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ABOUT THE BOOK


As the Swedish proverb goes, 'Lagom är bäst' (The right amount is best). Lagom sums up the Swedish psyche and is the reason why Sweden is one of the happiest countries in the world with a healthy work-life balance and high standards of living.


 


Lagom is a way of living that promotes harmony. It celebrates fairness, moderation and being satisfied with and taking proper care of what you've got, including your well-being, relationships, and possessions. It's not about having too little or too much but about fully inviting contentment into our lives through making optimal decisions.


 


Who better than Lola A. Åkerström to be your lagom guide? Sweden-based Lola is an award-winning writer, photographer , and editor-in-chief of Slow Travel Stockholm and she offers us a unique vantage point when it comes to adopting elements of a lagom lifestyle.


 


Full of insights and beautiful photographs, taken by Lola herself, this authentic guide will help you make small, simple changes to your every day life - whether that's your diet, lifestyle, money, work or your home - so you can have a more balanced way of living filled with contentment.
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NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR


‘Where there is modesty, there is virtue’


Swedish Proverb
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Like the awkward elephant in the room, I first noticed this unspoken ethos years ago while dining with violinists and bassists who perform in local orchestras, including the Royal Philharmonic and Radio Symphony Orchestras, in Stockholm, Sweden. A typical week for them could involve playing at Nobel Prize ceremonies or a more private gig for the Swedish royal family.


But I was the odd one out. The outsider who’d been invited to this rather casual dinner where the unspoken dress code was well-worn blue jeans paired with loose-fitting tops for the ladies and more tailored, tighter cuts for the men. All feet clad in warm woollen socks.


There was a certain air enveloping our group that denoted moderation. The gratuitous peppering of self-achievements seemed non-existent within our conversation. No one willingly divulged personal information unless asked by another guest. The average number of languages fluently spoken within the group was three each yet this class of globetrotters who’d traversed the world multiple times quickly dismissed their skills because they weren’t native speakers. On several occasions, our banter dipped into long stretches of silence; one which seemed perfectly comfortable for them. The small apartment we inhabited oozed warmth and contentment.


That subconscious moment was when lagom as a quiet rule began to clearly emerge from the shadows for me as a new resident in Sweden. Still, I threw it all down to modesty and humility among fast friends who knew each other well and didn’t feel the need to brag or take up the entire conversation.


But that silent ethos raised its head once again in a completely different setting, and that was when I realized it was also a shape-shifting public code of conduct along the lines of ‘appropriate’.


I noticed it when our group of passengers arriving in Stockholm from Swedish Lapland, waited in silence at a baggage conveyor belt for delayed luggage. Beyond acquaintances sharing words among themselves, strangers didn’t interact with each other for close to thirty minutes during that unusually long technical delay. Had I been somewhere else, I’d have nudged my fellow passenger and we would have commiserated as loudly as we could about our predicament.


But here, within the ecosystem of the Swedish mindset, stating the obvious seemed unnecessary.


This ideology was further solidified when I was once running late for a Swedish class and had prepared an explanation for my tardiness, ready to be delivered to my teacher.


‘No need,’ a local promptly advised me. ‘No need to explain yourself. Just apologize for being late.’ I didn’t need to share more information than was necessary.


Especially if I wasn’t asked.
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‘Give equal in reply, answer according to the call’


Swedish Proverb
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That moment brought me full circle back to my dinner with the musicians and I could see that principle in all its clarity now. Over time, what started out as the awkward elephant in the room morphed into an unseen guiding spirit whispering reminders into one’s ear.


‘Not too much, not too little,’ it whispers. ‘Just right.’


Not the middle. Not average. Not complacency. Just right.


And that distinction remains the underlying power of lagom as the basis for achieving an optimal lifestyle where one gives and receives in equal part without disturbing the balance between individuality and group dynamics.


I’d heard of this unspoken custom long before moving to Sweden many years ago, and over time, I’ve come to adopt lagom in various aspects of my own life as I’ve further immersed myself in Swedish culture. This book deeply reflects my unique vantage point – a marriage between the objectivity that comes with looking in and the subjectivity that comes with an intimate relationship with Sweden in many ways.


Lagom is so much more than the simple act of moderation which it is so commonly associated with.


And through this book, I hope to show you how this little, understated word not only deeply permeates the Swedish psyche (including through old Swedish proverbs), but how it may very well be the little secret that could push you towards living your most sustainable life yet.


Not just living a life of balance, but finding the perfect equilibrium for you.
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‘The right amount is best’


Swedish Proverb
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We’re living in times of undue pressure that demand we constantly remain plugged in and connected with the rest of the world, stay on top of breaking news by the second, and keep up with the dizzying speed of technological advancements, lifestyle changes and pop culture norms.


