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Abstract   
External stakeholder collaboration is vital for new industrial projects and 
establishments. The aim of this paper is to explore why and how new firms can 
create relations and stakeholder collaboration with trade unions during industrial 
start-ups. A case study was carried out in the early phases of a new firm´s major 
greenfield project aimed at establishing a new industrial domain in a Nordic 
context. The results showed that early co-operation between a new firm and trade 
unions has the potential to proactively address prerequisites for sustainable work 
in design phases of new factories, but also to strengthen the attention to other 
dimensions of social sustainability that are crucial for an industrial start-up’s long-
term possibilities for success. However, specifically in a rapidly growing new firm, 
there needs to be a systematic approach that incorporates continuous anchoring 
activities both within and between the stakeholders. Practical implications are how 
new firms can initiate and establish co-operation with trade unions and other 
social partners in fast-moving work environments and change processes. Hence, 
the study identifies advantages and approaches for new firms to build relations 
with trade unions in a stakeholder collaboration chain inspired by the Nordic 
model. Further, to proactively pay attention to dimensions of social sustainability 
in a new firm´s early development phases and change processes, such as 
industrial start-ups, seems beneficial from an individual, business, and a societal 
perspective. 
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Introduction 

Research emphasises that collaboration and establishing relationships with external 
stakeholders are vital in development phases of a business, because they create an 
innovative environment, with a collective ability to take proactive action and to respond to 
opportunities (Akerhurst et al., 2009; Tripathi et al., 2019). Stakeholders collaborating in an 
industrial start-up context can also be regarded as regional intermediaries, with an important 
role of forming shared innovation strategies between the actors, and attracting anchor 
tenants to the region (Smedlund, 2006). Thus there is potential for fruitful synergies and 
successful realisation of plans, by way of collaborations between interdependent actors and 
stakeholders in entrepreneurial communities, such as new firms and industrial start-ups 
(Audretsch et al., 2011).  
 
Crucial elements for achieving sustainable change processes are three-party collaboration 
between the government, companies, and unions, as identified in a Scandinavian context 
(Brulin & Svensson, 2016). However, there is a gap in the literature on stakeholder 
collaboration that is focussed on sustainable work during industrial start-ups (Harlin & 
Berglund, 2020). Some obstacles for operationalisation of sustainable work dimensions (as 
part of social sustainability) during industrial development phases are that these dimensions 
are fuzzy and not clearly defined (Vallance et al., 2011). Other obstacles are that there might 
initially be a lack of internal knowledge to design and realise future plans in young companies 
with a high density of entrepreneurs (Davila et al., 2010). Previous research describes how 
collaboration with external stakeholders such as trade unions may fill this gap, and contribute 
to jointly identifying potential problems, finding solutions, making decisions better rooted 
among employees and enabling organisations to implement challenging decisions (Levinson 
& Wallenberg, 2006; Levinson 2008). Other advantages of trade union co-operation in early 
development phases are possibilities of increased knowledge and understanding of “what 
really works” and early anchoring amongst a wider workforce (Totterdill et al., 2016). In a 
Swedish context, specifically the co-operation between industrial organisations and social 
partners is beneficial (Zellman & Kemp, 2004). Several researchers have taken an interest in 
the Nordic model related to work, which is characterised by a comprehensive collective 
agreement system, employee participation in development phases, systems for improving 
the working environment, and collaboration between organisations and social partners 
(Nielsen et al., 2012). Additionally, early trade union collaboration in decision processes are 
found valuable by management and has the potential to increase employee participation in 
change processes (Kjellberg, 2011). However, previous research on industrial trade union 
collaboration focusses mostly on daily operations in established organisations, and less on 
collaboration during radical changes (Rydell, 2015). In an increasing industrial pace of change, 
it  is increasingly important to consider this from a work perspective, where Johansson & 
Abrahamsson (2009) stress that new industrial contexts create new prerequisites and new 
opportunities for development. Thus, a question raised in this paper is the potential and 
conditions for new firms during industrial start-ups to establish relations and collaborations 
with trade unions in very early phases. By studying an industrial start-up (a new firm´s 
greenfield project in its early development phases), the aim of this paper is to explore why 
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and how new firms can create relations and stakeholder collaboration with trade unions 
during industrial start-ups. 

 

Literature overview 

Stakeholder collaboration in an industrial start-up ecosystem 
In the context of “start-up ecosystems”, e.g., organisations that collaborate to support a start-
up in a region (Tripathi et al., 2019), the early establishment of relationships between 
stakeholders is found to be crucial. Entrepreneurship literature further emphasises the 
importance and the advantages of nascent firms´ collaboration with stakeholders, and of 
building relationships that enable synergies (Audretsch et al., 2011; Bank et al., 2017; 
Volkmann et al., 2019). Research also emphasises the potential in learning from different 
sources, where collaboration and building long-term relationships between stakeholders, 
such as enterprises, social partners, researchers, policymakers, and consultants, may create 
“joint intelligence“ (Totterdill, 2015). This is also supported by studies of stakeholder 
collaboration in entrepreneurial contexts, where there is the potential to create win-wins for 
participating stakeholders and a positive learning process for all involved (Klofsten & 
Lundmark, 2014). 
 
