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In recent years, self-identified “democratic socialists” such as Sen. 
Bernie Sanders (I-VT) and Rep. Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez (D-NY) 
have touted socialism as the solution for all of America’s economic 
and social problems. Although they have not articulated exactly what 
democratic socialism entails, they have on countless occasions pointed 
to Denmark, Norway, and Sweden as thriving “socialist” paradises—
despite the fact an abundance of evidence shows these countries abso-
lutely are not socialist utopias.

For example, during a 60 Minutes interview in 2019, host Anderson Coo-
per asked Ocasio-Cortez, “When people hear the word socialism, they 
think Soviet Union, Cuba, Venezuela. Is that what you have in mind?”1

“Of course not,” Ocasio-Cortez replied. “What we have in mind—and 
what of my—and my policies most closely resemble are what we see 
in the U.K., in Norway, in Finland, in Sweden.”

Based on Ocasio-Cortez’s comments (and similar remarks from oth-
er democratic socialists), many have assumed Denmark, Norway, and 
Sweden are thriving Marxist socialist paradises and that Scandina-
vians are much better off than Americans because of their countries’ 
socialist policies. However, both these assumptions are false. The rel-

1  Rep. Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez appearing on 60 Minutes, CBS, June 23, 
2019.

Summary
■■ Denmark, Norway, and 

Sweden are not socialist 
nations.

■■ Danes, Norwegians, 
and Swedes are not better 
off than most Americans.

■■ Scandinavians 
have rejected many of 
the policies American 
democratic socialists 
regularly call for. For 
example, in Denmark, there 
is no federal minimum 
wage, no basic income, 
and no federal jobs 
guarantee.

■■ In Sweden, as is the 
case with Denmark and 
Norway, all citizens pay 
high tax rates.
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atively high standard of living enjoyed by the 
citizens of these countries is a direct result of 
the free-market elements of their economies, 
not high taxes or expansive social welfare pro-
grams. This reality is particularly problematic 
for socialists such as Sanders and Ocasio-Cor-
tez, who view capitalism as “irredeemable” 
and have hired campaign advisors who believe 
Hugo Chavez’s socialist 
reign in Venezuela was 
an “economic miracle.”2

This paper seeks to estab-
lish, beyond any doubt, 
that Denmark, Norway, 
and Sweden have not 
embraced Marxist prin-
ciples throughout much 
of their economies and 
are thus not “socialist” 
nations. Although these countries have, with-
out question, socialized a relatively small 
number of their industries, such as health care 
and higher education, most of their economies 
benefit from strong private property rights pro-
tections and numerous free-market elements, 
including comparatively low regulatory re-
quirements and largely flat tax systems.

This paper includes three primary sections, 
with each focusing on a single Scandinavian 
nation. Within each primary section are sev-
eral subsections that cover a variety of topics 
related to the Scandinavian socialism myth, 
including taxes, regulations, and private prop-
erty rights. 

2  Susan Warren, “Ocasio-Cortez Blasts Capitalism as an ‘Irredeemable’ System,” Bloomberg, March 
9, 2019, https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-03-10/ocasio-cortez-blasts-capitalism-as-an-
irredeemable-system
3  The Heritage Foundation, 2019 Index of Economic Freedom, August 28, 2019, https://www.heritage.
org/index

1. Denmark

Denmark at a Glance

The Kingdom of Denmark has a population 
of 5.8 million and covers about 16,500 square 
miles. Denmark’s gross domestic product 

(GDP) is $351 billion, 
and its per-capita income 
is roughly $60,000. 

To put this into perspec-
tive, Maryland has a 
population of about six 
million, covers about 
12,400 square miles, 
and has a gross state 
product of $412 billion. 
The United States has a 

population of 328 million and covers about 3.8 
million square miles. Its GDP is $20.6 trillion 
and its per-capita income is about $65,000. 

As these figures show, the United States dwarfs 
Denmark—economically, geographically, and 
in population size. 

Regulatory Burden

The Heritage Foundation’s 2019 Index of Eco-
nomic Freedom reveals much of Denmark’s 
economy is not socialistic.3 Denmark finished 
14th in Heritage’s 2019 index, which ranks 180 

“This paper seeks to 
establish, beyond any 
doubt, that Denmark, 

Norway, and Sweden have 
not embraced Marxist 

principles throughout much 
of their economies and are 

thus not ‘socialist’ nations.”

https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-03-10/ocasio-cortez-blasts-capitalism-as-an-irredeemable-system
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countries from most economically free to least 
free. Denmark’s high ranking alone shows 
that, at least in some very important respects, 
it incorporates limited government principles, 
free-market policies, and fiscal restraint—the 
antitheses of socialism.

According to the Heritage index, “Denmark 
has one of the world’s most attractive business 
environments … The labor market is sustained 
by flexible and modern employment regula-
tions. Monetary stability is well established, 
and the government is on course to end renew-
able energy subsidies within a few years.”4 

In fact, Denmark’s business freedom score of 
90.7 (out of 100) and monetary freedom score 
of 84.1 are well ahead of the United States’ 
scores of 83.8 and 76.6, respectively. (See Fig-
ure 1.) 

Although democratic socialists argue Den-
mark’s economy is a prime example of how 
socialism should work, Danes have rejected 
many of the policies American democratic 
socialists regularly call for. For example, in 
Denmark, there is no federal minimum wage, 
no basic income program, and no federal jobs 
guarantee. The Cato Institute’s Economic 
Freedom of the World: 2019 Annual Report 
ranked Denmark a perfect 10 out of 10 in the 
categories of credit market regulations, hiring 
regulations, and minimum wage, indicating 
Denmark’s national government generally 
does not intervene in these crucial areas.5

Further, over the past several years, Denmark 

4  Ibid.
5  James Gwartney et al., Economic Freedom of the World: 2019 Annual Report, Cato Institute et al., 
2019, https://www.cato.org/economic-freedom-world

has undertaken an extensive effort to simpli-
fy its regulatory scheme, similar to the Trump 
administration’s regulatory rollback. Denmark’s 
regulatory approach encourages free-market 
capitalism—not the burdensome, bureaucratic 
oversight democratic socialists promote.

Private Property Rights

Although prominent American democratic social-
ists point to Denmark as one of their models for 
confiscating and redistributing wealth, in many 

Figure 1: Denmark vs. United States 
(Business Freedom and Monetary 

Freedom)

Figure 1: 2019 Index of Economic Freedom, The 
Heritage Foundation, accessed February 12, 2019, 
https://www.heritage.org/index

https://object.cato.org/sites/cato.org/files/pubs/efw/efw2018/efw-2018-chapter-2.pdf
https://object.cato.org/sites/cato.org/files/pubs/efw/efw2018/efw-2018-chapter-2.pdf
https://www.cato.org/economic-freedom-world
https://www.heritage.org/index
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respects, Denmark protects private property more 
than governments in the United States. In Heri-
tage’s 2019 Index of Economic Freedom, Den-
mark earned a strong score of 86.2 in the property 
rights category and 85.8 in government integrity. 
The United States’ scores in these categories lag 
behind Denmark, at 79.3 and 77.4, respectively.6 

Why does the Unit-
ed States rank lower 
in these vital catego-
ries? According to The 
Heritage Foundation, 
because in America, 
“Property rights are 
guaranteed, but protec-
tion has been uneven. 
For example, civil asset 
forfeitures by law en-
forcement and an ex-
pansion of occupational 
licensing requirements 
have encroached on property rights.”7

If Ocasio-Cortez and Sanders are so enam-
ored with Denmark’s economic system, then 
they should be calling for stronger private 
property protections in the United States in-
stead of their confiscation and redistribution 
schemes.

