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This booklet was produced with support from the Ministry for Foreign Affairs as part of the Finnish Government’s Promotion Programme for Finnish Food Culture.

Let’s talk about food!
One of the first impressions that foreigners have of Finland is food. Whether
you are here on business or spending leisure time, you always eat. Even when
you are with new acquaintances food is a natural topic of conversation, some
thing everyone is familiar with.
Finnish food culture has undergone enormous changes this last decade. At
the same time Nordic cuisine has become fashionable among food professionals around the world. The main areas of global interest are the new tastes,
the clarity, the clean approach and the close relationship with nature.
The purpose of this report is to contribute titbits of Finnish food culture to international debates. The idea behind the chosen themes is to present aspects
which are unique and interesting. The topics chosen are just the tip of the iceberg. There are numerous untold stories below the surface - all Finns have
their own tale to add to the themes presented here. More information and new
ideas can be drawn from the sources listed in the appendices.
There are a lot of food-related issues in Finland that Finnish people have good
reason to feel proud of. Many issues would probably even surprise foreigners.
Let’s sit down at the table and talk about Finnish food and food culture.

Government’s Promotion Programme for Finnish Food Culture
Ministry for Foreign Affairs

There is a slide presentation and photograph bank to go with this report. They
are freely available. See appendices 1 and 2 as well as www.sre.fi/titbits.
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A Viable Environment
and Uncompromising
Experts Conjure
up Delicacies
Finnish food culture has its origins in the taste and viability of Nordic nature, traditions and new influences. From these we have conjured up a delicious combination where customs and stories are forever in a state of flux, but we still keep one
hand in the traditional rye bread dough.
Our Nordic nature produces the sort of food experience that gourmets who have
tried everything never forget. The wild berries, mushrooms and game that are
found in the forests and the fish in our rivers, lakes and seas are fresh and strong in
flavour. The fact that Finland is the world’s northernmost agricultural country gives
its food strength that we can draw from throughout the whole year. The change of
seasons is also reflected in our meals.
The influences we got from our closest neighbours are partly history and partly living traditions as well as present-day cookery. The Christmas traditions derive from
our Western heritage; those of Easter are from East. Many fish dishes we eat are
also served in the other Nordic countries. The huge variety of bakery products reflects our interaction with various areas in the world. Today the culinary influences
come from further and further afield, and the best parts integrate into the Finnish
food culture.
Finland has become a world leader in acquiring know-how of healthy eating,
thanks to its ability to solve a variety of nutritional challenges. The level of expertise
in dietetics is top class, and this is exploited in many different ways. A diet based
on staple foods of good quality is recognised as one of the main prerequisites for
well-being and is encouraged at maternity clinics, through a system of free school
meals and tuition in home economics, to name a few examples. Research and
product development make it easier to cope with everyday nutritional problems
with for example the emergence of special dietary products and functional foods.
Staple foods are also being continuously made healthier.
It is not just the Finns who think that Finnish food tastes good. Top professionals
combine their own ingredients, culinary traditions and design with lessons learnt
from elsewhere in the world. With its fresh approach and lack of prejudice, Helsinki
has emerged as a one of the world’s most interesting trendsetting cities. It is something for our guests from abroad to embrace wholeheartedly.
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Culinary
Symphony
from Nordic
Nature
For many Finns and foreigners the best
Finnish food adventures have their origins
in nature. Unforgettable experiences can
be conjured up from berries, mushrooms,
the fish that live in lakes and game.

Nature and the countryside are never far away in Finland, both in terms of our thoughts and actual distance.
You can get out of the capital very easily to go berrying
or jogging or just to relax in the forest. Many city children still have grandparents in the country. These roots
are a continual guarantee of contact with the places
where our food is grown. Hobbies like fishing and picking mushrooms are often linked to spending time in
country cottages, which one in five households in Finland has.
Blueberries, lingonberries, chanterelles and boletus
mushrooms are greatly savoured all year long in the
homes of those who collect them. Berries that people
have picked and frozen themselves are a source of
wonder for many foreigners! Of course it is enough for
a lot of Finns to go off to the forest once or twice in the
autumn to walk and stop and pick berries to eat there
and then. They might also go to the marketplace or the
shop to replenish their freezers.
Everyman’s right allows free access to the forests to pick
berries and mushrooms. Anyone can help themselves to
what nature has to offer as long as they show respect
for the countryside and the landowners concerned.
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Our thousands of lakes are breeding grounds for tasty
freshwater fish. The bays and coves of the Baltic also
provide us with fish from the sea. A fishing licence, easy
to obtain, means that those who fish as a hobby can
enjoy what our waters have to offer. The smoker and grill,
standard equipment at every summer cottage, are ageold methods for cooking fish. There are special seasons
for tasting various delicacies: autumn is the time for
crayfish and lamprey and winter is for roe, burbot and
ice-fishing.
In many Finnish households game meat that has been
hunted by family members themselves is eaten. Mostly
it is elk that is served up, but it can also be wild reindeer
or hare. The commonest of the game birds are mallard
and wood pigeon. Almost anyone can obtain a hunting
permit because our hunting culture dates back to bygone days of self-sufficiency when we had to fend for
ourselves in the forest. Aristocratic rituals are alien to the
Finnish hunting culture.
We also produce special delicacies from nature. In the
hands of the skilled enthusiast or small-time entrepreneur, for example birch sap, fresh spruce shoots and tar
become drinks, treacles and other rare delights.
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The forest is the Finnish people’s bread and butter. It has always been a source of timber for building, wood for heating
and revenue from exports. Berries and mushrooms enrich
the dining table and mean additional income for some. The
forest’s desolation and silence stand in contrast to the busy
lifestyle that Finns today have.

Those who holiday at their summer cottages particularly
like to eat perch and flounder that they have smoked themselves. At the end of a successful fishing trip they light a fire
under the smoker, sprinkle alder chips on the apparatus to
aid the smoking process and scale and gut the fish on a wire
rack. The result: copper-brown, succulent fish.

