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Abstract 
The focus of this paper is a participatory design process that is used as a means to enable 

multiple stakeholders' collaboration in discussing strategies, designs and solutions of a 
conceptual future factory. The reason for this study is the Swedish industrial sector's 
difficulty in attracting women and young people. The design process can adapt to various 

complexities, building on the creative and innovative ability of collaborating people. In the 
present study, young people participated in explorations of images and perceptions of the 
current industrial sector and in an inquiry into the needs and preferences of a future 
factory. This activity resulted in two future scenarios: utopia, a positive future vision, and 
dystopia, a pessimistic outlook. These scenarios subsequently were used as means for 
critical reflection with multiple industrial sector stakeholders, exploring the future gap as 

the discrepancy between the images, perceptions and understanding held by internal 
stakeholders compared to external stakeholders. In this paper, we propose scenario-based 
design as one approach to multi-stakeholder activities, both for understanding various 
stakeholder needs and preferences and for critical reflection on future strategies and 
visions with a diversity of stakeholders. We believe there is a need for a transformation in 
the way in which organisations involve and connect to stakeholders. 
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Introduction 
This paper aims to explore a multiple-stakeholder approach to organisational 
development. This approach is used in a Participatory Design (PD) research project 
involving a diversity of stakeholders who participate in critical reflections on an entire 
industrial sector and, subsequently, in the design of a conceptual future factory. The 
motivation for this project is the difficulty that the Swedish manufacturing sector has 
faced in attracting women and young people as employees. The exploration of this 
problem was the point of departure for the interdisciplinary research project called „the 
Future Factory‟. In this project, a group of young people were invited to explore visions 
of the future,; participants were asked questions such as what they would like the 
manufacturing sector to be like for them to consider it a future workplace. This study 
resulted in two future scenarios that subsequently were used as means to stimulate 
dialogue with industrial sector stakeholders. Therefore, in this paper, scenarios are 
explored as means for multi-stakeholder dialogue. The idea is that scenarios both can 
communicate various stakeholder needs and preferences and can be used for critical 
reflection on strategies, design and development in collaboration with multiple 
stakeholders. There is a lack of research addressing critical multi-stakeholder 
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perspectives in relation to organisational design. Drawing from Miles et al.‟s (2006) 
description of the „the future gap‟ as the difference between the future visions held by 
corporate managers and those held by stakeholders, in this paper, we present an 
approach involving multiple stakeholders collaborating in workshop dialogues in order 
to minimise such gaps. 

The Future Factory project approach draws inspiration from the field of design. 
In the last decade, a new design discipline has emerged, building on traditional design 
skills to address complex social and economic issues (The Design Council, 2006). In our 
study, the design process has been used as a means to enable multiple stakeholders to 
collaborate and discuss strategies, designs and solutions for a conceptual future factory. 
The design process can adapt to various circumstances and complexities, building on the 
creative and innovative ability of collaborating people. With this project, our aim is to 
create a good design, with systems, spaces, interactions and experiences that not only 
satisfy a function or solve a problem but also satisfy symbolic dimensions for multiple 
stakeholders. We propose that there is a need for a transformation in the way in which 
organisations involve and connect to stakeholders. 

 One obvious sign of the need for new forms of interactions with stakeholders is 
the aforementioned fact that the manufacturing sector does not attract young people, 
despite higher wages than are present in many other sectors. In Sweden, young people 
seem to value factors other than high wages, e.g., social networks and activities that 
provide authenticity and satisfaction (Ziebertz et al., 2005; Lindgren et al., 2005). There 
is an argument that young people are not attracted to the manufacturing sector because 
of a perception of an instrumental focus on standardisation and discipline (Gillberg, 
2010). Although we see this as an obvious reason for a conscious and pro-active multi-
stakeholder strategy, this understanding of the sector may be one explanation for young 
people to opt out of industrial work. For this reason, in a design approach to future 
challenges, in the Future Factory project we have included both internal and external 
stakeholders in explorations of future scenarios of the Swedish manufacturing sector.  

 
 
The Future Factory Project 

„The Future Factory‟ is a three-year research project (2008-1010) performed by an 
interdisciplinary research team with expertise in the areas of production systems, systems 
design, gender, organisational design, ergonomics and industrial design. The reason for 
this project is the previously mentioned difficulty of the Swedish manufacturing sector in 
recruiting women and young people as employees. Despite gender mainstreaming efforts 
during the last decades, women still are in the minority within the Swedish 
manufacturing sector. Moreover, despite several campaigns to raise interest in industrial 
work and technology, young people still opt out of industrial work. For this reason, one 
way of increasing the sector‟s attractiveness may be to involve women and young people 
in dialogues regarding strategic planning, design and development of working 
environments and production systems. This pro-active approach is applied in the Future 
Factory project, which addresses the Swedish sector of manufacturing industry.  

