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Introduction

Few industries have experienced such fundamental changes as the postal services since the 1990s. The downsizing
strategy at the Swedish Postal Services – Posten AB – is an example of a long-term restructuring process. This case study
focuses on the development of the Futurum Programme in 2000, a separate outplacement service of Posten. 

The Futurum outplacement organisation works in close cooperation with the Swedish Council of Redundancy Support.
The latter is the largest outplacement organisation in Sweden, owned by the Confederation of Swedish Enterprises and
the Federation of Salaried Employees in Industries and Services, making it unique in a European context. Participants
in the Futurum Programme are offered 18 months on full pay provided that they dedicate their time to job searching.
This is a generous offer compared with a statutory 12-month redundancy period for employees with more than four years
of employment. 

From an economic point of view, the Futurum Programme has proven to be less expensive than the costs in relation to
early retirement, severance packages and redundancies, all of which characterise the more common way of handling
restructuring. At the same time, it shortens the notice of dismissal in Posten as employees are transferred immediately
to Futurum and released from their current workplace. Futurum is thus a tool allowing for a faster and smoother
restructuring process – which is also seen as a benefit to the individual employee as there are several negative effects
associated with a long dismissal notice. The programme is based on a voluntary deal with the participants requiring
active engagement and setting out tailor-made plans for each individual supported by personal coaches. 

To date, some 3,300 employees of Posten have participated in the programme, of whom 85% have found solutions within
the 18-month period. The average time for finding a new job is approximately 10 months. The Futurum Programme has
generated a range of positive effects and interesting learning points.

Large-scale downsizing of the Swedish Postal Services

Text Box 1: Governance of postal services in Sweden

The ongoing restructuring practice at Posten is one of the longest downsizing processes in Swedish business history.
Over the last 15 years, Posten has nearly halved its total workforce from 72,000 to about 38,000 employees, and the
restructuring continues. Despite an accelerating downsizing process, Posten is still one of the largest companies in
Sweden, measured in numbers of employees. It is also one of the oldest Swedish companies – as parcels and letters have
been delivered since 1636. Currently, Posten delivers parcels and letters to over four million homes and 500,000
businesses each day (ibid, 2005) and has a turnover of €2.5 billion covering all business areas.

© European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, 2006

The Ministry of Industry, Employment and Communications, in particular the unit for infrastructure, communication
and information technology (IT) handles legal, regulatory and supervisory matters pertaining to the postal market in
Sweden while the Swedish Parliament makes the laws and establishes frameworks and guidelines regulating the
activities of Posten AB. More detailed regulations complementing the Postal Act are contained in the Postal Statutes
stipulated by the Swedish government. The Ministry of Industry, Employment and Communications also holds an
ownership unit that has administrative responsibility for the majority of the state-owned companies, including Posten.
The department votes on behalf of the state at Posten’s annual General Meeting, and thereby appoints the Board of
Directors. The 1997 EU Postal Directive (97/67/EC) regulates the level of basic postal services in Europe and the
International Postal Agreement regulates international mail. The EU Postal Directive on the continued deregulation of
the postal market in Europe is currently being considered within the EU institutions. (Rogovsky, 2005)

http://europa.eu.int/eur-lex/lex/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:31997L0067:EN:NOT
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Text Box 2: Facts about Posten today

Critical factors leading to downsizing during the 1990s

Deregulation of the postal market and new technologies
The major downsizing process is a result of fundamental changes and increased competition within the postal sector,
both of which have necessitated cost awareness and large-scale streamlining measures. First, the process was caused by
the abolishment of the postal monopoly in 1993. It made the Swedish postal market one of the first few European
markets fully open to competition. Posten was converted into a for-profit state-owned company. Second, the market
conditions changed considerably for delivering postal services and logistics, driven by factors such as deregulation,
internationalisation, the introduction of new information and communication technologies, and changes in the demand
for services. Third, a general slow-down in economic activity led to cost reduction initiatives in many companies in
Sweden, for example, in Telia, ABB Sweden, Astra Zeneca, and Ericsson. 

