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Skills – a key to the technological development

The technological development; how does it impact our jobs, and which skills will we need?
These questions were raised during the third Nordic conference on the Future of Work. They are
hard to answer, as developments are continuing apace. How do authorities and the social
partners face the changes? And how do we meet the skills demand? Who is responsible for
what?

EDITORIAL
29.05.2018
BY BERIT KVAM

There is disagreement over the extent to which jobs will dis-

appear because of digitalisation. It is more likely that the

content of those jobs will change radically. The number of ro-

bots has doubled since 2010. The OECD thinks that number

will double again over the next three to four years. We are

witnessing rapid change.

Iceland’s fisheries industry is one example of radical changes

in the workplace. Our story shows how the tech industry and

fisheries have joined forces to develop a workplace where fish

is processed untouched by human hands, and where no raw

material is wasted. As a result, productivity is up, jobs have

been lost, and the workers who are left need training.

Digitalisation also affects people with higher education, says

Camilla Tepfers, who is keen to dispel the myth that young

people are so much better with computers than older people.

Getting rid of the senior employees is not always the best way

of tackling the challenges. By letting the 60 year olds go, you

risk losing competences within the company which the 25

year olds cannot replace.

The myth that senior citizens lack interest and knowledge

about technology development, can limit the innovation in

welfare services, says Britt Östlund in Portrait.

Skills development and new technology must go hand in

hand, be it in the health sector or the media sector. Employ-

ers, the state and the individual worker must all take their

own share of the responsibility, says the Swedish Minister for

Employment, and criticises Swedish employers for lagging

behind. Are the parties ready? What is the state’s responsi-

bility? And what happens if there is disagreement over who

is responsible for what?

The Danish Disruption Council has explored how Denmark

best can make use of the opportunities which the technologi-

cal development brings. Danish employees must be equipped

with the skills that the technological development demands,

the council says. It hasprovided input to the Danish tripartite

agreement on a stronger and more flexible system for contin-

uing training.

The conference on the Future of Work heard several partic-

ipants argue for greater flexibility throughout the education

process. In Finland, a government-appointed panel has pre-

sented its report, ‘Ett ständigt lärande Finland’ (Finland –

a country of continuous learning). The panel will in the end

contribute with visions and proposals for how the education

system can reform and adapt to the labour market.

It is easy to be blinded by the technology, but we shape the

future of work ourselves, says Jon Erik Dølvik, the Nordic re-

searcher. He points to the same development trait which the

ILO’s representative praises; the fact that the Nordic region

has done well during times of change because of the flexibili-

ty the cooperation between the parties and the tripartite sys-

tem offers. The Nordics have done so well in fact, that they

could be digital leaders – with the right measures, according

to the management consultancy firm McKinsey. Google is al-

so entering the stage, both to provide training and education

together with the Swedish Public Employment Service, to es-

tablish contacts with trade unions and to get access to Nordic

countries.

Skills are hugely important when new technology is intro-

duced. The people who will populate the labour market in 30

years from now, are already here, Dølvik points out. That is

why Google is not looking to employ those who know how,

but those who can learn.

This is about skills development in real life. It is necessary for

preventing a skills gap and social inequalities, Ulrika Lind-

strand tells the Nordic Labour Journal.

SKILLS – A KEY TO THE TECHNOLOGICAL DEVELOPMENT
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The Nordics could take a digital lead – with the
right measures

Robots and artificial intelligence (AI) can create growth in the Nordic region without creating
unemployment – but rapid political action is needed, says the management consulting firm
McKinsey.

THEME
28.05.2018
TEXT: MARIE PREISLER, PHOTO: CATA PORTIN

The Nordic region could be a digital leader and create more

or less the same number of jobs as those that will disappear

when robots and automation start taking over more and

more working tasks. But that depends on the Nordic govern-

ments paving the way, and they need to start now, says Jens

Riis Andersen, junior partner at the management consult-

ing firm McKinsey, which has written a report on the effects

of automation on the labour market on behalf of the Dan-

ish government. Riis Andersen presented the report’s conclu-

sions during a Nordic conference in Stockholm on 15th May

2018:

THE NORDICS COULD TAKE A DIGITAL LEAD – WITH THE RIGHT MEASURES
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Jens Riis Andersen, McKinsey. Photo: Björn Lindahl

“In the Nordic region we have a very strong starting point for

becoming digital leaders, and our estimates show that new

jobs can be created at around the same pace as we lose jobs

because of the automation of many working tasks. But new

jobs depend on employees in the Nordic labour market hav-

ing the necessary skills,” he said.

Nordic skills in the lead

As part of the report, McKinsey has developed a skills index

by comparing knowledge from a range of surveys of the skills

level in many different European countries – for instance

digital skills, problem solving abilities and social skills.

Nordic employees top this skills index.

As a result, the Nordic region enjoys a unique advantage, and

if this advantage gets support, the Nordic region can become

or remain a digital leader. But two types of political mea-

sures are particularly needed, reckons McKinsey: The labour

force must be educated for this, and a political framework

must be created in order to stimulate the development of new

technology-driven jobs.

Start now

The Nordic governments need to start this work right away,

or risk losing their digital head start, Jens Riis Andersen told

the conference ‘Shaping the Future of Work in the Nordic

Countries – the impact of technological development on

work and skills’, which was organised by the Nordic Council

of Ministers.

The McKinsey report’s conclusions have been discussed by

the Disruption Council, a forum for dialogue established by

the Danish government, comprising a range of government

ministries and the social partners, business leaders and

artists. Among the issues discussed there is how Denmark

prepares its education system for a labour market increasing-

ly influenced by robot technology, automation and digitalisa-

tion.

About the McKinsey report

‘The effect of automation on the Danish labour market’ was

written in 2017 for the Danish government and the Disrup-

tion council. Some of its conclusions are:

• Automation technology first and foremost creates

opportunities. The technology can create the basis

for continuing support of high living standards,

improved products and services and more

competitive companies. The starting point for

exploring the opportunities is strong. Nordic

societies are more digital than most, the labour

force is highly educated, the labour market is

flexible and people are positively inclined to new

technology.

• Exploring the technological opportunities will

demand a marked shift across society. Nearly all

people in work must learn new skills, some must

find new jobs and companies will have to navigate

through ‘disruptive’ market dynamics across

classical trade divisions.

• Some workers will find the transition difficult:

Many of their working tasks can be automated,

and they cannot easily move to different jobs.

• Some four out of ten working hours can be

automated by existing technology.

• Machines and robots can take over both physical

and some cognitive tasks, including searching for

information, online customer service and simple

case handling. This will lead to the loss of many

jobs. 250,000-300,000 Danes can be affected by

2030.

• The number of jobs that will disappear is

approximately the same as the number of new

jobs that can be created. There will also be a need

for employees to develop and control the robots.

In addition to this, a range of new jobs will emerge

as a result of the technological development and

the increased productivity this creates.

• The need for IT specialists and others with strong

digital skills will increase in coming years.