The practical aspect of the project is to explore the possibility of a collaborative 
design of an attractive, sustainable and efficient conceptual future factory. The project 
approach is based on the notion that organisational development must be continuously 
upgraded as the social context and conditions of production change. For that reason, our 
interest is in organisational workplace design and change management, i.e., how change 



 

 

is managed and who is involved in the process. For example, there is an argument for 
Swedish managers to advocate aspects such as meritocracy, autonomy and anti-
hierarchical leadership (Isaksson, 2008). In the project, such positive aspects are 
explored, to reflect on the possible contribution of these aspects to a future factory 
where everyone who has a stake is allowed to participate on equal terms in meaningful 
dialogues on corporate strategies and activities. For the same reason, we have an interest 
in methods and concepts that support sustainable collaborative processes for change, 
with multiple stakeholders involved. The final phase of the project involves a team of 
women production engineers, systems designers, human resource managers, CEOs, 
industrial designers, architects, students and researchers in the design of the conceptual 
future factory (see Wikberg Nilsson et al., 2010).  

 

 

The concept of stakeholders 
Stakeholder theory, originally proposed by Freeman (1984), is a common frame of 
reference when discussing stakeholder activities, both in organisations and academic 
writings. The concept is connected to a tradition that sees business as an integral part of 
society rather than an institution separate and purely economic in nature (Freeman et al., 
2005). In contrast to what is commonly believed, in the early history of modern 
industrial organisations, profit maximisation was not the absolute law of business; 
instead, organisations were expected to exist for the public good (Kochan et al., 2000). 

The concept of stakeholder is not easily defined; it ranges from consideration of all 
people with an interest in the organisation as stakeholders to a more narrow view of 
those who have a specific contract binding them to that organisation. Donaldson et al. 
(1995), presenting the former view, define stakeholders as persons or groups that 
basically have an interest in some aspect of corporate activity. Therefore, they identify 
stakeholders by their interests in the corporation, regardless of whether the corporation 
has any interest in them. They further state that the stakeholders‟ interests should be of 
intrinsic value, meaning that each group should be considered for their own sake and not 
to further the interest of other groups, such as shareowners. Post et al. (2002), presenting 
the latter perspective, define the stakeholders in a corporation as “the individuals and 
constituencies that contribute, either voluntarily or involuntarily, to its wealth-creating 
capacity and activities, and that are therefore its potential beneficiaries and/or risk 
bearers” (p.19). In this definition, the term stakeholder implies people who have a stake 
in the organisation, i.e., something to gain or lose. Hatch et al. (2003) further exemplify 
stakeholders not only as employees, customers, investors, suppliers, partners and 
regulators but also as people with special interests and local communities. Post et al. 
(2002) additionally include unions, supply chain associates, governments and alliances 
besides the former interest groups. Whereas, for example, employees are linked to the 
organisation through internal contracts, other external interests may be unaware of their 
implicit relationship with the corporation until something draws attention. Post et al. 
(2002) narrow the term stakeholder down to individuals who either have a stake in the 
firm – i.e., something to win or lose – or have certain power over the organisation or 
contribute valuable resources that are critical to the firm's success and that they may risk 
by their commitment. According to this definition, stakeholders are identified as people 
with a common interest in that the organisation is operated in such a way that it adds 
some kind of value for them. Kochan et al. (2000) see the reason for stakeholder 



 

 

involvement as being a search for “a better balance in the distribution of economic and 
social benefits and risks” (p.369).  

In the present study, there is no organisation that can define its stakeholder; 
instead, we in this project have defined stakeholders as an entire industrial sector: the 
Swedish manufacturing industry. Prieto-Carron et al. (2006) argue for a critical research 
agenda establishing a genuine human-centred approach to stakeholders. They further 
stress a need for approaches based on participatory and collaborative methodologies, for 
investigating power structures both within organisations and within society. Hence, we 
have explored new approaches to an entire business sector‟s organisational development 
in this study, by including both internal and external stakeholders in workshop dialogues. 
We have defined the manufacturing sector‟s stakeholders as employees, managers, trade 
unions and industry associations. In addition to these stakeholder groups, we have 
specifically invited young people as future employees, managers or shareholders, and 
also as current stakeholders whose perceptions, ideas, thoughts and visions about the 
future of industrial work needs to be heard.  

