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Introduction 
In this paper we argue for the advantages on a wide understanding of post-war 

household consumption in historical writing as well as in contemporary climate 

debate, policy work and implementation, by at a greater extent and apart from 

socio-economic, socio-psychological and individualized elements, include the 

socio-technical context within which consumption is taken place.  

 

We further argue for the need of greater attention to how state intervention in the 

past, in form of numerous political choices within different policy areas, from 

policy statements to regulations and other collective political activities, more or 

less consciously have had significant impact on the socio-technical context of 

consumption.  

 

This paper aims at exploring and understand Swedish households’ increased 

consumption of goods and services leading to carbon dioxide discharges over 

the second half of the 20th century, whereas, if we include the whole chain of 

production in the goods and services consumed by the Swedish households, 

they, by consumption, produce about 88 percent of Sweden’s carbon dioxide 

discharges in total. A major part of this consumption can in turn be cut down to 

the consumption of housing and transport.  

 
                                                 
1 This paper builds upon: Swedish household consumption and the environment 1958-2005: the historical 
transformation of systems explaining consumption patterns with significant impacts on the environment. / Söderholm, 
Kristina. Luleå : SHARP Research Program, 2008. 41 s. (SHARP Working Papers; 12). 



By the analysis of real consumption data of Swedish post-war households, we 

know that housing and transport made up for two of the most significant as well 

as increasing expense posts of the average Swedish household for a number of 

decades, in contrast to for example ‘food’ for which expenses have been more or 

less constant in real terms from the 1950s and onwards. 

 

While further aiming at understanding the consumption patterns of Swedish 

household’s consumption of housing and transport since the 1950s, we are 

focusing on pointing out some socio-technical structures, and related collective 

political choices, of central importance in explaining the consumption patterns.  

 

We believe that socio-technical structures, and related collective political 

choices, have considerable explanatory value when it comes to understand 

household consumption of housing and transport, however much less when it 

comes to, for example, the consumption of recreation and culture. We further 

believe that socio-technical structures and related political choices only explain 

consumption patterns of households together with socio-economic, socio-

psychological and individualized elements. 

 

The data used is compiled by Statistics Sweden, and consists of  documentation 

of the consumption patterns of 2000-4000 individual Swedish households since 

1958 at about a decade’s interval, more often than so in recent decades. By the 

data we know that the average Swedish household more than doubled its 

expenses (in the money value of 2005) between 1958 and 2005. The growing 

disposable incomes of the households can in turn in large be explained by 

increased real wages and by a raised proportion of women with paid 

employment. 

 

Housing 



Household consumption of housing-related goods and services increased by as 

much as 277 percent in real terms between 1958 and 2005. Housing thus took 

over from ‘food’ as the most significant expense category for the average 

Swedish household over this time period. This can be explained by both 

increased prices on housing-related consumption, altered preferences towards, 

and changed socio-technical prerequisites for housing consumption over the 

period.  

 

Looking closer into the components of housing expenses we find that the 

expenses for interests, electricity and rents/fees multiplied for the average 

Swedish household between 1958 and 2005 (in the money value of 2005).  

 

By adding some statistics we further know… 

•  that the number of apartments in the total Swedish apartment stock 

doubled between 1945 and 1975, whereas the proportion of apartments 

with private WC and bath-/shower room increased from about 30 to over 

90 percent. 

 

• This indicates that a very large part of the apartment stock was 

modernized/new-built over the period.  

 

• We also know that the living area per average Swedish household 

increased from 93 square meters in 1970 to 109 in 20032 in parallel to a 

development towards a decreased number of persons per average 

household, from 2.8 persons in 1960 to 2.1 persons in 1990 and onwards.3  

 

                                                 
2 SOU 2004:119, p 140. 
3 Folk och Bostadsräkningarna (FoB), see www.scb.se. 



• We further know that smaller apartments gave room for bigger apartments 

in the second half of the 20th century. Apartments bigger than two rooms 

increased in proportion of the total Swedish apartment stock from one to 

almost three fourth. 