• All students in upper secondary education should

to a greater extent than today secure basic digital

skills and an understanding of new technology.

• Robots and artificial intelligence (AI) can lead to

growth in the Nordic region without creating more

unemployment – but rapid political action is

needed, according to the management consulting

firm McKinsey.

THE NORDICS COULD TAKE A DIGITAL LEAD – WITH THE RIGHT MEASURES
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Skills and fair distribution a precondition for
digitalisation

Nordic people are keen to adopt new technology at work. The region is leading the way. The
challenge is making sure workers get the chance to adapt to new skills, how to organise skills
development and who should pay. We need better systems to handle the challenges, said Ylva
Johansson at the recent conference on the Future of Work in Stockholm.

THEME
28.05.2018
TEXT: BERIT KVAM, PHOTO: BJÖRN LINDAHL

Optimism was the key word which coloured the discussions

about “the Future of Work, the impact of technological devel-

opment on work and skills” in Stockholm recently – to such

an extent that it actually surprised the ILO representative

Sangheon Lee and was highlighted by Sweden’s Minister for

Employment Ylva Johansson. The conference is one of the

Nordic region’s four contributions to the global debate on the

Future of Work for the ILO’s centenary celebrations in 2019.

“I believe change can pave the way for a better society, im-

proved welfare and a better working life, as long as we use

those changes as best we can, and protect ourselves against

existing risks. I believe our positive attitude to new tech-

nology in the Nordic region stems from the fact that it has

brought better jobs and better welfare. But if we are to main-

tain this positive attitude, we must secure a just distribution

of the benefits that come from digitalisation and increased

productivity,” warned Ylva Johansson.

Sangheon Lee, Director of Employment Policy at the ILO,

was among the many participants representing the labour

market, business, authorities, research and international in-

stitutions. He readily admitted to the conference that he used

to be one of those economists who was predicting the demise

SKILLS AND FAIR DISTRIBUTION A PRECONDITION FOR DIGITALISATION

WWW.ARBEIDSLIVINORDEN.ORG 6



of the Nordic model around a decade ago. ‘The bumble bee

cannot fly’ was the analogy used at that time. Today, the

Nordic countries have proven that they not only have sur-

vived the changes, but that they are in the vanguard when it

comes to shaping the future of work with more digitalisation,

automation and artificial intelligence (AI).

“What we did not understand was how important the social

dialogue between employee and employer was – on all levels

– which creates flexibility and vagility within the system. At

that time I was underestimating this potential, and I was

not alone. But with time, people began realising that the so-

cial dialogue represented a good way in which to develop the

labour market, and it also provided wage and price stabili-

ty.”

Nordic region on solid ground

This was also an argument put forward by Ylva Johansson

during her address to the conference. The Nordic labour

market model is not the same across the Nordic countries,

but there are some obvious similarities and it stands on solid

ground: Strong, independent parties regulate big sections of

the labour market themselves. Much of the labour market

is covered by collective agreements, where the partners can

regulate wages and working conditions. A system based on

legislation is more rigid.

Nordic countries are also well protected during times of

change. Unemployment benefits, active labour market poli-

cies and training opportunities help those who have lost their

jobs find a new one. The Nordic countries provide good sup-

port during times of change, compared to other European

countries.

Johansson believes this means people can retire later. Finally

there is the strong welfare system with health services, free

health care and parental pay available as an individual right

and not linked to a job. In many countries, different parts of

the welfare system are linked to your job. This could be an

obstacle to mobility. All this strengthens the Nordic region in

the face of change. It tallies well with studies from Eurofound

which say Nordic countries tackle changes well.

“We are not afraid of robots in the Nordic region. We are

more scared of old technology than new technology,” says

Ylva Johansson. This is linked to how much people need to

be worried about their own private situation during times of

change, shows the Eurofound report.

Who pays?

But there are still challenges to be solved. One major chal-

lenge is skills development. Who should be responsible, how

should it be organised and who pays?

“Employers are responsible for the skills development which

is necessary for employees to manage their jobs. But studies

from Sweden show that Swedish employers are spending less

money than before, despite a growing need,” says Ylva Jo-

hansson.

“Then you have the individually driven skills development,

for which you take the initiative yourself. But the biggest

challenge is the skills development needed in your job which

can also lead to a new job. Who pays for that?”

Ylva Johansson believes a tripartite cooperation can be a pos-

sibility also here, with contributions from the state but with a

level of shared costs and responsibilities.

There is also a need for new forms of adult and continuing

education. Universities and university colleges must contrib-

ute more actively in the shaping of new offers that are adapt-

ed to the labour market and new technological challenges.

“I think we need to find new kinds of skills development, fu-

ture optimism and new ways of organising this,” says Ylva Jo-

hansson.

“Meanwhile, we also see an increasing number of self-em-

ployed people and people combining work and education.

This also means we need to change the systems for labour

market security in line with new types of working and em-

ployment conditions.”

On top of this there are demographic challenges. In Sweden,

the age distribution looks very good, but the challenge is how

to provide new citizens with a chance to join the labour mar-

ket. We need a labour market policy which can exploit this

opportunity.

A global debate

The debate on the Future of Work is a global one, initiated by

the ILO. Sangheon Lee has taken part in discussions around

the world, but has not experienced the kind of future opti-

mism he has seen here. He believes this is due to the level

of trust both employees and employers have in the economy

and in the system, as well as the Nordics’ experience of being

able to successfully adapt in the wake of previous crisis.

“People trust that this system can be modulated and upgrad-

ed, and there is a recognition that the system has a great level

of flexibility which means it can adapt to developments. All

SKILLS AND FAIR DISTRIBUTION A PRECONDITION FOR DIGITALISATION
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this creates a very positive atmosphere when we talk about

the future of work,” says the ILO’s Sangheon Lee.

“I am also optimistic,” he says with a smile on behalf of the

Nordic region.

“Expectations represent an important element in the econ-

omy: If everyone believes things will turn out fine, there is

a greater chance they will. The Nordic countries have open

economies, a high degree of social protection, a good welfare

system, the wage formation works well and you have a good

education system,” he says, and with that he underlines Ylva

Johansson’s points.

This is the third of four Nordic conferences on the Future

of Work. Sangheon Lee has read the reports from the previ-

ous two conferences. In brief, he thinks things have moved

forwards since the first one which was held in Finland in

2016, when the future outlook was a bit more pessimistic.

The second conference, held in Norway in 2017, saw a more

balanced attitude and increasing optimism, while this year

there is considerably more optimism and less unease and

pessimism.

“This shows that the Nordic countries have had a good

process, and that they have been preparing well by address-

ing all of the issues, while becoming more self-aware in face

of how things are developing. This is very good for the discus-

sions about the future which we will be having in connection

with the ILO centenary in 2019.

“The Nordic countries represent a good role model for the

rest of the world when it comes to attitudes to how we can

change the future of work through good politics and social di-

alogue.”

The global commission heading the debate within the ILO

will publish a relatively short report with a range of recom-

mendations. This will be a contribution to the centenary con-

ference next year. The conference will then discuss which

recommendations should end up as global policy.