 
 
Corporate Social Responsibility 

The concept of corporate social responsibility (CSR) has a focus on involvement of 
stakeholders in corporate activities. Because in the Future Factory project we have taken 
on a business sector rather than a single organisation, we can only recommend to our 
participants that they look into the concept further. CSR has been described as the 
buzzword of the millennium (Pedersen, 2006) because an increasing number of both 
scholars and practitioners are adopting a variety of approaches to the concept. CSR is 
defined as a concept concerning companies‟ incorporation of social and environmental 
considerations into their business operations, strategies and interactions with 
stakeholders (Commission of the European Communities, 2006). Thus, the concept of 
CSR implicates seeing the company as integrated with, rather than isolated from, society 
and the environment (Pedersen, 2006). But even if stakeholders' requests 
for social responsibility of organisations has dramatically increased over the past decade 
(Brønn et al., 2003), in our view, the Swedish industrial sector has not adjusted its 
operations accordingly by inviting a diversity of stakeholders into discussions of 
strategies, workplace design and work tasks 

Carroll (1999) refers to early writings on the subject as, e.g., Bowen‟s Social 
Responsibility of the Businessman in 1953 and McGuire‟s Business and Society in 1963. 
Both of these writings include, e.g., business‟ obligations to take interest in politics, the 
welfare of the community, education, developing „good‟ workplaces and socially 
desirable lines of action, besides their economic and legal obligations (Carroll, 1999). In 
Europe, laws regulate some aspects of corporate social responsibilities. In 2004, the 
International Institute for Sustainable Development defined a proposition for an ISO 
standard concerning the concept of CSR as an organisation‟s contribution to a balanced 
promotion of sustainable development in economic growth, social development and 
environmental protection (IISD, 2004).  

The concept is also said to include activities ranging from purely altruistic, one-off 
events to long-term efforts addressing stakeholder expectations, ethical obligations, legal 
requirements and universal principles (IISD, 2004). The proposed standard definition, as 
set forth by IISD, does not make the picture of CSR any clearer. The difficulty in 
defining the concept is also recognised by Brønn et al. (2001), who assert that knowledge 



 

 

of CSR is diverse and often vague and that in both countries and companies people are 
uncertain of its relevance or application. Also, some CSR guidelines in policies expect a 
„respect‟ for laws and regulations, for socio-cultural values, such as gender and minority 
relationships, for the role of the family and for an active commitment in cultural and 
political life (Brønn et al. 2001). Although recognising the potential of such guidelines, 
we consider them to be too general and too vague to really have impact on business. 
There are no explanations in policy regulations addressing the meaning of the often used 
CSR words „respect‟ or „ethics‟, what those words means in a company‟s day-to-day 
business and interactions with stakeholders. Likewise, there are no comprehensive 
analyses of why CSR is important for both society and corporations, who should be 
involved and how CSR activities should be managed. Post et al. (2002) assert that 
companies do not deserve to be in business if they do not act in accordance with the 
dominating norms, rules and values of a society. Despite agreeing that there is a need for 
some companies‟ socio-cultural adaption, we mean that, within CSR, there is an 
additional need for questioning the existing norms and practices. In accordance, Prieto-
Carron et al. (2006) claim there is a need for a critical perspective on organisations‟ 
recognition of the roles of power, class and gender. Further contributing to the former 
argument is the claim that organisations are not being able to define their social 
responsibility on their own; therefore, some emphasise having active dialogues with 
other parts of society (IISD, 2004). 

However, if carefully implemented and managed, we do believe that there is great 
potential within the concept of CSR. The recent stakeholder interest in the concept is, 
for example, said to be concerned with the environmental movement, sustainable 
development and organisational learning (Brønn et al., 2003). There are, however, 
arguments for various stakeholders having diverse views of these issues compared with 
corporations. Hence, some stress the need for understanding and undertaking multiple 
stakeholder relationships when dealing with business strategies and future visions (Brønn 
et al., 2003; Miles et al., 2006).  

Research studies in pro-active corporate social responsibility have, for example, 
been addressing corporations taking on responsibility for overproduction of goods and 
the consequent environmental impact (Manzini et al., 1992) or designing 
environmentally friendly products that also appeal to customers (Manzini et al., 1992; 
Shrivastava, 1995).  
Undertaking CSR activities is said to enhance brand reputation and image (Leonard et 
al., 2003). In short, engaging stakeholders in CSR activities is recognised as good 
business.  
 

 
The study 
In the area of design, a human-centred perspective includes understanding the context, 
such as system‟s functions and structures, what stakeholders need, which preferences 
they have and what kind of interactions they are involved in (Holtzblatt et al., 1993; 
Beyer et al., 1997). In the late 1960s, Participatory Design (PD) originated in worker 
collaborations in the design of workplaces and tasks (The Design Council, 2006). In 
Scandinavia, PD has a long tradition, as expressed in the Utopia project in the 1980s 
(e.g., Ehn, 1988; Bødker et al., 2000). Participatory Design means that the people who 
will use the resulting space participate in the design process, which opens up entirely new 



 

 

forms of cooperation and collaboration. Drawing inspiration from PD and stakeholder 
theory, we in this study propose scenario-based workshop dialogues as activities that can 
link various external and internal stakeholders together and create relationships that 
explore meaning, production and values both within and outside of an organisation. 
Communication is one way to develop, organise and disseminate knowledge (Duncan et 
al., 1998). A design approach includes investigating “how it ought to be” (Simon, 1996), 
in this case meaning ideas and visions of what the manufacturing sector ideally would be 
like.  