 

• In addition, we know that the private housing ownership has increased 

dramatically in that the construction number of small houses increased 

from a little less than 20 000 to a little more than 30 000 houses a year in 

the 1960s, and to almost 50 000 houses a year in the 1970s. 

 

Those figures correspond well to the observed housing consumption data of the 

average Swedish household since the 1950s, i.e., multiplied increase in expenses 

on interests, rents/fees and electricity. But how can we understand those 

increases in form of socio-technical structures and related collective political 

choices? When it comes to the consumption of housing of Swedish households 

since the 1950s, examples of such socio-technical structures and related 

collective political choices of relevance are the ideas and products of the post-

war social housing policy, to a great extent realized through increased local 

planning authority and rationalized construction processes. 

 

The social housing policy 

The Swedish government responded to the housing shortage in bigger towns and 

cities in the early post-war period with an extensive social housing policy, 

especially in the 1940s to the 1960s. 

 

This was in much realized through wide-ranging rationalization and 

industrialization of the construction process, which in turn, to a considerable 

part, was initiated by state intervention.  

 



• Not the least by economic instruments of control, such as different forms 

of loans and allowances making it possible for construction- and housing 

companies to initiate large projects where series could be held long and 

ideal prerequisites formed for series-produced components and 

rationalized construction. 

 

The social housing policy was further realized by increased local planning 

monopoly in combination with the idea of neighbourhood units, which aimed at 

a distinct division and dissemination of the city with neighborhood units to live 

in, and city centers and industrial areas to work in. 

 

• The realization of neighborhood units was facilitated by the ‘Law of 

construction’ issued in 1947, with which local authorities were given local 

planning monopoly. Now local authorities had the right to decide when 

and where construction projects should take place. The overriding 

responsibility for the housing provision, at least for planning and 

initiation, was further also put in the hands of the municipalities with the 

‘Law of housing provision’ (also issued in 1947). Now responsibility was 

set and necessary tools given to municipal entrepreneurship, which 

came to realize the idea of neighborhood units. The municipal 

entrepreneurship was however strengthened further all the way into the 

1970s. 

 

The production of apartments increased dramatically, especially in the 1960s 

where more than 100 000 new apartments were produced a year, over a ten-

year-period. This implied 1 million new apartments in 10 years in a country with 

a population of a little less than eight million in total (in the 1960s) and with 

only about 54 percent of the population living in cities and boroughs. 

 



In the first half of the 1970s, the production of apartments decreased and the 

building of small houses instead increased markedly which continued the 

differentiation and dissemination of the Swedish town. This should partly be 

looked upon as an effect of favorable tax conditions and changed monetary 

policy which made it easier to obtain loans, and partly as an effect of a general 

socio-economic development. The boom-like increase in small-house-

production and private-housing ownership could however also be looked upon 

as a counteraction to underlying decades of a social housing policy based on the 

industrialized and standardized construction of apartment houses; after years of 

homogenized production of apartment-houses in most mid- to big sized Swedish 

towns in parallel to a general individualization process, it is reasonable to 

assume that housing preferences changed in advantage to small houses. Ironic 

enough, however, the increase in small house building would not have taken 

place had it not been for the growing abundance of catalog houses produced in 

rationalized and industrialized ways, and thus at reasonable costs. The 

rationalized and industrialized construction process thus spilled-over and 

continued existing within the construction of small-houses. 

 
So, in conclusion, state intervention, through the Social housing policy and a 

number of related regulations and other more or less consciously related 

collective political choices, have in a comprehensive way influenced the socio-

technical context in which the average Swedish household have consumed 

housing-related goods and services since the 1950s.   