6  The Heritage Foundation, supra note 3.
7  Ibid.
8  James Gwartney et al., supra note 5.
9  “Net international investment position - annual data,” European Union, August 17, 2018, https://
ec.europa.eu/eurostat/tgm/table.do?tab=table&init=1&plugin=1&pcode=tipsii10&language=en
10  “2018 Individual Economy Assessments,” International Monetary Fund, August, 2019, https://www.imf.
org/en/Publications/ESR/Issues/2018/07/19/2018-external-sector-report

Market Freedom

The Danish economy has a minimal regulatory 
burden and wide-open markets, which makes 
it attractive to global investors. The Cato 
Institute’s economic freedom report rated 
Denmark’s international trade freedom 8.5 

out of 10.8 Since 1990, 
Denmark has had a 
trade surplus every year 
except 1998. Denmark, 
unlike the United States, 
is a creditor nation.

Government 
Spending

In 2018, Denmark’s Net 
International Invest-
ment Position (NIIP)—

the difference between a nation’s financial 
assets and its liabilities—was 63.1 percent of 
GDP.9 Meanwhile, the United States’ NIIP in 
2018 was negative 47.4 percent of GDP.10 In 
other words, Denmark is in a very stable finan-
cial situation in the short and long terms. 

Over the past three years, budget deficits for 
the Danish national government have av-

“In Heritage’s 2019 Index 
of Economic Freedom, 

Denmark earned a strong 
score of 86.2 in the 

property rights category 
and 85.8 in government 

integrity. The United States’ 
scores in these categories 

lag behind Denmark, at 79.3 
and 77.4, respectively.”

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/tgm/table.do?tab=table&init=1&plugin=1&pcode=tipsii10&language=en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/tgm/table.do?tab=table&init=1&plugin=1&pcode=tipsii10&language=en
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/ESR/Issues/2018/07/19/2018-external-sector-report
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/ESR/Issues/2018/07/19/2018-external-sector-report
https://www.revolvy.com/page/Net-international-investment-position
https://www.revolvy.com/page/Net-international-investment-position
https://www.revolvy.com/page/Net-international-investment-position
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/tgm/table.do?tab=table&init=1&plugin=1&pcode=tipsii10&language=en
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/ESR/Issues/2018/07/19/2018-external-sector-report
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eraged 0.3 percent of GDP,11 compared to  
3 percent12 in the United States. Even more im-
pressive, Denmark’s total public debt is 34.1 
percent of GDP, while the U.S. total public 
debt is equivalent to a whopping 107.8 percent 
of GDP.13 (See Figure 2.) Denmark’s national 
debt of $127 billion means each Danish citizen 
currently foots about $22,000 of the country’s 
debt. On the other hand, the U.S. national debt 
of $22 trillion means each American is on the 
hook for about $68,000 of America’s unpaid 
bills.

As the U.S. federal government has brazen-
ly continued to increase its spending, the 
Danes have decreased social spending and 
reformed many of their social safety net 
systems. For example, in 2010 Denmark re-
duced the maximum tenure for unemploy-
ment benefits from four years to two years. 
Denmark also raised the age for retirement 
benefits and no longer allows anyone under 
40 who is capable of working to receive so-
cial pension payments. These changes indi-
cate Denmark wisely realized its social safe-
ty nets were impractical and is now working 
to maintain the safety nets’ long-term sus-
tainability. Misguided American democratic 
socialists, on the other hand, want to mas-
sively expand social programs, despite an-
nual deficits topping $1 trillion and a $22 
trillion national debt.14 

11  “Denmark Government Budget,” Trading Economics, September 6, 2019, https://tradingeconomics.
com/denmark/government-budget
12  “United States Federal Government Budget,” Trading Economics, September 6, 2019, https://
tradingeconomics.com/united-states/government-budget
13  “United States Government Debt: % of GDP,” CEIC Data, March 9, 2019, https://www.ceicdata.com/en/
indicator/united-states/government-debt--of-nominal-gdp
14  “US National Debt,” usdebtclock.org, accessed September 29, 2019, https://www.usdebtclock.org/
index.html, citing data from the U.S. Department of the Treasury.
15  The Heritage Foundation, supra note 3.

Tax Onus

In Denmark, the overall tax burden is 45.9 
percent of total domestic income.15 In Heri-

Figure 2: Denmark vs. United States 
(Public Debt as Percentage of GDP)

Figure 2: “United States Government Debt: % of GDP,” 
CEIC Data, March 9, 2019, https://www.ceicdata.com/en/
indicator/united-states/government-debt--of-nominal-gdp

https://tradingeconomics.com/denmark/government-budget
https://tradingeconomics.com/united-states/government-budget
https://tradingeconomics.com/united-states/government-budget
https://www.ceicdata.com/en/indicator/denmark/government-debt--of-nominal-gdp
https://www.usdebtclock.org/index.html
https://tradingeconomics.com/denmark/government-budget
https://tradingeconomics.com/denmark/government-budget
https://tradingeconomics.com/united-states/government-budget
https://tradingeconomics.com/united-states/government-budget
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https://www.ceicdata.com/en/indicator/united-states/government-debt--of-nominal-gdp
https://www.usdebtclock.org/index.html
https://www.usdebtclock.org/index.html
https://www.ceicdata.com/en/indicator/united-states/government-debt--of-nominal-gdp
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tage’s index, Denmark’s tax burden score is an 
abysmal 42. In the United States, the overall 
tax burden is 26 percent of total domestic in-
come, and the tax burden in Heritage’s index 
is scored at 75.1. In simple terms, the Danish 
government takes almost 46 percent of earned 
income while the U.S. government confiscates 
26 percent.16

Democratic socialists of-
ten complain that wealthy 
Americans do not pay 
their “fair share” of taxes. 
In recent years, they have 
called for highly progres-
sive taxes, such as wealth 
surtaxes, increased taxes 
on corporations, and in-
come tax rates as high as 
70 percent on the “wealthy.” 

Democratic socialists want to enact heavy tax-
es on the wealthy (and corporations) to pay 
for their socialist agenda—even though taxing 
the wealthy at 100 percent still wouldn’t cover 
the outrageous policies contained in propos-
als such as the “Green New Deal.” Because 
Ocasio-Cortez and Sanders use Denmark as 
a model for their policies, one might assume 
Denmark soaks the rich (and corporations) 
while sparing middle- and lower-income earn-
ers from the taxman. However, this is not the 

16  Ibid.
17  Erica York, “Summary of the Latest Federal Income Tax Data, 2017 Update,” Tax Foundation, January 
17, 2018, https://taxfoundation.org/summary-federal-income-tax-data-2017
18  See Justin Haskins, “Estimating the Income Tax Hikes Required to Pay for Bernie Sanders’ Medicare-
for-All Plan,” Policy Brief, The Heartland Institute, August 2019, https://www.heartland.org/publications-
resources/publications/policy-brief-estimating-the-income-tax-hikes-required-to-pay-for-bernie-sanders-
medicare-for-all-plan
19  Kyle Pomerleau, “How Scandinavian Countries Pay for Their Government Spending,” Tax Foundation, 
June 10, 2015, https://taxfoundation.org/how-scandinavian-countries-pay-their-government-spending

case. In fact, the U.S. tax system is more pro-
gressive than Denmark’s tax structure.