In this study, the participants were 23 students in an upper secondary class, 
including 10 young men and 13 young women aged 17-18 years. The local context for 
these young people is the northern part of Sweden, in a city in which the major employer 
is a large process industry. Notably, the young people‟s impression of the manufacturing 
sector may be influenced by this industry. The participants were initially introduced to 
the project idea and our intention of using their future scenarios as means for dialogues 
with other project interest groups. All agreed to participate and agreed to our use of their 
scenarios. The workshop began with an open-ended discussion, inspired by the focus 
group methodology described as useful for creating interactive communication among a 
group of people (Kitzinger, 1994). A focus group approach is furthermore said to be 
useful for investigating values of a phenomenon (Ståhlbröst et al., 2006), in this case the 
young people‟s perception of the manufacturing sector and their visions of future work.  
 First, the participants were asked to individually select an image that in one way 
or another represented „the future‟ for them. The images used during this event were 
both intangible visualisations, such as a sky or a beach, and images of tangible objects 
and environments, such as artefacts, people, technologies and contemporary production 
environments, drawing on the idea of stimulating their individual reflections of the 
future (Rehal et al., 2006). Thereafter, in groups of 3-4 people, the students were asked 
to discuss the meaning of the images. They were further encouraged to discuss 
characteristics of „good‟ jobs, colleagues, tasks and premises as well as their perceptions 
of the manufacturing sector. The images themselves are not directly significant, based on 
the presumption that the images act as mediums for personal reflections of the subject 
discussed. After the discussions, the participants were asked to write an individual future 
scenario describing them working in a future factory. Carroll (1997) defines a scenario as 
a description of a meaningful episode. He further asserts that in design, scenarios can 
evaluate meaning through claims analysis, wherein positive and negative outcomes can 
be considered through „what if‟-questions. Furthermore, Carroll (2000) sees scenarios as 
a tool to promote work-oriented communication among stakeholders, helping to make 
design activities more accessible to a variety of people who thereby have the opportunity 
to participate in the process.  
 The objective of the current study was to understand these young people‟s future 
visions of work and their perceptions of the present manufacturing sector. This 
objective guided the analysis of the discussions, image choices and scenario writings 
inasmuch as our intention was to identify both coherence and disagreement in the young 
people‟s expressions. From such an analysis, needs and preferences can be drawn for 
specific purposes. There is also a presumption that the preferences of a particular target 
group can provide value beyond that of any singular development process and that 
needs last longer than any solution (Patniak et al., 1999). In the analysis, we were able to 
draw conclusions based on individual analysis and emerging vertical patterns in the 
material. Individual horizontal analysis is said to identify both implicit and explicit 



 

 

statements and vertical analysis is said to assist in clustering statements into higher-level 
categories and themes through identification of common and shared statements 
(Thomson, 2010).  

The purpose of this study is not to use the young people‟s statements as 
representative of general attitudes and opinions among all adolescents. In contrast, our 
intention is to use the scenarios as inputs and stimuli for discussion. Thus, in workshop 
activities with other stakeholder groups, we have discussed the scenarios‟ implications 
for the Swedish manufacturing sector.  
 
 

Findings 
As mentioned above, in the analysis of the material, we strived for identification of 
individual values and preferences as well as overall themes among all scenarios regarding 
future work and workplaces. The individual preferences among this group of young 
people consist of values such as making good money, having flexible working hours, 
being able to travel and having creative and challenging work tasks. Several of the 
individual values in this study have also been described in previous studies that have not 
focused on young people in particular (e.g., Judge et al., 1997; Lievens et al., 2003; 
Highouse et al., 2003; Lievens et al., 2007; King et al., 2005; 2008). These individual 
values and preferences expressed by the young people will serve as the basis for 
proposed criteria for future industrial workers in the Future Factory project. 

In addition, the overall themes in the scenarios illustrate some interesting trends. 
The young generation of today is said to be facing a substantially different situation than 
previous ones due to the many different life choices that today‟s young people face  
(Gillberg, 2010). According to this view, life choices impact how individuals see 
themselves. For example, the increased amount of information from media and internet, 
the increased space for taking action, the liberation from local contexts and the 
understanding of the possibility of doing things in completely different ways are all 
aspects that are said to influence and have consequences for today‟s youths (Ziebertz et 
al., 2005; Lindgren et al., 2005, Gillberg, 2010). In the scenarios, the overall themes 
consist of an ambition to make a difference, „do good‟ and expresses great 
environmental awareness. In several of the scenarios, the young people accentuate a 
value of both individual and corporate social responsibility. For example, some of the 
young people in the scenarios emphasised “doing something that benefits all humans” as 
well as company-specific environmental aspects, such as products being sustainable, 
ecological and recyclable, technologies being environmental friendly, energy being 
provided by own production and premises being “in harmony with nature”. Several of 
the young people stressed transformation of thinking and acting regarding production. 
Most of the young people seemed optimistic towards the prospect of being able to do 
so; however, not all shared this view. In the following text, we have translated some 
quotes we found to be significant and given them aliases in order to depersonalise them. 
The preference for “making a difference” and “doing good” is illustrated in the 
following quote from one of the scenarios: 

