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AbstrAct

The purpose of this article is to describe a broader concept of the psychosocial work environment, 
a concept that not only is limited to the individual and her immediate environment but also takes 
into account a broader context that includes production technology as well as work organization and 
learning. Based on examples from Sweden, we discuss concepts and approaches to psychosocial work 
environment and how these have changed over time (e.g., how knowledge about the psychosocial 
work environment is used to understand and discuss health, management, and development—for 
individuals, groups, and organizations).  The knowledge presented is not new; it has been around a long 
time.  The title of the article—One Hundred Years of Inertia—shows some impatience on the part of 
its authors given that the pace of change in the work environment has not always been great.
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Introduction

The purpose of this article is to broaden the view of the concept of psychosocial work 
environment. The article is based on our reading of some of the large amount of 
previous research, and we try to place the concept in a context that includes both 

management concepts and trade union practices. We start off with a discussion of the 
concept of psychosocial work environment. Thereafter, we attempt a journey where we 
discuss how the concept has been interpreted in different times and contexts. Our inten-
tion is not to provide comprehensive coverage of theory development, but rather to show 
the breadth of aspects that are and can be included in the concept of psychosocial work 
environment. Finally, we reflect on how the concept could be recognized in the future.

What is psychosocial work environment?

Psychosocial work environment is an established, widely used concept in Sweden, partic-
ularly when it comes to explaining problems such as stress and illness. There also exists 
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a great deal of general and media interest in psychosocial work environment concepts. 
The term “psychosocial” is said to have first been used in Sweden in 1959 by psycho-
analyst Erik Erikson, although the Austrian British social psychologist, Marie Jahoda, 
had discussed sociopsychological problems for girls employed in factories as early as 
1941. The psychosocial work environment assumed a definite place in Swedish discus-
sions about the work environment when a new Work Environment Act was introduced 
in 1977. The Swedish Work Environment Act (SFS 1977) emphasizes a holistic view and 
assigns the psychosocial and work organizational aspects of the work environment a 
prominent role. The concept of the psychosocial work environment is exceedingly rel-
evant today. The Swedish Work Environment Authority has identified the psychosocial 
dimension as important in today’s work environment and has begun a project to design 
overarching rules to regulate it. 

One common way to explain psychosocial work environment is that it refers to 
people’s interaction with their surroundings. This not only includes how people are af-
fected by their work environment but also relates to how people are developed by and, 
in turn, how they develop their work environment. From this perspective, it is clear 
that the psychosocial environment includes an individual’s interaction with all aspects 
of their work situation (see, e.g., AFS 1980). In other words, it does not only refer to 
relations between people. Neither is there a distinct part of the work environment that 
is “psychosocial.” People always interact with their work environment as a whole. It 
is not possible to differentiate between the “physical work environment” (the body, 
room, technology, and organizational structure) and the “psychological work environ-
ment” (the mind, symbols, discourses, relations, and individuals). This division into 
physical and psychological can be used, however, as a pedagogical device to describe 
the psychological and social consequences of the work environment. The concept of the 
psychosocial work environment is further complicated by the fact that the same work 
environment can affect different people in different ways. 

What is a good psychosocial work environment?

As shown by the discussion above, it is difficult to answer that question without broad-
ening it to what is a good work environment. The psychosocial parts can be incised 
on many axes, but it is just the slicing we want to problematize and instead point to 
a broader context. The existing knowledge about what characterizes a good work en-
vironment is both comprehensive and well documented. It has been developed over 
decades across several different fields of research and has been heavily influenced by 
interdisciplinary and international exchange. In Sweden, there exist both a generally 
agreed upon concept of and useful guidelines for, achieving good working conditions, in 
which the psychosocial work environment plays a central role (see, e.g., Abrahamsson  
et al. 2003, Johansson and Abrahamsson 2008, Theorell 2003, Thylefors 2008). 

If we were to attempt to summarize a good work environment (based on many of the 
theories presented later on in this article), the summary might look something like this: 
In a good work environment, not only are physical risks and problems eliminated, and 
equipment and work sites are adapted to suit people’s different physical and psychologi-
cal make-up and designed to make work easier, but employees also enjoy autonomy and 
a sense of participation and influence in matters both large and small. These involve being 
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able to influence the division of duties and the pace and method of working, in relation to 
both other people and to the technical system used. In a good working environment, work 
provides physical, intellectual and cultural stimulation, variety, opportunities for social 
interactions, context, and opportunities for learning and for personal and professional 
development. Here, workloads, demands, and challenges (both physical and psychologi-
cal) are balanced at a reasonable level. The workplace is also characterized by gender 
equality, fairness, respect, trust, democratic leadership, and open communication and 
offers good opportunities for enjoyment and social support. There should also be good 
opportunities to combine work with a rich and sustainable life outside of work. A poor 
work environment can result in a reduction in individuals’ quality of life, commitment, 
and general stamina. There are also factors that are partially external to the workplace, 
but which affect it, the individuals who work there, and the psychosocial work environ-
ment. These may include everything from an unstable or distorted local labor market and 
poor educational and rehabilitation systems to insecurity and violence, as well as heavy 
demands on, and responsibility for, unpaid care work done in the home. 

benefits for both the company and the individual

In Sweden, there is also a consensus concerning arguments in favor of improvements to 
the work environment, even if these vary depending on whether the point of departure 
is the business community, societal development, and/or simply the desire to prevent 
injuries and ill-health and promote quality of life. The socioeconomic viewpoint is an 
important motivating force. Absences from work, treatment, retraining, sick leave, and 
rehabilitation generate major costs not only for society but also for businesses. In Sweden 
in recent years, an attitude has also developed (partly inspired by our Nordic neighbors) 
that a good work environment is also a political issue and a strategic instrument for 
achieving social progress. Ensuring a good work environment makes it possible for more 
people to work, which contributes to favorable societal development. 

In recent decades, work organization, employee relations, and the psychosocial work 
environment have assumed increasing importance in discussions about the opportunities 
of businesses to compete, grow, and survive. The path of development has gone from 
noise reduction to coaching and from viewing the work environment as an area for prob-
lems to viewing it as an area for workplace learning and for strategic development from 
management. We have become used to organizational changes and dealing with popular 
trends among both organizations and management. In today’s management, catchwords 
like organizational development, leadership, motivation, and learning, as if these were a 
matter of course. New forms of work organization have also been presented as solutions 
to health- and work environment-related problems, as well as to recruitment problems. 
It is also hoped that these will also help resolve high unemployment and the productivity 
and competition problems of the Swedish industry. The importance of innovation in the 
business world is being emphasized as a means to increase growth and create more job 
opportunities. There is also currently a strong realization that innovations cannot be fully 
exploited if they are not complemented by organizational changes and new work meth-
ods. The Swedish government’s reports (Ds 2008:16) state that organizational changes 
and the development of new technology are among the most important factors in the 
current increase in productivity being observed. 
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The above reasoning is typical of the Swedish working life’s win–win perspective, 
with two integrated objectives: firstly, efficient and progressive production and second-
ly, good health and learning among employees. Occasionally, this concept is expressed  
using terms like “sustainability” or “resilience.” The link at the company level between 
profitability and the psychosocial work environment is difficult to measure, however, 
particularly from a short-term perspective. It is difficult to know what the true cause 
is behind the effect, and things like corporate-wide decisions or recessions can quickly 
distort these apparent links. However, even if it is difficult to estimate an organization’s 
monetary or productivity value, there are solid indications that an organization with  
a good psychosocial work environment functions better, is easier to develop, and pro-
vides better opportunities for flexibility, cooperation, professional development, and  
innovation. In any case, it is clear that a good psychosocial work environment leads to 
improved physical and psychological heath, greater enjoyment, lower staff turnover, 
fewer cases of sick leave, increased commitment, and better performance (Spector 1986). 
It is presumably as simple as saying that people who feel good perform well. People who 
are exposed to long periods of work in a poor work environment react to this sooner or 
later—physically, mentally, and/or socially. These reactions can have a negative impact 
on the work environment, the individual, and the level of efficiency. 

