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It is my pleasure to welcome you 
to EY 2018 Nordics Attractiveness 
Report, which brings into focus the 
evolving performance of the Nordics 
as a destination for foreign direct 
investment (FDI). To evaluate this 
performance, we tracked the FDI 
projects located in Denmark, Finland, 
Norway and Sweden in 2017 that 
resulted in the creation of new facilities 
and new jobs. By excluding portfolio 
investments and M&A, we believe it 
shows the reality of investment by 
foreign companies across the region.

When assessing the Nordics’ ability to 
attract FDI in 2017, it was a successful 
year. Foreign investors initiated a 
record-breaking number of projects 
and, in the process, created thousands 
of new jobs. In doing so, they marked 
their confidence in the region’s 
attractiveness by investing across a 
diverse range of sectors and activities. 
This included high economic value 
opportunities in digital and business 
services, which accounted for four out 
of every 10 projects, and an increasing 
number of research and development 
(R&D) centers, headquarters (HQs) and 
internet data centers (IDCs).

The location and site selection 
decisions behind these cross-border 
investment flows are understandably 
complex. They follow months or years 
of sustained research and scrupulous 
planning and are an effective 
demonstration of the forces deciding 
which countries, regions and cities 

will flourish — and which will flounder. 
The Nordics’ solid 2017 results 
reveal a region that is well positioned 
and capable of flourishing further 
despite an unpredictable investment 
landscape.

That said, the region cannot afford to 
rest on its laurels, and particularly so 
in the digital space where the Nordic 
countries lead their peers across a 
range of key indices.1 Findings from 
EY latest perception survey2 reveal 
that business leaders are betting 
strongly on the digital economy as the 
dominant driver of Europe’s future 
growth. To this end, competitors — 
both corporate and geographical —  
are intensifying efforts in their 
digital agendas. To ensure the Nordic 
countries continue on their onward 
and upward path and remain a priority 
destination, they must intensify efforts 
in cultivating ecosystems geared 
toward innovation, future skills, 
entrepreneurship and an ongoing 
supply of domestic and international 
talent. 

I hope this 2018 report assists 
business leaders, investors and public 
policymakers in understanding the 
region’s attractiveness and recognizing 
its economic successes. In this 
transformative age, the mindsets of 
FDI decision-makers and influencers 
are evolving fast. We, at EY, hope this 
report helps to show how and why. 

Foreword

Linda Andersson

Partner 
Nordic Government and Public Sector  
Leader, EY Sweden

1https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/desi
2Source: EY Attractiveness Survey Europe June 2018 (total respondents: 502)
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Executive summary

The Nordic region performed strongly in 2017 from an FDI 
perspective. Foreign investors launched a record-breaking 
411 projects, up 25% from 2016 figures. This represented 
6.2% of all European FDI projects, up from 5.4% the previous 
year. Although FDI project growth has slowed slightly (down 
from 31% in the previous year), this should be viewed in the 
context that the Nordics experienced a peak year in 2016 
and that growth across Europe as a whole slowed to 10% in 
2017. 

Finland topped the Nordic FDI leaderboard in 2017 for the 
sixth consecutive year measured by number of projects 
secured, and firmly established itself as the Nordics’ leading 
FDI destination. The only Nordic country that did not secure 
more FDI projects in 2017 compared with the previous year 
was Norway, with FDI project numbers falling by 21%. In 
addition, the Nordics added an estimated 12,000 new FDI 
jobs in 2017. In terms of employment share, the region 
captured an estimated 3% of all FDI jobs created across 
Europe as a whole, up from 1% in 2016. Sweden secured 
half of all Nordic jobs added and, for the first time since 
2014, replaced Denmark as the leading country in the 
Nordic region for FDI employment. 

In assessing the leading cities for FDI in 2017, Helsinki led 
other Nordic cities with 80 projects launched, up by 13% 
from 2016. Copenhagen rebounded strongly and overtook 
Stockholm to reclaim its traditional position as the second 
highest-performing Nordic city, while Oslo dropped four 
places to joint seventh position. Asked to name the cities 
across the world that they believe are most likely to produce 
the next unicorn, international investors placed Stockholm 
in 22nd place. This was the highest ranking of all the Nordic 
cities, and saw Stockholm jump two places from its 2016 
position. 

Intra-Nordic flows dominated FDI activity in 2017, with 
Nordic-based investors collectively accounting for 34% 
of all investments launched in Denmark, Finland, Norway 
and Sweden. While US-based investors have historically 
been the leading source of projects into the Nordics, this 

proved not to be the case in 2017. Instead, Swedish-based 
investors initiated the largest share of FDI projects with 
82 investments, an 86% increase from the previous year. 
Investors based in Sweden were also increasingly active in 
terms of outbound investments across Europe as a whole in 
2017, with Sweden ranking as the ninth largest country for 
outbound FDI projects, up one place from 2016. 

Digital and business services proved yet again to be the 
Nordics’ FDI pillars in 2017, with the Nordic countries 
increasing their European market share in these key growth 
sectors to 8%, up from 6% in 2016. These sectors were 
responsible for 40% of all FDI projects in the Nordics, up 
from 32% in 2016. However, project distribution in these 
two FDI engines was uneven. To illustrate this, Finland 
captured 43% of all digital projects initiated in the Nordics 
in 2017 and Sweden secured 37% of all business services 
projects. While the digital and business services sectors both 
achieved solid growth, the pharmaceuticals sector ranked as 
the region’s top growth performer, with 38 projects in 2017, 
up from six FDI projects in 2016. Other sectors performing 
strongly in 2017 included transportation and logistics, 
where projects increased to 32 in 2017 (up from 19 in 
2016), and wholesale, retail and distribution, where project 
numbers jumped to 23 (up from 13 in 2016).

The activity types of FDI projects launched by investors 
based in the Nordics in 2017 revealed a markedly different 
mix compared with that of 2016. While sales and marketing 
and manufacturing operations accounted for 82% of all FDI 
projects in 2016, this share fell to 67% in 2017. The project 
types gaining a greater market share compared with the 
previous year included many high economic value activities, 
such as R&D centers (up four percentage points), HQs (up 
three percentage points) and IDCs (up two percentage 
points). This different mix resulted in 17% of FDI projects 
involving the expansion of existing operations, a share that 
has doubled in the Nordics since 2014.

Onward and upward

6



EY Attractiveness Program | Nordics | August 2018

Nordics’ attractiveness in 2017: key facts and figures

2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

244 262 250
328 411

+7% -5%
+31% +25%

Record year for number of FDI projects launched in the 
Nordics in 2017, with growth remaining in double digits …

… and an estimated 12,000 Nordic jobs created by 
foreign investors

Foreign investors launched 411 projects in the Nordics 
in 2017. This represented a 6% share of all projects 
launched across Europe, up by 1 percentage point 
from 2016. Although growth has slowed from 2016 
figures, this still represented an increase of 25% from the 
previous year.

In adding an estimated 12,000 new jobs in 2017, 
the Nordic countries increased their market share 
of Europe-wide FDI employment to 3.4%, up from 
0.9% in the previous year.

12,000
jobs
in 2017

created by FDI

Finland remained the Nordic leader in terms of FDI 
projects captured …

… as Sweden emerged as the top performer in FDI 
employment

Finland established itself as the Nordics’ leading 
destination for FDI projects, securing 191 projects in 
2017, up by 44% from last year. This is the sixth straight 
year the country has achieved this feat.

Sweden replaced Denmark as the leading 
destination country in the Nordics for FDI 
employment in 2017, with an estimated 6,000 
new jobs added. This represented half of all FDI job 
creations in the Nordics.

Finland

Sweden

Denmark

108

86

108

86

1 191

2

3

1
Finland

Denmark

Sweden

2
3

www.ey.com/attractiveness
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Helsinki proved to be the most attractive location for FDI 
projects in the Nordics in 2017 … 

… while investors consider Stockholm to be the most 
likely Nordic city to produce the next unicorn

Helsinki led other Nordic cities in securing most 
investments in 2017, with 80 projects launched, up by 
13% from 2016. Copenhagen rebounded strongly and 
was the Nordics’ second best performing city, with Oslo 
dropping to joint-seventh position.

Foreign investors ranked Stockholm in the Top 
25 Global cities (and Top 10 European cities) as 
offering the best chance of producing the next 
unicorn.

Intra-Nordic flows dominated FDI activity in 2017 and 
generated over one-third of all projects …

… as Swedish investors overtook US investors for the 
first time as the biggest generators of FDI projects

Danish, Finnish, Norwegian and Swedish companies were 
responsible for 34% of all FDI projects initiated in the 
Nordics. This is an increase from 29% from 2016 figures, 
and continues a steady upward trend since 2009.

