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Foreword

“Where, after all, do universal human rights begin? In small
places, close to home - so close and so small that they cannot
be seen on any maps of the world. [...] Unless these rights have
meaning there, they have little meaning anywhere. Without
concerted citizen action to uphold them close to home, we shall
look in vain for progress in the larger world.’

Eleanor Roosevelt’

As national human rights institutions, we are mandated to promote and pro-
tect human rights within our countries. To fulfil this mission, it is essential
to understand how the public perceives and values human rights. Reflect-
ing on Eleanor Roosevelt's words, we ask: do human rights resonate with
Scandinavians in the “small places, close to home"?

This report reveals a strong commitment for human rights across Scandinavia, but also high-
lights areas where public support faces challenges, and where greater public awareness is
needed. While there are significant similarities in how people across our countries view human
rights, important differences also emerge, underscoring the need for tailored approaches.

This report represents the first major collaborative project between the three national human
rights institutions in Scandinavia. Knowledge is key to informed discussions on human rights
and supports our effort to strengthen these rights within our societies. We hope this report
will be a valuable resource for others dedicated to promoting human rights, including policy
makers, members of the civil society and the academic community.

In times of global instability, cross-border collaboration to safeguard and promote human
rights has never been more crucial. We hope this report will serve as a reminder that human
rights belong to everyone, and that it requires concerted efforts of both decision makers and
citizens to uphold them, in all places, but also the smallest places close to home.

Adele Matheson Mestad Fredrik Malmberg Louise Holck
Director Director Director
Norwegian Human Swedish Institute for Danish Institute for
Rights institution Human Rights Human Rights



Executive summary

This report explores how people in the Scandinavian countries perceive and
understand human rights issues, highlighting differences and similarities in
awareness and opinions. It examines public views on the relevance of hu-
man rights and assesses which rights are seen as most at risk, along with
trust in the public institutions mandated to protect these rights.

The goal of this report is to provide insight into current perceptions of human rights in Scandi-
navia. It aims to spark dialogue about the role of human rights in daily life and the importance
of increasing public awareness and understanding of these rights.

The findings are based on a survey conducted by Ipsos in August 2024 on behalf of the Danish
Institute for Human Rights, the Norwegian Human Rights Institution, and the Swedish Insti-
tute for Human Rights. The survey gathered responses from 7,500 representative participants
across Denmark, Norway and Sweden.

Understanding public perception of human rights is crucial because it influences the societal
and political landscape where these rights are either upheld or threatened. No prior study has
systematically compared awareness and attitudes towards human rights in the Scandinavian
countries.



Key findings

Awareness:

» Awareness of human rights varies significantly

across the three Scandinavian countries. Swedish
respondents show the highest level of awareness,
while Danish respondents demonstrate the lowest.
For instance, 53% of Danish respondents are unable
to name a specific human right, compared to 42% in
Norway and 35% in Sweden.

Attitudes:

» Human rights are important to most people in

Scandinavia. 82% of respondents affirm that human
rights matter to them, and 72% agree that human
rights reflect their values. Furthermore, a large
majority of respondents express that it is important
for them to live in a country where human rights are
realized.

Scandinavians see human rights as playing a
positive role in society, and do not believe they
pose undue limitations. Over half (54%) of respon-
dents believe that human rights have changed their
countries for the better, while only 11% disagree. Only
a minority of respondents think human rights exces-
sively restrict political actions, with 17% in Norway,
20% in Denmark and 25% in Sweden. Approximately
twice as many respondents dismiss this claim, with
42% in Sweden, 44% in Denmark and 47% in Nor-
way.

While supportive in principle, Scandinavians are
more divided when faced with questions where
human rights are conflicting with other rights or

» People with higher human rights awareness tend

to be more supportive of them. Among respondents
with high awareness, 83% believe human rights align
with their values, compared to only 61% of those with
lower awareness.

concerns. The broad support for human rights does
not consistently extend to situations involving trade-
offs, where rights are challenged. For instance, more
than half of respondents support a ban on public
burning of religious symbols or books, highlighting
the complex challenge of balancing free speech with
religious freedom and the protection against hate-
speech.

Many Scandinavians are willing to accept sur-
veillance, even if it compromises their privacy,

in order to protect other interests. However, the
survey indicates chilling effects on the freedom of
speech. 39% of Norwegians, 41% of Danes, and 45%
of Swedes are comfortable with government moni-
toring of their electronic communications to combat
crime. However, 10% of Norwegians and Danes, and
11% of Swedes, have avoided searching online for
help on sensitive topics like mental health, abuse,
and addiction. Additionally, 17% of Norwegians and
Danes, and 21% of Swedes, have refrained from
social media debates due to concerns about surveil-
lance by authorities.

Perception of the human rights situation:

» Many respondents believe human rights abuses

occur in Scandinavia. While 34% think abuses are
rare, 33% disagree, indicating a divided view. 24%
of respondents report that they have experienced
violations of their own human rights.

Economic, social, and cultural rights are viewed
as more at risk than civil and political rights.
Across all three countries, the top five rights per-
ceived to be most at risk include the right to a
healthy environment, the right to health, freedom
from discrimination, and the right to social security.
Swedes are more likely than Danes or Norwegians
to perceive rights as threatened. Swedes are also
more likely than Norwegians or Danes to believe that
various societal groups face discrimination.

» Opinions on government efforts to safeguard

human rights differ significantly across Scandina-
via. Swedes are the most likely to feel their govern-
ment should do more, with 50% holding this view,
compared to 43% of Norwegians and just 33% of
Danes. In Denmark, half of the respondents believe
the government is already doing as much as can
reasonably be expected to protect human rights.
Swedes also express lower trust in public institutions
to uphold human rights compared to Danes and Nor-
wegians. However, higher awareness of human rights
correlates with greater trust in institutions to uphold
human rights.
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11 Scandinavia and human rights

Scandinavia, comprising Denmark, Norway and Sweden, is known internationally for a strong
commitment to human rights. But what do Scandinavians think about them?

Denmark, Norway and Sweden are small, wealthy coun-
tries with robust welfare systems and strong democratic
traditions that consistently rank high on global human
rights indices.2 However, researchers have pointed out
a "Nordic human rights paradox”: while Scandinavians
advocate for human rights abroad, these issues are

less prominent in domestic discussions.® This raises an
intriguing question: how aware are Scandinavians of hu-
man rights, how relevant do they feel human rights are
to their everyday lives and what human rights challeng-
es do Scandinavians see within their own borders?

A study of awareness, attitudes and perceptions of
human rights in Scandinavia

In recent years, human rights have encountered re-
sistance politically in Scandinavia much like in other
parts of the world. Issues such as immigration, nation-
al security, and rising populism have fuelled debates,
with some politicians and groups questioning or even
seeking to limit protection of certain rights. Moreover,
emerging global challenges such as digitalisation,
pandemics, wars, and climate change have introduced
new pressures that test the resilience of human rights
frameworks and reveal gaps in social systems like the
welfare state.

This study seeks to examine how the populations of
the Scandinavian countries perceive human rights.
Specifically, the report aims to examine the following
questions, and compare responses between the three
Scandinavian countries:

» How familiar are people in Scandinavia with human
rights?

» How does the public perceive the relevance of hu-
man rights for themselves and society?

» How does the public balance different human rights
with other rights or concerns?

» How do Scandinavians perceive the current human
rights situation in their countries?

» Which human rights are perceived to be most at risk?

» To what degree do the Scandinavians trust the public
authorities to uphold human rights?

P Is there a connection between respondents’ aware-
ness of rights and their responses to the questions
above?

Why is this important?

While human rights are legally binding rules, decision
makers are responsible for ensuring their protection.
Public support of human rights can also be important to
ensure that they are prioritised and enforced by author-
ities over time. Exploring how different human rights
issues are perceived and prioritised by the public across
the Scandinavian countries, can help us identify gaps in
knowledge that need addressing, while gauging public
support for human rights can inform advocacy efforts
and policymaking.

There are important similarities between the Scandi-
navian countries. Denmark, Norway and Sweden share
cultural, linguistic, legal and other similarities that
spring from a long-shared history. They often look to
each other in regulatory processes and policymaking. A
comparative study examining awareness, attitudes, and
perceptions of human rights across the three Scandi-
navian countries has not previously been conducted. By
exploring and comparing attitudes and perceptions of
human rights between the Scandinavian countries, we
can better understand the outcome of different polices
and promote cross country learning.



1.2 This report

For this report, the national human rights Institutions
of the three Scandinavian countries have conducted

a comprehensive survey to assess public awareness,
attitudes and perceptions of human rights in the three
countries. All results that are presented in this report
come from this survey. The survey has been conducted
among 7,500 persons in Scandinavia, who have been
asked a range of questions about human rights. This
report is a first presentation of a selection of the results
from this survey.

The report is structured in the following way:
Section 2 provides a brief overview of the data and
methodology used. For more detailed information, see
Appendix 1.

Section 3 examines knowledge and awareness of hu-
man rights across the three Scandinavian countries.

Section 4 explores public attitudes towards human
rights. We begin by exploring general attitudes—what
human rights mean to the public and whether respon-
dents are supportive or critical. We then delve into atti-
tudes toward specific issues, such as surveillance and
restrictions on freedom of expression.

Section 5 investigates Scandinavian perceptions of the
human rights landscape in each country. This includes
identifying which human rights are seen as under threat,
which groups are viewed as subject to discrimination,
and the level of public trust in institutions to uphold
these rights.

Section 6 concludes with key observations and remarks.

What is a National Human Rights Institution?




2.Data and methodology

To investigate knowledge, attitudes and perceptions of human rights in the
three Scandinavian National Human Rights Institutions conducted a survey
in August 2024 among 7,500 persons across the three countries. Data was
collected by the analysis institute Ipsos.