Reindeer are farmed game animals that live freely on the fells
in the North of the country. Each one has an owner, one of
the 5,000 reindeer herders in Finland. Every year the herders
bring the animals down from the mountains and hills to sort
out e.g. which ones belong to which herder. Finnish reindeer
husbandry and the marketing process are very well organised, so the meat is available throughout the country. Its taste
is unique, and many people simply love it.
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The World’s
Northernmost
Agriculture
Nowhere else in the world is land farmed further North than in Finland. Short summer
and long winter pose challenges for growing crops and raising livestock. That used to
mean a shortage of food in the winter; now it
means finding ways to cut costs. But, more
than anything, this has brought with it some
creative solutions and quality food.

The summer growing season in Finland is short: the
entire process has to be run through two months faster than in the warmer south. In autumn the harvesting
needs to be completed swiftly in just a few weeks – before winter sets in.
The light of the long summer days, the warmth of the
Gulf Stream, and local varieties make fast growth possible. The amount of solar radiation generated overall
in Finland during the growing season is greater than in
Central Europe. Growth is also helped by the fact that
in summer it is rarely too hot or dry and there is always
enough water available for irrigation. The winter frosts
effectively destroy some of the pests and slow down
the growth of many weeds.
What makes the growing season special in Finland is
that the day- and night-time temperatures differ enormously, which has the effect of preserving the fragrance
of the herbs and the nutritional goodness of the berries.
The arable lands and forests rest during winter, but vegetables are produced in greenhouses throughout the
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year. Greenhouses need electricity on the dark, cold
days. A lot of successful work has been done to reduce energy use. For example, cucumbers growing
in greenhouses now need a third less energy than a
few decades ago. At the same time the harvest has
trebled. As many as 180 kilograms of cucumbers per
square metre under glass are produced a year, which
is almost a world record. Furthermore, greenhouse
cultivation needs no artificial pesticides.
Farm animals shelter in heated barns in the winter.
Some animals, especially in organic farms, spend time
outside also in freezing temperatures. A good level
of expertise in hygiene and animal feed make Finnish
meat, milk and eggs the world’s highest quality.
One of the biggest challenges of the future is global
warming. Whether it will benefit or harm agriculture remains to be seen. Longer summers would produce a
bigger harvest and make it possible to grow new varieties. On the other hand, mild winters would mean
more pests and weeds. Whatever the case, Finnish agriculture is used to adapting to the challenges
brought on by the climate.
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Many owners of detached houses cultivate a vegetable
garden. City folk too have the opportunity to grow their
own food: a lot of cities and towns let plots of land for
growing vegetables or allotments that come with small
summer cottages. There is more demand for them than
there is supply.

We used to survive in the winter on local fish and game
and preserved crops left over from the summer harvest. If we so wished, we would still manage very well all
year long without the need for food from abroad, both in
terms of nutrition and stimulating the palate.

Finns are innovative when it comes to developing the
greenhouse culture. In the future eco-efficiency will play
a greater role and the urban cultivation of fruit and vegetables will bring greenhouse production closer to city
consumers. The greenhouse of the future may even be
a means of producing energy for local residents and vice
versa: surplus heat from nearby homes may be used as
energy for greenhouses.
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Four Seasons
of Food
The Finnish flavours are a treasure trove
due to the fact that there are four distinct
seasons. The summerly freshness of the
fields and forests gives way to the sweet
smells of winter. Game and freshly caught
fish are seasonal alternatives to meat and
fish from the shop.

In winter the Finnish food scene is characterised by
dark flavours: the sharp taste of cellar-stored onions
and the mature and earthy aromas of potatoes, carrots
and swede. Meat casseroles and stews are left to simmer gently. Pickled vegetables and sauerkraut are like
a cool breeze on the tongue. The traditional Christmas
meal with ham is the culinary highlight of winter.
Spring and the increase in the amount of daylight lighten the mood and Finnish food too. Winter stores are
used up alongside the first fresh tastes of the new season. Soup is there to warm you up on the cold days,
the last of the game meat can be enjoyed with the new
season’s imported vegetables, and the last frozen berries are used for pies. Gradually rhubarb, morels, asparagus, nettles and dandelions make an appearance
on the plate.
In summer the whole of Finland tucks into a new crop
of potatoes, strawberries and peas. The potatoes are
served with herring, dill, small sweet onions with their
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stalks on, and butter. The world’s tastiest strawberries
are a good reason to bake a cake. Food grown in vegetable gardens is often eaten as it is – untreated and
fresh. Meat is cooked on grills outdoors, and fish is
grilled or smoked. Summer cooking is uncomplicated
and full of fresh flavours.
In autumn everything is in abundance. Forest and garden berries, mushrooms and root crops are filled with
the light of summer and give off a full aroma. Game
adds to the diverse range of meats on offer and the fishing season is still continuing. Skilled hands lock in the
flavours for the winter. Jams, juices, savoury preserves,
and dried and frozen products fill the kitchen shelves.
Over the years people have eaten less in accordance
with the seasons. But seasonal eating is once again
becoming fashionable, all thanks to passionate chefs,
food journalism, good quality ingredients, excellent flavours and consumers who insist on a greener approach
to cooking.
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Early autumn is the time for crayfish parties – a tribute to our only crustacean. The crayfish are placed in
an attractive pile and eaten on toasted white bread with
butter and dill. Accompanying drinks are beer or white
wine. Schnapps is also drunk to short ’schnapps’ songs.
Crayfish parties are an essential part of the culture of
Finland’s Swedish speakers, though the practice has
spread more widely.

Helsinki’s Baltic Herring Fair is held in autumn and has
been going on for 250 years. There fishermen sell salted and marinated herring. Other popular items include
sweet bread from the archipelago and handicrafts. The
Baltic herring market in Turku has been going for 30
years. There are local herring markets and fish fairs also
in other areas in Finland.
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Finland’s
Contribution to
Healthy Eating
’Finland - a competitive pioneer in healthy
eating’. That was a prediction for Finland
just a few years ago. The prospects seem
good: good quality raw materials, a steady
and diverse range of products, and a
long history of cooperation with researchers, the authorities and the food industry.
Healthy eating in Finland is above all about
proper staple food and the wise choices
of ordinary people, but it is also about research and innovation that meet top international standards.