While US companies historically have been 
responsible for the largest proportion of FDI 
projects into the Nordics, it was Swedish companies 
who generated the largest number of FDI projects 
in 2017.

Helsinki

80 projects

+13%

+50%
+2%

-41%

51 projects
44 projects

10 projects

Copenhagen Stockholm Oslo

Global 
rank

Europe 
rank

22nd 9th

Stockholm

34% +86%
2017

82 FDI projects 49 FDI projects

-4%
2017

Four in every 10 FDI projects were launched in digital and 
B2B services …

… with the pharmaceuticals sector being the top 
growth performer 

The digital and business services sectors once again 
proved to be the two FDI engines powering FDI in the 
Nordics in 2017, accounting for 40% of all projects. 

The pharmaceuticals sector was the top growth 
performer in the Nordics, with a jump from six FDI 
projects in 2016 to 38 projects in 2017.

40% of Nordic FDI

96
68

Digital B2B
services

6 
2016

2017

FDI 
projects

38 
FDI 

projects
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The number of FDI projects related to R&D centers, HQs 
and IDCs rose sharply …

… and the share of FDI projects involving the 
expansion of existing operations increased

After showing stagnant growth in 2016, the number 
of R&D centers, HQs and IDCs launched by foreign 
companies almost doubled in 2017. 

The number of expansion projects launched in the 
Nordics grew steadily in 2017. This FDI project type 
accounted for 17% of all projects, a share which has 
doubled since 2014.

15 projects

2015 2016 2017

20 projects

40 projects

R&D HQs IDCs

DKK

SEK

NOK
€

expansion 
projects

17%

* A change in the methodology in the current EAS edition makes it difficult to compare YoY trends for Poland. Assessment of 
investment activities should also account for other dimensions of this process. In particular, the value of the Polish Investment Promotion 
Agency projects (PAIH) included in the EAS results for Poland increased in 2017 compared with that of 2016.

** Revised figures from the 2017 Nordic Attractiveness Report following use of the IBM Global Location Trends database, produced in 
collaboration between EY and IBM-Plant Location International.

No. of projects 
(2016)

No. of projects 
(2017)

Change in rank 
vs. 2016

Project share
(2017)

Project evolution
(2017 vs. 2016)

No. of jobs
(2017)

Jobs share 
(2017)

1. UK 1 138 1 205 - 18 % 6 % 50 196 14 %
2. Germany 1 063 1 124 - 17 % 6 % 31 037 9 %
3. France 779 1 019 - 15 % 31 % 25 126 7 %
4. Netherlands 409 339 - 5 % -17 % 8 541 2 %
5. Russia 205 238 +2 4 % 16 % 25 788 7 %
6. Spain 308 237 -1 4 % -23 % 13 685 4 %
7. Turkey 138 229 +3 3 % 66 % 13 078 4 %
8. Belgium 200 215 - 3 % 7 % 5 838 2 %
9. Poland 256 197* * 3 % * 24 000 7 %

10. Finland 133 191 +1 3 % 44 % 4 300 1 %

16. Sweden 90 108 -1 2 % 20 % 6 034 2 %
18. Denmark 72 86 - 1 % 19 % 1 388 < 1%
31. Norway 33 26 -3 < 1% -21 % 391 < 1%

Others 1 217 1 399 22 % 15 % 139 676 39 %
Total 6041** 6 653 100 % 10 % 353 469 100 %

www.ey.com/attractiveness
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Europe is 
resilient 
against global 
and regional 
tensions

3
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Western Europe remains the preferred  
global region
The business leaders, whom EY surveyed in February 2018, 
continue to highlight Western Europe as the world’s most 
attractive region for foreign investment. The European 
economy has been growing at its fastest rate for a decade, 
and is becoming an ever more massive market of consumers 
and companies. Corporate profits have been beating 
estimates and investors already established on the continent 
are encouraged. Spending by European consumers has been 
resilient despite higher inflation in 2017, underpinned by 
strong employment growth. Europe’s Economic Sentiment 
Indicator — which measures industrial confidence, services 
confidence, consumer confidence, construction confidence 
and retail trade confidence — remains above its long-term 
average and lending has been growing.

According to the April 2018 edition of EY Global Capital 
Confidence Barometer, Western Europe — along with the 
US — has become a destination choice for companies 
looking to acquire innovative assets and more customers, 
even as they shrug off worries over protectionism 
and new rules governing cross-border deal-making.3 
Investors’ strong enthusiasm for Europe comes against a 
backdrop of accelerating growth in both developed and 
emerging markets, and recovering global trade flows. The 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) says global economic 
activity firmed in 2017 and will grow 3.9% in 2018 and 
2019.4 The World Trade Organization (WTO) expects global 
merchandise trade to grow at 4.4% in 2018.5 The EU’s 
statistics office, Eurostat, says that the EU economy grew by 
2.4% in 2017, its highest annual rate since 2007, outpacing 
the 2.3% expansion of the US.6 

Question to investors: Which of the following regions do you think are currently the three most 
attractive destinations for establishing operations?

53%
42% 41%

34%

18% 13% 13% 11% 9% 9% 7% 6% 5% 2% 1% 4%
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Source: EY Attractiveness Survey Europe June 2018 (total respondents: 502)

Peak year for FDI projects in Europe 
In 2017, cross-border investments into Europe reached 
a new peak. The total number of FDI projects secured in 
Europe during the year was up by 10% from 2016, rising 
from 6,047 to 6,653. To put this into perspective, the low 
point for annual projects secured in Europe in the past 

decade was 3,303 (during the recessionary year of 2009). 
Projects in 2017 are now running at more than double 
this figure and FDI projects across Europe have now grown 
for five years in a row. Additionally, the estimated total 
employment created by FDI projects across Europe in 2017 
was 353,000, an increase over the estimate of 273,000 
jobs in 2016.

3Global Capital Confidence Barometer, EY, April 2018.
4World Economic Outlook, April 2018: Cyclical Upswing, Structural Change, IMF, April 2018.
5“Strong trade growth in 2018 rests on policy choices”, WTO press release, 12 April 2018
6“GDP up by 0.6% in both euro area and EU28”, Eurostat press release, 7 March 2018.

www.ey.com/attractiveness
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FDI projects created across Europe over the 
last five years

2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

3,957 4,448 5,083
6,041 6,653

+12% -14%
+19% +10%

Source: Analysis based on IBM database, 2017; EY European Investment Monitor, 2016
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The Nordics’  
FDI performance 
in 2017
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Analysis

Foreign investors located a record number of 
projects in the Nordics in 2017 
The Nordic region experienced its most successful year to 
date in 2017 in terms of number of FDI projects secured. 
Foreign companies decided to locate a record-breaking 
411 investments across Denmark, Finland, Norway and 
Sweden, representing a 25% increase in projects compared 
with the previous year. Despite a slight slowdown in growth, 
down from 31% in 2016, the Nordic region still significantly 
outperformed Europe as a whole. This was due to a tepid 
6% increase in FDI projects in the UK, where Brexit seems to 
be making an impact, and growth of just 6% in skill-starved 
Germany. In addition, the Central and Eastern Europe 
countries of Poland, Hungary and the Czech Republic 
experienced a 14% decline in FDI projects compared with 
2016, owing to talent shortages and rising labor costs.

In terms of market share, the Nordics captured 6.2% of all 
projects launched across Europe in 2017, which was the 
joint best yearly performance (along with 2013) during 
the last 10 years. This result meant that the Nordic region 
increased its share of European FDI projects for the third 
consecutive year, a feat demonstrating its increasing ability 
to attract and sustain appeal to foreign investors during 
increasingly competitive times.

Total number of FDI projects into the Nordics and Nordics’ market share of European projects, 
2008–2017

203
124 141

221 204 244 262 250
328

411

5.5%

3.8% 3.8%

5.7% 5.4%
6.2% 5.9%
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projects, 2008 - 2017

Nordic projects Nordics' share of European FDI projects

Source: Analysis based on IBM database, 2017; EY European Investment Monitor, 2016
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Total number of FDI projects captured by each Nordic country, 2008–2017

Finland strengthened its dominance as the 
Nordics’ leading FDI project destination 
As it has done for the previous five years, Finland was the 
leading country for FDI in the Nordics in 2017 measured 
by number of projects secured. Foreign investors launched 
191 projects in Finland, up 44% from 2016 figures. This 
strong performance meant that Finland ranked as the 10th 
highest country in Europe in terms of FDI projects secured, 
moving up from 11th place in 2016. Furthermore, Finland 
captured 2.9% of all projects added across Europe in 2017, 
up from a 2.2% share in the previous year. This is the largest 
proportion of European FDI projects captured by Finland 
since the European Investment Monitor (EIM) database was 
first set up in 1997.