Negotiations about the transformation of Posten into a for-profit public company began during the 1990s. This was a
period when the corporate management realised that costs were too high, and that the postal system suffered from a lack
of strategic business competencies (Edström and Sabel, 2005). The management started focusing on how to increase
service productivity and adapt to new technologies, primarily as a result of the decision by the Swedish government to
transform Posten into a joint stock company in 1993. The transition was also driven by major technological changes in
service provision and by changes in the postal market. 

Declining volume of letters
The declining volume of letters represented a critical factor in the first round of downsizing at the beginning of the 1990s
when Posten’s workforce was reduced by around 6,000-7,000 employees – mostly post office counter assistants. New
ways of communication became more popular, such as telefax, email and the internet, and thus introduced changes in
the way people communicated which also led to a decreasing volume of letters. The greatest competition to postal letters
came from the massive increase in the use of emails. In 1995 Posten processed 3,369 billion letters whereas, by 2003,
the number had been reduced to 3,270 billion. Posten recorded the highest reduction in A-letters, so-called first class
letters which have to be delivered the next day. According to the Union for Service and Communication (Facket för
Service och Kommunikation, SEKO), this market has declined by 20% in the four-year period from 2000 until 2004.
Despite this decline, Posten currently almost dominates the market for delivery of A-letters.

Reduced need for manual work
Another technological development influencing the delivery of postal services was the introduction of mechanical
sorting of letters, parcels and items of mail. This caused a reduction in the number of employees who sort letters and
parcels manually, and led to the closure of a number of regional postal sorting offices.

Managing large-scale restructuring: Swedish Postal Services
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Posten is state-owned and has a political board of directors (see Text Box 1). Today the overall strategy of Posten
concentrates on the company’s core business and on being a competitive messaging and logistics company. The
company strives to enhance the value of its services by integrating the need for hardcopy mail with the ease of
electronic services for customers. Posten’s mission is to serve as a means to connect people promptly, reliably and cost-
effectively (ibid, 2005). The company’s vision is ‘to be the natural choice of customers wanting to distribute messages
and merchandise to, from and within the Nordic or Baltic regions’. Posten has a good public reputation, which the
common expression ‘safe as a letter from the Swedish Post’ exemplifies.



3

Managing large-scale restructuring: Swedish Postal Services

Increased competition and decreased profit margins
Facing decreasing letter volumes in combination with a fixed postage-pricing system is not a desirable situation in order
to achieve higher profit margins and to remain competitive with new market entrants. When the postal monopoly ended
in 1993, new competitors entered the market, such as City Mail focusing on the delivery of letters in major cities which
represented one of the most profitable markets. At the same time, Posten was given the responsibility to provide the
complete, nationwide postal services at standard prices. For this task, the state reimburses Posten with SEK 400 billion
(€42.6 billion), which, according to Posten, does not compensate for the cost of cash services – especially not in remote
rural areas of Sweden with few inhabitants. The 1997 EU Postal Directive regulates the level of postal services in all EU
Member States, by stating that all citizens should have access to general postal services of good quality at fair standard
postage rates. To date, the price of private letters has remained stable due to the current price regulation. The compound
effects have resulted in decreasing margins and reduced cost-effectiveness in the postal organisation. Nevertheless,
Posten currently maintains its dominant position in the market for letters, showing a market share of around 93% in 2004,
followed by the main competitor, City Mail, which accounts for around 6% of the letter market.

Furthermore, internationalisation and the liberalisation of EU markets allowed for an increase in cross-border trade,
leading to a higher flow of goods and information. As companies are acting on a more international basis, the demand
for postal and logistics services expands and puts pressure on the competitiveness of the postal operators. 

Focusing on profitable markets and core business
Towards the end of the 1990s, it became clear that Posten could not afford to develop its Swedish Giro Bank business
into a competitive actor in the banking market. The giro system had been running at a loss, experiencing a decrease in
the number of clients for some years, partly due to new technologies. The latter, such as internet banking, limited the
need for services in relation to the giro system, as payments can be made using a computer at home instead of going to
the post office. In January 2000, the Swedish government decided to allow Posten to sell the Swedish Giro Bank, a sale
that was accepted by the three main trade unions. It meant that nearly 1,000 ‘traditional’ post offices were replaced by
basic postal services provided in food stores, petrol stations, libraries and by information technology. This sale also led
to a reduction of the workforce by approximately 5,000 employees. 

