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A welcome invasion

'‘Modern Vikings' number just 0.3% of the world's
population, but produce 3% of world exports. Teena
Lyons on a new book that seeks to explain the
Scandinavian success story

Thursday July 12, 2007
Guardian Unlimited

With their trademark raids and
brutal plundering, Vikings were once
not the most welcome of visitors.
But in their more recent wave of
sorties on foreign shores, the
descendants of a people famed for
drinking from the skulls of their
enemies are now received
enthusiastically.

Ikea founder Ingvar
Kamprad: now one of the
world's richest. Photo:

"Modern Vikings", who number just  Claudio Bresciani/EPA
20 million, or 0.3% of the world's

population, now produce 3% of world exports.

Companies such as IKEA, Lego, Absolute, Volvo, Hennes &
Mauritz, Saab and AstraZeneca have all become cultural
icons - sometimes against the odds.

Article continues
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"One of the biggest pitfalls is that companies arrogantly
Alcan seeks tie-up to fend assume they can take their precious brand into another
off bidders market and everyone will welcome it.

Pessina tightens grip after

I o L
Alliance Boots chief quits Ironically, that is just what the Scandinavians have done

again and again, but it has been a huge success."

When Ikea opened in the UK, they dressed the room sets
in their stores with Swedish books. Says Hyman: "Can you
imagine the reaction if an American, or British, retailer did
that abroad?"

What differentiates the Scandinavians, he believes, is their
highly-regarded talent for design: "It embodies everything
we like about their lifestyle, which is seen to be attractive,
positive and inspirational."

However, according to a new book on the Scandinavian
approach to business, there is a lot more to it than that.

"It is all about head, heart, guts and the desire to take a
few risks," said Steve Strid, the author of The Viking
Manifesto, which says Scandinavian brands thrive on
breaking the rules.

"The Scandinavian invasion has benefited hugely from
current trends such as the changing role of advertising,"
says Strid.

"In the past the medium was always the message. If you
bought enough TV time and got your logo out there you
would be successful.

"Today, there is so much more communication going on,
and many free ways to get your message out there with
media such as YouTube. The message is now the medium
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- that is powerful and means products can take off
practically all by themselves."

Absolut vodka, for example, was launched with a tiny
marketing budget. Absolut ignored the competition and
adopted a clear bottle without a paper label — against the
advice of leading consultants from the US and Europe.

Yet within two decades of its launch it became the world's
third-best selling spirit brand.

Strid says one of the factors behind the success of these
companies is a different corporate culture and a different
attitude to money.

Scandinavian children are taught about working as a team
from an early age, rather than trying to succeed alone at
all costs, and this culture is highly valued.

Salaries are often low, yet very few Scandinavians mention
money as a motivating force.

Ingvar Kamprad, the founder of lkea and one of the richest
men in the world, is famous for travelling on public
transport and using the same comfy chair (a 1974 lkea
Poang) for 33 years.

"In Scandinavia it is very difficult to fire someone after
their first 90 days of employment, which sounds like a
nightmare for most employers," said Strid. "But what it
instils is a very strong work ethic and sense of integrity.

"People in Scandinavian companies are better at speaking
their minds because there is less risk to their career.
Everyone feels very accountable for the success of the
company."

The current Viking invasion is, in fact, a two-pronged
attack.

On the one side is the determined force of Scandinavian
companies such as lkea, H&M and Absolut that have had
an impact on British soil.

On the other is the billions invested in UK companies by
Viking raiders such as the Icelandic bank Kaupthing, which
has financed deals for retail and property group Baugur,
entrepreneur Robert Tchenguiz and sports tycoon Mike
Ashley.

What characterises many in this new era of Scandinavian
sorties into the UK is that most are young and ambitious.

For example, Jon Asgeir Johannesson, Baugur's executive
chairman, and Lydur Gudmundsson, founder of Exista — a
£4.5bn food-to-financial services conglomerate which has
expanded from Iceland into the UK — are both still in their
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thirties.

"Vikings have always had the mentality of looking at the
rest of the world for growth — there is not enough room

at home," said Mr Strid. "For them the worst thing
imaginable was dying of old age.

"Vikings decide what they want, and accept the risk that

comes with it."
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