded alcoholics are the most
likely victims and perpetrators of homicides. As Finnish policies
addressing alcohol abuse have become increasingly effective, a
higher proportion of such victims are elderly, especially men,
according to the Ministry of the Interior (2019a). In both Finland
and the UK, the homicide rate is 1.2 per 100,000 people per year,
while it is 5.3 in the US (UNODC 2017). The Ministry of the
Interior identi�es alcoholism as the primary reason for Finland’s
higher homicide rate than those of other Nordic countries (the
comparable �gures are 1.1 in Sweden and 0.5 in Norway, although
Denmark matches Finland at 1.2).

Homicide rates, suicide rates and accidental deaths involving
�rearms are much higher in Finland than in most other af�uent
countries. Although they are still far below the US (where 12.21
people per 100,000 die from these causes per year), among high-
income countries Finland (at 3.25 per 100,000) ranks above
Sweden (1.6), Norway (1.75), Denmark (1.47), and the UK (0.23)



(World Population Review 2019). One reason these rates are higher
in Finland is that there are far more guns in Finland.

Due in part to the legacy of Finland’s wartime and rural past
there are far more guns and gun-owners in Finland than in other
European countries: 1.5 million licensed �rearms, and over 600,000
licence holders (Ministry of the Interior 2019b). Many gun-owners
are elderly and most are men, with the vast majority of weapons
used for hunting. However, some 200,000 of those �rearms are
handguns (Sandell & Tebest 2016). With licences becoming more
expensive and regulations tightening, fewer are now being issued.
In order to obtain a gun licence, Finns must �rst undergo extensive
background checks, interviews and aptitude tests. The police
registry is checked daily to see if anyone arrested for acts of
violence or acts involving substance abuse holds a gun licence; if
so, the gun is con�scated. Per gun, the murder rate in Finland is
extremely low.

Healthcare

The publicly run health system in Finland is decentralized across
its municipalities, of which there were 310 in 2020. Half of the
municipalities have fewer than 6,000 residents (so those areas
often cooperate) and only 107 are towns or cities. The country has
some of the best health outcomes in the world, including the
lowest infant mortality rate ever recorded for a nation state: “In
2015, the infant mortality rate was 1.7 deaths per 1,000 live births:
only 97 children died during their �rst year of life. This was the
lowest �gure ever recorded in Finland [and for any nation state to
date]” (THL 2017).

The national health service in Finland works alongside a
heavily state-subsidized, semi-private system of physicians and
hospitals (Saltman & Teperi 2016). The main channel of funding is
public. Service vouchers for private care are provided by Kela when
the waiting lists are too long in the public sector (Pantsu 2017). By



agreement all patients have to be able to access care within three
months of having their needs evaluated, with the starting date for
that limit being within three days of �rst calling the doctor. Some
employers offer private healthcare insurance (Kallio 2008: 478).

The average waiting time for non-urgent care across health
services in Helsinki was 16 days, as recorded on 4 June 2018.
Waiting times ranged nationally from 2 days in the
neighbourhood of Laajasalo (an island to the east of Helsinki) to
35 days in Kontula which is a suburb to its north east (City of
Helsinki 2018). People who are unemployed are more likely to
experience (slightly) longer waiting times, because employed
people have access to occupational healthcare or can afford semi-
private healthcare (OECD/European Observatory on Health
Systems and Policies 2017). Despite the complexity of the system
(Miettinen 2018), health outcomes in Finland are excellent and are
still rapidly improving (see Figure 6.4). This can be attributed to
the speed with which patients are seen, diagnosed and treated,
which has been shown to lead to better health outcomes in any
setting.

Figure 6.4 shows the changes in life expectancy in four
European countries since 1993 through to 2017. Finland rose from
being 26th highest in the world in 2016 to 24th highest in 2017
(Country Economy 2019; Eurostat 2019b). People now live longer
in Finland than in New Zealand (which is now 25th highest),
Belgium (26th), Greece (27th) and the UK. The UK has now fallen
to 28th place in the world life expectancy ranking and is expected
to fall further down the ranks in the near future. It now has the
worst postwar record of any western European country (Hiam et
al. 2020).

Life expectancy is falling in the UK mainly because mortality
rates for the elderly are rising, but a very small part of the reason is
the absolute rise in infant mortality in the UK since 2015. In
contrast, by 2015 Finland had already achieved the highest
survival rates for newborn babies of any large country in Europe,



and in the world, with a neonatal (�rst four weeks of life)
mortality rate of only 1.3 per 1,000 births. In 1990 Finland ranked
fourth in Europe just behind Germany, Sweden and France. It is
now a safer place to give birth than any of those countries. In 1990
the UK ranked seventh best, just below Denmark and above the
Netherlands. By 2015, 18 EU countries had a better neonatal
mortality rate than the UK (ONS 2017). After that point, neonatal
mortality rates actually began to rise in the UK.



Figure 6.4: Life expectancy in Ireland, the UK, Norway and Finland, 1993–2017

Source: updated version of a �gure originally published in Dorling & Rigby (2019).

Note: life expectancy is shown on the vertical axis and the rate of improvement is shown
on the horizontal axis. In Finland it has risen by almost a �fth of a year every year since
1995.

The US, where men and women combined lived to 78.6 years
on average in 2017 (Bernstein 2018) now ranks 37th in the world
for life expectancy, and its rank is dropping as the health of its



people fails. It is now below Slovenia (29th), Costa Rica (32nd),
Cuba (33rd), Lebanon (34th) and Chile (35th). The US has an
almost identical life expectancy to one of the poorest European
countries of all – Albania (38th) and will soon be overtaken by it,
and by Turkey (39th) Estonia (40th), Qatar (41st) and Panama
(42nd), if current trends for US life expectancy continue; all before
the 2020 pandemic struck.

In Norway today, life expectancy is 82.7 years, 4.1 years higher
than the US and exactly one year more than in Finland. In 1993,
Norway was furthest ahead of all the four countries shown in
Figure 6.4 with men and women (combined) expecting, on average,
to live to 77.2 years at that time. Norway’s life expectancy was also
rising at a remarkable six months per year at that point, but it was
rising even faster in Finland where, at that time, it was below all
the other countries shown in the �gure except for Ireland. Indeed,
Ireland has seen the greatest increase in life expectancy between
1993 and 2017 – a total rise of almost seven years, or 15 weeks a
year. The second highest increase was for Finland, at almost six
years. The third was Norway, at 5.5 years. Fourth was the UK with
only 5.1 years, averaging 11 more weeks a year – until the year
2015.

Finland does not spend that much on healthcare – just 9.5 per
cent of GDP in 2017 – a proportion as low as the UK, which spends
less than most af�uent European countries (OECD.Stat 2018b);
and almost half of what is spent in the US. Finland does not need
to spend too much because its population is healthier (less obese,
with better mental health, and happier) than in other countries,
thanks to the positive public policies that start with decent
maternity care and later include good food at school and outdoor
play as routine; and because it does not have a large private
healthcare market whose costs must be considered in
international comparisons. Despite not spending more than the
UK does on health, in Finland there are eight doctors for every



seven doctors in England: 3.2 per 1,000 people as compared to 2.8
(OECD. Stat 2018c).

Doctors are not paid as much in Finland as they are in England
or the US (or as in much of the rest of Europe). The lower cost of
living in Finland does not require salaries in the public sector to
reach the same levels as elsewhere. Fewer elderly people – the
most signi�cant group in need of healthcare – live in poverty in
Finland, and poverty exacerbates ill-health. Interestingly, in the
1970s, the UK used to pay NHS doctors half as much as it does
today in real terms, but back then the UK was a far more equitable
set of nations by income inequality and the doctors were among
the top 1 per cent of earners. High and rising economic inequality
makes providing healthcare far more expensive.

Despite not spending more than the UK on health, Finland still
has 50 per cent more hospital beds available for its population: 397
for every 100,000 people as compared to 258 in the UK (Eurostat
2018b). This greater number of beds also means that there is less
need to hurry patients out of beds before they are better, or before
support services can be properly organized. The average length of
stay in a hospital in Finland is 8.3 days per patient as compared to
6.8 days in the UK (Eurostat 2018c). In the US, hospital treatment
for the uninsured is simply not available unless it is a life-
threatening emergency, and even then people try to avoid going,
so great is the fear of medical bills which can often lead to
bankruptcy.

Although the general health of the Finnish population has
improved according to the National Institute for Social Services
and Welfare, inequalities in health based on socio-economic
status have widened in recent years (Rotko et al. 2011). Finland has
been criticized by some groups within the country for failing to
invest as much in health as it does in education. The 1990s
depression led to a weakened decentralized healthcare system,
because decreased funding failed to keep pace with need. The
Global Financial Crisis of 2008 also contributed to a decline in



public spending on health, despite the overall rise in public
spending shown in Figure 6.2 (OECD/European Observatory on
Health Systems and Policies 2017).

There is a concern within Finland that the groups that need
health services the most do not use them because they do not
trust their organization or of�cials, or �nd them inaccessible
(Kivimäki 2017). In a 2013 study of 51,400 women and 53,400
men, 44 per cent of unemployed men had not used health services
within the past year (Hetemaa et al. 2018: 11). Reform has to be
considered as inevitable – but of course there are many directions
reforms can take (Jokinen 2018).

There are already modest user fees for some services, decided
on at municipal level, although taxes largely subsidize service
costs and some are means-tested (Social Services and Healthcare
Division 2020). Ultimately the goal is to make the Finnish health
system fairer, as inequalities in health based on socio-economic
status have slightly widened in recent years (Rotko et al. 2011), but
the issue is more complex than this. An ageing population means
that the demand for health services is increasing, but the supply of
healthcare professionals and the population that primarily forms
the tax base to support the system are both decreasing (Øvretvei
2003). Of course, greater immigration can bring in more younger
healthcare workers and a rejuvenation of the economy.

In 2018, the Finnish government reached a consensus on the
need for reform of its healthcare system, along with the IMF, the
EU, and the OECD (Ministry of Finance and Ministry of Social
Affairs and Health 2018). By that point, three successive
governments had attempted to implement a regional government,
social and healthcare reform, known as Sote, in the face of
repeated delays and lengthy debate, and intensi�ed by citizens’
concerns over potentially worsening services.

Just before the 2019 elections, Juha Sipilä’s cabinet resigned en
masse after promising but failing to implement their planned
reforms. The issue is sometimes referred to as Finland’s Brexit,



with widespread “Sote fatigue” brought about by the many policy
complications that make it dif�cult to understand, and the fact
that it has not yet been implemented.

The threat of privatization

The possibility of an increased role for the private sector in
Finland’s healthcare provision is particularly contentious. The
Hospital District of Helsinki openly questioned the wisdom of
plans for more privatization. The Global Burden of Disease study,
�nanced by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, recently
ranked the Finnish healthcare system sixth, the UK’s 23rd, and
the US system 29th of 88 countries (Kontula 2018). Moreover, the
US was found to have the most expensive healthcare system in the
world, with a cost-per-person close to €6,900 a year, compared
with Finland’s €2,800 (Yle Uutiset 2018e). The Hospital District
of Helsinki said “the difference in price proves that market-driven,
commercial health services are not at the same level as a publicly
organized one”.

The UK’s National Health Service and the recently reformed
Swedish model were used as examples of increased freedom of
choice in service provision; however, the chair of the Swedish Left
Party, Jonas Sjösted, warned that freedom of choice in his country
had led to excessive supply in well-off areas. In England (but not
Scotland, and less so in Wales and Northern Ireland), private
companies have made massive pro�ts from increasing healthcare
privatization. Many of the politicians supporting these reforms
would appear to have been less than impartial in the outcome.
Lists of the members of the House of Commons and the House of
Lords with personal �nancial interests in private healthcare were
published at the time of the 2012 Health and Social Care Act, and
then again following the election of a Conservative government in
2019, with many of the cohort of new Conservative MPs having
close links to the private health sector.



Issues of healthcare reform have dogged recent Finnish prime
ministers, being a key reason as to why Juha Sipilä’s government
resigned in 2019 (Niemelä 2019a). He was succeeded by Antti
Rinne who had been leader of the Social Democratic Party since
2014 and served as Prime Minster only from June 2019 to
December 2019 after which both men were replaced by women.
Sanna Marin of the Social Democratic Party became prime minster
(the youngest ever Finnish prime minster and until 7 January 2020
she was the youngest serving state leader), and Katri Kulmuni
became leader of the Centre Party.

In Sipilä’s government, the National Coalition Party and the
Centre Party had reached a compromise between greater freedom
of choice (increasing the role of the private sector) and
reorganizing the responsibility of providing social and healthcare
services from municipalities to new larger, self-governing counties.
The Centre Party, unlike the National Coalition Party, is part of
the 2020 coalition (Kangas & Kalliomaa 2018; Sutinen 2019).
Finland’s sparsely populated yet very large geographic area has
always made organizing public services dif�cult.

The burden of successfully bringing about healthcare reform
then became the responsibility of the new government, formed in
June 2019 (Niemelä 2019b). At the time of writing, no reforms have
been passed, but new goals have been introduced, including
reducing waiting times to a week, continuing with the division
into counties, reducing the role of the private sector from that
proposed in the Sipilä government’s plan, and bringing doctors
back to the public sector from the private sector (Tikkala & Pilke
2019).

The reform currently under consideration also intends to
provide better services for issues that require the cooperation of
social and healthcare services, such as domestic abuse. The private
sector’s resources still are needed, but must be better integrated in
a way that maintains public authorities (the counties) as decision-
makers and prevents pro�t-making becoming the driver in the



decisions of healthcare providers (Merikanto 2019). This latest
plan has already been postponed to 2021, and the Green League,
Left Alliance, and the Social Democratic Party in the new
government are highly critical of market-based approaches to
Sote reform. The primary advocate for market-based approaches is
the National Coalition Party, which is no longer in the governing
coalition. Aino-Kaisa Pekonen of the Left Alliance has been
Minster of Social Affairs and Health since December 2019 and is a
trained nurse. In the next chapter we turn to the building of
consensus politics in Finland which has achieved so much, but
does so in such complex ways.

Conclusion: a beacon of hope

Today, Finland has one of Europe’s highest levels of health and
living standards for the elderly. Finns may not yet be the world’s
longest-lived people, but they are experiencing one of the greatest
sustained improvements in life expectancy anywhere on earth. As
Figure 6.4 shows, the greatest change came in the 1990s when the
rate of improvement in Finland was even faster than that of
Norway, despite the worsening economic situation in Finland at
the time.

Life expectancy is affected by what happens to people
throughout their lives. Many of the elderly in Finland today grew
up in poverty and that will have had life-long negative effects on
their health. Today, even among the elderly, poverty is very rare in
Finland, much rarer than in other European countries, and this has
been achieved without the advantages of huge reserves of oil, such
as Norway has. In future we should expect Finland to see even
greater gains in health and life expectancy, as the young, who have
had a much better start than their grandparents, grow old, and as
migration to Finland increases. It was migration that contributed
to Ireland’s dramatic increase in life expectancy in recent years (as
shown in Figure 6.4), as the composition of its population



changed. Most migrants who are migrating for work are much
healthier than the population they join. Finland can also expect to
see future older generations age better and live longer, as they will
have had a childhood and mid-life largely free of poverty.

Finland is the best place to be born in the world in terms of
neonatal mortality rates and care in the �rst few years of life, in
terms of the schooling that comes after that, and an inclusive
university education and inclusive workplaces where all are
respected and trusted far more than anywhere else in the world.
The young people of Finland do not have to fear homelessness or
being unable to �nd a decent home to live in, and they can expect
to grow old in a society in which equality is now inculcated.
Grandparents and great-grandparents in Finland today deserve to
be very proud of what they, more than anyone else, and for a more
sustained length of time than anyone else, have achieved.



PART III

The future



In this �nal section of Finntopia, we begin with politics and
populism, looking at how turnout in elections varies among
af�uent countries and across the states of the United States.
Finland, alongside other more equitable countries, has relatively
high voter turnout – and it has been rising in recent years.
However, voter participation is still lower than in Norway, Sweden,
Denmark and the Netherlands. Politics in Finland is complex, with
coalition governments made up of many political parties, and
voter fatigue is common.

As we write, in early 2020, the country is governed by a very
new, politically progressive coalition made up of a diverse group of
parties. To explain how this happened, in Chapter 7 we have
redrawn a complex political-space map originally disseminated by
the Finnish state broadcaster Yleisradio Oy (Yle) in April 2019.
That political map helped explain the positions of political parties’
candidates on a number of issues. We end by mapping the results
of the most recent general election over population-space using a
population cartogram.

In Chapter 8, we focus on demography and the environment.
We begin by depicting how birth and death rates in Finland have
varied from 1749 through to the present day, not only highlighting
the impacts of famine and war, but also showing how, since 2014,
death rates have consistently exceeded birth rates. Next, we
consider the fall in fertility over the past century, and then the fall
in migration to Finland in the early 1990s and its rise in the
twenty-�rst century. Today net in-migration is the only reason
that the population of Finland is not falling. We show where
migrants to Finland have come from, and then link all of this to
the major environmental challenges being faced by Finland – and
the world – today. In matters of environmental action, Finland
punches well above its weight.

Chapter 9, on future challenges and success fatigue, begins
with the concerns of young people who are suffering or struggling.
Mental health is a problem in Finland, but worldwide only



Denmark has a smaller percentage of young people who say they
are not thriving mentally. Finland is also ranked as the most
politically stable country in the world; has the second most
trusted press in the world, after that of the Netherlands; and ranks
as one of the happiest countries in the world – the ranking in
which Finland excelled in both 2018 and 2019 – and again in 2020.

We end by considering long-term trends in the income of
Finland’s best-off 1 per cent, showing how its share of income
shrank in the 1970s to become one of the lowest in the world in
the early 1980s, then rose somewhat to peak around the year
2000, fell with the global �nancial crash of 2008, and is now falling
once again. We close with a discussion of Finland’s future.



The leaders of Finland’s �ve coalition parties in power in December 2019. This image was
widely circulated in a popular tweet, that “went viral” upon Sanna Marin becoming

prime minister on 10 December 2019. People around the world immediately commented
on all �ve being women and four being in their early thirties.

Source: Tuomas Niskakangas (2019), Tweet with the caption: “Finland’s government is
now led by these �ve party leaders”; https://twitter.com/hashtag/newgeneration?

src=hash (8 December).

http://https//twitter.com/hashtag/newgeneration?src=hash


7

Politics and populism

“I have lived in a welfare state and am grateful for how
society gave me support in the tough times of my life.”

Sanna Marin, just before becoming the world’s youngest
serving prime minister at 34 years old on 8 December 2019,

quoted in de Fresnes (2019)

Introduction

In 2019, Finnish politics made international headlines twice. The
�rst time was when the Social Democratic Party won the most
votes in the April 2019 general election (The Guardian 2019;
Duxbury 2019) and the second was after the prime minister and
the Minister for Local Government and Ownership Steering
resigned over issues involving a postal strike and his successor,
Sanna Marin, became the world’s youngest serving prime minister
on 10 December 2019 (see Chapter 3). Her appointment meant
that the country was governed by a coalition of �ve female-led
parties.

Finland was �atteringly pro�led as a hotbed of progressive
politics and policies by newspapers such as The Guardian and The
New York Times, and by politicians including Hillary Clinton. The
hosts for the podcast for the newspaper Helsingin Sanomat,
“Uutisraportti”, ended their weekly broadcast on a gleeful note
about the attention Finland was attracting in the wake of Marin’s
appointment. It was unbelievable and exciting, they exclaimed,



that William Barr, the US’s Donald Trump-appointed attorney
general, had asked the visiting Finnish Justice Minister, Anna-
Maija Henriksson, for her views on the new prime minister
(Peltomäki 2019). Barr wasn’t the only American to want to know
more about Henriksson’s homeland: when she visited a US prison,
the inmates asked her about politics in Finland.

Politics is important to the story of Finland’s success because
effective social policy and the welfare state were the outcome of
choices and policies made by government. Of course, Finland’s
politicians have not always made the right decisions: as we’ve
discussed in Chapter 6, lawmakers are still grappling with the
thorny issue of social and healthcare reform. Nevertheless,
Finland’s politicians did succeed in setting the country on a
successful path to economic development following the Second
World War via signi�cant state intervention in the economy,
setting a precedent for governments in the decades that followed.
Elected representatives persevered through lengthy and complex
debates on reforming education throughout the 1950s and 1960s,
and since. They would also create a policy for tackling
homelessness, Housing First, that has outlasted the government
that approved it in 2011 (Y-Foundation 2017: 112). The success of
Housing First was con�rmed by an international review (Pleace et
al. 2015: 3) and said to be due to “. . . decisive moments of
commitment and shared will . . .” by the leading political parties in
Matti Vanhanen’s cabinet, and their provision of reliable national
funding.

