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 Introduction

Redesigning organisations and work processes can lead to better organisa-
tional performance and jobs in general (e.g., Bloom & van Reenen, 2010; 
Boxall, 2012; Boxall & Macky, 2009). Workplace innovation (WPI), a spe-
cific approach focusing on participative organisational redesign, is beneficial 
for both business performance and the quality of jobs. The benefits of WPI 
have been documented for both employees and organisations across a range of 
organisational and national contexts. For example, WPI has been linked to 
both improved individual-level outcomes, such as indices of the quality of 
working life and improved organisational performance (Dhondt & van 
Hootegem, 2015; Dhondt, Vermeerbergen, & van Hootegem, 2017; Oeij, 
Rus, & Pot, 2017). Hence, companies that care about their performance and 
employees could consider the adoption and implementation of WPI.

In fact, WPI might be more relevant than ever in the current times of ongo-
ing change and competition in which many companies focus strongly on 
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technological and business (model) innovation and efficiency to face today’s 
demands. However, competitiveness is not realised merely through stimula-
tion of new technological developments and adoption of cost-cutting effi-
ciency policies but needs to go hand in hand with organisational innovation, 
such as WPI (Pot, 2011), in order for (technological) renewal to be adopted 
by employees (Putnik, Oeij, van der Torre, de Vroome, & Dhondt, 2019). In 
our view, WPI is an essential link between technological innovation (and 
other types of renewal and change in organisations) and desired improvement 
in organisational performance.

Despite such positive results, many policymakers and companies lack the 
knowledge to implement WPI practices. It is relevant to look at the current 
practice of WPI to develop an understanding of the core workings of WPI. This 
information can help other companies to adopt a more realistic approach to 
implementing WPI. This chapter discusses the Eurofound study of European 
companies that apply WPI, shows why they apply WPI and describes the 
main characteristics of the process of implementation (Oeij et al., 2015). We 
investigated the implementation of WPI in 51 companies across Europe. We 
will first describe the concept of WPI. Subsequently, results will be presented, 
including three company case examples of the implementation of WPI prac-
tices. We end with practical implications and a discussion. This can help poli-
cymakers, (applied) researchers and companies to better understand and 
implement WPI strategies.

 Theory: The Concept of WPI

 The Concept of WPI

WPI is a successfully applied, participative renewal of the structure and/or 
culture of the workplace; the workplace ranges from the immediate working 
environment—one’s work station or desk—to the organisation as a whole, 
that is, the organisation of which employees are members through their 
employment relationship. More specifically, we define WPI as an integral set 
of participative mechanisms for interventions that relate structural (e.g., 
organisational design, division of labour) and cultural (e.g., leadership, coor-
dination and organisational behaviour) aspects of the organisation and its 
people with the objective to simultaneously improve the conditions for per-
formance (i.e., productivity, innovation, quality) and the quality of working 
life (i.e., well-being at work, competence development, employee 
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engagement). In this definition, ‘participative mechanisms for interventions’ 
are synonymous with employee engagement in decision-making processes 
and represent a precondition for WPI (Oeij & Dhondt, 2017, p. 66; see also 
Oeij et al., 2015, pp. 8, 14). Employee engagement is related to employee-
driven innovation (EDI). EDI means that employees, who are not per se 
responsible for renewal and inventions, nonetheless develop innovations; that 
is, employees generally contribute actively and systematically to the innova-
tion process (Høyrup, 2012). To the extent employees have decisional power, 
one can speak of employee involvement, which goes a step further than 
engagement. For our purpose, it suffices to assess employee participation in 
the innovation process and whether the consequences are beneficial to the 
employees and the quality of their jobs. WPI differs from EDI in the sense 
that WPI deals not with innovation per se, like technological innovation, but 
with organisational renewal that enables technological innovation to become 
embedded; that is, it supports innovation adoption and technological accep-
tance (Putnik et al., 2019). WPI thus stimulates employee engagement more 
broadly and not only with regard to innovation.

 Strategy and WPI

For WPI to succeed, it is important that it is part of the organisational strat-
egy. Strategies can be rational or not, and there are at least ten different schools 
of thought in this regard (Mintzberg, Ahlstrand, & Lampel, 1998). From a 
rational planning perspective, strategy can be defined as the determination of 
the long-term goals and objectives of an enterprise, the adoption of courses of 
action and the allocation of resources necessary to carry out these goals 
(Chandler, 1962, p. 13). Strategies are rooted in management philosophies, 
which in turn reflect the political, economic and social preferences of those 
decision-makers that are in power within organisations. It is an assumed con-
dition for WPI to be applied that these decision-makers have a positive image 
of mankind with respect to employees at every level of the organisation. Such 
positive, humanistic views could be observed in management trends such as 
the human relations movement (Trist & Murray, 1993), quality of working life, 
Humanisierung der Arbeit (humanising of work) in Germany, modern socio-
technical thinking in Nordic countries and the Lowlands (Cummings & 
Srivastva, 1977; De Sitter, Den Hertog, & Dankbaar, 1997) and even in lean 
management (Womack & Jones, 2003). A humanised or humanistic approach 
to work and labour (Smith, 2017) means that work is designed such that 
people can develop their talents and have safe and healthy working conditions 
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in addition to being productive. Humanised quality of work is the opposite of 
alienation, degradation, unfreedom and indecency, as it nurtures security, 
equity, individuation and democracy (Herrick & Maccoby, 1975). In organ-
isations that strive not only for economic goals and efficiency but also for 
social goals, top management may have a serious eye for humanised quality of 
work. Not because such managers are merely human and empathic, but 
because they understand that successful competition is dependent on deploy-
ing human talents in the right way. Such managers are keen to create work-
places that allow employees to develop their talents and have a say in how the 
company progresses. WPI may help them achieve these goals.