Conveniently, democratic socialists never 
mention that wealthy Americans already bear 
the brunt of the income tax burden. Accord-
ing to the Tax Foundation, in 2015 “the top 1 
percent [of American earners] paid a greater 
share of individual income taxes (39 percent) 

than the bottom 90 percent 
combined (29.4 percent). 
… The top 1 percent of 
taxpayers paid a 27.1 per-
cent individual income tax 
rate, which is more than 
seven times higher than 
taxpayers in the bottom 50 
percent (3.6 percent).”17

Further, IRS data from the 2017 filing period 
shows the top 5 percent of earners paid 55 per-
cent of all income tax revenues, and the bot-
tom 53 percent of earners accounted for only 
3.88 percent of income tax revenues.18

In Denmark, unlike the United States, every-
one pays high income tax rates. “Scandinavian 
income taxes raise a lot of revenue because 
they are actually rather flat,” notes the Tax 
Foundation. “In other words, they tax most 
people at these high rates, not just high-in-
come taxpayers.”19

“In simple terms, the 
Danish government 

takes almost 46 percent 
of earned income while 

the U.S. government 
confiscates 26 percent.”

https://taxfoundation.org/summary-federal-income-tax-data-2017
https://www.heartland.org/publications-resources/publications/policy-brief-estimating-the-income-tax-hikes-required-to-pay-for-bernie-sanders-medicare-for-all-plan
https://taxfoundation.org/how-scandinavian-countries-pay-their-government-spending/
https://files.taxfoundation.org/20180117125609/Tax-Foundation-FF570.pdf
https://taxfoundation.org/how-scandinavian-countries-pay-their-government-spending/
https://taxfoundation.org/how-scandinavian-countries-pay-their-government-spending/
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According to the Tax Foundation, “The top 
marginal tax rate of 60 percent in Denmark 
applies to all income over 1.2 times the av-
erage income in Denmark. From the Amer-
ican perspective, this means that all income 
over $60,000 (1.2 times the average income 
of about $50,000 in the 
United States) would be 
taxed at 60 percent.”20

“Compare this to The 
United States,” the Tax 
Foundation noted. “The 
top marginal tax rate of 
46.8 percent (state aver-
age and federal combined 
rates) kicks in at 8.5 times 
the average U.S. income 
(around $400,000). Com-
paratively, few taxpayers 
in the United States face 
the top marginal rate.”

Furthermore, income taxes are only one ingre-
dient of the tax burden pie. All Danes pay a 
value-added tax of 25 percent on goods and 
services, as well as excise taxes and govern-
ment fees.21 

As these figures show, all Danes pay high tax-
es, not just the wealthy, a clear violation of 

20  Ibid.
21  “Danish VAT rates and VAT compliance,” Avalara VATlive, 2019,  https://www.avalara.com/vatlive/en/
country-guides/europe/denmark/danish-vat-rates.html
22  Lydia Saad, “Less Than Half in U.S. Now Say Their Taxes Are Too High,” Gallup, April 16, 2018, https://
news.gallup.com/poll/232361/less-half-say-taxes-high.aspx
23  See Quentin Fottrell, “More than 44% of Americans Pay No Federal Income Tax,” MarketWatch, 
February 26, 2019, https://www.marketwatch.com/story/81-million-americans-wont-pay-any-federal-
income-taxes-this-year-heres-why-2018-04-16
24  “Denmark – Corporate Taxes on corporate income,” August 21, 2019, PwC, http://taxsummaries.pwc.
com/ID/Denmark-Corporate-Taxes-on-corporate-income

Marxist principles. Despite the rhetoric from 
American democratic socialists, the Danish 
tax system is far less redistributionist than the 
American tax code.

Moreover, it’s important to note it isn’t likely 
Americans would be will-
ing to imitate the Danish 
tax system in the near fu-
ture. According to a 2018 
Gallup poll, 45 percent of 
Americans already think 
taxes are too high,22 a fig-
ure made even more stun-
ning by the fact that about 
44 percent of Americans 
don’t pay federal income 
taxes.23 

Finally, Sanders and Oca-
sio-Cortez frequently ad-

vocate for taxing corporations at higher rates, 
which might lead some to erroneously think 
Denmark collects boatloads of taxes from 
Danish corporations. However, Denmark’s 
corporate tax rate is just 22 percent,24 only 
slightly higher than the U.S. rate of 21 percent. 
(The U.S. rate was 35 percent before the 2017 
Tax Cuts and Jobs Act.)

“According to the Tax 
Foundation, ‘The top 
marginal tax rate of 

60 percent in Denmark 
applies to all income 

over 1.2 times the average 
income in Denmark. From 
the American perspective, 
this means that all income 
over $60,000 would be 

taxed at 60 percent.’”

https://www.avalara.com/vatlive/en/country-guides/europe/denmark/danish-vat-rates.html
https://www.avalara.com/vatlive/en/country-guides/europe/denmark/danish-vat-rates.html
https://news.gallup.com/poll/232361/less-half-say-taxes-high.aspx
https://news.gallup.com/poll/232361/less-half-say-taxes-high.aspx
https://www.marketwatch.com/story/81-million-americans-wont-pay-any-federal-income-taxes-this-year-heres-why-2018-04-16
https://www.marketwatch.com/story/81-million-americans-wont-pay-any-federal-income-taxes-this-year-heres-why-2018-04-16
http://taxsummaries.pwc.com/ID/Denmark-Corporate-Taxes-on-corporate-income
http://taxsummaries.pwc.com/ID/Denmark-Corporate-Taxes-on-corporate-income
https://news.gallup.com/poll/232361/less-half-say-taxes-high.aspx
https://news.gallup.com/poll/232361/less-half-say-taxes-high.aspx
http://taxsummaries.pwc.com/ID/Denmark-Corporate-Taxes-on-corporate-income
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Not Better Off

Overall, those living in Denmark are not 
better off than Americans, at least not eco-
nomically. All Danes, including the poor 
and middle-income earners, pay a hefty tax 
burden to support Denmark’s social safety 
nets, including government-provided health 
care. As a result, Danes 
have much less dispos-
able income. Danes also 
pay considerably higher 
prices for basic goods 
and services because of 
the country’s 25 percent 
national value-added 
tax. 

Compared to the Unit-
ed States, Denmark 
has higher poverty and 
unemployment rates, 
higher housing and 
transportation costs, and a lower amount of 
median wealth per adult. Americans have 
access to better health care services, more 
purchasing power,25 and a higher GDP per 
capita.26 Further, a higher percentage of U.S. 
adults aged 25–64 have completed upper 
secondary education (high school) than their 
Danish peers.27

25  “World Living Standards Rankings,” The Economist, September 6, 2019, https://worldinfigures.com/
rankings/index/50
26  GDP per capita, International Monetary Fund, September 6, 2019, https://www.imf.org/external/
datamapper/NGDPDPC@WEO/OEMDC/ADVEC/WEOWORLD/DNK/USA
27  “OECD Better Life Index,” OECD, September 6, 2019, http://www.oecdbetterlifeindex.org/topics/
education

Conclusion: Denmark

Denmark is not a Marxist socialist nation. Den-
mark has not in recent decades implemented any-
thing close to the sheer breadth of socialist poli-
cies advocated by socialists like Bernie Sanders 
and Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, including many 
of the policies in Ocasio-Cortez’s “Green New 

Deal.” Additionally, so-
cialists in America ignore 
the many free-market 
parts of the Nordic system 
that don’t fit with their far-
left ideology. 