Government services are �nanced through tax, which in turn
depends on the Finnish people’s trust that their taxes will be
spent on services that directly and indirectly bene�t them. Trust
in political and public institutions is a cornerstone of Nordic
societies. It promotes both a greater readiness and willingness to
support the state, through paying taxes; and an understanding of
the types of public spending that can be most (and least) ef�cient.
Political trust, and general agreement on political issues between



the electorate and the elected (responsiveness) further facilitates
dif�cult political decision-making and the acceptance of those
decisions during economic and political crises (Kestilä-Kekkonen
& Vento 2019: 18).

Political trust can be an ambiguous concept, but this chapter
will lean on one provided in governmental research, with
numerous academic contributors, which understands it in “terms
of [the] support for the political system, accompanied by trust in
politicians and con�dence in institutions” with natural
�uctuations which can lead sceptical citizens to occasionally call
for renewal, which is bene�cial for democracy (Kestilä-Kekkonen &
Vento 2019: 31). The perception that inequality is increasing can
lead to a fall in trust and a rise in doubts over state institutions
and their effectiveness. A state which has become stronger
through its emphasis on equality and inclusivity – concentrating
on the right of all individuals to participate and in�uence the
direction of society – can easily �ounder if people believe that self-
interested groups are gaining undue in�uence, especially if they
are thought to be receiving more than their fair share of funding.

The political system and elections in Finland

As mentioned in the introductory chapter of this book, Finland’s
parliament is unicameral (having one chamber of government),
and the national constitution was amended at the turn of the
twenty-�rst century to restrict presidential powers. However,
whoever is president still has a signi�cant role in foreign policy
and national security matters. There are four types of national
elections held in Finland: parliamentary, presidential, European
and local (Parliament of Finland 2019c). Some 200 representatives
are elected in parliamentary elections every four years, usually on
the third Sunday of April, unless a parliament resigns earlier.

There are 13 electoral districts in Finland and the number of
parliamentary seats afforded to each is proportionate to their



populations, assessed six months before each election. In addition,
one parliamentary seat is allotted to the Åland islands, an
autonomous, Swedish-speaking province in the Baltic Sea. Local
elections, divided by municipality, are also held every four years.
They used to be held on the third Sunday of October, a year and a
half after parliamentary elections, but the 2016 elections were
moved to the spring of 2017 and henceforth are held during the
spring (Solla & Palmén-Väisänen 2017). Presidential elections are
held every six years on the fourth Sunday of January and are based
on a direct popular vote. If no candidate achieves a simple
majority in the �rst round, a second round is held two weeks later.

The Finnish system requires a high level of trust to operate
well, not least because it does not have a second parliamentary
chamber, or many of the checks and balances that are
commonplace in other western democracies. In a series of
European Social Surveys from 2004 to 2017 that measured
political trust across 32 European countries, Finland on average
ranked sixth highest for trust. Despite some variation in levels of
trust in governments during some years, general levels of trust in
government as a whole have been steady.

Figure 7.1 shows that electoral turnout in Finland is not as high
as in many other reasonably equitable countries – such as Sweden,
Denmark, Norway, the Netherlands, Switzerland and Luxembourg.
In general, turnout is closely related to how equitable a country is,
or how equitable it was when most voters were growing up. People
who have voted once in their lives are much more likely to vote
again. In Finland’s most recent general election (held in April
2019), voter turnout rose to be more in line with international
trends by rates of economic equality.

The outliers in Figure 7.1, countries such as Australia and
Singapore, have various mechanisms to compel people to vote. In
general people are more easily dissuaded from voting in more
economically unequal countries and more unequal states of the
US. In the US, a signi�cant minority of people are not allowed to



vote, for instance many who have been convicted of a crime or do
not have the correct identi�cation papers (often discriminating
against poorer black voters).

In the 2019 Finnish general election, 72.8 per cent of the
electorate voted. In 1908 the turnout had been 69 per cent for men
and 60 per cent for women, but by 1960 this gender gap had
disappeared. Between 1954 and 1983, turnout was usually over 80
per cent, falling to just below 70 per cent from 1999 to 2007 (OSF
2007). It is probably no coincidence that 1983 was a year of very
low inequality in Finland (see Figure 9.4). Turnout at elections in
Finland is currently on the rise as economic inequality falls again.
Figure 7.1 uses 1983 as the year in which inequality is measured
because that is the year for which estimates for US states are most
reliable, but it also gives a useful impression of what the long-term
effects of factors such as high economic equality might be on
voting turnout later in life.

Political scandals in most democracies have an impact on both
levels of trust and electoral turnout. There is now growing support
for providing more opportunities for citizens’ direct participation
in politics, such as via “citizens’ initiatives” to debate certain
issues, rather than relying solely on the traditional model of
representative democracy. However, one very recent Finnish
government publication about political trust noted that an
increasing idealization of participatory and deliberative
democracy may be unhelpful and that “more direct citizen
involvement [. . .] is unlikely to solve the long-term dilemmas
[such as an ageing population] facing many advanced
representative democracies” (von Schoultz 2019: 62, 75). This
conclusion stems from the concern that despite popular support
for the idea of direct citizen involvement, citizens who were not
involved in such bodies would be “sceptical or even resentful” of
their fellow citizens and the process itself.



Figure 7.1: Inequality and electoral turnout, 2016–19

Source: World Wealth and Income database; turnout data from www.electionguide.org
and “The United States Election Project, 2016 November General Election results”.

Note: inequality data is calculated as the percentage share of income of the top 1 per cent
measured in 1983; estimated for Luxembourg from 1985, and in Belgium and Iceland
from 1990.

Recent Finnish government research found that the people
most inclined to oppose increasing citizen participation tended to
hold right-wing views and support increased technocratic

http://www.electionguide.org/


decision-making instead. Finns Party supporters typically did not
support increased citizen participation (Von Schoultz 2019: 72).
Those on the left were more supportive of citizen participation,
which is in line with their history of collective mobilization to
advance workers’ rights.

Although the National Coalition Party and Centre Party are
traditional bourgeois parties, and the Social Democratic Party was
founded as the workers’ party, people also now tend to be
suspicious of what they see as the political elite in general: the
traditional parties on both the left and right, the National
Coalition Party, the Social Democratic Party and Centre Party.
Furthermore, one of the contributors (von Schoultz 2019: 74)
concluded that individuals’ view of the ideal form of political
decision-making largely depends on their values and on their
opinion of contemporary democratic processes, and so unanimity
will never be reached – “the creation of a political system that
ful�ls all wishes and expectations is complete utopia” (translated).
Controversy surrounding the participatory budgeting process in
Helsinki in 2019 is one example we were told of more than once
while researching this book.

So how will Finnish politics cope with some of the most
pressing issues the country faces in the near future? It has long
been acknowledged by policy-makers, industry, academics and
most lawmakers that Europe needs migrants to address its
shrinking working-age population (UN 2000). Finland’s overall
population has aged more slowly thanks to the in�ux of younger
migrants in recent years. Whether this rise in immigration will
precipitate adverse political outcomes has yet to be seen, but in
the short term, and given the results of Finland’s most recent 2019
election, the critics who suggested that Finland would not be able
to adjust have been disproven. However, the issue of immigration
in Finland has certainly contributed to political tensions.

Political parties in Finland in context



Political spectrums across countries can be dif�cult to compare
and are heavily affected by national histories. Understanding
these spectrums has grown more challenging, as many parties are
no longer differentiated by clear and obvious social groups such as
class, wealth, religion, or ethnicity. This is seen in the increased
popularity of the Green League and the Finns Party, but the
left/right divide is still prevalent in debates over collective
bargaining and social and healthcare reform. Historically, religion
was important to Finland’s early national politics and to its
writers, such as Zacharias Topelius, who contributed to the
formation of the Finnish identity during its time under Russian
rule (Poulter & Kallioniemi 2014: 29). The reorganization of
municipalities in the nineteenth century led to the church in
Finland losing responsibility for poor relief, local administration,
and popular education, and it also of�cially became separate from
the state (Markkola 2015: 8).

Religion is not a very signi�cant factor in Finnish politics,
although churches have often taken signi�cant responsibility for
providing food aid (Ohisalo & Saari 2014: 12), and Protestant
societies, combined with low corruption, have been found to enjoy
higher political trust among their citizens (Bäck & Kestikä-
Kekkonen 2019: 14). In 1900, 98.1 per cent of Finland’s population
belonged to the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland (OSF
2019c). Since 2000, when it was 85.1 per cent, that �gure has
gradually dropped to 69.8 per cent. Membership of the Eastern
Orthodox Christian churches has remained at 1.1 per cent since
2000; the country also has 50,000 baptised members of the
Finnish Pentecostal Movement (Mantsinen 2018). Membership of
the Lutheran Church is highest among older generations and,
brie�y, for the many 15-year-olds who attend con�rmation camp,
so they are able to marry in church or become godparents later in
life. In 2015, only every third Finn, when asked, reported having
attended church in the preceding 12 months, although attendance
has been growing in recent years, and one in four people in the



same survey said they prayed every day (Sandell 2016). That
survey also found that while participants generally did not mind
the construction of an Evangelical Lutheran Church or Orthodox
Christian church in their neighbourhoods, one third opposed the
building of mosques nearby. Opposition towards mosques was
primarily expressed by non-religious participants.

Although Finland has a religious party, the Christian
Democrats, it is not very strongly af�liated with the Finnish
Evangelical Lutheran Church (Christian Democrats 2019). The
party’s former chair, Päivi Räsänen, even criticized the church’s
of�cial af�liation with Finland’s Pride Week (Yle Uutiset 2019f).
Formed in 1958 as a reaction to secularization, the Christian
Democrats won their �rst parliamentary seats in the 1970s,
although they have only once been part of a Finnish government
(Simula 2014). In 2019, they won �ve seats and are currently part
of the opposition. There are more important issues that divide the
major parties including immigration and the environment.

In a recent publication by the Finnish Ministry of Finance,
based on election study data collected between 2011 and 2015,
identi�cation with a higher social class correlated with higher
political trust (Tiihonen 2019: 171). It is very likely that this
particular �nding largely re�ects the fact that people trust a
system more in which they see themselves as doing well – which is
why higher paid social classes often have more trust in the
government (but see also Berner 2019; Muhonen 2019b).

Nine political parties won seats in the 2019 general election.
These nine parties, ranked in order of the votes and seats won
most recently, are shown in Table 7.1. That table shows that the
proportion of votes each won was almost directly related to the
number of seats they were assigned under Finnish proportional
representation.

As of 2019, the Finns Party led by Jussi Halla-aho is the largest
opposition party. It holds 39 seats in the 200-seat parliament, one
less than the victorious Social Democratic Party (SDP), which



formed a majority coalition with 31 Centre Party, 20 Green
League, 16 Left Alliance and 9 Swedish People’s Party MPs after
lengthy negotiations concluded in June, two months after the
national election. In opposition are the 39 Finns, 38 National
Coalition Party representatives, and 7 other MPs. Such complexity
is a common scenario in mainland Europe, but almost
unimaginable in a system without proportional representation,
like the UK’s �rst-past-the-post system.

In the most recent Finnish election, progressive political
parties won suf�cient seats to be able to form and lead a coalition
government. Women gained an unprecedented number of seats –
93 out of 200 (Konttinen 2019). In 2015, 83 women were elected,
and 85 in 2011. A remarkable 87 per cent of the new Members of
Parliament for the Green League were women, and over half of the
SDP MPs were women. Four out of ten ministers in the
government formed in June 2019 were women, and that has now
risen to a majority. The current cohort of Finnish MPs constitutes
a very young parliament. The average age is 47, with eight MPs
below the age of 30, 87 between 30–44, 95 aged between 45 and
64, with just 10 over 65.



Table 7.1: Results of the 2019 general election in Finland

Party Votes Seats abbr. Finnish name (and note in English)
Social Democratic 17.7% 40 SDP Suomen sosialidemokraattinen puolue

Finns (far-right) 17.5% 39 PS Perussuomalaiset (formerly ‘True Finns’)

National Coalition 17.0% 38 Kok Kansallinen Kokoomus (Conservative)

Centre 13.8% 31 Kesk Suomen Keskusta (formerly Agrarian

Party)

Green League 11.5% 20 Vihr Vihreä liitto

Left Alliance 8.2% 16 Vas Vasemmistoliitto

Swedish People’s 4.5% 9 RKP Suomen ruotsalainen kansanpuolue

Christian Democrat 3.9% 5 KD Kristillisdemokraatit

Movement Now 2.3% 1 liik Liike Nyt

Blue Reform and
others

3.2% 0 Sin Sininen tulevaisuus

Åland representative 0.4% 1 The MP is Mats Löfström

TOTAL 100% 200

Source: Of�cial Statistics Finland (OSF 2019g).

According to political scientist Erkka Railo, the dif�culty in
achieving reforms when governments are formed of complex
coalitions spanning broad parts of the political spectrum has
elicited concerns over the stability of future governments (Milne
2017). However, Juha Sipilä’s cabinet (2015–19) did pass many
reforms aimed at boosting economic performance, to the
displeasure of groups including students, the unemployed and
trade unions. Unemployment bene�ts were cut for those who
could not show proof that they had been seeking work (the
activation model). Trade union negotiating power was restricted
by a “competitiveness pact”. Sipilä’s government resigned in early
2019 over its failures in social and healthcare reform. The
challenge of completing these reforms now lies with the
government. Compared to previous coalitions, however, the 2019
government is signi�cantly more cohesive along political lines, in
this case along the green–left axis, albeit with the addition of the
conservative Centre Party.



An oft-cited problem with an electoral system based on
proportional representation is that it can lead to smaller parties –
including, potentially, fringe or extreme groups – gaining in�uence
quickly. However, this system also forces compromise, a feature
that has long been the basis for many of Finland’s policy
achievements.

The rapid rise of the nationalistic Finns Party has taken many
moderate Finns by surprise. Within Finnish politics they are on
the far right. They secured 17.5 per cent of the vote in the 2019
election, up from 4.1 per cent in 2011 and 1.6 per cent in 2007. In
2015 they managed to get into the governing coalition and in 2017
the arch-nationalist Jussi Halla-aho became the party’s chair. In
consequence Timo Soini (the party’s previous leader) and 16 other
MPs left and formed a new party, Blue Reform, which remained in
the coalition government. However, Blue Reform fared far worse
than the Finns Party in the 2019 election. As Richard Milne (2017)
noted in the Financial Times, the party’s split and its time in
government highlighted “the perils for populist groups seeking to
move from protest to power”. Under new leadership, and once
outside government, the Finns Party message became simpler:
anti-immigration and anti-climate action.

A majority of people in Finland, when asked, will say that they
are appalled by the nationalism of the Finns Party, which only
gained about one in six of all votes (Evon 2019). In 2014, the Finns
Party were the source of the lone far-right MEP that Finland sent
to the European Parliament in Brussels. In contrast, the UK was
responsible for and formed the great majority of the EU’s far-right
bloc in those elections, when the 52 per cent of Britons who voted
in that 2014 election opted to send 40 MEPs who represented
parties that lay to the right of the conservative centre-right
European People’s Party Group – namely the Conservatives and
UKIP.

Figure 7.2 shows where the nine major political parties lie in
Finnish “political space”. The horizontal scale is a traditional left-



wing/right-wing division. The vertical scale has
internationalist/green attitudes at the top and anti-immigrant,
anti-EU, nationalist attitudes – that at times border on a
populism of a fascist kind – at the bottom. Each small circle on the
graph shows where the attitudes of each party candidate surveyed
lie in response to the questionnaire given below. The average
positions of the parties are then superimposed on this (these are
the larger labelled circles drawn in proportion to the votes won by
that party in 2019). The two-dimensional depiction helps to
better explain where parties stand. For instance the Centre Party
(Kesk), which grew out of the rural Agrarian Party, is more left-
wing in the views of its candidates on one axis, but
simultaneously more nationalist and conservative than �ve of the
other parties shown in Figure 7.2. Its position on the left–right
axis, which is further left than the Social Democratic Party’s
position, might be surprising considering it has been traditionally
seen as a “bourgeois” party. However, this more-left position was
explained by its stronger opposition towards the privatization of
care services.



Figure 7.2: Voting in Finland: party candidates in political space, 2019

Source: Lång et al. (2019).

Note: SDP: Social Democrat; Kesk: Centre; PS: Finns; Sin: Blue Reform (now nearer to
“Movement Now”); KD: Christian Democrats; RKP: Swedish People’s Party; Kok:
National Coalition Party; Vas: Left Alliance; Vihr: Green League. The data used to
construct this diagram are derived from answers given by the very large number of
candidates standing in the most recent elections in Finland, not from the voters.

Circles for both candidates and parties appear higher in Figure
7.2 when many candidates in the areas agree with statements
such as “Finland should be a forerunner in the �ght against



climate change – even at a cost to private individuals” and
“Finland cuts down too much of its forests”. Table 7.2 shows how
positive answers to various questions affected the position of
candidates and hence the choices of voters as to which party they
would vote for by in�uencing where they were in political space. It
was information from questions such as those shown in Table 7.2
that was used to create Figure 7.2.

Political analysts working in Finland have located candidates
in the voting space by using their answers given to questionnaires
provided by Yle (Yle 2019). The questionnaire for candidates in the
Helsinki region included statements such as “Helsinki can use
nuclear power to produce energy when it shuts down its coal
plants”; “The bilingual requirement for of�cial positions should be
relaxed to make it easier to hire immigrants”; “The defence forces
should give up its garrison in Santahamina to make way for
housing”; and “Helsinki should introduce a congestion surcharge
during traf�c rush hours”. An earlier analysis in 2015 gave a more
detailed account of the kinds of views that candidates in each
quadrant of Figure 7.2 held, with a full description of the two-
dimensional political spectrum in 2015 being provided at that
time to the general public (Yle Uutiset 2015).

To left-leaning observers in more unequal and more
dysfunctional countries, politics in Finland looks close to idyllic.
Although Finns with traditionally conservative views support
polices that largely lie to the left of politicians seen as left-wing in
the UK or US, there remains widespread concern at the recent rise
of the right in Finland. This alertness to the threat of right-wing
populism is in stark contrast to the situation in the UK and US,
whose current leaders’ far-right and racist public statements go
largely unchallenged, as the establishment and mainstream media
focus their attention on criticizing the so-called far left. Part of
what keeps politics in Finland progressive is fear of the far right
and of nationalists. The issue that drives the majority of current



support for Finland’s nationalist right is immigration, and, sadly,
this will likely be the case for years to come.



Table 7.2: Key issues in Finland that helped determine party choice in 2019

Question Vertical Horizontal

Finland should be a forerunner in the fight against climate

change – even at a cost to private individuals.

0.70 0.04

Finland should not fast track a ban on the sale of diesel-and

gasoline-powered cars.

-0.83 -0.04

The state should encourage people to eat less meat using

measures such as taxation.

0.88 0.08

Finland cuts down too much of its forests. 0.87 -0.06

The government should cut costs rather than raise taxes to

balance the budget.

-0.41 0.50

Universal basic income for all working-age residents should

replace some current social benefits.

0.58 -0.18

Finland would be better off outside the eurozone. -0.01 -0.19

Public authorities should be the main provider of social and

healthcare services.

0.00 -0.82

Finland should outsource more senior care to private

providers.

-0.02 0.74

A terminally-ill patient should have the right to euthanasia 0.14 -0.10

Under-18s should be allowed to undergo gender

reassignment treatment.

0.61 -0.08

Wine and beer should be sold in grocery shops. -0.21 0.23

Finland should adjust family policies so that childcare leave is

equally distributed between parents.

0.35 -0.20

Compulsory education should include vocational and upper

secondary school.

0.10 -0.46

Finland should delay the start of school summer holidays by

two weeks to mid-June and so that it ends at the end of

August.

-0.17 0.01

Finland should downsize its tertiary education network and

redirect funds toward top institutions and research.

0.17 0.54

Rising immigration has increased insecurity in Finland. -0.63 0.06

Faced with an ageing population and declining birth rate,

Finland needs more work-based immigration to support the

welfare state.

0.29 0.27

NATO membership would enhance Finland’s security. 0.05 0.73

Legislators should define hate speech and make it a criminal

offence.

0.06 -0.22

Source: Lång et al. (2019); questions available in English in Yle (2019).



Note: The numbers in this table relate to the positions in the graph shown in Figure 7.2.

Immigration and politics

Immigrants to Finland come for many different reasons. It was
judged one of the best European countries for retirees, just behind
Spain in �rst place, in a study of 45 countries undertaken by
Blacktower Financial Management. “The research was based on
crime rates, cost of living, life expectancy, property prices and
population age – but not weather, which is one of the main
reasons that UK expats �ock to Spain, but might overlook
Finland” (Jefferies 2019). However, it is not an in�ux of elderly
retirees from more af�uent parts of Europe that is up for debate in
Finland.