Managing the downsizing process during the 1990s
The downsizing process at Posten has been ongoing since the mid 1990s with an overall focus on closing local post
offices and reducing the number of counter assistants, mainly women, at the local post offices across Sweden. This was
followed by the closure of regional sorting offices. The majority of employees left on the basis of natural wastage, early
retirement and severance packages. The remainder were made redundant in accordance with the LIFO-principle (‘Last
In, First Out’), where the last person to be hired has to leave the company first. There is no precise record of the number
of employees who left Posten under the LIFO-principle. According to the interview with the head of the Futurum
Programme, Bengt von Schedvin, some 1,600 cashier staff remain working in local post offices today compared with
16,000 people in 1990.

The Swedish Council of Redundancy Support (CRS), as the largest outplacement organisation in Sweden and of which
Posten is a member, offered redundant employees help to find new jobs. The CRS is a unique constellation in a European
context as it works like a type of insurance in relation to outplacement services (see Text Box 3).

© European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, 2006
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Text Box 3: Swedish Council of Redundancy Support

Public response
The process of reducing the number of local post offices provoked a negative public debate concerning the future level
of postal services in rural areas, but it did not provide direct public pressure regarding the conditions offered to the postal
workers. Christer Rydh from SEKO

1
explains the situation in this way: ‘Yes, there was a public reaction, but it didn’t do

enough to establish real pressure. We tried to distribute some information and arrange demonstrations, but society’s
reaction was quite calm during the whole process. I consider it to be a matter of gender and geography. If the process
had involved men instead of women, I think that the reaction would have been different. Besides, this was an ongoing
process spread over local post offices all over the country. This meant that the total reduction in the number of employees
was not that visible to the public.’

High rate of turnover among managers
Posten considered that the restructuring process was successful in overall terms, even if the early-retirement agreements
turned out to be expensive. Moreover, there were signs that the massive restructuring impacted negatively on the
motivation among the remaining employees, particularly as most employees (after four years of employment) have a 12-
month notice of dismissal in Sweden, implying that the restructuring process felt long to both parties. During this period,
dismissals were handled on a decentralised basis, so that the manager in charge of the local postal office was responsible
for handling the local restructuring process. This included offering the remuneration under the framework agreements
between Posten and the three main trade unions – SEKO, the Civil Servants’ Union (Statstjänstemannaförbundet, ST)

2

and the Swedish Association of Professional Employees (Sveriges Akademikers Centralorganisation, SACO)
3
.

Consequently, local managers suffered from tremendous pressure, which led to a high turnover rate among managers in
Posten. 

Managing large-scale restructuring: Swedish Postal Services
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The Swedish Council of Redundancy Support (CRS) was\set up in 1974 and is the largest outplacement organisation
in Sweden. The Council works as a supplement to the public employment agency. It is unique in a European context,
as the organisation is owned and established by both the private sector employer organisation, the Confederation of
Swedish Enterprises (Svensk Næringsliv) and white collar employee union, the Federation of Salaried Employees in
Industry and Services (Privattjänstemannakartellen, PTK). During the 1970s, increased mass redundancy had been
driven by the oil crisis, the introduction of new production technologies, and the process of deindustrialisation. This
brought about a growing awareness to create a more flexible labour market. The Council currently embraces more than
32,000 enterprises, which contribute 0.3% of the total salary for each employee to the outplacement services of the
Council. The Council’s services include outplacement programmes based on an individual approach, job training,
specific job courses and coaching, up to two years after redundancy. About 300 employees work at the CRS, and it
accounts for a turnover of one billion SEK (€100 million) a year.

1
The Union for Service and Communication (SEKO) is a national trade union with about 160,000 members, representing blue-collar
workers in nine branches: state administration, energy, defence, post, telephone, traffic, care, roads and railways, and seafarers.
Postal workers, engine drivers, road workers and prison wardens are some of its many occupational groups.

2
The Civil Servants’ Union, ST, is a trade union for employees in the government sector and the largest white-collar union in this
sector. ST has around 97,000 members, 66% of whom are women.

3
SACO consists of 25 separate unions within a community defined by common qualifications and job specifications, mainly white-
collar professions, for example, legal advisors, economists, architects and teachers. The Association has 57,000 members.



