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In the current era of globalization, 
countries, regions and cities are all  
in competition against each other –  
co-opetition1 has become the new 
challenge facing cities. At the same 
time there has never been a more 
natural environment for regional 
cooperation especially in a cohesive 
geography like the Nordics. At the 
2011 World Economic Forum in 
Davos the question “What’s so special 
about the Nordics” was asked2.

The Nordics fare very well as a global region. 
The Nordics are not clearly dominated by the 
historic powerhouses of the region. On the 
contrary, the differences between the cities 
are merely incremental and individually and 
collectively they perform on a high level 
when compared to other cities. 

Indeed, we see the Nordic capitals as a 
cluster of high performing attractive cities 
which show a strong potential for regional 
collaboration enabling them to compete 
globally. The Nordic capitals may compete 
between themselves on a regional level but 
they will need to collaborate to be 
successful on a global level against other 
cities and regions to gain businesses, 
investments and tourists. Competition 
aside, the Nordic countries all share a basic 
model for building societal trust and a high 
level of democratic participation and sense 
of belonging. This model, which consists of 
both social responsibility and inclusiveness 
in its broadest sense, paired with a market 
driven (but regulated) economy, 
contributes to what we choose to call  
‘The New Capitalism’ – a sustainable market 
oriented economy with a social pathos.
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1     Cooperation and competition.
2     Shared norms for the new reality, The Nordic Way, 
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Global Utmaning and The Norden Association.
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Compared to the top scoring cities in the 
global Cities of Opportunity study, the 
Nordic cities are, however, far behind in 
attracting international tourists and they 
lag behind in the ease of doing business. 
Globally, New York, London, Paris, i.e. the 
traditional powerhouses, sweep the board 
in terms of economic clout. 

Much more impressive are the top scores in 
the Nordics for intellectual capital and 
innovation. Stockholm, topping the global 
ranking, is actually surpassed by Helsinki in 
the Nordic report with the other cities close 
behind. But while the Nordics do very well 
on measures for intellectual capital and 
innovation, they are less successful in the 
research performance of their top 
universities. In summary, the Nordics will 
have to develop a more powerful 
proposition if they are to bid to attract a fast 
moving science community for the future.

Health, safety and security also show a more 
mixed picture. Stockholm does very well in 
both the global and the Nordic reports, but 
Copenhagen and Oslo show a surprisingly 
low performance on the measures political 
environment and crime respectively.

But beside the local and regional context 
there is a global one to consider. And with 
it comes global trends that affect city and 
regional development. The most important 
trends we see at this point in time relating 
to cities are:

•	  Rurbanization – The world is going 
to town – but rural areas are 
becoming as important as the 
urban:  The OECD predicts that by 
2050, 70% of the world’s population will 
live in cities, which means that we have a 
clear global trend of urbanization taking 
place. At the same time, the cities 
connections to rural areas becomes even 
more important as the rural areas 
provide workers for the cities and 
produce food. Trend analysts like John 
Naisbitt pointed this out some time ago, 

saying: “There is no question that cities 
are the engines of economic growth and 
centres of dynamic social and cultural 
activities and development, although 
there exist some contrary messages like 
the future lies in a living country side...”. 
This dual trend is hastened by ‘smart’ and 
time effective modes of transportation 
and infrastructure corridors along with 
new technology such as eMobility to 
enhance the transportation and people 
and goods into and out from the city.

•	  Territorization – A new focus on the 
city as a territory: The city is not only 
an organization and service provider; it is 
a place for human interaction. The city 
has also grown in importance as a place  
to live, work and exist. This means that 
there is a shift in viewing the city as a 
service provider to viewing the city as a 
place within which all important 
activities of the society takes place.

•	  Smart citization – Smart solutions 
are of the essence: In order for the 
city to be able grow in a sustainable 
(sustainagile3) economic, ecological and 
social way, to host a growing number of 
inhabitants, and accommodate them in 
a good and sustainable way, smart 
technologies, smart strategies and smart 
governance and policies need to be in 
place. Smart transportation, smart 
energy and citizen oriented democratic 
leadership are of the essence. 

•	  Regional specialization / 
transformation – The city and 
regional development: The city is 
located in a regional context where it 
can be an engine for regional 
development and growth – if managed 
properly. The EU 2020 agenda for 
smart, sustainable and inclusive 
regional specialization places the notion 
of regions and clusters on the proactive 
agenda of nations. The existence of 
clusters means that unique capabilities 
create competitive advantages.

The Nordics have several good examples of 
clusters that are already in place:

	 •	 ICT:	Helsinki-Stockholm-Copenhagen

	 •	 Shipping	and	energy:	Oslo

	 •	 	Life	Sciences:	Copenhagen-Malmö	
-Lund-Stockholm

	 •	 	Energy	and	Ecotourism:	Reykjavík

But for the Nordics to ever be able to 
emerge as a globally relevant cluster for the 
future, there is a real need for stronger 
vision, strategy and coordination between 
the Nordics countries. Infrastructure that 
binds the region together and eases 
transportation of people and goods on 
roads, rail and in the air is extremely vital. 
Other challenges to be overcome are:

•  Higher density of talent, knowledge, 
innovation, physical and intellectual 
landmarks;

•  Higher frequency speedier iterative 
processes between stakeholders  
and time effectiveness linked to 
transportation systems; and

•  Less friction lessen the friction in the 
innovation systems, between countries, 
between sectors of society and between 
stakeholders – coupled with courage to 
create rapid prototypes.

The overall conclusion is that there is a  
huge potential in the Nordics. But to harvest 
this potential requires a strong local (and 
interconnected) leadership to face the new 
global reality – you need to go glocal.
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