In the following we will describe the data collection, representativity of the collected data and
the method used. In Appendix 1you can find a more in-depth description of the data and lim-
itations of the survey.

2.1 Data collection

Our survey is based on data collected by Ipsos via their internet-based panel and was con-
ducted from August 5 to August 22, 2024. The target group is individuals over 16 years who
were residing in Denmark, Norway, or Sweden at the time of the survey. The survey is based
on 24 questions about awareness, attitudes and perceptions of human rights in Scandinavia
with answers from 7,500 persons.

The use of survey as a data collection method allows us to ask a large sample of the popu-
lation the same questions at once, with the hope of generalising the results to the broader
population - here the adult population of the three Scandinavian countries. However, surveys
always concern self-perceived conditions. This means that responses are always given based
on the respondents’ own understanding and interpretation of the questions. Moreover, the
questionnaire has been developed in English but was translated into Danish, Norwegian and
Swedish before it was sent to the respondents. This means that minor linguistic differences
occur in the translations. This is important to consider when interpreting the results.

2.2 Representativity

The distributed questionnaire was opened by 10,190 respondents and completed by 8,126. After
Ipsos had cleaned the data, we ended up with 7,500 usable responses that were included in
the study: 2,500 from Denmark, 2,499 from Norway and 2,501 from Sweden. Cleaning survey
data involves removing incomplete, inconsistent, or low-quality responses (find more about
the cleaning process in Appendix 1).

During data collection, responses were monitored to ensure the sample was not overly
skewed in terms of gender, age, geography, and education compared to the national popula-
tions. To enhance representativeness, Ipsos applied weighting to adjust for any imbalances.
This approach means that underrepresented groups were given a higher weight to address
bias, while overrepresented groups were assigned a lower weight. The largest discrepancies
between the population and the sample, prior to weighting, were found in Norway, where there
was an overrepresentation of people with higher education and an underrepresentation of
those with medium-length education (see Table 1in Appendix 1). For more details on sample
distribution, weighting, and limitations of survey data and panels, see Appendix 1.
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2.3 Methodology

We use descriptive statistics, presented in various figures, to illustrate the results of our survey.
We have used 95% confidence intervals as a measure of statistical uncertainty. The cross ta-
bles with confidence intervals for all figures presented in the report can be found in Appendix2.

In the report we only interpret results if they are statistically significant. Statistical significance

is a way to determine whether distributions and correlations found in the sample are not mere-
ly the result of coincidence. This method is used when deriving results from a sample to apply

to an entire population.

All results in this report are split into comparisons between the three countries. Moreover, we
look at the correlation between the level of human rights awareness of the respondents and
their answers to different questions around attitudes and perceptions towards human rights.
The cross tables on this can be found in Appendix 3. In this regard it is important to stress that
we only look at correlation and not causality. Thus, we cannot derive that higher awareness of
human rights leads to a more positive attitude towards human rights.

"



&_Awareness of human rights

Human rights awareness is crucial for individuals to advocate not only for their rights but
also for those of others. By understanding human rights, people can identify violations, seek
justice and hold governments and institutions accountable for their actions. Knowledge pro-
motes tolerance, respect, and understanding across diverse groups, fostering social cohe-
sion and reducing discrimination. But how aware are Scandinavians® of human rights? This

is the question we address in this chapter.

At their core, human rights are legal principles that
define fundamental obligations of governments toward
individuals within their jurisdictions. But there is often a
gap between the formal definition of human rights, and
the public's understanding of them. While human rights
are legal standards, people may sometimes view them
more as values than as enforceable rules.® Furthermore,
different states incorporate human rights obligations
differently in national legislation, which means that their
legal expression, interpretation and implementation can
vary and evolve over time.

Given that human rights are not static and absolute,®
and to some degree depend on the national context, ad-
aptation and interpretation, measuring knowledge about
human rights cross countries is challenging.

Level of awareness

In addition to addressing the country specific re-
sults of the survey, we categorize respondents into
two groups based on their level of human rights
awareness.

» The group with a higher level of awareness is
defined as respondents who self-report knowing
human rights “well” or “very well” and can either
name a human right or know at least 8 out of 12
human rights listed in the questionnaire.

» Respondents who do not meet these two criteria
make up the group with lower awareness.

The division of these two groups is used through-
out the analysis.

All results on higher versus lower awareness are
displayed in appendix 3.

In this Chapter we compare Scandinavian's human
rights understanding from two perspectives:

1. Self-assessed knowledge about human rights.
2. Awareness of human rights.

These findings will be integrated in the rest of the report
to explore links between respondents’ levels of rights
awareness, and their attitudes towards human rights,
their perception of threats to these rights and their trust
in public institutions to protect them.

Moreover, we examine the extent to which people in the
three countries reflect on human rights in their everyday
life and consider how they relate to broader topics such
as hate speech and climate change.

Key findings:

» There are considerable differences in the aware-
ness of human rights across the three Scandi-
navian countries. Among respondents in the three
countries, Swedish respondents are characterised
by the highest level of overall awareness of human
rights, while Danish respondents are characterised
by the lowest. For example, half (53%) of the Danish
respondents cannot name a specific human right,
while that is the case for 42% in Norway and 35% in
Sweden.

» Respondents with high awareness of human
rights are also more likely to think they are rele-
vant to real-world issues. For example, respondents
with higher awareness relate climate change more
strongly to human rights than respondents with low-
er awareness. 53% of high awareness respondents
relate the two to a high or some degree, while 35% of
low awareness respondents do so.

12



3.1 Higher rights awareness among Swedes than

Danes and Norwegians

In the questionnaire respondents have been asked
about awareness of human rights in different ways.”

When asked about their knowledge of human rights
(Figure 1), a majority (58%) of Scandinavians across
the three countries report that they know human rights
well or very well. However, there are notable differences
between countries. 68% of Swedes indicate that they
know human rights well or very well, compared to
55% in Norway and 50% in Denmark.

Moreover 53% of the Danes are unable to mention a
specific human right, compared to 42% of Norwe-
gians and 35% of Swedes (Figure 2).

Higher awareness of civil and political rights
However, when presented with a selection of specific
rights, most Scandinavians have heard of at least one of
the mentioned rights, with freedom of expression® being
the most widely known (Figure 3). In general, there is

a greater awareness of civil and political rights, such

as freedom of religion® and right to fair trial,° than of
economic, social and cultural rights such as the rights to
health," housing™ and social security™. An exception to
this is the right to education,* which is among the rights
most Scandinavians have heard of.

Climate and indigenous peoples’ rights

Variation in the level of awareness is greatest when it
comes to indigenous peoples’ human rights™ and

the right to a healthy environment,® with the level of
awareness being considerably lower in Denmark than
in the two other countries. Approximately 38% of Danes
have heard about rights of indigenous peoples com-
pared to 62% in Sweden and 75% in Norway.

One reason for this could be that indigenous rights are
more present in public debate in Norway and Sweden
than in Denmark. Both countries are engaged in truth
and reconciliation processes following longstanding
assimilationist policies” against the Sami people and

13

national minorities, but both also face criticisms includ-
ing for insufficient consultations on land rights and sev-
eral other issues. In 2021, the Norwegian Supreme Court
delivered a landmark judgment in the Fosen case, ruling
that the government had violated Sami rights to pro-
tection against interference in their traditional reindeer
grazing areas.”® This led to large-scale protests against
the government'’s handling of the case. A case that
generated significant attention in Sweden, was when the
Swedish Supreme Court in 2020 gave a Sami reindeer
herding community the exclusive right to decide who
should get a permit to hunt or fish above the cultivation
limit.

Denmark differs from Sweden and Norway

In Denmark, indigenous issues appear to be less out-
spoken, even though there are significant human rights
challenges for the Inuit population in both Denmark
and Greenland. For instance, Inuit persons in Denmark
do not have the same access to education, healthcare
and work as ethnic Danes.? It is also worth noting that
both the Swedish and Norwegian constitutions contain
provisions on indigenous rights, whereas the Danish
constitution does not.*

Right to a healthy environment

Similarly, awareness of the right to a healthy environ-
ment stands at 35% of respondents in Denmark, while
slightly over 55% of respondents in both Norway and
Sweden have heard of this right. The right to a healthy
environment is a norm that is under development in-
ternationally and is perhaps less well established than
many other rights. However, this fails to explain the
difference in awareness levels between the countries,
as Swedes and Norwegians have higher awareness of
this right than of some economic and social rights. One
significant difference between the three countries is
that the right to a healthy environment is protected by
the constitution in both Norway and Sweden, but not in
Denmark.



People from Sweden know
more about human rights

Sweden

Norway

Denmark

[ Well or very well

B Neither well nor unwell

Figure 1: Answers to the question “in your assessment, how well do you
know your human rights” (n=7500)

35%
Sweden

Not well or not at al

Il Don’t know or don’t want to answer

Denmark )
ny

Figure 2: Proportion that cannot mention a specific human
right (n=7500)

Right to freedom 943%%
of expression 9%
Right to freedom gm
of religion or beliefs 88%
83%
Right to education 86%
%
Right to freedom I 82%85%
from discrimination %
I 31%
GIGHIAGEREIAGEINE T
83%
Right to respect for N 65% -
privacy and family life 7%
Rights of R 2% -
Indigenous Peoples 38%
Right to freedom I — 60%53%
e |
of association 66%
Rightto a _sg;ﬁ%
. O]
healthy environment 35%
. [, 55%
Right to health e 44%
56%
. . [  54%
Right to housing [ 47%
42%
. . . I 50% Sweden [N
Right to social security [ 54% Norwa | ]
43% Denmar

Figure 3: Proportion that have heard about the following human rights (n=7500)
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Sweden

Norway

Denmark

Danes are more likely to never think
about human rights than Swedes and
Norwegians

Respondents were asked whether they agree with the statement:
“Human rights are something I never think about’. Disagreement
suggests that respondents do reflect on human rights in their every-
day lives. Also here, Danes seem to reflect less on human rights than
Norwegians and Swedes. 36% of Danish respondents disagree or
highly disagree with the statement, while the same is true for 44% of
Norwegian and 49% of Swedish respondents (Figure 4).