Sweden and Denmark also recorded solid project growth 
in 2017, and ranked 16th and 18th, respectively, in the 
overall European FDI project table. While Denmark retained 
its ranking from 2016, Sweden dropped one place. In 
2017, Sweden added 108 projects and Denmark added 
86 projects, up by 20% and 19%, respectively, from the 
previous year’s figures. Norway was the only Nordic country 
to see a decrease in FDI projects secured in 2017, with 
foreign investors launching 26 projects, down 21% from last 
year, meaning the country fell three places to 31st in the 
overall European FDI project table.
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Source: Analysis based on IBM database, 2017; EY European Investment Monitor, 2016

www.ey.com/attractiveness

Nordic country performance measured by FDI projects, 2017

FDI project rank in 
Europe

2017 
change in Europe 
rank (vs. 2016)

Share of European 
FDI projects

2016  
share of European 
FDI projects

Finland 10 +1 2.9% 2.2%
Sweden 16 -1 1.6% 1.5%
Denmark 18 - 1.3% 1.3%
Norway 31 -3 0.4% 0.5%

 Source: Analysis based on IBM database, 2017; EY European Investment Monitor, 2016
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Helsinki comfortably held its position as the 
leading location for FDI 
In assessment of the leading cities for FDI in 2017, Helsinki 
continued to outperform the other Nordic cities with 80 
projects secured, up 13% from 2016. Copenhagen overtook 
Stockholm with surging growth of 50% to rank as the second 
highest-performing Nordic city in 2017, with Oslo dropping 
three places to joint seventh position. Positively, all of the 
top 10 cities in the Nordics secured more projects in 2017 
than their five-year average performance. The share of FDI 
projects secured by the Nordics’ capital cities fell to 45% 

in 2017, down from 50% in 2016. While the capital cities 
remain a strong and vitally important driver for inward 
investment activity, the strength and importance of other 
cities and peripheral regions should not be underestimated.

While Helsinki secured the accolade of being the leading 
Nordic city for FDI projects in 2017, foreign investors 
believe Stockholm is the most likely destination to produce 
the next unicorn. Investors placed Stockholm in 22nd place, 
which was the highest ranked of all the cities in the Nordics 
in 2017, and in doing so meant the Swedish capital city 
climbed two places from its 2016 position. 

Top 10 Nordic cities measured by number of FDI projects secured, 2017

FDI projects 
Change  
(vs. 2016)

Share of Nordic 
FDI projects

FDI projects in 
2016

Five-year 
average 
projects

1 Helsinki 80 13% 19% 71 63

2 Copenhagen 51 50% 12% 34 39
3 Stockholm 44 2% 11% 43 32
4 Espoo 19 111% 5% 9 12
5 Gothenburg 14 600% 3% 2 3
6 Vantaa 12 100% 3% 6 9
=7 Malmö 10 25% 2% 8 12
=7 Oslo 10 -41% 2% 17 5
=7 Turku 10 100% 2% 5 5
10 Aarhus 4 n/a 1% 0 1

Source: Analysis based on IBM database, 2017; EY European Investment Monitor, 2016
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Nordic countries’ market share of total European FDI jobs, 2008–2017
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Nordic countries' market share of total European FDI jobs, 2008 - 2017

Denmark Finland Norway Sweden Nordics' share of European FDI jobs

Source: Analysis based on IBM database, 2017; EY European Investment Monitor, 2016

Source: Analysis based on IBM database, 2017; EY European Investment Monitor, 2016

Nordic country performance measured by FDI employment, 2017

FDI jobs rank in 
Europe 

2017 
Change in Europe 
rank (vs. 2016)

Share of European 
FDI jobs

2016  
share of European 
FDI jobs

Sweden 19 +9 1.7% 0.3%
Finland 21 +8 1.2% 0.3%
Denmark 30 -3 0.4% 0.4%
Norway 37 -1 0.1% <0.1%

www.ey.com/attractiveness

Sweden overtook Denmark as the top Nordic 
country for FDI job employment 
Nordic-wide results for estimated FDI employment in 
2017 improved over last year’s figures. In securing 
an estimated 12,113 new jobs in 2017, the Nordic 
countries increased their market share of Europe-wide 
FDI employment to 3.4%, up from 0.9% in the previous 
year. This job share is the highest ever recorded by 
the Nordic countries. This was due to the different mix 
of projects initiated by foreign investors in 2017, as 
well as a handful of large investments that collectively 
created thousands of jobs.

Sweden regained its role as the Nordic region’s leader 
for job creation in 2017, adding an estimated 6,034 
jobs, which represented half of all new Nordic FDI 
employment. This performance saw Sweden climb nine 
positions to 19th in the overall European FDI jobs table. 
Denmark, the top Nordic country for FDI jobs in 2015 
and 2016, dropped to 30th position in Europe overall, 
with Finland ranking in 21st position and Norway 
ranking in 37th place. Europe’s leader for FDI jobs in 
2017, the UK, captured 14% of all job creation, down 
from 17% the previous year. Countries that managed to 
secure a greater share of jobs created across Europe in 
2017 compared with the previous year included Russia, 
Serbia, Turkey and Bosnia and Herzegovina. This is 
likely owing to the convergence of the leading Central 
and Eastern Europe economies with their Western 
European counterparts, which pushed some labor-
intensive projects toward Europe’s fringes.

17



EY Attractiveness Program | Nordics | August 2018

Intra-European flows dominated FDI activity  
in 2017 
European companies increased their number of investments 
made in the Nordics in 2017, collectively launching 302 
projects, up by 34% from 2016. This represented 73% of all 
FDI projects located in the Nordic countries, up from 69% in 
2016. This share is comparatively higher than the European 
average, where European companies created 56% of FDI 
projects into Europe. This signifies that the Nordic countries 
are heavily reliant on European-based investors and could 
further strategic efforts in attracting FDI from other global 
regional sources.

After Europe, the Nordics’ second largest FDI source by 
global region was Asia-Pacific, with the US ranking in 
third. This is the first time that the Asia-Pacific region 
has ranked above the US in terms of investments into 

the Nordics. Companies from this region (which includes 
China, Hong Kong, India and Japan) launched 50 projects 
in 2017, up from 31 projects from the previous year. This 
represented 12% of all Nordic investments, up from 9% in 
2016, though lower than the European average of 18%. 
Investors based in this region preferred Finland as their 
Nordic country of choice, with the country capturing 46% 
of the 50 FDI projects. The US was responsible for only 12% 
of all FDI projects (down from 16% in the previous year), 
continuing a steady downward trend from 2010. US-based 
investors launched 49 investments in the Nordics in 2017, 
down by 4% from 2016. While it is still too early to tell how 
developments in US tax reforms and the prospect of trade 
barriers will affect future FDI from the US into the Nordics, 
it could be that US companies were unwilling to announce 
new opportunities in 2017 before knowing the full impact of 
these investment decisions.
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Number of FDI projects in 2017 Change (2017 vs. 2016)
% share of total FDI projectsNumber of FDI projects in 2016

US

12%

Asia-Pacific

12%

Europe

73%

+34%

225 302

+61%

31 50

-4%

51 49

Top three global regions of origin for FDI projects into the Nordics, 2017

Source: Analysis based on IBM database, 2017; EY European Investment Monitor, 2016

Nordic companies found cross-border 
opportunities in their own backyard 
Examination of the impressive growth in intra-European 
flows reveals that this was largely powered by Nordic 
companies, who located 141 FDI projects in their own 
backyard in 2017, an increase of 50% from 2016. This 
represented 34% of all FDI projects into the Nordics in 
2017, a rise from 29% in 2016. In addition to the more 
traditional FDI drivers of cultural similarities, homogenous 
business environments and geographical distance, Nordic 
companies could well be choosing to invest closer to home 
in response to the risks of increasing geopolitical and 
economic instability.