5

Managing large-scale restructuring: Swedish Postal Services

Launching the idea of an outplacement programme
For the trade unions, the idea of establishing an outplacement organisation had been on the agenda since the mid 1990s,
when the downsizing process intensified. A representative of the Civil Servants’ Union, ST, Kjell Åke Öström, stresses
that ST

tried to push the idea forward by referring to similar restructuring and downsizing processes taking place in
Sweden in companies like Telia, and thereby opening up a wider discussion on instruments for handling major
downsizing processes in a socially sensitive manner. But Posten did not consider the idea seriously until the end
of the 1990s. From my point of view, the main factor leading to the negotiations around an outplacement
programme was the fact that Posten could not survive in the future following the LIFO-principle. Posten needed
to expand their knowledge within IT and other strategic business competencies, while being able to hire and
retain people with these type of qualifications. This is not possible under the LIFO-principle. The company was
thus forced to find other solutions in a new collective agreement.

(Interview, 2005) 

Private outplacement programmes

The Swedish legislative background is important in relation to the development of private outplacement programmes in
the Swedish labour market. The Swedish labour market has a long tradition of being regulated through collective
agreements between Swedish employer organisations and the country’s trade unions. There were several attempts to
draw up legislation on the contract of employment, including regulation of dismissals, but none of these attempts were
successful. Instead, restrictions of dismissals were laid down in collective agreements. In 1964, an important step was
taken towards a stronger employment protection with the basic agreement between the Swedish Employers’
Confederation (Svenska Arbetsgivareföreningen, SAF) and the Swedish Confederation of Trade Unions
(Landsorganisationen, LO). The agreement stipulated that the employer needed reasonable ground (saklig grund) for
dismissal – it also meant that dismissal conflicts could now be submitted to the Labour Market Board for arbitration.
Rules concerning the terms of notice and the order of priority in case of redundancy were also introduced at that time.
These rules were formalised in the Employment Protection Act (Lagen om anställningsskydd, LAS) at the beginning of
the 1970s which came into force in 1974. The LAS is based on two principles:

1. employment for an indefinite period of time is the normal type of employment; 

2. dismissals must be based on a just cause.

There is a sharp distinction between redundancy (arbetsbrist, literally: lack of labour) and personal grounds (personliga
skäl) in Swedish employment protection. In case of redundancy, it is basically the employer’s judgement that is decisive.
They have to decide how many workers they want to employ (Bergström and Diedrich, 2005).

For a more detailed description of the development of the Swedish model of market regulation, see the 2005 paper of
Bergström and Diedrich, Restructuring in Sweden.

© European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, 2006
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The Futurum Programme

Posten’s former head of human resources played a central role in laying the groundwork for a new outplacement
organisation. A small group of core employees was gathered and started to collect knowledge about best practice for
restructuring and outplacement in Sweden. The intention of building an outplacement organisation was given high
priority from the corporate management, including the former Chief Executive, Lennert Grabe; the trade unions were
also engaged in the process at a very early stage.

4

The negotiations lasted for six months and resulted in a job security agreement. All of the parties involved in the
negotiations state that the discussions took place in a constructive and positive atmosphere. Nevertheless, the various
parties stress different core themes as an outcome of the talks. The representative of ST emphasises the Union’s aim of
finding a solution covering all employees, regardless of their organisational association and based on experiences from
previous restructuring processes.

First of all, we wanted a solution for all employees, regardless of their organisational association. Second, we
focused more on making the employees attractive to the labour market through education and training, and not
just providing them with a new job. In this matter, it was a huge advantage that we were able to refer to
experiences and learning points from the restructuring process of companies like Telia and Ericsson. This
opened up some solutions that had already been tested.

(Kjell Åke Öström, ST, 2005)

The representative of the Union for Service and Communication, SEKO, mainly covering blue-collar workers, points to
the financial resources the programme required:

The difficult part of the negotiations was about financing the programme, as the programme theoretically pays
salaries for a longer period than required by the general terms of the labour legislation. But we succeeded in
convincing Posten. The argument was that an outplacement programme would help employees to find a new job
within a shorter timeframe than before and thereby reduce the period where Posten was obliged to pay them.
Evaluation of the programme shows that this is exactly what happened.