Strongly agree/agree Strongly disagree/disagree

B Neither agree nor disagree [l Don’t know/don’t want to answer

Figure 4: Response distribution to statement “human rights are something | never think about”
(n=7500).

High awareness respondents think more about human rights

56% of people with high awareness of human rights disagree or
strongly disagree with the statement that they never think about

human rights, compared with 31% of people with lower aware-
ness.
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Which topics do people relate to human rights?

The respondents were asked to which degree they relate a range of topics
with human rights.

The topics presented here were selected because they address both current and emerging
challenges to human rights within Scandinavian countries. Some topics focus on pressing is-
sues such as prison conditions, accessibility in public buildings, and the use of force in elderly
care homes. Additionally, we included topics related to emerging concerns, including online
hate speech, the use of Al tools by public authorities in decision making, and the human rights
implications of climate change.

Responses to this question reveal public awareness of human rights in relation to specific
issues, as opposed to the more abstract concept of human rights. It also highlights whether
Scandinavians view human rights as a relevant framework for addressing and debating issues
like hate speech and climate change. These responses, therefore, reflect not only knowledge
but also attitudes towards human rights. For example, the framing of climate change as a
human rights issue is an evolving discussion actively debated across all three Scandinavian
countries.

Among the topics selected (Figure 5), online hate-speech is the topic most commonly viewed
by Scandinavians as a human rights issue. More than 60% of Scandinavians consider
online hate-speech as a human rights problem to some or to a high degree. Many of the
respondents in all three countries also see the use of force in nursing homes for the elderly,
conditions for inmates and accessibility to public buildings as issues related to human rights.

Climate change generates the most different responses: In Sweden and Norway, around half
of respondents (51% and 45% respectively) think that climate change relates to human rights
to a high or some degree, whereas only 35% of Danes do. The share that does not see any link
between climate change and human rights is significantly larger in Denmark (27%) than in
Norway (17%) and in Sweden (15%).

For each topic, a minority of respondents were uncertain or chose not to answer. This propor-

tion is notably higher for the question on Al tools used by authorities, reflecting the novelty
and complexity of this emerging issue.

High awareness respondents also see more

issues related to human rights

For instance, 25% of respondents with higher hu-
man rights awareness related climate changes to
human rights to a high degree compared with 14%
of those with lower awareness.

16



The majority consider online hate speech a
human rights issue

Sweden 34% 28% LU 10%  14%
Online

hate-speech Norway 40% 28% 13% R

Denmark 29% 29% /0 1% 15%

Sweden 23% 32% 19% B 17%

That public buildings are

: Norwa 35% 30% 17% [/ 3ET
accessible for all y b 13%

Denmark 22% 3% 18% RFAA 17%

Sweden 28% 26% Ly 10%  18%

The use of force in nursing Norway 95% 36% UGy 17%
homes for the elderly
Denmark 32% 28% 1 10% 16%

Sweden 19% 34% [ 10%  18%

Conditions for

e Norway 24% 35% LV 6% 16%

Denmark 24% 34% A 7% 18%

Sweden 22% 25% 18% 10% 25%
Public authorities using

Al tools (artificial intelligence) Norway 20% 21% 7% Rl 26%
in decisions concerning citizens

Denmark 18% 24% 18% 13% 27%

Sweden 24% 27% 17% 15% 17%
Climate change, e.g.
heatwaves and Norway 19% 26% 20% 17% 17%

extreme flooding.

Denmark 14% 21% 18% 27% 21%

[ Toalarge degree To low degree I Don't know/don’'t want to answer

To some degree B Notatall

Figure 5: Response distribution of the degree to which the respondents related the six issues to human rights
(n=7,500)
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4.Attitudes towards human
rights in principle and practice

Opinions matter. In democratic societies such as Denmark, Norway and Sweden, people’s
opinions inform policy decisions. While human rights are core legal principles, their public
support can be important to ensure that they are prioritised and enforced by authorities over
time. However, states have a duty to ensure that fundamental rights and human dignity are
upheld for everyone, irrespective of public opinion or social pressures. In this section, we
investigate Scandinavians’ attitudes towards human rights.

While today’s human rights system has been evolving
since the aftermath of World War II, human rights norms
have seen increasing challenges globally in recent de-
cades. For example, wartime atrocities and democratic
backsliding pose serious human rights challenges in
themselves, but also undermine fundamental human
rights principles such as accountability, the rule of law,
and the protection of minorities.??

The international system of human rights has also faced
different criticisms, both regarding their effectiveness
and the claim that they fail to represent non-Western
values.® In Scandinavia, a recurrent discussion concerns
the relationship between human rights law and politics,
and how to balance universal human rights standards
with political priorities, national security concerns, and
the interpretation of rights within domestic policy and
judicial systems.?*

In this chapter, we aim to explore how these global
trends influence public opinion in Denmark, Sweden,
and Norway. Do human rights resonate with the public?
Are there rights that lack strong public support? How do
people prioritise specific human rights issues compared
to other rights, values or concerns?

18

To assess Scandinavian attitudes towards human rights,
respondents were presented with various statements
and asked to indicate their level of agreement. The
statements are broadly divided into two categories.

1. Broad attitudes towards human rights: The first
set of statements assesses respondents’ general
attitudes towards human rights, both as principles or
values and in practice (see Section 4.1).

. Concrete issues: The second set of statements
addresses specific dilemmas where different human
rights are challenged (see Section 4.2). Here, we
focus on the following rights:

» freedom from torture and inhuman treatment
» right to privacy

» freedom of expression

» freedom of assembly



Key findings:

» Human rights clearly matter to people in
Scandinavia. Despite differences in awareness and
knowledge in the three countries, 82% of Scandina-
vian respondents say that human rights are import-
ant to them, and 72% say that human rights reflect
their values.

Positive views on human rights prevail. Scandina-
vians are more likely to disagree with negative state-
ments about human rights. However, it is not clear
that this support carries over to dilemmas where the
protection of concrete rights involves potential trade-
offs or conflicts with other concerns. This includes
both hypothetical and topical scenarios concerning
freedom from torture, the right to privacy and other
rights.

» Most respondents in all three countries report
feeling safer due to camera surveillance in public
spaces but are divided when it comes to accept-
ing surveillance of their electronic communica-
tion. The proportion of respondents who feel safer
due to camera surveillance in public spaces ranges
from 55% in Denmark to 64% in Sweden, while ac-
ceptance of electronic surveillance ranges from 39%
in Norway to 45% in Sweden.

» More than half of respondents support a ban on

public burning of religious symbols or books,

despite differences in legislation between the
countries. Responses are similar in the three coun-
tries. 57% of respondents in Denmark and Sweden
agree with a ban, and 54% in Norway. This reflects
the complex dilemma between balancing freedom of
expression, religious freedom, and protection against
hate speech.

4.1 Human rights matter to the Scandinavians

While awareness of human rights varies across the three
Scandinavian countries, the survey shows that human
rights matter to people in all three countries and reflect
their values.

In Sweden 86% of respondents state that human
rights are important to them, followed by 83% in
Denmark and 78% in Norway (Figure 6).

Furthermore, 72% of Scandinavians state that human
rights reflect their values and only 6% disagree. How-
ever, the proportion stating that human rights reflect
values they believe in varies across the three countries.
In Norway and Sweden, 74% and 75% say that human
rights reflect their values, while it is 66% in Denmark
(Figure 7). A 2023 survey by the Open Society Foun-
dation,?® which included responses from 30 countries
outside Scandinavia, asked the same question. In this
survey, the global agreement with the statement was
71%, indicating that the views in the Scandinavian coun-
tries are closely aligned with this average, and do not
stand out either positively or negatively.
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Many Scandinavians believe that human rights have
changed their countries for the better. In each coun-
try, more than four times as many people agree with this
statement compared to those who disagree (Figure 8).
However, the level of support varies between the coun-
tries. While 58% of respondents in both Sweden and
Norway agree that human rights have had a positive ef-
fect, only 47% of Danish respondents feel the same way.
Additionally, 29% of Danes “neither agree nor disagree,’
compared to 21% in Norway and 19% in Sweden.

In comparison, the 2021 Fundamental Rights Survey
revealed that 88% of respondents in the 27 EU-countries
agreed with the statement “human rights are important
for creating a fairer society in this country’ Notably, the
levels of agreement in both Sweden and Denmark were
higher than average, with 94% for Sweden and 92% for
Denmark. Norway was not included in the survey.?®



The majority thinks human rights are important,
reflect their values and have caused positive
change

There is a notable overlap between respondents
with a high awareness of human rights and those
who hold positive attitude towards them.

» 91% consider human rights to be important
compared to only 74% of those with lower
awareness.

86%
Sweden

83% of respondents with higher awareness
believe that human rights reflect values that
they believe in compared with 61% of those with
lower awareness.

67% of respondents in the higher awareness
category agree that human rights have changed
their country for the better, in contrast to 43% of
respondents in the low awareness category.