A diet based on basic Finnish raw materials is a healthy
one. Our diet includes a lot of rye and oats. They provide
the energy we need to keep going and their fibres loosen the bowels. Rapeseed oil and oily fish also provide
the fatty acids that are so important for the heart, veins
and skin. The berries and root crops that grow in the
northern summer help provide resistance against diseases in the form of powerful antioxidants and other important sources of nourishment.
Apart from the excellent quality of the ingredients, milk
and meat products and wholemeal bread are also excellent staple foods. For years now the food industry
has been cutting the fat, salt and sugar content of their
products.

The latest phenomena this millennium are super-, local
and organic food and the sustainable diet. Superfood
is an unofficial term for natural foodstuffs with an
exceptionally high nutritional value. In Finland berries,
for example, are a true superfood, and blueberries have
even been researched internationally. The health benefits
of local food are associated with minimal processing and
freshness. In organic food there are strict limitations on
the use of artificial fertilisers, pesticides and additives,
and therefore it is claimed to be healthy. All three have
become part of what makes for a healthy diet, both in
Finland and abroad.

To help consumers make their choices a system of symbols has been developed indicating the best nutritional
products in each product group. The heart symbol system encourages industry in their product development
endeavours.

Living in Finland is like winning the lottery for many on
special diets. Those suffering from lactose intolerance
will find plenty of low-lactose and lactose-free dairy
products in ordinary shops. There are gluten-free bakery
products for those suffering from coeliac disease. Special diets are indicated on the menus of many restaurants with a symbol system, and if the symbols are not
present, the waiter can give advice.

Our northern geographical position is associated
with one particular nutritional phenomenon: low-fat
and fat-free milk and ‘piimä’ (Finnish buttermilk) are
supplemented with vitamin D, because we do not get
enough of it during the dark Finnish winter.

Expertise in special diet products plays an important role
in export. Finnish lactose-free dairy products have in recent years gained a firm foothold in Sweden, and the
conquest of America has begun. Italian sufferers of coeliac disease can enjoy pizza made in Finland.
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Functional foods represent the scientific zenith of
health-promoting foods. They are scientifically researched products which have special positive effects
in addition to their conventional nutritional properties.
Functional products can have any desirable ingredients added to them and harmful ones removed from
them.
The first Finnish functional product to conquer the world
was the toothfriendly sweetener xylitol. It was followed
by products that are good for the stomach, cholesterol
levels and blood pressure. Ingredients that are beneficial
to health were added to these products. Finnish functional products are sold in dozens of countries around
the world either as imported goods or as products manufactured under licence locally.
The story of Finnish health-promoting food is a long
one. After the Second World War there was still concern about food shortages. Then began a period of
great change in society: people started moving to the
cities for work, the standard of living rose - and eating
habits altered. Obesity, cardiovascular diseases, and
more recently diabetes became a worry, so it was important to examine people’s welfare from the perspective of diet. Today it is obvious to us Finns that counselling and guidance with regard to food and nutrition are

TITBITS FROM FINLAND

a way to support our citizens, beginning from the very
first visit to the maternity clinic.
There is a broad range of expertise in Finland in the areas of healthy eating. There is demand for this internationally, because a lot of nations are now grappling with
problems that are caused by better standard of living.

In Finland during the 1970s it was discovered that xylitol
prevents tooth decay. The world’s first toothfriendly
chewing gum and lozenges were brought onto the
market in Finland in 1975, the same year as in the
United States. Today xylitol sweets are available on
every continent.

The background to health-promoting foods is the
nutritional and technical research that has been
going on internationally. The latest development is
measuring equipment that combine bio-, nano-, and
information technology. The most recent advances
in the study of obesity combine research of nutrition,
diabetes and vascular health with technological knowhow. Researchers of nutrition are interested in the link
between genes and food, nutrigenomics.
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Food Culture
at School
Every young person in a Finnish day
care centre, elementary or secondary
school or vocational college is
provided with a hot, healthy lunch. In
lessons in home economics children in
secondary school learn about the art
of cooking and the basics of nutrition.

A free hot lunch served at school is a component of
the official curriculum. The idea is that a meal break
at school refreshes the children and helps them cope
throughout the remainder of the day. At the same time
it is a lesson in health, nutrition and customs. In Finland
we believe that our excellent results in the Programme
for International Student Assessment (PISA) are partly
due to the school meal.
Most of the food for school meals is prepared in large
central kitchens and distributed to smaller ones. Often
the same kitchen prepares food for day care centres
and other communal units too.
Another system that relates to food culture in our
schools is the lessons in home economics, where children learn cookery and other everyday skills. Though
everyone has to study it, home economics is a minority
subject. However, many study it in the subsequent year
as an optional subject.
Free school meal has it’s roots from the beginning of
the 20th century and became statutory in the 1940’s.
As part of the nation’s reconstruction, Finland wanted to
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Every year delegations come to Finland to learn about
our system of school meals, from as far afield as Asia
and the Arab countries. Our educational system is marketed abroad and the catering system is an integral
component of it.

In Helsinki in February 2010 it was decided that there
should be one vegetarian day a week in the city’s
schools. The ultimate goal is to cut greenhouse emissions and set an example to others.

Most adults in Finland also eat a hot lunch. Finns that go
out to work have various options for lunch. Many workplaces have their own canteen and many restaurants
offer a quick lunch service. Meal coupons or luncheon
vouchers issued by employers are common.

ensure that elementary schoolchildren received a daily
meal and that they would cope at school. Furthermore,
switching the teaching of home economics from the
home to the school reflects a social change. It used to
be something handed down from mother to daughter,
but with industrialisation many Finns lost touch with
their roots, including their own food culture.
In modern Finland the system of free school meals and
lessons in home economics are a matter of course that
time has not passed by. On the contrary, the significance
of school meals and lessons in nutrition to public
health and the food culture is felt to be important, as is
indicated by the sheer number of official development
measures that are now taking place.