Swedish companies were responsible for the majority 
of these intra-Nordic flows, as investors launched 82 
investments in the Nordics in 2017, up by 86% from the 
previous year. Finnish companies launched 24 investments, 
up from 12 projects in 2016, and Norwegian companies 
launched 20 investments, up from 18 projects in the 
previous year. Only Danish companies created fewer FDI 
projects in the Nordics in 2017, with 15 investments, down 
from 20 projects in 2016. 
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Swedish investors overtook US investors for 
first time in FDI project creation 
Analysis of the origin source of FDI projects into the Nordics 
by country reveals that the US was no longer the leader 
in 2017. US companies have historically been responsible 
for creating the highest number of foreign investments in 
the Nordic region each year; however, the surge of projects 
initiated by Swedish investors in 2017 saw the US fall to 
second place. Companies in Sweden accounted for 20% of all 
FDI project activity into the Nordics, up from 13% in 2016.

In terms of the Nordics’ top 10 countries by FDI origin in 
2017, there was no effective change from the countries 
that made up the Top 10 list in 2016. China and Japan are 
the only non-European countries on the list, with investors 
from both countries initiating 14 projects in 2017. While 
Chinese investors initiated three fewer projects than the 
previous year, Japanese investors created 10 more. While 
Chinese investment would have been hit by strict capital 
controls instituted in 2017 by the Chinese Government, the 
new EU-Japan Economic Partnership Agreement may have 
spurred Japanese investment.

Top 5 largest investors by FDI projects into the Nordics, 2008–2017
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Top 10 countries of origin for FDI projects into the Nordics, 2017

FDI projects

2017 
Change in rank 
(vs. 2016)

Share of Nordic 
FDI projects

Change
(vs. 2016)

2016 
FDI projects

1 Sweden 82 +1 20% 86% 44
2 US 49 -1 12% -4% 51
3 Germany 37 +1 9% 32% 28
4 UK 33 -1 8% -6% 35
5 Finland 24 +4 6% 100% 12
6 Norway 20 - 5% 11% 18
=7 Netherlands 17 +1 4% 42% 12
=7 France 17 +2 4% 89% 9
9 Denmark 15 -4 4% -25% 20
=10 China 14 -3 3% -18% 17
=10 Japan 14 +6 3% 250% 4

Source: Analysis based on IBM database, 2017; EY European Investment Monitor, 2016
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Sweden remained Nordic leader of outbound 
FDI into Europe 
As well as being a large initiator of FDI projects into the 
Nordics, Swedish-based investors were also active across 
Europe in 2017. Swedish-based investors located 215 
projects here, up a surging 34% from the previous year. 
This meant that Sweden was the ninth largest outbound 
investor of FDI into Europe measured by number of 
projects. The only other country investors in the Top 10 list 
which recorded higher growth was the Netherlands (260 
investments, up 46%) and the UK (464 projects, up 35%). 
Brexit is of course a contributory factor here, though the 
relative improvement in the European economy over the 
last couple of years should also be considered.

At a Nordic level, Nordic-based investors located 489 
projects across Europe, up 17% from 2016. Excluding 
the Nordic counties, Nordic investors favored locating 
FDI projects in the UK (67 projects, up 16% from 2016), 
Germany (58 projects, no change from the previous year) 
and France (38 projects, down 14% from 2016). The Baltic 
nations also fared well from Nordic investors, with 52 
projects received, up from 38 in 2016. 
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FDI by activity and sector: technological forces 
transforming FDI dynamics 
As economic recovery lifted demand within Europe in 
2017, and growth elsewhere strengthened demand for 
Nordic exports, FDI activities were spurred by tightening 
capacity, product renewal and low interest rates. This 
demand-led recovery was reflected in increasing numbers 
of projects serving consumers and industrial customers. 
By projects, the Nordics saw increases in its two leading 
FDI activities; sales and marketing (up 1% from 2016) and 
manufacturing (up 13% from 2016). Across Europe as 
whole, sales and marketing operations also grew by 1%, 
though manufacturing activities grew by 27%. While this was 
double the rate of growth seen in the Nordics, the Nordic 
region’s performance is still credible considering its high-
wage economies.

However, the collective share of these two activity types in 
2017 fell to 67%, down from 82% in the previous year. The 
activity types capturing a greater market share compared 
with 2016 figures included R&D centers (up four percentage 
points), HQs (up three percentage points) and IDCs (up two 
percentage points). Finland captured just under half of all 
FDI projects relating to R&D (18 projects), while Denmark 
secured just over half of the HQs (12 projects). Sweden 
and Finland captured almost all Nordic projects related to 

IDCs, with six projects each, and only ranked behind the UK 
and Germany at a European level. Furthermore, the Nordic 
countries collectively accounted for 19% of all IDCs located 
by foreign investors in Europe in 2017.

Owing to a slightly different mix of FDI project activities in 
2017, 17% of FDI projects launched in the Nordics in 2017 
involved the expansion of existing operations, a share that 
has now doubled since 2014. This is also the third straight 
year that growth in follow-on investments has outperformed 
the growth in new investments. This trend could be 
explained by the technological forces that are transforming 
Europe’s foreign investment dynamics, with foreign 
investors seizing upon technologies that help them to do 
more with less. Digitalization and the industrial efficiency 
transformation known as Industry 4.0 may be encouraging 
some companies to invest in existing sites, rather than new 
cross-border projects. As organizations seek to be more 
intelligent, agile and optimize supply chains to shift to new 
business models, they are increasingly exploiting intelligent 
automation and robotics to replace low value-added tasks 
and reduce the need for back-office operations. Likewise, 
3D-printing can produce complex components on-site, 
sparing the need to hire skilled toolmakers, lathe operators 
and other craftsmen in lower-cost countries.

Top activities by FDI projects in the Nordics, 2017

FDI projects 

2017 
Change  
(vs. 2016)

Share of Nordic 
FDI projects

FDI 
projects 

2016 
Share of Nordic 
FDI projects

Sales & marketing 224 1% 55% 221 67%

Manufacturing 53 13% 13% 47 14%

R&D 40 90% 10% 21 6%

Other 32 n/a 8% 0 0%

HQs 20 233% 5% 6 2%

Logistics 18 -5% 4% 19 6%

IDCs 15 114% 4% 7 2%

Testing & servicing 6 100% 1% 3 1%

Contact center 2 100% 0% 1 0%

Education & training 1 0% 0% 1 0%

Shared services center 0 -100% 0% 2 1%

Source: Analysis based on IBM database, 2017; EY European Investment Monitor, 2016
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In terms of FDI sectors, digital remained the biggest 
contributor by number of FDI projects into the Nordics in 
2017. This was also true across Europe as a whole. In fact, 
2017 can be said to be the year when the digital revolution 
truly hit Europe. Digital FDI projects increased from 881 
in 2016 to 1,172 in 2017 across Europe, an increase of 
33%. In the Nordics, digital project growth was even higher. 
Investors launched 96 digital projects in 2017, an increase 
of 75% from 2016 figures, which was three times the rate of 
overall Nordic market growth. This sector also captured 23% 
of all FDI projects launched in the Nordic region, up from 
17% in 2016. Finland performed best in comparison with its 
Nordic neighbors, attracting 43% of all digital projects. This 
performance saw Finland rank as fifth highest in Europe 
for securing digital projects. Furthermore, the digital sector 
was also the second largest job creator across the Nordics 
in 2017, generating 15% of all FDI employment. These 
impressive figures reveal that the Nordics remain a highly 
competitive location for global investors, lured here by the 
region’s strengths in developing the latest cutting-edge 
technologies in fast growing services including artificial 
intelligence, cybersecurity, e-commerce and fintech.

In view of other FDI sectors, business services ranked 
second, capturing 17% of all FDI projects. Sweden attracted 
40% of all business services investments located in the 
Nordics and was the seventh highest recipient of such 
investments in Europe. The impressive Nordic figures for 
digital and business services suggests that rising demand 
has been accompanied by a wide-ranging re-organization 
of the way companies do business. Digitalization is 

revolutionizing almost every industry, and foreign investors 
are launching numerous projects in the region to provide 
digital services to their clients or to streamline their 
own operations.

