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How to use This Ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.





Look out for linked text (which is blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections







Introduction



What is lagom, why should you care and if you do, how can you adopt it? From the Vikings to Zlatan and an unlikely lagom advocate, we bust some myths and prepare to “lagomify” our lives.


“Consensus is king and everyone mucks in.”
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WHAT IS LAGOM?



– on Vikings, balance and semi-skimmed milk




In 1996, Sweden got itself a new nickname. Author Jonas Gardell called it “the country of semi-skimmed milk”, a moniker the Swedes took to heart and have been using ever since. In his standup show, the author described a country that celebrates balance and puts fairness on a pedestal, where consensus is king and everyone mucks in. He depicted a nation that loves white walls and functional design, and that deems semi-skimmed milk just perfect – not too skinny, not too fat. He characterized a country that is lagom.


Lagom has no equivalent in the English language, but it loosely means “not too little, not too much, but just enough”. It’s widely believed that the word comes from the Viking term laget om – literally “around the team” – and derives from the custom of passing a horn of mead around and ensuring there was just enough for everyone to get a sip. But while the anecdote may hit the nail on the head, the true etymology of the word points to an old form of the word lag, a common sense type of “law”.


The law of lagom


So what’s the law of lagom? At its simplest, the word describes something that’s “just enough” or “just right” – like the right amount of milk in your coffee or the perfect pressure of a massage. Beyond the material world it becomes far more sophisticated, implying that the balancing act has reached perfection, and relying on a range of social codes. Lagom is accepting an invitation to spend the weekend at a friend’s house, but bringing your own bed sheets because it’s fair to share the burden of laundry. It’s having the right to stay at home with a sick child – pay intact – but never abusing that right.


Lagom is buying a practical car – even if it’s not the most visually pleasing of vehicles. It’s painting just one feature wall in your lounge and leaving the rest white, because doing the entire room would be too much. It’s wearing bright-red lipstick, but leaving the rest of your makeup perfectly understated. Lagom is having a burger but opting out of the fries, because moderation is a virtue; it’s whipping up a brand-new dinner dish using nothing except leftovers, because waste is a mortal sin.


Putting the law into practice


Postcard Sweden presents spacious rooms of minimalist décor sleek enough to promote a sense of calm in just one look. Lagom is a great deal about that space – about decluttering and simplifying, erasing prejudice and paving the way for honesty. In the bigger picture, the balance of lagom goes way beyond emotional wellbeing and interior design to become all about belonging and shared responsibility – not just fitting in, but being part of a greater entity. It’s about relationships with your neighbours, looking after communal spaces and paying taxes that fund study groups and heavily subsidized culture schools (institutions for music and cultural tuition).


Recently described by the World Economic Forum as beating other countries at just about everything, Sweden has developed an enviable welfare state with generous parental packages and exceptionally low levels of corruption. In that regard, this country of semi-skimmed milk is the product of a skilful balancing act – protecting its people yet setting them free, together.
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MY RELATIONSHIP TO LAGOM



– on the Law of Jante, busting some myths and a lagom approach to happiness




I was born and raised in Sweden, but left for Dublin aged 19, keen on adventure and to boost my worldliness. The contrast was dramatic, and I fell head over heels for Ireland’s culture of spontaneous fun and never really caring about what’s “just enough”. With fellow Swedish expats, I raved about a newfound freedom and the relief of not having to take things so seriously, only moments later to bemoan the failings of sorely lacking rental market regulation in Ireland and the madness of leaving heaps of garbage out in the street for collection.


You could say that I ran away from a life of lagom, or you could blame the Law of Jante. Penned by Danish–Norwegian author Aksel Sandemose in 1933 in an attempt to describe a certain attitude among fellow Scandinavians, the Law of Jante sets out ten rules that dictate the dos and don’ts of acceptable behaviour. Together, they depict a society that frowns upon individual success and achievement, a culture obsessed with rules. When lagom is occasionally criticized for being restrictive, it is linked to this – but is the criticism fair, and do the old rules even apply to 21st-century Sweden?