Experiments with the Taste School concept in Finland
have been received with excitement. The idea is that
school children get positive and new food experiences and learn how to express their feelings connected
to these experiences at a young age. This education is
based on the French Sapere method.
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Organic and
Local Food in
the Shopping
Basket
Sustainable development and organic and local food are trends in the world of food, but
they also reflect a revolution in food culture.
Small-scale, alternative supply chains are
springing up alongside large production units.
Their range of products is increasing in restaurants and shops, and new sales channels
are also appearing.
There is a lot of organic farming in Finland. The consumer market is small but growing, despite the recession. Some think that Finnish agriculture should become
wholly organic, and the right conditions are in place for
that. It is thought that the advantage of an official organic certificate is that it is an easy way to verify the purity of
the food. Others take the view that Finnish agriculture is
already so pure that the additional efforts that are needed to be granted organic certification are unnecessary.
The rediscovered notion of local food has caught on
swiftly. The biggest Finnish companies have defined all
Finnish food as being local, but for the small producers
local markets are a few kilometres away or they are confined to their own economic region. From the consumer’s point of view too, local food has many faces.
The idea of the sustainable diet adds ethical and ecological considerations to the organic and local food phenomenon. The economical use of raw materials, not
wasting food, eating according to the seasons, greater
use of vegetables and moderate consumption of meat
were still just a few years ago examples of old-fashioned, post-war thrift, but now they represent enlightened consumerism.
There are plenty of obvious examples of the progress
that the notion of the sustainable diet has made. Packets of oat flakes bear symbols that describe the effects
of climate and water consumption, products free of aroma enhancers are on the market, and the industry has
its first carbon-neutral company.
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Do we still know how to live frugally, and could we combine this
knowledge with going green in
Finland and conceptualising it as
a product for export?

Could Finnish agriculture be completely organic in the future?
Would we be the world’s healthiest nation and would more people move here to live in the land
of pure food? Or would we export
our organic produce to the countries that paid the best prices?

Finland and the United States
share an interest in organic and
local food. The kitchen gardens at
the White House and at Kultaranta, the Finnish President’s summer residence, thrive.

Finns are the third most enthusiastic purchasers of Fair Trade
products in the world. Fair Trade
food is sold in more than 60 countries, and in terms of population,
Finland comes out virtually tops.
Fair Trade products interest people in the Nordic countries: despite the recession, the market is
growing in Sweden, Norway and
Finland.
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A Unique
Palette of
Flavours
In Finland we tend to think that our food culture
is changing faster than in other countries. In
terms of post-war trends this is certainly true.
Novelties brighten up everyday existence
and refine celebrations. The flavour palette is
constantly undergoing transformations.
Finnish food culture comes from two opposite directions:
Karelia and Lake Ladoga in the East and the shores of
the Gulf of Bothnia in the West. Typical of the East was
that bread was baked weekly so there was always soft
bread available. The influences from the East that live
on include the Karelian pasty, the rye loaf, curd cheese,
sour cream, mushrooms, pasties and Karelian hot pot
made in the oven.
In the West bread was only baked a few times a year, and
it was dried to help it keep. Thin loaves were therefore
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the norm. Food was cooked on an open flame. Western
food includes sweet loaves, meatballs and whole roasts.
From the West also came the custom of salting fish and
the Central European techniques for making cheese and
beer. Western food is sweeter than Eastern food.
The arrival of Christianity is thought to be one of the
events that changed our food culture dramatically. The
new doctrines brought with them the habit of fasting and
the notion of permitted and forbidden foods. Raw food,
horsemeat and drinking alcohol were included on the
banned list.
The First and Second World Wars and the period after
them also altered our food culture radically. Regional
differences were evened out as a result of the evacuation
from Karelia and the emergence of training organisations
as well as schools. The reconstruction of the society
and growing standard of living made it possible that the
people began to become interested in new meat dishes,
exotic fruit wine, etc.
The Western and Eastern cultures have brought us a lot
of different types of bread, so much so that it deserves
a special mention. The dark rye bread made from sour
dough is the holy cow of Finnish food culture. Of course
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Western influences

Eastern influences

Soups and stews

Oven casseroles, etc.

Whole roasts

Stroganoffs and hot pots

Hard bread

Soft bread

Sweet bread

Pasties, pies, Karelian pasty

Cheese with rennet

Curd cheese

Long, elastic sour milk

Short (cut) sour milk

Salted and pickled fish

Blinis

Meatballs

Mushrooms

Smoked meat and fish

Sauerkraut

the large bakeries make the same kind of bread in different parts of the country, and some local delicacies have
become familiar beyond the areas in which they originated. Nevertheless, you can still tell from the choice of
bread where you are in the country. For example, thin
unleavened bread in the North and sweet black bread of
the coastal areas are good signs of the area. In addition
to bread, other regional specialities also add to the local
colour. Some of these are made with traditional recipes,
such as Åland pancakes containing semolina, Häme
thousand year old beer or the Northern Ostrobothnian
black pudding stew, ‘rössypottu’. Berry-growers’ new
drinks and the specialities of small cheese dairies, meat
processors, breweries and other local small producers
represent modern local development.
The culinary influences from the East have spread from
Russia to Japan and in the West from Sweden to America, regardless of whether we are talking about largescale industrial food production, small entrepreneurs,
what is on offer at restaurants or home cooking. Change
is received in various ways: many Finns think that original
Finnish food no long exists, some are worried whether
Finnishness will withstand the pressures of globalisation,
but some see the new trends as opportunities to enrich
our food culture.
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The potato that originally arrived from South America
took the place of the Finnish turnip. Now this staple of
the Finnish diet is being elbowed out of the way by rice,
pasta and noodles.

Lappish cuisine is frequently what foreigners see as
Finnish speciality. Reindeer, cloudberries and ‘bread
cheese’ are prominent in the Arctic. The visitor may also enjoy game, fish, mushrooms and berries. In winter
the Lappish experience is enriched with adventurous
trips through the snow, Sami culture and, with any luck,
the Northern Lights. Culturally speaking, Lapland has its
own identity.