Will there be a new declaration?

"Many hope that will happen, and that this will be a new start

for the ILO. But it is difficult to predict how things will pan

out," says Sangheon Lee.

SKILLS AND FAIR DISTRIBUTION A PRECONDITION FOR DIGITALISATION
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OECD: Robots less of a threat to Nordic jobs,
but major IT gender gap is

14 percent of jobs in OECD countries are at high risk of becoming automated, while a further 32
percent of jobs will change radically, says Mark Keese, Head of the Skills and Employability
Division at the OECD.

THEME
28.05.2018
TEXT AND PHOTO: BJÖRN LINDAHL

“The rapid development makes it hard to issue a prognosis,”

said Mark Keese as he addressed the conference on the Fu-

ture of Work in the Nordic countries, held on 15th-16th May.

The OECD is also working on a report on the future of work,

he said. Their approach is not unlike the one used in the re-

search which the Norwegian research foundation Fafo has

been commissioned to do.

“We wanted to do something different this time, compared to

the reports where we gather facts, talk to all stakeholders and

then perform our analysis in our ivory tower. So we will stage

a range of policy workshops, with those affected by develop-

ments.

“We know very well that there is no single solution that suits

everyone. The results will be presented in the next Employ-

ment Outlook 2019, and later we will raise some of the issues

in our policy reviews for separate countries.”

OECD: ROBOTS LESS OF A THREAT TO NORDIC JOBS, BUT MAJOR IT GENDER GAP IS
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Automation

He used automation as an example of how things are devel-

oping faster.

“There are twice as many robots in the world today as there

were in 2010. The number will double again in the next three

to four years.

“Translating a Swedish document to English using Google

Translate five years ago, or three years ago, often produced

a strange text. Today the result is much better and looks like

proper English.”

He points out that things will develop differently in different

countries. Japan has the highest number of robots, and faces

acute challenges linked to its ageing population. Today there

are two people aged 16-64 for every person aged 65 or older.

But by 2050 there will as many pensioners as people of work-

ing age. That is why Japan is focusing most of its robot re-

search on the elderly care sector – not only to help carers, but

to act as social objects for people suffering from dementia.

A photo exhibition at the conference showed images from

Japan plus a couple of animal robots – a cat and a seal

which tempted many of the participants to give them a

stroke.

“The fear of robots is greatest in the USA and smallest in

the Nordic region, since employees here feel they have the

chance to influence developments,” said Mark Keese.

Automation bottlenecks

There are still some bottlenecks which make it hard to auto-

mate certain working tasks:

1. Tasks linked to judgement and handling,

especially when it is happening in unstructured,

complex situations – like working in narrow

spaces.

2. Tasks which depend on creativity – like providing

completely new ideas.

3. Tasks which demand social intelligence.

More education and training is needed to manage the

changes. But there is a mismatch between the need and what

is on offer. Those with the least amount of education get the

least amount of training. While 40 percent of employees in

OECD countries have had some kind of training during the

past year on average, only 17 percent of people with low skills

levels have had the same.

“When we look at how many jobs are going to disappear,

which within the OECD is 14 percent on average, and com-

pare this to the Nordic countries, the numbers there range

from six to eleven percent. These lower numbers could be

a sign that these jobs have already disappeared, since the

Nordic countries usually are well ahead of developments,”

says Mark Keese.

“If you add those 14 percent of jobs which might disappear

completely to those that might change radically, you are look-

ing at 46 percent of jobs in the OECD. For the Nordic coun-

tries the number is 33-40 percent of jobs.”

Although some argue that even high-skill jobs are now at risk

of becoming automated, like Camilla Tepfers at inFuture ar-

gued during the conference, Mark Keese said these kinds of

prognosis have yet to prove correct.

“On the contrary, artificial intelligence is threatening even

more low skill jobs than during earlier waves of technological

change. The jobs that are the least threatened are those that

demand higher educations.”

Will women get a better deal?

What about women? Will the digital change improve and

worsen the situation for one of the sexes? Arguments for the

strengthening of women’s situation include that they already

are more highly educated than men. New technology can also

make it easier to find more flexible ways of working, com-

bining paid work with looking after the family – something

which women still do more of than men.

“What surprised us when we looked at how this is divided

up between the genders, was that we thought women’s jobs

would be harder to automate, since they are often jobs that

are not routine but involve working closely with people. But

women also work in sectors where there is greater risks of au-

tomation of working tasks.

“Certain platform economy businesses, like Uber, show a

somewhat higher number of female drivers than traditional

taxi services. But platform businesses are not necessarily bet-

ter in general. If women are to not miss out on existing op-

portunities, especially within the STEM sector (short for Sci-

ence, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics), you need

measures aimed at increasing the number of women who

chose to study these topics.”

OECD: ROBOTS LESS OF A THREAT TO NORDIC JOBS, BUT MAJOR IT GENDER GAP IS
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Differences greatest in Finland

The difference between the number of men and women who

work as specialists in information and communication tech-

nology (ICT) is greatest in Finland within the OECD, while

the difference in Sweden is the third largest.

The number of ICT specialists as a percentage of the work-

ing force is the largest in Finland - but the men dominate the

profession in an even higher degree than other OECD coun-

tries. The graph shows the 19 countries with the highest per-

centage of ICT specialists, as well as the average for OECD.

Source: OECD

“Nothing will happen on its own. 60 percent of the world’s

population still has no access to the internet. 1.7 billion

women do not own their own mobile telephone and there

are 250 million fewer women than men online,” says Mark

Keese.

OECD: ROBOTS LESS OF A THREAT TO NORDIC JOBS, BUT MAJOR IT GENDER GAP IS
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Digitalisation gives job centres new tasks and
opportunities

Artificial intelligence (AI) and robot technology can tighten the quality for Nordic job centres,
but also represents new challenges for authorities – including data safety.

THEME
28.05.2018
TEXT: MARIE PREISLER

It is not only Nordic workers who must develop their skills in

order to manage in the future. Nordic labour market author-

ities must do the same. It is particularly important to adapt

re-employment measures to face the new digital reality. The

process is underway, but is not at all easy.

This was the joint message as representatives for public em-

ployment offices in Denmark, Sweden and Norway met at a

Nordic conference in Stockholm on 15th May 2018, to talk

about how Nordic authorities are preparing unemployed cit-

izens and themselves for a labour market which is rapidly

changing because of new technology.

Transformation is happening

Norway has initiated major changes aimed at adapting em-

ployment measures in order to capitalise on the opportu-

nities that spring up in the wake of digitalisation, and use

these in the best possible way to strengthen measures aimed

at unemployed citizens, explained Gunn-Elin Åsgren, Project

Manager at NAV, The Norwegian Labour and Welfare Ad-

ministration.

“Right now the public administration is going through a fair-

ly comprehensive transformation in order to keep up with

this development,” she explained.

