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ABSTRACT  
In the project “The Future Factory” we are inspired by participatory design methods that emphasize early 
participation from stakeholders in the development process. We believe that a well-performed change 
process increase the commitment as well as it contributes to new competence among the workers. Our 
project aim is thus to involve different actors in future workshops in order to design an attractive and health 
promoting concept of a future factory as well as to develop methods for change processes that emphasize 
the importance of human actors as a resource.  
 
Introduction 
Swedish manufacturing industry have been a role 
model for development of good work 
environments through participatory change 
processes, illustrated by Volvo’s Uddevalla and 
Kalmar plants (e g Sandberg, 2007). Today most 
companies face fierce competition due to 
globalization and, because of this, participation in 
development processes is often a neglected aspect 
(Bellgran & Säfsten, 2005; Johansson, 2008; Bildt 
et al, 1999). Furthermore, current industrial 
planning and design processes seems to be 
dominated by a technical rationality, which Schön 
(1995) describe in the worst cases separates 
planning from use, management from work task 
functionality, theory from practice and thinking 
from doing. In contrast to this worst case scenario, 
we believe that it is absolutely crucial for 
companies to work towards an understanding of 
people as actors in situations (Bannon, 1994), 
with a set of skills and shared practices that are 
based on their work experience together with 
others. As a result, we believe that an appreciation 
of the relationship between people, technology, 
work requirements, and organizational constraints 
in work settings will contribute to effective 
production as well as a competitive edge.  
 
The Future factory 
This paper focuses on the work in a unique 
research project, the Future factory, aiming at 
developing a vision of future industrial work 
together with stakeholders that normally are not 
included in organization and production 
development and design. Inspired by Volvo’s 
famous “Your Concept Car”, this research project 

involves women, young people and other 
stakeholders. Our idea is that everyone involved 
in change processes should have a chance to 
communicate their perspective and to find support 
for his or hers values and ambitions.   
The aim of the project is to analyze and develop 
methods for workplace design as well as criteria 
on ‘good work’ in industry, a concept formulated 
in 1985 by the Swedish Metal Workers’ Union 
(Metall, 1985). As Swedish manufacturing 
industry and the design of its workplaces are male 
dominated we emphasize a gender perspective in 
the project. It is important to note that we don’t 
believe that more women involved in the design 
process makes the result more “female”. We do, 
however, believe that the result will provide a 
broader selection of ideas on a future factory. 
Swedish manufacturing industry also face a 
problem in recruiting young people; which is why 
the project also aims at mapping their preferences 
and attitudes towards industrial work in order to 
develop a future factory with women and young 
people as designers.  
 
The project will last for three years (2008-2010) 
and so far we have carried out a study on gender 
and work place design and started updating 
criteria on ‘good work’. We believe that these 
criteria need to be updated to fit the new industrial 
context characterized by new management models 
and demands of gender equality in the work place. 
Our idea is to map the preferences of trade unions, 
management, women, as well as young people 
through participatory design methods and in the 
end develop a future factory based on their 
preferences.  
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Participatory design processes 
Most companies understand that a well performed 
change process provide a unique opportunity to 
create commitment and new competence among 
the workers’, to provide for their need of 
stimulation and development and that a badly 
handled process create suspicion, disappointment, 
lasting conflicts and an increased dissociation 
from the company as well as restore actions 
(Abrahamsson, 2000). We believe that early 
participation in planning of buildings, premises, 
and work places is very important for a 
sustainable change process (Ranhagen, 2004). 
Furthermore we think that a well-designed 
strategy for the change process that support the 
use of human actors, as in workers’ participation, 
will increase their acceptance and contribute to a 
reinforced companionship in the organization. 
This is why we have chosen an interactive 
research approach in order to develop more 
sustainable methods for participatory work place 
design.  
 
In the project we use methods inspired by 
participatory design, such as future Workshops, to 
stimulate commitment and communication with 
different participants in the work place design on 
a conceptual level. Future Workshops is a well-
known technique that aims at sharing experiences, 
knowledge and purposes between different 
stakeholders in a group session (Brandt, 2006; 
Drewes Nielsen, 2006; Ehn & Sjögren, 1991). A 
workshop includes critique on the current (work) 
practice, development of wanted future scenarios 
and ideas on implementation of the same in the 
current practice. The technique is good for 
exploration of a subject/an issue or a problem, the 
gathered information is qualitative and includes 
ideas, views and motives for action rather than 
figures and facts.  
 
Conclusions 
Activities in the project have so far been 
interviews with employees, and future workshops 
together with management and trade union 
representatives as well as with young people. The 
trade union future vision is of a factory where 
they are invited to work place design activities. 
Their ideas include a learning organization with 
continuous learning and development, work tasks 
that are challenging, stimulating and somewhat 

difficult as well as autonomy in work and 
decentralized planning that offer flexible work 
hours. An interesting aspect is that most of the 
young people had somewhat similar ideas on 
future work; they also emphasize work in teams as 
the major factor for a good work environment and 
stress the importance of the premises for work 
place culture. However, some of the young 
people’s future visions were somewhat more 
dystopian; they described future industrial work as 
monotonous, filthy and not self-realising. This 
was for those young people a result of 
contamination and humans’ abuse of nature. In 
order design a future factory that attracts those 
potential future workers these perspectives have to 
be considered. 
 
Future research 
The next stage of our research project is the 
specific work with the development of the future 
factory concept by a team of women; engineers, 
architects, designers, managers, students, and 
other types of categories working within the 
manufacturing industry. Using future workshops 
as well as other methods inspired by participatory 
design and interactive research, the up-coming 
work of the team will be to design an attractive, 
health promoting and efficient concept of the 
Future factory. An important challenge for further 
work of the project is that of gendered divisions of 
labour and segregation between women and men 
(Hirdman, 1998). The design of our unique 
research project as an interactive process together 
with different participants provides the possibility 
for developing methods that challenge such 
conceptions and contribute to a sustainable and 
attractive work place that emphasizes effective 
use of human actors.  
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