External stakeholders may co-operate for different purposes during start-up, with potential 
to support acceleration of the start-up, and of the new firm´s overall business and innovation 
strategy (Kohler, 2016). For example, stakeholder collaboration may enable the preconditions 
for innovation capability, the ability to jointly identify and respond to opportunities (Akehurst 
et al., 2009), and successful workplace innovation (Totterdill, 2015). Hence, depending on the 
jointly focussed development area related to a firm´s change process and desired outcome, 
this collaboration needs to be carried out at different levels such as local, regional, and 
national levels (DiVito & Ingen-Housz, 2019). 
 
To achieve the desired outcomes of stakeholder collaboration, research emphasises 
approaches and prerequisites that need to be considered. Influencing factors are the 
composition of actors in the network and their interrelationships (Elfring & Hulsink, 2003). 
The maturity of an organisation also needs to be considered where there may be different 
prerequisites for parties who co-operate regarding structures, dynamics, and experience 
(Kohler, 2016). Studies carried out in entrepreneurial programmes also pinpoint that an 
aspect that needs to be taken into consideration is that it may take time for new 
entrepreneurial businesses to build and establish a collaboration system (Klofsten & 
Lundmark, 2014). They also identify that the roll-out and replicability, e.g., the transfer from 
the initiating organisation, is efficient once there is a receiving stakeholder with assigned tasks 
and resources. Furthermore, enabling success factors are that the process is supported by a 
programme manager, coach or workshop leader with practical experience within the domain, 
and that it is important that the intended process is supported in three ways: internally within 
the organisation, externally among stakeholders, and also from participants joining the 
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process (Klofsten & Lundmark, 2014). Hence, a systematic approach in a collaboration 
programme is required, with consideration of design parameters such as: proposition (i.e., 
the purpose and what the collaboration offers); the process (i.e., how it is run); people (i.e., 
who needs to be involved); and place (i.e., where the collaboration is carried out) (Kohler, 
2016).  
 
As a new firm´s stakeholder collaborations during change processes such as industrial start-
ups are influenced by several factors, it is also vital to consider key elements and to gain 
understanding of mechanisms that affect sustainable change. 
 

Approaches for sustainable change processes 
The notion of sustainable change can be characterised by two interrelated perspectives of 
content and process, and studies of change need to be related to the specific context 
(Pettigrew, 2012). A content perspective entails a view of sustainable change characterised by 
a balance between a result orientation (in terms of effectiveness, economic growth or 
innovation) and good working conditions (in terms of health, gender equality, learning and 
development) (Elg et al., 2015). Its focus is in line with the idea that efforts striving toward 
sustainable development must handle and balance different, sometimes conflicting needs 
that may be associated with a change process. In practice, at the point of departure, enablers 
for realising a change process “from visions to action” need to consider ethics and values, 
consensus of the aim, the stakeholders’ roles as well as the management system for the 
mission (Svensson & Brulin, 2014; Svensson et al., 2013). In a process perspective, 
sustainability is about the mechanisms that lead to long-term effects of development efforts 
in organisations. The way that change is carried out thus has immediate and direct 
consequences for the probability of successful change. Static and programmatic ways of 
organising for sustainable change often lead to failures. Instead, change is viewed as an open 
process of learning, and mutual adaptation between different actors and perspectives 
(March, 1981; Beer et al., 1990; Brulin & Svensson, 2016).  
 
Furthermore, Svensson and Brulin (2014) have identified three elements promoting 
sustainable change processes: i) active ownership; ii) broad collaboration in partnerships; and 
iii) developmental learning, as illustrated in Figure 1. 
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FFiigguurree  11..  MMeecchhaanniissmmss  ffoorr  ssuussttaaiinnaabbllee  ddeevveellooppmmeenntt  ooff  ssttaakkeehhoollddeerr  ccoollllaabboorraattiioonn  aanndd  lloonngg--
tteerrmm  eeffffeeccttss  ooff  cchhaannggee  pprroocceesssseess..    
The “stakeholder sustainability chain”, a part of active ownership, illustrates interconnections between stakeholders in change 
processes (modified from Svensson and Brulin (2014).  

 
There is broad consensus that change efforts often fail due to lack of ownership. The 
mechanism that knits this together is the first element, active ownership. It directs attention 
to the various roles and engagements that owners of projects and programmes as well as 
stakeholders. must pursue, as illustrated in the “stakeholder sustainability chain”, Figure 1. 
For example, a project organisation that considers and balances perspectives of different 
stakeholders may lead to more sustainable development in different types of change 
processes over time, e.g., improvement and development work (from a present state X to a 
new present state Y). Thus, if a part of the chain breaks, the prerequisites for sustainable 
development may also fail. Furthermore, the second element, collaboration, enables broad 
inclusion of actors in partnerships, where the robustness and anchoring of change are 
secured. The third element, developmental learning, is the ability to utilise learnings initiated 
from disruptions or new challenges requiring new approaches or rethinking (Ellström, 2010; 
Svensson & Brulin, 2014).  
 