three areas/perspectives

In spite of the prevailing consensus, the psychosocial work environment is a multifaceted 
concept that has a rocky history. In both day-to-day practice and research, there are differ-
ent areas or perspectives that intertwine and that enrich one another, although sometimes 
parallel discussions occur that can confuse and contradict one another. In this article, partly 
inspired by Aronsson et al. (2012), we choose to divide psychosocial work environment 
into three large areas, even though doing so is somewhat of a simplification.

We call the first area “health/illness.” Here, the focus is on health problems that can 
be remedied. Stress is a large and central theme. Another central theme is the attitudes, 
needs, and motivation of the individual. This includes discussions of such things as the 
body’s alarm system, stress factors, coping, locus of control, and sense of context. In 
recent years, there has been a growing interest in the individual’s health, well-being, and 
empowerment, leading to an initiation of a search for health factors in working life. 
Many large businesses and organizations conduct annual assessments of these aspects in 
the form of employee surveys, indexes, and “balanced scorecards.” The results of these 
surveys are reported in the form of “satisfied employee indexes.” 

We call the second area “management and development.” Here, the focus is on 
opportunities that can be utilized to manage and develop an organization, groups, and 
individuals. A common theme is work groups and how they function. This includes dis-
cussions about cooperation, group processes, and different group types—such as teams, 
informal groups and subgroups, as well as cultures, norms, roles, discrimination, and 
conflicts. One central theme is leadership and discussions include leadership qualities, 
leadership styles, power, manipulation, and reactions. Other themes in this area deal 
with learning—both individual and collective—as well as organizational changes. 

The third area we have called “problematization.” This area deals more with ques-
tioning, critical analyses, and complementary understandings of different phenomena 
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within the psychosocial work environment, such as power systems, alienation, oppo-
sition, and inequality. This area includes discussions about myths, prejudices, gender, 
social constructions, workplace culture, professional identities, and discourses, for ex-
ample. It also includes the problematization of technical systems, control, policies, and 
ideologies. 

Over the years, each of these three areas has been included in discussions about the 
psychosocial work environment, to varying degrees and with differing emphases, and they 
have had varying degrees of impact in the field. At the end of the paper, we summarize 
our observations in relation to our three areas. The following section describes, in an ap-
proximately chronological order, the development of the concept of the psychosocial work 
environment and changes that have occurred along the way, as well as variations in the way 
the concept has been used and interpreted within Swedish working life. We will focus pri-
marily on the first two areas—“health/illness” and “management and development.” Some 
examples from the third area, “problematization,” are also included, but this area is far too 
broad and varied to be addressed in such a brief discussion as this. 

A journey through time 

swedish occupational policy—early historical roots

Before we attempt to dissect the development of and changes to the concept of the 
psychosocial work environment, we will briefly consider its early historical roots. In the 
beginning, the physical work environment was the center of attention. Johansson (1999) 
describes how Swedish occupational policy has its roots in England, Germany, and the 
United States. The English tradition is based on the humanism that has characterized 
the British upper class. In England, industrialization took place during the late 18th and 
early 19th centuries, with major social problems as a result. For this reason, a number 
of laws were enacted during the early 1800s that limited child labor, for example, or at 
least the length of children’s workdays in cotton factories to 12 hours a day. The German 
influence had a different starting point. Here, it was rather the fear of the growing labor 
movement and social democracy that drove developments. In the early 1880s, a social 
welfare policy was adopted that included health insurance, accident insurance, and old 
age and disability pensions (Sund 1993). The common theme shared by the English and 
German development was faith in the state and the law as active instruments for shaping 
work environment policy. The American influence was of an entirely different nature. 
Here, there was no faith in the state or the law as bases for the establishment of work 
environment policy. The new industrialized society gave rise to major problems, how-
ever, particularly in the form of the rising number of accidents. The chosen solutions to 
this problem were largely based on local cooperation within individual businesses. These 
local initiatives were brought together in 1914 in the National Safety Council, which 
came to underpin the safety movement.

Sweden followed the English trend, albeit with a certain delay because of Sweden’s 
later industrialization. In 1846, the minimum age for juvenile apprentices was set at  
12 years. In 1852, night work was prohibited for children less than 18 years of age. 
The first true work environment law—the Factory Safety Act—was enacted in 1889.  
The Swedish Labor Inspectorate was established in 1890 (Danielson 1990). The right to  
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appoint a safety officer was established in 1921 and safety committees were recom-
mended in legislation from 1938 (Danielson 1990). Parallel with this legislated coop-
eration, voluntary cooperation was also established through what is now known as the 
Swedish Work Environment Association, which was formed in 1905. Voluntary safety 
committees existed from 1906 (Sund 1993). In summary, it can be seen that Swedish 
work environment policy came to rest on a strong welfare state based on the German 
model, with a comprehensive body of work environment legislation that resembled that 
of England. Inspired by the American example, local cooperation between businesses 
and employees concerning practical work environment initiatives was integrated into 
this legislation.

Psychological considerations were an early feature

Psychology marked its position within occupational research relatively early on through 
Hugo Münsterberg’s book Psychologie und Wirtschaftsleben, which was translated into 
Swedish by the Federation of Swedish Industry in 1917. The Royal Swedish Academy 
of Engineering Sciences (IVA) also paid attention to these psychological issues, and in 
1921, a human work science committee was formed that examined what it called “psy-
chotechnical issues,” in other words, how human work efforts could be economized 
and made more efficient. In 1924, the IVA published a paper entitled Work Psychology 
authored by Lundholm, in which he differentiated between psychotechnology, which 
addressed selection problems, and occupational psychology, which addressed external 
conditions affecting work efficiency (De Geer 1978). In terms of research, the period 
was primarily characterized by a more conscious establishment of the psychological 
perspective. Through the introduction of aptitude testing and selective testing, psychol-
ogy also took on a more prominent position in working life. The first practical example 
of this shift was seen when the Sandvikens Jernverks AB used psychological testing as 
a basis for selecting personnel in 1928. The Swedish State Railways (SJ) also began to 
use psychological selection tests early on (ASF 1983). In 1944, the Institute of Applied 
Psychology was established as an independent division at Stockholm University. A simi-
lar institute, the Gothenburg Psychotechnical Institute, was also inaugurated in Goth-
enburg. From the outset, the institution’s predominant activity was aptitude testing as a 
basis for vocational counseling and educational planning. Comprehensive research and 
development in methods for measuring skills and intellectual functions was conducted 
at both the institutes (ASF 1983).