We move at an unnatural pace trying to keep up with others, to stay relevant and to avoid getting metaphorically left behind. We continually feel the internal push against external pressures from our surroundings – from work, play, relationships and society. We constantly derail off our own natural tracks in life and are sometimes forced to push our individual reset buttons.


So we disconnect, detox and shut the world out in an effort to relax, recuperate and rejuvenate our bodies emotionally, mentally and physically. These solutions, no matter how revitalizing they are at the precise moments we activate them, are often temporary and ephemeral. So in our continued quest to find new ways of balancing our lives and inching closer to our happy mediums, we often look outside our boxes of comfort to draw inspiration and learn from others.


What are others around the world doing well that we can emulate? What are they doing poorly that we can avoid?


While the Swedish word lagom has recently emerged as a new lifestyle trend to consider adopting into everyday living, this isn’t the first time we’ve borrowed foreign words from other cultures as daily inspiration in our lives to centre us and get us back on our individual paths.


‘Hakuna matata’ given to us by the Swahili language means ‘no worries’. This perspective-giving phrase means we need to invite more calm into our lives by breaking out of our uptight shells. It doesn’t mean taking a carefree attitude towards every situation in our lives, but rather stepping back so as to look at the bigger picture with clarity and to avoid making mountains out of molehills in our lives.


‘Carpe diem’ which is Latin for ‘seize the day’ implores us to grab opportunities as they come and take advantage of today because tomorrow may never come. The future is not guaranteed to us and we should fill the day with meaningful experiences.


The German word ‘Fernweh’ denotes wanderlust and a craving for travel. The constant need to be somewhere new, different and distant from the familiar. A pull that drags us from our cosy mental homes and transports us into the unfamiliar to explore it.


Our Danish cousins have given us ‘hygge’ which, on the surface, encompasses cosiness, intimacy and relaxation with our loved ones, as well as with ourselves, but on a deeper level denotes an emotional state of contentment and happiness at specific moments in time.


Now the Swedes have loaned us the word lagom.


This term is the fundamental key to unlocking the very mindset of this Nordic culture. Lagom is not just a word but the very essence of what it means to be a Swede and live like one. It is the secret that holds the explanation to the Swedish lifestyle of social consciousness, moderation and sustainability.


But like the other borrowed expressions above, how can lagom fit into our own lives and what does it aim to teach us about ourselves?


Over centuries, why have Swedes proclaimed ‘Lagom is best’ as the old proverb says?


And what does lagom truly mean?
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DEFINING THE UNDEFINABLE


First, we need to learn how to properly say the word.


Lagom is often written as ‘lar-gohm’ where the ‘lar’ sounds like ‘bar’. However, the closest articulation of lagom for an English speaker phonetically is ‘laaaw-gum’. That is, drawing out the word ‘law’ with a soft emphasis on the ‘w’ so you’ll purse your lips the same way a native Swedish speaker would.


Secondly, lagom has no precise definition. Rather, there is a series of explanations and loose translations that try to demystify this very Swedish word.


On the surface, it is often defined as ‘just the right amount’ and ‘everything in moderation’ which carries with it an air of appropriateness. That is further filtered down to mean that there is no need for excess, exaggerations, unnecessary public displays, and unwarranted showiness.


If you open up an English thesaurus, other synonyms you will readily pull out include: just enough, in moderation, appropriate, the right amount, just right, sufficient, fitting, suitable, equilibrium, balance, golden mean, the happy medium, fit, apt, proper, precise, reasonable, harmony ...


But lagom is so much more than our literary quest to put it into a predefined box of synonyms which mean moderation. In its most powerful form, lagom denotes something that is as close to contextual perfection and satisfaction as we can get.


Lagom doesn’t literally mean perfection, which in itself is unachievable, it means the optimal solution, the most harmonious wavelength at which we can and should operate. It exemplifies a subconscious utopia where the specific choice you and I make regarding a situation, a moment, an interaction, is the best choice for us as individuals or for the groups in which we find ourselves.


If one were to boil down the true essence of lagom to its very core, it means striving for the ultimate balance in life that, when applied to all aspects of one’s existence, can help guide you towards operating at your most natural, effortless state.


Like the heroine of British author Robert Southey’s 1837 children’s fairytale, Goldilocks and the Three Bears, on her quest to find the chair, bowl of porridge and bed that were ‘just right’ for her. Papa Bear’s bowl of porridge was probably lagom for him. As was Mama Bear’s own bowl. We never really consider this but rather are steered towards Goldilocks’ own perfect portion.


The state and measurement of lagom means different things to different folk. My satisfaction may vary from yours but we’re both satisfied.


Lagom represents the ultimate sweet spot or golden mean in your own life and more importantly, encourages you to fully operate within the sweet spot that’s just right for you.