Coffee obviously does not grow in Finland, and yet the
Finns drink more of it per person than other nations. We
drink it in the morning, in the afternoon, on birthdays, in
the sauna, and to end a meal. We like buns and pastries
to go with it and many households make these themselves.
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Finland –
a Nordic
country
Seen from afar the Nordic food cultures are
hardly distinguishable one from another. A
closer examination, however, reveals differences. A lot – at least we think so.
All Nordic or, as it is often said, Scandinavian food
seems to taste very much the same. It is described as
clear, clean and fresh. All countries have their four seasons, long coastlines and unspoilt countryside. Many
of the same berries, mushrooms, fish and game species are gifts of nature that are common to all. They also
share a similar history when it comes to many of their
production and storage methods. For example, the thin,

compact type of bread is found all over this part of the
world and smoked food is a familiar sight everywhere.
Pea soup, puddings and meatballs, for example, are also made much the same way.
But there are differences. We often say that Finnish
food is simpler and less sophisticated than that in the
other Nordic countries. Finnish food is often less spicy
and closer to the taste of the ingredients, perhaps even
more acidic. Clear differences – from the crisp to the
soft – are characteristic of the structure of the foods,
and these different structures are made use of in modern restaurant dishes. Salt is used more sparingly than
in the other countries, although that is quite a new phenomenon that relates to more enlightened views on
health. In general, pastries and desserts are less sweet
in Finland and portions are smaller than in the other
Nordic countries.
But it is the rich culinary heritage of the East that makes
Finnish food special. From there we get our knowledge
of how to use mushrooms, as well as sour cream, curd
cheese, leavening more generally, and numerous pasties and pies.
Finland also has its own original foods and customs.
Although smoking food is a tradition all over the Nordic countries, in Finland it is very common indeed.
Smoked meat and fish products and smoked cheese
are found in virtually all the food shops. ‘Leipäjuusto’,
baked fresh cheese, ‘mämmi’, a Finnish Easter dessert,
and ‘kalakukko’, a Finnish pasty with fish inside a loaf of
bread, are delicious examples of our originality.
We are conquering the world of food both as a member of the Nordic family and in our own right. “We are
in Scandinavia,” often helps people to locate us on the
map.

Since 2007 the search has been on for the strength of
the Nordic food culture by means of the ‘Ny Nordisk Mat’
(New Nordic Food’) programme sponsored by the Nordic
Council of Ministers. A clear objective now looms in the
future: Nordic cuisine is one of the world’s cuisines.
The rising of Nordic cuisine began with our top chefs.
Now it is hoped that the phenomenon will spread to the
food industry and the field of nutritional expertise. The
programme stresses what the various countries have in
common, their traditions and the reworking of those traditions, at the same time not forgetting each country’s own
special features. See nynordiskmad.org
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Setting the
Table with
Finnish Design
Food-related design takes many forms:
kitchen surroundings, textiles, crockery,
setting the table and product, packaging
and shop design. In Finland the objects
used in the kitchen are crucial to the
whole design. “Design is part of life,” is
the motto for the Helsinki Design Capital
Jubilee 2012 - naturally.

The classics live alongside the modern. Kaj Franck’s
‘Themed Dishes’ are still the first tableware that many
young Finns use. The pot-holder frequently bears Maija Isola’s Unikko pattern. In addition, Iittala, Marimekko,
Aarikka and Pentik are to be found in virtually all kitchens
in Finnish homes.
New Finnish players keep Finnish design fresh and fashionable. Harri Koskinen, Ilkka Suppanen, Tonfisk and
Pentagon Design, among others, are familiar names in
international design forums, and that includes food-related design.
Finnish food and design are often described in the same
way: clear, simple and practical. Clarity and simplicity
in food mean appreciating the taste of the ingredients,
simple preparation methods and unfussy presentation.
The same themes get repeated in the choice of design
materials and the language of shapes, and, for example,
in the spare and holistic layout of restaurants.
The practicalities of design often involve uncluttered,
even austere surroundings, a respect for materials and
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Finnish innovation: a draining cupboard is still a feature
of new kitchens, despite the presence of a dishwasher.

Many Finnish households use more or less standard tableware on an everyday basis. The reason for this may
be a desire for clarity and simple beauty. Or perhaps it
is because relatives like to buy practical presents. When
you are young you receive your first items of tableware
and over the years you build up your collection.

insight when it comes to the use of products. We ourselves greatly appreciate the practical aspects of Finnish design. The practical values of food might for example include energy intake, considerations of health and
hygiene, and convenience. A lot of work has gone into
all these over the years, and many Finns would be prepared to make Finnish food culture less functional.

Putting containers and dishes to a variety of uses has
once again become fashionable. The same bowl can be
used as a soup plate, a cup for café au lait or for putting
sweets in. Contemporary designers are trying to break
the formula of a complete dinner service.

The trendsetters in new Finnish design and food culture
are innovative and international. The trends that lie behind them are the same: environmental friendliness, an
ethical approach and a greater appreciation of handiwork.

TITBITS FROM FINLAND

Finland might still be called the Japan of the North.
From the international standpoint Nordic food and design probably strives for the same clarity as in Japan.
Many say that in particular Finnish design is close to the
Japanese language of form and shape.
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Helsinki,
Gastronomic
Trendsetter
Our master chefs of an international
standard are taking Finnish food to the
world and steering the world’s gourmets in the direction of our dining tables. These innovative professionals
combine northern ingredients, old storage methods and food preparation
techniques with traditional dishes and
the lessons learned from abroad. The
result is an experience that food lovers
who have tried everything never forget.
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Around the turn of the millennium Finnish chefs and food
began to rise to prominence. Professionals in the industry have opened successful restaurants and there are
fine dining establishments also in restaurant chains. Helsinki still spoils its epicureans the most, but top culinary
skills are to be found all over the country.
At top restaurants Finnish food revamps traditions and is
something new to try. The flavours that Finns are familiar
with are somehow temptingly new, the textures are new
and varied, and the ingredients are clearly identifiable.
There is a Finnish and Scandinavian presence that takes
the main or supporting role, depending on the dish and
the restaurant concept. The cornerstones of originality
are the individual ingredients. To obtain them restaurateurs work closely with small producers. The result might
be sautéed reindeer, a traditional main course, served
as a light starter and an ordinary sounding whisked porridge for what turns out to be a luxury dessert.
Finnish food in restaurants too is ordinary, traditional
food which has retained its rough and ready nature. It is
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Around a thousand foreign
journalists have visited Finland to taste and admire its
food. For them our relationship with nature and the aromatic offerings of the wild are
something genuinely unique.

The American media has more glowing reports on Finnish food. Click on the links!

The British cook from hell,
Gordon Ramsay, came to
Finnish Lapland in autumn
2009 to learn about reindeer
and to cook his own version
of reindeer fillet for his Christmas programme. The leading French food magazine,
‘Elle à table’, described Helsinki and its culinary delights
in a 15-page article in its
January 2010 issue.

”Helsinki is one of those cities from which you return and do things in your daily
life a little differently”
– Laurie Winer, The New York Times 14.12.2008.