Peter Truels Nielsen, head of the Danish Agency for Labour

Market and Recruitment (STAR), had the same message. He

referred to a report from McKinsey, which predicts 40 per-

cent of today’s working tasks could be automated as a result

of AI and robotics solutions. He said we are well positioned

to equip workers and the labour market to face this new re-

ality, but that it will mean adapting to major changes – also

when it comes to job centres’ access to the tasks and concrete

ways of working.

“We have a good starting point, but when 40 percent can be

automated and several hundreds of thousands of people can

become surplus to requirements as their jobs are automat-

ed, we are standing on a burning platform,” said Peter Truels

Nielsen.

Projects on big data and AI

The Swedish Public Employment Service has also realised

that technological developments will change the way author-

ities work. It has established the JobTech model to look at

how technology can be used to secure digital innovation

within the employment service, explained Jonas Södergren

and Andreas Granström, both developers with JobTech.

Jonas Södergren and Andreas Granström from JobTech.

“There is a need for a completely new way of accessing how

we work, think and exchange services for job seeking citizens.

So our work is more data driven, helps citizens build their

own future and creates a new infrastructure to the benefit of

everyone,” said Jonas Södergren.

JobTech already runs several projects on big data and AI –

one uses AI to understand the need for skills.

STAR in Denmark has used digital solutions to analyse job

ads in order to map which skills employers are looking for.

STAR has linked that knowledge to what types of jobs people

DIGITALISATION GIVES JOB CENTRES NEW TASKS AND OPPORTUNITIES
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are looking for. Right now STAR is looking into whether that

kind of data can be used to qualify the job seeking process,

when robots and AI in the future perhaps make current jobs

redundant.

“It sounds simple, but it isn’t, and you have to be careful

when advising people to apply for certain jobs. Many vari-

ables should be taken into consideration,” said Peter Truels

Nielsen.

Protecting personal data

NAV has also intensified the collection of data and the de-

velopment of new services for things like analysis, and has

been in dialogue with other Scandinavian and European em-

ployment services and Norwegian companies to seek inspira-

tion for which technologies are best suited to improve NAV’s

work. NAV has for instance used 180 search bots to help

them find available jobs, and then advertise them.

“We use big data, but it is also smart data, which we give

back to other employment service players,” said Gunn-Elin

Åsgren.

She also pointed to the increased demands for protecting

personal data as an important challenge which must be

solved. Her Danish and Swedish colleagues agreed.

DIGITALISATION GIVES JOB CENTRES NEW TASKS AND OPPORTUNITIES
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Google wants to enter the Nordic labour market

Optimism clearly trumped pessimism at the Nordic conference on the Future of Work in
Stockholm in the middle of May. Companies, politicians and trade unions mainly praised the
digital future.

THEME
28.05.2018
TEXT: MARCUS FLOMAN

The Nordic welfare state, the tripartite model, the social sta-

bility and trade unions all came in for a lot of praise during

the conference, held in the old Posthuset in Stockholm city

centre. Politicians, trade unions, employers and also the rep-

resentatives from the OECD and the ILO waxed lyrical. When

Google also joined in on the praise, it is unclear whether this

could be seen as unexpected or simply smart?

Google is preparing to cooperate with the Nordic countries,

which researchers and statistics say belong in the avantgarde

when it comes to digital development and positive attitudes

to automation. Or is it a strategic step for the company, in

order to gain valuable knowledge about the thinking in the

Nordic region?
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Google’s representative Iarla Flynn told the conference how

Google wishes to reach out with its knowledge to society as a

whole, and how the company believes in the sharing of infor-

mation and in openness. Google has launched a cooperation

project with municipalities and authorities like the Swedish

Public Employment Service, where the company takes part in

the planning of courses aimed at improving job seekers’ digi-

tal skills.

“We bring the technological tools and our teaching materials,

but it is the local players who know which needs the different

groups have.”

Flynn was clear about the fact that Google employs many

people in the Nordic region because the countries belong to

the digital vanguard.

“Many countries keep an eye on how the Nordics approach

the next technological steps. But: There is no template for

how to use new technology – every country must do its own

developments and experiments.”

How is new technology introduced?

Iarla Flynn also talked about the fact that many of the new

jobs which might soon become more common are linked to

teaching new AI robots how to perform their tasks, as well as

training company staff in how to use the new technology.

Juha Antila from the Central Organisation of Finnish Trade

Unions, SAK, also participated at the conference on the Fu-

ture of Work. He wanted to focus on an issue which he felt

did not get enough attention at the conference.

“The organisational culture in a workplace and how much in-

fluence staff are allowed is absolutely crucial when introduc-

ing new technology. If there is open dialogue between man-

agement and workers and if the workers are allowed to share

in the decision-making process when new technology is in-

troduced, the workplace will succeed. If everything is top-

down you run a great risk of creating problems when staring

to use new technology,” says Juha Antila.

SAK last year began a four-year long project called ‘Time of

Opportunities’, which focusses on changes to working life.

Part of the project will gather facts on how workers within

different trades look at automation and AI. Antila considers

the new technology to be a fairly undramatic, or even neutral,

factor.

“Our surveys and conversations with employees within dif-

ferent trades show that a workplace’s productivity and work-

ers’ wellbeing are closely interlinked – and when new tech-

nology is introduced, most people see the new innovation as

positive as long as they have been part of the discussions

about which technology to choose, and especially why it

should be used.”

There are, however, plenty of examples in Finnish work-

places where employees have experienced technical innova-

tion to be both difficult and awkward.

“In these instances, staff have not been involved in the

decision-making process, and there is often large gaps in the

support that staff should be getting when taking the new

technology on board. Because new skills are of course needed

when new technology is being used – so employers must

make sure employees get training.”

Within certain trades there is also a feeling that new inno-

vations are only introduced to increase the control over em-

ployees, and that machines are mostly keeping tabs on work-

ers’ efficiency.

“If employees feel like guinea pigs in a trial of new technolo-

gy, you have failed.”

Google also wants to work with trade unions

At the Nordic conference on the Future of Work, Google’s

representative Iarla Flynn also talked about how the compa-
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ny wants to work together with trade unions. With Silicon

Valley companies’ long-running aversion to trade unions in

mind, this attitude could be viewed as something of a turning

point.

“The idea of working with trade unions is still in its infancy,

but we see how trade unions play an important role when we

as societies want to get to grips with how we create the best

possible working life for the future.”

Flynn wants to establish a dialogue with the trade unions, but

he also wants to bring them together with other companies,

especially technology industry companies.

“We simply want to create a conversation about what impact

technology can have, what are the questions that should be

clarified. We are very optimistic about this, and have had sig-

nals from the trade unions that they are positive to entering

into a dialogue,” Flynn tells the NLJ.

The Swedish Trade Union Confederation, the Swedish Con-

federation of Professional Associations (Saco) and the

Swedish Association of Graduate Engineers told the NLJ they

had yet to get an invite from Google. Finnish SAK, however,

had a meeting scheduled.

