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General: Sweden is awesome. Being able to experience the Swedish way of life and incredible 

environment has been a huge highlight for me choosing this university. Umeå is a special place, 

consisting of about 25,000 students and a total population of approx. 120,000 – this makes it very 

similar to Dunedin in that it is very much a student orientated town. Highlights for me included a 

hike in Lappland where I made it to the top of Sweden, being able to cycle everywhere, having loads 

of fika, being able to travel the rest of Europe, experiencing a European winter and northern lights, 

and getting to know the Scandinavian way of life. Having talked to a lot of others on university 

exchanges elsewhere in Europe, I’d say this is a pretty unique experience where the environment 

plays a huge role in your exchange activities and day to day life. Such an awesome opportunity to 

live and study in the North! 

 

I think I took this picture during the first major snow fall in October. This main part of campus 

surrounds a lake which freezes. 

Accommodation: Once accepted into the University, they will offer you international student 

housing, organised through the International Housing Office. This process is all very easy and 

requires you to select a room online once they become available. Overall my rent was much the 

same as I was paying in Dunedin and I was able to shorten my lease to the appropriate time I was 

there. I stayed in Pedagoggrand. This street is in Alidhem (the student area). I would advise this area 



for convenience to uni, supermarket, town and the gym. Nearly all of my friends were in this area. 

You get your own room (decent size), own bathroom (in most), and you share a kitchen with 9 other 

corridor mates. 

Money matters: Sweden has their own Swedish Kronor. Nearly everywhere takes card. 

Unfortunately the Swedish system does not let you obtain a Swedish bank account unless you are 

residing for the full university year. Therefore, I used my NZ debit plus card everywhere. This has a 

2% fee per transaction, however that’s not a lot and was better than using a cash passport which 

would do two conversions. Payment for the International Housing is done in two advance lump 

payments. Food expenses are similar to that in New Zealand. The rumour that Swedish living is 

expensive is partly true if you intend to eat out, however day to day living in Sweden is no more than 

Otago. 

Academics/course load: I was completing my Masters so took two masters papers during my time 

there. Their system works that you usually only take one paper at a time. This is good so you can 

concentrate all your time on one paper and also normally means less class time. A lot of the work is 

intended for completion in your own time. In comparison to Otago, the course load was very 

relaxed, minimal class time and assignments weekly. Other friends taking different courses had 

mixed opinions – but in general everyone expressed that it is not too intense. The lectures and 

coordinators I had were very welcoming and accommodating for my needs – including flexible hand-

ins and timetables if something came up. 

Transport: Umeå is an hour flight from Stockholm – flights many times a day, use SAS youth to get 

cheap airfares. You can also fly to unique destinations from Skellftea which is a two hour bus ride 

north of uni but worth it for cheap airfares. The train also goes, but not cheaper unless you book in 

advance. Within Umeå everyone bikes, get a bike ASAP. There is a bus system which is affordable 

with a multipass card and covers most of the small city. I have only used this when it was raining or 

really snowy. Other transport I used was the train (Arctic Express) up to Lappland in the winter. 

Additionally, many times friends and I hired cars and drove to Norway or Lappland (affordable with a 

group). 

 

 

 



 

Kayaking along the river which runs through town 

Weather: The number one topic of conversation in Sweden. Umeå is pretty cold, on arrival in 

September I was lucky and we got a great autumn with days around 15 and sunshine. October 

onwards provided snow and less and less sunlight. The cold wasn’t what I noticed that most but the 

darkness is bizarre. When I left in December the sun set at 1.30pm. Regardless of the weather the 

Swedes are outside and you just make things function, biking still happens and there is an awesome 

recreational centre where you hide from the cold. 

Eating and drinking: I hardly ever ate out due to the price. It is much more common to have group 

dinners and fika dates with friends in corridors or at uni. Supermarkets have everything, just buy in 

season products and its all good. Alcohol is only sold from the government run alcohol stores (watch 

out only open until 3pm on Saturday). It is more than NZ, so go on a duty free alcohol trip to Estonia 

or Latvia early on. There are bars and clubs in Alidhem and around the university. Many university 

societies have their own pub and they often have specials on Fridays and Saturdays. Expect to pay 

door charges. 



 

The lake, where we spent a lot of time in the end of summer having BBQs and gatherings. As well as 

skating in the winter. 

Other: I was lucky enough to be able to travel around a lot of Europe whilst I was on exchange – both 

prior to uni, during and afterwards. In total I think I knocked off 17 countries which is pretty insane. I 

explored a fair bit around Umeå and northern Sweden as well as Stockholm and visiting friends in 

Uppsala. In Scandinavia it was easy to visit neighbouring countries such as a drive to Norway, trip to 

Helsinki, and flight to Copenhagen.  

Tips:  

- I was the only New Zealander on exchange here and majority of other exchange students 

were European with English as a second language. This meant I was exposed to a wide range 

of different languages which I loved to attempt to learn. Everyone speaks perfect English 

anyway, but a little bit of Swedish goes a long way – especially in the clubs haha.  

- Clothing – take warm clothing.  You can hire everything you need for outdoor activities. 

- Not many tips are needed everything is well set up for students and there are lots of support 

networks and buddy groups which help you with everything. Just have an epic time.  