Figure 6: Proportion that find that human rights are important
to them (n=7,500)

Figure 7: Response distribution of how much people agree that human rights reflect values they believe in
(GEYAI0))

Figure 8: Response distribution of how much people agree that human rights have changed their countries for the better
(GEYAI0))

[ Strongly agree/agree Strongly disagree/disagree

I Neither agree nor disagree [l Don’t know/don’t want to answer



High support for human rights principles

The examination of public opinions reveals High awareness respondents find it more

that a high proportion of the respondents in important to live in a society where rights are
Scandinavia agree that it is important to live guaranteed

in a country where core principles of human

rights apply, such as rule of law, freedom of » This includes the freedom from discrimination,
expression, freedom of religion, equal ac- freedom of expression, freedom of religion, ac-
cess to education and health, and protection cess to education and health are guaranteed, as
against discrimination (Figure 9). However, it well as being able to count on the legal system
is noteworthy that the issue of discrimination not being corrupt.

against minorities is regarded as significantly

less important in Denmark compared to the » It is especially pronounced when it comes to
two other countries and relative to the rest of freedom from discrimination where agreement
the values. differs between the two groups with 12 percent-

age points.

Sweden I 92%
You can get the healthcare

you need no matter how Norway 94%

much money you have
Denmark 92%

Sweden [ 59%
You can count on the

legal system not Norway 93%

being corrupt
Denmark 90%

) Sweden . 90%
You can get an education

no matter how much Norway 90%

money you have
Denmark 88%

Sweden [ 2%

You can state your
Norway 90%

opinion freely
Denmark 85%

Sweden [ 84%
You have the freedom to adhere

in any religion that you want Norway 83%

or not believe anything at all
Denmark 83%

Sweden [ e2%

No minorities are subject
Norway 81%

to discrimination
Denmark %

Figure 9: Proportion that thinks it is important to live in a country where these six conditions are present (n=7,500)
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More Scandinavians disagree than agree with
negative statements about human rights

Over the years, human rights have faced various cri-
tiques. In the context of immigration and asylum, some
critics have argued that human rights protections for
refugees may conflict with national security or social co-
hesion.?” Additionally, there has been pushback against
international human rights bodies, such as the European
Court of Human Rights, which some believe infringe on
national sovereignty.?® Moreover, critics contend that
human rights have little impact in times of war® and that
they primarily reflect values from the western counties,
thus questioning their universality.®

In our survey, we have asked Scandinavians about their
views on selected negative assertions about human
rights, namely:

» Human rights go too far in limiting what politicians
can do in my country.

There is too much focus on the human rights of mi-
nority groups.

The only people who benefit from human rights are
those who do not deserve them.

For people living in war and conflict, human rights
don't make a difference.

» Human rights are only based on Western values.
When presented with these different critical statements

a larger proportion of respondents disagreed than
agreed (Figure 10).

Norwegians are more likely to disagree with negative
statements about human rights compared to people
in the other two countries. For instance, 58% of Nor-
wegians disagree or strongly disagree with the state-
ment “The only people who benefit from human rights
are those who do not deserve them,’ compared to 51%
in Sweden and 52% in Denmark. Danes are more likely
to neither agree nor disagree.

A similar statement was posed in the EU Fundamental
rights survey, namely “The only people who benefit
from human rights in this country are those who do not
deserve them such as criminals and terrorist”® In this
survey, the proportion who disagreed in Sweden and
Denmark was roughly equivalent, but a considerably
higher proportion agreed with the statement.
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When respondents were asked if they think human
rights impose excessive limitations on what politicians
can decide, one fifth agreed, while more than twice as
many (45%) disagreed. This is interesting considering
recurrent debates on the relationship between poli-
tics and law.* The significant gap between the rate of
disagreement and agreement in each country, indicates
that most Scandinavians disagree with the notion that
human rights represent an undue ‘judicialization’ of
politics.

When asked if there is too much focus on human rights
of minority groups, 39% of Swedish and 42% of Norwe-
gian respondents disagreed with the statement, notably
higher than the share who agreed. In Denmark there
were about as many respondents who agree with the
statement, 31%, as respondents who disagreed with it,
30%.

Another interesting observation is that a considerably
higher percentage of people in Denmark agreed with the
statement “For people living in war and conflict, human
rights don't make a difference.” In Denmark 38% agreed,
compared to only 25-26% in Sweden and Norway.

Regarding the statement that human rights are only
based on western values, around 40% of the respon-
dents disagreed with the statement in all three coun-
tries. However, slightly more Swedes agreed, with 26%
supporting this view, compared to 19% of respondents
from Norway and Denmark.

High awareness respondents disagree most

with negative statements

» This is consistent across all the five negative
statements about human rights

» For example, 45% in the higher-level awareness
group strongly disagrees with the statement
“The only people who benefit from human rights,
are the ones who do not deserve them” com-
pared with 27% in the lower awareness group.



Scandinavians show limited support for critical

views on human rights

Sweden 25% 20% 42% 13%
Human rights go too far - -
in limiting what politicians Norway 7% 47%
can do in this country
Denmark 20% 44%
Sweden 18% 17% 51% 14%
The only people who benefit - -
from human rights are those Norway 14% 57%
who do not deserve them
Denmark = 13% 50%
Sweden 27% 24% 39% 10%
There is too much focus - -
on the human rights Norway 29% 42%
of minority groups
Denmark | 30% 3%
Sweden 25% 12% 54% 9%
For people living in war or :
conflict, humanrights Norway 26% 53%
don’t make a difference
Denmark | 38% 2%% 28%
Sweden | 2% 0%
Human rights are only 0 .
based on western values Norway Uirt 2%
Denmark 19% 39%

Strongly agree/agree

Strongly disagree/disagree | Don’t know/don’t want to answer

I Neither agree or disagree

Figure 10: Response distribution of different negative statements about human rights (n=7,500)
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4.2 Scandinavian attitudes to human rights when
faced with potential trade-offs

While it is evident that Scandinavians generally are in
favour of human rights, this support does not necessar-
ily translate into support for specific rights in specific
situations. To investigate this, we presented respondents
with a range of dilemmas that involve challenges to
specific human rights. In these dilemmas, respondents
were faced with choices that involve limitations of rights,
trade-offs between human rights and other objectives,
or where different rights collide.

In the following section, we focus on the these rights:

» The prohibition on torture and inhuman or degrading
treatment or punishment

» The right to privacy
» The right to freedom of expression

» The right to freedom of assembly

4.2.1 The majority of Scandinavians rejects torture, even in

exceptional circumstances

The prohibition against the use of torture and inhuman
or degrading treatment is enshrined in several human
rights documents, including the European Convention
on Human Rights, the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights and the International Covenant on Civil and Po-
litical Rights. The prohibition is absolute, meaning that
there are no exceptional circumstances under which
torture or inhuman treatment is permitted.

Respondents were presented with a hypothetical di-
lemma, where the question was whether police torture
could be justified in exceptional circumstances where it
could save lives. Despite the statement’s claim that tor-
ture in this case may save lives, the vast majority across
all three countries (61-64%) believe that torture could
not be permitted (Figure 11).
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While there is substantial support for the prohibition

of torture, a considerable minority of the respondents
endorse its use under certain circumstances. This cor-
responds with previous studies assessing the support
for the prohibition of torture among Scandinavians.

For instance, a Norwegian survey from 2010 found that
30% of respondents agreed that “is it acceptable to use
all means, including torture, in order to make a person
provide information that can hinder acts of terrorism?"
Similarly, in a 2023 study on awareness of human rights
among Danish school children in the 6-10th grade, 20%
of the respondents agreed with the statement “I think
it's acceptable if police use torture in special circum-
stances®* Although this study focuses on children — a
completely different respondent group— it's interesting
to note that their level of acceptance is not notably dif-
ferent compared to the respondents in our study.

Prohibition of torture under the European
Convention on Human Rights

No one shall be subjected to torture or to inhuman
or degrading treatment or punishment.

The European Convention on Human Rights, Article 3



The majority reject torture - even to save lives

Sweden
Norway

Denmark

21% =
" =

Strongly agree/agree Strongly disagree/disagree

B Neither agree nor disagree ] Don’t know/don’t want to answer

Figure 11: Response distribution of answers to the statement “The police in my country should be allowed to
use torture in situations of emergency, if it can save the lives of others” (n=7,500)

Both high- and low awareness respondents
clearly reject torture

> More than three times as many disagree than
agree with this statement in both groups.

> Agreement with the statement is 17% for the low

awareness group and 18% for the high, while
disagreement in the respective groups is at 59%
for the low awareness group and 66% for the
high.
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4.2.2 Many Scandinavians are willing to accept surveillance

When public authorities use surveillance to prevent crime, one reason to do so is to fulfil their
human rights obligations to protect the lives and security of their citizens. However, such ac-
tions can interfere with other rights, notably the right to privacy. Limitations must meet sever-
al criteria, and may not violate the principle of non-discrimination.®

In recent years, surveillance has been on the national
agenda in all three Scandinavian countries, both in the
context of combatting crime and of preventing terrorism.

Many feel safer with camera surveillance

The majority of respondents in all three countries report
feeling safer due to camera surveillance in public spaces
(55-64%). When asked about their attitudes regarding
electronic surveillance, responses are more divided.
While more than one out of three respondents in each
country state that they do not mind surveillance of their
electronic communication if it can help authorities fight
crime (39-45%), more than one of three (36-44%) also
disagree (Figure 12).

Norwegians least prone to accept digital surveilance
There are notable differences in responses to these
questions among the three countries. The proportion of
respondents who feel safer due to camera surveillance
in public spaces ranges from 55% in Denmark to 64%
in Sweden. When it comes to surveillance of electronic
communication, Norwegians are less prone to agree
(39%) and more prone to disagree (44%) that they ‘do
not mind’ such surveillance than respondents in Den-
mark and Sweden.

Here, it is worth bearing in mind the structural differ-
ence between the two questions. Respondents may feel
safer due to camera surveillance, while at the same time
being worried about its effect on the right to privacy. Re-
sponses to this question may therefore not be interpret-
ed unambiguously as support for limitations to the right
to privacy. The question about electronic surveillance is
less ambiguous, and responses to this question are thus
more likely to say something about respondents’ real
attitudes to surveillance and the right to privacy. It is also
worth noting that electronic surveillance of personal
communications represents a significantly more intru-
sive measure than camera surveillance, which occurs in
public spaces.

