
Improving the working environment 
 

Both society and individuals benefit from establishing sound working environments. Work 
environment-related problems cause personal hardship for individuals and result in high costs 
for society. A good work environment presupposes a number of factors, including a 
committed managerial staff, a management system that prioritizes a good working 
environment, and employee training. Another very important factor is that suitable tools, 
machinery and equipment are used when performing work assignments. 

There are a number of companies in Sweden that develop and market tools, machinery and 
equipment and even “soft” products such as stress-management models. Many of these 
companies aim to further develop these products to promote sound work environments. We 
call this approach for work environment-enhancing or work environment-adapted products 
and processes. For the purposes of this project, all products which promote a sound work 
environment are considered to be work environment-adapted. 

Sweden is far ahead of other countries in the research and development of products and 
services that have the potential to significantly improve the work environment within most 
branches of the construction industry. This is largely the result of interaction between 
employer associations, labor unions and various support groups, which has created a vast pool 
of knowledge and a great awareness of work environment-related issues within the industry. 
Awareness of the importance of a good work environment is also growing in the rest of 
Europe and in other parts of the world. This is partly due to a growing labor shortage, 
particularly of skilled labor. This growing awareness is reflected in relevant EU directives. 

Surveys taken in different countries show that Sweden is considered to be at the forefront of 
this field, but the gap between development and commercialization, especially for many 
smaller companies, has proven difficult to overcome. The reasons for this include lack of 
knowledge/experience and limited financial and human resources–an important cause of 
which is a lack of adequate support networks. This not only makes it difficult to get started in 
the domestic market, but also presents very obvious difficulties in relation to export 
operations. In many cases, export is essential for the achievement of long-term profitability 
since the Swedish market is too small to allow businesses to recoup the capital invested in 
product development. 

With this in mind, the Swedish Trade Council, IVF Industrial Research and Development 
Corporation, Luleå University of Technology and the Technical Research Institute of Sweden 
(hereafter referred to as the “Resource Group”) have established a joint support network to 
assist smaller companies with everything from early market evaluations, ergonomics and 
industrial design, product development and technical issues to testing, in order to find 
appropriate sales channels both in Sweden and abroad.  

The basic aim of the project has been to create an enhanced work environment by expanding 
the range of products that promote such an environment. It has often had the dual purpose of 
increasing the international competitiveness of the Swedish companies that develop work 
environment-adapted products. The bettering of work environments is achieved both in 
Sweden and other countries as a result of the support the project lends to Swedish companies 
to increase the number of work environment-adapted products they develop. The project also 
supports the companies’ efforts to market and sell these products. Additionally, the project 
has also aimed to increase the competitiveness of these companies and consequently, create 
employment opportunities in Sweden via the establishment of a strong national industry. 



The project has focused on lending support to smaller companies with fewer than 50 
employees. 

Business support initiatives 
One of the project’s larger initiatives has involved the Resource Group providing customized 
support for companies producing work environment-adapted products. As such, we have been 
able to supply the companies with the expertise they have required at different times. The 
main thrust of the initiative has been to provide companies with one day’s support free of 
charge and up to a further two weeks’ support at half the normal fee. This model is similar to 
the one used in other projects related to small business assistance.  

The Resource Group has found that the opportunity to receive customized support was greatly 
appreciated by the companies involved. For small businesses, even small issues can become 
giant hurdles and can significantly slow the continued development and commercialization of 
a product. In this regard, the fact that the Resource Group as a whole encompasses a very 
broad spectrum of expertise has proved to be important. Each company requires support at 
very different stages in its development. Some companies might require help with product 
development, others with testing and trialing or even with marketing and export-related 
issues. Because we have worked as a team and are aware of one another’s areas of expertise, 
we have been able to meet the companies’ needs in every stage of the development process – 
from initial concept to commercialized product. 