“We are actually meeting Google’s people tomorrow, on their

initiative (the day after the interview). But my colleague was

the one organising the meeting, so I don’t know what we are

going to talk about,” says SAK’s Juha Antila.

Ulrika Lindstrand, President of the Swedish Association of

Graduate Engineers, thinks Google’s strategy of actively

working with different actors in society is very interesting.

“It is very important for us to create a dialogue with the big

tech companies, since what they do has a wide-ranging im-

pact on society.”

Lindstrand thinks a possible cooperation with Google could

benefit the engineering union, if the members could take part

in the company’s training programmes.

What are the risks of a cooperation with Google?

“The greatest risk I see is that a few companies might achieve

a monopoly-like position in the marketplace. And when a

company gets a monopoly and access to large amounts of

data, we are entering a very sensitive area. They have vast

amounts of information, so it becomes very important to pro-

tect personal integrity, and people cooperating with Google

must be allowed to see how the company works. We have to

know who owns the data, and that all the information is be-

ing used in a way we can accept.

“I basically agree with the way Google is thinking; that they

have an ambition to train people in the new technology,

avoiding social gaps between those who understand the new

technology and those who don’t.”
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The Disruption Council explores the future

Long before the Danish Disruption Council ends its work, it has already identified a range of
ways to secure that digitalisation, robots and artificial intelligence (AI) increase wealth and
improve welfare, even though many traditional jobs will disappear.

THEME
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TEXT: MARIE PREISLER

The Disruption Council was established by the Danish gov-

ernment to analyse, debate and present proposals for how

Denmark should address the opportunities that technologi-

cal developments bring. After six out of eight meetings, the

Disruption Council has already made its mark, explained

Nicolas David Johansen, Chief Consultant at the Danish

Ministry of Employment, during a Nordic conference in

Stockholm on 15th May 2018. He was presenting some of the

Disruption Council’s results so far.

“The Disruption council has helped to make sure Danish

workers have the skills needed to face technological develop-

ments. The council has discussed and provided input to a tri-

partite agreement on a stronger and more flexible system for

continuing training.”

Another example, said Nicolas Davis Johansen, is the Danish

government’s January 2018 launch of a strategy for Den-

mark’s digital growth. The strategy contains 38 initiatives

aimed at securing good frameworks helping businesses make

use of new technologies, and making sure all Danes get the

right competences to handle a digital future. In order to re-

alise the strategy, the government has set aside one billion

Danish kroner (€ 13.4 million), and the overarching aims

and concrete measures have been debated by the Disruption

Council.

A positive story

Disruption is not a new phenomenon in Norwegian labour

markets, explained Nicolas David Johansen. New technology

has made jobs redundant many times before, making people

move to other trades. Johansen’s own grandmother did so

three times in her career, he told the conference:

His grandmother was born in 1925, and her first job was

to collect boxes for jewellery and chocolate, until a machine

took over. Then she found work in a telephone exchange,

where workers manually connected calls, until that task was

automated. The grandmother’s last job was at a tax office,

where she worked with punch cards used to register and

store data – until digitalisation made punch cards redun-

dant.

“After that, my grandmother retired, and to me this is a pos-

itive story about how the Nordic countries so far have been

good at keeping up with technological advances. We need a

new agenda in order to continue that positive development,”

he said.

A need for political initiatives

Nicolas David Johansen sees the need for new political initia-

tives that benefit all – not just people with higher educations.

And that is precisely what the Disruption Council has been

focusing on, he underlined.

During its seventh and penultimate meeting on 18th-19th

June 2018, the Disruption Council will discuss free trade, for-

eign labour and the Danish flexicurity model. The Disruption

Council concludes its work at the end of 2018.

A range of analyses were made to create a basis for the coun-

cil’s work, for instance on how the work with digital trans-

formation is carried out in five countries which – like Den-

mark – can be said to be digital frontrunners: Israel, Sweden,

Japan, Estonia and the USA.
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Can continuously learning save Finland’s future
competences needs?

In Finland, experts are looking at education policies and more for solutions to the future labour
market’s challenges. A government-appointed panel has presented its first report, ‘Ett ständigt
lärande Finland’ (Finland – a country of continuous learning) – which has been subject to
criticism from trade unions for being light on concrete measures.
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The Finnish Ministry of Education and Culture’s so-called

Future Competences Panel wants to turn the educational sys-

tem into an engine for a country which wants to make con-

tinuous learning central to its future development.

Anne Brunila, Professor of Practice at the Hanken School of

Economics in Helsinki, heads the panel.

“We must all learn how to become better at learning,” says

Brunila.

This ability, being better at always learning new things, is not

only meant for people in the labour market. The concept al-

ready exists in the Finnish school curriculum.

How does technology change the need for skills?

The Future Competences Panel has been tasked with pre-

senting visions, proposals and bases for decisions for Fin-

land’s education policies. One of the panel’s main focus areas

is how new and developing technologies determine what

kinds of competences will be in demand in the future.
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The panel was established in the autumn of 2017, yet has

so far not presented many results. Its first publication, a 14

pages long document, generally lists which trends the labour

market will probably be facing going forward. It also presents

the outline of what the group hopes will become a reform for

a continuously learning Finland.

Anne Brunila knows that many changes ought to happen

sooner rather than later, since the pace of development is

so rapid. Brunila believes Finland has a good starting point,

since its elementary, vocational and higher education sys-

tems have already been through major reforms. She consid-

ers this to be forward-thinking in light of what the future

labour market needs.

Flexibility is needed

“One thing is clear: Future employees will need to be very

flexible. Luckily it will be possible in future to increase your

knowledge in many different ways. We already have a situ-

ation within a whole range of sectors where you can secure

competences through other means than an exam.”

So what responsibility does the state have when workers keep

facing demands for continuously learning new skills?

“We will need changes on a legislative level both within the

social benefit system and in the taxation system, allowing

people an opportunity to study.”

In most cases a person who gets a new education or trains to

work in a completely new sector has to go back to studying in

the middle of his or her career. How will people afford to go

back to being students, and survive on less money?

“The entire social benefit system is in need of a review – we

have to create a system which encourages and makes it pos-

sible to retrain. For instance, the support for adult education

must be renewed – the current support system is out of date.”

Existing legislation says you will have had to have worked for

eight years within the same trade in order to qualify for that

support.

“We need more flexibility on that point. The worst case sce-

nario is if a person who has just passed an exam experiences

that developments have overtaken his or her competences,

which are then already out of date.”

What are the obstacles?

The working group’s tasks include gathering all relevant

knowledge within the area, and it should also point to what

legislation, sociopolitical and education political sectors will

be affected.

“Our task is to gather information on what are the current ob-

stacles to continuous learning.”

Professor Anne Brunila also believes there is a need for a

change in attitudes.

“We need to start thinking like this: The fact that we have

passed an exam or entered a profession cannot be a guaran-

tor for us being able to stay and work in a particular trade for

the rest of our careers. Upgrading our competences is an ele-

mentary part of being able to work.

Do you on the Future Competences Panel put too much re-

sponsibility on the individual, expecting people themselves

to be fully responsible for maintaining their competences?