 

The large-scale influence of the policy and related regulations and political 

choices on the apartment stock has encompassed increased size and standards of 

the apartments which in turn has influenced the general housing norm but not 

the least the actual housing market, or in other words, the actual national and 

local socio-technical housing structure; larger and modernized apartments, i.e. 



apartments more expensive to buy, rent and operate, as well as with greater 

environmental influence relatively before the social housing policy, those 

became the ones available. The increased number of apartments available, 

together with an extensive housing allowance policy not previously mentioned, 

have further empowered household splinting and an increasing number of 

single-person households. There is an extremely high proportion of single-

person households in Sweden today, i.e., every second household (single-parent 

households with children living at home, not included). The social housing 

policy has also influenced housing consumption of especially tenancy right 

apartments, by regulations supporting rent control, protected tenancy and local 

housing authorities (in the 1940s and later). Further, some of the means by 

which the social housing policy was realized later spilled-over to, and together 

with a changed monetary policy got to function as means for the increased 

production and consumption of small-houses. Thus, the socio-technical context 

of housing consumption changed character which indeed influenced the 

housing-expenses of the average Swedish household. 

 

Transport 

Across all groups of goods and services consumed by the average Swedish 

household, the percentage increase in expenses on ‘Transport’ between 1958 

and 2005, all of 284 percent (in the money value of 2005) is the most striking.  

 

This development occurred in parallel with increasing transport prices, but do 

indeed also mirror a constantly increasing consumption of transport services 

over the period. The biggest component of the transport expenses is the 

operation of the passenger-car whereas the second biggest is the purchase of the 

passenger-car.  

 



The expenses for ‘Transport’ increased as a share of total consumption 

throughout the whole period, except during the economic depression in 1992. In 

this year, average expenses on ‘Transport’ decreased with a fourth in 

comparison to 1988. The decrease can however mainly be attributed to reduced 

purchases of passenger-cars whereas expenses on the operation of passenger-

cars and on public transportation remained unaltered between the two years. 

Thus, many households chose to travel in older passenger-cars during the 

depression instead of traveling less. Furthermore, although households overall 

earned considerably more money in 2003 compared to 1958, the share of 

transport expenses out of total expenses: has (a)  increased throughout the whole 

period (except in 1992) for all income groups; (b) is still increasing with income 

in the more recent of these years. However, the differences between the lowest 

and highest income groups tend to even out over the years, i.e., the divergence in 

transport expenses between the different income groups was bigger in 1958 and 

1969, respectively, than in later years.  

 

The above development alone reflects a major increase in the use of the 

passenger-car since the 1950s. By adding some statistics, the major increase in 

the use of the passenger-car gets even more obvious, as well as do we discern a 

situation where mobility has become a structural requirement with ever 

increasing distances between family, work and shopping.  

 

• To start with, passenger-cars have become more and more fuel-efficient 

over the period. In parallel, long-run fuel prices have been fairly stabile. 

 

• The number of registered cars in Sweden increased by almost 300 percent 

between 1958 and 1978.  

 



• The average length traveled per person and day increased from about 5 

kilometer in 1950 to over 30 kilometer in 1975 where after this 

development has stagnated. Moreover, the proportion of public 

transportation of the average length traveled per day has stayed at 

unaltered levels since the 1970s, i.e., at about 10 percent. 

 

• Looking closer at the passenger-car transport, we further find that it has 

become more and more individualized, i.e., we travel more often as 

drivers than as passengers today compared to a few decades ago. This can 

partly be explained by the fact that more women use passenger-cars as 

drivers instead of assuming the role of passengers.  

 

• When it comes to the purpose of the travels undertaken by household 

members we see that the distances traveled increased for work- and 

shopping travels between 1978 and 1996 and for shopping travels still 

after that. Shopping travels have simultaneously since the 1970s been 

concentrated in time, i.e., they occur more seldom and at longer distances 

from home.  

 

Relevant examples of socio-technical structures and related collective political 

choices in explaining this immense increase in consumption of passenger car 

transports of the average Swedish household are in turn the rationalized retail 

distribution, the expansion of the road system and differentiation of the town, all 

contributing in making mobility a structural requirement.  