The fastest growing sector in the Nordics in 2017 was 
pharmaceuticals, with FDI project numbers jumping 
from six projects in 2016 to 38 projects in 2017. These 
projects primarily related to sales and marketing, R&D and 
manufacturing activities located in Finland, which ranked 
third highest in Europe for securing pharmaceuticals 
investments. In Finland, there is a very strong ecosystem 
spirit, which attracts FDI investments, but also stimulates 
growth opportunities for current players. Finland’s 
impressive performance in this growth sector can be 
explained by the country’s drug discovery and evidence-
based research resources. The health, social and welfare 
data stored in digital registries, combined with a 100% 
population penetration in electronic health records, makes 
Finland a compelling choice for international investors. 
Additionally, Finns have a very positive opinion of research 
and trust in research, meaning patient recruitment for 
clinical trials has a greater uptake compared with other 
countries. Finally, there is already a presence of global 
pharmaceutical players who are well connected with 
research institutions to run cost-efficient clinical trials in 
the development of new drugs, technologies and solutions. 
Additionally, the transportation and logistics sector secured 
32 projects, up from 19 in 2016, and the wholesale, retail 
& distribution sector secured 23 projects, up from 13 the 
previous year.
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Source: Analysis based on IBM database, 2017; EY European Investment Monitor, 2016

Top sectors by FDI projects in the Nordics, 2017
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Finland continues as the leading FDI country 
in the Nordics thanks to ease of doing 
business
 
According to EY 2018 Nordics Attractiveness Report, 
Finland leads in the Nordics for the number of FDI 
projects for the sixth straight year. Our investment 
environment has been shaped by decisions that have 
caught the attention of international investors. 

Digital Economy and Society Index of 2017 ranks Finland 
as the second most advanced digital economy in the EU. 
Finland has a long history in IT, as the global success 
of Nokia spurred the development of our software 
and electronics cluster. Currently half of the world’s 
population uses mobile technologies developed in Finland! 

Helsinki region sees the greatest pull in terms of 
investments. The Global Startup Ecosystem Report 
2018 attributed the strong startup ecosystem to 
world-class universities, strong support from the 
national government, as well as the popular tech 
conference Slush.

Digitalization strengths range from gaming, with 
companies such as Supercell and Rovio, to IoT expertise 
where IT professionals and machinery companies, such 
as Kone, Metso, Valmet and Wärtsilä are pioneering the 
industrial Internet. “The autonomous shipping ecosystem 
in Finland provides compelling capabilities for Rolls-Royce: 

research partners like VTT Technical Research Center, 
top level ICT experts, a viable ICT ecosystem specializing 
in innovative technologies, and the testing site to boost 
piloting,” says Asbøjrn Skaro, Rolls-Royce Director for 
Digital & Systems — Marine. 

Finland is a politically stable nation, leading to a 
predictable operating environment. Already in the 1960s, 
the Finnish Government started systematically storing 
health data. Digital registries, combined with 100% 
population penetration, make our health data unique. The 
electronic health data can be combined with the biological 
samples and phenotype data stored in the Finnish 
biobanks. Thanks to this and university-trained R&D 
professionals, global pharma and health-tech companies, 
including Pfizer, Merck and Roche, have partnered up with 
Finnish biobanks. “Finland has all the keys for success: 
quality education, smart and honest people, and a well-
functioning society,” Didier Deltort, former director at GE 
Healthcare summed up.

Finland is the only country in the Nordics that uses the 
euro, providing investors easier access to EU markets. 
This spring, Nordic banking giant Nordea’s shareholders 
voted to move its HQ from Stockholm to Helsinki in order 
for the bank to join Europe’s banking union. Together 
with our regional development agency partners, we are 
inviting international talent also to look at Finland as the 
next step in their career — as UN report finds Finland the 
happiest country in the world!

Viewpoint 

Antti Aumo 
Executive Director  
Invest in Finland 
Business Finland
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Sweden: digitalization, technology and 
innovation at the forefront 

Sweden remains attractive in the eye of global companies. 
Innovation, transparency and stability are components 
that build a solid foundation for FDI into Sweden. The 
flow of FDI into Sweden amounted to more than EUR 10 
billion, which is in line with the average for the period 
2000–2016 (as yet, there are no reliable figures available 
for 2017). Overall, the FDI stock in Sweden amounted to 
about EUR273 billion, which represents 62% of GDP, a 
figure in line with our neighboring Nordic countries. 

Rapid development in the R&D sector  

Sweden enjoys a strong reputation and offers an exciting 
international business environment that is modern and 
business friendly. Skilled professionals, smooth business 
procedures and openness to international partnerships 
are all characteristics of Sweden that keep us attractive 
for foreign investors. 

An example is the Swedish R&D and innovation sector, 
where Sweden is taking a leading European position when 

it comes to digital growth, a fact also mirrored in EY 2018 
Nordics Attractiveness Report. During 2017, Sweden 
continued the path of attracting large-scale data centers. 
This is an important journey towards job creation across 
the country, also outside the big cities. 

The digital revolution requires companies to prepare for a 
transformation that is forcing them to reimagine how they 
operate. This creates an opportunity for global companies 
looking to be a part of the Swedish ecosystem within the 
ICT sector and beyond. New technology is transforming 
existing industries, such as manufacturing, materials, 
automotive and logistics — sectors that are of high 
interest for international investors. Both US and German 
investors continue to show a vibrant interest in Sweden, 
which is also shown in EY 2018 Nordics Attractiveness 
Report. Sweden also sees a strong demand from leading 
Asian countries. 

Sweden has a strong potential to increase international 
investment into Sweden even further. We look forward 
to welcoming corporate HQs, R&D centers, strategic 
alliances, global entrepreneurship and born globals. 
Sweden is set on continuing to be at the forefront of 
innovation. Let us explore it in cooperation!

Viewpoint 

Ulrika Cederskog Sundling 
Executive Vice President 
Business Sweden
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Denmark performed well on the whole in 2017 
and recorded a peak year for FDI projects
Headlines figures show that the total number of FDI projects 
secured by Denmark in 2017 increased to a record new high 
of 86, representing a 19% increase from 2016. This rate of 
accelerated growth was higher than the European average 
of 10%. Regarding market share, Denmark captured 1.3% 
of all projects initiated across Europe, up slightly from 1.2% 
in 2016. In comparison with its European peers, Denmark 
ranked in eighteenth position measured by number of FDI 
projects secured, which was the same position as achieved 
in 2016. At the Nordic level, Denmark captured 21% of 
all FDI projects initiated in 2017, down one percentage 

point from the previous year. This performance saw 
Denmark remain in third position in the Nordics in terms 
of number of FDI projects launched (behind Finland and 
Sweden). This suggests that while Denmark is sustaining its 
competitiveness at a European level, it is slipping slightly in 
attractiveness at the Nordic level.

While Denmark held the position of Nordic leader for FDI 
jobs in 2015 and 2016, it slipped to third position in 2017. 
Foreign investors added an estimated 1,388 jobs, meaning 
Denmark captured 11% of all FDI jobs created in the Nordics 
in 2017, down from 40% in 2016. This was principally due 
to a lack of large job-creating investments, which Denmark 
has managed to achieve in the previous two years.

Denmark
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FDI projects captured and Nordic share over the last 10 years - Denmark  

FDI Projects Denmark's share of Nordic FDI projects

Source: Analysis based on IBM database, 2017; EY European Investment Monitor, 2016

FDI by origin, activity and sector 
An analysis of the top 10 countries of origin for FDI projects 
into Denmark in 2017 reveal a similar picture to 2016’s 
figures, though India, Canada and France have been 
replaced by Japan, Switzerland and Finland. US investors 
continued to be the leading generators of FDI projects into 

Denmark in 2017, with 12 projects, down from 13 in 2016. 
Denmark was the only Nordic country in 2017 to have 
the US as its leading origin source for investments, while 
other Nordic countries had a Nordic investor as its leading 
origin source. After the US, Sweden was the second largest 
initiator of projects into Denmark, with 10 projects, up from 
seven in 2016.

FDI projects captured and Nordic share over the last 10 years, Denmark

www.ey.com/attractiveness
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In regard to outbound investments, Danish-based companies 
located 111 projects across Europe in 2017, up from 
105 in 2016, and created an estimated 5,793 jobs. This 
represented project growth of 6% and meant Denmark was 
the 16th largest investor into Europe measured by number 
of projects, the same position it held in 2016. The countries 
favored by Danish-based investors in 2017 for launching 
projects included the UK and Germany, with these two 

countries capturing 35% of all activity. While Danish-based 
investors increased the number of projects located in the 
UK to 22, up from 12 in 2016, they decreased their number 
of investments in Germany to 17, down from 23 projects 
in 2016. In terms of FDI jobs, Danish-based investors’ 
preferred locations were Hungary, Spain and the UK. These 
countries collectively captured 41% of all FDI employment.
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The most significant FDI activities generating investment 
into Denmark in 2017 were sales and marketing, followed 
by HQs and R&D. Sales and marketing saw a decrease 
from 2016 figures (down by 16%), despite European 
growth of 1%. However, both HQ and R&D activities saw a 
positive rebound in FDI project numbers and outperformed 
European growth. Denmark was the leading Nordic country 
by number of HQs (eighth highest in Europe) and the second 
leading Nordic country by number of R&D investments (joint 
thirteenth highest in Europe).

