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Abstract 

The Co-op in Vetlanda is a supermarket that sells food and some other goods. The 
enterprise is owned by a cooperative society, KF Göta, which has recently decentralised a 
great deal of responsibility to the managers of each individual supermarket. Key aspects 
of the changes made in the Co-op supermarket involve decentralisation of the work 
organisation with the introduction of work teams, computerisation and skills 
development.  The enterprise was chosen for the Hi-Res project as it is an example of an 
enterprise in which the incidence of learning is higher than in other enterprises working 
in the same sector and with the same number of employees. This sector is characterised 
as a labour-intensive service sector where, normally, the incidence of learning strategies 
is low.
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1. Background Information  
The Co-op (NACE 521126) in Vetlanda is a supermarket that sells food and other 
products. It has some 30 employees and is owned by KF Göta, a cooperative society 
located in Växjö. Geographically, KF Göta is situated in the south of Sweden and covers 
the province of Småland and the island of Öland. It has a turnover of SEK 1.5 billion per 
year and 140,000 members. The society has just one line of business, i.e. it owns Co-op 
stores. KF Göta owns 70 Co-op stores in its area. The management group of the society is 
located at the head office in Växjö and it is at the head office that all salaries are 
processed and paid on the basis of reports received from the shops. The head office 
handles almost all marketing as well as coordination of purchases and contacts with 
suppliers.  

 

The store in Vetlanda was transformed firstly from a Domus store (cooperative 
department store) into a Co-op supermarket and then, six years ago, when the present 
manager, Lennart Jönsson started working there, into Co-op Extra. “Extra” means that 
the store has a larger range of goods than a normal Co-op store, for example it sells 
kitchen goods. However, the range is not as extensive as it was in the Domus store. The 
Co-op supermarket in Vetlanda has 25 employees and a turnover of some SEK 50 million. 
In 2000, the Co-op was the second largest store in Vetlanda.  

 

This enterprise is one of a sample of enterprises drawn from ITPS’s FLEX-2 survey made 
in 1998. The data is based on information obtained from telephone interviews, 
questionnaires and databases on about 4000 enterprises in 1990-97. In the year 2000, 
the data was supplemented with in-depth interviews with the managers of the 
enterprises. The enterprise’s operations are based to a great extent on learning strategies 
such as use of IT for internal and external communication, a decentralised work 
organisation, skills development at work and cooperation with other parties.  

2.  Drivers for Change 
KF Göta has decentralised a great deal of responsibility to the managers of each store. 
The manager of the store in Vetlanda, Lennart Jönsson, is largely responsible for the 
process of change. During the last six years he has introduced a new computer system 
and work organisation at the store. The driving force for the process of change has been 
the creation of a good workplace and a good working environment for everyone. “I 
cannot do everything myself”, says Lennart. “If the store is to do well financially, we 
must improve continuously. It is the personnel who possess the skills and are therefore 
best suited to make decisions which affect their areas of responsibility.” The competitive 
situation is tight and will become tighter since another store has opened in the area. One 
way of attracting new customers to the store is to have service-oriented and skilled staff 
and to use new technologies, for example hand scanners for customers to make shopping 
easier. 

 

Another driving force is the decentralisation of the group as a whole. The Co-op in 
Vetlanda has more or less been forced to introduce computerisation at the store since its 
suppliers and wholesalers have introduced a fully computerised system for ordering and 
purchasing goods.  

 

In 1999, the store received government support to develop and improve the skills of its 
personnel. 
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3. Characteristics and Process of Change 
Work organisation 

All work in the store is, in principle, decentralised. The responsibility for the daily and 
weekly planning of work, for quality control and for contacts with suppliers and customers 
rests with the personnel themselves. At the time of the interview (autumn 2000) the 
responsibility for developing services and products rested with the manager but shall be 
passed over to the personnel in the long term. However, the follow-up of results is the 
responsibility of the manager. 

 

The work is organised on the basis of departments for the various product groups, for 
example fruit, vegetables, delicatessen, dairy products etc. One person is responsible for 
each department and another person functions as back-up. As the personnel have 
extensive knowledge and experience, they can function at all levels in the group and 
cover for each other if needed. As the store is relatively small (there are only 30 
employees), a flexible work structure is permitted.  

 

Information techology 

As the supermarket is part of a large organisation, KF Göta, there is a great deal of 
central control. The store has a network for external communication and e-mail. It also 
has a cash system (RBS) which functions as a source of information. All products are put 
into the system with the aid of a bar code. This permits information on price and on 
quantities sold to be displayed. This information is available to anyone who wants it. The 
ordering of goods is done with the aid of a scanner linked to a modem. The data is then 
transferred to Stockholm, which passes on the order to the central store in Bro or Växjö. 
Today (autumn 2000) these two systems are not integrated with each other. However, in 
the long term, the cash system will be linked together with a central cash system 
developed by KF Göta. 

 

Between 50 and 75 per cent of the employees use IT in their work. One important change 
is the new logistics system for perishable goods. Previously the perishable goods arrived 
from different wholesalers on different days in the week. Now the goods are ordered 
every morning at 09.30 and are delivered the following day. This provides benefits in 
terms of efficiency and lower stock-holdings and the goods are handled more rapidly. But 
it also requires a new working method and professional skills. If the new method is to 
work properly, the staff must have good knowledge of the products. 