A lagom kind of happiness



I’ll admit that I was a little taken aback when I first heard about the idea of lagom as the new covetable approach to life, the Swedish secret to happiness. Admirable though its principles of balance are, were they in reality making Swedes exceptionally happy?


Now I can see the irony of the fact that I didn’t immediately get it. Swedes may not be the happiest folk in the world, but they’re consistently in the top ten of various happiness rankings. This is a lagom kind of happiness – not the elated or euphoric and definitely not the boastful kind, but measured. And it’s exactly this quality of balance that would seem to be the secret to true, sustainable happiness. Just consult the psychology books.





BUSTING SOME MYTHS


MYTH : Lagom celebrates mediocrity.


Lagom is unimpressed by individual achievement and surplus wealth because it’s simply all about finding what works for the collective – and doing that well. But the results are far from mediocre. In fact, they’ve contributed to one of the most celebrated social welfare systems in the world.


MYTH : Lagom is a thought-police state that enforces conformity.


Swedes are highly opinionated and will happily engage in calm, rational debate for hours on end, to an extent that outsiders find infuriating. The end goal, however, is not the argument in itself, but the arrival at a decision everyone can get behind. That approach is not very tabloid but is hugely effective as far as a lagom society is concerned.


MYTH : Lagom breeds stinginess.


Enter the old Swedish comic strip Spara och Slösa, roughly translating as “saving and wasting”, aiming to teach children about the importance of saving money. The cartoon was commissioned in the 1920s by one of Sweden’s main banks and should indeed be interpreted accordingly, yet I’ll maintain that it does no such thing as celebrate stinginess. What it does is condemn waste. While excessive extravagance and mindless spending sprees are frowned upon, find a sophisticated new gadget that’s been rigorously checked and awarded “best in test” and you’ll soon see everyone jumping on the bandwagon, mutually approving each other’s significant expenditure because it was a considered one.


MYTH : Lagom frowns upon confidence and pride.


Manchester United forward Zlatan Ibrahimovic is confidence and pride personified, and celebrated the world over as Sweden’s big hero. In the words of Jonas Gardell, always a central, flamboyant figure at Stockholm Pride, “A lot fits within the parameters for lagom. I’m quite an oddball, and even I fit in.”



WHY ADOPT IT?



– the benefits of lagom, from the inside and out
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You could say that lagom is a timely trend. With most people under stress, spending too much time staring at screens, feeling overloaded with toxins and regretting missing out on precious time with their kids and grannies, the planet is screaming out for an ethos of balance. Add to this that the natural resources are rapidly being depleted, and minimizing waste looks like a pretty urgent priority. If you know what’s “just enough”, why go overboard?


But the effects of lagom have, in fact, been making waves since long before the advent of global warming, social media and a 24/7 working world. Sometimes described as a family utopia, Sweden is a country with a large middle class and a strong welfare state. The huge majority of people enjoy a great quality of life, and there is balance in everything from free education to extensive recycling schemes. The mantra of aiming for “just enough” at all times comes with benefits for our inner psychological and emotional world as well as society at large. It’s about affording our consciousness the space to just be and allowing enough latitude for change and development.
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DID YOU KNOW?


According to happiness research, money makes us happy – but only to a degree. If we’re poor, cash will add to our sense of happiness, but if we’re already well off, more of it won’t make us happier. A lagom amount of money is enough; beyond that, our happiness levels depend on other factors.


“If you know what’s ‘just enough’, why go overboard?”
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“With its loathing of waste and insistence on fairness, lagom is a crucial ingredient in Sweden’s recipe for success.”




