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1. Introduction

The key concepts of this study include working life change, workplace devel-
opment, workplace development programme and workplace innovation.
Working life has been an object of development in many programmes con-
ducted in Finland during the last 20 or so years. The objective of these pro-
grammes is to produce changes at Finnish workplaces that lead to simultane-
ous improvements in productivity1, quality of working life (QWL) and employ-
ee well-being. These kinds of changes in management, organizational or other
work-related practices are often called workplace innovations. Each of these
key concepts is examined in greater detail in Chapter 2.

This study examines the conditions under which workplace development
programmes can change working life for the better and the extent to which
these conditions have been realized in programmes in recent years. It is in-
teresting that this issue has rarely been seriously contemplated in public de-
bate or academic research. Instead, a great part of what we know of the ability
of workplace development programmes to produce changes in working life is
based on evaluation studies of individual programmes that were conducted
immediately after the programmes’ completion. The underlying motive of
these kinds of studies is typically to provide the requesting party – programme
funders, programme owners or other stakeholders – with feedback about the
success of the programme and about the results and impacts that are relatively
easy to measure and quickly seen. Question setting in these kinds of studies is
also typically linked closely with the special features of the programme in
question and to the special interests of the party who requested the study.
Studies are conducted using different conceptual frameworks, approaches and
methodologies. Evaluation studies also tend to be tendered using the cost of
the study as one of the key selection criteria, which does not usually encourage
the requesting party to pursue more ambitious question setting. Consequently,
the knowledge created by individual evaluation studies does not easily accu-
mulate in an interconnected way.

In assessing the effectiveness of workplace development programmes, it
would in principle be possible to use the large number of studies and other
literature that have been published on project management. However, the pro-
ject management literature focuses largely on project control and achievement

1 The concept of productivity is used in this study as an umbrella concept that encompasses
also other aspects of operational performance when applied to the company or workplace
level.
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of project objectives.2 In this study, I am interested in programme-level issues,
rather than the conditions for success of individual projects; long-term effec-
tiveness of programmes, including broad-based and long-term learning ef-
fects; and, in particular, key conditions for the successful renewal of working
life. The most important sources of inspiration and influence for the question
setting of this study were comprehensive analyses of workplace development
strategies and programmes that were conducted in countries with the longest
history in this area, and neo-institutional approaches to institutional and so-
cial change. The idea of workplace development programmes as (potential)
institutional entrepreneurs forms the general framework of this study, thereby
building new bridges between research on working life change, workplace in-
novations and workplace development programmes and neo-institutional the-
ory (e.g. Battilana et al. 2009; Dacin et al. 2002; DiMaggio 1988; Garud et al.
2007; Weik 2011).

This  study  is  guided  by  the  logic  of design science. Design science aims to
devise artefacts to attain goals, not to explain how and why things currently
are, as in the case of natural science (Simon 1981). Natural science endeavours
to understand reality, whereas design science attempts to create things – in-
cluding concepts, models, methods and actual implementations – that benefit
humans by asking questions such as “what is their value or utility?”, “do they
work?”  or  “do they mean an improvement?”  (March & Smith 1995).  Building
and evaluating artefacts, such as workplace development programmes, has
design science intent.

This study is therefore interested in the conditions under which workplace
development programmes can change working life for the better and the ex-
tent to which these conditions have been realized in such programmes in re-
cent years. This general problem setting guides the actual research task and
research questions. The research task is divided into two parts, the first of
which relates to the strengths and weaknesses of workplace development pro-
grammes in various countries, with special attention to the strengths and
weaknesses of Finnish programme-based workplace development relative to
the programme-based workplace development of other countries. The second
part of the research task focuses on how the ability of workplace development
programmes to produce broad-based and long-term learning effects can be
enhanced. Here, too, special attention is paid to Finnish experiences. The re-
search questions are presented in detail in Chapter 3.

My own research interest stems from the fact that I have worked on working
life  research for  over  30 years,  more than 20 of  which focused on workplace
development programmes. The first of these programmes, the National
Productivity Programme, was launched in 1993. I belonged to the secretariat
of the programme management group until 1998. During the period 1996–
2010, I worked as Project Manager of the Finnish Workplace Development

2 Within project management literature is a rising genre of studies that focuses on the man-
agement of complex projects and programmes and is increasingly detaching itself from con-
ventional control theory-based thinking (e.g. Cavanagh 2012; Hass 2008; Remington & Pollack
2008).
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Programme, first in the Ministry of Labour and then in Tekes (the Finnish
Funding Agency for Innovation). Since 2012, I have worked as Responsible
Director of the Tekes programme called “Liideri – Business, Productivity and
Joy at Work”. Over the years, I have written several books and articles on
working life change, workplace development, workplace development pro-
grammes and workplace innovations. My intention with this study is not only
to assemble the contents of my previous publications but also to provide a
more structured explanation of the conditions under which workplace devel-
opment programmes can change working life and the extent to which these
conditions have been realized.

Having  this  kind  of  role  in  relation  to  the  object  of  study  can  be  either  a
strength or a weakness, depending on one’s perspective. It can be a strength in
the sense that one’s active role in the object of study can enable a more in-
depth view of the object compared with its observation only from the outside.
The downside includes the risks that the object is viewed through a cognitively
locked mind-set or that one seeks to legitimize – unconsciously or even con-
sciously – one’s own activities in retrospect. Chapters 3 and 4 describe the
means by which I have tried to reduce this risk and to ensure the trustworthi-
ness of the research results. The philosophical cornerstone of the study is root-
ed in a pragmatic worldview, flavoured with ingredients of social constructiv-
ism. The study has been conducted using qualitative strategies of inquiry and
using qualitative research methods.

Chapter 2 presents the key concepts of this study. The first part of this chap-
ter provides an overview of ongoing working life change from a comparative
perspective and discusses why and how working life change should and could
be regulated by means of public intervention. In the second part of Chapter 2,
the other key concepts – workplace development, workplace development pro-
gramme and workplace innovation – are examined. The two last sections of
this chapter provide my answer to the question of why workplace development
programmes are a relevant object of study from both scientific and practical
points of view and position the study in the existing field of research.

Chapter 3 describes the research design. It begins with a clarification of the
philosophical worldview that guides the study, followed by an elaboration of
the research task and questions. The relevance and background of the research
questions and the conceptual framework used in the analyses are explained in
separate sections. Finally, the research articles and research methods and ma-
terials are presented.

Chapter  4 presents the findings. This chapter first examines strengths and
weaknesses of workplace development programmes conducted in different
countries and regions in recent years, with a special focus on Finnish pro-
gramme-based workplace development (research questions 1.1–1.3). The sec-
ond part of the chapter focuses on prerequisites for workplace development
programmes to produce broad-based and long-term learning effects, with a
special focus on recent Finnish experiences (research questions 2.1–2.2).

Chapter 5 includes the discussion and conclusions. This chapter presents the
key scientific, policy and methodological contributions and provides some
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suggestions for further research. These suggestions are examined in light of
ongoing working life change and its underlying factors.
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2. Key concepts and relevance of the
research task

This chapter presents the key concepts of the study and justifies the research
task. Each of the four concepts – working life change, workplace development,
workplace development programme and workplace innovation – is examined
in a separate section. The first section (2.1) considers working life change from
different aspects, e.g. what do empirical studies tell us of trends in QWL, why
is  QWL  important  also  from  the  viewpoint  of  innovation  policy,  why  are  the
Nordic countries leaders in QWL, and what role could government regulation
play in working life change? The second section (2.2) clarifies the concept of
workplace development. The first part of this section examines what is meant
by workplace development, whereas the latter part of this section focuses on
what is meant by workplace development. The following section (2.3) defines
the concept of workplace development programme, introduces the concept of
institutional entrepreneur and reviews workplace development programmes
that have been launched and conducted in Finland during the last 20 years. In
the following section (2.4), the concept of workplace innovation is clarified
with the use of a three-dimensional conceptual framework. Section 2.5 exam-
ines the relevance of the research task. The final section (2.6) positions this
study in the field of research.

2.1 Working life change

2.1.1 Working life – for the better or for the worse?

Is working life changing for the better or the worse? This question has in re-
cent years been the subject of lively debate in Finland, as well as in many other
developed industrial nations. In his book Rethinking the Future of Work, Wil-
liams (2007) has identified three main theses in research literature that justify
the claim that working life is changing for the better.

The post-industrial thesis takes structural change of the economy as its start-
ing point. According to this thesis, industrial societies are becoming post-
industrial, which leads to increasing knowledge intensity of work and an in-
crease in the number of knowledge workers, which in turn causes a general
upskilling of work tasks. The post-Fordism thesis, again, starts with changes in
work practices. According to the post-Fordism thesis, Fordist mass production
gives way to post-Fordist forms of production and work practices, which lead
to multi-skilling and increased self-management of employees and work
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teams. According to the third thesis, the post-bureaucracy thesis, bureaucratic
forms of  work organization will  be  replaced by post-bureaucratic  forms.  This
change means that instead of detailed, rules-based steering and control, or-
ganizations increasingly seek a competitive advantage based on the commit-
ment of their staff, indirect forms of control and ”soft” human resource man-
agement practices.

Social and economic sciences have also a long tradition in the debate in
which the positive views of each ”post-thesis” have been challenged and over-
turned. According to the “post-Bravermanian” debate over the last two dec-
ades, globalization of the economy, deregulation and the domination of finan-
cial capitalism have led to “hyper competition” and “super capitalism”, which
have caused the deterioration of working conditions and poorer terms of em-
ployment  for  the  vast  majority  of  people.  Notably,  the  views  of  many  of  the
most influential writers on this subject (e.g. Beck 2000; Head 2003; Reich
2007; Rifkin 1995; Sennett 1998; Siltala 2004; Standing 2009) are not based
on systematic analyses of representative empirical data. Nonetheless, several
scholars, including Green (2006) and Kalleberg (2011), have conducted more
comprehensive empirical analyses using representative data and have reached
quite similar conclusions. Similarly, the results of the Eurofound’s European
Working Conditions Surveys do not support the positive views of the “post-
theses”, at least with respect to Europe as a whole (Eurofound 2012a; 2012b;
2013; 2015; Holm & Lorenz 2015).

Green (2006) makes an important observation based on his analysis, accord-
ing to which there are clear differences in the development of QWL among
countries. Specifically, he finds that the Nordic countries form an interesting
exception to the trend of deteriorating QWL that characterizes Anglo-
American countries in particular. Many other empirical analyses also describe
the Nordic countries as a special case that is distinguishable from many other
countries due to the higher QWL in Nordic countries (e.g. Dobbin & Boychuk
1999; Gallie 2003; 2007; Oinas et al. 2012; Valeyre et al. 2009).

Dobbin and Boychuk (1999) argue that the Nordic countries represent a
skill-governed employment system in the way their working life institutions
have evolved. The logic of a skill-governed system that shapes the organization
of work in Nordic workplaces differs in many respects from the rule-governed
employment system that is characteristic of Anglo-American countries, in par-
ticular because it permits greater autonomy at all levels of an organization.
Dobbin and Boychuk suggest that the national institutional structures embed-
ded in these systems have strong, mutually supportive systemic properties.
Megatrends, such as the globalization and networking of the economy and the
development of information and communication technologies (ICT), percolate
through these institutional structures in different ways, depending on the
country in question. The new management and organizational doctrines con-
cerning such megatrends thus do not have a mechanical influence but rather
assume hybrid forms at the national level based on local (re)interpretations.

Gallie’s (2003) Employment in Europe study material of 1996 also lends
strong support to the claim that it is appropriate to speak of a special “Scandi-
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navian model” of QWL, which is also characteristic of Finland, with certain
reservations. Later, Gallie (2007) constructed more detailed groupings by
which to better understand differences in QWL between countries. He has di-
vided countries on the basis of production and employment regimes. In the
previous categorization, the main difference between liberal and coordinated
market economies is the process of skill formation. In the latter one, the main
difference between market employment regimes, dualist employment regimes
and inclusive employment regimes is, respectively, the role of organized labour
in employment policy and the regulation of the labour market. Both divisions
presented by Gallie have systemic effects on QWL. One can surmise that the
inclusive employment regime characteristic of the Nordic countries produces a
higher QWL and lowers the risk of polarization of the workforce.

Oinas et al. (2012) show in their time series analysis of the European Work-
ing Conditions Surveys that differences in QWL between the three Nordic
countries (Denmark, Finland and Sweden) and the other EU-15 countries re-
mained in favour of the Nordic countries between 1995 and 2010. The authors
use job skill requirements, task discretion and intensity of work as the three
main indicators of QWL. The researchers make the interesting finding that the
differences between the countries cannot be explained by differences in the
workforce or economic structure. The researchers maintain that speaking of
“Nordic exceptionalism” remains justified.

Previous analyses based on the European Working Conditions Surveys also
rank Sweden, Denmark and Finland at the top of EU-15 countries in terms of
the innovativeness of work organization (Valeyre et al. 2009). The innovative
work organization index constructed by researchers to a great extent compris-
es indicators that are similar to those used by other researchers for measuring
QWL. The composite index includes four indicators: learning new things on
the job, problem solving on the job, autonomy in work and the number of em-
ployees working in autonomous team organizations as a percentage of the
number of employees on all teams.