The issue of immigration was introduced into the political
sphere by the Finns Party in 2008, and through this initiative they
were able to shape the agenda and approaches to the debate.
Other parties ranging from right to left on the political spectrum
soon caught on, usually framing immigration as a problem and
arguing that limits had to be set (Koivulaakso et al. 2012: 230–31).
In 2009, Arto Savonen, a National Coalition Party MP, argued that
if refugee policy, which was based on international agreements
and the rule of law, lacked the approval and trust of the Finnish
people, it could lead to greater inequality and growth in racism
and xenophobia (Koivulaakso et al. 2012: 234).

Scholar Miika Tervonen has warned that the far-right, in
promoting an image of a culturally homogeneous Finland, has
contributed to the rise of racism and nationalism (Petäjä 2017).
Finland’s labour market needs immigrants to sustain the supply of
workers. However, the government in power before June 2019, an
alliance of the Centre Party, the National Coalition Party and Blue
Reform, imposed new restrictions on refugees, especially following
the 2015 European migrant crisis when the new coalition
government with the nationalist Finns Party was established.



In 2019 the Finnish Ministry of the Interior said that it
practises “controlled immigration”, that “takes account of the
need to safeguard the legal status of foreign nationals, Finland’s
international obligations, the capacity of society to take
immigrants, and security considerations” (Ministry of the Interior
2019c). It also pointed out that labour migration is set to increase
in importance for Finland as those of working age continue to
decline in number. The working age population is predicted to fall
by 75,000 by 2030 (Ministry of the Interior 2018).

The more right-wing but pro-immigration National Coalition
Party has been the most vocal in calls to relax rules on economic
migrants, in particular the requirement for proof of labour market
needs (referred to as “labour market testing”; Hämäläinen &
Rautio 2019). The Greens are also supportive, although other
parties remain wary. The “testing” was removed in 2019 for those
who already had been employed in Finland for at least a year.
Otherwise labour market testing prioritizes the available Finnish
and EU/EEA labour force as a whole, before a residence permit is
issued for an individual (Migri 2019).

Today the Finnish government’s immigration policy has three
strands. First, actively attracting highly skilled workers and
businesses to Finland, through programmes such as the Talent
Boost scheme. The previous government, given the in�uence then
of the National Coalition Party, was keen to streamline and
simpli� the process of applying for a work-based residence work
permit, in order to help attract skilled workers from outside the
EU. A new type of residence permit was introduced for start-up or
growth entrepreneurs in April 2018, and residence permits for
students and researchers were also extended, encouraging them to
seek long-term employment in Finland (Finland Today 2018a).

Second, the new government has carried on with its
predecessor’s policy of supporting immigrants and their families in
gaining skilled employment. As an example of what is happening
on the ground, in the small town of Joensuu a job-seeking club has



been set up for immigrants, providing them with information
about the Finnish job market and helping those who are not �uent
in Finnish to complete application forms, improve their CVs and
practise for interviews (Bouzas 2018a). More widely, the rapid
integration of migrant children into Finnish schools is being
facilitated by expanding the number of schools where the
curriculum is taught mostly in English – a language in which the
Finnish population is also already very accomplished. New
undergraduate programmes have also recently been introduced in
Finnish universities in English to ensure that the children of
workers who have come from abroad can continue to study in
Finland, including children arriving aged 17 or as young adults
with their parents. The 2019 “Academic of the Year” in Finland was
named as Na�sa Yeasmin who works at the University of Lapland.
She moved to Rovaniemi from Bangladesh in 2006. She is the
project manager of the Arctic Centre’s Aim2Work project, which
helps the unemployed and people with immigrant backgrounds
�nd work by motivating small and medium-sized corporations to
support them (FUURT 2019).

Third, initiatives aimed at promoting good relations between
newcomers and native Finns, in order to reduce discrimination
against immigrants in everyday life and at work, have been
instituted in recent years. This policy appears to have had some
success. In 2014, Finland was ranked �fth (behind Norway,
Sweden, Portugal and New Zealand) in the Migrant Integration
Policy Index, which assesses the effectiveness of migrant
integration policies, based on 167 measures. However, there is still
progress to be made: African immigrants and their families are 60
per cent more likely to encounter discrimination in Finland than
the EU average for such families, and there is often talk of a risk of
spatial segregation increasing, partly because immigrants tend to
be accommodated in the cheapest available housing (Bedhall
2018).



The current government’s pro-immigration strategy focuses on
economic migration, couched in terms of its positive impact on
Finland’s economy. More controversial as far as some are
concerned is its policy with respect to asylum seekers and
refugees. Following Europe’s migrant crisis of 2015 with many
people �eeing war in Syria, Finnish immigration reached record
levels in 2016, at 34,905 immigrants (OSF 2016). Of these, nearly
all, 32,476 people, were asylum seekers; in the years immediately
prior, the annual average had been only about 4,000. The services
available to refugees were set up to address the needs of relatively
small numbers of incomers, and the bureaucratic nature of the
Finnish state has been described as an obstacle to integrating
large numbers (Wahlbeck 2018). The majority of asylum seekers in
2015 originated in Iraq (63%), followed by Afghanistan (16%),
Somalia (6%), Syria (2.7%), Albania (2.3%) and Iran (1.9%). Note
that only a very small proportion were from Syria.

Of course, the more than 32,000 refugees accepted by Finland
in 2016 was in reality a very small number, although it was the
EU’s fourth highest amount per national population. In contrast,
the EU country that accepted the most people, Germany, received
890,000 applications for asylum in 2015. By early 2019, Germany
had housed (but not necessarily accepted) 1.4 million refugees, the
majority Syrians, with another 19 per cent coming from two other
countries in the grip of ongoing con�ict, Iraq and Afghanistan.
However, even the high number of refugees accepted by Germany
was lower, both in real terms and measured against the size of the
host population, than is the case in many much poorer countries.
The vast majority of the world’s refugees end up in a poor country
near the one from which they have �ed. However, it is worth
noting that Finland’s tally of 32,000 far exceeds the approximately
9,000 refugees a year that the UK took in before 2015, or the
14,000 it accepted for asylum or resettlement schemes in the years
that followed.



Within the past decade, about 40 per cent of those who
applied for asylum in Finland were accepted. Sweden introduced
border controls with Denmark in November 2015, leaving
Finland’s border with Russia as the only land route for refugees
into Finland (Wahlbeck 2018). Following that move, the
proportion of positive asylum decisions in Finland fell to 32 per
cent. Social integration has been a key goal of government policy,
but as some residence permits awarded to refugees are temporary
rather than permanent, and reassessed twice a year, the
motivation to learn Finnish, attend school and �nd work is
diminished (Järvinen 2015). Finnish is typically seen as a dif�cult
language to learn, especially in a society in which older people
tend to be terse and chats with strangers are rare, including with
other Finns! Nevertheless, Finnish is relatively easy to learn if you
are dyslexic, because it is a logical language with grammatical and
orthographic consistency (Aho 2016). However, Finnish is hard for
English-speaking people as there is no connection to Latin or the
Germanic languages that preceded English.

The inclusion of the far-right Finns Party in the coalition
government formed in 2015 marked a low point in recent Finnish
political history with respect to immigration. The far right
demanded new negotiations on immigration policy, and since
2015, greater restrictions have been put in place, leaving the
country conforming to only the minimal requirements of EU
legislation. By the end of 2016, Finland had received only 18,401
refugees that year and its of�cials were dealing with 5,601 pending
cases (UNHCR 2017). In 2018, only 4,548 refugees sought asylum
in Finland, a mere 1,852 were granted asylum and just 888
received residency permits, while 1,976 applications were rejected
(OSF 2019c).

Finland has also taken “quota refugees”, which are third-
country resettlements of UNHCR registered refugees. It has done
this ever since 1973–74, when a group of Chilean refugees was
resettled there (O’Shaughnessy 2013). Chile remains the most



unequal of the 36 wealthy OECD countries and experienced severe
social unrest and mass rioting in late 2019. Finland is the most
equal of OECD countries. Nevertheless, under the 2015–19 Finnish
government, the annual refugee quota set by the Finnish
parliament was just 750 people, raised temporarily to 1,050 for
2014–15.

Municipalities are responsible for carrying out resettlement
and integration work. In 2017 the Finnish government, in response
to a routine UN investigation, agreed that it would enhance its
existing mandate for provision by “developing national
monitoring of discrimination, methods for equality planning and
assessment, educating key groups and developing a policy of good
relations between population groups” (Government of Finland
2017). In 2019, the refugee quota was raised to 850, in addition to
accepting 120 additional “emergency” refugees (Ministry of the
Interior of Finland 2019d).

During the 2019 parliamentary elections, the Centre Party, the
National Coalition Party and the Finns Party said they wished to
further restrict refugee policy, the SDP said they would keep it the
same, and the Greens, the Left Alliance and the Swedish People’s
Party said they supported relaxing it (Teittinen 2019).

Racism and Finland

In recent months and years, the Finnish media have documented
public concern over crimes committed by immigrants. In
December 2018, multiple child sexual abuse offences in Oulu were
alleged to have been committed by asylum seekers. By January
there were 12 suspects all of whom were reportedly in prison, and
the number of alleged victims had risen to nine. By February 2019
there were 29 suspects and yet more alleged victims. The Finnish
president, Sauli Niinistö, re�ected the public mood when he said,
“It’s unbearable that some who have sought asylum from us . . .



have brought evil to us and created insecurity” (Finland Today
2019a).

In response to these child sexual abuse cases, the government
promised action to prevent further criminal activity by
immigrants – including giving more consideration to criminal
records before granting residence permits, and undertaking
enhanced surveillance of individuals facing deportation who were
thought to pose a threat. In mid-2019, eight men of foreign
descent were all convicted of sexual abuse and rape of a 13-year-
old girl. One other man is awaiting extradition from Germany to
face trial in Finland. The massive media hysteria over these events,
including that of the state broadcaster Yle, died down after the
parliamentary elections. Subsequently the reporting was
described by some commentators as the worst journalism in
Finland in 2019. As in other European countries, very little was
said about those who commit the vast majority of child sexual
abuse, both now and over past decades and centuries – namely the
(Finnish-born) members of the victims’ own families.

In 2019 the Finns Party released a notorious election campaign
video featuring a young woman (dressed in a short skirt) walking
alone down a street and then being abducted by asylum seekers: a
blatantly racist depiction aimed at provoking hate and
discrimination. Crimes against any person in Finland are
legitimate security concerns, but they are by no means exclusively
committed by immigrants. It should be remembered that Finland’s
three deadly school shootings in 1989, 2007 and 2008, and a fatal
sword attack in Kupio in 2019, were committed by Finns, and that
in 2019 �ve Finnish men were found to be involved in an
international paedophile ring (News Now Finland 2019).

The new year messages in January 2019 and 2020 from
Finland’s President Sauli Niinistö and Prime Minister Sanna Marin
focused heavily on immigration, emphasizing that immigrants
must be given an opportunity to be part of Finnish society, but
must also respect the laws and integrity of the country. However,
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they also urged people not to incite hatred against refugees or
foreigners because of the criminal activity of a small number of
recent immigrants. This may well have been a response to the
greater visibility of neo-Nazism in Finland.

On Finland’s 101st Independence Day, 6 December 2018, up to
300 neo-Nazis with three large swastika �ags (which the police
later con�scated) marched through the streets of Helsinki. There
was subsequently an anti-Nazi counter-protest by approximately
1,800 people, as well as a demonstration by a similar number of
people under the “612” (6 December) banner which encompasses
most right-wing groups (Öhberg 2018a). The ultra-right vigilantes
included members of the Soldiers of Odin, a group so far to the
right that they accused the far-right Finns Party leader of being a
“traitor of the people” (MacDougal 2018).

The extreme right in Finland is a small minority. The far right is
larger. Geographical areas of support for the far-right Finns Party,
however, tend to be scattered, and are exaggerated on a normal
geographical map that makes lower density areas (where older
people tend to live) appear more signi�cant than their number of
voters warrants. Figure 7.3 shows the actual distribution of the
vote over the electorate. It also has the advantage of not
distorting the support for the Centre Party, which tends to be
highest in the more rural northern areas of Finland.

Politicians of immigrant origin

In order to increase ethnic diversity at all levels of society and
build a more inclusive society, broadening the ethnic diversity
among political representatives is crucial. This requires ethnic
minorities to have suf�cient trust to engage with Finnish politics
and become candidates themselves. The most recent and relevant
Finnish government study, conducted in 2019, found that political
candidates of immigrant origin rely heavily on personal network
ties to build a support base, but strong connections between



political party networks and those of ethnic minorities are
currently lacking in every party in Finland (Bäck & Kestilä-
Kekkonen 2019). In order to earn their support, political parties
need to engage with ethnic minorities. The report also noted that
migrants need to increase their knowledge of voting rights and the
Finnish political system. This could be done through “agents of
trust”, such as candidates of immigrant origin (Sipinen 2019: 196).
The Minister of the Interior has also called for greater diversity in
the police force, including more Muslims and more Swedish
speakers (Saarikoski 2019), with the aim of fostering greater
understanding of minorities and build trust.

Immigrants aged 18 and over who live permanently in Finland
have the right to vote in municipal elections and to stand for
municipal of�ce (Info Finland 2019b). Only Finnish citizens are
allowed to vote in parliamentary and presidential elections. Five
years of continuous residence in Finland, or a total of seven years
since the age of 15, with the last two years being continuous
residence, are prerequisites for citizenship, along with a
satisfactory level of written and spoken Finnish or Swedish (or
relevant sign language). An additional waiting period is required
for those found guilty of any punishable offence, or who have had
a restraining order issued against them. Candidates for citizenship
must inform the Finnish Immigration Service of the source of their
means of support, and be able to pay the €420 or €520
application fee (Finnish Migration Service 2019). Conditions for
immigrants must be improved, but it is an achievable goal in a
country with a history of pioneering social innovation – most
famously in women’s rights.

The challenge then, is for Finland to be as progressive today as
it was 100 years ago when it comes to its most marginalized
people – no longer women, but recent immigrants. The Minister
for the Interior, Maria Ohisalo, recently emphasized the
seriousness of the failure of Finnish law to protect the most
important right – the right to life – following the decision of 14



November 2019 by the European Court of Justice that Finland had
violated Articles 2 and 3 of the European Convention on Human
Rights by deporting a Iraqi who was killed upon his return to that
country (Reinborth 2019).

Immigrants are invaluable in promoting democracy and
internationalism in Finland and for reminding Finns of values that
can become forgotten or taken for granted in the contemporary
political environment. If people lack trust in or knowledge of the
political system, however, such bene�ts fail to be realized, as a
candidate of immigrant origin for the 2017 municipal elections
noted in an interview in 2019:

Candidate: The country for the Kurdish community from
which we are moving to here, we always have problem with
the system. I mean you have no rights. Only right you have
[is] to exist, as a servant or as a worthless something. But
when people move here, they are afraid to be in contact
with government. That’s scary for them. I mean, the people
traumatized that much, it’s not easy to explain that hey,
you know what, if you have a problem you can go talk with
someone. If you are not happy with new plan about your
neighbourhood, go and complain to the city planning of�ce.



Figure 7.3: The political map of Finland: electoral cartograms of the 2019 election





Source: 2019 general election results, drawn by Benjamin Hennig.

Interviewer: Are people afraid of doing it?

Candidate: Obviously! And they don’t know actually they
can complain about it, they don’t know that. You know,
who says that, I don’t remember the name but, “the biggest
enemy of freedom [are] the slaves who accept the fact and
[are] happy with it.” As long as slaves are happy with the
fact they are slaves, you cannot free them.

Interviewer: And you wish to change that?

Candidate: I wish to change that. (Sipinen 2019: 190)

Finland’s history of electing politicians of immigrant origin is
short. By 2015, there had been only four �rst-generation
immigrant politicians: Swedish-born Elisabeth Nauclér (Swedish
People’s Party Member of Parliament, 2007–15), Estonian-born
Hella Wuolijoki (Finnish People’s Democratic League, 1946–57),
Afghan-born Nasima Razmyar (Deputy Mayor for culture and
leisure, SDP), and Turkish-born Ozan Yanar (Member of
Parliament for the Green League, 2015–19) (Sarhimaa 2017). A
number of people with at least one foreign-born parent made it
into of�ce prior to 2019 but we have no count of these.



Right-wing populism

While most politicians are happy to see Finland �atteringly
pro�led in international media, the Finns Party have little
intention of drawing international attention to its advantages.
Their 2011 parliamentary campaign advocated reducing “social
immigration” by making Finland less appealing (Koivulaakso et al.
2012: 240), and in 2019 the party’s response to the question
“Should Finland attract more foreign labour?” was “Finland is
simply not a very attractive destination for skilled workers,
reasons including: a hard language, isolated location, cold weather,
high taxes, and average wages” (Teittinen 2019).

The Finns Party’s economic plan in 2019 was arguably, in one
small way, left-wing in wanting to support public services and
keeping critical services under public control, but also placed
signi�cant emphasis on internal security and defence (The Finns
Party 2019: 3). However, the party aimed to do so whilst remaining
�scally responsible and balancing the budget instead of cutting
public funding. They proposed achieving this by cutting funds
spent on immigrants, the EU, and international development –
while failing to consider that international development spending
should help reduce the numbers of asylum seekers and refugees.
Although the party’s aim was to balance the budget for the bene�t
of future generations, they also argued for a reduction in green
policies by cutting wind energy feed-in tariffs. Arguing that
Finland should be no more ambitious in its climate policy than the
EU as a whole, the Finns Party suggested that as a small country,
Finland should play only a small role in such efforts. Their concern
for future generations, it would appear, did not extend to
addressing the climate emergency to come.

As their 2019 economic plan illustrated, the Finns Party
wanted to utilize scarce resources for Finns, pointing to the past
success of the country’s welfare state and arguing that their
party’s ability, determination and ruthlessness were necessary to



protect it against what they saw as the mistaken moral
obligations for accepting immigrants. Indeed, in the 2019
parliamentary elections, their key slogan was “Return to Finland’s
Future” by “re-establishing the traditional values of Finland and
the Finnish society” (Halla-aho 2019). Finnish inadequacies in
areas such as healthcare and the environment were blamed on the
previous government spending money on supporting immigrants
instead. National climate policies are, according to the Finns
Party’s chair, the costly outcome of “some kind of self-assigned
moral position” and they advocate that no further efforts should
be taken than what is agreed at the EU level.

In a study by Sitra, the Finnish Innovation Fund, one in three
Finns Party supporters said they were afraid of the future because
they foresaw threats – with over twice as many of them foreseeing
such threats as supporters of other parties. A lower proportion of
Finns Party supporters, just 41 per cent, acknowledged that it is
extremely important to adapt to the planet’s limits and protect
the future of our environment compared to the much larger
proportions who believed that in all other parties. Some 77 per
cent of Green Party supporters concurred, along with 70 per cent
of Left Alliance supporters, 65 per cent among National Coalition
Party supporters, 59 per cent of SDP supporters, and 53 per cent of
the Centre Party’s supporter base (Liiten 2019). Emilia Palonen, an
expert on populism, suggests that perception of future threats and
a sense of powerlessness encourages people to vote for the Finns
Party. In another study, Sivonen et al. (2018) found that the Finns
Party draw their support from the working class, small
entrepreneurs, and people in clerical work. They have also
attracted some of the poorer voters from the SDP’s traditional
base, and wealthier voters from the National Coalition Party.

Although the Finns Party’s chair may prefer to have his party
viewed as the main opposition party rather than an aberrant
populist fringe group, the “True Finns” (as they previously called
themselves) are widely regarded as the heart of Finnish right-wing



populism. Founded in 1995, the True Finns Party replaced the
Rural Party, which entered bankruptcy that year. Defending the
rural poor is no longer its de�ning aim, and it now receives variable
support throughout Finland (Ylä-Anttila 2017: 345; and Figure
7.3). Since at least 2010, some of its members have been described
as thinking along the lines of neo-Nazism (Salminen 2010).

Members of the Finns Party have claimed that “Finnishness” is
under threat, pointing as proof to a heated national debate that
occurred nearly two decades ago over a song, Suvivirsi, that
schoolchildren would traditionally sing at the end of the school
year (Ylä-Anttila 2017). Being technically a hymn, it has mild
religious connotations and the controversy was politicized into an
anti-EU debate with arguments that were orientated around
particular imaginations of a Finnish cultural heritage. In point of
fact, the hymn is of Swedish origin.