(Christer Rydh, SEKO, 2005)

It should be noted that, originally, Futurum Posten had expenses corresponding, on average, to a 12-month salary for
each employee during their notice of dismissal. Today, the average time for finding a new job within Futurum is about
10 months, meaning that Posten saves almost two months’ salary expenses per employee participating in the programme.

After negotiating the principles of the agreement with the trade unions, a collaboration agreement was signed between
the CRS and Posten, setting the terms of outplacement counselling. 

Managing large-scale restructuring: Swedish Postal Services

© European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, 2006

4
According to the head of the Futurum Programme, Bengt von Schevin (interview).
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Basic principles 
The job security agreement contains general principles for handling restructuring processes. In relation to outplacement,
it gives all redundant employees (with at least two years of employment in Posten) the option of applying for
participation in the outplacement programme – Futurum – which provides the participants with the following conditions:

each participant will retain his/her pay and employment conditions within the Futurum Programme; this means that
participants will have the same salary and conditions for a period of 18 months; 

participants are completely released from their workplace, and are obliged to be active in searching for a new job; 

individual coaching and counselling is provided;

participants may receive paid education and skills training over a 10-month period;

they may start their own company over a 10-month period;

there is a fixed premium of SEK 50,000 (€5,335) for finding employment within four months.

Employees who are made redundant are given a month to consider the terms for applying to join the Futurum
Programme. Posten and the three unions produced an ‘A to Z Guide’ stating all rules, principles and conditions of the
Futurum Programme.

5
This guide answers any questions that employees might consider while making their decision. 

Key objectives 
A separate Futurum unit was established within Posten in 1999 and was assigned its own board of directors. The key
objectives were to provide an outplacement solution that enables the company to adapt restructuring operations quickly,
while also finding a socially sensitive solution, thus strengthening the reputation of Posten as a socially responsible
company. The head of the Futurum Programme, Bengt von Schedvin, outlines the programme’s objectives as follows:

Going into a long-term restructuring process emphasises the need for a flexible organisation, an organisation
that is able to adjust its operations quickly. With a 12-month redundancy payment period, which most of the
employees have after four years of employment, we had to find a model that could limit the long period of notice,
for two main reasons. First, to shorten the leaving period for the individual employee, because experience told
us that most of the redundant employees do not succeed in their job-seeking while they are still working. Second,
a restructuring period of more than 12 months makes it difficult to move on and start building up a new and
trustworthy organisation. In addition, we intended to give Posten a positive image as an employer with strong
social responsibility.

(Interview, 2005)

He stresses that the business concept of Futurum is ‘to make it possible for employees at Posten who are made redundant
to find a new job, and also to function as a resource and spokesperson in connection with local redundancy processes’. 

The Futurum Programme has two overall aims:

all participants in Futurum must have a new job within 18 months, and 70% of the participants must have a new job
after 10 months;

the participants must have a positive impression of Posten as a responsible employer and believe that Futurum
provides professional support. 

© European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, 2006

5
‘A-Ö - Undrar du over någet?’, publication of Posten online
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Futurum process
Before the creation of Futurum, redundant employees had access to the services of the Council of Redundancy Support
(CRS) while they were still working through the whole period of dismissal. Today, they are released from their old job
immediately when joining the Futurum Programme, which gives them the time to consider their future possibilities and
to search more intensively for a new job or for educational options. Furthermore, the services provided by Futurum are
based on an individual approach and help the participants to engage more fully in the job searching process.

Applying for Futurum
Each participant has to apply for Futurum by filling out a short application form which is meant to bring to light the
voluntary nature of the programme. It is also very important as Bengt von Schedvin explains:

When there is a need for downsizing in a specific area, it is up to the employees to decide who wants to grab the
chance of participating in Futurum. It is a voluntary process, and many employees see it as a good chance of
moving on. Most of the local restructuring processes today are, therefore, solved on a voluntary basis.

In very rare cases, employees are not given the opportunity to join the programme.