Furthermore, some of 
Denmark’s pseudo-so-
cialistic programs are 
currently being reduced 
or reformed due to unsus-
tainability. In recent years, 
Denmark has embraced 
several free-market poli-

cies, including a major deregulatory drive. 

Perhaps Danish Prime Minister Lars Lok-
ke Rasmussen put it best while speaking at 
Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government 
in 2015: “Some people in the U.S. associate 
the Nordic model with some sort of social-
ism. Therefore, I would like to make one thing 
clear: Denmark is far from a socialist planned 
economy. Denmark is a market economy.”

“Furthermore, some 
of Denmark’s pseudo-

socialistic programs are 
currently being reduced 

or reformed due to 
unsustainability. In recent 

years, Denmark has 
embraced several free-

market policies, including a 
major deregulatory drive.”

https://worldinfigures.com/rankings/index/50
https://www.imf.org/external/datamapper/NGDPDPC@WEO/OEMDC/ADVEC/WEOWORLD/DNK/USA
https://worldinfigures.com/rankings/index/50
https://worldinfigures.com/rankings/index/50
https://www.imf.org/external/datamapper/NGDPDPC@WEO/OEMDC/ADVEC/WEOWORLD/DNK/USA
https://www.imf.org/external/datamapper/NGDPDPC@WEO/OEMDC/ADVEC/WEOWORLD/DNK/USA
http://www.oecdbetterlifeindex.org/topics/education/
http://www.oecdbetterlifeindex.org/topics/education/
https://www.investors.com/politics/commentary/denmark-tells-bernie-sanders-to-stop-calling-it-socialist/
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Denmark does have several socialized indus-
tries, including a government-managed univer-
sal health care system. However, those indus-
tries have significant problems, largely due to 
government’s failures. However, this does not 
mean Sanders and Ocasio-Cortez truly want 
to adopt the Nordic model, despite their many 
claims to the contrary. If they did, then they 
would also support dozens of Nordic policies 
Sanders and Ocasio-Cortez routinely reject, 
including reduced regulations, strong proper-
ty rights protections, a 
high level of business 
freedom, a more broad-
based tax system that 
requires the poor to pay 
a large tax burden, and 
lower budget deficits. 

When Sanders or Oca-
sio-Cortez say they sup-
port the Nordic model, 
they are lying, plain and 
simple. They support 
the defunct socialist elements of the Nordic 
system, to be sure, but they ignore the many 
free-market reforms that have made these 
countries so prosperous in recent years. 

2. Norway

Norway at a Glance

The Kingdom of Norway, which was unified 
in A.D. 872 after the Battle of Hafrsfjord, has 

28  The Heritage Foundation, supra note 3.
29  Ibid.

a population of 5.3 million and covers about 
117,000 square miles. It has a gross domestic 
product of $435 billion and a per-capita in-
come of about $80,000.

Comparatively, the United States, which 
emerged in the eighteenth century, has a popu-
lation of 328 million and covers about 3.8 mil-
lion square miles. Its GDP is $20.6 trillion and 
it has a per-capita income of about $65,000. 

Regulatory Burden

The Heritage Founda-
tion’s 2019 Index of 
Economic Freedom 
shows Norway’s econo-
my is not as socialistic 
as many American so-
cialists claim. Norway 
ranked 26th in Heri-
tage’s 2019 index.28

According to the Heritage index, Norway 
has a “transparent and efficient regulatory 
framework [that] facilitates entrepreneurial 
activity and innovation.” Norway’s business 
freedom score of 89.4 and monetary freedom 
score of 75.4 are in line with the United 
States, which received scores of 83.8 and 76.6, 
respectively.29 (See Figure 3 on page 10.)

Although U.S. democratic socialists argue 
Norway’s economy is an ideal illustration of 
how their socialist proposals would work in 
the United States, the truth is that Norwegians 

“Denmark does have several 
socialized industries, 

including a government-
managed universal health 

care system. However, those 
industries have significant 
problems, largely due to 
government’s failures.”

https://www.heritage.org/index/
https://www.heritage.org/index/
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have not imposed many of the socialistic pol-
icies promoted by American progressives and 
democratic socialists, including a national 
minimum wage, universal basic income, or a 
government jobs guarantee. 

Moreover, the libertarian-leaning research-
ers of the Economic Freedom of the World: 
2019 Annual Report gave Norway a score of 
9.33 out of 10 for its credit market regula-
tions, 9.85 for starting a business, and 9.12 
for its relatively low licensing restrictions.30 
Additionally, according to the World Bank, 
Norway ranks seventh in the world for its 
“ease of doing business,” one spot ahead of 
the United States.31

Norway’s regulatory approach encourages 
free-market capitalism, not socialism.

Fossil Fuels

Democratic socialists, as well as many of the 
leaders of the Democratic Party in the United 
States, ardently oppose the use of fossil fuels. 
For example, under Ocasio-Cortez’s “Green 
New Deal,” all fossil-fuel consumption and 
most, if not all, production would be eliminat-
ed in the United States (including air travel) 
over a 10-year period. Since American dem-
ocratic socialists are opposed to using fossil 
fuels and say they strongly endorse the Nor-
wegian model, one might reasonably assume 
Norway has virtually no fossil-fuel produc-

30  James Gwartney et al., supra note 5.
31  “Rankings & Ease of Doing Business Score,” World Bank, September 13, 2019, https://www.doingbusi-
ness.org/en/rankings
32  “Production Forecasts,” Ministry of Petroleum and Energy and the Norwegian Petroleum Directorate, 
March 26, 2019, https://www.norskpetroleum.no/en/production-and-exports/production-forecasts

tion. In reality, Norway’s economy depends 
heavily on fossil-fuel exports. 

Over the past 50 years, Norway has become a 
global leader in oil and natural gas extraction. 
According to the Norwegian Ministry of Petro-
leum and Energy (NMPE), “In the 50 years since 
Norwegian petroleum activities began, about 47 
per cent of the estimated total recoverable re-
sources on the continental shelf have been pro-
duced and sold. Thus, there are large remain-
ing resources, and it is expected that the level 
of activity on the Norwegian shelf will contin-
ue to be high for the next 50 years as well.”32

Figure 3: Norway vs. United States 
(Business Freedom and Monetary 

Freedom)

Figure 3: 2019 Index of Economic Freedom, The 
Heritage Foundation, accessed February 12, 2019, 
https://www.heritage.org/index

https://www.cato.org/economic-freedom-world
https://www.cato.org/economic-freedom-world
http://www.doingbusiness.org/en/rankings
https://www.doingbusiness.org/en/rankings
https://www.doingbusiness.org/en/rankings
https://www.norskpetroleum.no/en/production-and-exports/production-forecasts/
https://www.heritage.org/index
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Unlike Venezuela—a truly socialist country 
that also has abundant oil reserves—Norway’s 
oil industry is regulated with a light touch. 
NMPE has created a 
more business-friendly 
regulatory “framework 
for the profitable produc-
tion of oil and gas in the 
long term,” rather than 
adopt the model in place 
in Venezuela, which has 
largely removed private 
industry from oil and gas 
extraction.  