In 2002, news outlets such as the high-circulation Helsingin
Sanomat newspaper claimed that EU and Finnish regulations such
as the Religious Freedom Act would result in the banning of the
song outright, rather than allowing children and their parents the
freedom to opt out of certain religious practices in schools. The
debate over the hymn resurfaced in 2010–14, when the Finns
Party tried to use it to appeal to the familiar and traditional
experiences of Finns and national pride, and to underscore its
message that immigration posed an existential threat to Finns.
Other parties tried to counter those arguments by emphasizing
the acceptance of and respect for a variety of different cultural
traditions, including Finnish ones, such as the singing of Suvivirsi.

The Finns Party gained its �rst signi�cant win in the 2011
parliamentary elections (Herkman 2018: 343). It later became part
of the centre-right coalition government in 2015, holding four
ministerial positions. When the Finns Party split in 2017 the main
group became more far-right, and the other parties refused to
participate in a coalition with the party’s new chairman, Jussi
Halla-aho. The chairmen of the National Coalition Party and the



Centre Party, Petteri Orpo and former prime minister Juha Sipilä,
feared they would risk the cabinet’s capacity to work effectively
because of their severe disagreement with Halla-aho over
immigration policies (Pekkonen 2017). Just three years earlier,
Halla-aho had been found guilty by the Finnish Supreme Court of
ethnic agitation and breaking religious peace in a blog post that
fulminated against Islam.

Different people have different ideas of what Utopia might be.
For a small and racist minority, it is a monocultural, mono-ethnic,
monolingual, single-religion “pure white state”. In Finland, racist
views are most common amongst the elderly, not among the
young. As we write, the True Finns’ voters are ageing. They may
still do well in the polls wining a sixth of the vote, but their
support is not strong among the younger generation. However,
people we talked to when writing this book told us that there is
always the risk that young men in particular in small towns could
be drawn towards racism, as some were in the depression of the
1990s. More hopefully, if enough Finns have learnt from that
experience, then once today’s Finnish school children become
young adults and discuss politics with their grandparents, it will
be interesting to see which group succeeds in changing the views
of the other.

Acceptance of the Finns Party into any government coalition,
given its new, harder-line leadership, would have compromised the
Finnish position on furthering European integration. It also
became harder for the Finns Party to aim its criticism at the
political elite once it became part of the 2015–19 ruling coalition
(Niemi 2015). Those who left the Finns Party following that
party’s 2017 leadership election and subsequently formed the Blue
Reform Party, and stayed in government, failed to win any seats in
2019. The Finns Party are now out on a political limb, with no
signi�cant bridging group of politicians in parliament who might
ever consider working with them, although they have some
support from far-right groups based abroad.



Even the country’s most �scally right-wing party, the National
Coalition Party, shifted its position in the 1970s towards support
for the welfare state and even collective bargaining (Malinen 2008:
6). In Finland, market-absolutist thinking – that is, the idea that
everything can be solved by market forces and nothing should ever
hinder such forces – is mercifully rare. An exception, however,
concerns the continued attempts of the National Coalition Party
to increasingly privatize healthcare services. Finland has few far-
right lobbyists and none of the far-right think tanks so common in
the UK and US today (Sandell 2018; Pirie 2018).

Conclusion

The Finnish cabinet that was in place at the start of 2020 planned
to focus government attention on increasing welfare-state
funding and action on climate change. In marked contrast, the
Finns Party offered no deadline for becoming carbon neutral, or
even a target for reducing emissions. Furthermore, Halla-aho, as
the de facto leader of the opposition, does not believe that the
climate crisis can be curtailed by politics because of the sacri�ces
it demands of people (Brenner 2019). As they are not a party of
climate-change denial, one wonders what hope for the future the
Finns Party have (Halla-aho 2006, 2019; Hiilamo 2019b).

The new government had a series of ambitious plans laid out in
late 2019, including for new political funding arrangements
(Luukka 2019b; Niskakangas & Nalbantoglu 2019). However, once
the Covid-19 pandemic forced countries to restrict economic
activity and movement, it became clear these would need to be
reconsidered.

The 2020 Covid-19 pandemic triggered memories of the 1990s
economic depression in Finland, when, at its worst, 22 per cent of
the workforce was unemployed. Of course, the nature of the crisis
and Finland’s global standing are now remarkably different. For
one, Finland need not worry as much about its credit rating as its



ability to borrow from international markets is far stronger in
2020. Nevertheless, the consequences of prolonged
unemployment and spending cuts on the most vulnerable is
foremost in the minds of minsters. The income hits in the 1990s
left lasting scars on the affected generation who now leads the
current government. The 1990s thus serve as a stark warning to
hold on to the pillars of Finnish success when reconstruction can
begin – meaning investment in education and social security to
ensure the most vulnerable, and their purchasing power, are not
left behind.

Finntopia is a long way off. Finland’s politics remain in some
ways fractured and there are constant internal arguments in
government. However, with its multiple political parties
representing the spread of opinion and proportional
representation, coalition government is almost always inevitable.
Consequently, politics in Finland is unlikely to become as
polarized as it is in the US and UK. Finland can expect to see
continued high levels of trust in its political institutions. Coalition
governments, and ruling by consensus, help ensure that most
policies manage to outlast the government that introduces them.

When politicians know that after an election they will almost
certainly end up in coalition and have to work with their
opponents, cooperation, compromise and consensus are the order
of the day. Across Europe this is the norm, but in Finland it is often
taken further still.

What matters for almost all societal groups – no matter how
that group may compare in terms of material resources with a
similar group living in another country – is not so much how
things are at present, but whether the situation is improving and a
better future lies ahead. When a signi�cant group feels left behind,
there is a risk of rising nationalism, and a growing desire to exclude
and marginalize people seen as different and less deserving.

Improvements in well-being, stability and opportunity are
always possible and necessary, but should not be cast as being



delivered at the expense of others. Once an af�uent society
recognizes that there is an individual level of wealth above which
little greater happiness is achieved, a great deal is possible and
there is no need to continue to tolerate poverty. But politicians
can still debate how to achieve this, and there are always new
problems to argue over.

It is so easy now to forget that Finland was, until very recently,
poor, and had been historically a country of extreme poverty for
centuries. It is quite remarkable to see what a people and their
politicians have quietly achieved in one small (by population)
place, essentially by simply caring for each other more and being
clever and becoming even more clever (educationally). Finland is
still a long way from eradicating poverty, and from becoming fully
inclusive and sustainable, but it is much further along that road
than almost any other country in the world, and has much to
teach others (Petri 2019; Noack & O’Grady 2019). Many of its
people, its universities and its private companies are now also at
the forefront of the global �ght to reduce climate emissions and
despite the disbelief of some far-right commentators abroad
(Worstall 2019) are looking to produce technological solutions to
issues such as future global food shortages (Good News from
Finland 2019; Boffey 2019).
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Demography and environment

“I was with the president of Finland and he said ‘we have,
much different, we are a forest nation’. He called it a forest
nation. And they spend a lot of time on raking and cleaning
and doing things, and they don’t have any problem. And
when it is, it’s a very small problem. So I know everybody’s
looking at that to that end.”

US President Donald Trump in 2018,
recalling a conversation he never had about
how Finland avoids forest �res (Kelly 2018)

Decreasing fertility and the effects of climate emergency are
phenomena that all western, developed countries face. On the one
hand, a shrinking and greying population risks the future tax base
needed to fund government policies. On the other hand, a larger
population would almost inevitably use up more of the planet’s
scarce resources and further intensi� climate change.
Immigration is proposed as the solution. The previous chapter
illustrated the dif�culties Finnish politics and society have faced
in adapting to immigration, and detailed the populist backlash
against multiculturalism. This chapter, on demography and the
environment, delves further into how the contradictory need for
greater fertility and the certain need for climate action has played
out in Europe, as this will signi�cantly affect Finland’s capacity to
sustain its welfare state at current levels.



Population change in historical perspective

Long-term trends in birth and death rates in Finland re�ect the
country’s chequered history. Spikes in the death rate followed
major events such as the 1808–09 war between Sweden and
Russia, which culminated in Finland being ceded to its eastern
neighbour; and in the Finnish famine of 1866–68 some 270,000
people – 9 per cent of the population – died of hunger. The civil
war in 1918 that followed Finnish independence from Russia in
1917 led to the deaths of 37,000 people – mostly men in prison
camps. There were smaller spikes during the Winter War (1939–
40) and the Continuation War (1941–44) against the Soviet
Union, when around 96,000 Finns (2.5 per cent of the population)
perished. Since 1945, annual death rates have remained low and
stable, at 10 per 1,000 population, while in the past few years birth
rates have fallen so low that they are now below death rates (see
Figure 8.1). However, Finland’s population has grown overall
between the end of the Second World War and today because
births usually exceeded deaths and net emigration was typically
not much greater than the difference between these two.

Finland’s birth rate has declined steadily, from 40 births per
1,000 people annually in the mid-eighteenth century to just less
than ten births per 1,000 people in 2017. More rapid falls in the
birth rate occurred during the famine of the 1860s, and the severe
economic depression in the 20 years following Finnish
independence in 1917. But the sharpest decline occurred in the 25
years after the postwar baby boom, during which the birth rate
more than halved, from 27 per 1,000 in 1948 to 12 per 1,000 in
1973.

The postwar decline was due in part to the crippling postwar
reparations imposed by the Soviet Union. Settling a bill for $300
million was “achieved only by a complete reorganisation of the
country’s economy and the combined, almost superhuman effort
of every Finn” (Nickels 1977: 94). Birth rates never really recovered,



and in recent years have declined further. From 2016 onwards, the
birth rate has fallen below the death rate in Finland for the �rst
time since 1940.

From the 1870s onwards Finland, like much of Europe, saw a
decline in death rates as sanitation improved, the quality of the
food supply increased along with knowledge of nutrition and then
of hygiene. The number of deaths in Finland fell to about 1 per cent
of the population a year by 1950. At �rst this was because there
were relatively few old people in Finland in an era of high
emigration, and deaths abroad are not counted. The fertility rate
was also falling.



Figure 8.1: Birth and death rates in Finland, 1749–2017

Source: Of�cial Statistics Finland (OSF) (2019n).

The crude mortality rate being discussed here does not take
into account the age distribution of the population; it is simply
deaths divided by population. By the year 2000, the crude
mortality rate was able to remain at around 1 per cent of the



population a year because mortality rates had continued to fall
dramatically, and life expectancy was continuing to rise.
Furthermore, more and more young people were entering the
country as migrants, increasing the overall population and
reducing the crude death rates. Without any inward or outward
migration, a crude mortality rate of 1 per cent only happens when
average life expectancy is 100 years. No country on earth is
currently anywhere near that point (or is likely to be in future).

The population of Finland reached half a million people in 1761,
1 million in 1811, 2 million in 1879, and 4 million by 1950. It thus
doubled initially in 50 years, then again in the next 68 years, and
again in the next 71 years, with the rate of growth gradually
slowing down each century. It did not reach 5 million until 1991,
and 5.5 million in 2016 (it is 5.53 as we write in early 2020). It is
very unlikely to double ever again (from 4 million in 1950 to 8
million at some point in the future) given this deceleration in
growth. The principal reason for the slowdown is that far fewer
children are being born, as is now common across all of Europe.
What is being seen in Finland is part of a dramatic worldwide
slowdown in births.

Ageing and population sustainability

Finland is not an anarchist Utopia or a socialist show-home. It is
ordered and careful, at times conservative, but in many aspects
well ahead of the game. This includes the attitudes of its people to
the environment, to ageing and to sustainability. In late 2019, the
Ministry of Education and Culture, with Ministers Andersson
(Education, Left Alliance), Kosonen (Science and Culture, Centre
Party), and Mikkonen (Environment and Climate Change, The
Greens) attended a roundtable event with representatives of
Finland’s youth to discuss the climate crisis. The event was live-
streamed, and three hours long. The discussion centred on how to
include representatives of the younger population in policy-



making in a respectful and effective manner (Ministry of
Education and Culture 2019c).

Everything is connected, and so when we are looking at ageing
and sustainability, we must also consider the changes in
education that began decades ago. These changes in Finland have
now had a widespread effect on the general level of knowledge and
understanding and on the ability of young people in Finland to
hold ministers to account. As one set of commentators from
England has explained it: “Finland’s de�nition of twenty-�rst
century skills is unique in that it includes such themes as cultural
identity and internationalism and responsibility for the
environment. The Finnish National Board of Education expects
teachers to incorporate broad cross-curricular themes such as
active learning, technology and society, active citizenship and
media skills into their instruction, without prescribing exactly
how they are to be taught” (Creese et al. 2016; Lähdemäki 2018).



Figure 8.2: Total fertility rate in Finland, 1900–2018

Source: Of�cial Statistics Finland (OSF) (2019o).

Better education tends to be a precursor to lower fertility.
Fewer children are born to each woman in Finland than in most of
the rest of Europe. The graph in Figure 8.2 shows that relatively
low fertility has been the norm in Finland since the 1970s and



appears to be becoming even more common in recent years, with
the Finnish statistical agency reporting that: “According to the
birth rate of 2017, an average of 1.49 children would be born to
each woman. The number is now the lowest ever” (OSF 2018e).

In 2018 the total fertility rate fell further, with women in
Finland having an average of 1.41 children over their lifetime in
Finland (Ervasti & Laitinen 2019). However, if the tempo-adjusted
rate is considered, which allows for the later age at which younger
women in Finland are now having children, then the actual rate
might be somewhat higher because younger women are planning
to have a child later (Human Fertility Database 2018).

Finland’s demography has been (and in future will be) strongly
affected by its education system, not only in terms of how good
the system has become, but also in the lack of geographical
variation between schools. In other countries, especially in areas
of poor education, people tend to have more children, and have
their �rst child earlier in life. In contrast, in areas where schooling
is better and where the majority of children go on to higher
education, adults tend to have far fewer children.

Sometimes a lower fertility rate can be explained by young
women in more af�uent areas being more likely to terminate
unplanned pregnancies, because having a child when young is seen
as almost impossible. In Helsinki, free-of-charge contraception is
offered to everyone under the age of 25, including non-local
students. Finland has almost no geographical variation in the
teenage (15–19) pregnancy rate, which is 19 pregnancies per 1,000
women in most areas of the country (and almost all of those who
fall pregnant are aged 19). Half of those 1.9 per cent then have an
abortion, so only 0.95 per cent become mothers. In the UK the
teenage pregnancy rate is almost three times higher, at 51 per
1,000 (with 42 per cent of pregnancies ending in termination). In
the US, the rate is 86 per 1,000 (of which only 35 per cent are
terminated). This implies that Finland, the UK and US have
unwanted teenage pregnancy rates of at least 10, 21 and 30



respectively per 1,000 young women, with the variable quality of
education in the three countries – including sex education – a key
factor (Wikipedia 2019b).

Finland enjoys very low levels of variation in the quality of its
schools, with almost all of them being seen as good (Sahlberg
2012; and see Figure 4.3 in Chapter 4). In 2013, the annual PISA
report on the quality of education in OECD nations suggested
that differences among schools in Finland accounted for just 7.7
per cent of the variation in student performance, while the OECD
average was 42 per cent (OECD 2013). Across all OECD countries
and regions, Finland’s school system also has the least segregation
of children of different socio-economic groups, according to the
OECD 2013 report, which used data collected in 2009.

Because Finland’s schools are not socially segregated, when
new immigrants arrive in Finland they are more likely than
immigrants in other countries to attend a school with a
reasonable socio-economic cross-section of the Finnish
population. Nevertheless, there are frequent reports of concerns in
the news media and academic research whenever the children of
immigrants appear to be clustered in particular schools, because
the reduced social mixing that results is seen as problematic. It is
widespread public awareness of even small changes in equity in
education that will help prevent any rise in segregation in the
future if politicians remain vigilant. Furthermore, although
university fees for students who are not from the EU have been
introduced from autumn 2017 onwards (Peltonen 2016) there are
no fees for students who are of�cially resident in any EU country.

The of�cial population projections of the government
statistical of�ce for Finland are conservative, and they assume
that births will not fall much further and immigration will not rise
at all in future. They are shown in Figure 8.3. In these projections,
the death rate, which is the easiest variable to predict with
accuracy, is set to keep falling. Despite that, the number of people
dying each year in Finland will continue to rise right through to



2040 as the population as a whole ages. In contrast, the fall in
births is projected to quickly abate and become far more gradual
after 2020. However, there is no particular reason to think this will
be so. These projections suggest that the net rise in immigration
will cease after 2020; this is also very unlikely to be the case as
people migrate more often and from further a�eld and migration is
becoming easier (especially within the EU). Net immigration may
well be higher than is predicted here, just as births may be lower in
future. Finally, these projections suggest that after 2030 the
population of Finland will fall overall. While populations are set to
drop in many European countries over this timespan, will the
same be true of such a successful, prosperous and equitable
country?



Figure 8.3: Births, deaths and net migration, Finland, 1990–2040 (people per year)

Source: Of�cial Statistics Finland (OSF) (2019p).

In 2018, 19,141 Finns emigrated (in 2010 it was 11,905; in 2000
it was 14,311) (OSF 2019c). Net immigration in 2018 was 11,965
(2010: 13,731; 2000: 2,584). In 2015, the head of international
affairs of a trade union confederation (Akava), Markus Penttinen,
was surprised that the emigration of 10,000 Finns in the year 2015
was not larger, given the atmosphere of pessimism and the weak
economy at the time (Orjala 2016). However, even in the 1990s
depression there were no signi�cant spikes in emigration.



Figure 8.4: Contributions to total population change, Finland, 1945–2017 (people/year)

Source: Of�cial Statistics of Finland (OSF) (2019n).

The last great wave of outward-migration from Finland came in
1969 and 1970, when 40,000 people left for Sweden each year. In
the same two years, 7,000 Finns moved back (see Figure 8.4). This



was advantageous migration for Finland, as Finns returned with
new skills and ways of thinking. Most commonly emigrants are
young people seeking to build their career, gain experiences or
language skills, or marry someone from another country. The most
popular countries for emigrants have been Sweden, the UK, the US
and Germany – most likely because integration is easier, for
reasons of language and working culture. Some may send money
back to relatives in Finland; more are likely to save and then return
and put down a large deposit on a mortgage or buy a home
outright.

The role of migration in changing Finland

Emigration rates exceeded immigration rates in Finland until the
1980s. Thousands left to settle in Canada and the US following
Finland’s independence in 1917, and hundreds of thousands
moved to Sweden in the 1960s (OSF 2007).

Migration can have far-reaching repercussions. For instance
one person we spoke to when working on this book told us how, in
Canada, it was Finnish immigrants from the losing side in the
Finnish civil war who founded Canada’s �rst large cooperative,
and they were over-represented in leftwing organizations
including the Communist Party of Canada, the Industrial Workers
of the World (IWW), and the famed Mac-Paps (the Canadian
Mackenzie–Papineau battalion in the Spanish Civil War). Other
than from neighbouring and much more populous France, more
volunteers on the republican side of the Spanish Civil War came
from Canada than from any other country; this was partly as a
result of Finnish emigration to Canada and the children of those
emigrants.

From the 1920s through to the 1980s Finnish labour markets
were unable to provide employment for the increasing numbers of
working-age adults as health improved and more Finns survived
through to adulthood. This, coupled with the postwar baby boom



and a total fertility rate of 3.5 in 1947 and 1948, resulted in mass
emigration of young adults from Finland in the 1960s (Figure 8.4).
Because Sweden’s economy was �ourishing at the time, even
Finnish migrants who did not speak Swedish were able to �nd
work in its semi-automated, but still labour-intensive, industries.

Many of the group who went to Sweden in pursuit of work did,
however, later move back to Finland. Finland’s population has
been rising by around 19,000 every year since the early 2000s, a
growth rate that is now almost entirely due to immigration. It
would have risen even more, were it not for the concurrent
emigration rate of about 15,000 Finns annually since the year
2000. From 1998 to 2010, the working-age population increased
steadily by 11,800 people a year. Since 2010 it has fallen steadily
by 15,900 a year (Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis 2019).

A further motivation for migration in the 1960s in particular
was attributed to the introduction, in 1952, of a new passport
union between Finland and the countries of the Nordic Council,
which enabled people to cross borders without passports and
later to apply for jobs and claim social security bene�ts in other
Nordic countries. With Finnish wages and living standards lagging
behind those of Sweden until the economic boom of the 1970s,
many Finns opted to cross the border in search of better-paid jobs.

It was only from the late 1980s and then again for most of the
1990s that a signi�cant upward trend began to be established of
inward-migration dominating overall population growth in
Finland. Net migration has remained positive since 1981, but at
times has been almost insigni�cant.

In 2007, net immigration for the �rst time accounted for more
than half of Finland’s population growth. By 2015, over 80 per cent
of its population increase was due to net immigration, and in the
following two years the increase in population was entirely due to
immigration, as birth rates dipped below death rates for the �rst
time since 1940.