2.1.2 Enabling welfare state and learning economy – two sides of the
same coin

A high QWL is not merely a luxury product that can be achieved through fa-
vourable economic growth or a generous welfare policy but also a considerable
potential source of competitive advantage in an increasingly global economy.
Company- and establishment-level data from countries such as Denmark
(Laursen  &  Foss  2003;  Nielsen  &  Lundvall  2007;  Nielsen  et  al.  2012),  the
Netherlands (Beugelsdijk 2008), Belgium (De Winne & Sels 2010), Spain (Ji-
ménez-Jiménez & Sanz-Valle 2008), Ireland (Fu et el. 2015), Great Britain
(Shipton et al. 2005) and the United States (Messersmith & Guthrie 2010)
show that advanced management and organizational practices and the in-
creased ability to learn and exert influence at work engendered by these prac-
tices have a positive correlation with companies’ ability to generate product
and service innovations. The production of innovations, on the other hand, is
ideally an extensive organizational learning process that also fosters opportu-
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nities to develop their work, and in their work, for those who participate in it.
Moreover, according to contingency thinking, shortcomings in the ability to
innovate can compel companies to seek a competitive advantage based purely
on costs, which can have a negative impact on the development of work and
QWL (Alasoini 2011). This chain of events can result in a self-perpetuating
vicious circle. Regarding also innovation policy, the above-mentioned results
of the European Working Conditions Surveys (Eurofound 2012a; 2012b; 2013;
2015; Holm & Lorenz 2015) are cause for concern for Europe as a whole.

Arundel et al. (2006), for example, suggest that the bottleneck that impedes
improvements in the innovative capabilities of European firms might be due
not to the low levels of R&D expenditure, which are primarily determined by
industry structure and are therefore difficult to change, but to the widespread
existence of work contexts that are unable to provide a fertile environment for
innovation. According to Arundel et al., “If this is the case, then the next step
for European policy is to encourage the adoption of ‘pro-innovation’ organiza-
tional practice, particularly in countries with poor innovative performance”
(ibid., 29). The authors’ views are also based on analyses that draw on the Eu-
ropean Working Conditions Surveys.

Workplaces in the Nordic countries have in recent years modified their or-
ganization of work more than the rest of Europe has done. According to the
2010 European Working Conditions Survey, the proportion of employees who
felt that substantial restructuring or reorganization had occurred in their
workplaces during the last three years was clearly higher in Finland, Sweden
and Denmark than in other European countries (Eurofound 2012a, 30–31). A
positive interpretation of this result is that the Nordic countries have more
workplaces at the forefront of the techno-economic upheaval compared with
other countries in Europe. It has also been suggested that whereas the ”first
wave of productivity growth”, which was based on the breakthrough of ICT in
the 1990s, had its roots in the application of new technologies to products,
services and process streamlining, future productivity growth is more likely to
be driven by business, management, organizational and institutional innova-
tions that exploit new technologies. Thus, factors associated with organiza-
tions’ ability to collaborate, collaborative relationships and organizational cul-
ture have been identified as driving forces of the “second wave of ICT-based
productivity growth”. (Gratton 2011; Heckscher 2007; Perez 2002.)

In the previous section, different explanations for the leading positions of the
Nordic countries in QWL were offered. The explanations based on regime or
system theories are flimsy in the sense that they operate with very rough clas-
sifications and seek explanations by referring to static, or “given”, regimes or
systems. It is obvious that the positions of Finland and the other Nordic coun-
tries as forerunners of organizational change have been facilitated by special
features of Nordic capitalism in a broader sense than indicated by these expla-
nation models. Such features include advanced technologies, the high educa-
tional level of the labour force, cooperative industrial relations, the openness
of the economy and a high dependency on exports. The special features of
Nordic capitalism are also linked with the idea of an enabling welfare state;
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however, the specific institutional forms of the welfare state differ greatly
among individual Nordic countries. It has thus been argued that the most es-
sential feature of Nordic enabling welfare state is not specific institutional
forms but rather an institutional experimental nature, which also applies to
the manners in which work is organized (Kristensen & Lilja 2011; Kristensen &
Morgan 2012).

The idea of an enabling welfare state can also be linked to the rapid change
of  working life  and high QWL through two similes  (Figure 1).  First,  the  ena-
bling welfare state has offered people safety nets by  evening  out  the  risks  in
working life changes. Second, the enabling welfare state has served as a
springboard that mobilizes people and work organizations to reform. This
mobilization process has occurred not only through investments in skills and
competences, learning, and creativity but also through investments that target
participation in working life and increase consumption in more general terms.
(Alasoini 2015.)

Figure 1. The idea of an enabling welfare state and a high quality of working life (Alasoini 2015,
47).

The idea of an enabling welfare state can be conceptually linked to Lundvall’s
(1996) view on a learning economy. Lundvall argues that an essential feature
of a competitive economy during the ongoing technological upheaval is the
ability to learn rather than knowledge intensity. A learning economy is charac-
terized in particular by the following features. First, it is characterized by rapid
change, through which old skills and competences become obsolete and new
skills and competences are in constant demand. In addition, although a learn-
ing economy utilizes new ICT, it is more for growing knowledge than for in-
creased efficiency in processing information. The third main feature is that a
learning economy is not based so much on the knowhow of certain high-
technology companies or highly educated individuals, but on the ability of
companies and individuals on a broad front to learn and renew themselves. As
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a consequence of the third feature, the concept of a learning economy can also
be considered a strategy for the promotion of social cohesion within a society.

The learning economy includes a robust process of creative destruction in
which unprofitable, low-productivity workplaces disappear and are replaced
by new, more productive and more profitable workplaces. Indeed, creative
destruction has accounted for one-third of the increase in labour productivity
in Finnish industry in recent decades (Maliranta et al. 2010).3 Owing to the
rapid ageing of the Finnish population, the supply of labour will decline signif-
icantly in Finland in coming years. Citizens in Finland are unwilling to in-
crease their working hours from the current level, and in fact would prefer that
their working hours decrease (Haavisto 2010). Therefore, the potential for
economic growth in Finland will increasingly depend on productivity growth,
the main sources of which are internal technological and organizational re-
newal of workplaces and creative destruction, i.e. restructuring at the plant or
firm level.

It is thus not surprising that concern about people’s ability to cope with and
to adapt to rapid changes in working life has increased in Finland in recent
years. This concern is not unfounded because the Finnish working life will be
in a state of flux in the coming years too. Globalization, technological change,
an ageing population and the sustainability gap are forcing companies and
public-sector organizations to actively develop new products and services and
new ways to produce them. The sharp decline in the Finnish working-age pop-
ulation in the near future indicates that a smaller number of people should be
prepared to stay at work longer. Reconciling these requirements will create
increasing pressure to improve QWL.

2.1.3 Hard vs. soft government regulation

Governments use regulation as a means to influence working life change.
However, it is implausible that government regulation could have a significant
effect on the progress of working life change in itself. Regulation mainly offers
a means to reinforce desirable trends or to prevent undesirable trends. To
achieve either of these goals, regulation must be guided by a visionary and in-
sightful understanding of current trends and of the threats and opportunities
inherent in these trends. In addition, effective regulation requires the ability to
implement such promotive/preventive measures. Arguments that justify the
use of public intervention to promote innovations include deficiencies of the
market mechanism; system failures of existing institutions, networks or
frameworks; and the various positive externalities, such as knowledge spill-
overs and network effects, of intervention and innovations (e.g. Edquist et al.
2001, 135–143; Takalo 2009; Veugelers et al. 2009, 24). For the most part, the
same arguments also apply to government interventions in the reform of work-
ing life and the promotion of workplace innovations.4 As Rubalcaba et al.
(2010, 551) argue, non-technological innovations “are as real as investments

3 Creative destruction refers here to productivity-enhancing restructuring at the plant or firm
level through entry and exit and to resource reallocation among continuing plants or firms.
4 Regarding the concept of workplace innovation, see Section 2.4.
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made in technological R&D, and it can be seriously questioned whether tech-
nological R&D&I and non-technological R&D&I can be treated separately,
since most innovations today are multidimensional”.

Workplace development refers here to an activity whose aim is to promote
specific desirable trends, such as improvements in labour productivity and
QWL in their various forms, and to pave the way for innovations that renew
working life. Such innovations and improvements in productivity and QWL
can be seen as key outputs of workplace development. The justification for
public intervention to develop working life is that companies (or other work
organizations) are not sufficiently active in producing workplace innovations
and improving productivity and QWL, and public authorities (in cooperation
with other relevant stakeholders) have the ability to make a difference.

In workplace development and the promotion of workplace innovations, it is
in principle possible to apply a wide variety of means. At the most general lev-
el, we can talk of hard and soft forms of regulation. The former concept refers
to legislation and other binding norms, such as collective agreements or other
more or less binding standards that are broadly applied. Soft regulation refers
to non-binding persuasive policy intervention (Forsyth et al. 2006; Sisson &
Marginson  2001;  Trubek  &  Trubek  2005).  Hard  and  soft  regulation  can  be
further divided into direct and indirect forms designed to promote working life
reform and workplace innovations. Deregulation can be regarded as the third
main approach (Table 1).

Table 1. Policy options in the promotion of workplace innovation (Alasoini 2011, 29).

Hard/indirect regulation
legislation which focuses indirectly on
workplace innovation through changes

in some other policy area
(e.g. product market or labour market)

Hard/direct regulation
legislation which focuses directly on

workplace innovation
(e.g. organizational and management

practices)
Soft/indirect regulation

general policy
frameworks and

recommendations

Soft/intermediate-stage
regulation

information on “best
practices” and the train-

ing and education of
managers and employees

Soft/direct regulation
advisory and consulting
services, benchmarking

tools, and grants and
subsidies to companies

Deregulation

The use of hard regulation has been rare in the promotion of workplace inno-
vations; business management- or work organization-related issues are typi-
cally not regarded as targets of direct public intervention. It is also difficult to
find empirical support for the view that deregulation would contribute to
workplace innovation, rather than have the opposite effect (e.g. De Spiegelaere
et al. 2014; Vergeer et al. 2015). The most common means of promoting work-
place innovations in different countries has been soft regulation in its various
forms.

Soft regulation can be a useful means, particularly in the following situations
related to workplace innovations. First, soft regulation is suitable in situations
in which the objects (companies) of desired changes are very different. Second,
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soft regulation may be considered compatible with cases in which the process-
es that lead to desired changes (workplace innovations) are very diverse. The
third situation appropriate for soft regulation arises when the means available
to produce changes (such as new work, organizational and management prac-
tices) are particularly sensitive in the sense that they are vulnerable to clearly
different interests. (Trubek & Trubek 2005.)

Companies may face a variety of obstacles when attempting to generate
workplace innovations. These obstacles are in principle similar to those that
have been used to justify public intervention in innovation policy in general,
namely, the market failure and system failure arguments (cf. Rubalcaba et al.
2010).

One such obstacle can be a lack of information about the significance of in-
novations or, in general, about the kinds of solutions that companies are re-
quired to implement in order to improve productivity and QWL. For example,
the potential benefits of work organizational renewals, which often form the
basis of workplace innovations, are often more difficult to assess – both before
and after the innovation is implemented – than the benefits of technological
renewals (Alänge et al. 1998; Coriat 2001; Steiber 2012).

A lack of competence is another potential obstacle. Companies may have ad-
equate information regarding the significance of innovations but lack the abil-
ity to take necessary measures. The reason for this inability may be the lack of
development competence in general, insufficient experience with cooperation
in development between management and personnel or even more or less ac-
tive resistance towards the innovation and subsequent changes on the part of
some party.

Additionally, a lack of motivation may prevent innovation. Low managerial
motivation to innovate may simply be due to the absence of pressure from cus-
tomers, competitors or any other stakeholder group. For example, a study
funded by the European Commission on obstacles to wider dissemination of
team-based forms of work organization in the early 2000s showed that the
most significant obstacles related to motivational factors (Business Decisions
Limited 2002). For instance, new forms of work organization were not needed
to meet customers’ needs or did not fit the company’s culture or strategy.

A high level of risk related to changes is also a possible barrier. Financial in-
vestments in productivity and QWL improvements can, at least in the short
term, exceed the expected benefits. The markets may be so volatile that it is
difficult for companies to determine an appropriate innovation strategy. In
addition, actions taken to innovate may also create the risk of significant leaks,
and the benefits might too easily flow outside the investing company – even to
competitors – as a consequence of labour turnover or imitation, among other
possibilities. Innovation processes, regarding also workplace innovations, are
by definition unpredictable.