taylorism

American engineer Frederick Winslow Taylor conducted his first time studies in an en-
gineering workshop at Midvale Steel Company, United States, in 1881. Taylor’s theory 
(Taylor 1911/1972) can be summarized in two theses: 1) there exists one best way and 2) 
the right person for the right job. “There exists one best way” relates to Taylor’s problem 
of gaining access to workers’ professional skills in order to develop and apply work in a 
systematic way. He proposed conducting detailed time and motion studies, finding the 
best method and then teaching this to the workers. This was achieved through detailed 
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job-sharing and standardized work stages in which each task was narrowly specialized 
with low qualification requirements. Teamwork and independent learning among workers 
were to be avoided, according to Taylor. Instead, it was important to instill employees with 
new values to get them to stop slacking off and to want to work according to “the best 
method.” To achieve this, Taylor suggested a piece rate system, individual work, and con-
tinual monitoring by supervisors. Measurement and continual development of the work 
processes would lead to a streamlining of manual labor. Taylor’s second principle—“the 
right person for the right job”—deals with methods for selecting workers who fit the given 
tasks. Taylor’s writings contain many in-depth descriptions of targeted selection, including 
measuring the personal coefficient in order not only to employ those with the lowest coef-
ficient (i.e., those who were not intelligent) but also to weed out lazy workers.

We can note that work psychology of this era was based on a view of people that we 
are not entirely comfortable with today. The human being was viewed as a machine and 
the idea was to adapt this machine to a particular task in order to increase organization-
al efficiency. In Scientific Management or “Taylorism,” as it was known, many examples 
of this attitude can be found. Despite the fact that this was an accepted approach during 
this period, it did face criticism at the time. This was clearly seen in the very severe 1912 
Senate hearing where Taylor was questioned, when both the economic efficiency and the 
social consequences of his system were challenged. 

swedish Employers’ confederation and swedish trade Union confederation 
collaborate on time and motion studies and work psychology

Taylor’s paper, The Principles of Scientific Management (Taylor 1911/1972), was translated 
into Swedish in 1913. Two prominent figures within the Swedish rationalization movement 
were Axel Engblom, who published a paper entitled Industrial Organization According 
to the Rational Management Principle (1922), and Tarras Sällfors, who was awarded a 
professorship in industrial economics and organization in 1939 and who, in the same year, 
published the book Work Studies within Industry (De Geer 1978). The IVA also involved 
itself in work-study issues and in 1934 published the paper Work Analysis and Time Studies 
(IVA 1934), which was a compilation of lectures on the subject.

The work environment was an area in which the social partners at labor market could 
easily cooperate. One example of this is the establishment of the Institute for Supervisory 
Training (ALI). At this school, both foremen and workers received training in economic, 
social, occupational health and work psychology issues (ASF 1983). In 1938, an industrial 
peace agreement known as the Saltsjöbadsavtalet was signed, which provided that the par-
ties themselves were required to resolve their problems without involving the state. The 
agreement regulated how to negotiate about salaries and other working conditions and lim-
ited the right to undertake strikes or lockouts during the contract period. This cooperation 
would constitute an important part of what came to be known as “the Swedish model” and 
was deepened by the establishment of an additional cooperative agreement on work-studies 
in 1948 (Johansson 1988). At the same time, the Work Study Council was formed jointly 
by the Swedish Employer’s Confederation and the Swedish Trade Union Confederation and 
was tasked with “tracking and promoting cooperation as relates to work-studies and the 
time and motion study councils’ activities, as well as to otherwise work to ensure the sound 
and suitable organization of the work study function” (ASF 1983). 



12 One Hundred Years of Inertia Lena Abrahamsson and Jan Johansson

Taylor’s time and motion studies achieved their breakthrough in Sweden with the 
MTM method. MTM stands for “Methods Time Measurement” and is a system in 
which each manual work operation can be divided up into its basic motions, often 
down to the second level. Theoretically, using these basic motions, it is possible to design 
a task, determine a time, and establish the pay rate for a job. MTM was introduced in 
Sweden for the first time in 1951 at the Volvo Penta factory. During the latter half of the 
1950s, and the following decade, the rationalization movement and work-study educa-
tion blossomed in Sweden. In the 1950s, Gösta Rehn and Rudolf Meidner launched 
a new labor market policy, in which the trade union movement declared itself willing 
to promote sensible rationalization measures if businesses’ excess profits were cut and 
taxed in return.

Human relations

An organizational psychology perspective was developed in parallel with the individual-
oriented psychological perspective. The theoretical basis for this was in the development 
of the Human Relations School of Management, which to a large extent constituted a 
criticism of Scientific Management, particularly of the idea of the replaceable human 
who requires monitoring and detailed instructions to be able to function in a produc-
tion line. Organizational psychology is instead based on the notion that people have an 
inherent ability and desire to feel job satisfaction and to learn and develop both them-
selves and their work. What is needed is to create work environments that encourage 
this tendency. 

Human Relations has its foundation in the classic Hawthorne experiments conducted 
by Elton Mayo at Western Electric’s Hawthorne factory on the outskirts of Chicago in the 
United States (see, e.g., Mayo 1933). These experiments were conducted between 1924 
and 1932. The basis for the experiments was the examination of the conclusions drawn 
by the human factors tradition, which claimed that deficiencies in the work environment 
in the form of poor working postures, tiring working hours, and poor physical environ-
ments (e.g., those with noise problems and inadequate lighting) had a negative impact on 
workers’ performance. The researchers instead adopted the position that problems and 
unrest at the workplace had psychological causes or, more accurately, psychosocial causes. 
The experiments conducted revealed that there was an unknown factor that increased 
productivity, irrespective of working conditions. This “unknown factor” proved to be  
social relationships. Human Relations researchers drew the conclusion that work is a 
group activity and that peoples’ need for recognition, security, and a sense of community is 
more important than material conditions in the workplace when it comes to productivity, 
work ethic, and motivation. Informal groups at the workplace exercise significant social 
control over the individual worker’s productivity and attitudes. 

The Hawthorne researchers’ conclusions seem somewhat less obvious when they are 
examined more closely, however. Acker and van Houten (1974) demonstrated that the 
Hawthorne researchers used single-sex groups and treated these groups differently. For 
example, the young women in the Relay Assembly and Mica Splitting Rooms were, in 
addition to positive treatment, also exposed to manipulations and paternalistic control. 
They were given commands to increase their pace (and a raise in pay if they succeeded), 
not to talk or laugh while working, and underwent physical examinations once a month. 
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If they protested, they were replaced. Some alternative conclusions may therefore be that 
the Hawthorne experiments not only provided new insight into the importance of so-
cial relations for the work environment but that they also proved that the psychosocial  
work environment can be used to exercise power, that is, to steer and control workers 
(Ahl 2006). 