The number of immigrants arriving in Finland has doubled
since the turn of the twenty-�rst century. As Figure 8.5 shows, a
large number of immigrants (usually between 5,000 and 8,000
each year) are Finnish nationals returning home. Although the
numbers have remained relatively stable, the proportion of all
immigrants who are Finnish has declined from around 40–45 per
cent between 1995 and 2005, to around 25 per cent today.
Immigration from the rest of the EU, and also particularly from
Asia, has grown in importance over the same period.

Whereas in 1990 Asian people represented just 9 per cent of all
immigrants to Finland, by 2017 they accounted for 33 per cent of
the total. In 2018, Iraq, China, Thailand, Vietnam, Iran,
Afghanistan, India and Syria were the most common countries of
origin of immigrants to Finland (OSF 2019c). Immigration from
other EU states has increased signi�cantly since 2004, when eight
eastern and central European countries joined the EU and their
citizens began emigrating in large numbers to more prosperous
countries within Europe.



Figure 8.5: Number of immigrants to Finland by nationality, 1990–2017





Source: Of�cial Statistics of Finland (OSF) (2019q).

Perhaps because Finland is not very far west (and borders
Russia), the Finns did not experience much of a rise in migration
from eastern Europe. However, as immigration from many other
countries has risen, there has been a decline in both the number
and proportion of immigrants to Finland from the rest of Europe
(outside the EU) – which principally means Russia and other
countries of the former Soviet Union.

As the proportion of the Finnish population who are retirees
grows, it is estimated that Finland will require around 34,000
immigrants of working age every year for the next decade, to �ll
vacancies in healthcare and social care in particular, but also for
labour in the construction and video gaming industries (Bedhall
2018).

One of Finland’s attractions for immigrants, once they obtain
their residence permits and secure employment, is its policies
aimed at a healthy balance in family and work life. This does not
mean they are likely to have more children: as a rule, people have
more children in more economically unequal countries. Migrants
who move to Finland will tend to have fewer children than if they
had remained at home. However, like most migrants worldwide,
they are still likely to be poorer than the average established
resident when they arrive and for many years afterwards. In
Finland, the poor are still poor. The poorest 10 per cent of
individuals in Finland in 2015 received 3.9 per cent of all income,
on average slightly less than two �fths of mean national average
income (World Bank 2018b).

When compared to a highly unequal country such as the UK,
the proportion of national income that Finland’s poorest
inhabitants receive appears relatively high. In the UK, the income
share of the poorest tenth of the population is 2.9 per cent, which
means surviving on just less than 30 per cent of average income
(World Inequality Database 2018). The poor in Finland also have



access to far more services than do their counterparts in the UK.
Furthermore, the of�cial relative poverty rate for Finland in 2016
was 11.6 per cent, with men being fractionally (0.1%) more likely
to be poor than women. In contrast, and using the same
calculation, the rate in the UK was 15.9 per cent, and, unlike
Finland, 38 women were poor for every 35 men who were poor
(Eurostat 2018d).

In terms of income, households are even more equitable in
Finland than are individuals. The UNDP income-quintile-ratio,
the income of the best-off �fth of households as compared to the
worst-off �fth, was 3.9 for Finland in 2010–15, whereas for the UK
it was 5.3 (UNDP 2017). That is a huge difference. In the UK, well-
off young people tend to pair up and marry, creating richer
households; poor young people are more likely to have poor
partners and so the inequality between households in the UK is
even greater than that between individuals. Couples in Finland are
far freer to pair up without unduly considering what each other
earns (although they have access to that information, as
individuals’ tax returns are public documents!), or what wealth
each may inherit, because the inequality gap is smaller across the
population. It is notable that divorce rates in Finland have
remained stable since the 1990s and have even reduced in the past
decade, with the absolute number falling from 13,727 in 2009 to
13,145 in 2018 (OSF 2019h).

Finland has come a long way in many quality of life measures,
but it ranks appallingly in metrics such as rates of violence against
women, the �tness and effectiveness of its legislation on domestic
violence and rape, and on acceptance of transgender individuals
(Ministry for Foreign Affairs 2019b). Racism and problems with
social integration might be regrettably predictable for a country
that has only recently become more multicultural, but given the
attention paid to gender equality, some of Finland’s “antiquated”
legislation is shocking (Amnesty International 2019).



Women and sexual minorities

Among matters of demography and the wider social environment,
one area in which Finland does not do as well as might be
expected is in the experiences of women and the treatment of
sexual minorities. As was highlighted elsewhere in this book,
signi�cant gender inequality persists at most stages of life in
Finland. Even so, the European Institute for Gender Equality
ranked Finland fourth best (score 73.4) in its global 2017 Gender
Equality Index (EIGE 2019). Sweden came �rst (83.6), Denmark
came second (77.5) and France came third (74.6).

It was Finland’s slightly lower scores in women’s health and
working conditions, pay and opportunities that have kept the
country’s overall score down. In the most recent assessment in
2019, women comprised just 34 per cent of board members in the
largest listed companies, and 25 per cent of the Finnish Central
Bank’s board members. Female participation in the workplace is
higher in Finland than in most other European countries, but in
other aspects of gender equity, Finland is not as advanced as it
initially appears to be.

It is true that in 2019 female representation in the Parliament
of Finland increased to 94 out of 200 MPs, or 47 per cent
(Parliament of Finland 2019d). By mid-2019, 58 per cent of
ministers, or 11 of 19, in Prime Minister Antti Rinne’s 2019 cabinet
were female (Finnish Government 2019). In contrast, in the US,
only 25 per cent of seats in the Senate and 23 per cent in the
House of Representatives are held by women (Hansen 2019). In
the UK, the December 2019 election yielded a record high for
female MPs, at just 34 per cent; it is unlikely to rise again for at
least �ve years, as the next national poll is scheduled for 2024.

The gender inequality index changes over time in terms of
what is included. It was not until 2015 that violence was included
in the index. Violence is the only category in which a score closer
to 100 does not indicate closer equality, but instead a higher



incidence of the phenomenon. In 2017, within Europe, Finland had
the fourth-highest record of violence against women (32.4), and
the UK ranked eleventh (29.0) – however, we do not know the
extent to which women in these two countries consider different
physical acts of aggression as violent, or are willing to report such
acts in surveys (EIGE 2019). In 2019, Finland was the second least
secure country in the EU for women and girls (Tolkki 2019b).

Areas in which Finnish women suffered signi�cantly more than
their male counterparts included not only in experiencing violence
within relationships, but also a higher poverty rate among the
very elderly. Women are more likely to be in insecure employment,
to have only temporary work, to be subject to greater racial
harassment, and to receive the worst preventive healthcare with
regard to cancer screening. A 2014 study by the EU Agency for
Human Rights found that almost every second Finnish woman
(47%) had experienced physical and/or sexual violence at some
point since the age of 15, and almost one in three had been abused
by their partner.

When the Council of Europe found that “Finland is failing
survivors of rape”, researcher Anna Blus at Amnesty International
raised concerns over Finland’s antiquated rape laws (Amnesty
International 2019). A mere 209 convictions were made for rape in
2017, despite some 50,000 women reporting having experienced
sexual violence in that year. Rape is still not adequately de�ned in
law to include the full range of potential sexual assaults, and other
gaps in legislation were reported by GREVIO (Group of Experts on
Action against Violence against Women and Domestic Violence)
in 2019, such as the �nding that “judges do not always consider
violence by one parent against another as a reason to restrict the
abuser’s right of access to their child”.

Professionals in Finland’s criminal justice system – prosecutors
and law enforcement of�cers – were found to be inadequately
trained to identi� and understand the gendered nature of
violence against women and its complex forms, with some



important areas of training remaining optional, including honour-
related violence, female genital mutilation, forced marriage, and
stalking (GREVIO 2019: 6). Factors such as these mean that
women who are immigrants are thus further disadvantaged in
Finland’s justice system. There is limited capacity for public
authorities to properly handle the cases of immigrant women.
Furthermore, as the GREVIO (2019: 7) report notes, while the
Finnish Aliens Act provides some basis for foreign women to
access an independent residence permit – in particular when their
initial residence permit was derived through sponsorship from an
abusive spouse – the process to do so has not yet been fully or
properly developed. Fear of deportation and of having to leave
their children behind means that foreign-born women in Finland
are more likely to remain with an abusive spouse.

Other demographic groups in Finland who might be less likely
to relate to Finland’s ranking as the happiest country in the world
include sexual minorities. Homosexuality was decriminalized in
Finland in 1971. Registered same-sex partnerships were �rst
allowed in 2002, and same-sex marriage and joint adoption was
approved in 2014 by the Finnish parliament following a petition
signed by 167,000 citizens (Seta 2017). The law came into effect on
1 March 2017. In 1995 discrimination based on sexual orientation
was prohibited, and discrimination based on gender identity or
gender expression was prohibited in 2005 (Nybergh 2016).

In 2002, Finland’s Trans Act gave people the right to legally
change their gender, but an individual had to be sterile or
sterilized and have mental health screening as a precondition.
Despite calls by civil society (in particular the Finnish Human
Rights Centre, Amnesty International, the UN Human Rights
Council, and the European Court of Human Rights) that the
sterilization requirement is a violation of human rights, this
condition remains in force. In June 2019, the Rinne government
said it would remove the sterilization requirement for gender
reassignment procedures. Other than in this one conspicuous



policy area, Finland’s recognition of LGBTQ rights and related
policies are very good in the main (although outranked by
Norway) and very much better than most countries in eastern,
central and southern Europe.

The environmental successes and challenges of Finland

There are many things that Finland does well and many areas of
life where it leads the rest of the world, which Finns are (usually
quietly) proud of, and it is precisely these things that are likely to
make the country an attractive place to live for outsiders. It may
help at this point just to give some examples. For instance,
according to a study of 200 countries published in The Lancet
(Öhberg 2018b), Finland maintains very high food safety
standards, with low use of chemicals such as pesticides and
antibiotics in food production, and it has the world’s largest area
(7 million hectares) devoted to the production of wild organic
crops such as blueberries (Finland Today 2018b).

Finland, along with its Nordic neighbours, leads the world
when it comes to ambitious policies to tackle climate change. In
January 2019, Finnish politicians agreed to work to achieve carbon
neutrality quicker than politicians of any other nation, and have
set a more ambitious target now – to do so by 2035 (Öhberg 2019).
Reducing air travel will be key. Finland boasts the safest airline in
the world, with Finnair regularly coming top in an annual safety
ranking published by aviation experts comparing the largest 100
airlines on key safety parameters (Finland Today 2019b). Now
Finland needs to have not only the safest planes in the world; but
it must also try to have fewer of them. As we were �nishing
writing this book in February 2020 the Finnish parliament was
planning to debate a new aviation tax.

The Finns have even been held up as exemplars of good forest
management by none other than Donald Trump. The American
president blamed the Californian wild�res of November 2018 on



forest mismanagement, and noted in a tweet that Finns take good
care of their forests by raking them regularly! The underlying
reasons for forest �res in California are not a lack of raking.
Trump’s assertion inspired Finns to post a number of tongue-in-
cheek videos involving garden rakes on social media (Öhberg
2018c).

More environmentally minded Finns do worry that their
forests should be logged less often to provide a better carbon sink,
and also campaign for better wetland protection than currently
exists, and this is partly because Finland remains a beacon for
what might be possible elsewhere. The awe-inspiring and magical
landscapes of Finland regularly draw people to the country. Its
lightness and greenness can come as a pleasant surprise to many
new arrivals. One English woman who recently moved to the
country was quoted as saying, “I’m stunned by the sudden
explosion of life. I came at the end of May and was not expecting
the greenness. A part of me thought blackness was just a part of
the country; the constant light seems surreal” (Bouzas 2018b).

The government voted into of�ce in 2019 has been particularly
ambitious in trying to tackle the climate crisis. How it aims to
achieve its goals, however, has been questioned. For example, the
funding it pledged to halt the decrease in biodiversity in Finland
by 2020, at €100 million a year, is only half as much as Professor
Janne Kitoaho has estimated is needed (Paananen 2019). This goal
is derived from the EU, but as the environmentalist Petri Alroth
has further pointed out, the EU has not set up suf�cient steps for
reaching either its goal for biodiversity or sustainable agriculture.
More will be needed than mere political will to tackle the climate
crisis effectively.

Despite continual concerns, or perhaps partly because of them,
Finland’s recent environmental record is impressive – although
state this to a green-minded Finn and you will be quickly
reminded about the issue of carbon sinks! Greenhouse gas
emissions produced by Finnish residents both in Finland and



abroad (as a result of their travel to other countries) was 59
million tonnes in 2017, 5 per cent less than the previous year. The
main reason for this drop was a reduction in emissions from the
energy sector, which shrank by 10 per cent between 2016 and
2017.

In recent years the use of biofuels for transport has increased,
leading to a reduction in greenhouse gas emissions, particularly
from land transport, where emissions fell by 10 per cent from 2016
to 2017, and in household emissions, which fell by 2 per cent.
However, the use of biofuels did lead to a rise in CO2 emissions
from the energy supply industry, thanks to the burning of more
biomass (OSF 2019i). What’s more, other sources suggest that
there was an increase in emissions in 2018 of 2 per cent, exceeding
Finland’s internationally agreed allocation for the year, because of
the greater use of natural gas and peat (OSF 2019j). These annual
statistics are very closely monitored in Finland.

As you will know having read this far, Finland’s statisticians
produce enormous quantities of statistics on their country, and
increasingly they are producing statistics related to monitoring
the environment. Thus, when it comes to waste and recycling, we
know that the total waste Finland produced in 2017 was
117,917,000 tonnes. The vast majority (92%) was mineral waste,
some 95 per cent of which went into land�ll. This waste comes
mainly from mining and quarrying, and to a much lesser extent
construction and manufacturing. Changes in the total amounts of
waste generated, therefore, usually re�ect changes in mining and
quarrying production. Finnish reliance on peat has been identi�ed
as a key obstacle to reaching its 2035 carbon-neutrality aim. But
peatlands, bogs, and marshes which are harmed by its extraction
can also be restored into carbon sinks. Tero Mustonen, an author
of IPCC reports, has successfully challenged Vapo, the state-
controlled peat company, on this issue when peat extraction led to
acidic discharge into his village’s river (Gatehouse 2020). On the
statistics for household waste in Finland, the �gure for 2017 was



2,226,000 tonnes, of which 91 per cent was incinerated to recover
energy, 5 per cent was recycled, and only 4 per cent went into
land�ll. All paper and cardboard waste was recycled in 2017 and a
third of all plastic and rubber waste, the rest being incinerated to
create electricity. Discounting mineral waste, about 65 per cent of
Finland’s waste is subject to energy recovery, 28 per cent is
recycled and 6 per cent goes to land�ll (OSF 2019k).

In terms of travel, Finnish residents made 8.2 million leisure
trips abroad in 2018 – a drop from 8.5 million the year before,
mainly because of a signi�cant fall in the number of trips to
Estonia, which is the Finns’ most popular travel destination. Spain
and Sweden are the second and third most popular. There has
been a steady increase in the number of business trips abroad
since 2013, from 1.7 million to 2.3 million in 2018 (OSF 2019l). The
majority of the 19 million arrivals and departures per year at
Helsinki Vantaa’s airport are foreign tourists (Eurostat 2018e).

When it comes to counting Finland’s cars, at the end of 2018
there were 6.6 million registered vehicles in the country, of which
5 million were in use on the roads (so just under one vehicle per
resident which is a high ratio). The number of registered vehicles
rose by 2.3 per cent from the previous year, and the number of
vehicles on the road increased by 0.8 per cent. At the end of 2018
there were 3.5 million passenger cars registered in Finland, an
increase of 2.1 per cent from 2017, and 2.7 million of them were on
the road, a 1 per cent increase on the previous years. The average
age of registered passenger cars in mainland Finland is 14.9 years,
but the average age of those on the road is 12.1 years. New cars
tend to pollute less (OSF 2019m).

The rising trend in car usage is at odds with the government’s
plans to curtail automobile emissions. Within the sustainable
transport policies of the previous and current government, a key
plank was to increasingly replace liquid fuels with biofuels in
domestic transport (Särkijärvi et al. 2018). Lower-emission cars
will help in the short term, as the take-up of zero-emission



vehicles will be limited in the near future. The aim of the
Transport Climate Policy working group is not for the absolute
�gure of biofuels used to increase from 2030 onwards, but for its
overall share to rise, given the limited resources available for its
production (Särkijärvi et al. 2018: 12). Use of hybrid and electric
cars is rising, but in 2019 these vehicles comprised only 6.5 per
cent of newly registered cars (2.9 per cent in 2017), and 17.6 per
cent of used imported cars in 2018 (Tra�com 2019). Plans to build
faster railway connections to Helsinki from other large cities, such
as Turku and Tampere, could have an even greater impact given
the number of people who work in Helsinki but live elsewhere, and
the opportunity to use train rides as working time (Vento 2020).

Housing and environment

Finland industrialized very much later than much of Europe. A
huge proportion of Finns, 64 per cent of the population, were still
working in forestry and agriculture in 1950 and loans for farm and
rural housing still exceeded loans for urban housing in 1957
(Soininvaara 2017). Development of public housing policy and the
welfare state grew following Finland’s belated urbanization in the
late 1960s and 1970s, which is often referred to as the “Great
Migration” to the city (Ruonavaara 2003: 53).

Over time the differences between tenure patterns in rural and
urban areas grew smaller. The proportion of rental dwellings
shrank radically to 28 per cent of the nation’s total housing stock
by 1988, compared to 72 per cent in 1950 (Soininvaara 2017).
Although rental housing was more common in the early twentieth
century, the type of tenure was not a signi�cant factor in social
strati�cation as the middle classes usually lived in central city
rental apartments, while the working class lived in suburban
timber-framed houses which they often owned.

Although Finland is more rural than almost any other country
in Europe (Lyytikäinen 2006), the population is concentrated in



urban areas and the population growth in cities increases demand
for apartments (Alho et al. 2018: 4). To be a little more precise,
some 95 per cent of Finland’s land area is still rural, but 75 per cent
of the population live in towns and cities (Huotari 2018). However,
according to one countryside indicator, only 40 per cent of Finnish
people think of themselves as urban.

Growth in the Helsinki region is similar to the rate of urban
population growth in other Nordic cities, such as Stockholm, Oslo
and Copenhagen (So-ininvaara 2017). The growth of big cities is
no longer driven by people leaving the countryside, but now comes
at the expense of small and medium-sized cities. More housing is
required to accommodate this population growth, which in turn
increases the measured productivity of Finland’s largest city.

Some economists in Finland have argued for greater state
investment in Helsinki. The Swedish government invests ten
times as much in the growth of Stockholm as the Finnish
government does in its capital. A weak economy in Finland has, at
times, contributed to uncertainty over jobs and income. This has
lessened the appeal of home ownership, with young people now
seeing renting as a more �exible option.

Finnish municipalities have a monopoly on decision-making
over their urban planning (Saarima 2018). Another important
factor on where people locate within the country is the impact of
the government’s income tax and consumption tax on urban and
regional populations; as well as housing prices being lower and
often falling in small towns. The government’s Institute for
Economic Research argues that moving to larger cities generally
increases people’s gross income, but high taxes and housing prices
can lessen its appeal. Taxation can therefore discourage people
from leaving areas that might have lower productivity and
income, but otherwise provide a good standard of living.

Rural areas typically have less traf�c, cleaner air and greater
proximity to nature. In a recent survey of Finns, almost two thirds
of respondents said they preferred being closer to nature rather



than being in an urban environment. Nevertheless, Finland is
indeed undergoing urbanization, and economists working at the
Institute for Economic Research argue it ought to be accelerated
to improve the country’s competitiveness (Loikkanen 2013).
Urban living may also be more environmentally friendly living, as
city dwellers use cars less often and use less fuel to heat homes
that are not detached; but it may not be what great numbers of
people want. Finnish urban areas can also look drably
functionalist, with the insides of apartments generally much nicer
than the view of them from the outside!

Renting, free-time residences, and city living

It is because of the lower carbon footprint of urban life that city
living is greener. People tend to travel by public transport or by
walking or cycling more often than by car. In Helsinki electric
scooters are popular – although one suspects that they are mainly
provided for tourists.

As Finland’s population grows, and if that growth is to be
concentrated in its cities (while occasionally renting in the
countryside for a holiday), it could be greener growth. That
outcome, however, will depend on what the people living in the
city do in their free time. If they opt to �y abroad regularly for
holidays, then the country as a whole is unlikely to become
greener.