In cases where the Resource Group has not been able to supply the needed expertise itself, it 
has instead been able to make use of its extensive contact network of other organizations in 
which its members are involved. In such cases, the group has either been able to connect the 
company with the desired expertise or investigate on their behalf in order to provide them 
with the needed answers. 

Generally speaking, it can be said that the companies involved have most often sought 
expertise (in the form of specific business assistance) related firstly to compliance with laws 
and regulations, and secondly to questions related to opportunities to increase sales volumes. 
As such, the group has received many questions about CE-marking, product directives and the 
like, as well as questions about marketing and export. In third place came more technical 
questions concerning product design, the characteristics of the work environment and the like 
– issues which the companies largely feel they are able to deal with on their own. 

The desire to increase sales volumes is naturally of prime importance for these companies. 
Many are small and therefore find marketing to be an arduous task. This applies to marketing 
within Sweden, but also equally to many of those companies who have tried to expand their 
markets internationally. As such, the group has received many questions related to marketing 
and exports. A common feeling among the companies is that while they offer quality 
products, they have difficulty convincing the customer as to why they should purchase their 
equipment as opposed to that of their competitors. Perhaps the work environment-adapted 
product is somewhat more expensive than other equivalent products, but gives lower 
operating costs because of its superior qualities. The companies need both knowledge and 
increased ability in arguing in favor of the work environment-related benefits – a need which 
has been cited repeatedly. 

Often, the Swedish market is too small to be able to cover the cost of developing a new 
product. The company requires help from an early stage to find sales channels in other 
countries in order to achieve a sales volume that would allow for continued product 
development. 



The Resource Group feels a dialogue between the company and the support organization is 
vital. Only through direct discussions is it possible to define what support the company really 
needs. Small companies in particularly often have difficulty defining their needs successfully.  

The Resource Group’s ability to communicate effectively with the company is crucial for 
achieving the confidence needed when having such fundamental discussions. Those making 
contact with the company must have a good general knowledge of the day-to-day workings 
and everyday reality of small businesses. Being able to “talk to small businesses” on their 
terms is very important. The company-specific measures implemented have varied from short 
consultations, either in person or by phone, to larger measures partially financed by the 
company itself. In several instances, questions from companies have been handled by students 
at Luleå University of Technology in the form of project work. Design students have 
undertaken very promising work related to product design, for example. 

The Work Environment-adapted Products and Processes product area 
We see Sweden has a product area which can be called “Work Environment-adapted Products 
and Processes”. It might be called an industry, but is actually a field which spans all of the 
areas we normally term “industries”. Work environment-adapted products and processes can 
be found within many different industries. We consider that there are many companies that 
see themselves as developers of work environment-adapted products and processes. There is a 
certain sense of community among these companies and they have a number of issues in 
common. Some of the more important of these include knowledge about the work 
environment and the ability to promote and sell related products on the basis of their 
specialized properties. We did not find that there was any collaboration between companies 
producing these products prior to the start of this project. In this regard, the project has been a 
pioneering initiative in its establishment of the first ever product or business group, which we 
call Work Environment-adapted Products and Processes. 

Potential for development 
Generally speaking, the group believes that there is potential for development within the work 
environment-adapted products and processes “industry”. We have observed through our work 
with this project that there is a large number of existing products which have the potential for 
a significantly increased distribution both in Sweden and abroad. The potential for increased 
international distribution is particularly good at a time when interest in sound workplace 
environments is increasing in many countries. We also believe that there are many ideas and 
possibilities for the creation of new products which have not yet reached Swedish or 
international audiences.  

The industry includes many small businesses, many of which are in great need of support. 
They require support within different areas of expertise, within technical areas such as 
product development, work environment-related issues and testing, but also within the more 
business-oriented areas such as patents, marketing, sales strategies and exports. 

We also consider that there is a great need for customized assistance in order to help 
companies resolve concrete issues. Follow-up work has shown that the individual, company-
specific assistance provided by the group was highly appreciated. Even small measures can 
often be decisive in terms of improving a company’s ability to progress in its work. 