To this, we can add that the message that harmony and congenial management can 
almost be more important than a good, physical environment is not unproblematic. In 
the day-to-day work environment, it is of course important that there exists awareness 
that psychosocial aspects can be expressed in bodily and physical complaints, but as 
Thylefors (2008) reminds us, it is important that the work environment should not be 
“psychologized.” Complaints about noise may actually be due to noise. 

the importance of work

A contemporary study that even more clearly demonstrates how important work is to 
people is Marie Jahoda et al.’s (1933/1971) classic examination of unemployment and its 
consequences during the early 1930s in the Austrian community of Marienthal. The most 
important conclusion of the Marienthal study is that the function of work is not solely its 
manifest aspect, in other words, the obvious function that a wage plays in people’s lives 
as relating to their survival and the opportunity to satisfy their material needs, but that 
work also plays an important role in people’s social “survival.” This applies not least of 
all to work’s significance vis-à-vis a person’s identity. The latter aspect relates to work’s 
latent functions: 

A time structure for the waking part of the day 1. 
Daily social contact with people outside of the nuclear family and experiences shared 2. 
with these people 
Participation in collective efforts that transcend personal goals 3. 
A social status and identity and 4. 
A regular activity5. 

cooperating on the organizational perspective

The Human Relations School of Management went on to develop industrial psychology, 
then organizational behavior, and—eventually—Human Resource Management. How-
ever, it took a strikingly long time before Human Relations gained a foothold within 
public discourse and research in Sweden. Its major impact came on the ideological level, 
where a more humane view of people was introduced, in contrast to Taylorism’s more 
mechanical view of people. A more concrete mark of its influence was the introduction 
of personnel departments at companies during the 1940s and 1950s, now known as 
Human Resources departments. 

Swedish industry also demonstrated its interest in research in the field by establishing 
the Centre for Business and Policy Studies (SNS) in 1948. SNS can be described as the start-
ing point for a more social science-oriented view on working life, and it forged links with 
Sweden’s foremost names within sociology, such as Edmund Dahlström and Joachim Israel. 
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At approximately the same time, Torgny Segerstedt was awarded Sweden’s first professor-
ship in sociology. Collaboration between Segerstedt and Agne Lundquist was established, 
leading to a study, People in Industrialized Society, published in 1952. 

Yet another player with a social science-based perspective arose in the form of the 
Swedish Council for Personnel Administration, established by the Swedish Employer’s 
Confederation in 1952. The trade union cooperatives initially formed part of an advisory 
body (council) and from 1970 onward were included on the board. The organization 
was gradually expanded to include departments of industrial psychology and industrial 
physiology. Researchers Bertil Gardell, Göran Ekvall, Sigvard Rubenowitz, and Lennart 
Lennerlöf were associated with the council (ASF 1983).

Motivation, needs, and values

Human Relations was primarily developed further within the US Organizational Develop-
ment (OD) tradition. The theoretical basis for this development was motivation research 
and action research. It is here that many of the ideas about the learning organization have 
their origins. One cornerstone in this development was Kurt Lewin’s work on gestalt psy-
chology, theories of personality, and group dynamics. In 1944, Lewin founded the Research 
Center for Group Dynamics at MIT in Boston in the United States and increasingly focused 
his studies on practical problems, social handling, and change processes. He named this 
practical research—in which researchers and practitioners working within organizations 
cooperated with one another—“action research.” 

Another important foundation was Abraham Maslow’s and other psychologists’ 
work on assumptions about individuals’ motivation (see Maslow 1943). In Maslow’s 
“needs hierarchy,” “self-actualization” is the uppermost tier and a feature that is espe-
cially evident in contemporary society. Individuals’ need for personal development began 
to be emphasized, and in time, an interest began to arise in how to create a climate or 
atmosphere within an organization that promoted its members’ personal development 
and, thereby, improved their performance. One contemporary, complementary perspec-
tive came via Frederick Herzberg’s theories about hygiene factors and motivation fac-
tors (Herzberg 1959, 1987). The factors that eliminate ill- health and dissatisfaction 
(hygiene factors) are not the same as those that create job satisfaction and commitment 
(motivation factors). Like the Hawthorne researchers, neither Maslow’s nor Herzberg’s 
models are undisputed. However, the models include a large portion of common sense, 
which makes them useful in matters relating to the psychosocial work environment, 
even today.

In the 1950s and 1960s, ideas about management by objectives (see Drucker 1954) 
were developed that are based on the idea that management’s task is to create and com-
municate a vision and then, in consultation with staff, to formulate objectives related 
to their performance. This idea centers on giving personnel a large measure of indepen-
dence and freedom. Instead of being controlled by managers, the staff was to practice 
“self-control.” For this to work, Drucker explained, common values and standards must 
be established. In this way, managers can get employees to behave in the desired manner. 
Drucker recommended flat organizations divided into business areas, where each busi-
ness area had its own business concept, so that employees would more easily feel a sense 
of responsibility for the whole unit.



 Nordic journal of working life studies Volume 3  ❚  Number 1  ❚  February 2013 15

This approach increasingly revealed elements of systems thinking and discussions 
about the importance of values for both understanding and managing human behavior 
in organizations. One example of ideas about management systems is McGregor’s X 
and Y theories (see McGregor 1960/2006. McGregor postulated that leadership in or-
ganizations must leave behind the authoritarian form, Theory X, in order to shift to a 
more participatory form of leadership, Theory Y. One important reason for this was that 
the level of education among the workforce had increased. This placed new demands 
on businesses’ work organizations. It was important to be able to harness workers’ in-
creased capacity as well as to give them the opportunity to develop within their profes-
sions. One of the OD tradition’s theorists, Chris Argyris (1957), advanced employees’ 
personal commitment to an organization’s underlying values as a key factor. 

the sociotechnical school

Another part of the organizational perspective is what is known as sociotechnology.  
The concept was developed partly on the basis of analyses of the social system from the 
Human Relations School of Management, but integrated analyses of the technical system 
into these. Rational production flows constitute the nucleus of the idea. Added to this is 
a system theoretical approach, that is, that people, organizations, and technology both 
characterize and are characterized by their surroundings. Sociotechnical organizational 
theory was developed during the 1950s at the Tavistock Institute of Human Relations. 
Systematic education grew out of an analysis of the introduction of new technology in 
English coal mines (Trist and Bamforth 1951). Between the World Wars, mining was 
mechanized, and an earlier manual system was replaced by the semi-automated long-
wall method. Productivity did not increase as expected, however. The conclusion drawn 
by the researchers was that the technological interdependence between the different 
working shifts was not supported by a social system requiring integration and a holistic 
approach. Instead, the work organization and wage and status disparities between dif-
ferent work tasks had the opposite effect and contributed to a further fragmentation of 
the production system.

In a later phase of their work, the Tavistock researchers came into contact with a mine 
where the long-wall method worked very well. Productivity was higher than that of other 
comparable mines. The difference was that, at this mine, the workers themselves had cre-
ated a work organization based on broader roles and that included work rotation both 
within and between work shifts. They had also succeeded in creating a social system that 
harmonized with the technical system, and the new system incorporated a high degree of 
autonomy. The Tavistock researchers had “discovered” the autonomous group.

Sociotechnology was primarily further developed in Europe. Even if inspiration for this 
development was taken from contemporary American OD research, European thoughts 
differed from American thoughts in several ways. Sociotechnology also addressed the tech-
nical system, with a clear focus on organization, while OD focused solely on changes in the 
social systems and more often concentrated on the individual. The sociotechnical school 
also introduced a different systems approach and proposed that workers’ psychological 
needs should be placed within a larger context. Sociotechnical research was based on the 
work, the operation, and the technical system and was aimed at larger structural changes 
to the work organization in production, so that it better harmonized with the technology. 
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Conversely, OD did not aim to introduce structural changes, but rather to improve rela-
tions between different organizational units. Another difference is that sociotechnology 
directed its attention toward the organization hierarchy base (i.e., production work, the 
work environments, and conditions for supervisors and workers), while OD primarily 
focused on leadership and the managerial tiers of the organization.