 WPI’s Structure and Culture Orientation Practices

Structure follows strategy, according to Chandler (1962). The WPI’s ‘struc-
ture orientation’ contains practices that allow for restructuring work organisa-
tion and job design (De Sitter et al., 1997; Oeij et al., 2015). These practices 
concern, for example, the division of labour between managers and employees 
and between people and machines, as well as the division between controlling 
(‘managing’) and executing tasks. In the case of strategies with attention to 
humanised jobs, it is possible to give employees structural influence over their 
own work, certain management tasks and parts of the production system 
through, for example, co-creation in work design, employee budget or plan-
ning control or establishing self-organising and self-steering teams. An exam-
ple of this is management engaging employees in the acquisition of new IT 
tools, machines or other capital goods.

It is important to observe that such an approach goes beyond 
HR-dominated streams (such as high-performance work practices and 
high-involvement work practices—Appelbaum, Bailey, Berg, & Kalleberg, 
2000; Boxall, 2012; Boxall & Macky, 2009; Huselid, 1995; discussed in 
Oeij et al., 2015; also Osterman, 2018), as it is rooted in the choices made 
about how to design the production system and an organisational structure 
for the work. One can say that structural approaches in engaging employ-
ees allow employees to participate in the root causes of their job design, 
whereas most HR measures do not affect the root causes of how design 
influences jobs but only give employees the influence to deal with symp-
toms. An example may clarify what we mean. Suppose sick leave and 
employee complaints are high due to heavy workload issues. A company 
could introduce stress management programmes and gym facilities, but 
such HR measures would merely combat symptoms of fatigue and work 

 P. R. A. Oeij et al.



20311 Workplace Innovation as a Process: Examples from Europe 

overload. A root cause type of measure would be to redesign the produc-
tion process and job content in a way that allows employees to regulate the 
workload such that production targets are still met but stress risks are 
reduced. In the first situation, the employees lack the autonomy to change 
the organisational conditions, but they are able to do so in the second situ-
ation. Structure-oriented practices, therefore, can stimulate employee con-
trol or autonomy and provide the ground for employee (and employee 
representative) voices. These are crucial for individual-level motivation and 
innovative behaviour (Preenen, Oeij, Dhondt, Kraan, & Jansen, 2016).

The ‘culture orientation’ of WPI contains practices that provide opportuni-
ties for employees to participate in various ways, for example, in organisa-
tional decision-making through dialogue (Oeij et al., 2015), and are focused 
on enhancing employee engagement and participation to create a participa-
tive culture. An example of such a practice would be visits by higher manage-
ment to the shop floor in order to engage in dialogue with the employees. 
These culture-oriented practices do not only concern employees, but they 
could also include employee representatives, as in the case of social dialogue 
and collective bargaining. Culture-oriented practices can stimulate commit-
ment and provide employees (and employee representatives) with a voice 
(Totterdill & Exton, 2014).

This conceptualisation of WPI implies that one needs to look at the organ-
isation as a whole and consider the reciprocal effects of strategy, structure and 
culture if one is to reap the benefits associated with WPI (Howaldt, Oeij, 
Dhondt, & Fruytier, 2016). For instance, hierarchical organisational struc-
tures may lead to more directive leadership styles and human resource man-
agement (HRM) practices that focus on a clear division of labour and control, 
whereas less hierarchical structures may lead to leadership styles and HRM 
practices that are geared at promoting employee involvement, engagement 
and commitment (MacDuffie, 1997; Pot, 2011). Therefore, to fully under-
stand WPI, it is essential to not only focus on certain types of HRM practices 
and their consequences but to also take into consideration the organisational 
structure and the management philosophy underlying strategic choices 
(Howaldt et al., 2016; Karanika-Murray & Oeij, 2017).
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 The Methodology of the Eurofound Study

 The Eurofound Study

The Eurofound study Workplace Innovation in European Companies (Oeij 
et  al., 2015) is a multiple case study among 51 companies from 10 EU 
Member States. The companies were selected as leading cases of WPI among 
a database of 30,000 companies from Eurofound’s European Company 
Survey 2013. One of its purposes was to explore why and how companies 
apply WPI in order to provide recommendations to policymakers in Europe 
for how to pursue and stimulate WPI across Europe. We focused on three 
central questions: (1) Why do companies apply WPI and are there differences 
in the strategies that they use? (2) How do these companies implement WPI 
interventions and provide employees with a role in that process? (3) What 
types of WPI interventions are being implemented and what are the (expected) 
effects of such interventions? More technical information about the methods 
and fieldwork are described in the original study (and in Oeij, Dhondt, 
Žiauberytė-Jakštienė, Corral, & Preenen, 2017). In summary, the methodol-
ogy followed these steps:

• Selecting the best cases from the European Company Survey
• Conducting a case study of each company using face-to-face interviews 

with managers, (a group of ) employees and employee representatives
• Writing 51 mini-case study reports based on a qualitative and quantitative 

analysis of WPI practices
• Recoding the main variables that explain the presence of WPI practices and 

performing a qualitative comparative analysis (QCA) to assess patterns of 
strategies that companies are using

In this chapter, we will present the main findings of the Eurofound study 
in a different order than that of the original report. No new analyses were 
performed. We will discuss:

• The company strategies behind WPI practices based on the QCA analysis
• Examples of WPI practices provided by the case study data
• The motives of companies to apply WPI practices
• The implementation process of WPI in the companies
• Three examples of the implementation process of WPI

 P. R. A. Oeij et al.
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The chapter closes with conclusions, points of discussion and practical 
pointers.