Norwegians realize fos-
sil fuels are valuable 
commodities, which is 
why they support pro-
fuse extraction and exportation. To date, Nor-
way has accumulated close to $1 trillion in a 
sovereign wealth fund from its oil exports—
about $233,000 for every Norwegian.33 

Without oil revenues, Norway couldn’t afford 
its vast welfare programs. If the United States 
were to adopt Norway’s policies, it would 
need to dramatically increase its reliance on 
fossil-fuel revenues, not eliminate them, as 
democratic socialists routinely call for.

Private Property Rights

Although American democratic socialists point 
to Norway as one of their model countries for 

33  “About the Fund,” Norges Bank, accessed September 1, 2019, https://www.nbim.no/en
34  The Heritage Foundation, supra note 3.
35  Ibid.

confiscating and redistributing wealth, Nor-
way arguably protects private property better 
than the United States. In the Heritage index, 

Norway earned a strong 
score of 86.1 in the 
property rights category 
and 92.3 in government 
integrity, because Nor-
way maintains an inde-
pendent judicial branch, 
transparent court system, 
and rigorously protects 
private property rights.34

If Ocasio-Cortez and 
Sanders are so enam-
ored with Norway’s eco-
nomic system, then they 
should call for stronger 

private property protections in the United 
States, instead of promoting their Marxist ide-
ology, which would significantly reduce pri-
vate property rights.

Market Freedom

When it comes to investment and financial 
freedom, Norway scored 75 and 60, respec-
tively, in The Heritage Foundation’s index, 
which noted Norway’s “economy benefits 
from openness to foreign investment. The fi-
nancial sector is open, but the government re-
tains ownership of the largest financial institu-
tion. Credit is allocated on market terms, and 
banks offer an array of services.”35

“Without oil revenues, 
Norway couldn’t afford its 

vast welfare programs. If 
the United States were to 
adopt Norway’s policies, it 

would need to dramatically 
increase its reliance on 

fossil-fuel revenues, 
not eliminate them, as 
democratic socialists 
routinely call for.”

https://www.nbim.no/en/
https://www.nbim.no/en
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Additionally, the Norwegian economy has 
relatively few regulations and open markets, 
which makes it very attractive to global in-
vestors. The Economic Freedom of the World: 
2019 Annual Report rated Norway’s interna-
tional trade freedom 7.57 out of 10.36 Further, 
since 1989, Norway has recorded a trade sur-
plus every year. Norway, unlike the United 
States, is a creditor nation.

If American democrat-
ic socialists want to du-
plicate this aspect of the 
Norwegian economy, the 
United States should re-
duce its massive debt ob-
ligations—not implement 
the costly socialistic pro-
grams Ocasio-Cortez and 
Sanders recommend. 

Government Spending

In 2014 (the most recent available data), 
Norway’s Net International Investment Po-
sition—the difference between a nation’s 
financial assets and its liabilities—was an 
astounding 170.9 percent of GDP. Norway 
is in a very stable financial situation in the 
short and long terms. Conversely, the United 

36  James Gwartney et al., supra note 5. 
37  “Net international investment position,” Revolvy, September 13, 2019, https://www.revolvy.com/page/
Net-international-investment-position?cr=1
38  “Norway Government Budget,” Trading Economics, September 13, 2019, https://tradingeconomics.
com/norway/government-budget
39  Trading Economics, supra note 12.
40  The Heritage Foundation, supra note 3.
41  Ibid.

States’ NIIP in 2018 was negative 46.5 per-
cent of GDP.37 

Over the past three years, Norway has run a 
federal government budget surplus averaging 
4.4 percent of GDP.38 Over the same period, 
the U.S. government has done the opposite, 
running a budget deficit averaging 3 percent 
of GDP.39

Norway’s fiscal health 
score is a nearly perfect 
97.3, according to the 
Heritage index, while the 
U.S. fiscal health score is 
a frighteningly low 53.1. 
Even more impressive 
is that Norway’s total 
public debt is only 36.7 

percent of GDP. The U.S. total public debt is 
107.8 percent of GDP.40 (See Figure 4 on page 
13.)

In terms of government spending, Norway 
earned a score of 25.3 in the Heritage index 
because “over the past three years, govern-
ment spending has amounted to 49.9 percent 
of the country’s output (GDP).”41

There’s no question both the Norwegian and 
U.S. governments spend large sums of mon-
ey financing costly welfare programs, but the 

“Additionally, the 
Norwegian economy has 

relatively few regulations 
and open markets, which 
makes it very attractive 

to global investors.”

https://www.ceicdata.com/en/indicator/norway/trade-balance
https://www.ceicdata.com/en/indicator/norway/trade-balance
https://www.ceicdata.com/en/indicator/united-states/trade-balance
https://www.ceicdata.com/en/indicator/united-states/trade-balance
https://www.revolvy.com/page/Net-international-investment-position
https://www.revolvy.com/page/Net-international-investment-position
https://www.revolvy.com/page/Net-international-investment-position?cr=1
https://www.revolvy.com/page/Net-international-investment-position?cr=1
https://tradingeconomics.com/norway/government-budget
https://tradingeconomics.com/norway/government-budget
https://tradingeconomics.com/norway/government-budget
https://tradingeconomics.com/united-states/government-budget


13The Heartland Institute  -  Policy Brief  -  DEC 2019

Norwegian government—unlike the U.S. gov-
ernment—can afford to do this, at least tem-
porarily, because of its vast oil revenues. The 
Norwegian government has more than $1 tril-
lion in its sovereign wealth fund, the world’s 
largest; an annual revenue stream of oil export 
sales; a consistent budget surplus; and it has a 
relatively low amount of debt.

Tax Onus

Both Norwegians and Americans pay a rel-
atively high tax burden, although Norwe-
gians pay slightly more. The overall tax 
burden in Norway encompasses 30 percent 
of total domestic income, according to the 
Heritage index. In the United States, the 
overall tax burden is 26 percent of total do-
mestic income.42 

Prominent progressives constantly tout the 
need to soak the rich with increasingly higher 
taxes. Even worse, they routinely advocate for 
enacting excessive taxes on U.S. corporations, 
which would reduce jobs and wages while 
raising prices.

Because Ocasio-Cortez and Sanders constant-
ly hold up Norway as though it were their ideal 
economic model, one would assume Norway’s 
tax system is highly progressive, meaning the 
wealthy bear a vast majority of the tax burden. 
However, this is not the case. In fact, the U.S. 
tax system is far more progressive, in terms of 
tax burden, than the Norwegian system.