The viability of different regulatory measures depends on the main reasons
for the low level of workplace innovation in companies. Indirect or intermedi-
ate-stage forms of soft regulation may help, if it is primarily a matter of lack of
information or competence. However, if the major obstacle relates to a lack of
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motivation or to the high level of risk of innovation, direct forms of soft regula-
tion, possibly combined with indirect forms of hard regulation, may be neces-
sary. Programmes to develop working life in many advanced industrial coun-
tries in recent years have been an important direct form of soft regulation to
boost reforms designed to improve productivity and QWL. Workplace devel-
opment  programmes  and  their  ability  to  modify  working  life  is  the  object  of
this study as well.

2.1.4 Concluding remarks

It is difficult – or even impossible – to provide an unambiguous answer to the
question of whether working life has changed for the better or the worse.
Among other factors, the answer depends on the criteria, indicators, target
groups and periods of time that are considered. However, the most commonly
used indicators in QWL studies suggest that the positive promises of the “post-
theses” have not been realized, at least for Europe as a whole.

The Nordic countries, including Finland, differ from the majority of other
countries in Europe by virtue of their higher QWL. An explanation rooted in
the special characteristics of Nordic capitalism and the idea of an enabling
welfare state provides a more plausible reason for Nordic exceptionalism than
the simpler regime- or system-based explanations. In its ideal form, the wel-
fare state plays the role of an enabler in two ways: it contributes to rapid
change of working life, first, by supporting employees’ survival (the safety net)
and, second, by strengthening employees’ resources (the springboard) in the
event of changes.

The state can enhance both the safety net and springboard effects through
proactive regulatory measures. Various programmes to facilitate workplace
development are one of the soft regulatory means used to enhance the spring-
board effect in particular. The question is what is needed for this type of regu-
lation to succeed?

2.2 Workplace development

The concept of workplace development that is commonly used in Finland has
not been widely adopted in the European debate, which instead has favoured
the term work organization development and the promotion of new forms of
work organization. Typical objects in recent European work organization de-
velopment programmes include team-based organizational structures, such as
self-managing teams and flattened hierarchies; flexible working practices,
such as flexi-time, diversification of personnel skills and job rotation; and
business practices based on trust and employee participation, such as Total
Quality Management (TQM) and continuous improvement methods (e.g. Brö-
dner & Latniak 2003; Business Decisions Limited 2000; Eeckelaert et al.
2012). The concept of workplace development adopted in Finland also in-
cludes issues concerning occupational safety and health and the work envi-
ronment and questions regarding management and supervisory work. The first
component can be explained by the traditionally strong position of research on
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occupational safety and health and the work environment in Finnish working
life literature (Kasvio 1991). The second component is due to the fact that an
employer’s entitlement to supervise work is no longer subject to ideological
dispute in Finland, and has not been for some time (Kettunen 2001, 151–156).
It is thus possible to discuss questions of management and supervisory work
as issues of competence rather than questions of power with an ideological
loading.

Objects of workplace development can be examined in greater detail by uti-
lizing a division that is used in management and organization studies, namely,
the division between doctrines that are based on rational rhetoric and doc-
trines that are based on normative rhetoric. Doctrines that are based on ra-
tional rhetoric view organizations primarily as machines or systems and con-
sider humans to be rational individuals who appreciate the instrumental as-
pects of work. In contrast, doctrines based on normative rhetoric view organi-
zations as value communities and emphasize the significance of shared values
and social and cultural features as factors that motivate humans to perform
well.  (Abrahamsson  1997;  Adler  &  Heckscher  2006;  Barley  &  Kunda  1992;
Guillén 1994.) This division can be applied to typical objects of workplace de-
velopment (Table 2). In practice, the divergent concepts and conceptualiza-
tions of these two forms of rhetoric make a cross-boundary discussion regard-
ing workplace development approaches between these two different doctrines
difficult, as Engeström et al. (2010), among others, have aptly noted.

Table 2. Examples of objects of workplace development based on rational and normative rheto-
ric.

Rational rhetoric Normative rhetoric

Organizational structure

Work process

Work method

Job design

Management system

Reward system

Working hours

Physical work environment

Work community

Group and teamwork

Leadership

Work culture

Work atmosphere

Social relations at work

Involvement and participation

Cooperation and collaboration

Although locating objects of workplace development according to Table 2
helps to outline the areas that are usually included under the concept of work-
place development, it does not address the existing and potential role of the
government and public policy in workplace development. Different actors may
have very different views on whether public intervention in these issues is jus-
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tified at all, and if so, the circumstances in which such intervention is warrant-
ed.

It is difficult to consider workplace development a legitimate area of public
policy without a broadly accepted view of the role of the state as a developmen-
tal state. The concept of the developmental state in its narrow and perhaps
most frequently used sense refers to an active state-led, nationalist policy de-
signed to modernize the economy and industry, pursued in certain countries in
eastern Asian, including Japan, South Korea, Taiwan and Singapore, in the
latter half of the 20th century (e.g. Johnson 1982; Woo-Cumings 1999). How-
ever, the developmental state concept has also been used in a broader and
more general sense, and the state-led modernization policy of certain eastern
Asian countries is considered simply one historically specific form of the de-
velopmental state. For example, Bagchi (2000) considers the Netherlands of
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries the earliest well-known example of
developmental state.

O’Riain (2000) describes the eastern Asian variant, where the objective of
economic modernization and growth overrides political reform, as the authori-
tarian or bureaucratic version of the developmental state. He takes Ireland as
an example of another kind of developmental state, which he describes as the
“flexible developmental state”. In this case, too, the central government pur-
sues an active modernization policy but plays a less interventionist role in the
market (see also O’Higgins 2002; Smith 2005, 129–133).5 The Nordic enabling
welfare state (see above) can be considered a third modern type of develop-
mental state: the welfare-state variant of the developmental state. This devel-
opmental state is characterized by the active role of the central government in
creating a favourable environment for R&D and innovation to promote
productivity and secure economic growth, thereby ensuring the funding base
for a comprehensive set of welfare services (Benner 2003). It can be assumed
that the welfare-state variant, in which matters affecting QWL (such as em-
ployee opportunities for learning and development and exerting influence at
work) have value in and of themselves (the springboard effect), creates the
most favourable conditions for workplace development.

When working life and QWL are being developed, developers must have a vi-
sion of what may be called the criteria of development; specifically, how devel-
opment can be achieved and measured. In Van Eijnatten’s (1993, 124–129)
book on different approaches of sociotechnical systems design, he makes a
distinction between approaches that primarily emphasize organizational struc-
tures that manifest democratic values and principles and approaches that pri-
marily emphasize social (change) processes that manifest democratic values
and principles. Development can thus be understood as the promotion of
democratic structures and/or processes.

It is possible to plan workplace development activities starting with this di-
chotomy and then to make choices concerning the relative weights of struc-
tures (or, put more broadly, designs) and processes. Extreme emphasis on

5 In a similar vein, Block (2008) characterizes the United States as the “networked (and decen-
tralized) developmental state”.
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structures/designs would indicate “social engineering”, wherein the planning
and implementation of new structures/designs would be based on solutions
created by “benevolent” experts. In contrast, an extreme emphasis on process-
es at the expense of structures could be characterized as self-motivated “self-
rationalization” by the workers themselves. In many workplace development
approaches, such as sociotechnical systems design, the goal is participative
democracy, in which both structures/designs and processes are democratic in
a balanced way.

In management and organization studies, there is a long tradition of research
that has attempted to explain differences in companies’ performance (financial
or operational) and QWL based on differences in the management, organiza-
tional and work practices adopted by the companies. According to (1) the uni-
versalistic view, it is possible to find certain practices and underlying princi-
ples that can be applied to promote operational performance and QWL in a
more or less consistent manner. In contrast, (2) the contingency approach is
distinguished by its assumption that there are no such generally applicable
structures or design-related principles or practices and that it is the external
fit of these structures, principles or practices with the operating environment
and basic strategy choices of a company that is relevant. According to (3) the
configurational approach, attention must be paid not only to the external fit
but also to the mutual internal fit  of these practices. (Delery & Doty 1996.) If
followed blindly, these three approaches would lead to very different implica-
tions for workplace development (for more details, see Alasoini 2011, 31–33).
However, the three approaches need not be viewed as mutually exclusive; ra-
ther, they can also be viewed as frames of reference that supplement each oth-
er and operate to some extent on different conceptual and aggregate levels
(Alasoini 2005a, 138–139).

One characteristic of the discussion on structures/designs in workplace de-
velopment is that the desired structures/designs should either simultaneously
facilitate both productivity and QWL or support the realization of the princi-
ples of “good work” in some other manner. As stated above, some more or less
universal principles or practices cannot be regarded as self-evident starting
points in workplace development. Empirical studies that have compared the
hypotheses derived from the universalistic approach, the contingency ap-
proach and the configurational approach have not provided unambiguous re-
sults (e.g. Becker & Gerhart 1996; Cox et al. 2011; Delery & Doty 1996; Ennen
&  Richter  2010;  Gual  &  Ricart  2001;  Macky  &  Boxall  2007;  Paauwe  2004).
Taking any ready-made “good work” criteria as a guiding principle is equally
problematic. For such criteria to be useful in workplace development, they
should be sufficiently specific and detailed; however, lists of criteria are typi-
cally much too general for this purpose.

There are other problems with structure/design-oriented workplace devel-
opment approaches. One such problem concerns the persistence of struc-
tures/designs. As the rate of change in working life increases, there is a danger
that the functionality and usefulness of any structure/design will become in-
creasingly short-lived. For example, Schienstock (1997; 1999) has proposed
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that in the new production models, the organization of work should be regard-
ed not as a fixed system and structure but as a flexible and open process – a
kind of a “reflexive state of affairs” that is subject to continuous mutual inter-
action, redefinition and assessment by the local actors (management and per-
sonnel). In addition, the growing knowledge intensity and network-like nature
of work narrows the possibilities of the structure/design-oriented approach.
Consequently, the object of development expands and becomes more systemic
and complex by nature. The object of workplace development has expanded
during the last 40–50 years from traditional issues at the shop-floor, work-
station and work-unit levels to issues involving entire work organizations,
production systems and companies, and even company networks, industrial
clusters, regional innovation systems and ecosystems.

An even more fundamental problem is the issue of who has the final right
and legitimacy to set targets for the development of structures/designs. Pål-
shaugen (2009, 240) states, ”For one thing, in a capitalistic system based on
private property of the means of production, it is in the end left to those who
represent the owners of the enterprise to decide what they want to obtain by
the process of development or innovation”. Pålshaugen represents the position
that emphasizes the importance of democratic change processes, even at the
expense of democratic structures/designs.

In light of the above, one may well assume that the nature of the processes
through which the (more or less) continuous redesign of work and work organ-
izations occurs is becoming increasingly important to the development of
working life. In conceptual terms, one can speak of a shift from the develop-
ment of companies’ production systems or organizations towards the devel-
opment of their development systems or organizations (Colbjørnsen &
Falkum 1998; Pålshaugen 2000). In more concrete terms, in modern and rap-
idly changing working life, there should be increased emphasis in workplace
development on enhancing companies’ capacity for anticipation and learning,
introducing new tools and methods for development, and organizing develop-
ment work in an efficient manner.

2.3 Workplace development programme

Development programmes have been a widely used soft form of regulation to
promote the development of working life in different countries. A ”workplace
development programme” is understood here to mean three things: first, de-
velopment is guided by a shared framework that applies to several work organ-
izations simultaneously; second, the content of the framework has been ac-
cepted by the management and staff of the work organizations in question and
by other major stakeholder groups, such as the central government (or other
policy-makers), social partners, and researchers, consultants and other ex-
perts; and third, the involved work organizations engage in exchange of infor-
mation, interaction and cooperation (Alasoini 2008, 63). This definition is
quite broad, and programmes may differ significantly from one another with
regard to these three key features, i.e. the conceptual framework, the number
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of stakeholders and participating work organizations, and inter-organizational
communication. Programmes may also differ from each other in many other
respects (e.g. Gustavsen 2006).

”Development projects” are the typical tools of workplace development pro-
grammes which allow programmes to pursue their objectives. For example,
project targets can include improvements in productivity and QWL and rein-
forcement of the development structures of participating organizations; crea-
tion of “good practices”; the introduction of new development methods; the
emergence of new cooperative relations; or increased expertise in workplace
development and working life research. However, the present study is not
primarily interested in issues of the project level.

Different stakeholders have different roles in workplace development pro-
grammes. These roles can be examined using the triple helix concept, which is
derived from innovation research. This concept refers to the view that the most
effective way to generate new innovative solutions is based on learning and the
enrichment of knowledge through cooperation between industry, universities
and government (for more details, see Etzkowitz & Leydesdorff 2000; Tuun-
ainen 2004).