“I don’t think so. We need to share the responsibility so that

the education system and companies also take some of it, just

like the voluntary sector and individuals. But if we are to suc-

ceed in our reform work, we also need legislative changes.”

Trade union criticism

Janne Hernesniemi, education policy expert at JHL, Fin-

land’s main trade union representing the welfare sector, is

critical to the panel’s first document.

“This was an abstract document relatively weak on content. I

did not find any new observations or initiatives for the chang-

ing labour market in the group’s report,” says Hernesniemi.

Janne Hernesniemi is surprised the Future Competences

Panel has not used their first report to address the issue of

learning difficulties and the fact that people have different

preconditions for learning new things, that people learn at

different speeds.

“It feels like they have had a very competent and progressive

person in mind when writing the document. A person who

has no problem planning his or her career and who manages

to stick to that plan.”

An individual responsibility

NLJ also asked Anna Brunila about the individual’s respon-

sibility.

How will those workers who are not able or lack the energy

to retrain, manage to secure new competences?

“We need more advisory services directed at people who need

support and help.”

Janne Hernesniemi at the JHL trade union wants to see more

focus on which obstacles might present themselves in the fu-

ture labour market.

“I think many of the obstacles will be linked to various levels

of being able to learn new things. There are many employees

who are very motivated and competent, but who might fall at

the first hurdle in a new job because they struggle to renew

their knowledge.”

Janne Hernesniemi believes it is very important to develop

society’s educational and sociopolitical support so that peo-

ple are really given a fair chance to train during their entire

working life, and will be able to get a new occupation when
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needed. The opportunity to get adult education support

should be given to both employees and the unemployed.

“In recent years the current government has made cuts to the

existing study support and the adult education support, so in

this area things have been moving in the wrong direction in

Finland. These savings are completely counterproductive in

the light of what you might expect from the changes in soci-

ety and in the labour market.”

The Future Competences Panel’s role is not to present polit-

ical law proposals, but to present initiatives and prepare the

ground for future political decisions.

The panel, led by Anne Brunila, will continue its work for one

more year. The group has been put together but the current

centre-right government, and its mandate runs until spring

2019.

“With the help of a system where education and further train-

ing can be offered in a flexible way, supported by new models

of how to finance the education support, we should be able

to face the future challenges. We will spend the time until

spring 2019 to get into the concrete issues,” says Anne Bruni-

la.
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No fish is wasted with Icelandic technology

Iceland’s fisheries industry has undergone a revolution in recent years. Fishing companies and
tech firms have worked together to develop high tech solutions. Iceland is a global leader when
it comes to developing fish processing technology. Productivity has shot up, and new
computerised machinery is being exported.
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Depressing, monotonous workplaces, unskilled workers in

rain coats and wellies along conveyor belts wielding knives

and filleting fish in a cold and wet processing hall. This has

been the image of the fisheries industry so far, but it is no

longer the case. At least not in Iceland.

The fisheries industry has undergone enormous change. The

monotonous tasks have disappeared. Instead, high tech is be-

ing used to maximise productivity and revenues. Workers are

busy carrying out quality controls. They push buttons and

monitor computer screens to make sure the machines are

working as they should. Workers rotate between different

tasks. The workplaces are no longer so monotonous.

Maximising the value of the fish

Things started changing in the 1990s, when Iceland began

automating fish processing. Icelandic fishing companies de-

veloped the theory that they could maximise productivity and

the value of the fish by using every part of it – not only the

filets, but also bones, skin, everything. This is how Iceland’s

fisheries industry operates today.

During the 1990s, pelagic fish factories froze 150 kilos of fish

per worker per day. Today, the factories can freeze 1,500 ki-

los per person a day. The increase is due to new technology

developed through cooperation between Iceland’s fisheries

and tech companies.
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“It takes the fisheries industry only a few days to produce the

same amount of fish as it takes agriculture an entire year to

produce lamb meat,” says Hörður Sævaldsson, Assistant Pro-

fessor at the University of Akureyri.

The reason behind this development is cooperation between

fish factories, fish processing plants and tech companies. The

fisheries industry tested the new technology and opened the

doors for inspectors who could come in and control it all. The

industry on its part showed patience in cases when the tech-

nology did not work as intended. This way, new and better

technology was created, little by little.

Thanking the fishing companies

Heiðrún Lind Marteinsdóttir, CEO of Fisheries Iceland,

thanks the fishing companies for having taken part in the

development of the new technology. She says they invested

and begun using the new technology before it was fully de-

veloped. They have shown great understanding and patience

during the development phase.

“The development has been based on the goodwill of the fish-

ing companies. Innovations are worthless for pioneers if they

are not carried forward and tested by the companies,” agrees

Hörður Sævaldsson.

“The new technology sometimes reduced productivity for a

period of time, damaged production and sometimes proved

difficult to handle. But you have to remember that you have

to invest to make a profit.”

Developed through cooperation

The development has been swift, especially over the past ten

years as cooperation between fishing companies and the tech

business really accelerated. Investments and increased coop-

eration meant the new technology developed faster than be-

fore. The aim was to increase productivity.

Heiðrún Lind points out that investments in the fisheries in-

dustry has been record high in the past three to four years.

Companies have invested both in new trawlers with onboard

freezing capabilities, as well as new technology – onshore

and offshore.

“Rather than importing the technology, the companies have

developed machinery and technology together, which can

then be exported. The new technology has become a new rev-

enue source for the fisheries industry,” she says.

Industry renewal

Since the end of the 1990s, Icelandic fishing companies’

equipment has seen a dramatic renewal. Trawlers are fewer

and bigger, and onboard technology has improved. The de-

velopment has meant that Icelandic companies now work to-

gether across different trades, in order to be able to offer

comprehensive technological solutions which can be export-

ed as a whole.

As an example, Hörður Sævaldsson mentions a fourth gener-

ation fishery plant for pelagic fish. In 2013 the Faroe Islands

purchased the first complete fishery plant for the processing

of pelagic fish from Iceland. Since then, Iceland has sold fish-

ery plants to the Faroes, Japan and Russia.

Foreign companies have also begun buying freezing houses

for the processing of groundfish.

“Iceland develops and produces the computer technology

and the machinery. The factory is built in the customer’s

country. Iceland delivers the new technology and starts up

the machines,” explains Hörður.

Major increase in productivity

Iceland’s fisheries industry has been part of the development

from day one. Workers used to cut fish into pieces, rinse

bones and look for parasites. Fish factories have been

equipped with new machines and computers, and have tested

them in order to improve the technology. Today, the new

technology takes care of what used to be done by hand.

X-ray cameras scan every filet and the machines rinse and

cut the filets using water jets.
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“For the industry, the result has been a major increase in pro-

ductivity. Thanks to technology that cuts fish filet using water

jets, you double productivity using the same number of staff,”

explains Hörður.

Untouched by hands

Axel Pétur Ásgeirsson is responsible for marketing at the pro-

duction company Curio. They make fish processing machin-

ery which see to it that fish no longer is touched by hands.