Support findings in other studies

These findings align with results from other studies. The
European Values Survey (2017, 2022) found that a higher
percentage of respondents in Sweden and Denmark are
willing to grant their government the right to use camera
surveillance in public areas compared to Norwegians.
Danish and Swedish respondents ranked among the
most positive in Europe. Moreover, they found a higher
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The right to privacy under the European
Convention on Human Rights

1. Everyone has the right to respect for his private
and family life, his home and his correspon-
dence.

2. There shall be no interference by a public au-
thority with the exercise of this right except such
as is in accordance with the law and is neces-
sary in a democratic society in the interests of
national security, public safety or the economic
well-being of the country, for the prevention of
disorder or crime, for the protection of health
or morals, or for the protection of the rights and
freedoms of others.

The European Convention on Human Rights, Article 8

share of Swedes and Danes than Norwegians stating
that they thought their governments “definitely” or
“probably” should have the right to monitor all e-mails
and any other information exchanged on the internet.®®

A 2024 privacy survey by the Norwegian Data Protection
Authority (Datatilsynet) also found that whether respon-
dents were positive or negative towards camera surveil-
lance varied depending on the location of the surveil-
lance. Respondents were more positive towards camera
surveillance in shops, public transportation, taxis, and on
the street, compared to workplaces, schools or kinder-
gartens.’” A 2024 survey by the Swedish Internet Foun-
dation showed that 70% of the respondents thought that
camera surveillance with facial recognition should be
permitted in public places to fight crime.®®

Trust in government

The acceptance of surveillance is closely tied to high
levels of trust in government. People are more likely to
support or tolerate surveillance measures when they
believe that authorities are acting in their best interest.
This has been shown in other studies,*® but we can find
similar patterns in this study, as a high trust in public
entities (which we will look further into in the next chap-
ter) is associated with higher acceptance of surveillance
(see appendix 3).



Many Scandinavians accept surveillance,
even at the cost of their privacy

Sweden | 6% vl
Camera surveillance in public . .
spaces makes me feel safer AT i L. IM

Denmark 55%

I do not mind surveillance of Sweden | 45% 37% I4%
my electronic communication . .
(e-mail, sms etc.) if this can A CEL) g i I3/°

help authorities fight crime Denmark 1%

Strongly agree/agree Strongly disagree/disagree

B Neither agree nor disagree | Don’t know/don’t want to answer

Figure 12: Response distribution of answers to statements about surveillance (n=7,500).

Limitations: Conditions of legality, legitimate
aim, necessity and proportionality*

While some human rights are absolute and non-
derogable, others allow for restrictions, provided
that certain criteria are met:

Legality: Actions must align with legal standards,
meaning they are authorised by and based on
existing laws.

Legitimate aim: Actions must address a legiti-
mate need and be essential to achieving a specific,
justified goal.

Necessity and proportionality: Actions must be
necessary in a democratic society. They must be
proportionate to the legitimate aim pursued, using
only the minimum force or restriction neccesary.
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Human rights awareness and acceptance of
surveillance

There are no major differences between high and
low awareness groups in responses to these ques-
tions.

This suggests that even individuals who are more
informed about their rights may still accept surveil-
lance, which could pose challenges on ensuring
strong privacy protections.




Scandinavians and surveillance: Is there a chilling
effect on behaviour?

When concerns about surveillance make people change how and when
they express themselves, it is often referred to as the ‘chilling effect’ on the
freedom of expression.*

Respondents were asked whether surveillance has influenced their behaviour in different
ways. The majority indicated that concerns about surveillance by authorities have not led
to changes in their behaviour (Figure 13).

Nevertheless, a notable minority of respondents in all three countries report that they have
indeed changed their behaviour due to these concerns.

When it comes to online behaviour, 21% of Swedes and 17% of Danes and Norwegians
state that they have refrained from taking part in a debate on social media due to con-
cerns about surveillance by public actors, and 19% of Swedes, 18% of Norwegians and 16%
of Danes state that they have exited a group on a social media platform due to such con-
cerns. 10-11% of respondents have refrained from searching for help or information online
regarding sensitive personal topics.

For all the examples given, Swedes are more likely to have altered their behaviour due to con-
cerns about public surveillance compared to Norwegians and Danes. The most significant
difference in responses between the countries is related to whether respondents have
chosen to pay in cash instead of using a credit card due to these concerns. While 22% of
Swedes and 20% of Danes report doing so, only 15% of Norwegians have.
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A minority has changed their behaviour
due to concerns about surveillance

Refrained from searching online Sweden 1%

for help or information regarding
icti 10%
mental health, abuse, addiction, Norway [N

or other personal topics Denmark T 10%

. Sweden 19%
Exited a group on

Facebook or other Norway [N 18%
SoMe platform
Denmark NN 16%

. . Sweden 15%
Refrained from using

specific search terms Norway [N 13%

when searching online
Denmark NN 13%

Sweden 22%
Norway [N 15%
Denmark NN 20%

Paid cash instead
of credit card

. . Sweden 16%
Refrained from buying

something online Norway [N 13%
Denmark [ 1%

) ) Sweden 2%
Refrained from taking

partin a debate on Norway | 17%
social media
Denmark NN 7%

Figure 13: Share of the respondents who have answered yes to the question: Have you done any of the following because you
were worried about police, domestic intelligence services or other public actors accessing your information? (n=7,500)
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4.2.3 The majority of Scandinavians support certain limitations on

the freedom of expression

As this study reveals freedom of expression is the
human right that Scandinavians are most aware

of (Figure 3). It enjoys strong support among Scandi-
navians, with more than four out of five respondents
stating that it is important or very important for them to
live in a country where you can state your opinion freely
(Figure 8).

Freedom of expression is not an absolute right. While
there is a high threshold for interference, authorities may
restrict this freedom if certain conditions are met, as
outlined in Article 10(2) of the European Convention on
Human Rights (see text box). While national security can
be a legitimate aim, interferences must also meet the
criteria of lawfulness and necessity and proportionality.

Balancing rights

Another legitimate aim for limitations of human rights, is
the protection of other rights. As established by Europe-
an Convention on Human Rights, the freedom of expres-
sion is applicable “not only to ‘information’ or ‘ideas’ that
are favourably received or regarded as inoffensive or as
a matter of indifference, but also to those that offend,
shock or disturb the State or any sector of the popula-
tion"#2 As such, authorities generally cannot not limit ex-
pression because it offends or ridicules others. However,
balancing freedom of expression with protection from
discrimination and the right to privacy and reputation is
a recurring theme in courts and public discourse. While
statements that ridicule or offend can cause harm both
on an individual and societal level, they must be clearly
separated from hate-speech and incitement to violence.

Freedom of Expression under the European
Convention on Human Rights

1. Everyone has the right to freedom of expression.
This right shall include freedom to hold opin-
ions and to receive and impart information and
ideas without interference by public authority
and regardless of frontiers. This Article shall not
prevent States from requiring the licensing of
broadcasting, television or cinema enterprises.

. The exercise of these freedoms, since it car-
ries with it duties and responsibilities, may be
subject to such formalities, conditions, restric-
tions or penalties as are prescribed by law and
are necessary in a democratic society, in the
interests of national security, territorial integrity
or public safety, for the prevention of disorder or
crime, for the protection of health or morals, for
the protection of the reputation or rights of oth-
ers, for preventing the disclosure of information
received in confidence, or for maintaining the
authority and impartiality of the judiciary.

The European Convention on Human Rights, Article 10
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While the majority of Scandinavians support freedom of
expression and view it as a fundamental value in their
country, the image becomes more nuanced when it
conflicts with other important concerns or rights.*®* The
respondents were asked whether they support freedom
of expression based on the potential consequences of
that expression, namely 1) threaten national security or
2) offend or ridicule others.

A majority in all three countries disagree with the
statement “people should be able to express them-
selves as they wish, even if it may threaten national
security” (54-64% - Figure 14). The proportion that
agrees is between 18-22%.

For comparison, between 39% and 48% of respon-
dents in all three countries disagree with the state-
ment, “people should be able to express themselves
as they wish, even if it may offend or ridicule others”.
The proportion of respondents who agree ranges from
28% in Denmark to 36% in Norway.

Other studies

The same question was asked by “Ytringsfrihedskom-
missionen” in Denmark in 2019. While the level of sup-
port for expressions that may threaten national security
was like that in our survey, the support for expressions
that may offend or ridicule others was considerably
higher in Ytringskommissionen’s study, namely 51%. Al-
though there are minor linguistic differences,* this gap
is large enough to suggest that public opinion may have
shifted over the past five years. Acts like Koran burnings
may have influenced public acceptance of provocative
rhetoric and extreme actions, as they highlight the ten-
sion between free speech and respect for others.

These findings indicate that while there is broad general
support for freedom of expression, this support dimin-
ishes when conflicting issues arise. Although freedom
of speech is a clear principle in theory, it becomes more
challenging when the speech in question is uncom-
fortable. Understanding the fundamental principles of
freedom of speech—such as the necessity of truth-seek-
ing, democracy, pluralism, and individual autonomy—is
crucial for people to grasp why this right requires broad
protection in pluralistic societies. It must encompass not
only speech that is sympathetic, but also speech that is
unfavourable, even if it shocks or offends.*®

It is also important to note that neither of these state-
ments explicitly addresses the legality of such state-
ments. While more people disagree than agree with
both statements, this disagreement should not neces-
sarily be interpreted as support for a legal prohibition on
all speech that may threaten national security, or on all
speech that may offend or ridicule other people.