The sociotechnical school arrived in the Nordic region in the 1960s in the form of a 
series of experiments involving autonomous groups and product workshops in Norway. 
These experiments resulted in Thorsrud’s and Emery’s (1969) six psychological criteria 
for productive work: 

The need for a degree of meaning and variety in work1. 
The need to be able to learn while working and to be able to do so on an ongoing 2. 
basis
The need to be able to make autonomous decisions about one’s own area3. 
The need for esteem, human understanding, and respect in the workplace4. 
The need to see the connection between the work performed and the outside world 5. 
and 
The need to see that the work can be reconciled with hopes for the future6. 

The results of the Norwegian experiments were promising and demonstrated that a 
changed work organization with increased worker influence can lead to increased pro-
ductivity and job satisfaction (Thorsrud and Emery 1969).

critical perspectives

Drawing inspiration from the Norwegian sociotechnical experiments, the equivalent 
Swedish research program, the Development Council Working Group for Research 
(URAF) conducted several experiments on new work methods in industry between 1969 
and 1976. Unfortunately, these did not meet with success, probably largely due to the 
political turbulence surrounding industrial democracy, labor laws, and employee invest-
ment funds that prevailed at the time (Sandkull and Johansson 1996). Then came Sara 
Lidman’s book Mine in 1968, contributing to a broad debate about the rationalization 
philosophies of the 1960s, an issue that was further emphasized through the major 
miners’ strike that took place at Malmfälten during the winter of 1969/1970. Another 
famous book, The Art of Drilling People (Flordh et al. 1969), was a critique of the un-
critical view of rationalization that prevailed at the time. A Marxist perspective began to 
develop within occupational research. This development should be understood against 
the backdrop of the spirit of the time. This was the time of the Cultural Revolution in 
China, the Prague Spring, massive student protests, and wildcat strikes. 

Robert Blauner and Harry Braverman are examples of critical international research-
ers who came to influence the Swedish work organization research. In his book Alienation 
and Freedom (Blauner 1964), Blauner discussed how industrial workers’ experienced their 
work and, above all, the technologization of the work process. One central theme of this 
work was alienation. Blauner measured the extent to which the workers experienced feel-
ings of powerlessness, futility, isolation, and alienation. He discovered that the degree of 
alienation was greatest where production was dominated by an “assembly-line principle.” 
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Blauner also reached the conclusion that automation contributed to an integration of the 
workers and an increased feeling of control over the work, that is, that the introduction 
of an automated production contributed to a reduction in feelings of alienation. Blauner’s 
research was introduced and developed by Bertil Gardell mainly in his doctorate thesis 
Production and job satisfaction—a social psychological study of industrial work in 1971 
and was the beginning of a series of high-profile projects and studies on work organization 
and technology, particularly with respect to employee participation, empowerment, and 
health and safety (Gardell 1976, Gardell and Svensson 1981, Gardell et al. 1979). Harry 
Braverman, a noted critic of Taylorism, espoused a more negative view of the increasing 
degree to which technology was used in working life in his book Labor and Monopoly 
Capital: The Degradation of Work in the Twentieth Century (Braverman1974). According 
to Braverman, automation was one of the causes behind an increasingly degraded and 
routinized working life. Work organizations characterized by Taylorism were a second 
contributor to this trend. Braverman believed that these two factors led to a separation  
between the planning and execution of work, gave management a monopoly over plan-
ning, created a division of labor, and broke down the work process into specialized tasks. 
All of these factors combined gave management increased control over workers, their 
work, and their professional skills and knowledge. 

Another early example of theories from the critical analyses of problems within the 
psychosocial work environment is the “workers’ collective” and “collective cultures” 
(see Lysgaard 1961). Collective cultures are a kind of “defense system” that often is 
developed among employees at large workplaces where the working conditions and 
the work environment are experienced as problematic. A large group of subordinates 
within an organization who are approximately equal and who share problems is also a 
precondition for the development of such a culture. Their work assignments are often 
of a low rank within the organization. The collective culture compensates for the work-
ers’ low status and contributes to the affirmation and strengthening of their experiences 
and identities. The collective culture also offers the workers distance from “the others” 
(managers) and a “buffer” against the demands of the work, a kind of “free space” where 
they have control over the execution of the work, within certain limits. This acts as a free 
zone from feelings of being at a disadvantage, such as class-based subordination. Within 
collective cultures, the criterion of loyalty and strong standards of conformity regard-
ing the way a worker should be and act develop, which do not always harmonize with 
what is productive and profitable for the company, or even what is best for the workers  
themselves (Fältholm 1998). Since, to a large extent, collective cultures are built on the 
basis of identification, similarity, and homosociality, the strongest collective cultures de-
velop in gender-homogeneous workplaces (Lindgren 1985, 1999). Workers who do not 
follow the behavioral and identity norms are excluded (e.g., women workers in male-
dominated workplaces) and may experience psychosocial work environment problems.

Similar conclusions can later be found in Rosabeth Moss Kanter’s book Men and 
Women of the Corporation (1993/1977). Kanter focuses on the structural conditions 
within work organizations that create different psychosocial work environments for 
women and men. Her point of departure is that women and men are essentially alike, 
but that their disparate positions and conditions within the organization either force 
them or construct them in such a way that they act as though they were different. The 
organization’s structure, culture, and values create boundaries that limit the scope of 
the opportunities that members of the organization have to work within. Kanter calls 
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these “opportunity structures” and believes that organizations often provide different 
opportunity structures for men and women. She explained this primarily through type 
of work/position, but also through the relative number of women and men. Kanter’s 
theory about the significance of the relative number is that groups or organizations with 
uneven gender distributions give rise to certain behavioral patterns, strategies, and con-
ceptions of the minority group. Kanter argues that it is their small numbers, rarity, and 
visibility, rather than their femininity, which determine the conditions for women within 
male-dominated organizations. This minority situation generates structural effects and 
Kanter highlights three types of such effects: contrast, visibility, and stereotyping. Our 
point is that these create psychosocial work environment problems for both the majority 
and the minority and therefore Kanter’s theories, as well as other critical perspectives, 
contribute to the understanding of psychosocial work environment. 

sociotechnology—a base for both employers’ and trade unions’ ideas

In Sweden, the first half of the 1970s was characterized by a great interest in work 
environment issues. This interest was also seen in the explosion of work environment 
research, particularly achieved through the creation of the Department of Occupational 
Medicine at the National Board of Occupational Safety and Health and the Swedish 
Work Environment Fund in 1972. Human Work Science was established as a depart-
ment at Luleå University of Technology in 1973 as part of an effort to include human 
work science in programs at all technical universities in Sweden, a successful reform 
even though it took more than ten years to complete.