 Data Analysis and Results

 Strategies of Companies Using WPI: QCA Analysis

The Eurofound study showed that organisations that applied WPI could be 
characterised by patterns of related variables, which can be regarded as implicit 
strategies employed by these companies. The research showed the emergence 
of three sets of factors, namely, the structure of the company, cultural ele-
ments of workplace practices and the process to motivate employees during 
the implementation. Before we explain this, we must introduce the research 
model (Fig. 11.1). Figure 11.1 shows the elements under research, the so- 
called conditions, that could contribute to the outcome, substantial WPI. The 
term ‘substantial’ stands for performing relatively well in terms of 
WPI. ‘Performing well’ mimics the fact that these companies score highly on 

Features of the 
practice:
• Autonomy & 

Participation 
• Innovative 

behaviour 
Substantial 

WPI

Reasons, motivations and 
facilitators of WPI:

• Participation in organisational 
model 

• Bottom-up & people driven 
initiative

• Participatory implementation 

Contextual 
factors:
• Organisation 

model 
• Decision 

latitude 

Conditions Outcome

Fig. 11.1 Conditions that enable WPI (Oeij et al., 2015, p. 29)
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a set of variables that together constitute a WPI index (see Oeij et al., 2015). 
About half of the cases were marked as substantial WPI. In each of the com-
panies, we assessed the ‘WPI practices’. These WPI practices could be related 
to structural (re)design of the organisation and jobs or resemble HR-related 
measures that improve the deployment of employees. The structural measures 
are regarded as a causal influence on the performance of both the organisation 
and the employees, whether or not the HR-related measures are directed at 
productive and healthy behaviours of employees without changing the struc-
tural conditions. Therefore, the first type of practices is ‘structural’ and the 
second type ‘cultural’; in other words, root causes of better performance and 
symptomatic stimulators of desired behaviour. Reducing workloads by reor-
ganising the production process is an example of a structural measure and a 
stress management programme of a cultural measure.

The study investigated (1) ‘features of (WPI) practices’, that is, the degree 
to which practices that were implemented stimulated autonomy and partici-
pation of employees and innovative behaviour of employees; (2) ‘contextual 
factors’, such as the degree of hierarchy of the organisational model and the 
decision latitude of the company to freely choose its own WPI practices; and 
(3) ‘reasons, motivations and facilitators of WPI’, namely, the degree to which 
employees participate in moulding the organisational model, whether WPI 
practices were developed bottom-up and people-driven and if employees 
played a role in the participatory implementation of WPI practices.

The structure elements in Fig.  11.1 are linked to decision latitude, the 
organisational model, participation to co-decide in the organisational model 
and autonomy and participation. The cultural elements are connected to 
innovative behaviour, bottom-up and people-driven initiative and participa-
tory implementation. Box 11.1 describes the seven ‘conditional’ variables.

In the study, we analysed whether the companies used combinations of 
these seven variables that associate with ‘substantial WPI’ and that could be 
understood as an implicit strategy. For this purpose, we used a technique 
called fuzzy set qualitative comparative analysis (fsQCA) that supports find-
ing patterns, and we distilled five ‘strategic’ patterns or paths that are used by 
those companies that could be assessed as successful workplace innovators. 
The fsQCA in Table 11.1 shows these five paths that altogether explain half of 
the cases with a high level of consistency (81.1%). Consistency indicates to 
what degree cases are in line with the assumed theoretical conditions reflected 
in the factors of Fig. 11.1. The remaining cases have paths that are not consis-
tent enough and score lower as ‘substantial WPI’ companies.

Table 11.1 shows five paths in the first column. For each of the five paths, 
a black dot, ‘●’, indicates the relevance of a variable for that specific path or 
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pattern; the sign ‘○’ indicates that the variable must not be present in the 
pattern, while a blank space (empty position) points to the irrelevance of a 
variable.

The results show varying patterns that all lead to ‘substantial WPI’. These 
paths, however, are not mutually exclusive for the outcome. In other words, 
different combinations can lead to the same results; therefore, different roads 
‘lead to Rome’. The paths or patterns are interpreted as follows:

Box 11.1 Conditional Variables

• Structure

 – Decision latitude of the organisation: the company has a certain degree of 
freedom to introduce self-chosen WPI practices. (DECLAT)

 – Organisation model: this mirrors a preference for limited or significant 
division of labour. (ORGMOD)

• Culture

 – Innovative behaviour of employees: employees perform in such a way that 
initiatives are taken, knowledge is shared, processes are improved, and 
new information is sought, or they are supported to do so. (INNOBEH)

 – Autonomy and participation: employees can decide in their jobs and share 
tasks (in teams); at the same time, there is open communication and much 
participation. (AUTPAR)

• (Process of) adoption and implementation

 – Participation in organisational model: participation in decisions about the 
organisational model. It reflects the participatory role in organisational 
design of middle management and first-line workers. (PARTMOD)

 – Bottom-up and people-driven initiative: whether the initiative for WPI is 
bottom-up and people driven. The initiative can be either bottom-up or 
top-down, and it can either be people driven by intrinsic arguments to 
improve the situation of employees or organisation driven by extrinsic 
arguments, namely, to account for business and market circumstances. 
(BOTUPIN)

 – Participatory implementation: the presence of a control orientation dur-
ing the implementation process. It informs whether WPI is implemented 
participatorily and supported by employees. Implementation can be par-
ticipative/participatory or top-down, and the change process for the WPI 
practices can be characterised by more or less support from employ-
ees. (CONOR)
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• ‘Top-guided WPI’ states that 84% of the companies with the characteris-
tics, in conjunction, of innovative behaviour, the absence of bottom-up 
initiatives (i.e., the presence of top-down initiatives), and a participatory 
implementation process are high-scoring WPI companies.