42  Ibid.
43  Kyle Pomerleau, supra note 19.

In Norway, all citizens, including middle- and 
lower-income earners, foot large tax bills. 
“Scandinavian income taxes [including Nor-
way’s] raise a lot of revenue because they are 
actually rather flat,” notes the Tax Foundation.43 

According to the Tax Foundation, “Norway’s 
top marginal tax rate of 39 percent applies to 

Figure 4: Norway vs. United States (Public 
Debt as Percentage of GDP)

Figure 4: “United States Government Debt: % of GDP,” 
CEIC Data, March 9, 2019, https://www.ceicdata.com/
en/indicator/united-states/government-debt--of-nominal-
gdp

https://www.nbim.no/en/
https://taxfoundation.org/how-scandinavian-countries-pay-their-government-spending/
https://www.ceicdata.com/en/indicator/united-states/government-debt--of-nominal-gdp
https://www.ceicdata.com/en/indicator/united-states/government-debt--of-nominal-gdp
https://www.ceicdata.com/en/indicator/united-states/government-debt--of-nominal-gdp
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all income over 1.6 times the average Norwe-
gian income.”44 

“Compare this to the United States,” the Tax 
Foundation added. “The top marginal tax rate 
of 46.8 percent (state average and federal com-
bined rates) kicks in at 8.5 times the average 
U.S. income (around $400,000). Comparative-
ly, few taxpayers in the United States face the 
top marginal rate.”45

All Norwegians also pay 
a value-added tax of 25 
percent on goods and ser-
vices. Additionally, Nor-
wegians 16 years old or 
older pay an annual fee of 
2,000 kroner (about $215) 
for health care.

Even Norway’s “wealth 
tax” is much flatter than 
anything now being pro-
posed in the United States. 
The Norwegian wealth tax 
of 0.85 percent applies to net assets exceeding 
1,500,000 kronen (about $170,000).46 

As these figures indicate, all Norwegians pay 
high taxes, not just the wealthy, and top tax 
rates are imposed at much lower thresholds 
than in the United States, making the Norwe-
gian income tax system much less progressive.

44  Ibid.
45  Ibid.
46  The Norwegian Tax Administration, September 13, 2019, https://www.skatteetaten.no/en/rates/wealth-
tax/
47  Kyle Pomerleau, supra note 19.
48  Global Wealth Report 2018, Credit Suisse, October 2018, https://www.credit-suisse.com/about-us/en/
reports-research/global-wealth-report.html

Further, Norway’s corporate tax rate is just 24 
percent, only slightly higher than the U.S. rate 
of 21 percent and lower than the rate now be-
ing proposed by socialists and progressives in 
the Democratic Party.

Despite democratic socialists’ promises of 
“free” college and “free” health care, there 
is no such thing as a free lunch. As the Tax 
Foundation notes, “the spending-side pro-
grams in Scandinavian countries cost a lot. 

Taxes would definite-
ly need to be increased 
in the United States if it 
were to adopt them. If the 
U.S. were to raise tax-
es in a way that mirrors 
Scandinavian countries, 
taxes—especially on the 
middle-class—would in-
crease through a new VAT 
and high payroll and in-
come taxes.”47

Not Better Off

Perhaps most importantly, Norwegians are not 
better off than Americans. Norwegians pay 
higher taxes, electricity rates, and transporta-
tion costs, and they have a lower amount of av-
erage wealth per adult.48 Norwegians also pay 

“As these figures 
indicate, all Norwegians 
pay high taxes, not just 

the wealthy, and top tax 
rates are imposed at much 
lower thresholds than in 
the United States, making 

the Norwegian income 
tax system much less 

progressive.”

https://www.skatteetaten.no/en/rates/wealth-tax/
https://www.skatteetaten.no/en/rates/wealth-tax/
https://www.credit-suisse.com/about-us/en/reports-research/global-wealth-report.html
https://www.credit-suisse.com/about-us/en/reports-research/global-wealth-report.html
C://Users/CTalgo/Downloads/global-wealth-report-2018-en.pdf
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much more for many basic goods and services, 
as well as housing. 

Compared to the average 
Norwegian, Americans 
have better health care (at 
least in terms of health care 
spending per capita); more 
purchasing power; and a 
higher GDP growth rate, 
average household net-ad-
justed disposable income 
per capita, and consumer 
confidence rating. 

The average working American family can live 
in a bigger and better home, drive a bigger and 
better car, and save significantly more money 
than the average family in Norway—and this 
is mostly because of Norway’s highly punitive 
tax system, which all Norwegians must pay. 

Conclusion: Norway

Despite its high tax rates and large welfare 
programs, Norway is not a socialist nation. In 
many areas, Norway’s economy is freer than 
the U.S. economy.

Furthermore, many of the half-hearted social-
istic programs in Norway are funded by the 
nation’s massive fossil-fuel production. With-
out Norway’s high oil revenues, it likely could 
not afford its current welfare policies. This is 
important to note because American demo-
cratic socialists want to completely eliminate 
all carbon-dioxide emissions and fossil-fuel 
production in the United States, which means 
Norway’s current system is completely incom-

patible with American democratic socialists’ 
policy proposals.

3. Sweden

Sweden at a Glance

In the twelfth century, the 
Kingdom of Sweden was 
formed. Today, it has a 
population of 10 million, 

covers about 174,000 square miles, and has a 
gross domestic product of $550 billion. The 
average income per capita for Swedes is about 
$53,000.

On the other hand, the United States is less 
than three centuries old and has a much larger 
population than that of Sweden. The U.S. pop-
ulation is about 33 times larger and the U.S. 
land mass is 21 times greater. In terms of GDP, 
U.S. output is 38 times larger, and U.S. GDP 
per-capita is $12,000 higher than in Sweden.

As in the cases of Denmark and Norway, the 
United States dwarfs Sweden—economical-
ly, geographically, and in terms of population 
size. This is important to keep in mind when-
ever analysts or politicians compare Sweden 
with the United States. 

Regulatory Burden

Like Denmark and Norway, The Heritage 
Foundation’s 2019 Index of Economic Free-
dom reveals numerous aspects of Sweden’s 

“Despite its high tax 
rates and large welfare 

programs, Norway is 
not a socialist nation. 

In many areas, Norway’s 
economy is freer than 

the U.S. economy.”

https://www.heritage.org/index/
https://www.heritage.org/index/
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economy are not socialistic. In fact, Sweden 
ranked 19th in Heritage’s 2019 freedom index.

According to the Heritage index, Sweden’s 
“efficient regulatory framework strongly facil-
itates entrepreneurial activity, allowing busi-
ness formation and operation to be dynamic 
and innovative.” Sweden’s business freedom 
score of 88 and monetary freedom score of 82 
are ahead of the United States, which earned 
scores of 83.8 and 76.6, respectively.49 (See 
Figure 5.)

Despite rhetoric from democratic socialists 
that has led some to believe otherwise, Sweden 
implements a commonsense, limited regulato-
ry regime. Like its neighbors, Sweden enacts 
government regulations that do not undermine 
commerce and entrepreneurship. Instead, Swe-
den’s light regulatory approach encourages cap-
ital formation and innovation. 

Although democratic socialists argue Sweden’s 
economy is an exceptional example of why 
Americans should adopt their obsolete Marxist 
policies, Swedes have rejected numerous failed 
programs that continue to be promoted by dem-
ocratic socialists like Sanders. In fact, Swe-
den does not have a national minimum wage. 
It also does not have a basic income or federal 
jobs guarantee, which are stalwarts of the dem-
ocratic socialist agenda. Moreover Sweden’s 
labor market regulations have been trending in 
a free-market direction over the past three de-
cades.50

49  The Heritage Foundation, supra note 3.
50  James Gwartney et al., supra note 5.

Private Property Rights

Although prominent American democratic so-
cialists point to Sweden as one of their models for 
efficiently confiscating and redistributing wealth, 
many analysts argue Sweden protects private 
property more than the United States does.