The triple helix concept primarily describes the industrial environment, with
a focus on technological innovations. However, in the case of workplace inno-
vations, a broader framework comprising more parties and more interactive
relationships is usually needed. The expanded triple helix model that is char-
acteristic of workplace development differs from the traditional, narrower
model  in  at  least  four  ways  (Alasoini  et  al.  2005b;  Ramstad  2005a;  2008;
2011). First, the expanded model includes not only companies but also public-
sector workplaces and non-governmental organizations (NGOs). Indeed, the
public sector is on average ahead of the private sector in terms of adopting
many new organizational and human resource management practices. Second,
in addition to universities and research institutes, the expanded model in-
cludes other educational institutions and intermediate organizations, such as
consultancies and development agencies. Workplace innovations are context-
dependent, and their promotion depends on external experts that can commit
to long-term cooperative relations with businesses and can communicate ef-
fectively with management and personnel on the basis of shared tacit
knowledge. Third, the expanded triple helix concept includes labour market
organizations as well as public authorities. The potential for promoting work-
place innovations is crucially dependent on how institutionalized industrial
relations are and how capable labour market organizations are to engage in
open dialogue. Finally, whereas the traditional triple helix model discusses
three types of relationships, the expanded model addresses the importance of
a more varied range of relationships.

Workplace development programmes can at best play the role of an institu-
tional entrepreneur. The concept of institutional entrepreneur refers to
change agents who initiate changes that break with the prevailing institutional
logic within a given context by actively participating in the implementation of
these changes through the active mobilization of resources (Battilana et al.
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2009; Garud et al. 2007; Weik 2011). Workplace development programmes
represent a collective or distributed agency that typically comprises the parties
involved in expanded triple helix cooperation.

In recent years, Finland has devoted more effort than most other developed
industrial countries to workplace development. The increase in workplace de-
velopment activities has been simultaneously promoted by several “push” and
“pull” factors in Finland. One “push” factor is Finland’s long tradition in both
bipartite cooperation between various labour market organizations and in tri-
partite cooperation between labour market organizations and public authori-
ties. In the aftermath of the recession of the early 1990s, central employer as-
sociations and trade unions were well prepared to expand their cooperation
with public authorities into workplace development issues. Another contrib-
uting “push” factor is the upsurge, beginning in the early 1980s, in working life
research and in particular the increase of action-oriented working life research
in universities and research institutes. The increased research in this area was
a result of improved research financing opportunities coupled with the culmi-
nation  of  problems  in  QWL  (e.g.  low  job  satisfaction,  poor  work  ability  and
early retirement), as well as the emergence of new approaches. New approach-
es included, for example, participatory action research, sociotechnical systems
design, organization development (OD), developmental work research, process
management and strategic human resource management (Kasvio 1991; Kaup-
pinen  &  Lahtonen  1994;  Ramstad  &  Alasoini  2006).  A  third  “push”  factor
worth mentioning is the strong and prevalent conviction in Finland that re-
search, R&D activities and high levels of education are key to a nation’s com-
petitiveness. From an early stage, Finland took a systematic approach to
adopting a national innovation system as the framework for its science and
technology policies (Miettinen 2002). However, it was only in the 2000s that
the promotion of workplace innovation became a generally recognized sector
within mainstream innovation policy (Aho et al. 2008; Alasoini 2011; 2012;
Van der Veen et al. 2012; Veugelers et al. 2009).

Certain “pull” factors also fostered the rise of workplace development in Fin-
land in the 1990s. Specifically, this rise was not so much an attempt to improve
QWL or workplace democracy as a “corrective measure” to improve Finnish
companies’ poor economic performance in the aftermath of the recession. At
this time, there was a motivation to find an explanation for companies’
productivity and competitiveness problems in their outdated operating prac-
tices. This view was reinforced by tougher international competition as a result
of the collapse of the Soviet Union market that had been perceived as “easy”
for Finnish companies; incompetent investments in new technologies in the
pre-recession years; and the breakthrough of process management. In particu-
lar, many principles of lean production, including the streamlining of process-
es, leaner and flatter organization structures, teamwork and continuous im-
provement (e.g. Womack & Jones 1996), fell on fertile ground in Finland. Ap-
plication of these principles did not require significant investments by compa-
nies recovering from the recession. The rational rhetoric of lean production
also meshed well with the Finnish management culture, and its eclectic nature
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enabled the simultaneous promotion of goals that were also important to em-
ployees and trade unions.

From the companies’ perspective, the legitimization of workplace develop-
ment supported by public funding was enhanced by companies’ increased fo-
cus on core competence as a result of the globalization of the economy and a
desire to cut costs. Companies reduced expert resources that were not part of
their core activities, which increased company interest in external research,
development and training resources and cooperation. Management consulta-
tion thus experienced a period of rapid growth in Finland in the 1990s (Aina-
mo & Tienari 2002). The competence and willingness of universities and re-
search institutes to work with companies also increased, as indicated above.

The National Productivity Programme that was launched in 1993 on the ini-
tiative of labour market organizations may be regarded as the first actual na-
tional-level workplace development programme in Finland. In 1996, the Na-
tional Productivity Programme was complemented by the National Workplace
Development Programme TYKE, which was launched by Prime Minister Lip-
ponen’s first government. TYKE was initially established for a four-year peri-
od, but Prime Minister Lipponen’s second government extended the pro-
gramme by an additional four years. TYKE and the National Productivity Pro-
gramme were implemented in parallel until the end of 2003. Prime Minister
Lipponen’s second government also launched the four-year Well-Being at
Work  Programme  in  2000.  The  Ministry  of  Labour  was  responsible  for  the
practical implementation of all three programmes, together with the labour
market partners and certain other ministries and providers of research fund-
ing. Programmes in effect in the early 2000s also included the National Pro-
gramme for Ageing Workers (1998–2002) (although this programme was
more in the nature of a campaign compared with the programmes cited earli-
er) and certain European Social Fund programmes, which to some extent also
included workplace development.

To continue the work of the TYKE programme and the National Productivity
Programme, the Ministry of Labour launched the new Workplace Develop-
ment Programme TYKES in 2004. TYKES was initially established for six
years but was later continued for an additional year. The TYKES programme
concluded at the end of 2010. In March 2008, the implementation of this pro-
gramme was transferred to Tekes (the Finnish Funding Agency for Technology
and Innovation).6 During 1996–2010, more than 1,800 projects were funded
through the TYKE and TYKES programmes, accounting for approximately
EUR 106 million of public funding. A clear majority of the projects (more than
1,500) comprised development projects started by workplace initiatives. Typi-
cal targets of these projects included work processes, organization of work,
supervisory tasks, work community, working methods and business-to-
business networks. The objective of the projects was to improve both labour
productivity and QWL simultaneously at the workplace. Nearly 350,000 peo-
ple took part in projects at workplaces, and projects were implemented in all
sectors and at workplaces of all sizes across the country. Other national pro-

6 The Finnish Funding Agency for Innovation since the beginning of 2014.
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grammes in the early 2000s that concerned working life development in Fin-
land were the Veto Programme coordinated by the Ministry of Social Affairs
and Health (2003–07),  which was primarily  a  follow-up to  the National  Pro-
gramme for Ageing Workers and the Well-being at Work programme; the
KESTO programme coordinated by the Finnish Institute of Occupational
Health (2004–07); and the Ministry of Education’s Noste Programme (2003–
09). In addition, the European Social Fund continued to fund workplace de-
velopment through some of its programmes.

In 2011, Prime Minister Katainen’s government decided to draw up a Na-
tional Working Life Development Strategy for Finland. The strategy was pre-
pared by the Ministry of Employment and the Economy in cooperation with
other ministries and labour market partners. The strategy was completed in
spring 2012, and its ambitious vision is that Finland will have the best working
life in Europe in 2020 (Ministry of Employment and the Economy 2012). The
Ministry  established  the  Working  Life  2020  project  in  2012  to  promote  the
implementation of this strategy.

As part of this strategy, Tekes launched a new programme entitled “Liideri –
Business,  Productivity  and Joy at  Work”  in  2012.  Liideri  is  a  programme for
business development whereby companies renew their operations by develop-
ing management and forms of working and actively utilizing the skills and
competences of their personnel. On the one hand, Liideri is a follow-up pro-
gramme to the TYKE and TYKES programmes; on the other hand, the purpose
of Liideri is to be a “next-generation” workplace development programme that
represents an approach consistent with a broad-based innovation policy, i.e.
the new innovation policy approach adopted by Prime Minister Vanhanen’s
second government in 2008 (Alasoini 2012; 2015). At the project level, this
indicates a link between traditional objectives and targets in workplace devel-
opment, such as labour productivity, QWL and well-being at work, and objec-
tives and targets related to the development of products, services and business
operations. Other Tekes programmes in addition to the Liideri programme
also include aspects of workplace development.

Even this short review suffices to show that Finnish working life has been the
object of active programme-based development in recent years. Finland, Swe-
den, Norway and Germany compose the group of European countries in which
working life has been developed most actively and with the largest financial
investments through various programmes implemented during the last 20 or
so years. Other European countries whose national policies include workplace
development or the promotion of workplace innovations or in which dedicated
programmes or networks have emerged around these issues include Belgium,
Denmark, France, Ireland, the Netherlands and the United Kingdom, among
others. Remarkable features of European-level comparisons include the clear
division between the more active north and the more passive south and the
scarcity or complete absence of development actions in the main part of the so-
called new member states of the European Union. (Brödner & Latniak 2003;
Business Decisions Limited 2000; Eeckelaert et al. 2012.)
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2.4 Workplace innovation

The concept of innovation has been discussed thoroughly elsewhere in the re-
search  literature  (e.g.  Edquist  et  al.  2001;  Fagerberg  et  al.  2005;  Tidd  et  al.
2001). Commonly used typologies that are found in the literature include,
among others, divisions between incremental and radical innovations; divi-
sions between product, service and process innovations; and divisions between
technological and non-technological (or social or organizational) innovations.
These concepts may be used somewhat differently by different authors. How-
ever, this section addresses this discussion only to the extent necessary to clar-
ify the concept of workplace innovation.

The concept of workplace innovation has been used in English texts in free
form and in many different ways. It is often equated with concepts such as
“high-performance”, “high-involvement” or “high-commitment” work sys-
tems/organizations. For example, the empirical research of Kalmi and Kau-
hanen (2008) considers self-managed teams, broad information-sharing,
training paid for by the employer and incentive pay to be examples of work-
place innovation. Beblavý et al. (2012) also provide a list of workplace innova-
tions, including flexi-time; teleworking; alternative payment schemes; flat hi-
erarchies; employee empowerment and autonomy; task rotation and multi-
skilling; and teamwork and team autonomy.

Other researchers have endeavoured to give a more specific content to the
concept of workplace innovation. Pot (2011, 404–405) defines workplace in-
novation as “the implementation of new and combined interventions in the
fields of work organisation, human resource management and supportive
technologies”. In a latter publication, he, together with a European group of
experts, clarified his definition by characterizing workplace innovations “as
strategically induced and participatory adopted changes in an organisation’s
practice of managing, organising and deploying human and non-human re-
sources that lead to simultaneously improved organisational performance and
improved quality of working life” (Eeckelaert et al. 2012, 8). The concept of
workplace innovation is thus defined clearly narrower than, for example, that
of non-technological innovation or social innovation (for a more comprehen-
sive discussion on the concept of workplace innovation in research literature,
see Kesselring et al. 2014).

The concept of workplace innovation was used in the same spirit in the TYKE
and TYKES programmes.  In my view (Alasoini  2005b,  59–63),  the  most  im-
portant aspect of workplace innovation is not a division between technological
and social innovations or technological and organizational process innovations
but rather the perspective from which the benefit of an innovation is assessed
and the manner in which an innovation is expected to be achieved.

In my view, workplace development in general encompasses certain special
fundamental values, which may not be emphasized in quite the same way in
traditional technology-oriented innovation policy (ibid.). These values focus in
particular on the objectives, implementation methods and publicity of the re-
sults of various measures, which are described below.



Key concepts and relevance of the research task

33

Concerning objectives, a simultaneous improvement in productivity and
QWL is one of the fundamental premises of workplace development (i.e. the
development objectives consider the interests of staff and management in
equal measures). This premise is not as important in traditional technology-
oriented innovation policy.

Concerning implementation methods, workplace staff should have opportu-
nities to participate in the planning of development measures and in their im-
plementation on equal footing with management. This participation is im-
portant for two reasons: first, it allows the staff to have an influence on the
development objectives (see above). Second, many change processes in work-
ing life are not anticipated but emergent, i.e. the changes arise more or less
spontaneously from local innovations within work communities. This premise
is also not as important in traditional technology-oriented innovation policy.

Concerning the publicity of results, the results of measures are expected to
be openly available in workplace development. Project results and the new
practices generated based on them are not typically transferable from one
workplace to another or immediately available for use by competitors because
they are highly dependent on context. The knowledge required to successfully
implement these practices cannot be formalized to the same extent as, for in-
stance, new product or production technologies; rather, this understanding
relies more on experience-based tacit knowledge. In traditional technology-
oriented innovation policy, the results of measures related to product and pro-
duction technology solutions at individual companies often come within the
sphere of business secrets and consequently cannot be published without risk-
ing damage to a company’s competitive position.