“… But you will never taste anything as intense as these (Finnish crops; carrots
and strawberries). And once you become spoiled by that, it’s very hard to go back
to…”
– Fred Plotkin, MeFeedia 6.2.2010
http://www.mefeedia.com/watch/28540197

“During my time in Finland, I had the feeling that the country was deep into a
dramatic process of change, with one foot still in its old-style nostalgic foods cold weather farm cooking, which can be delicious or border on stodgy - and
the other in a reinterpretation of the national flavors with a lighter hand, modern
techniques, and great creativity. In all, however, is a palpable celebration of the
country’s superb raw materials.“
– Sally Schneider, The Atlantic Home
http://www.theatlantic.com/food/author/sally-schneider

found at farm tourism destinations and in restaurants all
over the country.
Finland’s top international-standard gastronomic skills
are only recent. Our restaurant culture once developed
thanks to foreign experts. French, Russian and Swedish master chefs were not particularly interested in making traditional Finnish food respectable. What is more,
developments in the Finnish restaurant industry were
slowed down by a strict policy on alcohol consumption.
It is against this background that we can be proud of the
recent international acclaim that our master chefs have
earned.
Nordic cuisine is a gastronomic trend the world over.
As food professionals and enthusiasts tour the world’s
big food cultures they turn their gaze towards the previously inexperienced – in this case the Nordic countries.
Helsinki is one of Europe’s most interesting trendsetting
cities – and that goes for food as well. Its trump cards
are its novelty value and excellent range of restaurants.
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Kippis Cheers!
The originality of our beverage culture is
characterised by drinking tap water and
drinking milk with meals. Our abundant
berry crop also provides us with great
drinks, alcoholic or otherwise. Brewing
is an old skill and ‘sahti’ is the living
proof of that.
Finland has a lot of clean, fresh water. Groundwater
stored in sandy ridges is also easily available to us. Well
over half of our domestic water is groundwater. Other water we use at home is purified water from lakes,
whose taste is not ruined by too much lime or chlorine.
Whatever: Finnish drinking water is pure and fresh. In
restaurants in the capital you can order it by saying: Helsinki Water!
Food is typically accompanied by milk – and that is even
true for many adults. It became the norm around a hundred years ago, so it is a relatively new custom.
Finnish beer today is normally pale and bright coloured.
Small enterprises have once again grown up alongside
the large breweries, providing more choice. ‘Sahti’ is an
old Finnish traditional beer. It was approved for the EU’s
Traditional Speciality Guaranteed register, as it is one of
the world’s oldest types of beer.
Wine is a feature of our more recent food culture. Grapes
do not grow here, but our universal product range keeps
the enthusiasts happy. Wine culture has also inspired
Finnish berry producers to develop alcoholic drinks. Our
distillates and the full bouquets of sweet party drinks are
our response to our international partners.
Kippis to Finnish food culture!

Our national epic, the Kalevala, contains twice as many
verses on making beer than it does the creation of the
world. Beer is a part of our ancient Finnish culture.
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Extras

APPENDIX 1

PHOTO GALLERY
There is a bank of about 50 photographs to go with this material. It can be found at www.sre.fi/titbits. Also available
on this site is all the Titbits from Finland material.
The photos are freely available if you are presenting Finnish food culture. They can also be used for information purposes in reports, etc. Any commercial use of the photos requires permission from the photographer. The photos
may not be sold. The Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry is in charge of the photo bank.
The photo bank contains all the images that go with this report and the slide presentation that relates to it. In addition, there are other images of various aspects of our food culture for you to choose from. Here are a few examples.

TITBITS FROM FINLAND
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APPENDIX 2

POWERPOINT PRESENTATION
There is a PowerPoint presentation to go with this material. It is meant to aid your talk on Finnish food culture. The
presentation can be found at www.sre.fi/titbits. Also available on this site is all the Titbits from Finland material.
The PowerPoint presentation is based on text and images, but is not intended to be a summary of the report. The
presentation has a loose structure and is not particularly descriptive. The idea is for the presenter to construct his or
her own version according to the situation.
You can edit the presentation by adding or omitting slides. To add slides, do the following: click on ‘new slide’ in the
top menu and alternative slides will appear in the bottom menu. Select a template and add text and/or an image to
the indicated section. Images can be attached from your own sources or from the photo bank accompanying this
material. Here are a few more tips:

The presenter’s details and additional information
on the event can be added according to the situation.
The slides with theme headings can be altered in
such a way that you can rebuild the slides completely.
You can have slides with whole page horizontal
images, two vertical photos or vertical images
where the text is added on the right or the left.

Slides in which the text is on the left side are title
slides. They divide the presentation into various
subject matters.
The amount of text on and the content of the title
slides are revised according to need.
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APPENDIX 3

FOOD FROM ALL OVER FINLAND
– and elsewhere
Finnish culinary expertise can be found in different forms and all over the country. Here are a few examples and links
to additional information.
A. There are several restaurants on The 50 best Finnish Restaurants list for 2010 whose concept includes locally
sourced ingredients and small producers, traditional and modern Finnish or Scandinavian culture and customs.
The list has been published since 2006. www.viisitahtea.fi
B. The Taste of Finland concept includes 56 restaurants in various parts of Finland. Information on the initiative
and the restaurants concerned is available at:
www.tasteoffinland.fi/In_English/Frontpage
C. All over Finland you can find restaurants and farm tourism and other destinations where food based on Finnish and local traditions and local production is available. The concepts can include for example the flavours and
culture of Lapland, the Finnish archipelago, Karelia or modern Scandinavia. Many farm destinations are open in
summer or on request. Click on the following links to find the destinations:
www.smmy.fi
www.skargardssmak.com
www.mek.fi
www.maakuntienparhaat.fi
www.kareliaalacarte.fi
www.gastrobotnia.com
www.aitojamakuja.fi
D. Finnish and Scandinavian food is available in restaurants outside Finland that specialise in it. It can be bought
in Scandinavian food shops, specialist shops and online. Special diet products are sold in pharmacies in many
countries.
E. Food advice on the internet
In Finnish; non-commercial site:
keittokirja.ruokatieto.fi/WebRoot/1041713/sisaltosivu.aspx?id=1089134
Food lovers’ blogs in Finnish:
www.sre.fi/ruoka.fi/www/fi/blog/kuukauden_blogi.php
Recipes in English:
www.foodfromfinland.com/index.phtml?s=413
www.finnguide.fi/finnishrecipes
www.foodieview.com/food/recipes/finnish.jsp
mammituokkonen.blogspot.com
See also the books and websites in English at the beginning of appendix 6!
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AT HOME

APPENDIX 4

Sources: Report on Aspects of Finnish Food Culture (Ruokatieto 2009, www.ruokatieto.fi/Suomeksi/Ruokakulttuuri) ) and Finnish Favourite
Foods study (Ruokatieto ry/ Suomen Gallup 2009).