In the Heritage index, Sweden earned a stellar 
score of 89.5 in the property rights category 
and 88 in its government integrity category, 
because “real and intellectual property rights 
are well protected. Enforcement of contracts 
is very well established, and the rule of law 

Figure 5: Sweden vs. United States 
(Business Freedom and Monetary 

Freedom)

Figure 5: 2019 Index of Economic Freedom, The 
Heritage Foundation, accessed February 12, 2019, 
https://www.heritage.org/index

https://www.heritage.org/index
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is well maintained.” By comparison, the Unit-
ed States has fallen behind Sweden, earning 
scores of 79.3 and 77.4, respectively.51 

Market Freedom

In the Heritage index, Sweden scored in the in-
vestment and financial freedom categories 85 
and 80 respectively. These policies “facilitate 
large flows of investment.”

The Swedish economy has a relatively low 
number of regulations and open markets, mak-
ing it very appealing to global investors. The 
Economic Freedom of the World: 2019 Annu-
al Report rated Sweden’s international trade 
freedom 8.18 out of 10,52 and Sweden has con-
sistently run trade surpluses for more than 30 
years.53 Like Denmark and Norway, Sweden is 
also a creditor nation.

If democratic socialists want to duplicate the 
Swedish economy, they should call for slash-
ing regulations and addressing America’s sub-
stantial debt obligations by cutting govern-
ment spending. 

51  The Heritage Foundation, supra note 3.
52  James Gwartney et al., supra note 5. 
53  “Sweden Trade Balance,” CEIC Data, July 2019, https://www.ceicdata.com/en/indicator/sweden/trade-
balance
54  European Union, supra note 9.
55  “Sweden Government Budget,” Trading Economics, September 11, 2019, https://tradingeconomics.
com/sweden/government-budget
56  Trading Economics, supra note 12.
57  CEIC Data, supra note 13.
58  “Sweden Government Spending to GDP,” Trading Economics, September 11, 2019,  https://
tradingeconomics.com/sweden/government-spending-to-gdp
59  Ibid.

Government Spending

In 2018, Sweden’s Net International Invest-
ment Position—the difference between a na-
tion’s financial assets and its liabilities—was 
8 percent54 of GDP, a sign Sweden, like Den-
mark and Norway, is in a very stable financial 
situation.

Since 2016, the budget surplus for the Swed-
ish national government has averaged 0.9 
percent of GDP. 55,56 Even more impressive is 
that Sweden’s total public debt is 38.8 per-
cent of GDP, significantly lower than total 
public debt in the United States (107.8 per-
cent of GDP).57

As the U.S. federal government continues to 
spend increasingly more, the Swedes are de-
creasing government spending and reforming 
their social safety nets. In 1993, government 
spending in Sweden reached an all-time high 
of 70.5 percent of GDP, but by 2017, it fell 
to a near record-low of 49.9 percent of GDP.58 
Similarly, in 1995, Sweden’s debt-to-GDP59 
ratio was 72.4 percent. By 2018, it was cut to 
38.8 percent. (See Figure 6 on page 18.)

https://www.ceicdata.com/en/indicator/sweden/trade-balance
https://www.ceicdata.com/en/indicator/sweden/trade-balance
https://www.ceicdata.com/en/indicator/sweden/trade-balance
https://tradingeconomics.com/sweden/government-budget
https://tradingeconomics.com/sweden/government-budget
https://tradingeconomics.com/sweden/government-spending-to-gdp
https://tradingeconomics.com/sweden/government-spending-to-gdp
https://www.revolvy.com/page/Net-international-investment-position
https://www.revolvy.com/page/Net-international-investment-position
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/tgm/table.do?tab=table&init=1&plugin=1&pcode=tipsii10&language=en
https://tradingeconomics.com/sweden/government-budget
https://tradingeconomics.com/sweden/government-budget
https://www.ceicdata.com/en/indicator/sweden/government-debt--of-nominal-gdp
https://tradingeconomics.com/sweden/government-spending-to-gdp
https://tradingeconomics.com/sweden/government-debt-to-gdp
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After years of trying to implement failing so-
cialist policies, the Swedish government in 
the 1990s implemented a series of important 
free-market reforms. According to the Swed-
ish Institute, “First, in 1996, a ceiling for public 
spending (utgiftstak) was introduced. This was 
accompanied by the addition of the ‘surplus 
goal’ (överskottsmålet) for the government bud-
get – measures that remain largely intact.”

“Additionally,” the Swedish Institute notes, 
“the Swedish Fiscal Policy Council (Finans-
politiska rådet) was established in 2007. This 
committee of experts audits the government’s 
policy decisions regarding public finances and 
aims to ensure that they remain consistent with 
the goals of growth, employment and long-
term financial sustainability.”

Sweden realized its social safety net was im-
practical and unsustainable, so it instituted 
necessary fiscal reforms to maintain its long-
term economic viability. Because of Swe-
den’s much-needed reforms, the nation’s fiscal 
health score in the Heritage Foundation’s in-
dex is now an outstanding 96.6.60 

Tax Onus

According to the Tax Foundation, “Sweden’s 
top marginal tax rate of 56.9 percent applies 
to all income over 1.5 times the average in-
come in Sweden … Compare this to the Unit-
ed States. The top marginal tax rate of 46.8 
percent (state average and federal combined 
rates) kicks in at 8.5 times the average U.S. 

60  The Heritage Foundation, supra note 3.
61  Kyle Pomerleau, supra note 19.

income (around $400,000). Comparatively, 
few taxpayers in the United States face the top 
marginal rate.”61

In Sweden, as is the case with Denmark and 
Norway, all citizens pay high income taxes. 
Sweden’s tax system is extremely broad-based, 
meaning all Swedes send a large percentage of 
their income to the capital city of Stockholm, 

Figure 6: Sweden vs. United States (Public 
Debt as Percentage of GDP)

Figure 6: “United States Government Debt: % of GDP,” 
CEIC Data, March 9, 2019, https://www.ceicdata.com/
en/indicator/united-states/government-debt--of-nominal-
gdp

https://sweden.se/business/how-sweden-created-a-model-economy/
https://sweden.se/business/how-sweden-created-a-model-economy/
https://taxfoundation.org/how-scandinavian-countries-pay-their-government-spending/
https://www.ceicdata.com/en/indicator/united-states/government-debt--of-nominal-gdp
https://www.ceicdata.com/en/indicator/united-states/government-debt--of-nominal-gdp
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whether they are extremely wealthy or living 
paycheck to paycheck. 

As stated previously, “Scandinavian income 
taxes raise a lot of revenue because they are ac-
tually rather flat. In other words, they tax most 
people at these high rates, not just high-income 
taxpayers.”62

Sweden’s overall tax burden equals 44.1 per-
cent of total domestic income. No wonder 
The Heritage Foundation’s tax burden score 
for Sweden ranks among the world’s bottom 
dwellers!63 And income taxes are just one com-
ponent of the tax burden Swedes face. Many 
also pay a highly regressive value-added tax of 
25 percent on goods and services.64 

Although tax rates paid by individuals of ev-
ery economic class are high in Sweden, some 
progress has been made over the past 15 years. 
In 2004, Sweden eliminated its inheritance and 
gift taxes,65 and in 2007 it scrapped its wealth 
tax.66 As these reforms illustrate, Sweden is 
jettisoning some of its most progressive taxes 
in favor of broad-based taxes—the opposite of 
what a socialist nation would do.