• ‘Autonomy-driven WPI’ states that 83% of the companies with four char-
acteristics in conjunction are high-scoring WPI companies, namely, those 
in which employees participated in developing the organisation’s model, 
employees have job autonomy in combination with employee participa-
tion; the organisation itself has decision latitude to make its own choices; 
and the organisation is not featured by a preference for limiting the divi-
sion of labour.

• ‘Integral WPI’ states that 84% of the companies with four characteristics in 
conjunction are high-scoring WPI companies, namely, those in which 
employees show innovative behaviour, the implementation process is a 
bottom-up initiative, the organisation itself has decision latitude to make 
its own choices; and the organisation is featured by a preference for limit-
ing the division of labour.

• ‘Employee-driven WPI’ states that 83% of the companies with the charac-
teristics, in conjunction, of employee participation in developing the 
organisation’s model, an implementation process that is a bottom-up ini-
tiative, a participatory implementation process, and an organisation that 
itself has decision latitude to make its own choices are high-scoring WPI 
companies.

• ‘Innovative behavioural-driven WPI’ states that 68% of the companies 
with three characteristics in conjunction are high-scoring WPI companies, 
namely, those where employees have not participated in developing the 
organisation’s model, where employees show innovative behaviour and 
where the organisation is featured by a preference for limiting the division 
of labour.

These results indicate that the implemented practices are varied and that 
every company gives its own twist to specific ‘structural’ or ‘cultural’ mea-
sures. There is not ‘one best way of organising’.

 Examples of WPI Practices

WPI practices are measures that companies have implemented to improve 
their performance, deploy personnel, or a combination of both. Companies 
can undertake all kinds of measures to support their goals. In the studied 51 
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cases, we found that companies have implemented a variety of measures, often 
more than one. Overall, we counted 168 different measures, of which 14% 
were targeted at improving the quality of the organisational performance, 
18% at improving the quality of work and 69% at both goals simultaneously. 
In a next step, we looked at those measures from the viewpoint of whether 
they had a focus on the structure of the organisation and jobs, on the culture 
and behaviour of organisation members, or on something else. We analysed 
and distributed the measures into five categories: measures focusing on (1) 
WPI structure (14%), (2) WPI culture (20%), (3) a mix of WPI structure and 
culture (19%), (4) traditional HR (39%) and (5) a miscellaneous category of 
‘other’ (8%) (Oeij et al., 2015, p. 21). Half of these practices (53%) are thus 
focused on WPI. A rather high proportion of identified practices were assessed 
as being exclusively HR practices, which are ‘typical’ or ‘traditional’ HR prac-
tices in the fields of, among others, personnel recruitment, training, compe-
tence development, performance appraisal, working conditions, remuneration, 
flexibility and health and risk and safety measures. The category ‘other’ con-
sists of practices such as cost-effectiveness, efficiency improvement and ICT 
practices that also do not qualify as WPI. Some examples (Oeij et al., 2015) 
are given in Table 11.2 to provide an idea of what counts for WPI measures.

 Motives for the Implementation of WPI Practices

Although companies did choose varying paths to WPI and selected different 
(combinations of ) WPI practices, their reasons for initiating WPI reflect 
much commonality. Moreover, in each company, we interviewed managers, 
employees and employee representatives, and they all gave similar answers 
(Oeij et al., 2015, p. 27). For example, when asked what the main reason was 
to introduce WPI practices for the ‘organisation as a whole’, all three groups 
prioritised to ‘improve efficiency’, ‘gain competitive advantage’ and ‘enhance 
innovative capability’. In a similar vein, when asked to give the main reason 
to introduce WPI practices from ‘the managers’ and employees’ perspective’, 
all three groups prioritised ‘economic and business goals’, ‘learning and devel-
opment opportunities’ and ‘performance’. Apart from these motives, we asked 
the three groups what they see as the most important leverage factors that 
drive the successful implementation of WPI practices. They answered 
‘employee involvement’, ‘top management commitment’ and ‘leadership or 
the involvement of a powerful person’. Again, this was reported by all three 
groups in similar order.

 P. R. A. Oeij et al.
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Table 11.2 Types of WPI practices

WPI: Structure orientation
    •  In an educational organisation, self-managing teams were introduced as a system 

for organising day-to-day duties and activities. This approach ensures that the 
team members have sufficient flexibility to decide how to implement their tasks 
taking into account their own capacities and time schedules.

    •  In a research organisation, the minimising of organisational levels and, thus, the 
enhancing of autonomous teams is done by ensuring that there are no more than 
two hierarchical levels between the lowest and the highest levels. This facilitates 
self-managed working teams to gain the freedom to organise themselves.

    •  A news and journalism organisation created job enlargement by expanding the 
sales jobs with account management tasks, thereby giving employees more 
autonomy; cross-functional teams were installed to realise innovation projects 
across departments, thus allowing employees a voice in organisational renewal.

WPI: Culture orientation
    •  A museum developed a partnership with unions. New projects and organisational 

changes are debated in a joint committee with union representatives, OSHA 
representatives and management representatives. This committee is initiating 
new practices such as training and support for new employees.

    •  An energy company introduced a ‘knowledge management system’ which is a 
voluntarily developed IT-based information sharing system. All employees can 
share and gain new knowledge via this system.

    •  A postal organisation installed ‘Loyalty Day’, which aims to enhance communication 
and knowledge sharing between managers and first-line workers. Managers 
voluntarily visit workers at their work site and gather information about specific 
processes and possible issues. Loyalty Day increases sustainability, efficiency and 
good organisational communication.

WPI: Mixed
    •  A research organisation introduced flexitime practices that allow workers to have 

a say regarding their working times: they can adjust their starting and exiting 
hours, and ad-hoc exits (with manager’s permission) are also allowed.