“To work within industry must be a „good‟ job, something that people all around the 
world benefit from. The workplace should be well designed, as a work environment should 
be, not as they are in factories. Every employee cares for the environment and society as 



 

 

much as I do. I would like to be a person that comes up with solutions for a better future 
for all humans, including solutions for better working environments.” (Anna, 18) 

 
However, as already mentioned, some of the young people expressed a cynical, alienated, 
pessimistic, disillusioned perspective, which Eckersley (1999) refers to as a 
transformational attitude. The following quote is indicative of this: 
 

“It feels as if the factories of today are destroying the Earth, polluting it, because we 
humans always want more and therefore are getting lazier and fatter. For me, it reflects 
human‟s selfishness.” (Karl, 18) 

 
In the expressions of disillusioned and pessimistic perspectives, as illustrated above, 
values are not clearly elucidated. Still, we consider them to be illustrations of some of the 
aforementioned requests for transformation of ways of thinking regarding production 
and social responsibility. They express an aversion towards factory work and all things 
associated with it, which these young people express as, for example monotonous 
repetitive tasks, hierarchies, pollutions and the “ever increasing production of worthless 
products”.  

To further illustrate the discrepancy in the young people‟s visions of a future 
factory, we present two scenarios: utopia and dystopia. These scenarios could be 
described as ideal types (Weber, 1983) that highlight certain purified features of 
phenomena expressed by the young people. An ideal type can be a tool to describe and 
explain functions and characteristics of certain social phenomena (Weber, 1983). By 
presenting these scenarios, we believe that they can assist in a better understanding of 
these young people‟s visions of the future as well as stimulate critical reflection on the 
manufacturing sector. Parrish (2006) also recognises scenario narratives as means for 
shared values among groups of people. Therefore, our method has been to share the 
young people‟s visions and concerns with other project stakeholder groups, with the 
scenarios thus becoming a tool for dialogue. The following two scenarios are the result 
of our analysis, meaning that although the young participants in the activity have not 
written them, all the input information comes from their scenarios. However, we believe 
these scenarios, accompanied by some images of the young people‟s choices (see figures 
1-4), serve a useful role both in presenting the discrepancies in the young people‟s 
visions and in presenting the communicative tool of scenarios. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  Scenario 1. Utopia 

 



 

 

The Future Factory is situated in a big city, 
although there are a lot of parks and green areas 
in the vicinity. The location ensures easy access 
to work and is in a community with day-care 
centres, schools and shops nearby. The Future 
Factory has clean, bright and airy working 
environments. The premises have nice interiors 
with „modern designs‟ and the factory itself has a 
„modern architecture‟ that blends into the city. 
All facilities are situated close to each other, 
contributing to a transparent and flat 
organisation. An important aspect in the 
Future Factory is the social responsibility taken 
on by the company and all employees. This 
includes environmental concerns being considered 
in every aspect of work and production and the 
company financing projects to assist the third 
world, for example.  
The main part of work is done above ground, 
but some automated production is situated below 
ground and performed in office-like 
environments. The work includes creative tasks, 
with workers continuously learning and 
participating in innovative production system 
development. Working in the Future Factory 
includes travelling opportunities and 
collaborating with a diversity of people from all 
over the world. All employees participate in 
product and production development. As a co-
worker in the future factory, you have access to 
several sports and relaxation facilities. It is a 
challenging but not physically demanding job; 
technology does the heavy work without replacing 
the humans. Work colleagues in the Future 
Factory are committed to do a good job, prefer 
working in teams and have the social skills to 
do so. Women and men, of course, work on 
equal terms. All employees feel important and 
needed and there are constant dialogues and 
participatory activities to ensure an open space 

with opportunities to influence the company, a 
good psychosocial climate and a search for 
prospective innovations. Working at the Future 
Factory is a respectable job for which each co-
worker has been chosen with care and in which 
you make good money.  
 

   
Figure 1. An illustration of some of the young 
people‟s preference for working environment 
(Photo:Åsa Wikberg Nilsson)  
 

  
Figure 2. An illustration of the young people‟s 
preference for working in a big city (Photo: Åsa 
Wikberg Nilssont) 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Scenario 2. Dystopia 

 



 

 

The Future Factory is yet one more of the plants 
destroying the Earth. It is located in a designated 
area separate from human living zones, one in 
which no one cares about whether pollution and 
environmental toxins destroy nature. To be able to 
work here safely, you have to wear gas masks; 
however, no one does because the workers do not 
understand that the environment is dangerous and 
no one tells them.  
 