 
Characteristics of the Nordic model related to work 

The basic idea of the Nordic model related to work is trade union collaboration at workplaces 
and that a firm´s stakeholders share a common vision that it will create a “win-win” situation, 
i.e., lead to positive effects for both employees and employers (Huzzard & Nilsson, 2004). 
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Previous studies witness that employee participation in early phases of radical change 
processes enable prerequisites for an offensive and solution-oriented collaboration in a long-
term perspective that considers interests from both employees and employers (Garmann-
Johnsen et al., 2018). Furthermore, trade union collaborations related to competence and 
workplace-related issues may contribute to competitive advantages, as it may counteract 
employees´ contradictions and instead create drivers for engagement both in daily work and 
during change processes (Kjellberg, 2011). Thus, Nordic approaches for workplace-based 
developments with a high degree of employee participation in development efforts (Sarfati, 
2014) deserve reflection by new firms and industrial start-ups. This also applies to the process 
of achieving collective agreements between employers and employees, which is at the core 
of this arrangement (Nielsen et al., 2012). There are challenges, however, and the literature 
tells of both perceived negative and positive impacts of trade union collaboration at 
workplaces based on the Nordic model. Experiences of trade union collaboration from other 
countries or organisations found it pessimistic and conflict-oriented, and created limitations 
(Geary & Trif, 2011). On the other hand, other literature highlights improved possibilities to 
implement difficult decisions, perceived working climate, increased productivity, increased 
flexibility, improved job security and increased employee influence (Geary & Trif, 2011; Glover 
et al., 2014). Furthermore, the increasing speed of change increases the need of innovative 
activities in stakeholders’ collaborations that promote both development of sustainable work, 
as well as flexibility and efficiency (Hasle, 2014).  

 

Research methodology  

A case study with an interactive research process approach was carried out at a new firm 
during the start-up firm´s trade union collaboration process in early development phases of 
planned production facilities. The study ran for 26 months. In frequent collaboration, the 
assigned researcher, practitioners from the start-up firm and external stakeholders, i.e., 
members representing three trade union organisations in the firm´s working councils, 
interacted throughout the whole research process. All had the opportunity to contribute to 
an interpretation of the research object, and common conceptualisation, based on the model 
for “interactive research approach” (Nielsen & Svensson, 2006; Svensson et al., 2007). This 
approach is characterised by “recurrent interactions and joint learning activities between 
researchers and practitioners, in commonly agreed efforts to study change and innovation in 
organisations” (Ellström et al., 2020). It has similarities to the Norwegian tradition of action 
research with the specific aim of developing workplaces in a healthy, participatory and 
productive way (Hilsen & Kværne, 2020). However, it differs in that the role of the researcher 
is to focus on joint learning and knowledge creation, rather than having a driving role in the 
practical development work (Ellström et al., 2020).  
  
In this case, the start-up firm took the initiative for the research collaboration, and 
participated in initial phases to jointly formulate the scope and research approach. A steering 
group for the research project was formed consisting of a representative from the new firm, 
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the funding organisation and the researcher. Due to the high degree of confidentiality, there 
was an agreement on how to document, store and manage data. 

The case study 
The case in this paper was part of a research project with an overall objective to contribute 
to knowledge about establishment of a new industrial domain, i.e., a new firm´s start-up with 
a mission of development and large-scale production of products and sustainable solutions 
for energy storage in Europe, with start in Sweden. It was regarded as a unique greenfield 
project carried out at a fast and demanding pace, and considered one of the most important 
industrial investments, with high ambitions to accelerate the pace of transition towards 
electrification, thus contributing to European climate goals and a fossil-free society. The firm 
had a strategic sustainability approach, initially focusing on dimensions of economic and 
environmental sustainability. However, insights grew during the first year in the high-growth 
firm of also paying attention to sustainable work dimensions, a part of social sustainability. 
Consequently, as reflected on in this paper, they initiated a stakeholder collaboration process 
with three relevant trade union parties (i.e., social partners) in the early phases of the start-
up, where the overall purpose was to proactively create conditions for development of a 
world-class concept for working conditions and work organisation in future production 
facilities, and to become a member in an employer association that supported the initial 
collective agreement process. 
 
The main purpose of the part of the case study reported in this paper was on key learnings 
from the new firm´s collaboration with social partners such as trade unions. The unit of 
analysis in this study was the new firm´s stakeholder collaboration process with trade unions 
during the industrial start-up, i.e., during the early development phases and emerging growth 
of the new firm. The new firm is referred to as the co-operation unit.  
 

Data collection and analysis 
The case study focussing on the new firm´s stakeholder collaboration with trade unions 
started one year and three months after the official launch of the new firm, and was carried 
out during the following 26 months. Data collection was mainly conducted through 
observations at the start-up firm´s trade union meetings. Data was also collected through 
open interviews with representatives from three trade unions, and documentation studies 
from the meetings. The researcher observed 21 working council meetings with opportunities 
to interact by way of presentations and dialogue regarding sub-results from the case study, 
and documentation of the trade union collaboration process, see Table 1.  
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TTaabbllee  11..  DDaattaa  ccoolllleeccttiioonn  ––  mmeeeettiinnggss    
Working council meetings  
Participants: Representatives from the new firm and trade unions 

No. of 
meetings 

Central Working Council (Company group) 8 

Regional Working Council (Factory A) 6 

Regional Working Council (Factory B) 5 

Overall stakeholder meeting (all working councils represented) 2 

Total 21 

 
 