The entire process is automated and computerised. Axel be-

lieves the understanding and goodwill shown by Iceland’s

fisheries industry has made the development of the new tech-

nology possible.

“Other countries see that the best technology can be found

in Iceland. We exploit the fish in the best way, we have the

best raw material and we are working hard to improve fur-

ther. Machines now take care of the processing, and can pro-

duce enormous amounts without growing tired. The technol-

ogy has become an export,” he says.

Need to study

The fisheries industry used to be reliant on a large number of

workers, and it was not always easy to find people to hire. But

recent developments have led to major cuts in staffing, both

among fishermen and workers at the fishery plants. The ma-

chines mean improved productivity, and the number of em-

ployees is falling. Staff now need to study in order to work in

the fisheries industry.

“It is always difficult to introduce changes. But we need to do

it in order to develop the industry. We have to make sure em-

ployees are given other jobs,” says Heiðrún Lind.

Hörður Sævaldsson believes Iceland is lucky, as there are

jobs to be had in other sectors, like tourism, construction and

fish farming.

“Most people have managed to find new jobs. The fisheries

industry has also put effort into training employees to work

with the new technology,” says Assistant Professor Hörður

Sævaldsson.

Heiðrún Lind underlines that restructuring has led to less

pollution from the Icelandic fisheries industry. There are

fewer trawlers, machines have changed. The aim is to max-

imise income by processing the fish from start to finish, while

Iceland tries to keep its global promises on cutting pollution.
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Jon Erik Dølvik: Technology easily blinds us,
yet we can shape our own future of work

He does not use the analogy himself, but when Jon Erik Dølvik talks about the future of work it
sounds as if he is talking about the Gulf Stream. When researching whether the Nordic model
can manage challenges like automation, globalisation and the platform economy, he is mostly
interested in how the flow of capital affects employment.
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Dølvik heads the largest research project ever financed by the

Nordic Council of Ministers for Labour. 30 researchers from

the Norwegian research foundation Fafo and seven Nordic

universities are gathering knowledge and giving advice on

how the Nordic region should face the challenges linked to

the future of work.

“In our first report this autumn we will look at what are the

driving forces. What actually has an influence?

“After that we will analyse different perspectives, like au-

tomation, before we finally sum up the changes and discuss

the need for adapting the Nordic model to the new reality.”

It is early days, but Jon Erik Dølvik is quite determined when

it comes to the kind of report this will not become.

“We will not seek to frighten politicians with worst-case-sce-

narios, like half of all jobs will disappear because of digital-

isation. It is important not to get blinded by what the latest

technology can lead to on a micro scale in individual compa-

nies. The effects on employment and working conditions in

general also depend on different issues besides technology.
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“The way in which we are influenced by new technology will

always be filtered through markets, institutions and how

people act. We are not helpless in the face of technological

change, we can make decisions through our economic, polit-

ical and social institutions,” he says.

Many driving forces

When he illustrates the many driving forces which might

have an impact on the Nordic model in terms of how the

labour market is organised, digitalisation is but one out of

many factors.

“Tomorrow’s labour market will probably be influenced just

as much by demographic change linked to an ageing popu-

lation and migration, which again is influenced by globalisa-

tion, urbanisation, climate change, developments within the

EU and changes to our values, norms and ideas,” he says.

“These driving forces rarely pull in the same direction or in

the same way in different countries. Globalisation and the

EU’s role can both increase and decrease for instance. But a

common trend over the past decades is that inequalities have

grown – and in the Nordic region more than anywhere else.”

The last of the driving forces which Dølvik presents is what is

called ‘financialization’

“This is about how the finance sector is expanding, and the

increase is in investments in stocks, property and other as-

sets, rather than in production which creates new jobs. This

is amplified by digitalisation which has created companies

where production costs for making yet another product or

service become negligible, so-called declining marginal

costs.”

When a robot has learnt a task, the knowledge can immedi-

ately be copied to other robots. When we watch a film, listen

to music or read books, providing a different customer with

the same goods is nearly cost-free for the company and de-

mands next to no labour.

This kind of ‘winner takes all’ activity means the largest com-

panies like Amazon, Google and Facebook amass enormous

returns, while they pay next to nothing in taxes to host coun-

tries, and only invest a small portion of their returns in new

production and new staff.

How are profits divided?

“The key question if we want to further develop our Nordic

welfare states, is how the profits are divided. Do we manage

to keep the profits that are created in our countries and invest

these in businesses that create jobs, or do they disappear to

owners abroad? There is no lack of unsolved issues, but if the

global company giants keep taking an increasingly large slice

of the cake, we might experience lack of demand for labour.

“The social partners and governments need to find the right

balance, so that we can improve the conditions for life-long

learning, occupational mobility and invest enough in skills

and competencies. That’s when we can use technology to in-

crease productivity, and also deal with the increasing de-

mands within the health and care sector, education and in-

frastructure,” says Jon Erik Dølvik.

These are the streams in society which might remind us of

the Gulf Stream, where the actual pump is cold water sinking

down in the Arctic, creating pressure pushing warm water

from the southern hemisphere up through the Atlantic. In

the same way climate scientists worry about increasing tem-

peratures’ potential for changing the Gulf Stream, the capital

streams might also change.

In some countries with large raw material deposits, like sev-

eral oil producing countries, this is not functioning. Ordinary

citizens never get to share the wealth and there can never be

economic development. Countries which have pumped up oil

for hundreds of billions of dollars are poorer than neighbour-

ing countries which have not found oil, and as a result have

had to invest in different and more labour-intensive trades

than oil.

Productive justice

Who says the Nordic countries cannot be the ones benefiting

the most from the changes which are now taking place in the

labour market?

“We have special institutional features which have contribut-

ed to a kind of ‘productive justice’. Gains created have been

divided and to a large extent benefited citizens who in turn

can ask for new goods and services.

“This does not mean there are no threats to the Nordic mod-

el, because these special features are under pressure. New

ways of organising work, for instance in the platform econ-

omy, where short-term working tasks are run by algorithms,

means union membership numbers will probably fall. It is

also worth noting that the technological development has a

greater impact on routine working tasks found in the middle

of the occupational pyramid, where trade unions and collec-

tive agreements are strongest.
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“But the future of work is something we have a chance to

shape ourselves. If we focus enough on life-long learning and

make sure the institutions we have in the Nordic model are

innovative and adaptable enough, we can also handle unex-

pected change,” says Jon Erik Dølvik, and reminds us that

the Nordic region, despite pessimistic predictions, is one of

the regions which have gained the most from globalisation.

Comprehensive research project

The research project on the Nordic model has been struc-

tured around four themes:

• Which are the drivers that influence the labour

market?

• Digitalisation and automation

• Atypical forms of employment

• New actors, like platform-based companies

The researchers will also be looking at three overarching is-

sues:

• How working environments develop, across

different trades

• How labour law develops

• How the Nordic model is influenced

Jon Erik Dølvik says the aim of the research, which ends

in 2020, is not primarily to provide specific political advice,

but rather give the politicians and social partners an idea of

which elements can be influenced.