This factory has these conditions because of 
humans‟ constant striving for short-term profits 
and the ever-increasing production of goods. In the 
past few decades, robots have replaced most of the 
human work force, although in recent years, 
humans have become cheaper than technology, 
resulting in the Future Factory now hiring 
personnel. The work involves monotonous and 
repetitive tasks in a assembly line, resulting in 
work-related ill health for most employees. Some 
job tasks consist of boring operating tasks, 
running the out-dated automated production 
machines that still work. The working 
environment is dirty, and there is no way to see 
outside when you are in the plant. Still, most 
workers are happy to do the job, because finding a 
job is not easy these days, even though the pay is 
not enough to feed a family.   
 
Employees do not understand what they are doing 
or why they are doing the tasks; nobody tells them 
anything. They have never seen, or let alone 
spoken to, managers, whom the workers refer to 
as the „the invisible force‟. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
Figure 3.  An illustration of a future vision of not 
being able to see outside. (Photo: Åsa Wikberg 
Nilsson)  
 

 
Figure 4.  An illustration of a dystopian future 
perspective. (Photo: Åsa Wikberg Nilsson) 



 

 

Dialogues 
With inspiration from Schön (1995), the next step meant reflecting on the scenarios in 
workshops with people working within the manufacturing sector. In a series of workshops, 
18 female production engineers, systems designers, human resource managers, CEOs, 
industrial designers, architects, students and researchers from 11 companies participated in 
the design of a conceptual future factory. In the first of these workshops, the Utopia and 
Dystopia scenarios were introduced as well as both the individual and overall visions and 
concerns that the young people expressed during the workshop. In the succeeding 
workshops, the scenarios were used for critical reflections on current systems, change 
processes and future solutions. Beforehand, we considered that the scenarios expressed 
idealised positive and negative visions, illustrating both visions and concerns held by these 
young people. The participants, however, experienced the utopian scenario as not idealistic, 
but rather a description of current practice or practice in upcoming years. The following 
quotation from one of the participants is indicative of this:  
 

“This is just like a description of our corporation! This is certainly not utopian; this is how we 
work today. Then, perhaps we can‟t be in the middle of a big city, however we work actively 
with parks and green spaces, because it‟s nice and because it picks up dust and makes a better 
working environment. We try to make our premises attractive and nice, but it‟s not easy with 
an old plant. We would like to have this transparency between different activities, but as I said, 
we have the buildings and premises we have. However, we try to find tools for better 
communication and cooperation.”  
 

This quotation can be seen as an expression of people within the manufacturing sector 
having a different image and perception of manufacturing work compared with people 
outside the industrial sector. This is reminiscent of the aforementioned description of a 
„future gap‟ as the discrepancy between perceptions and images held by internal and external 
stakeholders (Miles et al., 2006). One explanation is that the current industrial sector actually 
has a similarity with the utopian scenario, meaning that external stakeholders have little 
awareness and understanding of contemporary manufacturing. Another explanation can be 
that „insiders‟ do not compare themselves with other sectors, as, e.g., young people do, and 
that this proposed new and transformed industrial sector has not been communicated to 
people outside the sector. Whatever the explanation is, this reveals a need to communicate 
with stakeholders to a greater extent. When the participants were asked to reflect on actions 
and activities, to communicate strategies and visions and to gain stakeholders‟ views and 
interests, one participant said the following:  
 

“Social engagement and social responsibility is very important now, we make a sustainability 
report every year that includes how we work with various activities such as ethical issues, 
environmental issues and so on. And of course we work in teams and try to cooperate between 
various divisions, it is important to involve different skills in dialogues. One of our employees 
recently said that he felt really involved in the business and finally understood the challenges. It 
is not possible today to just decide something and then tell people to do it, you need to think 
and learn about why the change is needed. All companies work in this direction, it is not 
utopian - it is what we do today.” 

 



 

 

This quotation illustrates a social awareness of dialogues with internal stakeholders as 
important, although as other participants have reflected as well, it indicates little or no 
collaboration with external stakeholders.  

Based on our understanding, the participants have an awareness of the need for 
greater communication of the industrial sector's business and activities, although none of 
them have so far worked with a diversity of stakeholders on these issues. One conclusion 
from the study is, therefore, that although the participants did not think that the scenarios 
provided innovative ideas about practice, the scenarios did provide an understanding of the 
need for communication among multiple stakeholders. In several of the workshops, the 
participants discussed the scenarios in a very lively manner; hence, we believe the scenarios 
have provided some kind of lasting impression. The dystopian scenario turned out to be a 
provocation that initially made the participants defend the industrial sector in general and 
their own businesses in particular. After some reflection, they agreed that there could be 
such a perception of the sector in society and perhaps even more so among young people. 
According to these participants, the industrial sector does not communicate the business 
properly, and as a consequence, many people neither know what a contemporary factory 
looks like nor how it operates. The following quote indicates one participant‟s first 
impression of the dystopia scenario;  
 

“Wow, that was really bleak! However, I can‟t see this coming. People demand more today, 
not just work for eight hours or so, they want fulfilment and challenges as well. We have to 
consider how to become more attractive employers.” 