    •  A financial service company implemented a special initiative for personal 
development: every year teams of 1–2 people take part in a challenge defined by 
the top management. New ideas can thus be passed from young talents to the 
top. Young talents are supported by coaching sessions and assessment tools. They 
gain a very useful experience.

    •  A pet food processor puts a focus on the development of ‘overall competences’ 
to improve employability of employees. An overall qualification/training was 
given to the production staff, enabling these employees to take over every job in 
the production line. After the mechanisation of certain parts of the production, 
most of the employees had the chance to upskill themselves and be able to take 
over a skilled workers’ task.
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The dominant view from these interviews is that reasons and motives to 
start WPI often point to business-related arguments but that employee 
involvement seems a sine qua non when it comes to adoption and implemen-
tation. During the interviews, it seemed clear that many companies under-
stand that achieving economic goals largely depends on the good involvement 
of employees. This is perhaps not really a surprise because when we asked the 
three groups what the impacts of WPI practices were, they said that it would 
improve employee engagement and longer-term sustainability for the organ-
isation (Oeij et al., 2015, pp. 28–29).

Sometimes there are problems underneath these motives, such as a situation 
of crisis or company performance difficulties that require significant changes to 
survive, or a take-over from (or merger with) another (multinational) company 
that brings in new forms of work organisation and new work practices, sys-
tems, etc. that involve WPI. In several of the Eastern European case studies, the 
privatisation of public enterprises and the associated reorganisation processes 
served as a background to the implementation of WPI that resulted in greater 
efficiency and employee involvement that were previously lacking.

In sum, the three different respondent groups tended to largely agree with 
each other. They found that economic goals are triggering the initiation of 
WPI and that employee involvement is a key factor in the introduction of 
WPI.  Hence, in many instances, the process of introducing WPI practices 
tends to improve not only economic performance but also employee engage-
ment and the quality of working life.

 How Do Companies Implement WPI?

The process of initiation, adoption and implementation of WPI practices 
reveals a common pattern across companies. Our research suggests that it is 
often management that initiates WPI and that the main motive is economic. 
Once this decision has been taken, employees are involved to help design and 
implement the intervention. Moreover, consulting with employee representa-
tives is common among those companies who advocate communication and 
employee interests. There are mature employment relationships that allow for 
open dialogue. The way that WPI practices get implemented reveals a gener-
ally applied pattern (Fig. 11.2):

 1. The initiative of a WPI often has an economic purpose and very often this 
is dominant (see 1 in Fig. 11.2). However, in many cases, WPI practices are 
not solely targeted at economic goals. Often they are combined with or 
embedded in organisational, job and HR-related measures.

 P. R. A. Oeij et al.
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 2. Once the WPI initiative has been refined into a measure or set of measures, 
employees (and often employee representatives) play an important role in 
co-designing and developing the WPI practice and its implementation (see 
2a in Fig. 11.2). This happens because management tends to realise that it 
is impossible to implement WPI without the engagement of employees. 
Given that employee participation in the design and implementation 
phase is inextricably linked to employee engagement and possibly improved 
quality of working life, this can result in the achievement of employee- 
favourable targets (see 2b in Fig. 11.2).

 3. The target of improved economic performance is often not only a direct 
effect of the implemented WPI practice but is, in most cases, also indi-
rectly influenced by employees and employee representatives. When eco-
nomic targets are achieved, they may well coincide with the targets of 
improved quality of working life and employee engagement. Vice versa, an 
improved quality of working life and employee engagement can contribute 
to improved economic targets (see 3 in Fig. 11.2).

It appears that (initial) reasons and motives to initiate WPI are mainly eco-
nomic. In the next phase, concrete WPI practices are designed and imple-
mented. Here, it becomes apparent that employees get to play a major role, 
especially because the most important leverage factor for adoption and imple-
mentation is employee involvement. Importantly, managers, employees and 
employee representatives seem to agree that employee engagement in the 
whole process is a necessary condition for WPI.

Initiative of 
WPI:

economic goal

Target:
improved 
economic 

performance

Mediating role 
for employees 
& employee 

representatives

Design of WPI 
practices

Implementation
of WPI

practices

Target:
improved 

quality of work 
& engagement

1 32a

2b

Fig. 11.2 Pattern of implementing WPI practices (Oeij et al., 2015, p. 59)



214

 Three Company Examples of the WPI 
Implementation Process

We present three examples of WPI implementation from the United Kingdom, 
Denmark and Lithuania (Oeij et al., 2015, pp. 53–54). The United Kingdom 
example shows how leadership enables employee participation, while the 
Danish example mirrors a stepwise approach of management engaging in 
partnerships with unions. The Lithuanian case exemplifies the establishment 
of dialogue between management and employees, which is relatively new to 
the region. Although these examples are different in terms of the interplay 
between management, employees and their representatives, they are all similar 
in the sense that cooperation between actors is fundamental to improve the 
business.

Box 11.2 Examples of the WPI Implementation Process

United Kingdom example: Leadership in an energy company
‘We want this to be a business where views are listened to and where com-

munications are open and honest. We also want this to be a workplace where 
positive ideas are encouraged and where achievements are celebrated’ says the 
Head of HR. The introduction of Open Forums replaced the previous company- 
wide meetings and suggestion schemes which had struggled to stimulate open 
and constructive dialogue and feedback. The CEO’s open leadership creates trust 
and employees feel confident about the future. According to one employee: ‘It 
is interesting isn’t it, you go to the Open Forums and people will say what they 
think and absolutely nobody will turn round and go, I can’t believe he said 
that … They might not agree with you but nobody will actually knock anyone 
for having a view because we are encouraged to have a view. That’s really 
empowering I think.’

