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Swedish Red Cross Child welfare work

In the introduction to »Mother and Child», a very comprehensive 
hook published by the Swedish Red Cross, the President of the Society, 
H. R. H. Prince Carl, says: »The future belongs to our children. A new 
generation will take up the work when we have done. Unless that new 
generation is fit to carry the burden of the future, society cannot 
endure».

Child welfare work is one of the most important branches of the 
social-hygienic activities of the Swedish Red Cross. Recognizing the 
great importance of instruction and prophylaxis to the prevention of 
ill health, the Swedish Red Cross has long paid increasing attention 
to the home and school life of the children. In recent years this 
activity has, we are pi eased to say, been much extended.

The following account is intended to give the Red Cross represen
tatives assembled for the XVI International Red Cross Conference, 
some idea of the work done in Sweden.

In order rightly to understand and appreciate the value, and the 
need, of the very comprehensive child welfare work of the Swedish 
Red Cross, we must not overlook the fact that in many respects 
condition in Sweden differ from those obtaining in Continental Europe.

Sweden is a highly civilized and up to date country with modern 
institutions, but it is very large in relation to its population. It 
is a country of long distances, the towns are relatively few, and in the 
northernmost parts of the country in particular the wide rural areas 
are very sparsely populated. Good communications and excellent 
postal and telegraph services are therefore arranged. There is no place 
without a school in which the children can receive the benefits of an 
educational system which for 125 years has been compulsory. Large 
industrial plants, thriving communities, and well cultivated farms, 
arc spread over the countryside. Many government and municipal
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measures have been passed, particularly in recent years, to improve 
the living conditions and social standard of the inhabitants. The long 
distances, the dark winters, and the still primitive conditions of life, 
especially the north, nevertheless leave great scope for the instructing, 
improving, and sustaining activities of the Red Cross. The Swedish 
Central Red Cross Council hopes by the following account to show what 
the Society has done for child welfare in Sweden.

For many years the Swedish Red Cross has done much to maintain 
the health of mothers and children by providing the care needed by 
them even before the child is born. The future mothers are thus well 
looked after during pregnancy by doctors, nurses, or midwives.

Fig. 1. The interior of a Maternity Home in the Wilds.

There is a general desire that the conditions at birth should be as 
good as possible, and that the mother should have the best possible 
chances of complete recovery. For a great many years the Red 
Cross has therefore established small rural maternity homes, especially 
in the northern parts of the country, remote from the ordinary 
maternity homes and hospitals, which generally are located in the 
towns. These Red Cross maternity homes do not claim to take the 
place of hospitals, when treatment in such is required and available. 
The Red Cross only washes by means of them to transfer the confine
ments, which in the country are still frequently taking place in more 
or less crowded and therefore often insanitary homes, to quite small 
but quiet and healthy establishments suitable for this purpose, where



3

the child can be born under the supervision of the local doctor and the 
care of a district nurse or midwife. A large and increasing number 
of layettes is prepared every year by the Red Cross for the purposes 
of this work, and distributed to needy families, more especially in the 
more remote and lonely parts of the country.

No Government or Municipal measures have yet been introduced 
for the direct care of children in their homes, but while waiting for 
such measures the Red Cross has for many years done a great deal of 
work of this nature, both in large communities and in the country. 
For the purpose of looking after homes which, owing to sickness, death,

or for other reasons, need help, more particularly with the children, 
the Red Cross has engaged special visiting housekeepers. These are 
not nurses, but are only intended to take the place of the housewife 
when she is ill or absent.

A number of children’s homes have in addition been established by 
the Red Cross in various parts of the country, where the older children 
can also receive school instruction. Some of these homes are kept 
open all the year round, others only in the summer. The first category 
of homes —  for still healthy children from tuberculous families, 
where there is risk of contagion — has proved particularly beneficial. 
Children of all ages are admitted there to receive protective treatment 
under medical supervision, tenderly cared for by the nurses. A couple
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of convalescent homes for delicate mothers and children have also 
been established by the Red Cross, where they are allowed to stay 
in rural surroundings for long or short periods in the summer.

Fig. 3. Children’s Home.

The Red Cross also takes an interest in the children after they 
have begun school. Many of the more than thousand Red Cross orga
nizations have thus made arrangements for the medical examination

Fig. 4. Medical Examination of School Children.

of school children in rural districts, work which in towns and other 
large municipalities usually falls on the local authorities. The idea 
is to discover in time any predisposition to disease or physical defects.



Parents and teachers present at these examinations are given good 
advice and instruction, not only on the care of children in general, 
but also on the special action necessary for the future care of certain 
children. Thanks to these medical examinations, and to the subsequent 
treatment provided where needed by the Red Cross, serious tendencies 
to disease and physical defects have very often been discovered in time 
to be cured. The number of school children medically examined in 
1937 at the instance of the Red Cross was thus nearly 30 000. These

Fig. 5. A Red Cross Dental Bus.

examinations are made every year, and the continuous supervision 
thus established makes any treatment and care given to the children, 
especially to the more delicate ones, much more efficacious. In 
conjunction with annual instructional courses, tens of thousands of 
which have been held, the Swedish Red Cross also arranges »health 
houi's» for school children, led by the nurses specially trained by the 
Red Cross as instructors for these courses. In simple and easily under
stood language the children are then given advice and instruction on 
everyday hygiene, and sanitary habits are implanted in them by 
pamphlets containing rules of conduct and health, while beautifully
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illustrated wall charts also keep the health precepts etc. before their 
eyes. Such habits and instructions may thus eventually also reach the 
homes, and be adopted there, too.