Majority accepts national security as reason
to limit expression, many also justify
limitations based on offense and ridicule

People should be able to Sweden | 22% 59%
express themselves as they . .

wish, even if it may threaten ALTEL) L ek

national security Denmark 18% 54%

People should be able to Sweden | 33% 48% A%

express themselves as they 0
wish, even if it may offend or MILED 36% 42%
ridicule other people Denmark  28% 29%

Strongly agree/agree Strongly disagree/disagree
B Neither agree nor disagree [l Don’t know/don’t want to answer

Figure 14: Response distribution of answers to the statements about limitations of freedom of expression (n=7,500)

High awareness respondents less likely to
accept limitations

Respondents with higher rights awareness are
more likely to agree with both statements than
respondents with lower awareness, representing

a difference of 6-7 percentage points between the
two groups. The proportion that disagrees with the
two statements is similar in the two groups.
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More than half of respondents support a ban on the
public burning of religious symbols or books

In recent years, the issue of publicly burning religious symbols or books
has sparked debate across all three Scandinavian countries. The freedom
of expression includes the right to criticise religion and protects both the
contents and the form of expressions.

Although all three countries have repealed their blasphemy prohibitions, arguments for
banning the burning of religious books often focus on national security concerns or charac-
terize such acts as hate speech.*® Denmark stands alone in formally criminalising this conduct
through a 2023 amendment to its criminal code. This amendment prohibits “inappropriate
treatment of a text that has a significant religious importance to a recognized religious com-
munity, or an object, that appears to be such a text"

The United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights Volker Tiirk addressed the burn-

ing of the Quran in Sweden. In his speech he addressed the conflict between the freedom of
religion and the freedom of expression, highlighting the burning as an act of hate speech and
underscoring the importance for leading politicians to speaking out clearly against intolerance.
He did not, however, argue for a general ban, but stressed that national courts must determine
each case in a manner “that is consistent with the guardrails that international humanitarian
law provides"*

Despite the differences in legislation, responses are relatively similar in the three countries.
There is a majority who agree that the public burning of religious symbols or books should be
banned, with 57% of respondents agreeing with the statement in Denmark and Sweden, and
54% in Norway. There is also a considerable minority who disagree, ranging from 19% in Den-
mark to 28% in Norway (Figure 15).

Other studies

This issue has also been examined in other studies. A 2023 survey in Sweden found that 36-
38% of respondents supported a ban on burning religious books, while 38% also supported a
ban on burning the Swedish flag.*® In a 2022 Norwegian study, 49% of respondents disagreed
with the statement “It should be allowed to burn religious symbols" This study also revealed
that many participants believed such actions should be met with social rather than legal
consequences.* The studies all reflect a public discomfort with the act of burning religious
symbols, and the responses highlight the ongoing debates about the limits of freedom of ex-
pression and the appropriate measures to address provocative acts in democratic societies.

Moreover, distinguishing between criticising a religion and targeting its followers is essential
for navigating the complexities of freedom of expression and the respect for individual rights.
Criticising or challenging a religion or religious practice lies at the heart of what freedom of
expression is meant to protect. However, when criticism shifts towards targeting the followers
of a religion—such as through incitement to violence or hate speech—it crosses into an attack
on individuals based on their identity, often leading to discrimination and hate speech. This
balance is crucial for safeguarding both free expression and the right of individuals to be free
from harm based on their beliefs.
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A majority support a ban on burning
religious books and artefacts

Sweden 12% 26% 5%

Norway 13% 28% 5%

Denmark 19% 19% 5%

Il Strongly agree/agree Strongly disagree/disagree

B Neither agree nor disagree ] Don’t know/don’t want to answer

Figure 15: Response distribution of answers to the statements “Public burning of religious symbols or books should be banned.”
(n=7,500)

High awareness respondents are more likely to
disagree with ban

» The percentage of respondents who disagree is
higher among respondents with high awareness
about human rights (27 %), than among respon-
dents with low awareness (21 %)

» The proportion who agree with the statement
is similar for both low (56 %) and high (57 %)
awareness respondents.
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Freedom of speech and citizenship

Authorities have human rights obligations towards all persons under their
jurisdiction, regardless of their nationality and citizenship status. The start-
ing point is therefore that citizens and non-citizens should be treated
equally.

Some exceptions are nevertheless permissible. For instance, states are allowed to limit the
right to vote or stand for election to citizens. Limitations of the rights of non-citizens must
however be lawful, serve a legitimate objective and be proportional to the achievement of that
objective.®® Tying the granting of citizenship to immigrants’ critical statements about the host
country likely fails to meet these criteria. In addition to being discriminatory, such a restriction
could undermine the rule of law.”!

Critical statements and citizenship

In this study, respondents were asked whether they agree that critical statements about their
country by immigrants should negatively impact their eligibility for citizenship. Approximately
50% of respondents agree with the statement, ranging from 45% in Norway to 54% in Den-
mark, while 17% disagree in Denmark and 29% disagree in the other two countries (Figure 16).
Note, however, that the statement is not explicit on the type of critical statements it covers,
thus we cannot know what types of criticisms respondents think of. Nevertheless, it is wor-
rying that such a high share of respondents support limiting expressions that can include
acceptable forms of criticism of authorities for refugees and immigrants, that is expressions
that are protected by human rights.

Other studies

In 2019 The Danish Ytringsfrihedskommission explored public opinion on whether selected
groups should be permitted to participate in public debate. This survey sought to understand
whether Danes are less tolerant of expressions from certain groups. Here, they found that
people in Denmark were most restrictive towards expression from “neo-Nazis” and “Islamic
fundamentalists" Researchers have interpreted these results as indicating that “freedom of ex-
pression for large parts of the population is, so to speak, up for negotiation, and that for certain
expressions and/or expressing groups, the majority of the population is not the guarantor of
freedom of expression—in fact, quite the opposite.’®

Need for more informed perspectives

Promoting a more informed perspective on freedom of expression can lead to more balanced
and constructive debates on its limits, ensuring that freedoms are upheld without undermining
public order or social cohesion. Additionally, fostering greater support for freedom of expres-
sion can empower citizens to engage in open discussions and participate in the democratic
process, ensuring that diverse perspectives are heard, minority views are protected, and the
public can hold those in power accountable, foundational elements essential for any pluralistic
society.>®
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The freedom of speech of immigrants

Sweden 17% 29% 7%
Norway 20% 29% 7%

Denmark 21% 17% 7%

Il Strongly agree/agree Strongly disagree/disagree

B Neither agree nor disagree [l Don’t know/don’t want to answer

Figure 16: Response distribution to the statements “Critical statements about this country by immigrants should have a negative
impact on whether they are offered citizenship status” (n=7,500)

High awareness respondents less likely to think criticism should
affect citizenship prospects

» The percentage of respondents who disagree with the statement
is higher in the high awareness group, 32%, compared with 19%
in the lower group.

» 51% in the low awareness group agrees with the statement com-
pared with 47% in the higher group.
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4.2.4 Support of freedom of assembly varies in Scandinavia
depending on who is assemblying

The right to freedom of assembly and association is closely associated with freedom of ex-
pression, and like the latter it is also a precondition for public and political participation.
Similar to the freedom of expression and the right to privacy, authorities may interfere with
the freedom of assembly and association, provided that these limitations are lawful, serve a
legitimate aim and are necessary and proportionate.

Around one third (32-37%) of respondents agree with
the statement “people who express discriminatory views
against different ethnic groups should be allowed to
hold public meetings and demonstrations, as long as
they do it in a peaceful way"” (Figure 17). The proportion
of those who disagree is highest in Sweden (47%) and
lowest in Denmark (33%).

Four out of ten respondents agree with the statement
“People with extreme religious viewpoints should be
allowed to hold public meetings and demonstrations, as
long as they do it in a peaceful way" Also here, dis-
agreement is stronger in Sweden than in the other two
countries.

Freedom of assembly and association in the
European Convention on Human Rights

1. Everyone has the right to freedom of peaceful
assembly and to freedom of association with
others, including the right to form and to join
trade unions for the protection of his interests.

2. No restrictions shall be placed on the exercise of
these rights other than such as are prescribed
by law and are necessary in a democratic soci-
ety in the interests of national security or public
safety, for the prevention of disorder or crime,
for the protection of health or morals or for the
protection of the rights and freedoms of others.
This Article shall not prevent the imposition of
lawful restrictions on the exercise of these rights
by members of the armed forces, of the police or
of the administration of the State.

The European Convention on Human Rights, Article 11
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In both statements, the right to freedom of peaceful
assembly conflicts with other concerns and rights. It is
important to note that the statements differ: in the first
statement, a reference is made to discriminatory views
being expressed, whereas the latter concerns who the
assembling persons are, and not what their message is.
This may contribute to explaining why disagreement is
higher for the first statement relative to the second.

The Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimina-
tion (CERD) have repeatedly called for all three coun-
tries to prohibit organisations that promote discrimina-
tion and/or racial hatred.>* However, there is an ongoing
discussion if a prohibition would be proportional in rela-
tionship to the infringement on freedom of assembly.*



Freedom of assembly for people with
extreme or discriminatory views

People who express
discriminatory views against

different ethnic groups should
be allowed to hold public Sweden  [T732% 47% 7
meetings and demonstrations, Norway 7% 18% 39%
as long as they doiitin - .
a peaceful way Denmark 35% 33%
People with extreme religious Sweden | 38% 40% l
viewpoint should be allowed . .
to hold public meetings I i 2k o
and demonstrations, as long Denmark 4% 24% 30% 6%
as they do it in a peaceful way - .
Strongly agree/agree Strongly disagree/disagree

B Neither agree nor disagree [l Don’t know/don’t want to answer

Figure 17: Response distribution of answers to the statements about peaceful assembly (n=7,500)

High awareness respondents more likely to favour
freedom of assembly for mentioned groups

» The share of respondents who agree with both state-
ments is larger in the higher awareness group then in
the lower.