The formal trade union collaboration was carried out in the new firm´s working council 
meetings. The external stakeholders represented three trade union organisations at a central 
level of the firm (Central Working Council), and as the firm approached construction and 
industrialisation phases of the two factories in two different regions, two Regional Working 
Councils (Factory A and Factory B) were also initiated and established. The process leader 
and the manager of “growth and culture” in the new firm were drivers of the process, and 
links between stakeholders in the different working councils. During all the trade union 
meetings, the process leader was the chairman, and the researcher of the case study the 
secretary, documenting the minutes of the meeting. After each meeting, the meeting minutes 
were verified and validated in two steps, first by the firm´s manager of the union collaboration 
process and the process leader, and then by those in attendance at the meetings. This was 
the first point on each union meeting agenda. Additionally, data was collected by observations 
at 24 internal preparation and follow-up meetings in the new firm, and regularly from open 
interviews with the process leader. Data collection also included five open interviews carried 
out with the union stakeholders, as well as studies of firm documents, primarily PowerPoint 
presentations and internal meeting minutes. This case study was part of a larger research 
project with a mission to follow-up learnings from a start-up in early phases, hence, a new 
firm´s major greenfield project within a new industrial domain, as reported in Harlin and 
Berglund (2020). 
 
The identified elements which constituted mechanisms for sustainable development of 
change processes, as described by Svensson and Brulin (2014), were regarded as relevant to 
consider in a change process such as an industrial start-up carried out by a new firm, i.e., 
where collaborations between a new firm and external stakeholders are vital to create 
conditions to support scale-up and growth at a fast pace, and thus used in a thematic analysis 
in this paper. 
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Findings 

The context: Point of departure and drivers for the collaboration 
process between the new firm and trade unions 
In an early dialogue between top management and an expert in industrial and stakeholder 
relations, the new firm learned of the importance of strengthening the approaches regarding 
the social dimensions of sustainability related to sustainable work, in parallel with economic 
and ecological dimensions, which was on the new firm´s strategic agenda. A trigger for 
starting a co-operation with trade unions was a reflection from an external stakeholder that 
the new firm “was strategic and clear about sustainability from an external perspective, but 
not as clear on how to address sustainability and sustainable development within the firm, 
that is from a human perspective”. Consequently, to strengthen competences related to 
sustainable work, and create strategic relations and processes to support establishment of 
the new firm and its major start-up within a new industrial domain, an expert, also a former 
executive chairman of a large trade union organisation, was assigned as an internal process 
leader. This was the starting point for the new firm´s process of establishing a collaboration 
with social partners, e.g., relevant employee organisations (trade unions) and one employer 
association.  
 
As described before, the point of departure of the case study was one year and three months 
after the official launch of the new firm. During this time period, the new firm´s project 
organisation initially planned for two factory establishments: Factory A, a test and 
industrialisation factory requiring 200 to 300 employees in one region, and Factory B, a large-
scale factory (requiring approximately 2500 employees) in another region. Factory A was 
crucial as a model for the first large-scale factory, but also for potential forthcoming factories 
in other regions and countries. Hence, the new firm planned for extensive growth during the 
coming years, and at the start of this case study there were 110 employees and over 20 
nationalities, with new employees hired by the firm every week. After 26 months (at the end 
of the case study), the firm had grown to over 700 employees from over 70 nationalities, 
representing a wide range of countries and fields, with experience from several branches 
worldwide.  
 
An executive entrepreneur, who also was part of the top management team, was appointed 
to develop the new firm´s growth, and to build a strong company culture in parallel with 
managing daily operations in the fast-growing firm. This included developing a conceptual 
model of a forthcoming production work organisation, enabling rapid decision-making, 
efficient onboarding, learning and competence development in an evolving organisation 
beyond national borders. The two founders of the firm had previous experience of rapid, 
large-scale industrial start-ups, and expressed that they wanted to merge experienced 
advantages in practice with strengths of European models for culture and work organisation. 
Specifically, the study showed that reasons for the new firm’s initiating relations and 
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collaboration with stakeholders such as trade unions were their efforts to learn from the 
Nordic approach related to industrial work, as expressed by one of the founders: 
 

«Our ambition is to build on the European model of utilising success factors from 
other industrial working cultures. » 
 
«The relationship between companies and unions is unique in Sweden. It is a 
unique advantage. Both how the unions are genuinely interested in the company 
doing well, and for employment conditions. » 
 

Furthermore, the new firm´s drivers for initiating collaboration with trade unions in its early 
development were to create prerequisites “to build right from scratch”, to gain support to 
proactively manage potential obstacles related to work and culture during the fast pace of 
the firm´s growth, and to develop a replicable conceptual model for industrial workplaces 
and future factories.  
 
On the other hand, reasons for trade unions to initiate relations in an early co-operation 
process with the new firm already during start-up were illustrated in the following quotes: 
 

«This firm is unique because it's a huge business ambition that doesn't really exist 
yet. It is particularly interesting because you have to grow big and need capability 
to handle many things quickly. It´s not every day that we are involved in creating a 
new industrial domain with new factories in Sweden. » 
 
«Being involved in building companies from scratch can create many different 
values, it can work right from the start. » 
 
«As a trade union representative, it's about being a mediator in solution-oriented 
problem-solving. We want to be involved in creating this industrial journey – with 
great participation. » 
 
«If you build good relationships with trade unions, it will be easier when complexity 
increases. » 
 

Both the new firm and the trade unions expressed that the aim for collaboration was to jointly 
contribute to the success and competitiveness of the new firm, and to strengthen the firm’s 
possibilities for a successful start-up and establishment of factories within a new industrial 
domain in a Swedish context.  
 