Danish example: Partnership with unions
Organisational changes are discussed by the manager and the union represen-

tatives. They have a partnership and value each other’s opinions. The manager 
explains: ‘It is nice to have representatives who are not afraid to step up against 
me in a constructive dialogue’. The implementation approach consisted of (1) 
management took initiative, (2) external consultants supported the process, (3) 
experiments were conducted (a work team tested new meeting practices or the 
like), (4) ‘invitation’ to the same knowledge for all training and (5) implementa-
tion of the practices, but not necessarily in the same way everywhere. Both man-
agement and employees believe that it is important to design the process in a 
manner that creates ‘enthusiasts’ amongst the employees. The union representa-
tive explains: ‘It gives a huge boost to the company that we work together to 
create a great workplace. … That’s what made us “the best workplace” (a Danish 
award)’. The employees believe that, even though the management determines 
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 Conclusion and Discussion

 Conclusions

At the outset, we formulated three questions. Why do companies apply WPI 
and do they use different strategies? How do these companies implement WPI 
interventions and provide employees a role in that process? What types of 
WPI interventions are being implemented, and what are the (expected) effects 
of such interventions?

The initiative to start WPI practices usually comes from management, and 
their reasons to start applying WPI are mostly economic. However, these 
managers understand that the involvement and participation of employees 
and employee representatives is crucial for WPI to be successful and to help 
them reach benefits in terms of company performance and sustainability. 
Typically, the reasons driving management’s decision to implement WPI 
practices are related to efficiency, competitiveness and innovation enhance-
ment. The objective of WPI introduction is not to merely improve the work-
ing conditions or the working environment as such, but that, in order to 
enhance employee involvement and their contribution to the company’s per-
formance and innovation processes, to recognise that a good set of working 
conditions is required. Thus, WPI is a means, not a goal.

the direction, they have to have the trust to be able to discuss it: ‘It should be 
perfectly legal to say our outspoken opinion to our manager—and it is. There 
may well be disagreement, but you have to be able to discuss things’ (employee).

Lithuanian example: Dialogue with personnel
The WPI practice ‘Think Guest Feedback’ consists of regular middle manage-

ment meetings where middle managers from all departments (Front Office, 
Reservations, Conference Hall, Lobby, Restaurant, Sky Restaurant, Room Service, 
Marketing and others) regularly meet and review hotel ratings on dedicated 
social media platforms. They discuss particular guest feedback cases and joint 
actions that could improve guest stay experiences (and feedback as a result), 
brainstorm on how guest feedback could be stimulated and collectively 
addressed, take important information back to the teams of their departments 
for further action, produce minutes of their observations and recommendations 
to top management on improvement of various hotel operational aspects and 
share experiences with each other. Think Guest Feedback involves, for example, 
prompt reaction to guest feedback (especially when negative) before they leave 
the hotel and constant organisational learning from any mistakes made. It 
implies staff empowerment not only in the sense that they could solve emerging 
problems straight away but also that each of them could feel like owners of the 
business and be pro-active in preventing negative guest experiences.
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The companies in our sample used five different paths or strategies to become 
WPI mature organisations, meaning they applied different combinations of 
WPI practices and stressed different organisational choices. Although compa-
nies differ in their implementation strategies, constructive cooperation between 
management and employees seems to be a key factor for successful WPI, as our 
three case descriptions imply. We conclude that these five paths are an empiri-
cal reduction of the theoretical 128 possibilities within our dataset of 51 cases 
(remember there are 7 variables that could explain the outcome ‘substantial 
WPI’, thus 72 = 128 possible combinations of variables). Additionally, the way 
that WPI practices are implemented seems to reveal a general pattern of man-
agement-employee (representatives) cooperation across companies (Fig. 11.2). 
A relevant remark is that the companies themselves do not speak in terms of 
WPI, as they do not use such abstract words. They speak of these practices as 
measures that are both ‘good for the company and the employees’.

 Pointers for Practice

We started the chapter with the assertion that WPI shows promise for compa-
nies, but that few companies follow this path. To change this situation, it is insuf-
ficient to merely develop more methodologies for companies. Learning from the 
practice of WPI practitioners is needed. If practitioners intend to develop and 
implement WPI practices to improve organisational performance and quality of 
work, particular attention should be given to the following considerations:

• WPI is not a goal in itself; it is a means to achieve better performance and 
jobs as desired outcomes.

• WPI is not ‘just an HR thing’. Balancing the implementation of organisa-
tional, technological or business model renewal with desired outcomes 
requires a ‘systems approach’ to understand how outcomes can be traced 
back to root causes (MacDuffie, 1997). In our view (Oeij, Rus, & Pot, 
2017), designing WPI interventions connects strategic, structural and cul-
tural choices (as in sociotechnical systems theory and its newer branch 
modern sociotechnics, De Sitter et al., 1997).

• Today’s world of work is a knowledge-based economy in which the success-
ful mobilisation and deployment of good staff depends on employers suc-
cessfully meeting employee wishes for challenging jobs. The jobs that 
attract most employees are those in which they can develop their skills and 
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apply their talents. Such jobs allow for job autonomy, learning opportuni-
ties, balancing the workload with work risks and the work-life relationship 
(De Sitter et al., 1997; Karasek Jr., 1979).

• The process of developing and implementing WPI practices clearly benefits 
from ‘democratic dialogue’ (Ennals, 2018) and a humanised view on 
employment relations, as this study has shown. Mature employment rela-
tions are like social relations in which members of the working community 
care for one another’s health and well-being (Herriot, 2001).