In 2017, international investors created most investments 
in the digital and business services sectors, which accounted 
for 44% of all investments, up from 40% in 2016. In terms of 
rankings in these key growth sectors, Denmark positioned 
third highest in the Nordics for digital (eleventh highest 
in Europe) and third highest in the Nordics for business 
services (eleventh highest in Europe).

Top activities by FDI projects in Denmark, 2017

Top sectors by FDI projects in Denmark, 2017

FDI projects 

2017 
change  
(vs. 2016)

Share of Danish 
FDI projects

FDI 
projects 

2016 
share of Danish 
FDI projects

Sales & marketing 47 -16% 55% 56 78%

HQs 12 140% 14% 5 7%

R&D 11 175% 13% 4 6%

Manufacturing 6 n/a 7% 3 4%

Logistics 4 100% 5% 2 3%

Testing & servicing 2 n/a 2% 0 0%

IDCs 2 0% 2% 2 3%

Contact center 1 n/a 1% 0 0%

Other 1 n/a 1% 0 0%

Education & training 1 0% 0% 1 0%

Shared services center 0 -100% 0% 2 1%
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Finland
Finland firmly established itself as the Nordics’ 
leading FDI destination in 2017 
Key figures show that the total number of FDI projects 
secured by Finland in 2017 increased to a new peak of 191, 
representing a 44% increase from 2016. This rate of growth 
was over four times higher than the European average 
of 10%, and was the second highest growth performance 
recorded by Europe’s leading FDI destinations. Regarding 

market share, Finland captured 2.9% of all projects initiated 
across Europe, up from 2.2% in 2016. In comparison with its 
European peers, Finland ranked in tenth position measured 
by number of FDI projects secured, which was one position 
higher than 2016. At the Nordic level, Finland captured 46% 
of all FDI projects initiated in 2017 in the Nordics, up five 
percentage points from the previous year.

FDI projects captured and Nordic share over the last 10 years, Finland
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FDI Projects Finland's share of Nordic FDI projects

Source: Analysis based on IBM database, 2017; EY European Investment Monitor, 2016

FDI by origin, activity and sector 
An analysis of the top 10 countries of origin for FDI projects 
into Finland in 2017 reveal a similar picture to 2016’s 
figures, though China, Switzerland and Austria have 
been replaced by Japan, France and Hong Kong. Swedish 

investors continued to be the leading generators of FDI 
projects into Finland in 2017, with 65 projects, up from 
32 in 2016. After Sweden, the US was the second largest 
initiator of projects into Finland, with 15 projects, down 
from 17 in 2016.

www.ey.com/attractiveness
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Top activities by FDI projects in Finland, 2017

FDI projects 

2017 
change 
(over 2016)

Share of Finnish 
FDI projects

FDI 
projects 

2016 
share of Finnish 
FDI projects

Sales & marketing 95 16% 50% 82 62%

Other 31 n/a 16% 0 0%

Manufacturing 29 0% 15% 29 22%

R&D 18 n/a 9% 10 8%

IDCs 6 200% 3% 2 2%

Logistics 6 50% 3% 4 3%

Testing & servicing 3 50% 2% 2 2%

HQs 3 200% 2% 1 1%

Contact center 0 -100% 0% 1 1%

Shared services center 0 -100% 0% 2 2%

Source: Analysis based on IBM database, 2017; EY European Investment Monitor, 2016

In regard to outbound investments, Finnish-based 
companies located 87 projects across Europe in 2017, 
up marginally from 86 in 2016, and created an estimated 
3,803 jobs. This represented project growth of 1%, and saw 
Finland rank as the twentieth largest investor into Europe 
measured by number of projects, one spot lower than in 
2016. The countries favored by Finnish-based investors 
in 2017 for launching projects included Sweden, the UK, 
Germany and Estonia, with these four countries capturing 
51% of all activity. In terms of FDI jobs, Finnish-based 
investors’ preferred locations were Estonia, Russia and 
Romania. These countries collectively captured 52% of all 
FDI employment.

The most significant FDI activities generating investment 
into Finland in 2017 were sales and marketing operations, 
followed by manufacturing and R&D. Sales and marketing 
operations saw an increase from 2016 figures (up 16%), 
which was well above European growth of 1%. Finland 

remained the leading Nordic country for manufacturing 
operations, with 29 projects in 2017 (no change from 
2016), however this was in contrast to European average 
growth of 27%. Finland also captured the most investments 
related to R&D in the Nordics, with 18, up from 10 in 2016. 
This result meant that Finland was the joint seventh highest 
country for securing R&D investments in Europe, up from 
joint eleventh in 2016.

In 2017, international investors generated most 
investments in the digital, pharmaceuticals and business 
services sectors. In terms of rankings in these key growth 
sectors, Finland positioned highest in the Nordics for 
digital (fifth highest in Europe), highest in the Nordics 
for pharmaceuticals (third highest in Europe) and second 
highest in the Nordics for business services (10th highest in 
Europe). Finland also managed to secure investments across 
a broader range of sectors compared with the other Nordic 
countries, with six sectors capturing 10 projects or more. 

7In the category labelled “other”, Finland secured a large number of nursery care homes.

www.ey.com/attractiveness
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Change over 
2016 (%)

Project 
share (%)

200% 3%

n/a 0%

20% 3%

50% 5%
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100% 6%
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53% 12%

1750% 19%

173% 21%
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Norway underperformed in 2017 in comparison 
with its Nordic neighbors 
Headlines figures show that the total number of FDI projects 
secured by Norway in 2017 decreased to 26, representing 
a 21% decrease from 2016. This negative growth is in stark 
contrast with the European average of 10%. Regarding 
market share, Norway captured 0.4% of all projects initiated 
across Europe, down from 0.5% in 2016 and 0.6% in 2015. 

In comparison with its European peers, Norway ranked in 
31st position measured by number of FDI projects secured, 
which was three positions lower than 2016. At the Nordic 
level, Norway captured 6% of all FDI projects initiated in 
2017 in the Nordics, down four percentage points from 
the previous year. This continues a steady decline in Nordic 
market share since 2014, which was a year buoyed by a 
strong performance in the oil and gas sector.

Norway
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FDI projects captured and Nordic share over the last 10 years  - Norway

FDI Projects Norway's share of Nordic FDI projects

Source: Analysis based on IBM database, 2017; EY European Investment Monitor, 2016

FDI by origin, activity and sector 
An analysis of the leading countries of origin for FDI projects 
into Norway in 2017 reveal a relatively similar picture to 
2016’s figures, Swedish investors overtook British investors 
as the leading generators of FDI projects into Norway in 
2017, with seven projects, up from five in 2016. After 
Sweden, the US and Germany were the second joint largest 
initiators of projects into Norway, with five projects each.

In regard to outbound investments, Norwegian-based 
companies located 76 projects across Europe in 2017, up 
from 66 in 2016, and created an estimated 4,005 jobs. This 
represented project growth of 15%, and resulted in Norway 
being the 21st largest investor into Europe measured by 
number of projects, the same position the country held in 
2016. The countries favored by Norwegian-based investors 
in 2017 for launching projects included the UK, Germany 
and Denmark, with these three countries capturing 42% of 
all activity. In terms of FDI jobs, Norwegian-based investors’ 
preferred locations were the UK and Poland. These two 
countries collectively captured 57% of all FDI employment.

FDI projects captured and Nordic share over the last 10 years, Norway
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Top sectors by FDI projects in Norway, 2017

Top activities by FDI projects in Norway, 2017

FDI projects 

2017 
change 
(over 2016)

Share of 
Norwegian FDI 
projects

FDI 
projects 

2016 
share of 
Norwegian FDI 
projects

Sales & marketing 17 -26% 65% 23 70%

Manufacturing 4 0% 15% 4 12%

R&D 2 n/a 8% 0 0%

HQs 1 n/a 4% 0 0%

IDC 1 -50% 4% 2 6%

Education & training 1 0% 4% 1 3%

Testing & servicing 0 -100% 0% 1 3%

Logistics 0 -100% 0% 2 6%

Source: Analysis based on IBM database, 2017; EY European Investment Monitor, 2016

The most significant FDI activities generating investment 
into Norway in 2017 were sales and marketing operations, 
followed by manufacturing and R&D. Sales and marketing 
operations saw a decrease from 2016 figures (down by 
26%), which contrasted with European growth of 1%. 
In review of Norway’s performance in high economic 
value activity types, it ranked below all other Nordic 
countries in the number of manufacturing, R&D and HQ 
investments secured.