 
In the dialogues, the participants talked about various stakeholder activities that could 
contribute to becoming more attractive employers and to making production more effective 
and sustainable, as illustrated in the following quotation:  
 

„I work with environmental issues, and Dystopia deals with issues I deal with every day. This 
is something we are very much aware of today, both in our company and in the society. We try 
to work pro-actively with education of all employees so they understand their role in this. Then 
about producing more and more goods, well that is the reality we have. But the challenge is it to 
make these things work together, I mean, if we make profit, we can invest more in social 
responsibility. There may not even be a contradiction in working with environmental awareness 
and produce more effectively: some investments pay off in decreased maintenance for example, 
you just have to be aware of it and work with it constantly in mind. For me, it‟s the future; you 
should consider the resources, the environment and the working environment continuously in 
order to become a more effective and attractive work place. It is important to recognize the 
connections between social responsibility and effective production, to see „the big picture.‟  
 

We consider this quote to be indicative of an understanding of social responsibilities as 
important and as activities that may contribute to both social and economic interests. The 
scenarios helped illustrate various images and perceptions that exist of the industrial sector, 
and thus the scenarios contributed to a discussion of the need for multi-stakeholder 
dialogues. This awareness could be achieved by other means; however, we consider the 
scenarios to be an effective tool in communicating visions and concerns from stakeholder 
groups that the participants rarely involve in their companies. In sum, the scenarios proved 
to be a valuable tool for illustrating the future gap between internal and external 
stakeholders‟ perceptions of the sector. 



 

 

 
 

Discussion  
There is a saying stating that the best way to predict the future is to invent it (Kay, 1995). 
One way of looking at this study is to see it as a way of striving to predict the future by 
discussing multiple stakeholders‟ needs and preferences and consequently inventing a 
conceptual future factory based on this. Furthermore, the project‟s aim has been to create a 
vision of a good future factory design, with a production system, workplace premises, 
employee interactions and experiences that not only are functional but also are satisfying 
symbolic dimensions for multiple stakeholders. Within the field of design, this is a common 
approach to developing solutions to proclaimed problems. Our understanding of the 
industrial sector is that manufacturing companies in general have not had a need to promote 
themselves as employers of choice and thus have not seen a need to communicate with 
multiple stakeholders. The Commission of European Communities proclaims a need for 
companies to become involved in stakeholder activities because it “matters to our children and 
future generations who expect to live in a world that respect people and nature” (Commission of the 
European Communities, 2006 p. 10). Based on these claims, and on Donaldson and 
Preston‟s aforementioned emphasis on stakeholder relationships for their own sake, we 
believe there is a need for multiple stakeholder activities within the industrial sector. 

Furthermore, we propose that most companies should consider young people as an 
interest group. They can, we argue, provide a different perspective on aspects of corporate 
activity. For example, young people who express negative attitudes towards industrial work 
can be seen as stakeholders insofar as they are prospective employees, customers or 
investors, or simply as part of a wider society with which the companies should interact for 
democratic reasons. We think that the future of the industrial sector is in need of a 
transformation of how the sector reacts to and interact with a diversity of stakeholders. 
According to Wells (1998), in order for firms to be competitive in the future they need to 
engage with the complexities of the environment in new and innovative ways. Additionally, 
Freeman (1984) proposes that positive financial outcomes will result from engaging with 
stakeholders, in addition to emphasising the need for stakeholder participation for its own 
sake. However, according to Pedersen (2006), positive financial outcomes from stakeholder 
activities are difficult to measure in traditional ways because there cannot be a clear-cut 
distinction between social and economic interests, as economic decisions have social 
consequences and vice versa.  

As mentioned above, the aim of this paper has been to explore future scenarios as a 
means for multi-stakeholder dialogues. Therefore, we have strived to illustrate scenarios as a 
tool for communicating various stakeholders‟ needs and preferences as well as to use the 
scenarios for critical reflections on strategies and visions with multiple stakeholders. 
Employing a design approach for us means placing humans at the heart of solutions, thereby 
including various stakeholders as experts on their own needs and preferences.  
Within the field of design, it is recognised that problems can only be analysed by being 
solved (Carroll, 2000), meaning that it is the exploration of context and situations that 
creates understanding that leads to satisfying solutions. Good design goes beyond problem 
solving; as mentioned above, it creates systems, spaces, interactions and experiences that also 
satisfy symbolic dimensions for stakeholders.  