Key to a clarified life


You may be forgiven for thinking that lagom sounds exhausting, what with requiring a well-designed home, eating healthily, exercising, spending time with your friends, family and neighbours, achieving at work, being able to handle a spectrum of emotions yet feel contented most of the time and being constantly mindful of the environment while you’re at it. But actually, lagom is all about making the good life less complicated.


The lagom approach of saying “stop” when you’ve had enough, but refusing to accept a sloppy solution for the sake of keeping things sweet means that getting things right is so much easier. And when we all muck in and deal with the really important stuff, everybody wins.


When I look at Sweden now, I don’t see anyone sneering at ambition or shutting down debate. Instead I see huge numbers of people who care about getting things right; a place efficient enough to provide the space to breathe. With its loathing of waste and insistence on fairness, lagom is a crucial ingredient in Sweden’s recipe for success. Be it through freedom from clutter and material obsession or liberation from unnecessary hours at your desk, lagom can elevate the meaning of quality of life – without stress, without squander, but with the clarity of an eccentric gay comedian who found a way to fit in with the country of semi-skimmed milk.






THE BENEFITS OF LAGOM



#1: Physical space


Moderate, conscious consumption makes decluttering easier, and your home becomes a more peaceful place. With minimal Scandinavian design to boot, you may never want to leave the house.


#2: Mental space


When you learn to take a step back and stop your mind spiralling, you can live life in a more authentic and focused way – embracing and coping with good and bad experiences, and being fully present both at work and at home.


#3: Improved finances


As you become increasingly conscious not only of your personal needs but also those of the planet, you’ll be likely to consume less while also learning to look after and be thrifty with your resources.


#4: A sense of belonging


From improved relationships with your neighbours to trust in society’s collective and shared responsibilities, a lagom attitude can help you feel part of something bigger and provide a sense of purpose.







Living lagom:



work–life balance


Do the Swedes really have it all, and what’s with all the male nannies? A look at Swedish work, equality and “me time” – and the best excuse ever to eat cinnamon buns.


1


[image: Illustration]






WORK–LIFE BALANCE



– a snapshot of a lagom lifestyle
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Born of a culture with a Lutheran work ethic and strong unions, there’s no denying that lagom takes work very seriously. Yet the importance of taking due time out of work is equally respected, with the majority of Swedish workers walking out the door the minute their contracted hours are up – and that’s after a number of decent fika breaks (see Introducing Fika).


“If you do it right, you’ll spend a lagom amount of time on it.”





DID YOU KNOW?


Swedes have a near-religious relationship with their fika or coffee breaks. In traditional working environments, employees enjoy a 15-minute fika every morning and afternoon, in addition to their lunch break, often complete with home-baked pastries to go with the compulsory filter coffee.


TOP TIP


According to sleep researcher Nathaniel Kleitman’s work on the human ultradian rhythm, we are at our most effective if we allow the brain to unplug every 90 minutes. A University of Toronto study, meanwhile, found that the perfect formula for optimal productivity is to work for 52 minutes at a time followed by a 17-minute break. Find what works for you, and honour those breaks.
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Working outside the box


The lagom approach to work could be described simply as common sense, exemplified by the following scenario typical of the many reports I have had from the lagom-uninitiated (that is non-Swedish) in Swedish work contexts. The new recruit asks of her or his boss, “How long do you want me to spend on this task?” To which the invariable reply is: “Until it’s ready.” You’d think it goes without saying: don’t waste time on a job that’s already done well enough, but equally, don’t deliver a job that’s not up to scratch. If you do it right, you’ll spend a lagom amount of time on it.


Perhaps a lack of anxiety around the definition of what a lagom amount of time actually is can be linked to the prevailing consensus culture and non-hierarchical company structures. Enter förankringsprocessen, a concept for running ideas by everyone impacted by them, allowing everyone to voice their opinion and then discussing everything in detail before arriving at a decision that everyone can get behind. And “everyone” doesn’t just mean the board; it means the executives and the recently employed graduate, because who knows what groundbreaking perspective they might bring?
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