During this period, employers and the trade union movement began to take differ-
ent paths with regard to the development of the work organization. The trade union 
movement focused on industrial democracy and, in 1976, succeeded in pushing through 
a legal regulation in support of increased workers’ participation. This clearly contrib-
uted to expanding the concept of the work environment to include a democratic work 
organization (Simonson 1989). The Swedish Employers’ Confederation (SAF) began its 
own research in which the classical example was the Volvo Kalmar factory, which came 
online in 1974. This factory tested new technological solutions in designing workplaces 
and the factory’s layout so that it would follow sociotechnical ideas, such as flexible  
assembly steps, flow organization, longer cycle times, a deepening and expansion of 
work assignments, and group work for the employees. SAF developed these ideas  
into a vision of tomorrow’s technology and work organization that went by the name 
New Factories (Agurén and Edgren 1979). The trade unions also drew inspiration from 
sociotechnology when they formulated their vision for the work of the future, a vision 
that was dubbed Good Work (see Metall 1985). 

In the 1980s, Swedish industry was confronted with increased demands for cus-
tomization, delivery assurance, service, and quality. This required new technical and or-
ganizational solutions and a trend toward a more flexible productive apparatus, often in 
combination with decentralized management. The solutions were based on technology, 
work organized in groups, skilled and independent work tasks, and a skilled labor force 
(Helgeson and Johansson 1992). These were solutions that harmonized well with socio-
technology and the unions’ demands for the implementation of “Good Work,” which 
was being raised at the same time (Berggren et al. 1987). The Volvo Uddevalla factory 
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established during the mid- and late 1980s was the result of a sociotechnical organiza-
tion of production (Berggren 1990, Ellegård et al. 1991, Engström et al. 1998). Ideas 
about the importance of industrial workers’ skills development and their influence in 
the workplace were allowed to shape the design of the production system. This think-
ing was combined with capital rationalization in the form of reduced stock holding, an 
early version of just-in-time production, and lean production. We can see this as a new 
consensus between employers and trade unions. Employers not only accepted the group 
work requirement but also took the initiative to implement it themselves.

The majority agreed that the future would involve some kind of group-organized pro-
duction in which workers were not machine-bound and where work was enriched through 
a far-reaching decentralization of what had previously been “white-collar tasks.” Similar 
ideas about change processes with their basis in production work, human–technology  
interaction, holistic perspectives, and ideas of both productive and stimulating work existed 
within Swedish work environment research (Berggren et al. 1987, Bergman 1995, Lindhal 
and Broms, 1989). One example of this sociotechnical spirit of the period is the Master  
of Science in engineering program, Industrial Work Environment (now called Industrial  
Design Engineering), that began at Luleå University of Technology in 1984. We can con-
clude that during this period, skills development, worker influence, and involvement were 
more clearly introduced as elements in the discussion on work organization, and thereby 
also into the understanding of the psychosocial work environment.

the demand–control–support model

One central theory of the relationship between workers’ health and their influence on  
and participation in the workplace is known as the Karasek–Theorell Demand–Control–
Support –model (Karasek and Theorell 1990). The model was developed in the late 1970s 
and has been continually refined since then. It is often used in spite of the fact that it does 
not cover all aspects and does not fit all types of work, perhaps due to its simplicity and 
measurability. The model is based on the parameters demand, control, and support. “De-
mand” refers to how hard a worker works (large workload, pressed for time, difficult work 
tasks, and role conflicts). “Control” refers to an individual’s own control over the situation, 
the worker’s freedom to make decisions and influence what will be done, when, and how. 
“Social support” includes practical and emotional help from managers and workmates,  
a kind of buffer. If demands are too great, irregular, or difficult to understand and the em-
ployee has difficulty controlling them and lacks support from others, then work stress will 
increase. If workers find themselves in such a “tense situation” over a long period of time, 
then it will also affect their health. Conversely, a passive work situation can also be prob-
lematic, leading to understimulation, thereby contributing to an unmotivated labor force, 
which, in the long term, can also be damaging to health (Karasek and Theorell 1990). 

This model has not been altogether simple to apply to modern working life, how-
ever. For example, it has been shown that an “attractive work situation”—work with 
a high degree of personal control—can also cause ill health, despite the fact that the 
model suggests that this should constitute a positive situation from a health standpoint. 
Such paradoxes can be better explained if they are supplemented with an organizational 
perspective in which the parameters demand, control, and support have their origin in 
the organization, rather than in the individual (Härenstam 2008). Rasmussen (1999) 
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uses the metaphor “seductive and greedy” to describe an organization that, admittedly, 
is “good” (freedom to act and interesting, stimulating, and autonomous work tasks), 
but that places responsibility on individuals and that demands increasing amounts of 
overtime, attention, energy, and effort from these individuals. Theorell (2003) also raises 
the issue of whether there is an optimal level for influence and self-determination. Simi-
lar thoughts are found in the “vitamin model” (Warr 1994), which likens psychological 
factors in working life to vitamins. In the case of most factors, a lack can be damaging. 
Certain factors cannot exist in too great a measure, but do not generate any positive  
effect above a certain level. For some factors, in certain circumstances, overdoses can be 
damaging. Thylefors (2008) writes that the vitamin model has met with mixed reactions. 
Nonetheless, it does demonstrate the need for a holistic approach when it comes to the 
psychosocial work environment. 

Learning and dialogue

In the 1970s, American OD researchers Argyris and Schön (1978) continued working 
and developed theories on what guides an individual’s behavior. The processes in which 
the individual chooses to act in accordance with their current theory of action, or chooses 
to modify the basic values and create a new theory of action, were viewed by Argyris and 
Schön as learning processes. In the 1980s, this theory was supplemented with elements 
taken from democratic theory (Gustavsen 1990). There was an increased emphasis on 
broad participation and dialogue. People at workplaces were to create solutions to the 
workplace’s problems themselves. This theoretical line was further developed during the 
1980s and 1990s in theories of learning and corporate culture.

A number of large cross-disciplinary research programs were started in Sweden 
in the 1980s, funded by the Swedish Work Environment Fund or the Swedish Agency 
for Economic and Regional Growth: the Development Program for New Technology, 
Work Organization and Work Environment (1982–1987), Management, Organization, 
Workers’ Participation (LOM) (1985–1990), and the Learning Program (1990–1996). 
These programs entailed a breakthrough for ideas concerning continual skills develop-
ment, lifelong learning, learning organizations, and richer work content. Lifelong learn-
ing was first mentioned in the Development Program. The LOM program concentrated 
on development work at businesses, with a focus on cooperation and dialogues between 
employees and management (Lundin 1988). The program was based on action research 
and democratic dialogue (Gustavsen 1990). The Program for learning organizations, the 
Learning Program was a joint initiative by labor market stakeholders and can be seen 
as a direct continuation of the LOM program. It was built on the idea of the “learning 
organization” and organizational preconditions that stimulate and support learning.

The most important thing a learning organization should do, according to Ellström 
(2001), is to give all employees the opportunity to act and learn at multiple levels. Action 
should not be limited to the level of routines or rules because this also limits opportuni-
ties for creativity and development-oriented learning. Routines that are too engrained 
and an emphasis on adaptive-oriented learning are obstacles to development-oriented 
learning and to renewal. Organizations must balance the force of development logic and 
production logic in their operations. It is a case of “the two in tandem.” This requires 
that the workplace itself and work tasks are concrete learning environments. In current 
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research, the manager’s responsibility to arrange self-organization and learning is also 
emphasized. The skills-bearing relationships of people are seen as important perspec-
tives from which to develop both innovative and effective organizations and sustainable 
occupational health for staff (Backström and Söderberg 2007). 