These drivers were commonly agreed upon and initially described in a “Declaration of 
Purpose for Collaboration” (DoP) with the three relevant trade unions: 
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«The purpose of the co-operation (as described with this Declaration of Purpose), is 
to contribute long-term to the success and competitiveness of the start-up firm as 
well as to develop a world-class concept for future manufacturing sites. » 

More specifically, the aim was to create prerequisites to design “the best future industrial 
workplaces”, demonstrating flexibility, power of innovation and excellent manufacturing 
results.  

The process: Building collaboration with social partners 
during the new firm´s industrial start-up 
The new firm built up the collaboration with social partners, e.g., three relevant trade union 
organisations, and became a member of an employer association. As described previously, 
the firm recruited the expert within industrial relations as a process leader, with the mission 
to create relationships with trade unions and furthermore to structure and develop fruitful 
co-operation striving for outcomes enabling sustainable work and competitive advantages 
for the new firm. The new firm´s very early stakeholder collaboration approach with 
social partners was considered unique and innovative by all involved parties. Table 2 
summarises the parties and representatives who were involved in stakeholder collaboration 
in the early phases of the new firm development and industrial start-up.  

TTaabbllee  22..  SSttaakkeehhoollddeerrss  iinn  ccoollllaabboorraattiioonn  

Stakeholders  Central Working Council Two Regional Working Councils: 
Factory A and B 

co
-o
pe

ra
tio

n 
un

it 

The new firm Representatives from the 
company group.  
(Top management, human 
resource management, process 
leader) 

Representatives from the 
company group and the 
production organisations: Factory 
A and B. 
(Production management, 
regional human resource 
management, and eventually 
team members) 

So
ci

al
 

pa
rt

ne
rs

 

Employers 
association 
representatives 

Representatives from national 
level 

Representatives from national 
level 

Employees 
organisation 
representatives 

Three trade unions with 
representatives from national 
level 

Three trade unions with 
representatives from regional 
level 

The first step was an “initiation and anchoring” phase, where mutual insights and agreements 
for starting a co-operation were founded at top management level at the new firm as well as 
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at relevant trade union organisations. The strategy was to anchor the process on a strategic 
level nationally, by creating a Central Working Council (at company level and trade union 
national level). Based on the commonly agreed Declaration of Purpose (DoP) for trade union 
collaboration, as described previously, the DoP was used when new people joined the 
collaboration process. It was also found appropriate to use in the extended process, when 
they proceeded further with expanding the stakeholder collaboration chain in regions for 
future factories, in alignment with the industrial start-up phases. When the new firm 
approached industrialisation phases, two Regional Working Councils were initiated on 
regional levels for the planned factories in different municipalities, in this case Factory A and 
Factory B.  

As the new firm further approached commissioning and industrialisation phases in the 
production plants, initiatives were taken to create local trade union working councils (within 
the new firm). In the expanding stakeholder collaboration process, the different levels of 
working councils worked in parallel, both vertically and horizontally, with the aim that the local 
working councils became drivers for realisation and further development of the trade union 
collaboration process and co-operated within relevant topics for the two factories.  

The meeting structures were developed over time, and started with monthly meetings in the 
Central Working Council, which also combined them with benchmarking visits at two global 
companies. Gradually, when the Regional Working Councils were formed, they formalised the 
meeting structure with quarterly meetings for each Working Council and opportunities for 
transparency and joint large meetings in between. A challenge was the fast pace and 
complexity of the emerging new firm, and parallel work processes requiring attention, and 
representatives in the Working Councils developing roles and changing positions, both within 
the co-operation unit as well as among the trade union representatives. 

Furthermore, initiatives were taken as the new firm´s business proceeded with planned 
extended industrial establishment of factories in Europe. Additionally, the process leader 
organised several informal meetings where the purpose was to identify the new firm´s needs 
and requirements as well as key actors among social partners with whom it was relevant to 
partner and to harmonise strategic approaches.  

The content: Approaches, co-operation topics and 
outcomes 
In general, at a central level, strategic topics were addressed, and as the new firm further 
developed and proceeded, operational topics were managed at the regional levels. The 
Regional Working Council for Factory A addressed topics regarding the test and 
industrialisation factory in one municipality, while the Regional Working Council for Factory B 
addressed issues regarding the forthcoming large-scale factory. However, these two factories 
were planned to be complementary; there were common topics for both working councils 
regarding design for production work organisation, roles, leadership, etc. An overview of co-
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operation topics during the Working Council meetings is categorised and exemplified 
according to the elements vital for sustainable development and long-term effects identified 
by Svensson and Brulin (2014), see Table 3. 

TTaabbllee  33..  EExxttrraacctt  ooff  tthhee  nneeww  ffiirrmm´́ss  aapppprrooaacchheess  aanndd  ttooppiiccss  iinn  ccoollllaabboorraattiioonn  pprroocceessss  wwiitthh  tthhee  
ttrraaddee  uunniioonn..    
Thematic summary based on Svensson and Brulin (2014). 