Fig. 6. Dental Clinic in a School.

The great significance to public health of proper care of the teeth 
in early childhood has in the course of years been increasingly re
cognized. Dental treatment as a matter of public health has therefore

Fig. 7. Red Cross Baths at a rural School.

become a question of the first importance, and the scope of dentistry 
has been extended accordingly. The Red Cross has made extensive 
arrangements for continuous, rational care of the teeth of all child



ren of shool age. In the towns, such measures are usually taken 
by the municipal authorities. By comprehensive and protacted 
experiments, the Swedish Red Cross has been able to find suitable 
forms for really rational dental treatment also in the rural districts, 
and has proved that this can be done at comparatively reasonable 
cost. Ambulatory dental clinics have been used with advantage in 
districts where schools are very far apart, as they frequently are in 
the northernmost parts of Sweden. In 1937 more than 51 000 school

Fig. 8. Vapour Bath interior.

children had their teeth overhauled through the agency of the Red 
Cross. These activities have either been carried out by the Red Cross 
alone, or in conjunction with local authorities or other organizations.

In recent years the rural population has also come to realize the 
great importance of hot baths to hygiene and general well-being. But 
even the best advice will be ineffective if it cannot be followed in 
practice. In recent years the Red Cross has therefore —  sometimes 
in cooperation with the local authorities —  built a large number of 
vapour- and usually also other baths in the rural districts, primarily



8

for the benefit of the school children. People who in their youth have 
got used to taking baths all the year round, generally like to continue 
the habit when they are grown up. In order to make these establish
ments as accessible as possible, they have had to be decentralized, and 
are therefore usually small and rather modest.

To provide bathing in the summer, if possible at the seaside, for the 
younger generation, the Red Cross arranges special bus excursions to 
the sea, also providing some suitable refreshments — milk, buns, etc. 
— for the children.

Fig. 9. The children are carried by bus to the bathing beaches.

To be able to send children into the country for a time in the 
summer, the Red Cross has in recent years to an increasing extent 
arranged special summer colonies, camps, and the like. Boys and girls, 
who otherwise would have to stay in town the whole summer, can 
spend part of it here in the lovely fresh air, free of charge, well looked 
after by those in charge, with plenty of nourishing food and oppor
tunities for refreshing bathing in the open sea or some lake. Some 
of these summer colonies are of a rather permanent nature, others 
are more or less provisional, accommodated in houses rented for the 
purpose or lent free of charge.



9

Small children’s gardens are sometimes arranged in the large indu
strial communities, where mothers can leave their children for the 
day in charge of specially engaged Red Cross nurses.

Fig. 10. A Red Cross Summer Colony.

It is of great value to the growing generation to know something 
about nursing, how to look after children, general hygiene, and first 
aid in accidents and sudden illnesses. The Red Cross has therefore

Fig. 11. Instruction in domestic nursing.

arranged — apart from the public courses mentioned above —  special 
classes for school children in domestic hygiene and nursing.

The Junior Red Cross has also arranged courses of this kind —
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mainly of domestic nursing for the girls, and first aid in accidents for 
the boys.

The educational child welfare work of the Swedish Red Cross is 
not restricted to the above, however. By publishing popularly written 
and well illustrated pamphlets and handbooks, and by preparing and 
showing instructive films and lantern slides that appeal to the young, 
the Red Cross strives to spread knowledge on these subjects, which 
so important to both children and parents, in as wide circles as 
possible. Many hundred thousand copies of these Red Cross pamphlets 
have in the last 10 years been distributed in all parts of the country.

Fig'. 12. First aid instruction for boys.

In times of serious unemployment and consequent risk of the 
children being underfed, the attention of the Swedish Red Cross is 
always given to the great danger to the health and normal development 
of children which is so easily caused by lack of sufficient nutriment. 
In consultation with the medical officer concerned, meals were there
fore during the recent years of depression provided by the Swedish 
Red Cross for many thousands of children in the districts most affected 
by unemployment. These were usually arranged at and by the schools 
in the form of daily dinners.

In order to supply the medically established vitamin deficiency in 
the children in the northern provinces of Sweden, fruit has been 
provided by the Swedish Red Cross —  and received from people in the
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southern parts of the country — to be distributed through its branches 
to those most in need of it in the north.

In times of special distress the Swedish Red Cross also collects 
clothing, so as to be able to supply the children of more or less 
indigent families with the clothes and footwear needed for them to 
attend school — frequently far from home —  and generally to be out 
of doors also in the winter months. In one winter alone the Red Cross,

Fig'. 13. Collection of clothing.

assisted by the scout organizations, collected more than 400 tons of 
used and unused clothing, which was sent to the districts where it 
was most needed, and distributed by the local Red Cross committees 
in consultation with the district nurses and deaconesses.

The Swedish Junior Red Cross has also very actively participated in 
the varied and extensive child welfare work of the Red Cross by 
providing the requisite equipment for certain branches of work, by 
helping to nurse delicate children at home and in sanatoria, and by 
assisting in the work at the special summer colonies.
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