Everyday food
•

Mince meat: meat balls with mashed potato. Mince meat sauce formerly had a brown sauce base but is now a
Bolognese-type tomato-based sauce.

•

Oven casseroles: Mince meat and macaroni or cabbage, ham and potatoes.

•

Hot pots and meat sauces: Karelian hot pot, elk roast, brown sauce with beef or pork.

•

Sausages: sausage soup and sauce, hash (meat, onions and potatoes), oven sausage, fried sausage.

•

Broilers: strips, escalopes.

•

Fish: fried small fish, fish fingers, oven-baked rainbow trout, soups.

•

Pea soup made from dried green peas – often out of a can, spinach pancakes.

•

Pizza, lasagne, pasta, wok meals: even served at schools.

•

Berry desserts: puddings, curd cheese, frozen berries with vanilla sauce.

Special occasions
•

Traditional Christmas fare is based on Western food culture. Common traditional Christmas dishes include ham,
stockfish (lye fish), Karelian hot pot, swede, carrot and potato casserole, and a salad of root vegetable cubes
called ‘rosolli’. Seasoned herring, rawpickled salmon and whitefish (powan) and roe. Gingerbread, star shaped
tarts, Christmas bread and mulled wine season the meal. There are wines that suit the meal, although beer is the
most traditional drink at Christmas.

•

The traditional Easter meal represents the Eastern culture. Many Finns eat their only lamb meal at Easter. For
dessert a sweet pasha made of curd cheese, butter and sugar or one of its modern, lighter versions is served.
Mämmi is made from sweetened rye, and the old cooking ban on Good Friday made it an Easter dish.

•

The buffet is a common way to serve food at parties in Finland. It is thought to be a Swedish idea, but it has its
equivalents in the East too.

•

Summer is one long eating party for Finns. In the summer we cook and eat outside. Peas and strawberries
are eaten by the kilo, just as they are. New potatoes are cooked and eaten with dill, herring and butter. Fish
is smoked and grilled. The grill or barbecue is used a lot. Open flame is also used for cooking: sausages are
cooked campfire-style and ‘blazed’ salmon is cooked vertically. Paella and pancakes are made in cast iron pans.
Fresh cucumbers are sliced up and placed in a mild mixture for pickling, with added sugar, salt and dill. Strawberry cake and blueberry pie are summer favourites.

Baking in Finland
•

A lot of baking goes on in the Finnish households. Berry pies are also made in the winter. Berries are frozen expressly for this purpose. Lovers of blueberry pie divide into advocates of either short crust pastry or sweet yeast
dough.

•

The rather sweet brown bun made of wheat dough (the Finnish ‘pulla’) is a traditional confection eaten in the
home. Sweet yeast dough is also used to make cinnamon bun rings, with sugar and butter added. The dough is
spiced with cardamom, which is fairly commonly used in confections in Finland.

•

Homemade rolls are mainly made of wholemeal grain. Courses where people learn to make traditional rye bread
are very popular.

•

‘Kalakukko’, a fish and meat baked in a bread, and Karelian pasties are the best-known Karelian specialities that
have a rye crust. In eastern Finland you will find a large number of pies made from wheat flour, also.
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APPENDIX 5

FINNISH FOOD EXPORTS
Approximately 400 companies engage in the export of Finnish food. Some 170 of them are food industry companies
(source: Statistics Finland and Finnish Customs, statistics for 2008). Here are some figures.
Sample figures taken from export statistics compiled by the Finnish Food and Drink Industries´ Federation, www.etl.
fi/www/fi/tilastot/vienti-_ja_tuontitilastot.php
Biggest product groups 2009

Main countries exports go to 2009 (EU countries: 56%; others: 44%)

Cheese 12%

Russia 25%

Alcoholic beverages 10%

Sweden 17%

Butter and other dairy fats 7%

Estonia 11%

Pork 7%

Germany 5%

Chocolate 5%

USA 4%

Large internationalised companies and examples of their products
Company name

Sector; products

Markets (including Finland)

Atria Oyj

Meat, processed meat, convenience foods. Trademarks local, exported
pork and chicken meat. Sibylla fast food restaurants operate in around
15 countries.

Operates in 5 countries in neighbouring markets. Products in c. 20 countries.

HK Scan Oyj

Meat, poultry, processed meat, convenience foods. Trademarks: HK,
Scan, Rakvere.

Operates in 9 countries in neigh. markets.
Products in c. 20 countries.

Fazer Group

Sweets, bakery products, catering services. Trademarks: Fazer, Karl
Fazer, Geisha, Dumle, Tutti Frutti, Marianne, Tyrkisk Peber, Xylident and
the catering company Amica. Owns Russia’s largest bakery.

Bakeries, confectionary and catering in 8
countries in neigh. markets. Exports confectionery to 30 countries.

Leaf International

Sweets, xylitol sweets. Trademarks: Läkerol, RedBand, Sportlife, Malaco, Jenkki, Mynthon, Saila, Ahlgrens Bilar, Venco and Dietorelle.

Operates in 13 countries. Products in over 50
countries.

Raisio Oyj

Breakfast, snack and bakery products, milk-free dairy products, pastas
and the cholesterol-lowering Benecol products. Trademarks: Benecol,
Carlshamn, Fruitus and Dormen's.

Operates in 10 countries. Products in over 30
countries.

VAASAN Oy

Bakery products. Its most international business area is Näkkileivät
(crisp bread) and Hapankorput (rye crackers). Trademark: FINN CRISP.

Operates in 6 countries in neighbouring markets. Finn Crisp exported to c. 40 countries.