These perspectives are quite typical of the Swedish working life research. A Nordic 
research team (Sørensen et al. 2012) has analyzed Nordic research tradition and they 
distinguish between two dimensions: seeing the workers as subjects (to do research with) 
or objects (to do research about) and seeing workers as individuals or as a collective. 
According to the research team, the Nordic approach gives clear priority to workers as 
subjects acting in and through the collective group. 

the 1990s—politicians take the lead

A more political element also emerged in Sweden during the late 1980s. In conjunction 
with the election campaign of 1988, the Social Democratic Party promised to improve 
the 400,000 worst jobs in the country. The result was that the government appointed a 
Government Commission on Work Environment that would draw up guidelines for the 
new work environment policy. The commission presented its recommendation in 1990, in 
which it was suggested that employers should take on increased responsibility for the work 
environment and rehabilitation (Arbetsmiljökommissionen 1990). Another outcome was 
the transition from a direct work environment view to a systematic view, that is, that the 
Labor Inspectorate should check that the employer had a satisfactory system in place to 
manage work environment-related matters.

At the same time as the commission was carrying out its work, a debate about large 
profits in the business sectors was occurring. The political will to keep down wage levels 
in order to fight inflation also existed at the time. Ultimately, the solution was cooperation 
between the Social Democratic Party and the Centre Party, in which they forced businesses 
to contribute a portion of their profits to a central fund for the development of the work 
environment and rehabilitation. The Swedish Work Life Fund began in 1990 and ultimately 
controlled a very large sum used to realize some of the Government Commission on Work 
Environment’s objectives, namely support for businesses’ OD and improvements to work 
environment. This entailed a powerful supplement for the development of Swedish working 
life. The majority of projects were also connected with some form of professional devel-
opment, where the concept of “learning organizations” was central. The Work Life Fund 
was closed in 1995 and was replaced by the European Social Fund’s Objective 4 Program 
(1996–2000), which was even more focused on learning and skills development.

Modern organizational models—a new kind of consensus, but also new  
work environment problems

This investment in learning was played down after some years, however. The 1990s were 
instead very much characterized by the deep recession that occurred in Sweden at the start 
of the decade, which affected both the public and private sectors. The recession brought 
with it high unemployment, increased polarization, and deeper social divides. Industri-
al concerns implemented drastic measures in order to reduce their costs. Outsourcing,  



22 One Hundred Years of Inertia Lena Abrahamsson and Jan Johansson

downsizing, and “lean organization” became commonly used terms, part of the inspira-
tion for which came from the concept of “lean production” as presented in the book 
The Machine that Changed the World (Womack et al. 1990). But this development was 
met with criticism; understaffed organizations can cause problems for companies as de-
velopment initiatives become stifled because the cuts strip them of both skills and re-
sources. Employee health and well-being can also be compromised and there is a risk of 
reduced motivation and of reduced opportunities for learning. The second phenomenon 
that arose during this period was that short-term positions and the number of nonperma-
nent positions increased, employment contracts became more individual, wage dispersion 
increased, and the power of the unions diminished (Aronsson and Sjögren 1994). This 
was combined with the reappearance of certain elements from Taylorism (e.g., monitor-
ing, micro-management, measurement, standardization, and the idea that there existed 
one best way) under new names, particularly in concepts like “lean production,” “bal-
anced scorecard” (Kaplan and Norton 1993), and “knowledge management” (Sanchez 
and Heene 1997). The number of short-cycle and repetitive work tasks increased, leading 
to monotonous work with uneven physical loads (Westgaard and Winkel 2011). If “con-
tinual improvement” is used to make work tasks increasingly simple to make them faster 
to perform, then skill level is reduced rather than increased (Ellström 1996). A focus on 
order and standardization means that workers’ autonomy and the extent to which they 
make their own decisions are significantly reduced. Lean production and similar concepts 
contain tools for establishing standardized work routines, which risk creating feelings of 
exchangeability and dequalification among workers (Ellström 2000). 

Even so, learning and participation continued to exist in parallel with this shift, 
albeit in another form. During the 1990s, Human Relations, American OD, and leader-
ship ideology underwent a clear renaissance within the US and Japanese management 
concepts, which quickly spread across the western world in the form of an organizational 
trend (Abrahamsson 2002, Björkman 2002). The importance of leadership, harmony, 
dialogue, positive group norms, values, motivation, learning, and corporate culture in the 
management of both the organization and the individual was promoted in concepts such 
as “Total Quality Management” (Deming 1982, Feigenbaum 1961), “the boundary-less 
organization” (Ashkenas et al. 1995), “the learning organization” (Senge 1990), and “the 
individualized organization” (Ghoshal and Bartlett 1997).

At the same time as the modern organizational concepts gained increasing adherence 
in working life during the 1990s, the number of Swedes on sick leave increased. This coin-
cided with employees in county councils, municipal governments, and industry experienc-
ing an increased workload and reduced opportunities to influence different circumstances 
in their work during this period (Gellerstedt 2008, Theorell 2006). Especially tangible was 
the trend toward poorer opportunities for control among women employees working for 
county councils and municipal governments (i.e., in health care and schools) and in com-
merce, service, and industry. At the same time as these opportunities to exercise control 
were waning, the physical and psychological demands in working life increased, and there 
were fewer opportunities for recuperation. Among the problems of the 1990s, Theorell 
(2003) notes an increased silence (i.e., the sense that it was not possible to complain about 
work environment problems), false democracy, and large and almost panicky changes to 
work organization. 

During this period, the political debate about work environment and work orga-
nization waned in intensity. Trade unions focused more on unemployment and labor 
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legislation. At the same time, employers advanced their positions and actively worked 
to develop a new work organization by implementing the new management concepts, 
among which “balanced scorecard” and “lean production” were the most influential, 
even experiencing a renaissance during the 2000s (Johansson and Abrahamsson 2008). 
Trade unions chose to cooperate and this new understanding was not, as previously, 
built on agreements and contracts, but was instead a tacit consensus shaped by the 
economic crises of the 1990s and the dream of growth of the early 21st century. The 
arguments used often referred to the market that, in one way or another, had forced  
the concrete action.

What is the situation today?

This new consensus in Sweden appeared to have limited need of work environment 
and work life-related research (Johansson 2004). The closure of the National Institute 
for Working Life in 2006 was an administrative, and in some ways political, action 
but also meant a reduction in the sector’s research resources. Another trend was that 
work life research in many Swedish universities was—more obviously than previously—
amalgamated with other subjects. While integration certainly is mainly good, it also 
has had the effect that work environment research became more difficult to find, and 
perhaps also more difficult to develop. This is also due to the absence of a platform for 
interdisciplinary communication and national and international cooperation. All in all, 
the past decade has resulted in reduced visibility and a lower status for the field, which 
might also have consequences for working life. Knowledge about the work environment 
is more easily “forgotten” and becomes more difficult to integrate into production and 
organizational development. The Swedish public debate on working life in recent years 
has primarily revolved around spoiled and lazy people and how to avoid cheating within 
the social insurance system. 