Further, it’s worth noting Sanders and Oca-
sio-Cortez often advocate for taxing corpora-

62  Ibid.
63  The Heritage Foundation, supra note 3.
64  “VAT in Sweden,” TMF Group, September 11, 2019, https://www.tmf-group.com/en/services/
companies/accounting-tax/vat/country-profile/sweden/#targetText=Swedish%20VAT%20
rates,healthcare%2C%20financial%20services%20and%20education.
65  Anders Ydstedt, “Fiscal lessons: Ten years without the Swedish inheritance tax,” Cayman Financial 
Review, May 22, 2016, https://www.caymanfinancialreview.com/2016/05/22/fiscal-lessons-ten-years-
without-the-swedish-inheritance-tax
66  David Ibison, “Sweden Axes Wealth Tax,” Financial Times, March 28, 2007, https://www.ft.com/content/
d6f77584-dd4a-11db-8d42-000b5df10621
67  Kyle Pomerleau, “The United States’ Corporate Income Tax Rate Is Now More in Line with Those 

tions at high rates, all while singing Sweden’s 
praises, causing some to reasonably assume 
the Swedish model also places high taxes on 
corporations. But this, too, is not accurate. 
Sweden’s corporate tax rate is 22 percent, only 
slightly higher than the U.S. rate of 21 per-
cent.67 (See Figure 7.)

Figure 7: Denmark, Norway, and Sweden 
vs. United States (Corporate Income  

Tax Rates)

Figure 7: Kyle Pomerleau, “The United States’ 
Corporate Income Tax Rate Is Now More in Line with 
Those Levied by Other Major Nations,” Tax Foundation, 
February 12, 2018, https://taxfoundation.org/us-
corporate-income-tax-more-competitive
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School Choice

In Sweden, unlike the United States, all par-
ents can choose the school their children at-
tend. According to the 
Swedish Institute, “Fol-
lowing a law change in 
the 1990s, parents and 
their children can choose 
among tuition-free 
schools, whether munic-
ipal or private. Although 
private schools have 
been in existence for as 
long as there has been compulsory education 
in Sweden, they were not a wide-spread com-
petitive alternative to municipal schools until 
the 1992 law provided them with public fund-
ing.”68

Close to three decades after Sweden institut-
ed its universal school choice program, many 
Swedish parents are still taking advantage of 
the opportunity to choose to enroll their chil-
dren in a charter school. “[In] 2017, around 
17 per cent of compulsory schools and 33 per 
cent of upper secondary schools were charter 
schools and they attracted 15 per cent of all 
compulsory school students and 27 per cent of 
all upper secondary school students,” accord-
ing to the Swedish Institute.69

Levied by Other Major Nations,” Tax Foundation, February 12, 2018, https://taxfoundation.org/us-
corporate-income-tax-more-competitive
68  “Education in Sweden,” Swedish Institute, October 10, 2018, https://sweden.se/society/educa-
tion-in-sweden
69  Ibid.
70  Alexandra Hudson, “School Voucher Systems Across the Globe Make the Case for School Choice in 
the U.S.,” EdChoice, July 19, 2016, https://www.edchoice.org/blog/school-voucher-systems-across-globe-
make-case-school-choice-u-s
71  Ibid.

Since the implementation of Sweden’s 
near-universal school choice program, those 
students in private schools have outper-
formed their public school peers. According 

to EdChoice, “The most 
vigorous study on the 
Swedish school voucher 
system … concludes that 
students in non-public 
(or Independent schools 
as they are called in 
Sweden) perform better 
than their public school 
peers both in the short 

term, with increased test results and grades, 
and the long term, with higher grades in sec-
ondary school and at university. Both for-prof-
it and nonprofit private schools showed this 
positive effect.”70 

Moreover, EdChoice found “a recent nation-
al survey in Sweden showed that parents who 
had children enrolled in Independent (private) 
schools were 10 percent more likely to be sat-
isfied than those with children in municipal 
schools.”71

The Swedish education system is the exact op-
posite of the centralized, socialistic approach 
embraced by the left in the United States. In 
fact, democratic socialists constantly advocate 
for more government control of education. 

“Since the implementation 
of Sweden’s near-universal 

school choice program, 
those students in private 

schools have outperformed 
their public-school peers.”
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Not Better Off

The available evidence clearly shows Swedes are 
not in a better situation than Americans. Swedes 
pay higher taxes, have less disposable income, suf-
fer with a higher unemployment rate, and have a 
lower amount of median wealth. Swedes also pay 
significantly more for many 
goods and services, including 
housing and transportation. 

Conversely, Americans have 
access to better health care 
services, more purchasing 
power,72 a substantially high-
er average household net-ad-
justed disposable income per 
capita, lower transportation 
and energy costs, and a high-
er GDP per capita.73 

Conclusion: Sweden

Democratic socialists claim Sweden is an ideal 
model for socialism, but, as the data presented 
throughout this section indicate, Sweden is not 
a socialist nation and the Swedish people are 
not better off than Americans.

According to acclaimed Swedish historian and 
Cato Institute Senior Fellow Johan Norberg, 
“Sweden is not socialist—because the govern-
ment doesn’t own the means of production. To 
see that, you have to go to Venezuela or Cuba 
or North Korea.”

72  The Economist, supra note 25. 
73  Central Intelligence Agency, The World Factbook, “Country Comparison: GDP - Per Capital 
(PPP),” accessed November 27, 2019, https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/
rankorder/2004rank.html

Norberg has written extensively on Swedish eco-
nomic policy and recently released a documenta-
ry—titled Sweden: Lessons for America?—that 
explores the modern, mostly free-market reforms 
that have saved the fledgling country from its poor 
economic outcomes in previous generations, when 
socialist policies were more popular in the country.

In an interview with John 
Stossel, Norberg succinctly 
told the story of Sweden’s 
economic decline: “We did 
have a period in the 1970s 
and 1980s when we had 
something that resembled 
socialism: a big government 
that taxed and spent heavi-
ly. And that’s the period in 
Swedish history when our 
economy was going south.”

Norberg later added, “People 
couldn’t get the pension that they thought they 
depended on for the future … At that point the 
Swedish population just said, enough, we can’t 
do this. … We do have a bigger welfare state 
than the U.S., higher taxes than the U.S., but in 
other areas, when it comes to free markets, when 
it comes to competition, when it comes to free 
trade, Sweden is actually more free market.”

Contrary to what politicians like Sanders and 
Ocasio-Cortez have claimed, Sweden’s dal-
liance with socialism is a cautionary tale for 
Americans about the significant risks of em-
bracing socialistic ideals—not evidence of 
why socialism supposedly “works.”

“The available 
evidence clearly shows 

Swedes are not in a 
better situation than 
Americans. Swedes 

pay higher taxes, have 
less disposable income, 

suffer with a higher 
unemployment rate, and 

have a lower amount 
of median wealth.”
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