Elements for sustainable 
development  

Extract of the new firm´s approaches and topics in 
collaboration process with the trade union 

A
ct

iv
e 

ow
ne

rs
hi

p 

Prerequisites for 
the creation of the 
process: Resources, 
governance, and 
attention 

Strategic sustainability focus 
- Increased top management attention to dimensions of

sustainable work, part of social sustainability, in early 
start-up phases  

Project creation for the stakeholder collaboration process with 
social partners 
- Assigned process leader with a clear mission to create

relationships and fruitful co-operation with social
partners,
i.e., employer associations and relevant employee

How results were 
taken care of and 
become part of the 
regular business 

Forming flexible Collective Agreements (CA)
-    Integration of prerequisites in a CA for the first factory,
      suitable for the start-up firm’s demands and
      prerequisites, where high flexibility was needed

Structured working council process with common aim to rapidly 
achieve drivers within the firm 
- Regular meetings and follow-ups both in-between and at

forthcoming meetings
- Rapid roll-out also striving to create broad participation at

local workplaces
- Leadership requirements defined, serving as a base when

recruiting leadership positions

Co
lla

bo
ra

ti
on

 

Collaboration 
between strategic 
organisations for 
development and 
joint knowledge 
creation 

Strategic anchoring at top management level and key functions 
- Decision to start a process with intention to establish

fruitful collaboration with social partners, i.e., both 
employee and employer organisations at national level 

- Constantly anchoring activities carried out by the process
leader due to changes in the new firm´s work 
organisation with people changing positions   

Invitation to relevant stakeholders 
- Selection of representatives in the working councils who

preferably had experience of solution-oriented industrial
trade union collaborations

Levels of 
collaboration, 
within and between 
processes 

Agreement upon a “Declaration of Purpose for Collaboration 
(DoP)  
- A common agreement on purpose and aim for the new

firm´s collaboration process with trade unions was 
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conducted and after review rounds clarified with work 
environment topics 

- The DoP was utilised as a platform in the process and 
used during introductions when new members entered 
the working councils 

A clear purpose, aim and priorities, and a systematic approach  
- The process leader prepared and followed up each 

meeting individually with each stakeholder 
Continuous regional and local anchoring both within the new 
fast-growing firm as well as with stakeholders in regions for 
factory establishment 
- Preparation and further local anchoring activities and 

refining collaboration structures for forthcoming Local 
Working Councils within each factory and “headquarters” 

- Invitation to start-up firm´s employees to participate in 
the trade union collaboration process 

D
ev

el
op

m
en

ta
l l

ea
rn

in
g 

Transparency and 
communication 
 

Constant dialogue and information of actual state and obstacles 
- Creating mutual understanding among all stakeholders of 

employee work situation, prerequisites, and needs 
Shared meeting minutes 
- All working council meetings were documented and 

shared 
Open dialogue regarding new firm´s and stakeholders' issues  
- Examples: Dialogues of the reasons for membership in an 

employer organisation, and if collective agreements for 
the labour work was relevant 

Adaption to 
changing 
conditions  
 

Flexibility in collective agreements 
- Decision to proceed with a flexible collective agreement 

related to Factory B and the company group, based on 
learnings from Factory A 

Learning 
opportunities 
 

Benchmarking  
- Benchmarking activities in strong global companies in the 

region, and nationally 
Solution orientation in the major greenfield project in a new 
industrial domain 
- A steep learning curve with opportunities for individual, 

team and organisational learning  
- Cross-border collaborations with broad employee 

participation 
Self-assessment of the collaboration process 
- Assessment of the collaboration process in two “big 

meetings” where all stakeholders participated 

 
One main co-operation topic was collective agreements where the new firm had 
requirements to create and adapt agreements to the specific needs and requirements of a 
fast-growing industrial start-up. This was expressed by the CEO as: 
 

«To succeed with our business mission, we need to create an agile work 
organisation, enabling fast decisions, innovative solutions, and an attractive 
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workplace with teams that can develop and deliver our products and solutions to 
customers worldwide. Thus, we need to develop collective agreements in co-
operation with trade unions. » 

There were discussions of the benefits and issues regarding collective agreements resulting 
in a common view that “collective agreements are designed to strengthen competitiveness 
and enable flexibility”. For example, there were discussions on how collective agreements 
could be adapted, according to a new fast-growing firm´s specific needs during its major 
industrial start-up (in comparison with established firms), with needs such as flexibility in 
working hours, work across organisational and functional borders, etc. It was also put forward 
that early development of collective agreements had the potential to reduce the risk of having 
a variety of agreements later on in an expanding organisation. This would require co-
operation with many trade unions representing different professions, which would increase 
complexity and complicate decision-making. Furthermore, the new firm´s branding 
opportunities were discussed, as it was assumed to strengthen the firm´s attractiveness to 
talented employees. Also, as the multinational new firm had various experiences with trade 
union collaborations, anchoring approaches were needed in order to broaden the 
understanding of the national culture for the planned industrial establishment including the 
Nordic model related to work. 

Other main co-operation topics were: 

• Forthcoming production work organisation and work environment: Roles, shift
structure, leadership criteria and support, work environment, individual´s
possibilities of role and career development. Specifically, roles and collaboration of
direct (i.e., blue-collar), and indirect (white-collar) workers were discussed where the
new firm had a need for strong co-operation and flexibility between functions, roles,
and teams.