 

Rationalization of retail distribution and mobility as structural requirement 

The continuous increase in length of shopping travels for Swedish households 

from at least the 1970s can be related to the far-reaching rationalization of retail-

distribution that has taken place in Sweden since the 1950s.  



 

Retail distribution became an object for town planning in connection to the 

planning of neighborhood units. Cooperation was established between local 

town-planning authorities and local distribution firms where representatives of 

distribution received expert status and worked out guidelines for establishments, 

which in turn were broadly accepted by local authorities. Thus, the part of town-

planning concerned with distribution in practice got in the hands of the 

distribution firms themselves and/or the trade associations. In the 1950s, when 

the typical Swedish housewife did all the shopping without a car, distribution 

firms and allied organizations thus had to, and did, influence town-planning to 

ensure that stores were established within walking-distance from the costumers.  

 

The neighborhood unit was a form very well suitable for the expansion of the 

convenience-goods trade whereas it could both embrace large stores as well as 

constitute a driving force in the development towards large-scale distribution. 

However, alongside with greater diffusion of the passenger-car in the 1960s and 

onwards, rationalization pushed development towards a greater differentiation of 

retail-distribution in town-planning – between smaller district centers, local 

town centers and regional centers – and towards department stores in the town 

centers, superstores in the town peripheries and, from the 1970s and onwards, to 

external shopping centers.  

 

Alongside with the increasing influence of distribution on town-planning, retail 

distribution was heavily rationalized. In the 1950s the rationalization consisted 

of the abolishment of gross-pricing and establishment control, and through 

changed food legislation. The previous food legislation had prevented meat and 

vegetables from being sold together, or food from being sold together with, for 

instance, technical household goods. A building legislation formerly holding 

back the size of the stores was further repealed in 1959. Retail distribution was 



heavily rationalized through these measures and made in continuation the 

phenomena of self-service shops possible. The Swedish government emphasized 

the labor savings for both commerce and society with self-service shops, where 

purchase over the counter gave way for the self-service system through which 

the consumer took over the responsibility for some of the distribution work. The 

concept of self-service rapidly gained ground in Swedish convenience-goods 

distribution during the 1950s and the 1960s. At the end of the 1960s, 70 percent 

of Swedish food sales were distributed through self-service stores. This was the 

highest share in Europe. The number of convenience-goods stores has in parallel 

decreased by over 80 percent during the second half of the 20th century in 

Sweden, where the big change occurred in the 1960s. 

 

Rationalization thus pushed development away from many small specialized 

food stores to fewer and bigger food stores, and to a constantly growing distance 

to convenience goods-stores for many households. However, as the development 

simultaneously has brought about a constantly growing assortment and number 

of articles in the stores, the transaction volumes have increased and the number 

of necessary contacts between the household and the store has decreased.  

 

The Swedish government has supported the increased consumption of passenger 

car transports in more distinct ways than by increased local planning authority 

(enabling distribution influencing planning), and by supporting the 

rationalization of retail distribution, and thus in extension the differentiation and 

dissemination of the Swedish town. 

 

This has not the least been done through the standardization of the traffic 

apparatus and of town-planning, with expanding motoring as one of the main 

objectives. This standardization has been accomplished through a number of 



national guidelines in turn often reproduced in a number of official reports and 

thus rather difficult to evade. 

 

Enclosing comments  
The analysis illustrates how public intervention and policy traditions to an 

extensive extent explains the socio-technical context within which the average 

Swedish household has consumed housing- and transport related goods and 

services since the 1950s. This in turn opens up vital avenues for contemporary 

policy aiming for behavioural change, however a fundamental prerequisite for 

the government wishing to motivate more sustainable consumption must be to 

be conscious about its own historically determined part in this context. The 

findings of this paper motivates contemporary environmental policy to 

investigate and illustrate the possibilities to influence the context, and thus to 

direct attention to how a range of different policy areas – directly or indirectly – 

influence the socio-technical context within which households consume. 

 