 Discussion and Themes for Further Research

This contribution is part of the book’s theme of ‘Innovation as a Process’. WPI 
is a throughput variable in the input-throughput-output model because we 
see WPI as a means that affects the output. Throughput is equivalent to the 
transformation process (i.e., the production process), and WPI measures are 
actions taken to intervene in the transformation process for the purpose of 
influencing the outputs (Achterbergh & Vriens, 2010, pp. 62–63). As such, 
WPI interventions are located at the organisational level and differ in this 
respect from WPI constructs that measure individual behaviour and its effects, 
as in Theme 4 ‘Workplace Innovation: Innovation as an Outcome’. In the 
‘workplace innovation scale’, for example, WPI is viewed as a psychological 
construct that is context specific. The scale intends to identify and measure 
the behavioural aspects of innovation practices by individuals in their work-
place and is comprised of the four dimensions of organisational innovation, 
innovation climate, individual innovation and team innovation (see, e.g., the 
‘workplace innovation scale’ of McMurray, Islam, Sarros & Pirola-Merlo, 
2013, and elsewhere in this book). Here innovative behaviours of persons are 
affected by, for example, leadership and organisational climate. Perhaps future 
research undertakings could develop a multilevel approach to WPI that com-
bines organisational-level variables with individual-level variables.

Another relevant question for further research could be: Which WPI prac-
tices improve both company performance and quality of working life; how 
can such practices be co-developed between management and employees; 
what organisational conditions favour employee engagement; and which 
individual characteristics enable employee behaviour to contribute to innova-
tions and make them easier to adopt? Since WPI is a means and not a goal, 
research could focus on its mediating and moderating role between strategic 
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choices and the desired effects of interventions in study designs. We assume 
such studies may lay bare that structural aspects prove to be more substantial 
and significant than cultural aspects.

With these insights, we assume that policymakers, (applied) researchers 
and companies will better understand and implement WPI strategies for the 
benefit of both companies and their workers.

Acknowledgement This chapter is based on the study ‘Workplace innova-
tion in European companies’ (Oeij et al., 2015). Parts of this chapter were 
published elsewhere. The authors and publisher gratefully acknowledge the 
following permission to use the material in this book:

Oeij, P., Dhondt, S., Žiauberytė-Jakštienė, R., Corral, A., & Preenen, P. (2017). 
Implementing Workplace Innovation: Why, How and What. In P. R. A. Oeij, 
D. Rus, & F. D. Pot (Eds.), Workplace Innovation: Theory, Research and Practice 
(Aligning Perspectives on Health, Safety and Well- Being) (pp.  149–170). 
Cham (Switzerland): Springer; Oeij, P., Dhondt, S., Žiauberytė-Jakštienė, R., 
Corral, A., & Preenen, P. (2017). Implementing Workplace Innovation Across 
Europe: Why, How and What? EWOP in Practice, Special Issue on Workplace 
Innovation (1), 46–60; Oeij, P., Dhondt, S., Žiauberytė-Jakštienė, R., Corral, 
A., & Totterdill, P. (2016). Implementing Workplace Innovation Across 
Europe: Why, How and What? Economic and Social Changes: Facts, Trends, 
Forecast, 5(47), 195–218; Howaldt, J., Oeij, P. R. A., Dhondt, S., & Fruytier, 
B. (2016). Workplace Innovation and Social Innovation: An Introduction. 
World Review of Entrepreneurship, Management and Sustainable Development, 
12(1), 1–12.

We thank our research partners of the Eurofound study: IKEI Research & 
Consultancy (Spain), Workplace Innovation Limited (United Kingdom), 
ARC Consulting EOOD (Bulgaria), Centre for Working Life Research, 
Roskilde University (Denmark), Gesellschaft für Empirische Arbeitsforschung 
und Beratung, GEA (Germany), Institute for Modelling and Analysis of 
Public Policies, IMAPP (Poland), Mykolas Romeris University (Lithuania), 
University of Piraeus Research Centre (UPRC) (Greece).

 P. R. A. Oeij et al.



21911 Workplace Innovation as a Process: Examples from Europe 

References

Achterbergh, J., & Vriens, D. (2010). Organizations. Social systems conducting experi-
ments. (2nd ed.; 1st ed. 2009). Berlin: Springer.

Appelbaum, E., Bailey, T., Berg, P., & Kalleberg, A.  L. (2000). Manufacturing 
Advantage. Why High-Performance Work Systems Pay Off. Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press.

Bloom, N., & van Reenen, J. (2010). Why Do Management Practices Differ Across 
Firms and Countries? Journal of Economic Perspectives, 24(1), 203–224.

Boxall, P. (2012). High-Performance Work Systems: What, Why, How and for 
Whom? Asia Pacific Journal of Human Resources, 50, 169–186.

Boxall, P., & Macky, K. (2009). Research and Theory on High-Performance Work 
Systems: Progressing the High-Involvement Stream. Human Resource Management 
Journal, 19, 3–23.

Chandler, A. D. (1962). Strategy and Structure: Chapters in the History of American 
Industrial Enterprises. Boston, MA: MIT Press.

Cummings, T.  G., & Srivastva, S. (1977). Management of Work: A Sociotechnical 
Systems Approach. Kent, OH: Kent State University Press.

De Sitter, L.  U., Den Hertog, J.  F., & Dankbaar, B. (1997). From Complex 
Organisations with Simple Jobs to Simple Organisations with Complex Jobs. 
Human Relations, 50(5), 497–534.

Dhondt, S., & van Hootegem, G. (2015). Reshaping Workplaces: Workplace 
Innovation as Designed by Scientists and Practitioners. European Journal of 
Workplace Innovation, 1(1), 17–25.

Dhondt, S., Vermeerbergen, L., & van Hootegem, G. (2017). Evidence of Workplace 
Innovation from Organisational and Economic Studies. In P. R. A. Oeij, D. Rus, 
& F. D. Pot (Eds.), Workplace Innovation: Theory, Research and Practice (Aligning 
Perspectives on Health, Safety and Well-Being) (pp.  63–78). Cham 
(Switzerland): Springer.