Second homes, or free-time residencies (kesämökit) as they are
known in Finnish, are popular in Finland and facilitate access to
Finnish nature and countryside. Only one third of such residences
are currently suitable for year-round use. At the end of 2017 there
were 507,200 free-time residences in total (OSF 2017d). Most of
these, 431,000, were owned privately and 76,200 were owned by
companies, foreigners or communities. Such residences are very
traditional and important for Finns as a holiday destination that



(most of the time) does not require air miles to reach. Often such
residences are owned by the extended family.

A majority (290,700) of the owners of free-time residences in
Finland do not live in the municipality in which the free-time
residence is located. Around 819,000 people (15 per cent of the
population) are members of what is technically described to be a
“household-dwelling unit that owned a free-time residence”
(Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry 2016). The average age of
owners at the time of this survey was 62, only 12 per cent had
children under 18, and roughly 60,000 worked remotely in them,
with 100,000 occasionally commuting from them. On average, 79
days per year were spent in free-time residences during 2016. Of
course, unlike in the UK and US where second-home and holiday-
home ownership tends to result in more homelessness, the same is
not true in Finland because, as we explained above, there is almost
no homelessness in Finland.

Finland’s second homes contribute to the local economy
through services and employment and help to move a lot of money
around the country. They play an important role in the
development of the countryside and nine out of ten free-time
residences have access to electric power. Of this, a seventh is
generated by solar panels.

Spending on Finland’s free-time residencies totalled
approximately €6.3 billion in 2014, and indirectly or directly
employed 60,000 people. Additionally, €1.7 billion was spent on
repairs, €1.4 billion was spent on groceries, €1.2 billion was spent
on travelling, and €700 million through property tradespeople
annually.

Conclusion

In 2019, climate was the most important talking point of the
Finnish general election, with the Finns Party alone in leaving
climate change action off their agenda. The increased recognition



of the importance of climate change and the environment was one
of the reasons traditional parties saw their vote share shrink. Of
particular interest is analysis that suggested that forest owners
voted for parties with greener policies. With 600,000 forest
owners in Finland, forestry features signi�cantly in environmental
policy and climate change debates.

The New York Times, in commenting on the 2019 election, said
that the Finns Party had made climate change politics appear to
be a concern of the political elite (Lemola 2019). The chairperson
of the Finns Party is described in Finland as a climate-pessimist –
someone who thinks what will be will be, and it just has to be
accepted (Elonen & Mikkonen 2019).

The Finnish government, largely in step with the country’s
political elite as a whole, set out an extremely ambitious plan to
become carbon-neutral by 2035. These plans were improved
following protests inspired by young Swedish activist Greta
Thunberg’s campaigning in response to the climate crisis. Finnish
protesters undertook mass climate strikes on 27 September 2019
along with the rest of the world. Estimates of the numbers of
participants in Helsinki’s demonstrations ranged from 16,000 to
18,000 – over 2.5 per cent of the city’s population (Sequiera &
Richardson 2019). According to police estimates, some 5,000–
6,000 people gathered in front of the Finnish Parliament to make
their demands heard; and they were listened to.

The banners of the protesters outside Parliament in the
autumn of 2019 called attention to a range of concerns, such as
the ongoing clear-cutting of forests in Finland. Clear-cutting is
when every single marketable tree is cut down in an area; it is good
for logging companies’ short-term pro�t and bad for the
environment, soil erosion and species diversity. On this issue,
Sampo Soimakallio, the head of the Sustainable Use of Natural
Resources unit of the Finnish Environment Institute, concluded
that future political action would determine if and when the
government would shift its position on forestry. The government



is currently concentrating on the pro�ts from wood production,
and is being called on to understand better the capacity of forests
to �ght the climate crisis, and shift its policy. The petition to
change legislation to prevent clear-cutting received signi�cantly
more than the 50,000 signatures required to proceed to
parliament (Parliament of Finland 2019e).

The Research Institute of the Finnish Economy (Kaitila 2020)
very recently published an assessment of Finland’s capacity to
meet the 2035 goal based on the development of greenhouse
emissions and carbon sinks. There is no doubt that Finland has set
itself an incredibly challenging goal, and Finland must go far
further than simply planting more trees (and resisting cutting so
many down to produce pulp). Most importantly, it must support
and take advantage of Finnish technological innovation in energy
production and other environmentally damaging industries, and
promote measures that will change consumer and corporate
behaviour, for which market mechanisms and price incentives can
be useful.

Finland’s success in so many international environmental
rankings won’t solve the climate crisis. As Greta Thunberg
explained (on Instagram) when she declined the Nordic Council’s
environmental award on 29 October 2019:

The Nordic countries have a great reputation around the
world when it comes to climate and environmental issues.
There is no lack of bragging about this. There is no lack of
beautiful words. But when it comes to our actual emissions
and our ecological footprints per capita – if we include our
consumption, our imports as well as aviation and shipping –
then it’s a whole other story (Brito 2019).



Finnish postage stamp c. 1992, showing the main Moomin cartoon character overlooking
a melting river during the winter, looking worried. Illustration by Tove Jansson. Olga

Popova © 123RF.COM and reproduced with permission.
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Success fatigue

“Child poverty increased more for Greece and Spain . . . the latter especially showing an
increasing trend at the end of the period. By contrast, Finland had lower rates of child poverty
with a diminishing trend during the last years. Greece showed an increasing percentage of
material deprivation in children from families with primary education level from the year
2009 onwards, while Sweden showed the opposite trend.”

Rajmil et al. (2018)

Finland has become the “by way of contrast” country, as the British Medical Journal described it in
2018. Finland is the one place, above all other places in Europe, that shows that something much
better is possible than the status quo. That is a weighty responsibility. Of course, Finland is not
Utopia, but today it offers one of the closest approximations.

In 2018, when Finland �rst achieved its top placing in the UN’s World Happiness Report, a UK
newspaper reported the news with the caveat: “. . . even though its GDP is below that of the US and
Germany” (Boseley 2018). Finland shows why achieving a very high GDP is not necessary for great
happiness as GDP is one of the measures where Finland does not top the tables. When Finland
overtook Norway to take �rst place in the World Happiness Report, it did so with a GDP per capita
that was more than a third lower than that of Norway; and it held that top ranked position in both
2019 and 2020.

Finland is the country that shows how it is possible for happiness to be achievable without
becoming ever richer, and while having living standards in terms of material wealth that are far
below those in the most af�uent parts of the world, including its more af�uent Scandinavian
neighbours. However, the publication in August 2018 of “In the Shadow of Happiness”, a report on
mental wellness, prompted some in the media to question the picture of Finland and its Nordic
neighbours as happy places:

The Nordic countries top the polls as the happiest in the world, but the assumption that life
in Scandinavia is all bicycles and big smiles disguises the sadness of a signi�cant minority of
young people, it has emerged.

Among those in Denmark, Finland, Norway, Sweden and Iceland who do not say that life is
good, some of the largest numbers are among the young – and particularly young women.
While the reasons will vary from one individual and one country to another, it is thought that
stress, loneliness and feeling under pressure to succeed may be playing a large part in their
unhappiness. (Boseley 2018)

The authors of the report (Andreasson & Birkjær 2018) had produced a graph to illustrate what
the newspapers called “Nordic woes” (Figure 9.1). Respondents to their survey were asked how happy
they were on a scale of 0 to 10, with a number of four or less interpreted as “suffering”, and
“struggling” de�ned by replies of 5 (average) or 6 (over-average). The inclusion of people who say that
they are doing a little better than average as struggling was questionable. Nevertheless, the
proportion of people reporting these levels are all relatively small, and the numbers provide only a
snapshot of a person’s sense of subjective well-being on a particular day. However, this does not



mean they do not warrant attention; even though Finland turns out to have one of the lowest
proportions of people in the world who report less than “7” in this measure of mental wellness.

In all Nordic countries combined, 12.3 per cent of the adult population was considered to be
suffering or struggling, while for adults aged 18–23 the proportion was 13.5 per cent. In Finland, 11.5
per cent of all adults reported dif�culties. However, for young Finnish women aged 18–23, the
proportion was higher at 15 per cent, compared to 11 per cent for Finnish men in the same age group.



Figure 9.1: Proportion of adults by mental health, 2012–16



Source: Andreasson & Birkjaer (2018).

Who is not happy?

Research conducted in Denmark suggests that a culture of perfectionism may be developing among
some of the country’s young adults there. The same, of course, is possible in Finland, even though the
two countries are very different. Michael Birkjær of the Happiness Research Institute has suggested:
“Young people feel they are expected to excel in exams – something referred to as ‘the 12th grade
culture’ . . . It is a huge debate in Denmark and not something we can ignore. . . . We have seen these
decreases in happiness in many countries since the �nancial crisis, even though countries like
Denmark have regained economic growth” (emphasis added).

The very elderly in Nordic countries, including Finland, do well compared with very old people in
other countries, but the proportion of them who say they are suffering is actually a fraction higher
than for their young compatriots. This is because people with poor general health are those who
most frequently report that they are struggling (Dorling 2016). Poor mental health was the second
most important correlate that the Happiness Research Institute study found in predicting
unhappiness. It was followed by respondents reporting that their understanding of inequality of
income meant that they knew they were losing out. Next most important in predicting unhappiness
was unemployment. Finally, respondents who reported that they had limited social contact were
more likely to be unhappy, which was seen by the authors of this study as a good proxy for
loneliness.

The researchers who produced the “In the Shadow of Happiness” report also discovered that:
“Older men who were unhappy were less likely to see family and friends than older women”. But for
the young, it was not poor general health or loneliness that was key, but poor mental health. The
report concluded:

Mental health problems among young people manifest themselves in the form of stress,
depression, anxiety, self-harm, consumption of antidepressants and, in extreme cases, suicide.
[This last] is a particularly big problem in Finland, which otherwise ranks as the happiest
country according to the World Happiness Reports of 2018, 2019 and 2020. Here, suicide is
responsible for one-third of all deaths among 15–24 year-olds.

Ulf Andreasson, senior advisor in the policy analysis and statistics unit of the Nordic Council of
Ministers and an author of the report, said they wanted to look further because everybody knows
people who are not happy, in spite of the image. “We also had a feeling that being unhappy in the
Nordic countries perhaps comes with some kind of stigma”, he said. “If everybody is happy and I’m
unhappy, is it OK to give voice to that? We wanted to de-stigmatise being unhappy.”

In Finland, children and young adults have one great advantage. This is that even when people
there know they are living in the country that scores highest in the world for happiness, adults are
still very concerned for the well-being of children – all children, and not just their own. And when
those children become young adults, even though the levels of stress they show are some of the
lowest in the af�uent world, these dif�culties are still of great concern to the wider population.

Finnish suicides decreased in the 1990s and 2000s, with a particularly rapid drop for men from
around 1,193 in 1990 to 558 in 2015. However, since then levels have increased for both men and
women, and remain above the EU average (Findikaattori 2018). It is not clear what led to the drop in
suicide rates, but attributable factors include a national prevention campaign that began in the
1980s, increased research into psychiatric services, cultural change, and the normalization of
depression in daily conversation (Isometsä 2019). There were also improvements in treatment, in



particular via new medications with fewer side effects. After 2011, fewer anti-depressants were being
prescribed, psychiatric outpatient care increased, and it became easier to access state (Kela)
supported rehabilitative psychotherapy (Jaskari 2018). An online health network called Mental
Health Hub was developed to address access issues, especially for Finns living in more rural areas
(Johnson 2017; Kingsley 2019).

Professional development in psychiatry and increased specialization has also helped. The public
sector Sote reforms, if successful, should help professionals to better address health problems
related to social issues such as loneliness. The Finnish Psychological and Psychiatric Associations are
lobbying the new more left-wing government to place even greater importance on mental health
services. Fundamentally, they say that “every suicide is one too many”, and access to services and
professionals needs to be increased as only half the people in need of help seek it (Finnish
Psychological Association 2019).

Today’s regional inequalities in mental health provision can be traced back to those budget cuts
for mental health services that were made in the 1990s (Lindberg 2018). However, in 2017, Finland
had the highest number of psychiatrists per person – 236 per million inhabitants – closely followed
by Sweden, the Netherlands, France, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Germany and Greece (Eurostat 2017).
Furthermore, Finnish social work practitioners �nd ways to enhance prevention through the
creative use of mainstream resources being redirected to their client’s bene�t. In contrast,
practitioners in countries such as the UK more often say that such actions would require them to go
beyond accepted expectations, that such actions would be consistent with “going the extra mile”
rather than being normal practice as they have now become in Finland (Stepney 2014).

Recent research conducted in Finland has established that “well-being is to a signi�cant extent
conditioned by the position one occupies in the social structure and by the welfare regime one lives
in” (Kemppainen 2012). However, that research also found that Finland is unusual in one other way,
namely when it comes to the thoughts and feelings of recent migrants to the country.

Welcoming strangers to stability

In af�uent countries, immigrants usually tend to be more optimistic than the natives of their new
country. When the UN measured the happiness of immigrants for the �rst time in their 2018 report,
Finland scored the highest of any country being compared (Collinson 2019b). However, in general in
Nordic countries, including Finland, where people’s well-being is generally so high, being of an
immigrant background is an adverse factor, when all else is taken into account. Whether this is
because native Finns who are equally poor are comparatively less miserable, or because immigrants
in Finland are made to feel unusually unwelcome in a society that is so socially cohesive, is not yet
known. It is possible that it is very hard for outsiders to �t into a society that is already so equal and
cohesive.

If you turn up in London or New York as an immigrant, you are just one of many similar others in
cities full of immigrants. What is more, you have just arrived in a society that is deeply divided. The
rich do not trust the poor, and the poor have good reason not to trust the rich. Almost everyone is an
outsider in one way or another. Many, if not most, people you meet will be migrants like you, or their
parents were. The same cannot be said of Finland or of other countries that top the list of most
happy or most politically stable places. In Chapter 2 of this book, a brief mention was made of the
international index of political stability. Here, in Table 9.1, is the list of the most stable countries in
the world today and the measures of the components to stability.



Table 9.1: The ten most politically stable countries in the world in 2019, stability measures

Country
(the top 10
of all 178)

Rank
(178th
is the
most

stable)

Total
(of

scores
to

rank)

Security
Apparatus

Factionalized
Elites

Group
Grievance

Economic
Decline

Uneven
Economic

Development

Human
Flight

and
Brain
Drain

State
Legitimacy

Public
Services

Human
Rights

and
Rule of

Law

D

Finland 178 16.9 2.5 1.4 1.2 2.9 0.7 2.0 0.9 0.7 0.7

Norway 177 18.0 2.1 1.1 3.3 1.9 1.0 1.3 0.6 0.8 0.9

Switzerland 176 18.7 1.1 1.0 3.3 1.9 1.8 1.7 0.7 1.0 1.4

Denmark 175 19.5 1.3 1.4 4.3 1.6 1.2 1.9 0.9 0.9 1.7

Australia 174 19.7 2.7 1.7 3.3 1.6 1.6 1.0 1.0 1.5 1.7

Iceland 173 19.8 0.7 1.8 1.0 3.1 0.9 2.5 1.0 1.0 1.0

Canada 172 20.0 2.8 2.5 2.8 1.5 2.1 1.7 0.7 1.0 1.4

New
Zealand

171 20.1 1.4 1.4 3.2 3.2 1.9 2.3 0.6 1.0 0.8

Sweden 170 20.3 2.7 1.8 1.7 1.5 1.5 1.1 0.8 0.9 0.9

Luxembourg 169 20.4 1.3 3.4 2.7 1.2 1.2 1.7 0.7 1.7 1.0

Source: Fragile States Index (2019b).

Note: 178th is “most stable” and low scores are better scores. For an explanation of the measures see:
https://fragilestatesindex.org/indicators/.

The Fragile State Index (previously the “Failed State Index”) has been published annually since
2005. It ranks 178 countries across 12 indicators that attempt to summarize the key risks and
vulnerabilities faced by individual nations. Currently, Finland ranks highest overall in this index, as
the least fragile state in the world. It also ranks highest on many components of the index, including
on low group grievance, on high (as well as even) economic development, on good public services, and
on low demographic pressures – all as compared with the other countries in the top ten shown in
Table 9.1.

At �rst it appears quite remarkable that as well as performing very strongly on so many other
international rankings, Finland ranks highest of all 178 countries for political stability. However,
international rankings are very positively correlated with each other. It is easier for your people to be
happy if your state is not fragile, your press is free and responsible, your schools are cohesive, the
health of your infants is good and the health of the population as a whole is improving rapidly from
what used to be quite a poor record.

The reason Finland ranks so highly on all these international comparisons is not simply because
it is a particularly homogeneous nation. Among the countries with higher proportions of refugees
than Finland (where they constitute just 0.22 per cent of the population) are a number of other
“highly stable” states: Sweden (1.47%), Norway (0.91%), Switzerland (0.85%), Canada (0.42%) and
Denmark (0.32%), with the �gures in parenthesis re�ecting the proportion of the total population
who were refugees registered between 2007 and 2016. However, these countries’ share of refugees are
dwarfed by the �gures, in these same years, for Lebanon (where refugees made up 21 per cent of the
population), Jordan (9%) and Turkey (24%). Incidentally, internationally, when it comes to state
stability, Sweden (where refugees make up 1.47 per cent of its population) ranked ninth, the UK (only
0.18%) 59th and the US (0.84%) 75th (Wikipedia 2019c).

It is possible to do well and have more migrants than Finland currently has; and also, for migrants
to feel more at home more quickly than those in Finland currently do. Thus, even in the world’s least
fragile state, there is still much room for improvement.

Ancient lessons on equality, housing and hospitality

We are still in the infancy of our understanding of what makes large groups of people happy. This
applies as much to current research focused on today’s societies using household surveys and other
sources to produce fragile state indices, as to research now being conducted into the most ancient of

http://https//fragilestatesindex.org/indicators/


societies. All societies have rules of hospitality for greeting strangers. These developed over millennia
and they can easily be suspended or quickly strengthened depending on the actions and
perseverance of individuals. We sometimes forget that we or our ancestors were once strangers in a
strange place. It can help to look back in time to see where, in the past, high equality has been
successfully achieved and maintained for a long time.

Archaeologists have recently made some remarkable �ndings while studying the relics of people
living in a harsh environment thousands of years ago, near Lake Turkana in the Kenyan Rift Valley at
a time when the rains failed and it became much harder to subsist. What the archaeologists
concluded, as Kate Grillo, the co-director of the excavations explained, was that “the burial of even
small children with ornaments indicates that everyone in the society was valued. This was a
supposedly terrible period, with much harder environmental conditions than earlier periods, but
instead of the con�ict you would expect we are seeing larger and tighter social networks.” There are
lessons here for us today (Burke 2018). And this is just one of many recent archaeological studies
pointing to the ways that humans grew to respect each other when “war and rich elites were
unknown more than 3,000 years ago” (Cushing 2018). No wonder equality is so good for us: we
evolved to live as equals.

Finland today is one of the few environments on earth that replicates most closely the situation
in which we are most content: when we are caring for each other and not competing; where we are
each valued very similarly, and where no one is greatly elevated or diminished. In another af�uent
country that is in many ways Finland’s opposite, in today’s UK, 1 in every 200 people are homeless.
In Finland the proportion is at least four times lower and almost no people are to be found actually
sleeping on the streets anywhere in Finland.

Crude estimates by the UK government show that the number of people who were street
homeless rose by 169 per cent between 2009 and 2018 in England (Ministry of Communities and
Local Government 2018). In Finland homelessness fell by 35 per cent, and rough sleeping was
eradicated in Helsinki, where only one 50-bed night shelter now remains (Henley 2019).

Every week on the streets of England, three people who have nowhere safe to sleep die. The BBC
recently reported that Finland was “the only EU state not suffering from a housing crisis which is
the result of Finland’s Housing First initiative which started in 2008 . . . in Finland housing is seen as
a right, not as a reward, as it often is in other EU countries. The Finnish system is �nanced by public
funds and Finnish slot machines” (BBC3 2018), and the government is considering using new
(including on-line) gambling taxes and licences as well. Finland is abandoning transitional and
temporary housing for the homeless. Instead, they are given a normal apartment, immediately.

As news spreads of Finland’s success across so many areas of public life, there is a risk of success
fatigue setting in, of Finns resting on their laurels, and of people who would like lower taxes
proclaiming that enough has already been achieved. On the other hand, success also encourages
success, and Finland has a reputation to maintain.

As a small nation, Finland inevitably pays a lot of attention to its high ranking on many
international indices. The general populace is aware of the country’s prominent position in such
measures, and the Foreign Ministry shares its success frequently via social media. Some Finns are
sceptical of the methods used, of course, and of the way things such as “happiness” are interpreted.
For example, Finns know that Finland would not be the happiest country in the world if it were
judged on how positive survey respondents said they felt on the preceding day to the day they are
asked (Ervasti 2019). So Finns, or at least Finland’s academics and journalists, do turn a critical eye
on the research methods and metrics underpinning such rankings and don’t accept their results
without question.