• Work environment: Working methods when everything is not in place, collaboration
with subcontractors in construction and commissioning phases, how to speed up
slow processes, employee mobility, managing workload peaks and demands, health
and safety work, collaboration with external partners for occupational healthcare,
security.

• Social sustainability in working life and private life: Approaches related to cultural
differences and opportunities, equity, gender and age balance, the start-up firm´s
impact on society, social issues related to employees moving to a new country/city,
housing, bureaucracy, regulations, work permits, etc.

• Skills and competences: Talent acquisition, recruitment, training of staff, competence
development, competence validation systems, how to utilise learning opportunities
within the new domain and the rapid learning curve.

• Structures: Leadership, communication strategy and support, policies related to
drugs and alcohol, work permits, onboarding, and introduction programmes.
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• The new firm´s trade union collaboration process itself: Roles, anchoring, how to 
efficiently and rapidly gain active local ownership aligned with the new firm´s 
emerging development. 
 

An outcome from the new firm´s establishment of a “stakeholder collaboration chain” was 
also that the work served as a platform for the initial dialogue with trade unions in other 
countries, where a new council (the European working council) was planned to be created to 
focus on forthcoming establishment in other European countries. In the latter phase of the 
case study, there were early initiatives for an additional large-scale factory in a joint 
partnership in Europe, as well as additional assembly factories, and pilot plants for recycling. 
 
 
Discussion  

The aim of this paper was to explore why and how new firms can create relations and 
stakeholder collaboration with trade unions during industrial start-ups. The identified 
elements vital for sustainable development of change processes (i.e., active ownership, 
collaboration and developmental learning), as described by Svensson and Brulin (2014), are 
used as a lens for a thematic analysis and discussion in this paper, see Figure 1.  
 
The case demonstrates a new firm´s early phase of an industrial start-up, and is in this 
context viewed as a ”change process” where the new firm initiated a collaboration process 
with external stakeholders, in particular trade unions. The new firm already had from the very 
first a clear sustainability strategy, initially focusing on economic and ecological dimensions 
of sustainability. Over time they also integrated social dimensions of sustainability related to 
work, and realised the potential to co-operate with social partners, in this case trade unions. 
They had a common vision of the collaboration in terms of both striving to achieve results 
(successful start-up), and to provide a good working environment (health, equality, 
competence development), a balance crucial for sustainable change processes (Elg et al., 
2015). Moreover, to realise plans and go from “vision to action” it was crucial that this was 
part of the new firm´s strategy, anchored at top management level, which was observed in 
the case. The international multicultural firm had employees with various experiences of 
trade union co-operation, which made it even more important that top management was 
clear and communicated the strategy and the motive for developing their own culture 
inspired by the Nordic model related to work (Garmann-Johnsen et al., 2018; Huzzard & 
Nilsson, 2004).  
 
Element of active ownership: One challenge to achieving active ownership in the collaboration 
process was the rapid development pace of the new firm, with impact on changes on the 
work organisation with people changing positions within the evolving organisation. Another 
challenge was that the fast-growing multinational firm had varied experiences with trade 
union collaborations. Lessons from the case were the role and actions of the experienced 
process leader with strong relations with social partners and industrial experience, as a driver 
and link between different levels and with all stakeholder representatives. However, there 
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might be a risk of not gaining active ownership for a change process in a stakeholder chain if 
a process leadership role is not gradually integrated into the line organisation. 

The regular and structured working council meetings were a way to identify prioritised co-
operation areas, but the trust and relations created by way of the working council meetings 
were important for operationalisation in terms of joint activities and finding solutions 
together. The main outcome of jointly creating a collective agreement was designed according 
to the new firm´s specific flexibility needs during the start-up, which was regarded as a 
unique approach, neither found in practice nor reported in literature.  

This example illustrates how desired ambitions were transformed and integrated into 
practice, and became part of longer-term agreements considering stakeholders’ needs, which 
eventually can be part of the firm´s regular business and are crucial for sustainable change 
processes. 

Element of collaboration: As the case context was an emerging fast-growing firm, there was a 
need to initiate collaboration at different levels and regions. There was also a need for a pace 
that aligned with the firm´s industrial establishment process for new factories, and to 
constantly anchor and introduce new stakeholder representatives at different levels with 
complementary practitioner’s knowledge, as stressed by (Totterdill et al., 2016). A useful 
platform for achieving consensus in the very early collaborative phases was the “Declaration 
of Purpose for Collaboration (DoP), but this was gradually replaced by increasingly structured 
descriptions of desired work processes. By addressing the need for work flexibility, rapid 
decision-making and working across borders, the initial collective agreements developed 
during the start-up phase have a potential to form a foundation for a co-operative culture in 
subsequent production organisations and to be adapted in future collective agreements 
when production is running. This also opens up opportunities to mitigate traditional 
boundaries between blue-collar and white-collar workers which in turn can contribute to 
increased flexibility and capability for solution-oriented work. 

