The story of
Swedbank

F

ew companies have as
long a history as Swedbank.
For almost 200 years we’ve
helped our customers to
save and borrow for a better future.
The world has changed during that
time, and we’ve changed with it.
But the need for a responsible bank
is at least as great as it was at the
beginning of the 1800s.
This book tells the story of Sweden’s
economic history. Because after all, it’s
our history too.

Once upon a time…

1800s

I

n 1818, the seed of Swedbank was
sown. Johan Westin, vice chairman of
the Estate of the Burghers, one of the
four Estates of the realm, had the idea
of establishing a national savings bank.
The idea was simple yet brilliant: helping people to
save smaller sums of money securely and at a good
interest rate.
Parliament approved the idea and appointed a
commission. Carl David Skogman was sent to Scotland
to study their newly established savings banks. He
summarised his findings in an 1819 publication entitled
“Intelligence on so-called savings banks”.
However, a German merchant by the name of
Eduard Ludendorff beat them to the punch. In 1820
Sweden’s first savings bank, Göteborgs Sparbank,
opened for business in Gothenburg.

CHAPTER 1

A bank that dares
to go its own way

1820s

A

s the idea of a savings bank gained
momentum across Sweden, Parliament
suggested that half the bank’s board
members should be appointed by the
government, and the other half by
“those who through gifts or annual subscriptions
have contributed to the institution”.
However, Göteborgs Sparbank founder Eduard
Ludendorff strongly opposed the proposal, arguing
that the bank should be given the freedom to appoint
its own board members. His view prevailed and consequently Göteborgs Sparbank, and the other savings
banks that followed, were able to appoint their own
management. This ruling allowed the banks to have a
local focus and to develop independently.

CHAPTER 2

Sweden’s first
savings bank customer
– a three-year-old
1820

H

er name was Carolina Bernhardina
Hammardahl. On 28 October 1820,
when the doors of Göteborgs Sparbank
first opened, Carolina and her father
and brother were first in line outside
Västra Hamngatan 15. She had 12 shillings – valued
at around 30 SEK today – that she wanted to deposit,
and she was given account number 1. Her brother,
Henrik Teodor Hammardahl, also deposited 12 shillings
and became the bank’s second customer.
The bank’s founder, Eduard Ludendorff, personally
took charge of Carolina’s 12 shillings and wrote the
transaction into the bank’s ledger.
The queue behind her was long. On that first day,
219 deposits were registered, with a total value of
646 riksdaler (old Swedish kronor) – equivalent to
50,000 SEK today.

CHAPTER 3

Rapid expansion

1800s

T

he savings bank idea caught on quickly
in Sweden. The goal of the first banks
was to help ordinary people save money.
Farmers could also get a better alternative
to the expensive or tied loans offered by
the commercial banks and mortgage associations.
Between 1856 and 1868, no fewer than 200 new
parish savings banks appeared. The economic impact
of several years of bad harvests was the main reason
for this rapid growth. At one point there were as many
as 498 savings banks in Sweden.

CHAPTER 4

The advent of the
agriculture funds

History of
agriculture funds

T

owards the end of the 1800s, a great
deal changed in the countryside.
Following industrialisation much of the
population migrated to the cities, while
many of the farmers who remained in
the countryside wanted to expand their businesses.
Smaller farms found it difficult to get help from the
savings banks and commercial banks. This led several
small farmers in Västerhaninge to establish the first
agriculture fund (jordbrukskassa). Their motto was:
“An association’s area of operations should not be so
large that it cannot be watched over from the church.”
The savings banks and agriculture funds often competed for farmers’ business, but the agriculture funds
only loaned to their own members. The cooperative
bank system became an important means for farmers
to fund new investments.

CHAPTER 5

Lyckoslanten –
economics for kids

1926 – 2009

T

he public’s interest in their economy
continued to grow, and it was not limited
to adults. Children were also curious,
and as a result the bank published a new
magazine in 1926 – Lyckoslanten (The
Lucky Coin). Since its launch it’s been a popular feature
in Swedish schools. Today, more than half a million
copies are distributed to children aged between 9
and 11 every year.
Many people have been keen to be part of Lyckoslanten
– not least famous writers and artists. Perhaps the
best known of them all is Birgitta Lilliehöök with “Save
and Spend”, which became a classic during the Second
World War.

CHAPTER 6

From fund to bank

1900s

N

ot until 1968 were the agriculture funds
granted the same rights as commercial
banks and savings banks to offer banking
services to commercial customers. Before
this point they operated as members’
cooperatives, frequently without premises of their
own. The serving officer at a dairy or slaughterhouse
would often simply put on a tie at the end of the
working day and declare the fund open for business.
During the 1970s the countryside became increasingly
depopulated, and farming needed to be rationalised.
The agriculture funds developed alongside their
members and changed name to Föreningsbanken
(the Cooperative Bank). Rural small businesses became
the new focus and an important customer group.