In 2017, international investors created the most 
investments in the business services, digital and utility 
supply sectors. Norway was the only Nordic country in 2017 
where digital was not the leading sector, as well as being the 
only Nordic country that did not record more projects in the 
digital and business services sectors in 2017 compared with 
that of 2016. The modest number of investments captured 
in these two high-growth sectors largely explains Norway’s 
lackluster FDI performance in 2017.
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A strong and stable performance in Sweden 
in 2017 with gains in key growth sectors 
Headlines figures show that the total number of FDI projects 
secured by Sweden in 2017 increased to 108, representing 
a 20% increase from 2016. This rate of growth was double 
the European average growth of 10%. Regarding market 
share, Sweden captured 1.6% of all projects initiated across 

Europe, up marginally from 1.5% in 2016. In comparison 
with its European peers, Sweden ranked in 16th position 
measured by number of FDI projects secured, which was 
one position lower than that of 2016. At the Nordic level, 
Sweden captured 26% of all FDI projects initiated in 2017 in 
the Nordics, down one percentage point from the previous 
year.

FDI projects captured and Nordic share over the last 10 years, Sweden
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FDI Projects Sweden's share of Nordic FDI projects
Source: Analysis based on IBM database, 2017; EY European Investment Monitor, 2016

Sweden

FDI by origin, activity and sector 
An analysis of the top 10 countries of origin for FDI projects 
into Sweden in 2017 reveal an almost identical picture to 
2016’s figures, though Spain has been replaced by the 
Netherlands. Finnish investors were the leading generators 
of FDI projects into Sweden in 2017, with 19 projects, up 
from eight in 2016. This is the fourth consecutive year that 
Finnish investors have increased the number of projects 
located in Sweden. After Finland, the US was the second 
largest initiator of projects into Sweden, with 17 projects, 
up from 16 in 2016. Interestingly, Sweden was the only 
Nordic country in 2017 to receive an increased amount of 
investments from the US compared with that of 2016.

In regard to outbound investments, Swedish-based 
companies located 215 projects across Europe in 2017, 
up from 160 in 2016, and created an estimated 7,634 
jobs. This represented project growth of 34%, and meant 
Sweden was the ninth largest investor into Europe measured 
by number of projects, up one position from 2016. The 
countries favored by Swedish-based investors in 2017 for 
launching projects included Finland, Germany and the UK, 
with these three countries capturing 41% of all activity. 
In terms of FDI jobs, Swedish-based investors’ preferred 
locations were Finland, Poland, Lithuania and Latvia. These 
countries collectively captured 47% of all FDI employment.
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Source: Analysis based on IBM database, 2017; EY European Investment Monitor, 2016
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The most significant FDI activities generating investment 
into Sweden in 2017 were sales and marketing operations, 
followed by manufacturing and R&D. Project numbers in 
sales and marketing operations saw an increase from 2016 
figures, up 8%, which was above European growth of 1%. 
Sweden remained the Nordics’ second leading country for 
manufacturing operations, with 14 projects in 2017 (up 
27% from 2016), which was in line with European average 
growth. Sweden also secured nine investments related 
to R&D activities, up from seven in 2016, though ranked 
behind Finland and Denmark for securing projects in this 
high value category. Along with Finland, Sweden also 
captured six projects relating to IDCs, up from one project 
in 2016.

In 2017, international investors created most investments 
in the digital and business services sectors, which accounted 
for 49% of all FDI activity. In terms of rankings in these 
key growth sectors, Sweden positioned second highest in 
the Nordics for digital (ninth highest in Europe), highest in 
the Nordics for business services (joint seventh highest in 
Europe) and second highest in the Nordics for transportation 
and logistics (eleventh highest in Europe).

Top activities by FDI projects in Sweden, 2017

Top sectors by FDI projects in Sweden, 2017

FDI projects 

2017 
change 
(over 2016)

Share of 
Swedish FDI 
projects

FDI 
projects 

2016 
share of 
Swedish FDI 
projects

Sales & marketing 65 8% 60% 60 67%
Manufacturing 14 27% 13% 11 12%
R&D 9 29% 8% 7 8%
Logistics 8 n/a 7% 11 12%
IDCs 6 500% 6% 1 1%
HQs 4 n/a 4% 0 0%
Testing & servicing 1 n/a 1% 0 0%
Contact center 1 n/a 1% 0 0%
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Source: Analysis based on IBM database, 2017; EY European Investment Monitor, 2016
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Future

Seizing future opportunities 
As has been presented in this report, the Nordic region 
recorded a successful 2017 from an FDI perspective. This 
was evidenced by above European-average growth in FDI 
projects secured and by capturing an increased share of 

European projects across a range of high economic value 
activities and key growth sectors. While these results should 
be celebrated, it is also important that the Nordic countries 
continue taking decisive action to seize future opportunities 
and to avoid the risk of missing out on growth.

Identification of key growth sectors 
In EY latest perception survey,8 business leaders affirm 
very clearly — and to most, unsurprisingly — that the digital 
economy will continue to be the dominant driver of growth 
in years to come. The importance of digital is reflected by 
matching changes among adjacent or connected industries. 
The survey also indicates that energy and utilities is a lesser 
priority in 2018 than in 2017, but cleantech industry scores 
nine more percentage points in 2018. These changes in 
perception are surely related. In addition, pharmaceutical 
and biotechnologies are considered the third most 
important sector that will drive future growth.

Source: Analysis based on IBM database, 2017; EY European Investment Monitor, 2016

Nordics’ FDI performance in high economic value activities and key growth sectors

FDI projects 

2017 
change 
(over 2016)

Share of 
European FDI 
projects

FDI 
projects 

2016 
share of 
European FDI 
projects

Projects 411 25% 6.2% 328 5.4%

Activity: R&D 40 90% 7.6% 21 5.1%

Activity: HQs 20 233% 5.4% 6 1.9%

Sector: Digital 96 75% 8.2% 55 6.2%

Sector: Business services 68 39% 7.6% 49 6.2%

Sector: Pharmaceuticals 38 533% 10.0% 6 2.8%

8Source: EY Attractiveness Survey Europe June 2018 (total respondents: 502)
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Question to investors: Which business sectors will drive growth in the coming years?

Source: EY Attractiveness Survey Europe June 2018 (total respondents: 502)
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Competing in the digital age 
EY perception survey results paint a clear picture of the 
key growth sectors that will determine the Nordic region’s 
future FDI performance. Concerted efforts are needed 
here if the Nordics is to remain a priority destination for 
entrepreneurs and global tech firms, and to retain talent and 
capital. When EY asked investors what is needed to improve 
competitiveness and growth, they highlighted many areas of 
weakness that can be turned into opportunity. These areas 
are manifold and range from infrastructure to skills and 
education, from digitalization of public services (supported 
by improved cybersecurity and data protection) to enhanced 
legal, tax and financial support systems. 

 
Recommendations for businesses and 
governments in the Nordics
So how can the Nordic region improve its chances of 
delivering growth? What measures can be taken to incubate 
the next tech giants and be more attractive to entrepreneurs 
and international tech firms? How can investors overcome 
these pitfalls to ensure their investments grow in the region? 

 
1.  Ensure innovative companies have access 

to world-class infrastructure and new 
technologies

This is the top priority for nearly half of executives 
interviewed for this year’s Europe attractiveness survey. 
While international investors value the Nordic region for 
having some of the world’s most advanced technology and 
infrastructure (for example in hardware, software, networks 
and IDCs), there is an opportunity to truly lead other 
countries in the deployment of 5G and digitalization. The 
Letter of Intent signed by the Nordics’ prime ministers in 
May 2018, which commits to creating the right public sector 
conditions needed for 5G and digitalization to flourish, is 
a posi tive first step. Foreign investors and start-ups need 
to evaluate carefully the digital infrastructure and key 
technologies available in proposed locations and how public 
and private players plan to develop it in the future. Close 
engagement is needed with present and potential customers 
and suppliers to ensure their digital infrastructure keeps 
pace with the global scene.