 

One vision for the future is to introduce hand scanners for the customers so that the 
customers themselves can register their purchases. This would enable the personnel to 
extend their contacts with customers, i.e. it would make it possible to utilise the 
professional skills and product knowledge of the personnel and provide a better service 
for the customers.  

 

On the job training and learning 

The manager has continuous planning talks with all members of his staff. These include 
questions relating to how the personnel feel about their workplace and about their duties, 
how they feel about the manager and what training programmes they would like to 
participate in. The manager makes notes during the talks and also writes down any 
possible training programmes. The programmes offered by KF Göta cover existing 
training needs. Most of the courses are about product knowledge. “The customer must 
feel confident – we shall be able to demonstrate our professional skills, ” Approximately 
30 per cent of the daily work can be regarded as organised skills development. 
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This year (2000) the proportion of staff participating in courses or other training 
programmes has not been so large. On the other hand, a large number took part last 
year and more will participate next year. Next year one member of staff shall attend a 
management-training programme and 4-5 members of staff shall attend courses in food 
preparation. In addition, sales courses have been planned for all members of staff. The 
15 members of the staff who work with food participate in 1-2 courses each year. Each 
course has a duration of two or three days. The store has had a deliberate focus on on-
the-job training and has made good use of all the training programmes offered by KF 
Göta. “Now it is a case of looking after, improving and giving a final polish to our roles so 
that everything functions properly, and a team feeling is created.” 

 

Meetings for all personnel are held twice a year. The staff are then divided into two 
groups. These meetings are mostly used by the manager to provide information on the 
progress being made by the store and on the goals all members of staff shall work 
towards.  The staff may naturally make comments or take up other matters. 

 

The store has received support from the EU Objective 4 programme, which is a 
programme for the promotion of skills development. The funds were used for 
participation in the skills development programmes made necessary by the local 
competitive situation. The employees were given the opportunity to express their own 
wishes where training programmes were concerned. The training programmes that have 
been held have been in finance and accounts, business, IT use, customer relations and 
how to reduce losses.1 All employees have participated in one of the training 
programmes. The programmes consolidated the staff’s knowledge of product areas and of 
data processing. The staff worked together more intensively during the programme and 
more staff meetings than usual were arranged. The results of the programme were 
positive and this had the effect the KF Göta decided to pay for the conversion work 
requested by the store.  

 

4. Obstacles to Change 
When Lennart Jönsson introduced the new working method six years ago, the personnel 
regarded him as easy-going and lacking interest when he gave them responsibilities. 
Lennart Jönsson says: “There aren’t any problems, only obstacles, and obstacles are 
made to be overcome.” The obstacles were mostly that, in the beginning, the personnel 
did not trust their own potential and expertise. 

 

Being part of a large organisation has both advantages and disadvantages. One of the 
disadvantages is that the decision-making process for investments can take a long time 
since it is KF Göta that draws up plans for purchases. However the advantages 
considerably outweigh the disadvantages. A large organisation has more extensive 
financial resources and can offer, for example, a wide range of training programmes. 

 

5. Risk Analysis 
One risk with the change processes, decided on at a high level in a group, is that it does 
not gain the full acceptance and support of the staff. For this reason changes can 
encounter unnecessary opposition. One way to gain the interest and engagement of staff 

                                           
1 This has been verified after studying all ”personal training cards” in the enterprise and the plan of action 
submitted by the enterprise to the Objective 4 programme.  
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is to spread information and to be sensitive to the wishes expressed by the staff, for 
example where courses are concerned etc.  

 

6. Benefits of Change 
The store’s results are good. This can be seen from the final accounts and profit and loss 
account - and from the fact that personnel turnover is low. The low rate of personnel 
turnover shows that the store has succeeded in its long-term strategy of looking after 
and developing its staff. “Skilled staff inspire confidence in customers and are invaluable 
where competition with other stores is concerned”, says Lennart Jönsson. 

 

The skills development programmes have consolidated the staff’s knowledge of product 
areas and of data processing. The results of the programme were positive and this had 
the effect the KF Göta decided to pay for the conversion work requested by the store.  

Conclusions 
The Co-op Supermarket is a good example of the possibility to use strategies for learning 
and a decentralised form of work organisation in enterprises in the labour-intensive 
service sector. This sector is usually characterised by a low incidence of activities of this 
type.  

 

In this specific case, the successful outcome is largely due to the manager of the store, 
Lennart Jönsson, his leadership qualities and personality combined with his knowledge of 
the business. The ambition has been that the skills of the staff should form the 
foundation of the process of change and for further learning. He is of the opinion that the 
formal education of members of staff is not of decisive importance – what really matters 
is their attitude. The example of the Co-op Supermarket shows that learning in the daily 
work can be the key to success. 

 

The fact that the store is part of a large group can be another contributory factor behind 
the successful transformation. The group constitutes a supportive network where it is 
possible to find information and knowledge as well as financing. Many of the training 
programmes needed by the staff were available among the courses offered by the group. 
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