CHAPTER 7

Savings Bank
Week success

1958 – 1975

S

avings Bank Week was a campaign that
ran every autumn between 1958 and
1975, with the objective of encouraging
people to start saving. No bank campaign
since has been able to compete with this
initiative. The scheme ran for close to 20 years, during
which time 731,000 accounts were opened. There
were a total of 31 million deposits, and customers had
saved a total of 14.5 billion SEK.

CHAPTER 8

Financial crises
of the last century

1900s

A

s legislation limited risk-taking for
agriculture funds and savings banks, it
was the commercial banks that were hit
the hardest by the financial crises of the
1920s and 1930s.

However, when the financial crisis of the early 1990s
hit, our predecessors were not exempt. The agriculture
funds had become cooperative banks and the savings
banks had developed into commercial banks. Both had
been forced to take greater risks than the established
commercial banks to break into the sector. For example,
the cooperative banks’ lending to private companies
had increased from 8% to almost 35% of their total
lending over a 15-year period. This meant they were
affected to a greater extent than other banks.

CHAPTER 9

Banks build
limited companies

1990s

T

he financial crisis of the early 1990s
had a dramatic impact on the entire
banking sector. Inflation stalled and
unemployment rose.

The crisis was a severe test for the savings banks and
cooperative banks, both of which started looking for
ways to raise new capital. It was decided that the best
solution was to establish limited companies. These
became Sparbanken Sverige (Sweden Savings Bank) and
Sveriges Föreningsbank (Swedish Cooperative Bank).
The savings banks that chose not to become part of
the limited company continued as independent banks.
Sparbanken Sverige consisted of 11 savings bank
foundations and 90 independent savings banks, with
Swedish and foreign investors.
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FöreningsSparbanken
– our true beginning

1997

S

parbanken Sverige acquired Föreningsbanken in 1997, and together they
became stronger. The new name was
long but logical. A copper-coloured coin
became the symbol for the new, more
capable bank. The coin stood for banking, cooperation
and tradition. Over 5 million customers now had a
new bank.

CHAPTER 11

Crossing borders
with Swedbank

1991 – 2006

hen Estonia regained its independence
in 1991, a group of young people decided
to start a new Estonian bank. They
had only a vague idea of what market
economy might imply, and little knowledge of commercial banking. Only one of them, Regn
Lõhmus, had previously worked in banking. But they
did not let this stop them, as they outlined their vision
for a new bank in a prospectus that consisted of just
a couple of pages. The founders were ambitious,
setting out to achieve the same turnover as Estonia’s
three biggest banks within five years. Just four years
later, Hansabank was Estonia’s largest bank. The 
following year it expanded to Latvia and Lithuania.

W

In 2005 Hansabank became part of FöreningsSparbanken. A new name was needed that would
work internationally. In 2006 the common name
Swedbank was chosen. Despite the name change,
the founding principle of the savings banks remains:
Swedbank is a bank with local roots, and will continue
to be so.

CHAPTER 12

A penny saved is
a penny earned

Saving through
history

E

ver since the Bible, saving has been
praised as the foundation for a good
life. And throughout time people
have saved for the future, if in rather
different ways. Before banks, people
stuffed money into their clothes and mattresses or
buried it in the ground. The advent of savings banks
in the 1800s made it possible for ordinary people
to save money in a secure way. Knowledge of the
new way to save was spread to workers in the iron
mills and foundries. Savings bank board members
and priests in parishes throughout the land became
important heralds of the savings message.
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A bank that’s
always with you

T

1984 – 2009

wenty-five years ago, Första Sparbanken
launched the predecessor to today’s
Internet bank.

It all started with a loan application
from two engineers who needed help to develop a
telephone service. The marketing manager at Första
Sparbanken’s Täby branch saw the idea’s potential
immediately. The loan was granted, and Sweden’s
first telephone banking service was developed.
We’ve come a long way since then. The bank is easy
to access via telephone or Internet, around the clock.
However, this is just the beginning of our journey
into the future, because it’s our customers who drive
Swedbank to be a leader in new technology and
banking services.

@
CHAPTER 14

O

ur history is important.
Our history is also a
natural part of our future.
The commitment of our
employees today has its foundations
in a long tradition of bank branches
with local roots. Working locally, but
together, ensures we continue to be a
strong and secure force in banking.

Thank you!
To the Royal Coin Cabinet and the Centre for
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