According to the definition provided in my earlier work (Alasoini 2011, 25),
the concept of workplace innovation refers to collaboratively constructed
changes in a company’s organizational and management practices that lead to
simultaneous improvements in productivity and QWL and that also support
other types of innovation. Underlying workplace innovations may include, for
example, technological changes, changes in the workplace’s network relations,
or changes in labour and employment relations, which are mediated through
changes in organizational and management practices.

This kind of constructed view of innovation, which is adopted in this study,
has been influenced by, among others, Pettigrew’s (1987) contextual and pro-
cessual approach to organizational change (see also Martens et al. 2006).7

According to this approach, workplace innovations should be viewed as three-
dimensional phenomena (Table 3). Their content describes the features in-
cluded in the new practice. The process describes how the new practice is cre-
ated and who participates in its creation. For example, process describes
whether a wide range of information sources and diverse knowhow were uti-

7 The approach adopted in this dissertation differs in two important respects from the ap-
proach adopted in the OECD’s Oslo Manual concerning “organizational innovation” (OECD
2005, 51–52). First, the Oslo Manual does not require that organizational innovation leads to
improvements in both productivity and QWL. Second, according to the Oslo Manual, the new-
ly implemented methods in the firm’s business practices, workplace organization or external
relations are the result of strategic decisions by management.
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lized in creating the new practice. The third dimension refers to the context,
i.e. the purpose for which the new practice was created. For example, will the
relevant actors adopt a shared view of the purpose of the new practice?

Table 3. The three dimensions of workplace innovation (Alasoini, 2011, 35).

Content (What?)  The new practice contains certain properties that enable
improvements to the current state of affairs.

Process (How?)  The new practice was created in a process characterized
by broad participation of personnel and, when necessary,
customers, which enabled broad-based utilization of
expertise in designing and implementing solutions.

Context (Why?)  The new practice was created in a context that through
extensive interaction between management, personnel
and, when necessary, customers, has enabled the
emergence of a shared understanding of the purposes of
solutions.

Traditional definitions of innovation have focused mainly on content, i.e. what
has been created. However, the process is also of great importance, as ex-
plained above. Many empirical studies support the view that, for example, staff
participation in change and the operation of middle- and lower-level manage-
ment and labour-management cooperation in the event of change are often
crucial to the successful introduction of new practices (e.g. Alasoini & Heikkilä
1999; Black & Lynch 2001; 2004; Coyle-Shapiro 1999; Nielsen & Randall
2012;  Norrgren  et  al.  1996;  Oudhuis  &  Tengblad  2013;  Pot  2011;  Ramstad
2009b; 2014).

The third dimension, the context, refers here above all to a shared under-
standing between management and staff regarding the reasons for the solu-
tions. Shared understanding also refers to approval. For example, Nishi et al.
(2008) show in their empirical study that employees’ attitudes towards the
same HR practices may vary depending on their perceptions of the motives for
the introduction of such practices in workplaces. In their study, employee
views affected both their actions and the perceived impact of the new practic-
es. The impacts of new HR practices were viewed as more positive in cases in
which employees believed that the practices were motivated by management’s
desire to improve service quality or employee well-being compared with situa-
tions in which management was perceived as being motivated primarily by
cost reduction goals or the exploitation of employees.

It is easy to see that the questions of “how” and “why” are closely related.
Beer et al. (1990) talk of a programmatic change strategy in which the atten-
tion is focused exclusively on formal structures and systems (“what” questions)
and the implementation of the change and the introduction of new practices is
guided by senior management’s straightforward top-down control. The
achievement of a shared understanding and acceptance by employees in such a
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strategy is based mainly on dissemination of information to employees and/or
their training. In contrast, in more inclusive strategies, a shared understanding
and employee acceptance are facilitated by employees’ role as an active agent
in the change and in the subsequent process of learning that is an integral part
of the change process itself.  Beer et al.  use the concept of the “fallacy of pro-
grammatic change” to explain why so many programmatic change strategies
fail, i.e. because too little attention was paid to the important question of
“why” (cf. also Biron et al. 2010; Coyle-Shapiro 1999; Greasley & Edwards
2015; Lundgren & Skott 2003; Nielsen et al. 2010; Norrgen et al. 1996).

2.5 Relevance of the research task

Sections 2.1 and 2.3 described workplace development programmes and the
government’s opportunities to influence working life change through different
regulatory means. Workplace development programmes are a widely used soft
form of regulation, which generally utilize direct and intermediate-stage
measures (see Table 1). This section analyses why workplace development
programmes are important and why they are a legitimate object of research.
This section is designed to explain why the research task is relevant. The rele-
vance of individual research questions that relate to the research task will be
examined in Sections 3.2 and 3.3.

The purpose of workplace development programmes is to promote desired
lines of development in working life, such as improvements in productivity
and QWL, and to produce innovations that renew working life in a planned,
systematic and organized manner based on broad cooperation between differ-
ent types of actors. Workplace development programmes do not basically aim
(only) at micro-level (company- or organization-level) changes; it is possible to
implement micro-level changes through individual workplace development
projects as well. Clearly distinguishable positive externalities, which appear at
best as cumulative innovations, can be considered minimum targets of any
programme. Cumulative innovations can in turn lead to meso-level changes
among a larger number of work organizations or, at most, to macro-level
changes. Changes of the macro level can be examined, for example, through
the concept of a “system” or a “regime”.

This section presents a theoretical framework for analysing the possibility of
working life change supported by workplace development programmes in
three consecutive steps. First, I conceptualize working life as an institutional-
ized entity by using concepts and insights deriving from sociomaterialistic ap-
proach. Second, I combine these concepts and insights with neo-institutional
theory. Third, I apply the multi-level perspective on transitions that distin-
guishes three analytical levels.

By using a framework developed originally by Hughes (Leonardi & Barley
2010; Shields 2007), it is possible to examine also working life (e.g. at the na-
tional, regional, sectoral or industry level) as an entity that comprises a num-
ber of “technological systems”. These systems concern, for example, how work
is led, managed and organized; how decisions about the terms and conditions
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of employment are made; how employees’ skills and competences at work are
developed; how employees’ health is protected; and how their well-being at
work is promoted. The systems comprise a number of intertwining and com-
plex cultural, social and technological phenomena whose mutual interaction
aims at particular outcomes. Different institutions, organizations and profes-
sions play an important role in the development of technological systems.
Technological systems are relatively open to changes in the early stages of their
development but become increasingly institutionalized as they mature (i.e. as
they grow and become more complex), making it increasingly difficult to re-
form them. Hughes describes “a technological momentum” phase, after which
the system starts to function like material determinants of social reality. Tech-
nological momentum does not mean that there is not any more leeway within a
technological system for different solutions at the individual work-station,
workplace, company or company-to-company network levels.

It is possible to draw three main conclusions from the above sociomaterialis-
tic framework (e.g. Abildgaard & Nickelsen 2013; Leonardi & Barley 2010;
Orlikowski & Scott 2008) regarding the potential to change and reform work-
ing life. First, working life and all technological systems that influence it be-
come increasingly institutionalized as they mature and begin to function like
any material phenomenon. “Working life”, which is here regarded as an object
of change and reform, refers to working life that was developed according to
the needs and logic of an advanced industrial society. For example, we can
argue that in Finland the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s represent a period of strong
institutionalization of the “working life of the industrial era”. Second, a highly
institutionalized working life and its technological systems enable very differ-
ent manifestations. The lower the level of the unit in question, the greater the
leeway. The third conclusion concerns the potential to change working life.
The more mature the system, the more difficult it is to change the system from
the bottom up. It is difficult to change a mature and institutionalized system
from the level of an individual work organization or any individual actor or
through individual projects.

To bring about a change in a highly institutionalized working life and its
technological systems, there are two major strategic options available. The first
of these is to build as large a coalition as possible, including key institutions
and organizations, in support of change. A large coalition is in many cases nec-
essary but not sufficient for success. As Leonardi and Barley (2010, 39) note,
the institutional dynamics of mature systems typically strive to maintain the
status quo rather than to change it (or at least to avoid radical change). Socio-
logical research has distinguished different mechanisms of institutional iso-
morphism based on the collective rationality that encourages institutional ac-
tors (e.g. companies, public institutions, labour market organizations, research
units, educational units, and professional or other expert networks) to act in a
consistent manner and to rule out alternative manners (e.g. DiMaggio & Pow-
ell 1983; Meyer & Rowan 1977; Paauwe 2004). The second strategy is to con-
struct a new competing solution to the existing technological system. This re-
quires a paradigmatic re-thinking. For example, in the case of working life
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change, this could entail a new conception of a new kind of “working life of the
post-industrial era”.

Workplace development programmes can be considered means to change
and reform working life that optimally combine both strategic options, i.e., the
building of broad coalitions and the search for new paradigmatic solutions.
Coalition building is essentially a political task. The programme owners must
have the capacity to attract various stakeholders, for example, by creating new
trust and cooperative relations or by developing existing relations. The search
for new paradigmatic alternatives is primarily an explorative task in which
research can play an important role.8

To effectively perform both the political task and the explorative task and to
play the role of an institutional entrepreneur, a programme must solve, or at
least avoid, what in social research literature has been called the “paradox of
embedded agency” (e.g. Battilana et al.  2009; Garud et al.  2007; Weik 2011).
This paradox refers to the tension between institutional determinants and
agency. How can workplace development programmes, which typically include
the parties involved in the expanded triple helix model and typically play a key
role in the prevailing technological systems, become change agents that are
capable and – more importantly – motivated to initiate changes that break
with the institutional logic of these systems and to actively participate in the
implementation of these changes?

Geels and Schot (2007) have developed a three-tier framework for under-
standing sociotechnical transitions that combines neo-institutional theory
with structuration theory, evolutionary economics, and science and technology
studies, among others. This framework distinguishes three levels of heuristic,
analytical concepts: niche-innovations, sociotechnical regimes and sociotech-
nical landscape. Here, “sociotechnical” refers to the co-evolution of social and
technological relationships. Sociotechnical transitions refer to changes from
one sociotechnical regime to another.  This framework is applied to working
life changes below.

As described above, we can hypothesize that working life comprises a num-
ber  of  subsystems.  By applying the framework of  Geels  and Schot,  the  cogni-
tive deep structures that underlie these subsystems can be analysed as socio-
technical regimes. The sociotechnical regime concept refers to shared cogni-
tive routines in a broad community of social groups and the alignment of activ-
ities and explained patterned development along sociotechnical trajectories
(Geels 2011, 31; Geels & Schot 2007, 399–400).

Sociotechnical transitions occur through interaction between new niche-
innovations, external pressures that landscape changes bring to bear on exist-
ing regimes, and internal tensions within the regimes. Under normal condi-
tions, sociotechnical regimes provide strong structuration characterized by
stabilized cognitive rules and established social networks, which makes it diffi-

8 In a similar vein, in their model of the process of institutional entrepreneurship, Battilana et
al. (2009, 86–87)  distinguish two crucial factors of divergent change implementation, namely
“creation of a vision for divergent change” (which refers to the explorative task) and “mobili-
zation of allies behind the vision” (which refers to the political task).
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cult to deviate from mainstream practice. In contrast, niche-innovations expe-
rience weak structuration characterized by poorly articulated cognitive struc-
tures and small and precarious social networks. Competition between niche-
innovations and their underlying networks and the prevailing sociotechnical
regimes and institutionalized mainstream practices is based not only on the
features of the niche-innovations and mainstream practices but also on the
features of the institutional environments in which they operate. For this rea-
son, it is difficult even for the most promising niche-innovations to develop
into mainstream practices without simultaneous and favourable landscape
changes and/or simultaneous opening up of the prevailing regimes to changes.
According to Geels and Schot (2007, 406), the regimes are never fully imper-
vious to change but can be described under normal conditions as “dynamically
stable”.

Geels and Schot distinguish five alternative transition pathways of soci-
otechnical regimes (Table 4). The first of these is reproduction. In the absence
of any external landscape pressure to change, the regime reproduces itself only
through incremental changes despite the availability of advanced radical
niche-innovation. The second line of development can be described as recon-
figuration. This pathway differs from the previous pathway in that the availa-
ble niche-innovations are in a symbiotic relation to the prevailing regime,
which facilitates their adoption by the regime. However, their adoption re-
quires changes in the regime architecture. In transformation, a gradual but
permanent change in the landscape in the absence of an advanced niche-
innovation forces the regime to renew itself. Change happens slowly, but as it
matures, it leads to a distinctly new kind of development path. Although no
single promising niche-innovation exists in transformation, the regime may
nonetheless be inspired, albeit in a watered-down form, by niche-innovations
that  are  still  in  their  germ form (Geels  2011,  32).  In substitution, the regime
faces strong external landscape pressure in a situation in which radical niche-
innovations are available. Consequently, a new kind of regime replaces the
former. The fifth potential pathway is de-alignment and re-alignment. It dif-
fers from the previous pathway in that radical niche-innovations do not initial-
ly exist, but they develop through experimentation and competition. The for-
mer regime gradually collapses, and the new regime is able to emerge only
after the period of experimentation and competition.
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Table 4. Typology of transition pathways (adapted from Geels & Schot 2007).