Personal coaching
Upon joining Futurum, each participant is assigned his or her own personal coach. The coach follows the participant and
provides individual coaching through the entire programme period. Each coach follows up on the initiatives taken by the
participants, whether it is job searching, job training, education, or starting up in business. In practical terms, this means
that participants meet up with their coach at least once a month and are obliged to email a small update on their activities
each week. This weekly email update gives the coach an opportunity to follow the progress of each participant, as well
as to provide the participants with advice during the process. Ulla Wiberg, a regional coach in Futurum, sets out her
responsibilities:

As a coach you become their personal advisor. It is about stimulating and engaging each participant during the
whole process. It is hard to search for new jobs – you have to deal with a lot of disappointment, when, for
example, a job application is rejected. As a coach, you have to encourage them continually to follow up on the
opportunities given. The personal contact with each individual varies a lot. Some need a close follow-up several
times a week, others are more independent. I act as a personal coach for about 30 participants, which seems a
lot, but some of them are doing training or further studies, so the contact is less intensive.

(Interview, 2005)

Collaboration between Futurum and CRS
Participants attending Futurum must complete an assessment of their personal competencies and/or conduct an initial
evaluation of their needs for training and other types of work preparation. The assessment is the basis to develop an
individual action plan for the employee, in close collaboration with the CRS. The action plan is either based on courses
related to job search or job training where CRS can provide specific courses, for example, in relation to preparing a
Curriculum Vitae (CV) and writing a job application, or it is based on applying for an educational course. In the few
cases where participants want to start their own business, they can receive training in developing a business plan as part
of their individual action plan. Ulla Wiberg from Futurum outlines the different roles of Futurum and CRS: ‘Futurum
coaches act as the participants’ Futurum boss and as their personal coach while CRS acts as the service provider and
advisor when it comes to specific needs for skills training and/or job opportunities. CRS has knowledge in relation to
labour market development within different lines of business and sectors, it represents, therefore, a central resource for
Futurum.’

Managing large-scale restructuring: Swedish Postal Services

© European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, 2006



9

Managing large-scale restructuring: Swedish Postal Services

Internal and external information
Both internal and external information campaigns have been a central activity of the Futurum Programme, as Bengt von
Schedvin highlights:

We have worked very hard at spreading the news about the Futurum Programme. We have probably been in
direct contact with around 15,000 employees, telling them about the possibilities of the programme. Everyone in
Posten knows about this offer. We have been able to create a valuable brand within Posten.

(Interview, 2005)

Results
About 3,700 workers have applied to the Futurum Programme and approximately 3,300 participants have entered the
programme since 2000. The average time for finding a new job within the programme currently lies at 10.1 months, and
85% of the participants are able to find a job or start their own business within the 18-month period. This indicates that
the two overall aims of the programme have been almost fully realised. Compared with similar solutions and initiatives
in other large Swedish companies, the results are remarkable, according to a 2002 research study of the Gothenburg
Research Institute. According to the same study, the Futurum Programme has benefited from experiences of similar
programmes conducted by Telia, Volvo, Ericsson and Vattanfall (Sabel, 2002, p.3). 

About 1,650 of the 3,300 participants had worked at Posten for more than 15 years. In theory, employees with many
years of tenure could be considered as having little job-hunting experience and little flexibility in terms of their concept
of future job possibilities. However, the results show that this is not the case. Furthermore, some 70% of the participants
are women, aged between 35 and 54 years old. This group has been found to be in demand in the Swedish labour market
as they have achieved core competencies in relation to customer support and services, and the management of overall
responsibility for handling cashier functions. The following figure shows the breakdown of participants by former job.

Figure 1: Breakdown of Futurum participants by former workplace

Source: Futurum Programme

© European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, 2006
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Approximately 900 participants chose to study, and 158 started their own business based on the help and guidance they
received from the Futurum Programme. A wide diversity exists between the different education programmes and courses,
and occupations chosen by the participants. Unfortunately, the success and job perspectives of these two groups of
participants have not been analysed.

Nonetheless, the Futurum Programme has evaluated the degree of satisfaction among the participants. The study shows
that 98% of the participants were satisfied with the support they received from the programme. Another study of the
Gothenburg Research Institute, which was based on interviews with 40 participants in the Futurum Programme, also
reflets this positive result. It concludes that Futurum ‘has given them time, economic security and a concrete push to find
a new job’ (Edström and Aronescu, 2004, p. 3). Moreover, this research highlights the feeling of control, which is vital
for the participants, as one of the key success criteria of the programme. The Futurum Programme has managed to
provide participants with a feeling of individual control that is strengthened by the use of personal coaches. 