The Future Factory project idea originated from the difficulty in recruiting women 
and young people to the Swedish manufacturing sector. Therefore, a proactive approach of 



 

 

including those stakeholder groups in explorations of the future was used in the project. The 
idea is that a thorough exploration with multiple stakeholders would better secure a good 
project outcome. Despite the design approach of this project, the problem is not yet solved; 
we do not present a general solution for how to attract more women or young people. 
Rather, in this paper, we aimed to promote critical reflections on the implications of a 
business sector doing things the „traditional way‟, meaning not including multi-stakeholders 
in dialogues about future strategies and visions. Conversely, in this paper, the use of 
scenarios as a tool for multi-stakeholder dialogues has been explored. 

The study included discussions and scenario writings due to the consideration that 
these would provide us with richer information than material gained from surveys or 
interviews. Despite this being a study that does not aim to generalise findings to all young 
people‟s values for future work and workplaces, we consider the scenario-based design to be 
a useful tool for communicating visions and concerns held by some stakeholders. Therefore, 
one conclusion is that the use of scenarios resulted in rich material of visions and concerns 
of the future held by these young people. In addition, the use of scenarios for critical 
reflections assisted in illustrating a gap between perceptions and images held by people 
working within the sector and these young people. We believe that this „future gap‟ needs to 
be addressed with better communication than is currently employed in practice and with a 
more pro-active participatory dialogue with multiple stakeholders concerning future 
activities. Negative attitudes towards a sector represent a negative image and reputation of 
the business, and there is a concern among our participants about implications, such as a 
decrease in products and services or difficulty in recruiting personnel. So far, the 
manufacturing sector has had a good supply of labour and therefore has not been forced to 
take the symbolic dimensions of work and workplaces into account. All the same, the 
current interest in stakeholder relationships is said to point towards pressure on 
contemporary organisations to focus attention on the symbolic dimensions of their activities 
(Kärreman et al., 2008). As Hatch and Schultz (2003) state, the importance lies not only in 
positioning the company in the market but also in creating continuous development of 
organisational structure, physical design of premises and a workplace culture that supports 
the generation of meaning in the corporation. 

In our view, taking on multiple stakeholder activities has the potential to be an 
effective approach for organisational development and change management. Dialogues with 
a diversity of both internal and external stakeholders can assist in communicating that the 
sector is an employer of choice and possibly contribute to securing future production. This 
is something we consider critical to the Swedish industrial sector. To do so, however, 
requires a shift from a focus on rationality and standardisation towards exploration of 
multiple stakeholders‟ values and visions of work and workplaces.  

We recognise that there are other perspectives that need to be addressed within 
stakeholder activities. For example, Prieto-Carron et al. (2006) suggest a perspective of 
power and class in addition to a focus on the Third World. In this study, however, we have 
focused on young people in relation to the Swedish manufacturing industry. The aim has 
been to explore means to address a multiple stakeholder perspective that can be used to 
address a variety of visions and concerns. In this, scenarios have shown great promise as 
useful tools for sharing stakeholder values, facilitating dialogues that have illustrated the 
possibility of increasing awareness of various perspectives and aspects. As Carroll (1997; 
2000) states, maintaining a continuous focus on situations and their consequences for human 
work and activity promotes learning about the structure and dynamic of a problem domain, 
seeing situations from different perspectives and managing trade-offs to reach usable and 



 

 

effective outcomes. Kochan et al. (2000) claim the notion that corporate downsizing and 
outsourcing, stagnant wages, increased inequalities, and declining union representation 
among other things may have broken the value relationship for some of the industrial 
sector‟s stakeholders. They further assert that, in bringing together multiple interests, 
stakeholders of firms have the possibility of being managed effectively when facing future 
challenges. Additionally, Wells (1998) proposes that the way people think dictates what they 
see and hence the future for which they can conceive of a strategy. Our interpretation of this 
is that a multi-stakeholder relationship may contribute to a broadened perspective on the 
future and what strategies to undertake. Wells also proposes that the only limit to the 
possibilities of a company is the minds of its people and what they are able to originate; 
hence, we think that multiple perspectives would provide greater possibilities.  

Therefore, we propose that the industrial sector be pro-active and use, scenarios as 
means for multiple stakeholder dialogues. In our view, this has the possibility of contributing 
to, e.g., a higher level of inclusion, life-long learning and employability, better innovation 
performance, a more positive image of the industrial sector, environmental protection and a 
fundamentally more sustainable future. Our proposal includes critical reflection on current 
concepts and practices through scenarios and active engagement with stakeholders. If 
today‟s young people express negative opinions about the manufacturing sector, we consider 
it high time for a transformation of the ways in which organisations involve and connect to 
stakeholders; it is time to take action to minimise the future gap.  
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