Reproduc-
tion

Reconfigu-
ration

Trans-
formation

Substitution De-alignment
and

re-alignment
External
landscape
pressure for
change

No Low Moderate Much Much

Availability
of radical
niche-
innovation

Yes or no Yes No Yes Not in the
beginning,
but multiple
competing
innovations
emerge

Possibility
of break-
through
for such
innovation

Little chance Existing
symbiotic
innovations
are adopt-
ed by the
regime

No An existing
innovation
breaks
through

One of the
emerging
innovations
breaks through
after experi-
mentation and
competition

Regime
transition
pathway

Incremental
change
within exist-
ing trajecto-
ry

Substantial
change in
architec-
ture

Cumulative
adjustments
and reorien-
tation to-
wards new
trajectory

Replacement
of the old
regime with a
new one

Erosion of the
old regime,
emerging of a
new regime
after a period
of time

Key actors
in transition

Regime
actors

Regime
actors and
suppliers of
the compo-
nent niche-
innovations

Regime
actors and
outside
pressure
groups

Suppliers of
the  niche-
innovation

Suppliers of
the emerging
niche-
innovations

The three-level framework helps to deepen our understanding of why the mod-
ification of practices in working life is so difficult through the actions of indi-
vidual work organizations and other individual actors or even networks of
these actors alone. In addition, this framework provides conceptual tools to
increase understanding of the conditions in which change is possible.

Workplace development programmes can be considered a soft form of regu-
lation that are usually launched and governed by key regime actors with an
aim to support successful sociotechnical transitions. Programmes can play a
variety of roles, depending on the type of transition pathway. Reproduction
and reconfiguration do not necessarily require the support of an in-depth
search for new solutions, which means that programmes can be very develop-
ment-oriented. However, reconfiguration requires more active network build-
ing to support successful change compared with reproduction. In transfor-
mation, new development paths must be actively sought, which emphasizes
the role of research and other forms of exploration. Successful transformation
also requires a significant investment in the construction of networks and co-
operative relations. In substitution, programmes may not play any role be-
cause niche-innovations break through regardless of the regime actors. Simi-
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larly, in de-alignment and re-alignment, producers of the breakthrough niche-
innovation are most active during the transition. However, regime actors may
nonetheless be motivated to support experimentation with potential new solu-
tions in cooperation with the underlying networks of these solutions in the
event of the dissolution of the former regime.

****
Workplace development programmes operate at a different level than stand-
alone workplace development projects do. This means that the effectiveness of
workplace development programmes should be assessed according to different
criteria. To better understand and enhance the social effectiveness of these
programmes (e.g. to bring about cumulative innovations at the meso level and
to promote change at the macro level), it is important to consider how pro-
grammes should be built and implemented to enable them to achieve these
goals. This is also my justification for the scientific and practical relevance of
this study.

2.6 Positioning the study in the field of research

This study is interested in programme-level issues, long-term effectiveness of
programmes and key conditions for the successful renewal of working life
through the implementation of programmes. As stated in Chapter 1, main-
stream evaluation studies of individual workplace development programmes
and mainstream research literature on project management only tangentially
touch on the research questions of this study. Table 5 shows six fields of re-
search that have made the most significant contributions to the research ques-
tions of this study and/or to which this study seeks to make a contribution.
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Table 5. Linkages of this study to different fields of research.

Field of research Selected key literature
Comparative descriptions
and analyses of work-
place development
strategies and
programmes

e.g. Ashton et al. 2003; Bamps & Beckmans 2005;
Brödner & Latniak 2003; Business Decisions Limited
2000; Cole 1989; Den Hertog & Schröder 1989;
Eeckelaert et al. 2012; Ennals & Gustavsen 1999;
Gallagher 2001; Gustavsen 2007; Gustavsen et al.
2001; Naschold 1994a; 1994b; Sogge & Skulberg 2007;
Totterdill et al. 2002; 2009

Comprehensive analyses
of workplace
development strategies
and programmes in
individual countries

e.g. Arnkil 2004; Brulin & Svensson 2012; Cole 1989;
Fricke 1994; 1997; 2003; Gustavsen (several
publications); Levin (ed.) 2002; Naschold 1993; Oehlke
2001; Qvale 2002; Riegler 2008

Studies on the diffusion
of workplace and other
innovations

e.g. Ansari et al. 2010; Arnkil 2008; Business Decisions
Limited 2002; Cole 1989; 1993; Gustavsen (several
publications); Kennedy & Fiss 2009; Lillrank 1995;
Rogers 2003; Steiber 2012; Steiber & Alänge 2013

Studies on learning net-
works

e.g. Bessant et al. 2012; Bessant & Tsekouras 2001;
Birkinshaw et al. 2007; Bottrup 2005; Ekman et al.
2011; Gustavsen (several publications); Knight 2002;
Levin (ed.) 2002; Nahapiet & Ghoshal 1998; Poell et al.
2000; Ramstad 2009a; Romano & Secundo (eds.)
2009; Tell 2001; Toiviainen 2003; Vesalainen &
Strömmer 1999

Studies on practice–
performance links

e.g. Becker & Gerhart 1996; Beugelsdijk 2008; Black &
Lynch 2001; Cox et al. 2011; Delery & Doty 1996;
Ennen & Richter 2010; Gual & Ricart 2001; Hesketh &
Fleetwood 2006; Laursen & Foss 2003; Macky & Boxall
2007; Messersmith & Guthrie 2010; Nielsen &
Lundvall 2007; Nielsen et al. 2012; Paauwe 2004; Pot
2011; Ramstad 2008; 2009b; 2014; Shipton et al.
2005; Van de Voorde et al. 2012

Studies on conditions for
institutional and social
change

e.g. Battilana et al. 2009; Beckert 2010; Dacin et al.
2002; DiMaggio 1988; DiMaggio & Powell 1983; Garud
et al. 2007; Geels 2011; Geels & Schot 2007; Green-
wood & Hinings 1996; Leonardi & Barley 2010; Meyer
& Rowan 1977; Oliver 1992; Orlikowski & Scott 2008;
Weik 2011

Various comparative presentations of workplace development programmes
implemented in different countries over the years are often rich in content but
thus far mainly descriptive in nature (see Section 3.2.1). Therefore, this study,
with its focus on workplace development programmes and their ability to
change and reform working life, does not have many predecessors in academic
research literature. It is understandable that the previous literature and debate
on the subject focused mainly on countries with the most extensive history of
such programmes, such as Norway, Sweden and Germany. Comprehensive
analyses of workplace development strategies and programmes conducted in
these countries also form the most important basis for the goal setting of this
study. The following is a brief review of the previous academic discussion on
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the conditions under which workplace development programmes can become
a vehicle for working life change.

Cole’s (1989) influential work, Strategies for Learning, is not on workplace
development programmes as such. Rather, it addresses the spread of small-
group activities in three industrial nations between the 1960s and mid-1980s.
Cole considers why the US companies moved more slowly and less effectively
in adopting small-group activities compared with Swedish and, especially,
Japanese companies. The problem setting and starting point in Strategies for
Learning relate to those of this study in the sense that they adopt a profoundly
macro-level approach that emphasizes the influence of the evolution of nation-
al infrastructures on the diffusion of organizational innovations such as self-
managing teams and quality circles. According to Cole’s analysis, the central
organizational characteristics of national infrastructures that affected the dif-
fusion of small-group activities in these three countries included top manage-
ment support in companies; type of organization and structural form of the
intermediary agency; mode of company participation in dissemination activi-
ties; the principal dissemination strategy; the role of consulting activities in
support of dissemination; and the extent of engineering involvement.

Naschold’s (1994a; 1994b) benchmarking study on six national workplace
development strategies is still the most ambitious effort to analyse the
strengths and weaknesses of national programmes using a systematic concep-
tual framework. Naschold’s analysis draws heavily on his own experiences as
an evaluator of Swedish and Norwegian development programmes in the early
1990s. With regard to observations and conclusions concerning certain other
countries (e.g. Japan and the USA), he resorts mainly to Cole’s analysis. Based
on certain pre-given assumptions and empirical findings derived from the
benchmarking study, Naschold constructs a “best practice” model of national
development strategies that contains six items. A revised version of the Nas-
chold  model  will  be  used  as  a  conceptual  framework  for  the  comparison  of
national and regional workplace development strategies in this study (see Sec-
tion 3.2.3).

Many of Fricke’s writings have analysed reasons for the successes and, espe-
cially, failures of workplace development programmes, with a focus on Ger-
man experiences (e.g. Fricke 1994; 1997; 2003). According to Fricke, the main
shortcomings of German programmes over the years include a lack of demo-
cratic forms of participation guiding project contents, poor and obsolete strat-
egies of transfer, and undeveloped mechanisms for policy learning. Three of
Fricke’s observations in particular have had a major influence on the launch
and design of learning network activity in the TYKES programme and, as such,
on research questions 2.1 and 2.2 of this study. First, for social sciences to play
a role in change processes in working life, they should adopt a problem-driven,
participatory and constructive approach rather than the prevailing “analytical-
descriptive” approaches to reality. Second, transfer processes should be de-
signed such that these processes are a component of the work reform project
itself, and not separate processes that occur later. Third, programmes should
promote innovative developments in networks and alliances that extend be-
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yond the borders of individual companies. Other German researchers who
have conducted thorough and critical, but to some extent less polemic, anal-
yses of the successes and failures of German programmes include Oehlke
(2001) and Riegler (2008).

Qvale (2002) provides a detailed analysis of the reasons why working life re-
form has not reached critical mass, even in Norway, which has the longest his-
tory of programme-based workplace development activities thus far. He sum-
marizes a number of assumptions that guided workplace development in Nor-
way at the outset, i.e. the 1960s, and highlights the importance of four central
factors that he deems the main obstacles to wider reform. These factors in-
clude the less-than-expected “technology push” towards more flexible and de-
centralized forms of work organization; stronger-than-expected resistance
from management to new forms of work organization; problems with the hori-
zontal diffusion of field experiments through traditional transfer models; and
the institutional rigidity of the educational system, as well as institutional ten-
sions between the industrial relations system, industrial policy actors, and
research and educational systems. Qvale also discusses potential tensions that
exist in goal setting in workplace development reforms, which relate to the
extent to which reforms are viewed as democratization efforts vis-à-vis
productivity and innovation are viewed as superior objectives in the reforms.

Gustavsen has probably been the most influential and internationally best-
known  figure  in  Nordic  working  life  development  during  the  last  30  or  so
years,  due both to  his  several  publications on the subject  and to  his  role  as  a
leader and evaluator of many prominent Norwegian and Swedish initiatives.
He has played an especially pivotal role in the development of participatory,
dialogical and network-based approaches to overcome the “problem of diffu-
sion”. Gustavsen has introduced several new concepts into the discourse of
workplace development that have become widely known in Finland and have
influenced the design of many Finnish workplace development projects and
programmes. For example, Gustavsen’s views on “generative mechanisms” and
the need to question the dualism between change (creation) and diffusion (re-
ception) have served as important inspirations for the adoption of network-
based forms of  project  activity  in  the Finnish TYKE and TYKES programmes
(e.g. Gustavsen 1996; Gustavsen et al. 2001). In this way, the entirety of Gus-
tavsen’s extensive publishing has greatly influenced the design of research
questions 2.1 and 2.2 of this study.

Levin’s (2002) edited work Researching Enterprise Development includes
one of the richest collections of descriptions and analyses of network-based
projects that were conducted within a workplace development programme. In
the work, researcher groups that participated in the seven “modules” (devel-
opment coalitions) of the Norwegian Enterprise Development 2000 pro-
gramme tell stories of researchers working together with a group of compa-
nies. The articles focus on the challenges of multi-actor interaction and coop-
eration between researchers and companies and between different fields of
science within the coalitions, as well as the programme’s efforts to bring about
genuine interaction and cooperation between the coalitions. The experiences
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of the modules served as important sources of inspiration for the planning of
learning network projects in the TYKES programme and as reference points
for the monitoring and evaluation of these projects (e.g. Alasoini 2006; see
also Section 5.1.4).

Brulin and Svensson (2012) examine the means by which public develop-
ment programmes are usually conducted in their work Managing Sustainable
Development Programmes. Focusing on the experiences of the EU Structural
Fund programmes in Sweden, they present strong criticism of traditional pro-
gramme implementation, which is based on linear programme logic and em-
phasizes top-down planning and short-term results. Much in the same spirit as
previous Norwegian writers, Brulin and Svensson suggest a new framework
comprising three mechanisms to improve the ability of programmes to pro-
duce more sustainable results. The authors’ three mechanisms for sustainable
change in programmes and large-scale projects are active ownership and steer-
ing, collaboration between different actors and the dynamics of developmental
learning. Their work has acted as an important frame of reference for model-
ling workplace development programmes as dual systems (research question
2.1), as well as for analysing the results of learning network projects (research
question 2.2).

