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It’s easy to feel offended when you don’t understand  
linguistic nuances. Stockholm-based writer and  

photographer Lola Akinmade Åkerström explains. 
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I’VE BEEN fascinated by lan-
guage ever since I was a child, 
growing up in Nigeria amidst 
more than 250 tribes and 
their unique dialects. I taught 
myself Italian (which has 
waned over time), struggled 
with German, and studied 
Spanish at university. When 
I arrived on Sweden’s shores 
seven years ago, newly married 
to a Swede, I knew I needed to 
learn the language as deeply as 
I could. Though most Swedes 
speak English, cracking their 
hard outer shell can take years. 
Here, friendships date back to 
childhood and compliments 
are rare. Mastering the subtle 
nuances of the language was 
the hammer I needed to start 
chipping away. 

I enrolled in free Swedish 
classes offered to immigrants. 
And while it was challenging 
to learn how to properly  
purse my lips when pronounc-
ing such similar-sounding 
words as sjö, sju, and tjö, it 
was regularly encountering 
the word duktig in everyday 
conversation that bothered  
me the most. 

Duktig means “smart” in 
Swedish. To locals, the word 
is harmless, part of the natural 
flow of their native language. 
To me, an outsider trying  
to fit into an insular culture, it 
suggested a level of conde-

scension to which many native 
speakers might be oblivious. 

I would share an idea at a 
business meeting. “Vad duktig 
du är!” (How smart you are!) 

At a dinner party, I would 
tell people I had worked as a 
computer programmer (my 
former profession). “Vad duktig 
du är!” 

Duktig felt like a veiled 
insult—that somehow, I had 
miraculously exceeded their 
low expectations. For me, it 
evoked the same negative, vis-
ceral reaction as being told in 
the United States that I speak 
“eloquently” for an African 
American.

Many expats in Sweden 
have difficulties securing jobs. 
It sometimes felt like whatever 
expertise I brought with me 
was simply not enough, so duk-
tig came off as patronizing. 

Over time, as I advanced 
my language skills and delved 
deeper into Swedish expres-
sion, I came to realize that duk-
tig, in the right context, really 
could be a compliment. Often it 
means, “I think you’re cool.” 

Still, until I progress further 
on my journey toward fluency, 
I’ll probably reserve the phrase 
“Vad duktig du är!” for kids 
under 10.

Not so fast. Putting down roots is harder than traveling.  
According to a 2016 survey conducted by InterNations, a global 

networking and data platform for expatriates, these are some  
of the countries most and least welcoming of foreign residents.

by ASHLEY GOLDSMITH 

Ready to Ship Out?

TAIWAN 
Of the 67 countries 
surveyed, Taiwan 
swept top honors 
in the quality of life 
department. Expats 
report feeling  
safe and pleased 
with their work-life  
balance. 

ITALY  
Expats report 
shorter workweeks, 
heavenly food, 
and outstanding 
beaches. But high 
taxes and the con-
tinuing economic 
crisis are major 
downsides. 

NEW ZEALAND  
Kiwi-wannabes 
enjoy a strong job 
market, a clean en-
vironment, and lots 
of leisure activities. 
But making friends 
is tough, as is deal-
ing with the geo-
graphic isolation.

KUWAIT  
A high cost of living, 
political instability, 
and an icy recep-
tion toward expats 
(working women 
in particular) land 
Kuwait near the bot-
tom of the list, along 
with Saudi Arabia. 

BRAZIL 
For some expats, 
fine weather and 
friendly locals aren’t 
enough to offset 
Brazil’s high crime 
rate, tumultuous 
political scene, and 
limited schooling 
options.

ECUADOR  
Consistently top-
rated thanks to its 
quality health care 
and low cost of 
housing, Ecuador 
has recently suf-
fered through some 
tougher economic 
times.

EGYPT  
It’s one of the 
more affordable 
countries, but high 
pollution, dodgy 
medical care, lousy 
job prospects, and 
concerns about 
personal safety are 
serious challenges.

MALTA 
The Mediterranean 
nation scored 
well for its sunny 
climate, hospitable 
locals, cheap hous-
ing, and welcoming 
environment for 
entrepreneurs.

INDONESIA  
The beaches are 
stunning and the 
locals are welcom-
ing, but expats 
surveyed warn of 
long workweeks, 
difficulties finding 
jobs, and concerns 
over safety.

C’MON OVER!

THINK ABOUT IT

WHOA, HOLD UP!
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