“As always, the best advice is to prepare the ground for life-

long learning. The main challenge is whether we in the

Nordic region manage to maintain a political economy where

surplus and value creation is channelled into investments in

new growth industries,” he sums up.
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Britt Östlund: Technology is made by people –
so we can influence it

80 year olds are considerably more different from each other than 40 year olds, yet older people
are often described as an homogenous group with no real knowledge of how to use technology.
This limits innovation and influences how welfare technology for older people is created, says
Britt Östlund, a professor at the KTH Royal Institute of Technology specialising on older people
and welfare technology.
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“We expect little from older people and have an outdated im-

age about them as users of technology. But we all live in a

technological landscape, and today many older people move

in to their old person’s home carrying a PC. They also have

completely different expectations than before,” says Britt

Östlund, Professor of technology in health care.

Certain physical functions do indeed deteriorate with age, for

instance eyesight and hearing, but at the same time the abili-

ty to learn from experiences increases.

“This means there is a great potential here,” she says.
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She is the last speaker at the conference “The Future of Work

in the Nordic countries – the impact of technological devel-

opment on work and skills”. When we meet the week before

the conference, she is a bit disappointed that the focus on the

users of technology are at the bottom of the programme.

“It is typical that the users’ perspective of new technology

ends up in last place.”

She is also not happy about the original title of her talk ‘Focus

on the users’ perspective’, which becomes clear when it is

changed to ‘Why the users’ perspective is part of the prob-

lem’. Britt Östlund is opposed to the word ‘user’ when it

comes to the application of welfare technology. It gives the

wrong connotations, she believes.

“A user plays a passive role, simply receiving welfare services

which we provide. I think it is a derogatoryterm signalling

low expectations. We should be asking ‘what can we help you

with?’ I think operators or citizen is better and more respect-

ful.”

Unclear aims

Britt Östlund has been doing research on technology devel-

opment, older people and design for nearly 40 years. Her in-

terest grew out of being a young activist in the 1980s, protest-

ing against the JAS fighter jet. She could not understand who

something could be granted so much money with such dif-

fuse aims.

“The argument was that it would create more jobs, but we did

not know whether that would actually happen,” she says.

Welfare technology started developing towards the end of the

1980s, spurred on by more liberal tendering rules for munici-

palities, which meant they were given more autonomy to pur-

chase welfare technology. The aims were often unclearand

were often based on the argument that it would help older

people stay in their homes for longer, says Britt Östlund.

“I thought it was similar to the broad formulations used when

arguing for JAS. I became interested in safety alarms and ap-

plied for a course in technology and social change at the Uni-

versity of Linköping.”

Listen to them!

In 1995 she got her PhD with her thesis ‘The old are the old-

est. A study of the importance of technology in older peo-

ple’s lives’, and since then she has focused on technology in

home care, but also on older people as operators, consumers

and citizens. From the beginning she was told that technolo-

gy had nothing to do with older people.

“The wold of research was divided into silos of technology

and operators. This is still the case, but to a lesser extent.

There is a growing interest in involving older people in the

design process, and to use their needs as a starting point,”

she says.

To her it is crucial that welfare technology actually works.

It is not enough to sit in a lab and invent technology aimed

at making everyday life easier for older people, or to protect

them. In order for welfare technology to be useful, it must

stand the test of implementation in people’s homes ‘out in

the wild’ as she puts it. The technology must be tamed and

adapted to the situation and the person in order to be useful.

A technological aid might work in a hospital, for instance an

oxygen cylinder, but it does not fit in a home.

“If you look at the development of robots, for instance, we

perhaps think that older people want company from a cute

robot, or that they need technology which can monitor them

in case they should fall over. But that is just following our

own prejudices. Older people might want other things, and

might be peculiar about having a nice home without ugly

technology lying around. I am constantly surprised,” says

Britt Östlund.

Some innovations pass the test, others not, but failing tech-

nology can lead to new insight too. The bread making ma-

chine was a short success, but inspired a development which

has seen almost every grocery shop now selling bread baked

in store.

It is possible to influence technology

Both meeting Britt Östlund and listening to her talk reveals a

person who is deeply engaged in what she does. After spend-

ing nearly 40 years studying how older people use technol-

ogy, she has strong opinions about both faults and opportu-

nities when it comes to welfare technology and its use. Cut-

ting across her friendly demeanour is also a severe tone when

she talks about stereotypical images of older and ageing peo-

ple. But also concerning ideas about how new technology can

help the future of home care and care for the elderly.

Britt Östlund describes home care as the cornerstone for a

well-functioning society. That is why it is important to gath-

er knowledge about how the working environment looks and

how the technology can be applied in a way that actually ben-

efits the older people as well as those working with them. It

is often said new technology in elderly care should save time

and money, but research does not support this notion.
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“But technology can make the job simpler and more flexible."

Right now, Britt Östlund and her colleagues are involved

in a research project together with the University of Lund

and five municipalities. The researchers are looking at the

working environment in the home care sector, and ask ‘What

would be interesting to you?’ They also look at how the in-

troduction of new technology in home care can influence the

working environment and leadership. As part of their work,

they have been investigating how many science articles have

been written about the working environment in the home

care sector, where so much new technology will be intro-

duced and used. The researchers found only 16 articles, de-

spite a world-wide search. The knowledge of elderly care is

fragmented.

“We talk about those who work there, but they are not part of

the conversation themselves,” says Britt Östlund.

National support for purchasing welfare technology

What has been uncovered, is that employees have high acci-

dent and injury rates and that sick leave figures are high. The

sector is also nearly completely dominated by women – what

does that mean? There is also a belief that this is an occupa-

tion where you do not need a lot of knowledge.

“We also know that they have dealt with new technology

every day over many years, and that they are hugely experi-

enced in the use of technology. Now they get a chance to tell

us what they know.”

Britt Östlund first and foremost want to improve the working

environment in elderly care. If you want innovation and wel-

fare technology to work, the working conditions must be im-

proved and you need to make use of employees’ technological

knowhow. But the municipalities must also stop buying ‘gad-

gets’ without any thought behind it or strategy. She is also

very aware that it is difficult to get to grips with everything

that is happening in this area, and wants to see national sup-

port for the municipalities.

Britt Östlund’s starting point is that technology is created by

people, and so it is possible to influence how it is made. That

is why she wants a debate about who is in charge of the tech-

nology and she wants a dialogue about digitalisation. How is

responsibility divided? What about the ethics?

“The basic idea around the world is that technology is magic,

and we have two choices – adapting to it or protecting our-

selves from it – and people with low education levels or the

users come last. Digitalisation means we have to think in new

ways. We must not be blinded bythe new technology but be

critical to it in order to gain an informed view of technology.

When it comes to technology aimed at older people, it is we –

researchers and politicians – who perhaps need to learn new

things, not the elderly. It is more important to talk to, and not

about, people.”
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