Four other fields of research that have had the greatest influence on this
study are as follows: the diffusion of workplace and other innovations; learn-
ing networks; the links between various company- or workplace-level practices
and performance in terms of productivity, innovation and/or QWL; and condi-
tions for institutional and social change. Research regarding conditions for
institutional and social change is closely associated with the main task of the
study, i.e. the identification of the conditions under which workplace devel-
opment programmes can change and reform working life for the better. This
study seeks to provide new insights to the discussion on working life change
and the potential of workplace development programmes to act as agents of
change based primarily on neo-institutional theory and research. Neo-
institutionalism focuses on developing a sociological view of institutions. This
approach starts with an assumption that institutions operate and interact with
each other in an environment in which the main goals of an institution are
survival and the establishment of legitimacy (Greenwood & Hinings 1996,
1022–1023). A neo-institutional perspective can be seen in this study, particu-
larly in the discussions on sociotechnical transition pathways, mechanisms of
institutional isomorphism, institutional entrepreneurship and embedded
agency.
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3. Research design

This chapter presents the research design. Research design comprises the plan
for conducting the research and involves the intersection of the philosophical
worldview that guides the study, selected strategies of inquiry and specific re-
search methods (e.g. Creswell 2008, 3–21). In line with the design science in-
tent of this study (see Chapter 1), the research is guided by a pragmatic
worldview, follows qualitative strategies of inquiry and uses qualitative re-
search methods. The choice of case studies as the primary means of research
and the use of qualitative methods, such as interviews and analyses of the lit-
erature, derive from the nature of the research task and not from the commit-
ment of the researcher to any one system of philosophy and reality. These
choices are justified based on the scant existence of research of this kind on
workplace development programmes, which calls for a better understanding of
such programmes in the form of explanatory qualitative research. This study is
also influenced by social constructivism. For example, the social constructivist
worldview is seen in the concept of workplace innovation adopted in this study
(see Section 2.4), the manner in which the external effects of development pro-
jects are discussed in the form of generative ideas (see Section 4.2) and the
manner in which the concept of programme theory is used and understood
(see Section 5.1.5).

In the first section (3.1), the research task and questions are set. The follow-
ing two sections (3.2–3.3) describe the relevance, background and conceptual
framework used in the analysis of the research questions. Section 3.4 presents
the research articles. The last section (3.5) presents the research methods and
materials.

3.1 Research task and questions

Following the logic of design science, this study seeks to understand, assess
and create concepts, models, methods and actual implementations that help to
improve the effectiveness of workplace development programmes. This study
is interested in the conditions under which workplace development pro-
grammes can produce positive changes in working life and in the extent to
which these conditions have been realized in programmes in recent years. Pos-
itive changes refer to simultaneous improvements in productivity and QWL.
Good productivity and QWL are prerequisites for maintaining and further de-
veloping the Finnish welfare state (Alasoini 2011, 26–28). In Chapter 2, I ex-
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amined the meanings of the concepts of workplace development (2.2), work-
place development programme (2.3) and workplace innovation (2.4).

The research task is divided into two parts and five research questions, as
follows:

The first part of the research task focuses on strengths and weaknesses of
workplace development programmes conducted in various countries and
regions in recent years, with particular attention to Finland. The specific re-
search questions (RQs) are as follows:

RQ 1.1: What are the strengths and weaknesses of Finnish programme-based
workplace development compared to those of other countries in which pro-
grammes to develop working life and promote workplace innovations have
been conducted in recent years?

RQ 1.2: Do Finland and the other Nordic countries possess certain features
that are specific to programmes conducted in these countries, and should
these features be regarded primarily as strengths or weaknesses in interna-
tional comparison?

RQ 1.3: How does the European development context differ from the devel-
opment context of the East Asian “bureaucratic developmental states”, and
what are the strengths and weaknesses of each?

The comparisons utilize a model developed by Frieder Naschold (1994a;
1994b) for making comparisons between national workplace development
strategies. The Naschold model includes six key dimensions. The model was
revised prior to its use in the empirical analysis. The TYKES programme is
used as an example of programme-based workplace development in Finland
for purposes of the comparison.

The second part of the research task focuses on the ability of workplace de-
velopment programmes to produce broad-based and long-term learning ef-
fects and on how this ability can be strengthened. As in the first part, special
attention is paid to Finnish experiences. The study focuses on the pro-
grammes’ so-called generative results. Generative results indicate the extent
to which the programme has successfully transformed the results achieved at
individual workplaces that participated in the programme’s projects into bene-
fits for other workplaces and stakeholder groups (Alasoini 2006, 10). Genera-
tive results have often proved to be the Achilles’ heel of programmes. The spe-
cific research questions are as follows:

RQ 2.1: How can differences in the effectiveness and in the achievement of
generative results in particular be compared at the conceptual level between a
traditional programme strategy that is built on demonstration projects and an
alternative strategy that uses learning networks, and what are the strengths
and weaknesses of each strategy?

RQ 2.2: How successful has the alternative strategy based on learning net-
works actually been in producing generative results, and what kinds of difficul-
ties has this strategy encountered at the implementation stage?

A conceptual framework for analysing the effectiveness of different pro-
gramme strategies is built in connection with research question 2.1. This
framework (Alasoini 2006; 2008; 2011) is utilized when answering research
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question 2.2. The main empirical data comprise learning network projects of
the TYKES programmes.

3.2 Part 1: comparison of national and regional workplace devel-
opment programmes

3.2.1 Relevance of research questions 1.1–1.3

Despite Europe’s long history of programmes to develop working life and
promote workplace innovations, systematic comparative analyses on the expe-
riences of such programmes are rare. In addition to studies that evaluate indi-
vidual programmes, our stock of knowledge on such programmes is based
primarily on a number of (mainly) descriptive presentations and comparisons
of programmes implemented in different countries (e.g. Ashton et al. 2003;
Bamps & Berckmans 2005; Brödner & Latniak 2003; Business Decisions Lim-
ited 2000; Den Hertog & Schröder 1989; Eeckelaert et al. 2012; Gallagher
2001; Gustavsen 2007; Gustavsen et al. 2001; Sogge & Skulberg 2007; Totter-
dill et al. 2002; 2009). For the most part, these presentations either highlight
the existing examples as showcases to be emulated by European, national or
regional policy-makers or target criticism to the lack of activity by policy-
makers in this area. Despite many ambitious joint projects in Europe that have
united programme funding agencies and research institutes from different
European countries, cross-national learning has been modest (Pot et al. 2016).

Analyses based on the Eurofound’s European Working Conditions Surveys
do not indicate that differences in QWL between different European countries
have narrowed in recent years (see Chapter 2). This finding suggests that the
QWL-related problems that are deemed relevant likely differ across European
countries. In many countries, policy-makers’ interest in learning from the ex-
periences of workplace development programmes or other development inter-
ventions conducted in other countries has also been hampered by differences
in institutional structures between countries; language and cultural barriers;
the “not invented here” syndrome; and different views regarding whether it is
generally appropriate to use public policy to address issues that relate to, for
example, the management or organization of work of companies. Moreover,
the programmes’ own mechanisms for dissemination may have been weak,
and their stakeholder groups may have lacked an interest in sharing infor-
mation across national borders.

Nonetheless, it has been suggested (see Section 2.1) that the driving forces of
the “second wave of ICT-based productivity growth” will not be new technolo-
gies as such but rather various business innovations, management innova-
tions, workplace innovations and other social innovations that exploit new
technologies. One may assume with good reason that this will lead to increased
interest also in workplace development and the promotion of workplace inno-
vations and will open up new opportunities for these activities. The capacity of
workplace development programmes to promote innovations of this type dur-
ing the “second wave of ICT-based productivity growth” will depend on the
programmes’ ability to reinvent themselves in a manner that enables them to
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respond to challenges that will emerge during the transformation process. In
times of turbulence, having access to new information, insights and visions,
exchanging experiences and learning from solutions developed by others will
become increasingly important. From this perspective, it is crucial that ap-
proaches, methods and tools are developed that will improve the understand-
ing of programmes of different countries, allow systematic comparisons be-
tween such programmes, and make it possible to learn from the experiences of
other countries.

3.2.2 Background

My motive to commence a systematic assessment of the strengths and weak-
nesses of Finnish programme-based development for the promotion of work-
place innovations in an international context originated in 2004 with the
launch of the WORK-IN-NET project. The WORK-IN-NET project was con-
ducted between 2004 and 2010 within the ERA-NET scheme, which was fund-
ed by the European Commission’s Sixth Framework Programme for Research
and Technological Development. The aim of this project was to establish sus-
tainable communication and cooperation channels in Europe between national
and regional research activities in the area of work-related innovation issues.
The key themes of the project included qualitative human resource manage-
ment, corporate social responsibility and culture, and regional development
alliances. Project participants comprised programme managers who worked in
national and regional ministries and funding agencies. (Zettel 2010.) The
number of participating countries and institutions varied somewhat during the
course of the project. When the project ended in 2010, it had core and associ-
ated partners from 13 European countries. At the beginning of the project, the
Finnish partners included the Ministry of Labour (through the TYKES pro-
gramme) and the Finnish Work Environment Fund. From 2008 onwards,
Finnish partners included Tekes (through the TYKES programme), the Minis-
try of Employment and the Economy, and the Finnish Work Environment
Fund.

Finnish participants were responsible for benchmarking activities. One sub-
task during this stage of the project was to conduct a comparison of the strate-
gies and programmes to promote workplace innovations in the various partic-
ipating countries and regions. This subtask was conducted in 2005. Data were
collected on national programmes in Finland, Sweden, Norway and Germany
and on regional programmes in North Rhine-Westphalia and Emilia-
Romagna. The next step of this subtask was to extend the comparison to cover
other interesting countries and regions that did not participate in the project.
This part of the subtask was conducted in 2007 and 2008. The national pro-
grammes of Ireland and Singapore and the Flemish regional programme were
selected as new objects for study. The research group that gathered data at
different stages of the benchmarking study comprised, in addition to me, Elise
Ramstad, Tiina Hanhike, Nuppu Rouhiainen and Maarit Lahtonen of the
TYKES programme team. I supplemented the data in 2008 with new data on
the national programme of South Korea. Therefore, the data concerning the
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first research task were collected in 2005–08 and include ten national or re-
gional programmes that have contributed to the promotion of workplace inno-
vations.9

3.2.3 Conceptual framework

A model developed by Frieder Naschold was used as a conceptual framework
for the comparison of national (and in some cases, regional) workplace devel-
opment strategies (Naschold 1994a; 1994b; see also Davies et al. 1993; Nas-
chold 1993).10 Naschold developed his model to assess the combined impact of
national workplace development strategies on socio-economic performance at
the micro and macro level. Socio-economic performance refers here to im-
provement in both productivity and welfare. Naschold’s model was based on
the view that there is a trend towards a homogenized, global frame of reference
for national productivity and welfare strategies and that it possible to define a
small number of universal functional “best practices” for these strategies (Nas-
chold 1994a, 108–109; 1994b, 118). Regardless of certain inherent problems
that are discussed below, the Naschold model remains a rare exception among
the comparative presentations of workplace development strategies because of
its analytical, systematic and comprehensive approach.

The benchmarking study of this dissertation was preceded by an analysis of
the literature (see Section 2.6), which led to a revision of Naschold’s original
framework in two important respects, namely, the methodological approach
used in benchmarking and the content of the model itself. The underlying mo-
tives to modify the model stemmed, first, from epistemological and policy
learning-related criticism of a view based on the notion of “best practices” and,
second, from a specific set of values that justifies workplace development. In
practice, it is impossible to draw a sharp line between the modification of the
model and empirical analysis. Certain critical remarks concerning the model
were further confirmed or otherwise specified during the empirical analysis,
especially at the workshop that was arranged as part of the first phase of the
benchmarking study and through the interviews conducted later. In this sense,
the first part of the research task, during which the conceptual framework took
shape, also included features of abductive reasoning (e.g. Dubois & Gadde
2002; Timmermans & Tavory 2012). The criticism of the Naschold model and
the modification of the model based on that criticism and for purposes of the
empirical analysis can collectively be regarded as a key result of this study,
although this was not an actual research question (for more details, see Section
5.1.6).

9 A list of the main publications can be found in Section 3.5.1.
10 In the 1990s, Frieder Naschold was the director of the Research Programme on Labour
Politics at the Science Centre in Berlin. He became famous in the Nordic countries in the early
1990s, particularly as an evaluator of the Swedish LOM programme (Leadership, Organization
and Co-Determination) and the Norwegian SBA programme (Centre for Better Working Life)
(Davies et al. 1993; Naschold 1993). In Finland, he became well-known as an evaluator of
public-sector modernization efforts, among other accomplishments (Naschold 1995).
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The epistemological criticism of Naschold’s original model related to the dif-
ficulty of validating “best practices” in this area of study. The six generic prin-
ciples of the Naschold model were formed in the 1980s and 1990s on the bases
of comparisons between six countries (Australia, Germany, Japan, Norway,
Sweden and the USA) in a unique historical context. The principles were de-
rived from a number of empirical findings rather than a specific conceptual
framework with well-founded, theory-based premises (on the main explicit
theoretical assumptions on which the model is based, see Naschold 1994a,
108–109; 1994b, 118).