We have also come to the conclusion that there is a need for a forum for these companies. The 
network created as a result of this project, The Work Environment-adapted Products and 
Processes Network, is one such forum. A forum can meet needs for general skills-



development, facilitate contacts between companies and influence public opinion about the 
field. A joint forum can also facilitate increased product sales, both domestically and 
internationally, and as such, strengthen the perception of Sweden as a leader in the field. 

One of the greatest limiting factors in a company’s ability to develop and market new 
products is access to capital. Many new products are delayed or shelved solely due to 
difficulties financing the complete development process from concept to market. 

It is important to emphasize that a company and business development organization need to 
clearly identify the support the company really needs. Especially in the case of very small 
companies, it is often very difficult for the company itself to identify and define what is 
required in order to achieve success. 

An important factor affecting opportunities for development is a lack of time. As was 
explained previously, many of the companies within the industry are small businesses. 
Company managers, product developers, salespeople and others face very demanding 
schedules largely because of the company’s financial position. 

This lack of time often imposes limitations. Staff have neither the time nor the energy to 
contemplate anything beyond what they have to do on any given day. Strategy development 
and long-term initiatives are shelved. Companies such as these need assistance and in many 
cases, a nudge from outside provides the incentive needed for the company to look beyond 
today and consider its future.  

The Resource Group 
An important aspect of this project was the extent to which the Resource Group benefited 
from collaboration. We are thoroughly convinced that it is thanks to our cooperation that we 
have been able to offer companies a good and comprehensive pool of expertise. From the 
companies’ standpoint, it is much simpler to meet with just one individual who represents a 
broad area of expertise, rather than trying to source information from a number of different 
organizations. The Resource Group is convinced that our collaboration has increased 
effectiveness and improved results overall for the project. 

Summary 
Based on the results of the project, the Resource Group considers that there is potential for 
development in the area of work environment-adapted products and processes. The group 
wishes to highlight activities that it considers to be important for the future development of 
the area: 

• There is a continuing need for some kind of network or collaborative mechanism for 
companies within the field of work environment-adapted products. This mechanism will 
require external support. Small businesses, which comprise the majority of companies 
within the field, are not capable of establishing this cooperation independently. 
Collaboration should include training and development activities, networking activities 
and activities aimed at creating business opportunities. 

• We feel that there is a great need for company-specific support within the present group of 
companies. The companies require support in order to be able to address the difficulties 
that arise in the process leading from conceptualization to the finished product. This kind 
of support should be made available to the companies in some way.  

• We see the work environment-adapted products and processes field as having uniquely 
Swedish characteristics. Sweden has traditionally been strong in areas related to the work 



environment. Support for export-oriented initiatives is still needed, however. Companies 
are seeking support in the form of expertise, ways of networking, joint expo initiatives and 
more. Governmental support in these areas is expected to increase Swedish export 
opportunities. 

• We believe it is possible to establish a kind of “work environment label”. Such a label 
would make it possible for a customer to buy the best product from the perspective of the 
work environment. We also realize, however, that it is a large and complicated task to 
establish a work environment label for broad product groups. Nonetheless, we still believe 
that a study into the possibility of establishing such a system should be carried out. 

• Knowledge related to the arguments for work environment-adapted products should be 
developed and strengthened. This knowledge needs to be developed so that those who 
produce such products will improve in their ability to market them in a forthright and clear 
manner. Development is also required so that the customer is able to accurately evaluate 
the products on the basis of their characteristics, price, and economic benefits.  

International perspective 
The group has not identified any similar initiatives in neighboring countries during our work 
on the project. It does not appear that the field Work environment-adapted Products and 
Processes is the subject of much attention or effort internationally. In this, we see the 
possibility for Sweden to bring work environment adaptation to the fore as a particularly 
Swedish concept and as one which adds value. As was previously the case with quality and 
design, work environment adaptation can be promoted as a Swedish specialty and thus 
strengthen the competitiveness of Swedish industry. 
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