Finland’s high rankings appear to help draw attention to the value of Finnish institutions. The
new government tends to speak of restoring honour to the Finnish education system (by investing
once again, rather than cutting). In a more theoretical sense, happiness or achievement is always
relative; you value good times more when you’ve had bad times. In one of his best-known works,
Eino Leino, a pioneer of Finnish poetry in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, wrote “he



who has happiness, should hide it”. Jukka Ukkola, whose columns in the weekly newspaper Suomen
Kuvalehti are typically satirical, quoted this line when Finland was �rst proclaimed the world’s
happiest country, and joked that because Finns can no longer hide their happiness, they should learn
to market it (Ukkola 2018). As with the PISA educational rankings, he suggested, perhaps
researchers will soon start arriving to ask how Finland has become so happy.

The good news for the rest of the world is that Finland will not always be at the top of the
rankings, because its achievements are not an unobtainable extreme. In Finland, as elsewhere, there
are always things that could be better. And, as this book has made clear, Finland has only a fairly
modest amount of natural resources, no unusual historical advantages, no innate national
characteristic, no special trick or magic word (such as sisu) to account for its current position.

To treat each other with respect is to be human; not to do so is inhumane. Regrettably, all of us
are capable of both. By choosing the right path more often when there was an option, Finland has
shown that any nation could do as well. And by doing so well it achieves so much else as a by-
product of greater equality.

The non-fake press, in and about Finland

Part of how Finland avoids fatigue is the robustness of its press. Ed Miliband, a former leader of the
Labour Party in the UK, has been a passionate and early campaigner on climate change and helped
steer his political party to becoming both greener and more democratic, with every party member
having the opportunity to vote for the next party leader. As a result, Britain now has a far more
Finnish-style party in its Labour Party than it would have had if it were not for Ed; but Ed was often
subjected to personal attacks in place of criticisms of his policies. His successor, Jeremy Corbyn, was
attacked even more relentlessly, and in particular during the 2019 election, where he was
misrepresented and demonized by both privately owned media and the state-owned BBC. It is true
that the Labour Party has recently proposed some policies that would be too left-wing for Finland.
For instance, in November 2019 the Labour Party proposed nationalizing the largest broadband
company in the UK and providing free broadband for all (BBC 2019c). However, it is more often the
case that Labour’s policies are signi�cantly to the right of Finnish public policy; in its 2019 election
manifesto, the UK’s Labour Party proposed raising spending on public services, but only to German
levels, rather than those of Finland. You would know little of this from reading the British press.

Recently featured on Ed Miliband’s podcast “Reasons to be Cheerful”, Vesa Häkkinen, the
director of current affairs communications at Finland’s Ministry for Foreign Affairs, spoke of the
anti-disinformation campaign that was launched in Finland in 2014. The campaign encourages
critical thinking and awareness to increase people’s ability to spot fake news, from training election
of�cials to reforming the education curriculum. When Miliband asked at what age Finnish children
were educated about identi�ing disinformation, Häkkinen mentioned seeing a children’s television
show featuring a teddy-bear that was critical of the news during its adventures. To prevent cynicism
rising, a good press and an aware citizenry are both vital.

As well as the government and journalists taking action to increase media literacy and critical
thinking, social media companies must also play their respective part to combat disinformation.
During late 2019, Finland held the presidency of the European Union. It chose to set priorities for its
presidency that included strengthening common values and the rule of law. This followed the
success of May 2018 when the EU brought in the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), the
most important change in European data privacy regulation in 20 years, and the Finnish presidency
aimed to build on that momentum.

During its presidency Finland’s goals included making the EU more competitive and more
socially inclusive, strengthening the EU’s position as a global leader in climate action, and helping to
protect the security of citizens comprehensively, including protection from disinformation (Ministry
of Economic Affairs and Employment 2019).



According to Reporters Without Borders, Finland rose back up the global freedom of the press
ranking from fourth place in 2018 to second place in 2019 (Yle Uutiset 2019g). Finns typically see
press freedom and responsibility as a more serious matter than citizens of other states do. Finland is
in the minority of countries where freedom of the press is characterized as good – see Figure 9.2
(Reporters Without Borders 2019). The earlier drop in the rankings for Finland from �rst place in
2010 was attributed to “Sipilägate” – political interventions by former Prime Minister Juha Sipilä
into the work of Yle, the state-owned but still very independent public service broadcasting
company (Kauppinen 2016). Reporters Without Borders raised concerns after Yle altered its
reporting on a con�ict of interest involving funding provided to a state-owned mining company,
Terrafame (now Finnish Minerals Group), in which relatives of the prime minister held ownership
stakes (Reporters Without Borders 2016).



Figure 9.2: Trust in journalism, 2015–16, leading countries



Source: Ponsford (2017).

In 2018, two men, Ilja Janitskin and Johan Bäckman, were found guilty by the Helsinki district
court of harassment and aggravated defamation of a journalist, Jessikka Aro, who was investigating
Russian troll factories (of�ces that employ people to pretend to be members of the public and write
comments on internet news stories and in social media). This was a signi�cant case for de�ning the
limits of what can justi�ably be called freedom of speech, and when it is violated in cases of online
harassment and defamation. Russian troll factories can expect to be exposed by Finnish journalists
protected by Finnish courts. In 2018, Presidents Vladimir Putin and Donald Trump, arriving for a
summit in Helsinki, were greeted with billboards and posters created by Finland’s highest-
circulation daily newspaper, Helsingin Sanomat, welcoming them to the “land of free press”.

One concern raised by analyses such as the Centre for Media Pluralism and Media Freedom’s
annual Media Pluralism Monitor is the concentration of media ownership in Finland, and the lack of
government regulation of that ownership. The centre’s 2017 report found that the four largest
companies in Finland’s television-broadcasting sector together claimed a 92 per cent audience share
and 72 per cent of revenues; in radio the �gures were 94 per cent and 87 per cent respectively, and in
the newspaper market it was 55 per cent and 71 per cent, respectively (Manninen 2018). Another
concern raised by the report is the lack of proportional access to airtime by Finland’s minorities.
Media ownership concentration grew even further in February 2020 when media conglomerate
Sanoma acquired another major media company, Alma Media. Although concerns were raised over
the decreased media pluralism, the deal was not considered a signi�cant risk to competition in the
media market by the Finnish Competition and Consumer Authority.

Universal basic income

When we think of Finland as a role model for other countries, one initiative that comes up often is
the idea of introducing a universal basic income (UBI). Universal basic income could represent a
major shift in the current welfare state model of the West. Pilot experiments have recently been run
in the city of Seattle and the Canadian province of Ontario, and in 2016 the Finnish government
launched a basic income experiment involving 2,000 participants. UBI is not the only proposal for
reforming social security in Finland. Most of the country’s political parties have their own models,
and the experiment itself was targeted rather than universal. Dutch historian and journalist Rutger
Bregman stated that universal basic income “is all about freedom” at the 2019 World Economic
Forum annual meeting in Davos (Klein 2019).

The Finnish Basic Income trial, which ran from 2017 to 2018, was initiated in response to the
changing nature of work and the fact that a greater proportion of the population are now employed
in temporary and part-time work (Muraja 2018). The participants, who were unemployed when they
began the trial, received a basic income of €560 every month for two years regardless of any other
income and regardless of whether they were actively seeking work. The trial aimed to assess
whether the existing social security system could be simpli�ed, and whether the alternative basic
income system encouraged employability, since currently bene�ts diminish on starting paid
employment or on receipt of other sources of income. The theory was that because basic income
payments alone are not necessarily suf�cient to cover all living costs in the long term (such as
holidays), it therefore would not discourage recipients from �nding work. One participant, journalist
and writer Tuomas Muraja, responded to critics of the experiments saying:

Concerns have been voiced about the high cost of the basic income model. But free school
meals, free basic education and universal basic healthcare are expensive too . . . The system



requires more investment to boost the minimum income level, to improve the level of �nancial
incentives and to simpli� it. Critics fear that basic income will make people lazy. However,
limited evidence from several basic-income trials from around the world prove that people use
basic income to improve their quality of life and not as a license to do nothing.

The results published in 2019 showed that the intervention did not increase the number of
people who found employment, but neither did it reduce it. Some attributed this to the design of the
experiment; but even with these results, Rutger Bregman argued that other outcomes of the study
warranted attention – namely, that participants reported higher levels of well-being, less stress, and
greater overall happiness (Samuel 2019).

The experiment was criticized on the basis that in addition to including unemployed youth, the
pool of participants was limited to primarily the long-term unemployed who would bene�t more
from services to help with health issues or outdated skills rather than from �nancial incentives.
Additionally, taxation was not considered, and hal�ay through the experiment the “activation
model” was introduced which skewed comparisons with the control group, that is, everyone else
who was unemployed (Hiilamo 2019; Soininvaara 2019).

One thing worth bearing in mind about the early results of the trial is that increasing
employment need not be a major aim of basic income. If people in Europe are to consume less, and
pollute less, then they need to also produce less and learn to live on lower incomes than they
currently do. A basic income makes it possible to live on a very low income and spend your time
doing what you really want to do, including useful unpaid work. If you need a little more money, you
can work, but it need not be high-paid work. If Finland is to remain one of the happiest countries in
the world (Figure 9.3), it won’t be because everyone works for as many hours as they can, for as much
money as they can get. The World Happiness Report ranks countries according to GDP, life
expectancy, generosity, social support, freedom, and corruption levels in each country to evaluate
the quality of their current lives on a ladder scale ranging from 0 for the worst possible life to 10 for
the best possible life. Figure 9.3 shows the ranking based on data collected between 2016 and 2018.



Figure 9.3: The happiest countries in the world, and selected others, 2016–18

Source: Helliwell, Layard & Sachs (2019); as summarized at https://www.statista.com/chart/17428/happiest-countries-in-the-world/;
and with additional data from https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/World_Happiness_Report#2019_World_Happiness_Report
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Promoting the Nordic model worldwide

Being held up as “best in class” is not an easy position to be in. For anyone who supports the aims of
the Nordic model, this book should help con�rm their understanding that, of all the systems
currently running in Europe, its model is by far the most successful. But can it be translated to work
elsewhere on that continent, or is there something intrinsic about the Nordic countries in general,
and Finland in particular, that means that it would take two or three generations, possibly as long as
a century, for somewhere else in Europe to “become Nordic”, or even to do as well as Finland has
done?

In contrast, any Finns who �nd fault with the Nordic model will doubtless �nd this book very
annoying. They might well point out that until very recently Finland had been moving away from
this model, and they might argue that this shift was for good reasons. The government in power in
Finland until early 2019 had made changes intended to take Finland towards the British, or in some
cases the US, model. These changes included the attempts to further privatize healthcare services,
and levying fees for university tuition for non-EU students, unlike in Germany where university
education remains essentially free for all. However, Finland is still to a very large extent the exemplar
Nordic welfare state, even if the foundations of those ideals have been under recent attack.

In the past couple of decades, like acid rain eroding the façade of a once-beautiful building,
neoliberal arguments and reasoning have etched scars deep into the surface of the body politic of
Finland. This would not have happened had all been well in paradise, or if those outside of Finland
had not wanted to change the direction in which it was going. In recent years right-wing think tanks
in the UK and US have been targeting Finland, as have far-right parties and politicians who hate and
fear the Nordic model. Many of those think tanks are almost certainly largely funded by American
businesses and billionaires but they claim to present independent research and their funders hide
behind a dark veil of anonymity (Ramsey & Geoghegan 2018).

In the not-so distant past, and still occasionally today, some far-right and extreme-right groups
have lauded Scandinavia and its “white race”. The notion of the true Aryan home of the white
master-race is an extreme fantasy that never quite goes away. Because eugenic practices, including
the sterilization of those deemed unworthy to have children, were permitted in Sweden – right
through to the 1970s – Scandinavians have partly lived up to their bit-part in this fantasy.
Thankfully, however, Scandinavians and the Finns then looked out to the rest of the world. They saw
the criticism of eugenics and reacted. Just as importantly, they saw how else society could be
arranged, especially when children are not allocated to schools based on eugenic assumptions about
inherent ability.

People in Finland were no doubt in�uenced greatly by what was occurring elsewhere in the world,
not least the radicalism of the 1960s in the US and to a lesser extent in the UK, France and Germany
at that time. Finland’s most signi�cant student protests in that era, which are not widely known
outside of the country, occurred in 1968 when the Old Student House in Helsinki was occupied
(Wikipedia 2019d). While it may be overstating the case to suggest that Finland had a “summer of
love”, nevertheless Finns travelled and brought home useful stories. From the 1960s onwards, a
vision of what the greater welfare state could achieve became a widely shared dream. That dream
became a reality through establishing common ground and common agendas between political left
and right. This alliance helped all of Finnish politics to (in �ts and starts) drift leftwards.

It was also during the 1960s that Finnish activists created the anti-authoritarian November
Movement, which advocated for stigmatized peoples, among them the disabled, LGBTQ (referred to
in Finland as “rainbow people”), prisoners, alcoholics, the mentally ill and the homeless (Alapuro
1997). The movement’s goal was to reduce the pressure for uniformity in society. Today Finland is
arguably the antithesis of what the world’s political right admires, and the government elected in
2019 is moving Finland again in the direction of greater equality.

When viewed from a British or American standpoint, a Finnish conservative today is likely to
look very much like a socialist. Finland avoided the alternative that often arises when Social
Democrats are dominant for a time, introduce a more wishy-washy welfare state, one that could



have been more easily eroded. Instead, the left in Finland in the 1960s and 1970s managed to
establish in the national mindset the idea of social investments and from there, the idea of investing
in people entered the normal practice of the National Coalition Party, the country’s moderate right.
In this sense, Finland’s practice of investing in universally good schooling, health insurance, and the
only genuinely comprehensive safety-net housing system in Europe, were not conceived of as social
transfers from rich to poor, but as sound macroeconomic policy. The Finns are, above all, pragmatic.

One key question of great importance remains: why is Finland so rarely mentioned as an example
by the left and Greens on the world political stage? Why aren’t its pragmatic, consensus-driven, day-
to-day demonstrations of the bene�ts of investing in people and communities not more often cited
by people elsewhere who want to build a better future? Why are the eye-opening statistics about the
human, environmental and �scal bene�ts of the Finnish approach not wheeled out more often? To
help in this we have listed a summary of how well Finland does, below, as an appendix.

The stru�le for equality against forge�ing

Progress, it is often said, is the battle to remember in a time of forgetting, including remembering
some lessons learnt over a century ago (Anttonen & Sipilä 2012; Kananen 2014). Finland’s equality
was not a gift given by the pro�ts from natural resources, or the spoils of an empire. Finland does not
have Sweden’s larger population and legacy of imperial wealth, nor does it have the petroleum riches
of Norway. It cannot use geothermal activity to smelt aluminium as in Iceland, or use its proximity
to the rest of Europe to its advantage, as Denmark does. Nor did Finland have equality imposed upon
it, as was the case in Japan, and to a lesser extent in Germany, after 1945.

Improving competitiveness in world markets is currently high on the Finnish political agenda,
just as it was in the postwar reconstruction era. As this book has made clear, Finland is not just
aiming for international competitiveness in economic terms, but achieving it with due concern for
its social values and institutions. Ideas such as transfers from the rich to the poor being bene�cial to
all don’t necessarily sell as well abroad to a set of people who have yet to encounter the results of
such choices. But political campaigns that promote social policies as ones that will bene�t the entire
society, and not merely one sub-group, are much more effective. This is easier to achieve in a
parliamentary democracy where compromise and consensus are essential, than it is in countries
where two-party systems prevail.

Wealth inequality has been increasing in Finland and is higher than income inequality, which has
remained relatively low and stable after a rise at the end of the 1990s (Törmälehto 2018). Wealth
inequality is probably greater than of�cial measurements indicate given the wealth that is hidden in
tax havens, and it has become more dif�cult to measure accurately since the abolition of the wealth
tax. But if inequality is considered from the perspective of post-tax national income, then the share
of the top 1 per cent decreased from the year 2002 (when it was 7.2%) to 2016 (6.11%). This latest
number for 2016 was released in February 2020 and is a rise from 5.54 per cent the year before,
representing an average rise of 10 per cent in the incomes of the top Finnish 1 per cent as far as the 1
per cent themselves are concerned. It is nevertheless important to consider within a broader global
context, as is illustrated in Figure 9.4.

Figure 5.5, shown earlier in this book, uses exactly the same data as Figure 9.4, but highlights how
the recent slight increase in the take of the top 1 per cent in Finland has been largely absorbed by a
slight fall in the average incomes of other people in the top half of the income distribution (but not
in the top tenth). With signi�cantly higher taxes, but little wage stagnation and much lower income
inequality than, say, the UK, Finnish political parties rarely emphasize social transfers from the rich
to the poor as their fundamental aim. Instead, they focus on how health, housing, education,
�nancial security and much more are of bene�t to the whole community, not just the present
recipients.

In 2019 the National Coalition Party (NCP) built their electoral platform on continuing Finland’s
success story by increasing individual freedom (Kansallinen Kokoomus 2019); the Left Alliance



focused its message on social justice; the Green League emphasized securing the future by a process
of “fair change” (Vihreät 2012); and the Social Democratic Party presented a manifesto that stressed
Finns’ shared interests, the bene�ts of democratic control of the market and the need to uphold the
values of freedom, solidarity, and peace (SDP 2019). The Centre Party’s 2019 election programme
stated that “Finnishness is �nding reconciliation” (Centre Party 2019). The Swedish People’s Party
emphasized individual freedom, a bilingual Finland, and support for a Nordic welfare state and
equality (SFP 2019). The post-election alliance formed by �ve of these six parties (all bar the NCP), in
order to pull together a majority of members of parliament, was a pragmatic arrangement.



Figure 9.4: The take of the 1% in the US, UK, Sweden and Finland, 1910–2019

Source: World Inequality Database for the US, Finland and Sweden; for the UK, the data series detailed in Dorling (2019a).

Note: �scal data for tax units in the US (1913–2015) and Sweden (1916–2013). For Finland tax units 1920–69, individual from 1970–79,
and post-tax 1980–2016. For the UK the data is for 1910–2019, pre-tax, however estimated rates of tax evasion and avoidance by the
top 1 per cent are so high in the UK that this is a comparable time series to the post-tax Finnish data since 1980.



The Finnish welfare state developed through consensus politics in a parliamentary democracy; it
has never been an idea owned by a single party (Kettunen 2019: 225). However, in the past few
decades political parties on the right (by Finnish norms), such as the National Coalition Party and
the Centre Party, have advocated for greater privatization. They have called for greater choice and
decision-making capabilities being given to citizens with regard to public services; this would
represent a partial move towards the US model for healthcare and other services that is in marked
contrast to the aims and norms of welfare state provision.

Due in part to recent policy proposals running counter to established Finnish practice, such as
the previous government’s plans for privatization, the more left-wing parties now in power have
become steadily more vocal in their opposition to conservative economic policies. Their positions
are far more critical than those heard from, for example, today’s UK Labour Party, and are
emphatically far to the left of the US Democratic Party.

Figure 9.4 compares the share taken by the very richest people in four countries: the US, the UK,
Sweden and Finland. A century ago, the most unequal nation was Sweden, where the best-off 1 per
cent received 28 per cent of all income, leaving the other 99 per cent to share just 72 per cent, most
of which went to those who were just below the top 1 per cent. All af�uent countries at that time
were very unequal, and it was an era when inequalities began to be forced down, �rst in Europe and
then in North America and Japan, by concerted political action including the redistribution of both
land and wealth following defeat in war. The rich did not readily give up their huge share.

By 1976 the richest 1 per cent were claiming just 9 per cent of all income in the US; by 1978 just
under 6 per cent in the UK; by 1981 just 4 per cent in Sweden; and by 1984 just 3 per cent in Finland.
It was in each of these years that these four countries were most equal. In contrast, the latest data
on how much the 1 per cent take is 22 per cent and rising in the US, 16 per cent and rising more
slowly in the UK, under 9 per cent and falling in Sweden, and under 6 per cent and falling in Finland.
Thus, Finland’s least-equal phase is currently as equal as the UK was at its most equal, and when the
best-off 1 per cent took just six times the mean average salary home each year (four times after tax).

Cross-country comparisons and new norms

Trying to understand the various factors that have led to Finland being so equitable today is not
easy. Chance will have played a part as well as many other minor factors that we cannot fully
evaluate. For example, in the 1980s, social psychologists Sybil Eysenck and Jaana Haapasalo
undertook a study of almost 1,000 Finnish adults and concluded: “In attempting a cross-cultural
comparison of norms, the extremely unusual situation arose that the Finnish sample, especially the
males, scored lower than the English one on Social Desirability. This has not occurred before in our
cross-cultural studies and is hard to explain” (Eysenck & Haapasalo 1989: 125).