Benefits
The effects of the Futurum Programme are many and relate to economic, individual and organisational benefits. In
general terms, the Futurum Programme has led to a complete change of focus concerning the handling of restructuring
and downsizing within Posten according to Bengt von Schedvin. He states that Futurum has brought about some positive
effects and changes, including that:

it provides for a faster and more flexible start for ‘the new Posten’;

it encourages individual initiatives;

it strengthens the market value of each individual in the labour market;

it focuses on development instead of negotiations;

responsibility for restructuring is shared between the corporate management and the outplacement programme.

Some of the benefits are identified in the research studies of the Gothenburg Research Institute at Gothenburg
University; others were cited during interviews conducted with representatives of the key parties involved (see list of
interviewees). 

Finding solutions without dismissals
Posten has managed to find solutions for employees without using dismissals as a main downsizing measure. Currently,
downsizing processes are handled on a voluntary basis as explained by Futurum’s regional coach, Ulla Wiberg:

Before, it was up to the local managers to handle the dismissals of employees. Today, this downsizing process
has changed. Let’s say that a department needs to cut 10 jobs. Then it is up to this department to find out who
might be interested in joining the Futurum Programme. Generally, this process takes place without major
conflicts. Some employees see it as a good opportunity to move on in their lives. In this sense, Futurum is a vital
tool for handling restructuring processes locally – especially for the local managers. Today, the need for local
negotiations is almost non-existent.

Limiting the ‘survival syndrome’
Futurum has provided the necessary flexibility for the restructuring process by limiting the transition period each time
and allowing local managers to concentrate more fully on the organisation and on business operations. According to the
Sabel study (2002), Futurum helps to discourage the ‘survival syndrome’ and other negative patterns that a long-term

Managing large-scale restructuring: Swedish Postal Services

© European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, 2006
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downsizing process results in over time. The story of Ann Landelius, a former human resources consultant at Posten,
illustrates the need for flexibility.

Text Box 4: Losing faith and sense of engagement

A valuable asset and a knowledge platform
Posten has managed to build up internal competencies and an organisational network system of handling downsizing
processes. The Futurum Programme has provided a valuable knowledge platform and is an asset to Posten, since
employees are not ‘just fired’ but are aided in developing a personal future scenario. This platform can be used to create
better future cooperation between the areas of business development and human resources. Better cooperation can
strengthen strategic considerations of retention and re-education, and can lead to a better match between the need for
future competencies and the need for further downsizing.

Economic effects and considerations
Ola Sabel from the Gothenburg Research Institute of Gothenburg University compared the costs of the Futurum
Programme to the traditional costs of early retirement, remuneration and pure dismissals in the period from 1 January
2000 to 31 March 2002. The study concludes that a combination of the traditional types of instruments used during the
restructuring processes in Posten during the 1990s was 80-100% more expensive than the costs of the Futurum
Programme (Sabel, 2002). Apart from the total costs of, for example, salaries, early retirements, and remunerations, both
models also take account of economic effects such as decreased productivity, sick leave, administration and estimates
based on experiences from other studies of practices in restructuring.  

© European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, 2006

Ann Landelius started her career as service assistant in the Stockholm post office in 1975. After some years, she
received the chance to re-educate herself in human resource management (HRM) at university. After three years, she
returned to a full-time position at Posten. The major restructuring process in the mid 1990s, mainly in the post offices
and sorting offices, opened up a range of job opportunities for employees with Ann Landelius’ skills. At the beginning
of 2003, the downsizing process hit the central administration and HRM which was perceived by Ann Landelius as
follows: ‘I was concerned and worried. We [HRM] were there to help other employees to handle the downsizing
process, and suddenly the problem also included us. It became difficult for me to remain professional. How could I help
others with their career development and their fear of being fired, if I was sharing the same fear? Despite the fact that
we had a very good working environment, where we could discuss our problems, it affected my approach to other
people and my mental energy. I could not find my sense of engagement, which is important when working with HR
issues’.