Valio Oy

Milk processing and dairy products. Trademarks, e.g. Valio Lactose
Free™, Valio Zero Lactose™, Valio Gefilus®, Valio Evolus®, the probiotic LGG®. In the USA Finlandia and Valio® Real Goodness™.

Operates in 9 countries. Products available in
over 60 countries.

Examples of smaller exporting companies and products
Företag

Ort

Produkter

Helsingin Mylly

Järvenpää

Organic grain products

Kiantama Oy

Suomussalmi

Berry products

Leipomo Rosten Oy / Pekan leipä

Heinola

Organic bread

Moilas Leipomo Oy

Naarajärvi

Gluten-free confectionery

Napapiiri Organics

Espoo

Organic products from several entrepreneurs

Nordic Koivu

Tohmajärvi

Birch sap

Shaman Spirits

Tyrnävä

Potato spirit
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APPENDIX 6

LINKS AND SOURCES
Materials in English
www.tasteoffinland.fi/In_English/Frontpage
www.foodfromfinland.com
www.freshfromfinland.com
www.eatandjoy.com
Kallio, Tero; Saira, Kimmo: Simply Scandinavian: Travelling in Time with Cuisine and Nature. Raikas. 128 s.
Publications. USA. 2010.
Rasimus, Liisa: Under the Midnight Sun: Liisa cooks and tells. 3 p. Ajatus Kirjat. 2008. 184 s.
Tanttu, Anna-Maija: Northern Flavors: Food from Finland. 2007. Kustannusosakeyhtiö (published by) Otava.
Books on Finnish regional food culture in several languages can be found at: www.alacartekirjat.fi
Finnish portals:
www.thisisfinland.fi
www.visitfinland.com
Internet sources
www.kaupunkikettu.fi/kaupunkikulttuuri.html
liha.ruokatieto.fi/WebRoot/1043192/x_tiedotteidenhallinta.aspx?id=1120612
www.maitojaterveys.fi/www/fi/koulumaito/artikkelit/koululaisten_suosikkiruoat.php?id=152
www.olutliitto.fi/documents/pdf/Sahti.pdf
www.organic-finland.com
www.paliskunnat.fi
www.portofhelsinki.fi/silakkamarkkinat
www.reilukauppa.fi/index.php?147&cmsshow=259;news;5
www.rktl.fi/tilastot
www.ruokatieto.fi/Suomeksi/Ruokakulttuuri
www.salwe.org (Strategic Centre for Health and Well-being)
www.silakka.info/turun_silakkamarkkinat
www.sydanmerkki.fi
www.ulkoministerio.fi/Public/default.aspx?contentId=184534&nodeId=15145&contentlan=1&culture=fi-FI
www.viisitahtea.fi/olutkulttuuri/politiikka/3663-mystinen-olut-pelote-vai-osa-suomalaista-kulttuuria
www.vtt.fi/inf/pdf/tiedotteet/2009/T2514.pdf (VTT Nutritec roadmap)
www.wdc2012helsinki.fi
yle.fi/alueet/teksti/helsinki/helsinki/2010/02/helsinki_aloittaa_kasvisruokapaivan_kouluissa_1457014.html
Websites of companies mentioned in the text
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Sources in writing
Makujen Suomi (Taste of Finland) 2007. Finfood – Suomen Ruokatieto ry, Vantaa.
Mikkonen, H., Moisio, S. Timonen, P 2007. Luonnonmarjojen hyödyntäminen Suomessa (The Use of Wild Berries in
Finland). Arktiset Aromit ry Suomussalmi.
Sillanpää Merja 1993. Kansanhuollon keittoa ja tikkuviinaa (The Nation’s Soups and Hooch). Hotelli- ja ravintolaneuvosto (Hotel and Catering Council), Helsinki
Sillanpää Merja 2000. Happamasta makeaan, Suomalaisen ruoka- ja tapakulttuurin kehitys (From Sour to Sweet:
the Development of Finnish Food Culture and Customs). Hyvää Suomesta, Vantaa
Suomi – kilpailukykyinen terveellisen ravitsemuksen edelläkävijä (Finland - a Competitive Pioneer in Healthy Eating)
2006. Sitra, Helsinki.
Talve Ilmar 1989. Suomen kansankulttuuri (Finnish National Culture). Suomalaisen kirjallisuuden seura (Finnish Literature Society, Helsinki.
75-vuotias Kotitalousopettajien liitto ((Seventy-five Years of the Federation of Home Economics Teachers) 1993. Kotitalousopettajien liitto ry (Federation of Home Economics Teachers), Helsinki.
Interviews
Design experts: Huippu Design Management Laura Sarvilinna, industrial designer Hilja Nikkanen
Chefs: Kim Palhus from the Hanasaari Swedish-Finnish Cultural Centre, Pekka Terävä from the restaurant Olo,
Antto Melasniemi from the restaurant Kuurna
Finpro ry: Head of the Turku office Esa Wrang, Senior Consultant Anna-Leena Soult, Head of Industry, Life Sciences
Meria Heikelä
Finnish Tourist Board (MEK): Director Anne Lind, Editor-in -Chief Marjo Ranta-Irwin, Product Specialist Liisa Hentinen
MTT Agrifood Research Finland: Professors Risto Tahvonen and Pirjo Peltonen-Sainio
University of Helsinki: Professor Tapani Alatossava
National Institute for Health and Welfare, Research Specialist Ilkka Miettinen
Ministry for Foreign Affairs: Cultural Attaché Ilkka Kalliomaa and Media Relations Coordinator Magdalena Herrgård,
New York
Others: Hunter’s central Organisation liaison officer Klaus Ekman, Ruokatieto ry Training and development Manager
Mirja Hellstedt, Organic Food Finland CEO Erkki Pöytäniemi
This material was compiled and written by Minna Kantén, Master of Food Sciences.
Photo bank by Jaakko Martikainen, visual design and layout by Riikka Käkelä-Rantalainen (Nettienkelit).
The material was commissioned by the Government’s Promotion Programme for Finnish Food Culture (www.sre.fi),
liaison officer Secretary-General Marja Innanen and the Ministry for Foreign Affairs (formin.finland.fi), liaison officers
Director of the Unit for Public Diplomacy Timo Heino and Head of Culture Outi Hakanen.
Published in June 2010.
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