 

2. Invest in skills and welcome new talents
Technology companies compete globally for talent and 
companies are continually saying they need more skills for 
their own digital journey. They need the best engineers, 
technologists and data scientists. Start-ups also need access 
to deep talent pools, which means that people must leave 
schools and universities with skills that fit the workplace of 
the future. The Nordic region has some excellent universities 
and education systems, and studying in the region needs 
to be welcoming and attractive to the best talent from 
abroad, particularly students from emerging markets. A 
positive attitude to high-skilled immigration could become 
a real differentiator in the future. Companies need to 
engage closely with education and training institutions and 
organizations and play a full part in developing the talent 
they will need in the future. Community engagement is 
a double win, enhancing understanding of the benefits 
business brings, and strengthening the license to operate.

3. Leverage the digitalization of public services
Digitalization and modernization of public services is also 
a key factor determining the location strategy for foreign 
investors. Some of these public services impose additional 
costs and delays on business, according to investors we 
surveyed. Many administrations, however, are progressively 
adopting digital technologies in every field from tax to 
driving licenses. A clear record of digital innovation in public 
services, with a commitment to further digital progress 
in partnership with companies affected, will enhance 
competitiveness and investment attractiveness of locations. 
Companies should seek out cities where policymakers, 
universities and the financial community have created 
effective business ecosystems, and are ready to collaborate 
more with companies — on contract research, for example —  
and be a part of the 21st century social and digital 
transformation.

 
4. Believe in Nordics’ tech hubs and accelerators
The Nordics’ strength in the digital space has great potential 
and the Nordic start up scene is punching above its weight. 
Over the past few years, the region’s digital ecosystem has 
become deeper and broader. Strong digital infrastructure 
and significant pools of digital talent and entrepreneurship 
are now to be found in many areas and it is important that 
these are promoted effectively to foreign companies to 
secure onward investment.

9Source: EY Attractiveness Survey Europe June 2018 (total respondents: 502)
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Standing out, not stalling out, in the  
digital age 

As revealed by EY 2018 European Attractiveness Survey, 
business leaders are steadfast in their view that the digital 
economy will be the dominant driver of growth in Europe 
in years to come. According to them, Europe’s economic 
future will be significantly shaped by the tidal wave of 
digitalization that is transforming the way we live, work 
and play. 

This is positive news for the region based on latest FDI 
performance results in the digital sector. The Nordic 
countries collectively achieved 75% growth in digital FDI 
projects in 2017. An impressive feat and over double the 
growth witnessed across Europe as a whole. In addition, 
the Nordics’ share of European inbound digital projects 
increased to 8.2% in 2017, up from 6.2% in 2016 and 
4.3% in 2015. The figures leave little room for doubt of 
the region’s digital status and attractiveness. Government 

initiatives including the ambition to lead 5G deployment 
and initiation of “regulatory sandboxes” — testing grounds 
for new business models that are not protected by current 
regulation — will only strengthen this appeal further.

While there is clearly much to celebrate, there is also 
a creeping sentiment that the Nordic region’s digital 
leadership and momentum is in danger of “stalling out”.10 
Put another way, the Nordic countries’ biggest threat in 
digital is more likely from themselves than competitors. 
To avoid the pitfalls of a digital plateau and to truly get 
ahead of the transformations impacting every industry 
will require a greater sense of urgency. The word 
“disruption” is concededly overused, but the potential to 
disrupt or be disrupted is a clear and present risk for the 
region. Digital is an increasingly competitive landscape 
and there is everything to play for. Changes that could 
disrupt the Nordics’ digital growth are happening now, 
so public and private decision-makers need to instill an 
organizational mindset that helps anticipate and respond 
to these changes.

Viewpoint 

Terje Andersen 
Partner, EMEIA Digital 
Leader, EY Norway

10https://hbr.org/2017/07/60-countries-digital-competitiveness-indexed
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The “real” attractiveness of the Nordics for 
foreign investors
The EY evaluation of the reality of FDI in the Nordics 
is based on analysis of the IBM Global Location Trends 
database, produced in collaboration between EY and IBM-
Plant Location International. This database tracks those FDI 
projects that have resulted in the creation of new facilities 
and new jobs. By excluding portfolio investments and M&A, 
it shows the reality of investment in manufacturing and 
services by foreign companies across the Nordics. 

An investment in a company is normally included in FDI 
data if the foreign investor acquires more than 10% of the 
company’s equity. FDI includes equity capital, reinvested 
earnings and intra-company loans. 

The figures also include investments in physical assets, such 
as plant and equipment. This data also provides valuable 
insights into:

• How FDI projects are undertaken
• What activities are invested in
• Where projects are located
 
Global Location Trends is tracking cross-border investment 
projects across the world. This flagship business information 
tool was developed by IBM-PLI and, from 2017 onward, 
was further maintained in collaboration with EY. It is widely 
recognized as the most representative source of data 
on cross-border investment projects and trends. Global 
Location Trends is frequently used by government bodies, 
private sector organizations and corporations looking to 
identify significant trends in employment, industry, business 
and investment. 

The database focuses on investment announcements, 
the number of new jobs created and, where identifiable, 
the associated capital investment. Projects are identified 
through the daily monitoring of more than 10,000 news 
sources. 

The following categories of investment projects are excluded 
from the Global Location Trends database:

• M&A and joint ventures (unless these result in expansions 
with new facilities or new jobs being created)

• Portfolio investments (pensions, insurance and 
financial funds)

• License agreements
• Partnerships for joint business activities without creation 

of a new business entity
• Real estate and infrastructure development, generating 

temporary jobs only
• Factory and other production replacement investments 

(e.g., replacing old machinery without creating new 
employment)

• Retail centers, restaurants and similar local market-
serving operations (unless individual projects are 
announced to create 100 new jobs or more)

• Governmental organizations representing individual 
countries (embassies, consulates and other government 
bodies representing one single country) with the following 
exceptions: trade, tourism and investment promotion 
agencies. New offices of international governmental 
organizations (coordinated by UN, EU, World Bank, etc.) 
are included.

 
The “perceived” attractiveness of Europe and 
its competitors by foreign investors
We define the attractiveness of a location as a combination 
of image, investors’ confidence and the perception of a 
country or area’s ability to provide the most competitive 
benefits for FDI. The field research was conducted by the 
CSA Institute in January and February 2018, via telephone 
interviews, based on a representative panel of 502 
international decision makers. 

This panel was made up of decisionmaker of all origins, with 
clear views and experience of Europe:

• Western Europe: 39%
• North America: 29%
• Asia: 13%
• Northern Europe: 8%
• Latin America: 3%
• Russia: 3%
• Central and Eastern Europe: 2% 
• Middle East: 2%
• Oceania: 1% 

Overall, 80% of the 502 companies interviewed have a 
presence in Europe. And of the non-European companies, 
30% have established operations in Europe.

Methodology
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EY Attractiveness Surveys are widely recognized by 
the clients, media, governments and major public 
stakeholders as a key source of insight into FDI. Examining 
the attractiveness of a particular region or country as an 
investment destination, the surveys are designed to help 
businesses make investment decisions and governments 
remove barriers to growth. A two-step methodology 
analyzes both the reality and perception of FDI in the 
country or region. Findings are based on the views of 
representative panels of international and local opinion 
leaders and decision-makers.

The program has a 17-year legacy and has produced 
in-depth studies for Europe, a large number of European 
countries, Africa, the Mediterranean region, India, Japan, 
South America, Turkey and Kazakhstan. 

For more information, please visit:  
ey.com/attractiveness  
#EYAttract

Further reports to be launched in EMEIA later 
this year include Africa, Italy and Malta.

EY Attractiveness country reports in Europe 2018

About the Attractiveness Program
www.ey.com/attractiveness
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EY | Assurance | Tax | Transactions | Advisory

About EY
EY is a global leader in assurance, tax, transaction and advisory services.
The insights and quality services we deliver help build trust and confidence
in the capital markets and in economies the world over. We develop
outstanding leaders who team to deliver on our promises to all of our
stakeholders. In so doing, we play a critical role in building a better working
world for our people, for our clients and for our communities.

EY refers to the global organization, and may refer to one or more, of the
member firms of Ernst & Young Global Limited, each of which is a separate
legal entity. Ernst & Young Global Limited, a UK company limited by
guarantee, does not provide services to clients. For more information about
our organization, please visit ey.com.

© 2018 EYGM Limited.
All Rights Reserved.

EYG no. xxxxxxxx

ED x

This material has been prepared for general informational purposes only and 
is not intended to be relied upon as accounting, tax or other professional 
advice. Please refer to your advisors for specific advice.

The views of third parties set out in this publication are not necessarily 
the views of the global EY organization or its member firms. Moreover, they 
should be seen in the context of the time they were made.

ey.com/<insert Nordic microsite link>

#EYAttract
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