The Social Desirability scale (that was popular in 1980s psychology) was a measure of the extent
to which individuals tended to tick “yes” to statements that they might think would make them
appear to be more sociable than they actually were. Psychologists debated the issue amongst
themselves and attempted to determine “whether this tendency is attributed to a need for approval,
deliberate lying, or unconscious defensiveness” (McCrae & Costa 1983: 883). Whatever it was, people
in Finland, as long ago as in the 1980s, and especially Finnish men, did not appear to feel the need to
deceive themselves or others as much as people did in places such as England.

Finland’s high levels of happiness and contentment can be understood partly in relation to the
accepted social norms and expectations of what is possible in Finnish society. These norms are good
due to excellent public services and low levels of inequality, particularly in comparison to the
conditions prevailing today in all other countries, including most other af�uent societies. We know
that Finns are happy and contented with their lives, although they are often disinclined to show it.
Public displays of emotion of any kind are rare. This may be part historical, re�ecting the former
dominance of Russia and Sweden, and has now become cultural (as revealed by Eysenck and



Haapasalo’s study). It is also possible that both Finns’ reserve and their contentment makes funding
excellent public services easier, as higher taxes are more accepted.

Today employees in Finland still contribute some of the highest proportions of their personal
income in tax. In 2016, when, as Figure 9.4 shows, the take in income of Finland’s 1 per cent was less
than 6 per cent of the country’s total, the tax collected from personal incomes in Finland made up 13
per cent of GDP. In Chile, one of the developed world’s most unequal countries, it amounts to just 1.8
per cent of GDP by OECD estimates (Whiting 2018). As the mass protests (and police repression) of
late 2019 demonstrated to the rest of the world, the toll taken by Chile’s economic travails have for
many years been falling most heavily on its badly paid, indebted and politically voiceless majority.
When income is more evenly spread, overall taxation is far more effective, public services can be far
better, and civil unrest is very rare.

A huge proportion of Finns, 79 per cent, say they are “happy to pay their taxes”. An astonishing 96
per cent, when asked, agree that “it’s important to collect tax to maintain the welfare state”
(Whiting 2018). The tax bills of everyone in Finland are public documents, although individuals
earning above €100,000 a year can, as of 2019, request to opt out of their tax information being
released on the list of high income earners (only around 70 such requests were successful in 2019).
Thus you can see exactly what your friends and neighbours have paid in tax, and they can see the
same information for you. Corruption is therefore much harder to hide, and Finns have both the
means and the motivation to report others’ tax evasion. In an equitable country with well-run public
services, tax avoidance is rightly seen as no different from shop-lifting.

One day, a country will provide a universal basic income (UBI) to everyone. Finland may not be
the �rst to do so, but it will experiment further and remains very open to similar new ideas. Many
people say that UBI is unaffordable. But how much more unaffordable is it than the practice in the
UK and especially the US of keeping large numbers of people in overcrowded prisons, with plans to
build more prisons and calls for more and longer sentences? A universal basic income would not be
compatible with wasting money on antisocial activities such as locking so many people up. It would,
however, be compatible with massive reductions in carbon emissions, as those who chose to
consume less would be able to. They would not have to drive to work if they chose not to work, and a
basic income means exactly what it says – basic.

One day, a country will have no need for prisons; and Finland already has very few prisoners.
People �nd the idea of no prisons strange, because when it is suggested they think of a future society
that is just like their current society, but without jails. However, as a journalist based in the Bronx in
the United States, Alice Speri, explains: “in a society that is tackling things like white supremacy,
economic deprivation, toxic masculinity, and that is providing connections between people, and
where communities are responsible for each other, I actually don’t think it would be weird at all. You
wouldn’t even need the things that we now think of as elemental parts of our society, like the local
jail.” (Speri 2019).

One day, a country will have no homeless people. Finland is very nearly that country. One day, no
one will die prematurely. This utopian vision is at least two centuries old. In western countries it is
best remembered through the words of mill owner Robert Owen, and his address to the inhabitants
of New Lanark in Scotland on New Year’s Day 1816: “What ideas individuals may attach to the term
‘Millennium’ I know not; but I know that society may be formed so as to exist without crime,
without poverty, with health greatly improved, with little, if any misery, and with intelligence and
happiness increased a hundredfold; and no obstacle whatsoever intervenes at this moment except
ignorance to prevent such a state of society from becoming universal.” (New Lanark Trust 2019).

A universal basic income is only unaffordable if you think it is necessary for some to go hungry,
cold and homeless to keep many of the rest of us at the grindstone of paid employment, much of
which is of little ultimate bene�t to society. Finland is in its current position because it often made
the right choices; choices that frequently reduced the stresses and increased the happiness of the
majority. It will continue to have to make choices; some will be the right ones, and others the wrong



ones. As our societies make choices that we hope will build a better future, we all need to look at
what has been done elsewhere – badly, or well.

Lessons from Finland

Many of the policies that are fundamental to Finland’s success have come out of compromise. One of
the �rst major interventions by the state into social and health services was accomplished many
decades ago in 1937 with the Maternity Grants Act by a government made up of the Social
Democratic Party and Agrarian League (now the Centre Party) – the country’s �rst left– right
coalition since the civil war (and dubbed a “red–mud coalition”). Even before this, land reforms
passed into law in 1918 which enabled the rural proletariat to purchase small holdings of land
immediately after the civil war, required the Social Democratic Party to approve private ownership
which it had previously opposed, and the bourgeois parties to accept that parts of larger estates
would have to be sold off. By no means had Finns put civil war acute tensions behind them this soon
after the bloody national con�ict, but as author Kjell Westö explains, Finns were pragmatic and
worked together despite their history (Yle Uutiset 2019h). Policies that emerge from compromise
between parties of different ideological stripes can also become policies that are broader, more
innovative and stronger than those forged by any single political party. Problematic elements of how
a society is organized, such as maintaining segregation in education, can then be discarded later
when empirical support emerges for action.

Although education reforms were primarily the work of Finland’s left, the importance of the
Centre Party, the old Agrarian Party, in advancing them has also been highlighted in this book. The
political debates over education went on for decades and were implemented gradually from the
north to the south. Thankfully, the parties on the left and of the countryside, along with teachers
and researchers, never gave up. They continue to stand their ground today, with the national trade
union for Finnish teachers emphasizing that the high levels of respect afforded to the country’s
teaching profession is closely connected to Finnish teachers’ freedom and ability to teach and
assess, and arguing that more national examinations and inspections result not in better education
but in counter-productive competition between schools. A “socialist nanny state” would hardly give
this much freedom to teachers.

Finland’s hosting of the 1975 conference on security and cooperation, that led to the Helsinki
Accords, cemented its place in international relations and its role in promoting international peace
and security. We have no space left in this book to itemize the long list of Finland’s international
achievements, but we cannot end without at least mentioning Kari Cantell’s development of
interferons and his international generosity in promoting health biotechnology in the global south
(Reid-Henry 2010). Some people know of these aspects of Finland, but few outside of the country are
aware of the ongoing complex debates within the country as to where progress is next to be found.

Improving competitiveness in a global economy while ensuring workers are paid fair wages has
been a particularly intense area of debate. Arguably, Juha Sipilä’s government’s competitiveness
reforms were crucial for Finland’s ability to recover from the combined hit of the global recession, the
fall of Nokia, and the domestic impact of the EU economic sanctions imposed on Russia. It is notable
that his government ruled in a signi�cantly different economic era than the more generous, Social
Democratic Party-led government that followed it. Today, Finland continues to innovate
economically. As climate scientists have now reached a consensus that economic focus must shift
away from GDP growth (Carrington 2019), Finnish entrepreneurs are already far more focused on
climate change and adaptation than their counterparts in almost any other country.

Finnish corporatist traditions, most importantly collective bargaining, play an invaluable role in
making sure workers’ demands are heard, in particular those belonging to some of the most essential
but most modestly paid workers, such as nurses. One way in which Finland’s economic development
progressed in the past was through implementing policies that freed individuals, especially women,
to enter the workforce if they so wished. Finland is now facing a new challenge over its need for a



larger workforce, and it has known the answer for a long time: greater immigration. Yet its political
climate can be both hostile and disenfranchising to the newcomers who have already contributed so
much to Finnish society and diversity. Trade unions must evolve to accommodate a more diverse
population of workers in order to retain their place in society.

Of course, Finland has had failures, too, but its capacity to learn from them has, in most cases, led
to eventual success. Not all societies will have to make the mistakes that Finland has made in order
to learn from their important lessons. For instance, the Finns now know that penalizing the
unemployed does not work; instead, it humiliates them, and can push them deeper into other
problems that are even harder to escape. A recent report by Kela, the VA� Institute for Economic
Research and the University of Turku provides justi�cation for widespread criticisms that increased
employment under Sipilä’s government cannot be conclusively sourced back to the “activation
model”. Furthermore, Sweden’s recent experience has also led to research showing that reducing
unemployment bene�ts for the longer-term unemployed does not give them the “nudge” they are
widely supposed to be lacking (Kolsrud et al. 2018: 985).

Conclusion

Finland is the happiest country in the world, but only when its people are asked to answer a very
speci�c question. Henry Cantril’s self-anchoring striving scale ladder was devised in 1965 and is used
in the annual world happiness reports. Those reports rely on surveys in which each survey
respondent is asked to think of a number from 0 to 10. Each person is then asked to “place the status
of their lives” on a ladder. Try it yourself. Record 0 if you think you are living the worst possible life,
and 10 if you consider that what you have is the best possible life. You will almost certainly choose a
number in between. Here is how the question is often worded and presented, usually including a
picture of a ladder itself:

Please imagine a ladder with steps numbered from zero at the bottom to 10 at the top.

The top of the ladder represents the best possible life for you and the bottom of the ladder
represents the worst possible life for you.

On which step of the ladder would you say you personally feel you stand at this time?

The question being asked is as much about what you think is possible and how you think your life
compares to those of others, as it is about the happiness you might feel right now. In fact, someone
could record a very high score, because they think that for them they have a life as near as it can be
to the best that is possible, but they may not actually be very happy. However, other measures are
also included in the annual global surveys, and these tend to be strongly correlated with the Cantril
ladder score. These include “positive affect”, which is a combination measure of the reporting of the
average frequency of happiness, laughter and enjoyment the respondent can remember from the
previous day, and negative affect, which records the average frequency of worry, sadness and anger
(also as remembered from the day before). Clearly the extent to which you think you are living a
good life depends on what you think is possible – and the extent to which you are happy or sad,
worried or angry also depends on that. Finns, in general and compared to all other states, think they
are living lives that are nearest to the best that is possible, given the world in which they live.

Finland is not Utopia and its people are well aware that there is much that could still be better.
However, they also know that they live under a �exible system in a pragmatic country that will
permit better ways to be found and further improvements to be made. Knowing that things are
going to get better, especially for the less well-off, is often more important than how the situation is
today. We will always worry, but we also need to be able to hope. Finland’s recent history can give us
all hope. On 20 March 2020 it was announced – for the third year in succession – that Finland was
once again the happiest country in the world. The report in which this was declared included a



chapter dedicated to the Nordic countries which concluded: “. . . there seems to be no secret sauce
speci�c to Nordic happiness that is unavailable to others. There is rather a more general recipe for
creating highly satis�ed citizens: Ensure that state institutions are of high quality, non-corrupt, able
to deliver what they promise, and generous in taking care of citizens in various adversities” (Martela
et al. 2020). Of course, Finland excels at much more than just happiness, and so we hope that in these
pages we have given you some of the details as to how and why the Finnish recipe works in practice
and what it is – because it urgently needs to be made more widely available.



Appendix: Finland among the best in the world

Statistics Finland produces a handy annual list of areas in which
Finland is deemed to excel. It was last fully updated on 5
December 2018, although a few more items were added on 6
December 2019. The source for all the claims found below can be
found in the update:
http://www.stat.�/tup/tilastokirjasto/itsenaisyyspaiva-
2019_en.html, and in the original list:
http://www.stat.�/tup/satavuotias-suomi/suomi-maailman-
karjessa_en.html.

Finland is a small country on a global scale. It accounts for
just 0.07 per cent of both the world’s total population and
exactly the same global share of its total land area. But even
a small country can jump to the top of the world, and this is
what Finland has done: in international country
comparisons of positive things, Finland is often among the
top countries next to other Nordic countries.

In honour of Finland’s centenary celebrations, Statistics
Finland collected a list of comparisons in which Finland is
one of the best in the world. The list was last updated on 5
December 2018, when Finland was for the last day one
hundred years old.

Society
• Finland is the most stable country in the world.
• Finland is the safest country in the world.

http://www.stat.fi/tup/tilastokirjasto/itsenaisyyspaiva-2019_en.html
http://www.stat.fi/tup/satavuotias-suomi/suomi-maailman-karjessa_en.html


• Finland is the fourth “best” country in the world. (The Good
Country Index).

• Finland had the best governance in the world in 2018 (and
ranked second best in 2019).

• Finland’s police and internal security as a whole are the second
best in the world.

• Finland has the lowest level of organized crime in the world.
• Next to Norwegians and Icelanders, Finns are the second least

insecure-feeling people in the world.
• Finland’s judicial system is the most independent in the world.
• After the Danes, Finns’ elections are the freest and most reliable

in the world.
• Finland has the third lowest level of corruption in the world.
• Finland is the third most prosperous country in the world.
• Protection of property rights in Finland is the best in the world.
• Access to of�cial information in Finland is the best in the EU.
• Finnish banks are the soundest in the world.
• Finland’s pension system is the third-best in the world (in a �eld

of 34 countries).
• Finland has the third highest levels of personal freedom and

choice in the world.
• Finland had the fourth greatest press freedom in the world in

2018 (rising to second best in 2019).
• After Denmark and Sweden, Finland is the most socially just EU

country.
• Of the world’s richest countries, Finland ranks third highest in

its dedication to policies that bene�t people living in poorer
nations.

• Finland is the best country in the world in a comparison of
human well-being.



• Finland is the third best country in the world in adhering to the
rule of law.

• Finland is the world’s highest-ranked country for the protection
of fundamental human rights.

Satisfaction and trust
• Finland is the happiest country in the world.
• In 2018, Finns were the second most satis�ed with their life

among Europeans (and the most satis�ed in 2019).
• Of all EU citizens, Finns are the most satis�ed with their

accommodation.
• Among EU citizens, Finns are the second most likely to have

someone to rely on in case of need.
• Finns’ trust in the police is the highest in Europe, and second-

highest in Europe in their trust in their political and legal
systems (in 2018, then rising to the top in 2019).

• Worldwide, Finns have the highest level of trust in the news
media.

• Finns’ trust in other people is the highest in Europe.
• In Finland, consumers’ con�dence in the economy is the second

strongest in Europe.

Equality
• Finland is the third most gender equal country in the world

(dropping to fourth in 2019).
• Participation of different genders in working life in Finland is the

second most equitable in the EU.
• Finnish women’s gender equality in working life is the fourth

best in the world.
• In Finland, power is divided between genders the third most

equally in the EU.



• Finland had Europe’s third largest number of female MPs in 2018
(and the second largest by 2019).

• Finland has the second lowest poverty rate amongst OECD
countries.

• Finland has the �fth lowest income differences amongst OECD
countries.

Environment and ener�
• The air in Finland is the cleanest in the world.
• Finland is the most water-rich country in the world.
• The risk of exposure to natural disasters is lowest in the world in

Finland, together with Bahrain, São Tomé and Príncipe, and
Singapore.

• Finland has the most forests in Europe.
• Finland has the third largest area of wetlands in Europe.
• The share of total energy consumption accounted for by

renewable energy in Finland is the second greatest of all EU
countries.

Education and human capital
• Finland has the most human capital in the world.
• Finland in 2019 ranked �rst of all OECD countries in education.
• Education in Finland in 2018 when measured by its ability to

answer to future needs, ranked the third best in the world (and it
was in �rst place by that score in 2019).

• Finland was third in a qualitative comparison of lifelong learning
in EU countries in 2018 (and rose to the number one spot in
2019).

• Finnish adults have the third highest levels of numeracy of all
OECD countries.

• Finland is the most literate country in the world.



• Finns are the second biggest library users in Europe.

Information society and competitiveness
• Finland is the second best in the world in using information and

communication technologies to boost competitiveness and
well-being.

• Finland has the EU’s best digital public services.
• Finland has the strongest human capital in digital knowledge in

Europe.
• Finland has the second largest number of wireless mobile

broadband subscriptions per inhabitant in OECD countries.
• Finns use most mobile data per subscription of all users in all

OECD countries.
• Finnish enterprises are more likely than in any other OECD

country to have their own website.
• Finland was the third best country for business in Europe in

2018 (and the best in the world in 2019).
• Finland has the third best economic environment for business

growth.
• Corporate ethics in Finland are the second best in the world.
• Finland is the second-best country in the �eld of clean

technology.
• Finland’s sustainable competitiveness is the fourth best in the

world.

Children’s well-being and school a�endance
• Finland has the second lowest inequality among children in the

world.
• Finland is the second-best country in the world to be a girl.
• Finnish children had the �fth most secure childhood in the

world in 2018 (up to third spot in 2019).



• Young people (aged 11 to 15) in Finland in 2018 were the fourth
most satis�ed with their life (rising to third in 2019).

• Finns aged 15 are the third most satis�ed with their lives among
young people of the same age in OECD countries.

• Finnish fourth graders’ knowledge of science is the second best
in OECD countries.

• Finns aged 15 are the second best in literacy and the third best in
science among OECD countries.

Health
• Finland is among the world’s top 25 countries in life expectancy

at birth. The differences among the countries at the top of this
table are small.

• Finland has the fewest underweight (under 2,500 g) newborns of
all OECD countries.

• Mothers’ and children’s well-being in Finland are the second
best in the world.

• Finland in 2018 had the world’s third lowest infant mortality
rate, which records deaths at the age of under one year, and by
2019 it had the lowest.

• Maternal mortality is the lowest in the world in Finland,
together with Greece, Iceland and Poland.

• Finland has the second lowest total mortality from cancer in EU
countries.

• Finnish adults are the second least likely to smoke of EU
countries.

• The proportion of inhabitants of Finland who actively exercise is
greater than in any other EU country.

Capital city



• Helsinki is the third best city to live in (of many compared in one
global survey).

• People living in Helsinki have the world’s highest satisfaction
with the place where they live, along with residents of
Stockholm.

• Helsinki is the second most appealing city in the world for start-
ups.

• Helsinki is the most equal city in Europe.
• Helsinki is the �fth best city worldwide in terms of the

availability of a talented workforce.
• Helsinki is the third best city in Europe in terms of technology,

innovation and entrepreneurship.
• Among European cities, Helsinki is the fourth best in supporting

digital enterprises and entrepreneurs.
• Of European big cities, Helsinki is the easiest and most pleasant

to get around in.
• People living in Helsinki are the second most satis�ed with

cultural facilities, of all EU capital cities’ inhabitants.
• Helsinki is the most honest city in the world.
• The Helsinki-Vantaa airport is the best in the world (according

to Lonely Planet).

And in these Finland is also at the top of the world
• Finland has the third most space per person in Europe.
• Finns drink most coffee per person in the world (although the

Dutch contest this claim).
• Finns drink the most milk per capita in the world.
• Finland has the most Summer Olympics medals per capita.
• Finnish adults’ English skills are the sixth best in a comparison

of 80 countries.



• In 2018, the Finnish passport had the third greatest in�uence in
the world (rising to second in 2019).

• Finland has the second largest number of islands in the world.
• Finland has the greatest number of heavy metal bands per

inhabitant in the world.

And, as updated in December 2019 in addition to the above:
• Finland is the second most just country for children among the

world’s developed countries.
• Finland has the second most skilled workforce in the world.
• Finland is the third best country in the world for women.
• Finland is the most advanced country in the EU in the use of

digitalisation.
• Finland is the third most innovative country in the world.
• Among EU citizens, Finns have the greatest trust in their

defence forces.
• Finland is third best in the world at achieving progress on the

United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDG).
• Compared to its size, Finland generates the most good for

humanity.
• Finland is the country in the world where people are the most

free* (tying, in 2018, with Sweden and Norway for �rst place).

* And, we might add, free to do what they want, any old time, as The Soup Dragons sang
in their 1990 cover of the 1965 Rolling Stones song “I’m free”. Or, as it was a little more
prosaically put by the 2018 and 2019 Freedom in the World reports – when measuring
the degree of civil liberties and political rights that people enjoy – Finns are free to think
what they want, and say what they want, and achieve what they want to achieve.
Equality is freedom, freedom is equality, and today of any country in the world, it is in
Finland that people are the freest.
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