» There is a higher share of respondents in the low
awareness group who disagree with the statement
concerning people with extreme religious views (37%
versus 33%).
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b.Perceptions of the human
ri_ghts situation in Scandinavia

In this chapter we examine how people in Denmark, Sweden and Norway perceive the do-

mestic human rights situation.

Understanding the perception of a country's human
rights situation is important for several reasons. First,
public perception influences discussions around human
rights and thereby shapes the societal and political
environment in which human rights are protected, or
potentially violated. Second, understanding how people
view the human rights landscape helps identify gaps
between legal protections and lived realities, revealing
whether citizens feel their rights are upheld or at risk.
This can highlight areas where governmental actions
are needed, such as addressing abuses or strengthening
legal frameworks.

Public perception also has a direct impact on policy
decisions and the level of pressure on governments to
implement reforms or enforce protections. If people per-
ceive human rights violations as widespread or ignored,
it can lead to erosion of trust in state institutions. Con-
versely, a positive perception may indicate a stable and
rights-respecting society but can also mask underlying
issues if people are unaware of, or indifferent to, certain
violations. By investigating these perceptions, govern-
ment bodies can better target efforts to protect and
promote human rights and ensure that public concerns
are addressed in policymaking.

To better understand the perception of the human rights
situation in Scandinavia, the survey contains questions
about the realisation of human rights within the three
countries. In this chapter we will examine how the pop-
ulations see the performance of their countries when it
comes to upholding rights, what they see as the greatest
challenges to human rights in their countries (section
5.1) and to what degree respondents trust various public
entities to uphold human rights (section 5.2).
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Key findings:

>

>

Many Scandinavians consider their countries to
be at the forefront of human rights. Half of the
respondents think that Scandinavian countries are
the best in the world at respecting human rights and
as many think that the three countries are similar
regarding upholding them.

But many Scandinavians still perceive that human
rights abuse exist in Scandinavia. Only 34% think
that human rights abuses are rare in the Scandi-
navian countries, whereas 33% of Scandinavians
disagree with this notion.

There appears to be a widespread perception
across all three countries that economic and so-
cial rights are more at risk than civil and political
rights. The right to health, to a healthy environment,
to freedom from discrimination, and to social security
consistently rank among the top five rights perceived
to be threatened in each country.

A greater share of Swedes perceives various
rights as being under threat compared to Danes
and Norwegians. While respondents in all three
countries agree on which rights are most at risk,
people in Sweden are more likely to think they are
threatened than Norwegians or Danes.

Swedes are most likely to think that the govern-
ment should do more to safeguard human rights,
while many Danes think the government is doing
what can reasonably be expected of them. 50%
of Swedes think their government should do more
compared to 43% of Norwegians and 33% of Danes.
In Denmark, 50% of the respondents think the gov-
ernment is doing everything that can be reasonable
expected to safeguard human rights.



5.1 Scandinavians see their countries as leading the
way, but believe threats still exist

Scandinavian countries often rank on top of international
indexes when it comes to human rights compliance. To
see whether the population in Denmark, Sweden and
Norway shares this assessment, we asked participants
in the survey whether they think that the Scandinavian
countries are best in the world at respecting human
rights (Figure 18). About half of the respondents agreed
with the statement and just 12% disagreed.

When asked which of the Scandinavian countries they
think is better at upholding human rights, more than half
of respondents in all three countries answered that the
three countries are equally good (Figure 19). Between
one in four in Denmark and Norway and one in five in
Sweden identified their own country as the best of the
three.

Many respondents believe that human rights abuses exist in

Scandinavia

While Scandinavians view the human rights efforts

of their own countries favourably in comparison with
elsewhere, only around a third (34%) of Scandinavians
think that human rights abuses are rare in their coun-
tries. 33% of respondents from Sweden and 32% from
Norway think that abuses are rare, while a larger share
disagrees (Figure 20) - namely 39% in Sweden and 38%
in Norway. In Denmark, a higher proportion considers
abuses rare (41%) than those who do not (24%).

Respondents with higher human rights

awareness rate performance of their own
country higher

People with high awareness of human rights are
more likely to think that Scandinavian countries
are the best in the world at respecting human
rights than respondents in the ‘low awareness’
category (60% versus 44%). Moreover, they are
less likely to think the three countries are equally
good (53% versus 60%).
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The 2019 Fundamental Rights Survey, conducted by the
European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA),
asked whether respondents agreed that “Human rights
abuses are a problem in some countries, but they are
not really a problem in this country” This yielded quite a
different response, as 67% of Danish respondents and
54% of Swedish respondents agreed or strongly agreed
with this statement. The differences may stem from the
FRA study’s comparison between the respondents’ own
country and “some countries” where “human rights
abuses are a problem”.



Best in the world?

Il Strongly agree/agree Strongly disagree/disagree

B Neither agree nor disagree Jll Don’t know/don’t want to answer

Figure 18: Response distribution of answers to the statement “Scandinavian countries are best in the world at re-
specting human rights” (n=7,500)

59%
56%
54%
Sweden [N
Norway [
Denmark
25%
24%
21%
16%
14%
1%
9%
6%
N
Denmark Norway SEL Equally
is better is better is better good

Figure 19: Response distribution of answers to the statement “In your perception,
which of the following countries is better at upholding human rights?” (n=7,500)



Sweden

Norway

Denmark

Perception of human rights
abuses in Scandinavia

20% 39% 8%
21% 38% 10%

26% 24% 10%

Il Strongly agree/agree Strongly disagree/disagree
B Neither agree nor disagree | Don’t know/don’t want to answer

Figure 20: Response distribution of answers to the statement “Human rights abuses are rare in this country”
(GETA o))

High awareness respondents most likely to
think that human rights abuses are rare in the
Scandinavian countries

» People with high awareness of human rights
are more likely to think that human rights
abuses are rare in the Scandinavian countries,
compared with respondents with lower aware-
ness (41% versus 29%).

This difference corresponds to the difference
in respondents who answer that they don't
know if abuses are rare, which make up 4% in
the high awareness group and 13% in the low
awareness group.
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Scandinavians agree on which rights are threatened, but Swedes

are more worried.

There are similarities across the three countries when it comes to which human rights re-
spondents identify as most threatened in their country. The right to health, a healthy environ-
ment, freedom from discrimination, and social security appear among the top five in all three

countries.

In Norway and Sweden, the right to housing also ranks
among the top five rights most commonly identified as
threatened, while Danish respondents identify the right
to freedom of expression as one of the most threatened
rights (Figure 21).

Across all three countries, respondents tend to find
economic and social rights more threatened than
civil and political rights. This observation is particularly
noteworthy given Scandinavia’s robust welfare systems,
which are typically associated with strong protections
for these types of rights. The heightened focus on the
vulnerability of these rights may reflect rising concerns
about growing disparities, and an increased cost of
living, alongside a broader perception that the welfare
state is under strain.*

Despite the agreement on which rights are most threat-
ened, the degree to which Swedes, Danes and Norwe-
gians think that human rights are under threat varies
considerably. Swedes are more likely to think that
rights are under threat than Norwegians or Danes.
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Regarding the top five rights most at risk, between 48%
and 58% of Swedish respondents consider these to be
threatened. In Norway, the same is true for between 34%
and 43%, while in Denmark, between 33% and 39%
think the top five rights are threatened to a high or to
some degree. For the full list of assessments of threats
towards rights consult Appendix 4, Figure 2.

A different way to assess threats to human rights is

by examining how many people that have personally
experienced a violation of their rights. The differences
between countries are notable: 19% of Danish, 24% of
Norwegian, and 29% of Swedish respondents reported
such experiences (Figure 22).



Economic and social rights are
viewed as most at risk

Right to social security

Right to housing
Sweden Right to health
Right to a healthy environment

Right to freedom from discrimination

58%

56%

Right to housing
Right to freedom from discrimination
Norway Right to health
Right to social security

Right to a healthy environment

2%

34%

34%

Right to freedom from discrimination
Right to a healthy environment
Denmark Right to health

Right to freedom of expression

Right to social security

Figure 21: Top five human rights that respondents agreed or strongly agreed were

under threat in their country (n=7,500).

High awareness respondents more likely to identify
threats and violations

» A larger share of the respondents in the higher aware-
ness group believes that all the top five rights are
threatened in their countries compared with the lower
awareness group.

» Asked whether their own human rights have been

violated, the respondents in the high awareness group
are about 10 percentage points more likely to answer
yes than ones with lower awareness (29% versus
20%). This difference corresponds with the difference
in respondents answering that they don 't know if their
human rights have been violated
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38%

36%

36%

34%

33%

30%

29%
Sweden

Denmark

Figure 22: Share of population who have experienced
human rights violations (n=7,500)



Perceptions of discrimination

The right to non-discrimination is vital for ensuring that everyone can live
with dignity, respect, and equal opportunity, allowing all individuals to fully
enjoy human rights. However, discrimination remains a significant chal-
lenge in every society, including the Scandinavian countries despite com-
prehensive equality laws.*

In our survey, respondents were asked to rate the level of discrimination faced by various
groups, ranging from high to none. All respondents were presented with the definition of dis-
crimination as stated in the first paragraph in the box on the previous page. The results display
considerable differences between the countries, both in terms of which groups were identified
as most exposed to discrimination, and the overall level of discrimination perceived by respon-
dents in the different countries. Similar to human rights at risk, Swedes are more inclined to
think that minority groups face discrimination in their country compared to Danes and Norwe-
gians.

There are notable differences across the five groups most frequently perceived as facing dis-
crimination in Sweden, Norway, and Denmark. The only group common to all three countries
is persons with intellectual disabilities, with 26% of Swedish, 19% of Norwegian, and 13% of
Danish respondents reporting high levels of perceived discrimination (Figure 23).