[image: illustration]



HOW LAGOM IS USED IN EVERYDAY LANGUAGE


While lagom underpins the Swedish mentality, it is also more commonly used as either an adverb or an adjective, and very rarely in its noun or substantive form ‘lagomet’ which means ‘the balance’ or ‘the equilibrium’.


Using the word in a sentence transforms how we are expected to process that sentence. The presence of the word ‘lagom’ within a conversation immediately signals to the listener that whatever contextual situation the speaker is referencing needs to be processed by the listener along the lines of ‘optimal’ or ‘just right’.


Meaning, if I were describing something to you and say it was lagom, my idea of the ‘perfect’ lagom state may not necessarily equate to the exact same lagom state for you. Yet, the presence of the word in my sentence instantly connects both our ideals of what lagom means and you move into that mental space of recognition.


In other words, my lagom may not be your lagom, but we’re both operating at individual optimums.


And that in itself is the beautiful essence of lagom.





 


As an adverb
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When used as an adverb, it modifies verbs, adjectives and other adverbs, and consciously steers the listener to process conversations with measurement parameters looking for ‘just right’.


For example, if I were the speaker and I said:


Maten är lagom saltad – ‘The food is salted just right’ … to my taste. In your mind as the listener, you can envision the food perfectly salted to your own taste. My palate may like a saltier version than yours, but you fully understand the context.
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Festen var lagom stor – ‘The party was the right size’ … large enough for me to hide and resign myself to being a wallflower when needed, and small enough to feel intimate and cosy with other guests.


Det är lagom varmt ute – ‘It is moderately warm outside’ … denoting pleasant enough for me to be outside revelling in its warmth without feeling overheated.


Hen kom precis lagom – ‘He/she came at just the right time’…not necessarily punctual but at the right moment.


Many of these measurements tend to address individual situations but when applied within group contexts, lagom shifts into its role of appropriate societal conduct, inviting you to balance your individual discretion within the group dynamics.


For example:


Skryt lagom! – ‘Don’t brag like that!’ Stop being such a show-off. Even if you agitated just one person, you still disturbed the entire group.


Ta en lagom portion – ‘Take a reasonable portion’ so that others in the group can also get their fair share. Take enough to sate your appetite, but use your discretion and wisdom to ensure everyone else will get a decent amount.


While this might feel like a burden to bear within a group, in due time, one learns how much to give and how much to take, and to balance our needs with our wants.


That balancing of wants and needs is what brings us closer to personal contentment, the point which lagom actively pushes us towards.
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As an adjective
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When appearing as an adjective, lagom modifies nouns and pronouns by describing a particular quality of the word and pulling its quantitative optimum up to the surface. A synonym used within this context could be ‘fitting’ or ‘appropriate’. The speaker’s state of lagom supersedes whatever the listener perceives as lagom.


For example, if I were the speaker and I said:


Stå på lagom avstånd – ‘Stand at a reasonable/appropriate distance,’ not too far that it becomes an inconvenience for me but not too close that it becomes uncomfortable.


Det är precis lagom för mig – ‘It is just right/enough for me,’ meaning it has met me at my natural state of comfort.


Min lägenhet är lagom – ‘My apartment/flat is adequate for me,’ meaning I really don’t need a larger or smaller place. My flat is exactly what I need at this point in my life.
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LAGOM: THE SHAPE SHIFTER


Understanding what lagom as a word denotes and how it is commonly used is crucial for us because lagom also comes with shapeshifting qualities and means different things in different scenarios.


In various situations, lagom changes. Depending on the context, lagom can be emotional or apathetic. It can be qualitative or quantitative, positive or negative. It can denote irony or praise. It can mean realism, logic and common sense.


Over the next several chapters we will explore how lagom manifests itself inside our homes, within our relationships, in society, at work and in different situations we find ourselves in on a daily basis.


But the biggest takeaway should be the lessons we can learn once we see how lagom is applied in these circumstances.


How can we borrow some of those lessons to enrich our own lives in ways that make sense and give meaning to us and our choices?


What can lagom teach us at home, work and play?


Ultimately, the role of lagom is to guide us and give us that extra push towards finding our individual effortless balance in life by bringing down the dam of pressure and letting contentment richly flow through our lives.
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‘Each person forges his own happiness’


Swedish Proverb
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Did you know Sweden has a rather telling nickname?


It is sometimes called Landet lagom (the Lagom Land) by Swedes because lagom has fundamentally been accepted as the way of life in the country. To live like a Swede means to adopt cultural elements of lagom in various aspects of our lives. When it comes to tempering our emotions, lagom takes on the shape of moderation without extravagance.


And to begin to understand the Swedish psyche, we need to take a closer look at the word and examine just how deeply it permeates all facets of life – from culture, fashion and wellbeing, to business, relationships and society in general.
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