
Are you Swedish?

OR OTHER COOL 
BRANDS
CAN MERELY A passion for Sweden and books lead 
to a successful business with products you didn't know 
anything about? It sure can. Are you Swedish? is a proof 
of it if nothing else.

Hanneke de Boer went from being a lawyer to being a 
successful entrepreneur in her own Swedish fashion 
brand agency. Here she shares the story behind her 
success and how books play a big role in her life.

Hip, modern and cool
It all started some 10 years ago. Hanneke had seen all 
these Swedish films and she really liked the hip and 
modern Sweden that she saw there. She decided to learn 
the language, then paid the country a visit, and discovered 
the brand Dagmar, being very much on the rise at that 
moment. She thought it would be great if she could bring 
Dagmar to the Netherlands. She prepared herself and got 
in touch with Dagmar who was very positive. She quickly 
got presented a contract. After spending the journey 
home to Amsterdam and a couple of working hours, and 
realising she didn’t know anything about fashion, sales or 
PR, she still decided that same day that she would go for 
it and quit her job.

She later launched her business with two brands. Not 
knowing much about the fashion business, marketing 
or PR, she was open to all information and made sure 
people got to know that she was out there. An e-mail to 
Het Parool resulted in an article and from there it went on. 
Today she does PR as if she’s never done anything else. 
She’s convinced that sales and PR go hand in hand and 
that sales always come with service. 

Are you Swedish? is today the PR and sales agent for ten 
fashion brands, of which eight are Swedish, one Danish 
and one Dutch. The latter two were simply too cool to say 
no to. Her choice of brands very much reflects what she 
personally likes. Long lasting quality is very important to 
her. Using a ten year old jacket is eco if anything!

The fashion she represents is sold to about 300 shops, 
and through her own consumer oriented ”Cool depart-
ment store”. The B2B sales go through the online B2B 
department store and personal meetings with shops. She 
has one person working with the sales and distribution 
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Cultural differences
Team work is organised differently here compared to 
Sweden. In Sweden you work on a project together and 
give each other feedback during the process. When the 
report is presented you’re seldom exposed to unexpected 
opinions or feedback. In the Netherlands it’s often the 
other way around. Everyone works on his own, reports his 
results and then comes the feedback and criticism. 

”In Sweden I can be both vulnerable and strong at the 
same time. If you show you’re vulnerable here in the 
Netherlands, people will lose respect for you. Or do they 
become unsure? I don’t know. The only thing I know is 
that the success of my business relies on me leaving my 
feelings at home”.

Eva has been here since the early 1990s, brought here 
by love for a Dutch geologist. Eva loves the Dutch river 
landscapes and she is very impressed by the Dutch water 
management system. And she says it’s great to be so close 
to the main European cities. 

"But when I become old maybe I’ll move back. I certainly 
miss the Stockholm inlet, the mentality of the inhabitants 
and, not the least, the Swedish fishballs!"

Archaeologist and business director
Though educated as an archaeologist, starting EARTH in 
2008 was a great challenge for Eva, both financially and 
culturally. She has worked at the Culture Heritage Agencies 
of both Sweden and the Netherlands and later became 
the director of the private company Archeospecialisten. To 
finally take the step to start from scratch on her own was 
challenging, but turned out to be a success. EARTH started 
in the financial crisis, is doing very well and looking forward 
to a bright future.

Inspiration, exchange and perspective
Eva joined the Swedish Chamber of Commerce because 
she wanted to exchange experiences and learn from other 
companies. She is a mentor in the Mentorship program. 
”It’s really inspiring to meet those young people!”, she 
exclaims. The network also brings her good contacts 
with e.g. international legal advisors. ”It’s great to be part 
of this network of people with a broad perspective and 
international experience! I certainly recommend it to 
anyone who is eager to learn and meet people”.
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and one with the B2B, both on a contract 
basis. Having too many employees and 
being a manager is not her thing. She 
prefers working on her own, cooperating 
with other self employed people. 

Her office is also her showroom. A simple 
table of raw wood is Hanneke’s desk. 
The rest is showroom with everything 
from clothes and sun glasses to jewelry, 
iPhone cases and shoes.

What’s in a name?
The name of her company came about 
pretty quickly in the beginning when 
Hanneke travelled to Sweden to a fashion 
fair. To prepare herself she had imagined 
what the people would ask when they 
met. Certainly they would ask ”Are you 
Swedish?”. So, there was the name.

A healthy entrepreneurship
Hanneke’s business success brought her 
to events where she was asked to speak 
about entrepreneurship, to organise 
fashion shows, to hold workshops. She is 
also a mentor in and outside the Swedish 
Chamber Mentorship Programme. She 
was even interviewed for the Dutch 
version of the marketing guru Kotler’s 
latest book!

To make her busy life possible, she 
makes sure she has enough time for 
herself planned every day. She manages 

her time very carefully and always 
includes time for a bath, a walk along the 
water, a moment sitting in the sun with a 
book. ”My bad days are my good days”, 
Hanneke says. She experiences days 
when she’s not inspired in the office and 
nothing comes out. Then she stops, she 
takes a book with her and goes to sit in 
the sun or at a café. Then the energy and 
ideas start to flow again instantly. The bad 
day becomes a very good day for herself 
in the short run and for her business in 
the long run. 

She has no kids and a boyfriend living 
in Rotterdam, which makes it easier to 
reserve time for herself. ”I’m not very 
often stressed. I think it’s because I give 
enough time to myself”.

To Hanneke money is freedom. After the 
first years of pulling herself too far for 
too little money, she now has learned to 
delegate. The cooperation with other self 
employed works very well.

A bookworm
Hanneke has learned most of what 
she knows from all the books she has 
read. She’s an avid book reader, a real 
book worm. Books are her source of 
know  ledge of how to run a business, do 
marketing, what PR is and how to handle 
it. They give her peace. 

She prefers paper to digital. She admini-
strates a list to keep track of the books 
she has read and the ones she still wants 
to read. Except from business books of 
all kinds, she reads anything from the 
history of hip hop to the Japa nese art of 
organising and tidying up.

Networking
Hanneke quickly became a member of 
the Swedish Chamber of Commerce for 
the pure sake of networking within a 
Swedish environment in the Netherlands. 
”It’s important for me to be in touch with 
the general business world, outside of 
the specific fashion world”.

She had a business card with her before 
her company was even registered. She 
strongly recommends that to anyone 
who wants to start their own business. 
"It becomes real in your head and forces 
you to actually start".

Reliable
Hanneke’s passion for Sweden brought 
her far and taught her a lot. Her experien-
ces with doing business in the fashion 
industry in the two countries are quite 
similar. The Swedes are just as direct as 
the Dutch. They’re personal and open. 
She has never had an experience in 
Sweden of being cheated or treated in 
an unfair way. "The Swedes are very 
reliable", she concludes.
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