Ennals, R. (2018). Democratic Dialogue and Development: An Intellectual Obituary 
of Björn Gustavsen. European Journal of Workplace Innovation, 4(1), 11–26.

Herrick, N. Q., & Maccoby, M. (1975). Humanizing Work: A Priority Goal of the 
1970’s. In L.  E. Davis & A.  B. Cherns (Eds.), The Quality of Working Wife. I 
(pp. 64–66). New York, NY: Free Press.

Herriot, P. (2001). The Employment Relationship: A Psychological Perspective. 
Routledge: Hove.

Howaldt, J., Oeij, P. R. A., Dhondt, S., & Fruytier, B. (2016). Workplace Innovation 
and Social Innovation: An Introduction. World Review of Entrepreneurship, 
Management and Sustainable Development, 12(1), 1–12.

Høyrup, S. (2012). Employee-Driven Innovation: A New Phenomenon, Concept 
and Mode of Innovation. In S.  Høyrup, C.  Hasse, M.  Bonnafous-Boucher, 



220

K.  Møller, & M.  Lotz (Eds.), Employee Driven Innovation: A New Approach 
(pp. 3–33). New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan.

Huselid, M. A. (1995). The Impact of Human Resource Management Practices on 
Turnover, Productivity, and Corporate Financial Performance. Academy of 
Management Journal, 38(3), 635–672.

Karanika-Murray, M., & Oeij, P. R. A. (2017). The Role of Work and Organisational 
Psychology for Workplace Innovation Practice: From Short-Sightedness to Eagle 
View? In  European Work and Organisational Psychology in Practice (Special Issue 
on Workplace Innovation) (Vol. 1, pp. 19–30).

Karasek Jr., R. A. (1979). Job Demands, Job Decision Latitude, and Mental Strain: 
Implications for Job Redesign. Administrative Science Quarterly, 24(2), 285–308. 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/2392498

MacDuffie, J. P. (1997). The Road to “Root Cause”: Shop-Floor Problem-Solving at 
Three Auto Assembly Plants. Management Science, 43(4), 479–502.

McMurray, A., Islam, M. M., Sarros, J. C., & Pirola-Merlo, A. (2013). Workplace 
Innovation in a Nonprofit Organization. Nonprofit Management & Leadership, 
23(3), 367–388.

Mintzberg, H., Ahlstrand, B., & Lampel, J. (1998). Strategy Safari. The Complete 
Guide Through the Wilds of Strategic Management. London: Prentice-Hall.

Oeij, P., Dhondt, S., Žiauberytė-Jakštienė, R., Corral, A., & Preenen, P. (2017). 
Implementing Workplace Innovation: Why, How and What. In P. R. A. Oeij, 
D. Rus, & F. D. Pot (Eds.), Workplace Innovation: Theory, Research and Practice 
(Aligning Perspectives on Health, Safety and Well-Being) (pp. 149–170). Cham 
(Switzerland): Springer.

Oeij, P. R. A., & Dhondt, S. (2017). Theoretical Approaches Supporting Workplace 
Innovation. In P. R. A. Oeij, D. Rus, & F. D. Pot (Eds.), Workplace Innovation: 
Theory, Research and Practice (Aligning Perspectives on Health, Safety and Well- 
Being) (pp. 63–78). Cham (Switzerland): Springer.

Oeij, P. R. A., Rus, D., & Pot, F. D. (Eds.). (2017). Workplace Innovation: Theory, 
Research and Practice (Aligning Perspectives on Health, Safety and Well-Being). 
Cham (Switzerland): Springer.

Oeij, P.  R. A., Žiauberytė-Jakštienė, R., Dhondt, S., Corral, A., Totterdill, P., & 
Preenen, P.  T. Y. (2015). Workplace Innovation in European Companies. Study 
Commissioned by Eurofound. Luxemburg: Office for Official Publications of the 
European Communities.

Osterman, P. (2018). In Search of the High Road: Meaning and Evidence. ILR 
Review, 71(1), 3–34.

Pot, F.  D. (2011). Workplace Innovation for Better Jobs and Performance. 
International Journal of Productivity and Performance Management, 60(4), 404–415.

Preenen, P. T. Y., Oeij, P. R. A., Dhondt, S., Kraan, K. O., & Jansen, E. (2016). Job 
Autonomy Matters for Young Companies’ Performance Growth. World Review of 
Entrepreneurship Management and Sustainable Development, 12(1), 74–100.

 P. R. A. Oeij et al.

https://www.jstor.org/stable/2392498


22111 Workplace Innovation as a Process: Examples from Europe 

Putnik, K., Oeij, P., van der Torre, W., de Vroome, E., & Dhondt, S. (2019). 
Innovation Adoption of Employees in Logistics: Individual and Organisational 
Factors Related to the Actual Use of Innovation. International Journal of Technology 
Transfer and Commercialisation, 16(3), 251–267.

Smith, N. H. (2017). Arendt’s Anti-Humanism of Labour. European Journal of Social 
Theory, 22(2), 175–190. https://doi.org/10.1177/1368431017746326

Totterdill, P., & Exton, R. (2014). Defining Workplace Innovation: The Fifth 
Element. Strategic Direction, 30(9), 12–16.

Trist, E., & Murray, H. (1993). The Social Engagement of Social Science: A Tavistock 
Anthology. Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press.

Womack, J. P., & Jones, D. T. (2003). Lean Thinking: Banish Waste and Create Wealth 
in Your Corporation (2nd ed.). New York, NY: The Free Press.

https://doi.org/10.1177/1368431017746326