Even if such cheating is an issue that must be addressed, there are still many 
workplaces that are highly problematic when it comes to employment conditions 
and work environment (Brännmark et al. 2012, Hasle et al. 2012, Westgaard and 
Winkel 2011). At these workplaces, there seems to be a view that people can be 
used like machines. Other worrying situations are also emerging, such as the revival  
of the assembly line and Taylorism in both the industry and the service sectors.  
We see old work environment problems appearing in new contexts, such as in new 
industries and occupations. However, new types of work environment problems are 
also emerging as a result of cost cutting, globalization, new technology, and the mod-
ern lifestyle (Björkman 2002, Johansson and Abrahamsson 2007, Thompson and  
Warhurst 1998). Even though knowledge about what good work environments are 
and how they can be created is both extensive and accessible, it seems at times that 
the trend is heading in the exact opposite direction or that the wheel is being rein-
vented. This is a case of almost 100 years of knowledge being forgotten. And this 
leads to the impression that the pace of development is very slow.

By the same token, we can also discern positive tendencies in the form of increasing 
productivity and improved working conditions (Brännmark et al. 2012, Hunter 2008, 
Saurin and Ferreira 2009) and also in research (e.g., centers of excellence in human 
work science supported by FAS and other major financing initiatives) and also in the 
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Swedish Forum for Research in Working Life (FALF) and similar networks, both old 
and new. Other positive trends include that many of the latest calls for projects by large 
national research financiers include requirements for interdisciplinary science, where 
work science is seen as a natural component. Within our own research sphere, we have 
also seen a number of good examples where the work environment perspective has been 
included in major interdisciplinary projects within engineering faculties. The European 
structural funds—the Regional Development Fund and the Social Fund—have been  
important players with regard to organizational development, participation, influence, 
and workplace learning, even if the focus on regional development, new job openings, 
and the individual and on those outside of working life is unfortunately shifted away 
from the work organization, that is, away from the psychosocial work environment.

Other trends include what appears to be quite a large part of Swedish working life is 
moving toward a positive “self-cleaning” (that is, adopting the view that injuring people 
at work is intolerable and that the work environment is a natural part of a trademark) 
(NCC 2012, Prevent 2012). In recent years, we have also seen the clear development of 
a “Nordic variety” of the use of “lean,” a variety that entails a recreation of ideas about 
holistic approaches, workplace design, participation, influence, and autonomous groups 
(Johansson and Abrahamsson 2009). This is also a strain that has been greatly influenced 
by theories about the learning organization, workplace learning, and creativity among 
all employees. The concrete content of the new consensus that has developed between 
stakeholders is a new work environment concept that even more clearly includes orga-
nizational and professional development and the psychosocial work environment. Yet 
another positive trend is that work environment issues and this holistic view are making 
their way onto the political agenda (Helmersson Olsson et al. 2012/2013, Olovsson 
2008/2009). They are seen as strategic instruments for development both inside busi-
nesses and at the community level.

concluding reflections

It has been difficult to try to describe this “journey through time” because there has been 
neither a linear line of development nor a homogeneous story about the psychosocial work 
environment. Instead, the history of the psychosocial work environment has involved par-
allel and simultaneous processes and shifts between perspectives. 

In the beginning of our article, we presented three different areas or perspectives 
that interacted with each other: “health/illness,” “management and development,” and 
“problematization.” The first perspective, “health/illness,” dealing with health problems 
and stress symptoms, has been the dominant in our journey through time. The perspec-
tive has been modernized, but basically its importance has been rather stable over time. 
The second perspective, “management and development,” has led to a broadening of 
the concept of psychosocial work environment by giving organizational explanations 
and by seeing workers as individuals who can independently act both for and against 
the company’s intentions. However, we argue that “management and development” can 
also be seen as a perspective by its own by pointing to the potential in managing or-
ganizations, groups, and individuals. In our journey through time, it is fairly easy to 
identify quite a number of shifts in this area, between two approaches, one based on a 
rational-instrumental philosophy and another on a normative-institutional philosophy 
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(Røvik 2000, Tengblad 2006). Early work psychology, Taylorism, lean production, and 
everything else based on the idea that people and organizations are best managed using 
technology, measurement, systematics, centralization, standardization, specialization, 
and rules and by issuing orders are often placed within the framework of rational phi-
losophy. Human Relations, motivation theory, management by objectives, the learning 
organization, and everything else that is based on the idea that people and organizations 
are best managed using norms, harmony, participation, corporate culture, and common 
values and symbols can be placed inside the framework of normative philosophy. Today, 
it is the latter tradition that is predominant, especially in everyday practice, where a 
popular feature is the concept of “empowerment,” highlighting the individual skills and 
ability to make their own decisions. A central part of this is learning—both individual 
and collective—as well as other organizational perspectives. On the other hand, the 
rational-instrumental approach is by no means dead, but has rather been given new 
energy by the heavy influence of lean production and similar concepts.

In our journey through time, we included some theories from the third perspective, 
“problematization,” and from these we can deduce a discussion that maintains that both 
rational-instrumental approach and the normative-institutional approach are wrong 
(and right). By this, we are reminded that empowerment, leadership, and attitudes are 
not enough. In order to stimulate learning, innovation, and a good psychosocial work 
environment, concrete changes to the organization, workplace, and technology must 
also occur. Neither is it sufficient simply to invest in new technology or new manage-
ment systems. These things, in themselves, are not guaranteed to change efficiency or 
working conditions, either positively or negatively. In order to ensure positive develop-
ment, we must adopt a more sociotechnical approach where the human, work environ-
ment, and the organization of work, both formal and informal, must also be included. 
Moreover, the concept of empowerment has no meaning unless one takes into account 
how the real power is distributed at the workplace. Another related discussion from the 
problematization perspective is that management by means of culture and common val-
ues builds on harmony and unity in the organization and conceals disparities in power 
and opportunity both inside and outside the organization. There is probably a risk that 
when abstract (and positive) things like attitudes, culture, dialogue, and learning stand 
in focus, more concrete aspects of the work environment become hidden (Blumberg 
1971, Svensson 2004). Such concrete aspects may be wages, physical work environment, 
and work content but also many aspects of psychosocial work environment, like influ-
ence and gender stereotypes (Abrahamsson 2002). 

Of course, problematization is included in the two first perspectives, but we argue 
that “problematization” can be seen as a perspective of its own as it can contribute to 
additional understandings of psychosocial work environment, to why it is so difficult to 
implement improvements to the work environment, why certain contexts develop nega-
tively, and why knowledge about good work environments is not utilized. We believe 
that more emphasis on problematization will lead to better analysis and by extension 
hopefully breaking the current inertia.

We knew that basic elements of a sustainable, innovative, efficient, and profitable work 
organization, as well as of a well-functioning economy and society, are that workers’ health 
is improved by being at work, they enjoy being there, and they are able to exercise influence 
and learn and develop together in the workplace. We think it is time to create a new vision 
for the work environment, a vision where we do not focus on illness and psychosocial work 
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environment problems, but instead a vision of where we see work as a source of health and 
wellness. The work should be an important component of developing ourselves as creative 
people and allow us to enjoy our otium as healthy and intellectually active people. The chal-
lenge for the future is to develop this perspective in both theory and practice. Let us hope 
that the 21st century will be described as “one hundred years of improvements.” There are 
signs that indicate that this may well be the case.
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