Element of developmental learning: The new firm was characterised by a high degree of 
uncertainty with challenges of developing structures due to its fast growth rate, as is 
commonly recognised in new ventures such as start-up environments (McKelvie et al., 2018). 
Another challenge is that a young entrepreneurial firm may initially lack internal competences 
to design and realise future plans, requiring co-operation with external stakeholders (Davila 
et al., 2010). In a multinational workplace, which was the makeup of the case company, 
another challenge in the new firm was various experiences with, and concepts of, trade union 
collaboration, as in literature described as both conflict- and solution-oriented (Geary & Trif, 
2011). On the other hand, the entrepreneurial mindset in the new firm was a driver for 
creation of innovative solutions. This mindset was also observed in the early trade union co-
operation where new challenges and topics were raised with joint ambition to find new 
approaches and solutions, both in a short-term and long-term perspective. From a 
collaboration process perspective, it was also observed that these reflections at the working 
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council meetings were means for individual and participating stakeholders developmental 
learning (Ellström, 2010; Svensson & Brulin, 2014), with potential of further application in 
other change processes.  
 
The stakeholder sustainability chain: As observed in the case study, a mutual understanding of 
stakeholders’ prerequisites in an industrial start-up ecosystem were increasingly vital, when 
complexity increases during an industrial start-up over time. Neither of the participating trade 
union organisations had been part of such an industrial start-up process from scratch before. 
The normal procedure was to establish trade union co-operation first during operation 
phases in the factories when local trade union communities were in place, as stated in this 
case. However, they saw a great potential both for the start-up firm´s mission as well as for 
job opportunities in the society and possibilities to contribute to concepts for future industrial 
workplaces, as well as job opportunities and society development.  
 
From the new firm´s perspective, as described above, the key business reasons and main 
arguments for creating relations and a structured collaboration process with trade unions in 
early development phases were opportunities: 
 

• to “strategically build right from scratch” by co-operating with complementary 
competences enabling utilisation of learnings of success factors from other 
industrial development processes and start-ups,  

• to proactively manage potential obstacles, as complexity with influencing factors and 
costly countermeasures increases over time,  

• to create an agile work organisation enabling fast decisions, innovative solutions with 
healthy and attractive industrial work and workplaces, enablers for competitive 
advantages of the new firm and industrial start-up, and  

• to develop a desired leadership culture and develop structures and prerequisites for 
employer and employee participation in improvement and development work with 
the Nordic model as a role model for the company group´s culture.   
 

From a trade union perspective on the other hand, the main arguments for early co-operation 
with a new start-up firm were: 
 

• the unique possibility to be involved in a new firm’s development within a new 
industrial domain,  

• to jointly support the possibilities for successful establishment of new factories, and 
• to contribute to development of concepts for future manufacturing sites, as well as 

achieving useful learnings for other industrial development processes and start-ups. 
 

Learnings from the case were also that early co-operation in a stakeholder chain with trade 
unions based on the Nordic model related to work, has potential to contribute to 
identification of prerequisites needed to consider during a planned industrial establishment 
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in a region, both regarding forthcoming employees’ working conditions in the firm as well as 
conditions outside work (housing, schools, culture, etc.). 
 
Furthermore, if the stakeholder community is characterised by trust, (Levinson, 2008), it has 
the potential for development of proactive and reactive approaches in a dynamic, fast-
changing work environment. Hence a balance between flexibility and stability in an 
increasingly uncertain world is needed, as proposed by Kjellberg (2011), where this study 
highlights a potential for new firms to develop collaboration with trade unions during 
industrial start-ups and the new firm´s early development phases.  

 

Conclusion 

This case study shows potential for new firms to create relations and co-operation at an early 
stage with social partners such as trade unions, as it enables proactive approaches on social 
dimensions of sustainability related to work. New firms and industrial start-up phases 
represent a constantly moving work environment with fast changes and uncertainties, which 
requires co-operation in a stakeholder chain characterised by a clear purpose for 
collaboration, trust, mutual understanding of specific prerequisites, and solution-oriented 
approaches. Collaboration processes need to meet both a new emerging firm´s 
development demands and future employees´ individual prerequisites and needs. Through 
a new firm´s early stakeholder co-operation with trade unions, the case also shows that it 
has potential for positive outcomes on flexibility, which is important for the success of a new 
firm´s establishment, growth, and industrial start-up, as well as social sustainability both 
related to work and for society. However, a systematic approach is needed with anchoring 
activities, both within and between the new firm and external stakeholders such as trade 
unions at national, regional and local levels. This includes a common vision with a clear 
purpose for the collaboration, regular meetings to enable trustful relations, thorough 
understanding, and flexible conditions during the fast development of a new firm, with 
employees’ work roles changing quickly. 
 
A theoretical contribution of this paper is the elaboration of elements, which constitute 
mechanisms for sustainable development, as described by Svensson and Brulin (2014), in a 
context of change processes such as industrial start-ups carried out in new firms. Practical 
implications are how new firms can initiate and establish co-operation with trade unions and 
other social partners in fast-moving work environments and change processes. This provides 
opportunities to proactively integrate dimensions of sustainability work, as well as other social 
sustainability factors vital for new firms in early development phases and industrial start-ups, 
hence avoiding potential future obstacles and instead creating opportunities for benefits 
both from an individual and business perspective.  
 
Serendipity from the findings includes co-operation processes related to competence 
acquisition, and societal development needed to meet both a new emerging firm´s and 
future employees´ individual prerequisites and needs. Hence, a new firm building a 
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stakeholder collaboration chain with trade unions inspired by the Nordic model enables 
increased attention to dimensions of social sustainability that need to be aligned and 
integrated with parallel work processes in early development phases of a new firm, which is 
also beneficial from a societal perspective.  
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