In 2004, a second round of downsizing and reorganising took place in HRM. A new organisation was outlined, for
which the employees had to apply for positions. Furthermore, the priority of the HRM area changed and led to another
combination of job positions. These changes motivated Ann Landelius to apply for the Futurum Programme. ‘At some
point, after many considerations, I realised that the Futurum Programme was a generous opportunity to move on. At
the same time, I felt anxious and asked myself: “Am I going to get another job after working in Posten all my life?”’
A year later, Ann Landelius is still employed in the Futurum Programme, and does not regret leaving Posten through
the Futurum Programme.
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Lessons learnt

The key lessons learnt regarding the success factors of the Futurum Programme include:

Voluntary nature is critical
Ola Bergström, a researcher at Gothenburg University specialising in labour market development and restructuring
processes, has analysed the Posten restructuring process from the perspective of the individuals participating in the
programme. He emphasises that the voluntary nature of the Futurum Programme is one of its key success criteria: 

The employees choose to apply to take part in the programme, which leaves them with a feeling of being able to
take responsibility and evaluate their choices of future job opportunities. The process whereby they are chosen
to take part in the programme has a positive effect, strengthening their self-confidence and their motivation to
find a new job, compared with a situation where they are directed to leave, which gives most employees a feeling
of failure.

(Interview, 2005)

Choosing the right people
Recruiting the right kind of people with the right type of relevant experience is crucial for the success of a programme
like Futurum. Bengt von Schedvin puts it this way: 

The regional coaches of the Futurum Programme are all former well-respected managers and leaders who know
all aspects of Posten. They have themselves experienced restructuring processes within Posten, which implies
that they know what is going on in the heads of the Futurum participants. This experience lays the basis of the
confidence that is necessary between the participants and the coaches. Without the right people in a programme
like Futurum, you risk the whole concept becoming cosmetic and merely a “desktop pseudo-product”.

(Interview, 2005)

Finding the right balance 
The Gothenburg University studies emphasise the importance of finding the right balance between payment and training.
According to Ola Bergström, this balance can be reached through continuous evaluations of the results obtained. ‘It is a
difficult balance. The programme relies on the motivation of “moving on” among the participants, but not all participants
have this type of motivation, and the programme must provide the same benefits to all participants. This is why it is
crucial to continually evaluate the terms and conditions compared to the results.’

This comment illustrates the crucial role of the regional coaches: they must play both the role of employer authority and
the role of personal coach for each Futurum participant. These roles must be balanced carefully by each coach,
underlining again the fact that the recruitment of coaches with the right profile is crucial to the success of the programme. 

Importance of a clear concept
The success of such an outplacement programme relies on a clear and well thought through concept, right from the start,
according to Bengt von Schedvin. This makes it easier to manage and integrate into the rest of the organisation. He also
emphasises the strong cooperation and involvement from the unions from the beginning: ‘This involvement made it
possible to create a clear and well-documented idea and offer from the start.’

Challenge of scale
One of the challenges of running Futurum is the constantly changing volume of participants in the programme. It
depends on the overall development of the restructuring process in Posten as explains Bengt von Schedvin: ‘The scale

Managing large-scale restructuring: Swedish Postal Services

© European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, 2006
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of Futurum is based on a prognosis of the redundancy needs developed by Posten: we need some kind of guideline as to
the future demand for Futurum, especially at regional level, as our coaches are dedicated to serving a specific regional
area.’ The cooperation with CRS provides an important flexibility as it is possible, to some extent, to increase the volume
of participants continuously. 

Future outlook 
There are ongoing discussions as to whether to change the conditions of the Futurum Programme. In this respect, Bengt
von Schedvin agues:

As the programme is based on prognoses, this means that there are constant considerations in relation to the
scale of the programme, which implies that Futurum has to be a very flexible organisation. Furthermore, there
are signs indicating that the terms and conditions of Futurum (such as 18 months with salary) might be too
generous. It is about striking the right balance of motivation. It is always difficult to cut down on benefits that
are “taken for granted” and that we have already agreed with the unions.
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Name Position 
Bengt von Schedvin  Head of Posten Futurum  
Ulla Wiberg Regional Coach at Futurum  
Ann Landelius  Participant at Futurum  
Ola Bergström Gothenburg Research Institute, School of Business, Economics and Law, 

Gothenburg University  
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