In both Sweden and Norway, people with physical disabilities are the group most commonly
identified by respondents as facing discrimination (27% and 21%, respectively). Roma persons
are also identified by many as facing discrimination (23% of Swedes, 14% of Norwegians). Ref-
ugees are common to both Sweden and Denmark (20% and 15%, respectively), while 21% of
Norwegians and 15% of Danes report high discrimination against trans or non-binary people.
Additionally, 21% of Swedish respondents point to the elderly, 16% of Norwegians to people
with mental health problems, and 16% of Danes to Immigrants and Muslims.

Non-discrimination in human rights law

Discrimination means treating people unfairly because of their personal characteristics or
group membership. Discrimination can both be direct and indirect through, for example,
seemingly fair policies that have unintended negative impacts on specific groups.

The right to freedom from discrimination is enshrined in various international human
rights treaties, such as the European Convention on Human Rights article 14, the Interna-
tional Covenant on Civil and Political Rights article 2 article 26 and International Covenant
on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, article 2 and Convention on the Rights of the
Child article 2.

The Scandinavian countries are also parties to more specialised non-discrimination
conventions.

States have a duty to ensure that different groups in society have the same opportunity

to enjoy their human rights. States also both have a duty to criminalise discrimination, and
to work proactively through different political measures to eliminate discrimination.
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Perceived discrimination in Scandinavia

People with physical disabilities 21%
People with intellectual disabilities 26%
Sweden Roma 23%
Elderly 21%
Refugees 20%

People with physical disahilities 21%

People who are trans and non-binary people 21%

19%

Norway People with intellectual disabilities

People with mental health problems 16%

=
=

Roma

Persons with an immigrant background 16%

Muslims 16%

Denmark Refugees 15%

&S
=

People who are trans and non-hinary people

People with intellectual disabilities 13%

Figure 23: Top five groups that respondents answered that are discriminated to a high degree (n=7,500)
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5.2 How do Scandinavians see their governments’
efforts in safeguarding human rights?

National governments have a fundamental responsibility to protect, respect, and fulfil human
rights for everyone within their jurisdiction. This includes creating and enforcing laws that
protect human rights, prevent abuses, and provide mechanisms for justice and accountability
when violations occur. Additionally, governments must ensure that individuals have access to
essential services like education, healthcare, and social security.

Many Scandinavians recognise challenges to the real- High awareness respondents more likely to
isation of human rights within their countries, yet they think government should do more

remain divided on whether their governments should

take further action to protect these rights. In Sweden, a Compared with respondents in the lower aware-
majority (50%) believe their government should do more ness group, respondents in the higher awareness
to safeguard human rights, compared to 43% who feel group are more likely, 47% compared to 38%, to
the government’s current efforts are sufficient (Figure answer that the government should do more to
24). safeguard human rights.

The opposite view prevails in Denmark, where only

a third (33%) think more action is needed, while half
(50%) consider the government'’s efforts adequate. In
Norway, opinion is evenly split, with 43% on each side
of the question. These differences reflect varying levels
of public trust in governmental action on human rights
across the Scandinavian countries.

Just a very small minority in any of the three countries
thought that the government should do less to safe-
guard human rights, while a little more than one in ten
did not know.
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Swedes most likely to think
government should do more

The government in my country should
do more to safeguard human rights

The government in my country is doing everything
that can reasonably be expected to protect humanrights

The government in my country should
give less consideration to human rights

B Idon’t know

Figure 24: Response distribution of answers to the statements “Considering that the government has the
ultimate responsibility for safeguarding human rights in a country, which of the following statements is
closest to your opinion?” (n=7,500)
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To what extent do Scandinavians trust public institutions to uphold

human rights?

The Scandinavian countries are considered ‘high trust societies, meaning that there is a high
level of trust both towards other people and public institutions.5® Multiple surveys have con-
firmed Scandinavia as high trust societies compared to most other countries in the world and
the results from longitudinal studies have not found evidence for a large shift during the last

decades.%®

Our survey asked respondents to what degree they trust
different public entities to uphold human rights. The re-
sults reveal notable differences in trust levels across
the three countries. Generally, Swedes exhibit lower
trust in public institutions than Danes and Norwe-
gians (Figure 25).

The survey reveals both similarities and differences in
how respondents in the three countries rate their trust
towards different public entities:

Swedes trust hospitals most

In Sweden, people have the highest trust in hospitals
and childcare institutions. 39% of Swedish respondents
express high trust in these institutions to uphold human
rights. Trust is lowest for prisons (19%) and the asylum
system (20%). Trust is also low for intelligence services
and elderly nursing homes, with only 20% of respon-
dents expressing trust in each of these.

Danes have highest trust in courts

In Denmark, people have the highest trust in courts
(47%) and hospitals (46%) to uphold human rights, with
the least in the asylum system (21%) and psychiatric
institutions (23%).

Trust in child protective services lower in Norway

In Norway, people have the highest trust in courts
(44%) and hospitals (43%), and lowest in psychiatric
institutions (20%), child protective services (21%), and
municipal governments (22%). Notably, Norwegians
have significantly lower trust in child protective services
(Social services concerning children) than Swedes

and Danes—7 percentage points and 10 percentage
points lower, respectively. This may be linked to the
high number of cases involving Norwegian child pro-
tective services brought before the European Court of
Human Rights and the public attention these cases have
received.
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Norwegians and Danes place the highest trust in courts
to uphold human rights. Although courts are also among
the most highly trusted institutions in Sweden, the gap
in trust between the countries is greater for courts than
for any other public institution surveyed. While 47% of
Danes and 44% of Norwegians express high trust in
courts, only 35% of Swedes do so.

Asylum systems, psychiatric institutions, prisons,
and nursing homes for the elderly rank lower in pub-
lic trust across the board, although trust in prisons and
the asylum system is somewhat higher in Norway than
in Sweden and Denmark. These institutions share com-
mon human rights challenges in all three countries.®®
They share the commonality that they are arenas where
persons may be subjected to confinement, involuntary
treatment or use of force. Additionally, the people served
by these institutions are often vulnerable, including
asylum seekers fleeing conflict, elderly individuals with
health concerns, and people with psychiatric conditions.

Swedes' lower perceived trust in institutions to uphold
human rights is interesting in the context of a height-
ened awareness of human rights issues within the
country. As we have seen, many Swedes report feeling
that human rights are at risk, and they also perceive a
higher level of discrimination affecting various groups.
High trust in institutions correlates with trust in other
people which is important for democracy, solidarity and
the willingness to help others.®' This interconnectedness
of perception and trust highlights the importance of ad-
dressing these concerns to restore confidence in public
institutions.

High awareness respondents have higher trust

in public institutions in upholding rights

The difference varies between 4% for prisons and
the asylum system to 10% for childcare institutions.



Varying trust in public institutions

Courts

Hospitals

Child care institutions

Primary schools

Police

Parliament

Army

The government

Social services concerning children

Municipal government

Intelligence services

Nursing homes for the elderly

Prisons
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Asylum system
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Figure 25: Share of respondents that trust the following public entities to uphold human rights to a high degree
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Conclusion

While there is a broad support for human rights, aware-
ness and attitudes differ between the three countries.
Sweden stands out with the highest awareness levels,
but also a heightened perception of rights being at risk,
coupled with lower trust in public institutions compared
to Denmark and Norway. Moreover we find that people
with greater awareness of human rights tend to show
stronger support for them and hold more positive atti-
tudes.

Despite broad support, challenges remain

Many believe human rights abuses are not rare in their
countries, and many feel that social and economic
rights are at risk today. In all three countries, the right
to a healthy environment, the right to health, the right
to freedom from discrimination, and the right to social
security appear among the rights that respondents see
as most threatened. The heightened focus on the vul-
nerability of the economic and social rights may reflect
rising concerns about growing disparities, higher living
costs, and a growing sense that the welfare state is
under pressure. These issues raise important questions
about how human rights fit into Scandinavia's social
contract. The growing perception that the right to a
healthy environment is under threat is undoubtedly driv-
en by the worsening impacts of climate change, leading
more people to see environmental stability as critical to
protecting human rights.

A considerable minority of the respondents report that
they have experienced human rights violations, and
many perceive that groups in society face discrimina-
tion. Moreover, there are significant variations in peoples
trust in public institutions when it comes to upholding
human rights underlining the need for a deeper under-
standing of public concerns and more targeted efforts to
address these gaps.
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Respondents’ attitudes to issues such as surveillance,
freedom of expression, and religious freedoms highlight
the challenge of balancing different human rights and
public concerns. The complex relationship between
security measures, such as surveillance, and privacy
protection underscores the ongoing tensions of safe-
guarding public safety while maintaining fundamental
freedoms. Similarly, support for banning certain expres-
sions to combat hate speech or protect national security
shows how freedom of expression sometimes conflicts
with other priorities. Moreover, we find that people sup-
port limiting human rights for certain groups or types of
expression in ways that go beyond democratic norms.
This raises critical questions about how societies can
balance security and freedom while ensuring that every-
one is treated fairly and equitably.

Need for further engagement

The findings of the report suggest that while Scandi-
navians broadly support human rights, human rights
education and public attention are essential to ensure
that the protection of human rights remains robust. A
more in-depth analysis of the attitudes of different soci-
etal groups is crucial to understanding the complexities
and dynamics of support for human rights. This includes
exploring how factors such as education, geography,
age, gender, political beliefs, and socioeconomic status
influence perspectives and drive variations in support
across groups. Decision-makers need this knowledge to
carefully balance and protect rights when conflicts arise.

Overall, this study highlights the need for sustained pub-
lic engagement and education. These efforts can help
strengthen understanding and ensure that human rights
are upheld in ways that align with both societal values
and individual freedomes.
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