The policy learning-related criticism related to the view that a mechanical
search and adoption of “best practices” may narrow rather than broaden op-
portunities for mutual learning between different countries and regions by
reducing variation among them. In addition, the adoption of “best practices”
can at best only help certain individual countries or regions to be better than
others in a manner that is vulnerable to copying or to prevent these countries
and regions from being inferior to others. Only the kinds of signature process-
es that lead to unique solutions can help different countries and regions to find
means to be better than others in a sustainable way. (For greater detail on the
criticism towards the concept of “best practice” in management and organiza-
tion  research,  see  Gratton  &  Ghoshal  2005;  Orlikowski  2002;  Wareham  &
Gerrits 1999.)

The second underlying motive to revise the original Naschold model derived
from the fact that workplace development in the Nordic countries, for exam-
ple, has traditionally been based on certain more or less explicit values and
principles to which all key parties (e.g. companies, researchers, developers,
labour market parties and the government) have been committed. Naschold
does not discuss these matters. This is a major shortcoming in his work, not
the least because the first principle of his model in particular may undermine
the traditional legitimacy bases of workplace development. According to the
first principle, the strategic justification for a workplace development strategy
should arise primarily from macro-level industrial policy rather than, for ex-
ample, the system of industrial relations (see Table 6). However, it is obvious
that questions relating to, for example, employee participation or QWL, which
are of crucial importance in workplace development that arises in the context
of industrial relations, have typically not been considered issues in traditional
industrial policy (Alasoini 2012; 2013; Qvale 2002). To the extent that issues
of this nature have been discussed at all in industrial policy, it may have oc-
curred mainly in the context of frictionless change management, overcoming
resistance by employees and making them commit to the adoption of new so-
lutions developed jointly by management and various experts.

Concerning the methodological approach, the purpose of the study was not
to make detailed mechanical comparisons between different countries and
regions but to reveal similarities and differences among strategies and the
functional correspondence among them, thereby furthering learning about
differences  and  diversity.  The  primary  use  of  Naschold’s  model  was  not  as  a
tool for ranking the programmes or assessing their superiority but as a mirror
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that made it possible to analyse strengths and weaknesses of programmes in a
more versatile way, searching for “useful” rather than “best” practices. This
approach was called reflexive benchmarking, as opposed to the more tradi-
tional mechanical benchmarking. (Alasoini 2008, 78–80; 2009b, 619–620.)

The content of the Naschold model is described in a greater detail elsewhere
(Alasoini  2009a,  159–161;  2009b,  621–624).  Table  6  summarizes  the  six  ge-
neric principles of the model and the main remarks and revisions that were
made when the model was modified for the benchmarking study.

Table 6. The generic principles of the Naschold model and their revision in the benchmarking
study.

Generic principles of
the original model

Main remarks and revisions

Policy context: The strategic
justification for a workplace
development strategy arises
primarily from macro-level industrial
policy issues rather than the
industrial relations system or the
research and development system.

This insight can be considered ever more
accurate in light of the current rapid and
unpredictable economic and technological
change. However, workplace development
issues cannot be subordinated as a
component of industrial policy; rather, the
content of industrial policy should become
more broad-based. Although the system of
industrial relations or research must not
guide strategic goal setting, it is
appropriate to involve actors from both
domains to strengthen the social legitimacy
(especially labour market organizations)
and insightfulness (especially research
organizations) of workplace development
activities.

Orientation: At the programme and
project levels, the aim is to attain an
international or global standard,
rather than settling for a national or
local standard.

Instead of considering a particular model
an international standard that is
“hegemonic” in terms of its productivity
potential and a reference when creating
objects for development, it is more
important to monitor developments
elsewhere with an open mind and to select
the most beneficial ideas.

Participation: In development
operations, the aim is a type of
indirect intervention that combines
simultaneous design and process
orientation and broad company-
level or workplace-level participation
as opposed to traditional design
solutions provided by experts or
centralized bargaining solutions by
social partners.

The significance of employee influence and
the inclusion of gender and age
perspectives in the goal setting of project
activities should be emphasized as
elements of broad company-level and
workplace-level participation.

Infrastructure: The development
strategy is supported and guided by
a strong national infrastructure that
comprises a large number of experts.

First, strategies and programmes can also
be used as a vehicle to strengthen the
infrastructure. Second, in modern
societies, there are usually several
innovation centres, of which no centre can
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claim to have superior knowledge or
monopolize knowledge indefinitely. In
workplace development, innovation
centres typically comprise, in addition to
workplaces, R&D institutes, consulting
firms and development agencies, labour
market organizations, public authorities,
professional associations and, in some
cases, social movements.

Horizontal networking: The players
are networked on the micro level
(the company or workplace level).

This insight can be considered ever more
accurate in light of the current rapid and
unpredictable economic and technological
change. The scope and diversity of
participating companies and workplaces
affects in itself the potential for mutual
networking and learning.

Aims vs. resources: The resources
and duration of the programme-
based operations are adequate in
relation to the aims of the
programme.

In addition to material resources (financial
resources, staff expertise and time),
intellectual resources (programme visions,
guiding principles and development
concepts) and social resources (the
capability to harness different networks
and to use different mechanisms for
dissemination of “good practices”) also
play important roles in workplace
development strategies and programmes.

3.3 Part 2: prerequisites for broad-based and long-term learning
effects in workplace development programmes

3.3.1 Relevance of research questions 2.1–2.2

Evaluation studies of workplace development programmes have focused pri-
marily on immediate changes in the work organizations participating in devel-
opment projects in the programmes, such as improvements in labour produc-
tivity, work flow, work environment and job satisfaction. This study refers to
these kinds of outcomes as first-order results of programmes (Alasoini 2008,
66). The focus of evaluation studies on first-order results can be explained by a
variety of reasons. For example, first-order results are typically easier to meas-
ure and show in precise numerical form compared with results that emerge
only in the longer term or results for which the object of measurement is
something other than the participating organization. Another reason for this
practice is that programme owners, funders, implementers and stakeholder
groups often need immediate feedback on the implemented measures. Long
delays can easily cause feedback information to lose its political relevance and
interest. The third reason is related to the legitimacy of programmes. It is usu-
ally possible to mould first-order results into a form that is easily communicat-
ed to and understood by policy-makers and the general public. Providing quick
and impressive one-off results is often the easiest way to create positive public-
ity for programmes. The fourth reason is that programmes typically achieve
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fairly impressive first-order results. I will examine this issue in greater detail
in Chapter 4.

However, many researchers who have conducted more comprehensive as-
sessments of workplace development programmes have shown that the pro-
grammes are typically less successful in other areas, particularly in the areas of
generative results, infrastructure results and policy learning. The use and ben-
efits of the projects have spread poorly from the participating organizations to
other work organizations. The extent to which the programmes have strength-
ened research and development expertise at the national, regional or sectoral
level or have stimulated new, genuine and lasting cooperative relations be-
tween different actors is often unclear. Moreover, the outcomes and experi-
ences of the programmes have not always been considered in the planning and
implementation of “next-generation” programmes. Although these criticisms
are based on the experiences of countries with the most impressive histories of
workplace development programmes, such as the Nordic countries and Ger-
many  (e.g.  Arnkil  2004;  2008;  Brulin  &  Svensson  2012;  Fricke  1997;  2003;
Gustavsen 2008; Qvale 2001; Riegler 2008; Steiber & Alänge 2013), they may
be generalized to programmes conducted in other countries as well.

Publicly funded programmes cannot maintain their legitimacy in the long
term unless they produce not only first-order results but also more broad-
based and longer-term learning effects in working life. There are different stra-
tegic options available to workplace development programmes to achieve this
goal, as explained below. Nonetheless, discussion and accumulation of
knowledge on the various options, including their pros and cons and experien-
tial data, has thus far been surprisingly scarce in research literature.

3.3.2 Background

My interest in improving the ability of programmes to produce generative re-
sults was born of my experiences as Project Manager of the Workplace Devel-
opment Programme TYKE since 1996. The TYKE programme conducted be-
tween 1996 and 2003 managed in its aim to produce simultaneous improve-
ments in productivity and QWL by conducting development projects in indi-
vidual  work  organizations  (Arnkil  et  al.  2003;  Ramstad  2005b;  2005c).  The
programme also sought to produce wider learning effects. In 1997, the pro-
gramme’s management group decided to start funding also network projects
that were larger entities and included several work organizations, which was a
departure from traditional development projects (Alasoini 2005a; 2006).
However, the TYKE programme evaluation study conducted in 2002–03 re-
vealed a clear gap between the programme’s first-order results and its wider
learning effects (Arnkil et al. 2003).

According to the evaluation study, the TYKE programme was “a forerunner
of social and organizational innovations in Finland”, showed “clear evidence of
sustainable results in projects” and possessed comprehensiveness, flexibility
and local drive as its primary strengths (ibid., 18). However, the evaluation
study criticized the TYKE programme (among others) for the weakness of its
generative mechanisms and its lack of success in broadly disseminating fur-
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ther even the best results obtained in individual companies or work organiza-
tions. The evaluation study raised serious questions regarding the extent to
which an individual company or work organization was a sufficiently large unit
to generate processes of change in working life. (ibid., 193–194.)

During the preparation phase of the new TYKES programme in 2003, the
programme team conducted a survey among Finnish research units that are
active in working life research. The survey studied the extent to which the
units had experience with learning networks, the characteristics of these net-
works, the results they had produced, the kinds of problems encountered dur-
ing the creation of the networks, and the extent to which the research units
were interested in participating in these kinds of networks in the future. The
survey gave strong support to the view that learning networks could be a
means of enhancing the ability of the new TYKES programme to produce gen-
erative results. (Ramstad 2005a.)

The learning network project became a new form of project activity in the
TYKES programme from the beginning in early 2004. As Project Manager of
the programme, I actively participated in the planning, launching, monitoring
and evaluation of the learning networks projects, as well as in the coordination
of their mutual cooperation, together with Tiina Hanhike, Maarit Lahtonen,
Elise Ramstad and Nuppu Rouhiainen of the TYKES programme team.

3.3.3 Conceptual framework

There was no ready-made theoretical framework available for the second part
of the research task. Instead, the framework was constructed in three articles.
The first article makes a distinction between workplace-level (first-order) and
generative results, presents reasons for the gap between them and specifies the
main premises of an “alternative” strategy based on the use of learning net-
works (Alasoini 2006). The second article presents a framework for analysing
the dynamics of development programmes and uses this framework to com-
pare the abilities of three different types of projects to produce outcomes at
different levels (Alasoini 2008). The third article supplements the previous
articles by presenting a framework of alternative means for improving the ca-
pacity of programmes to produce generative results (Alasoini 2011).

The framework that was constructed in the three above-mentioned articles
can be considered a programme theory. This concept refers to a plausible and
sensible model of how a programme is supposed to function and produce the
desired processes, leading to the desired outcomes (Dahler-Larsen 2001; Rog-
ers 2008; Stame 2010). In this particular case, the programme theory assumes
that an “alternative” programme strategy based on learning networks is more
capable of producing not only generative results but also infrastructure results
and programme and policy learning compared with a more traditional pro-
gramme strategy that relies on the use of pilot or demonstration projects. Nev-
ertheless, the concept of programme theory is used here in broad terms (an
issue that will be addressed in greater detail in Section 5.1.5).

To answer research question 2.2, the perspectives and conceptual tools cre-
ated in these three articles are utilized along with a number of other theoreti-
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cal and empirical studies that examine learning networks and the broad-based
and long-term learning effects of development programmes.

3.4 Research articles

The empirical part of the study comprises six articles. Articles 1 and 2 relate to
research questions 1.1–1.3, and articles 3–6 relate to research questions 2.1–
2.2. The following is a description of the key contribution of each article to
answering the research questions.

Article 1: Alasoini, T. (2009) Strategies to Promote Workplace Innovation:
A Comparative Analysis of Nine National and Regional Approaches. Eco-
nomic and Industrial Democracy 30 (4), 614–642. This paper provides an
analysis of strategies that aimed to promote workplace innovations in nine
national and regional contexts in the 1990s and 2000s. The paper elaborates
the conceptual framework used in answering research questions 1.1–1.3 and
provides the basic empirical material for research questions 1.1 and 1.2. This
material is also utilized in answering research question 1.3.

Article 2: Alasoini, T. (2009) Alternative Paths for Working Life Reform? A
Comparison of European and East Asian Development Strategies. Interna-
tional Journal of Action Research 5 (2), 155–183. This paper expands the dis-
cussion on working life reform from the well-known European examples to
include the recent developments in East Asia. The material and analysis in-
cluded in this paper are used in answering research question 1.3. In addition,
the material concerning South Korea is utilized in connection with research
questions 1.1 and 1.2.

Article 3: Alasoini, Tuomo (2006) In Search of Generative Results: A New
Generation of Programmes to Develop Work Organization. Economic and
Industrial Democracy 27 (1), 9–37. This paper evaluates means of improving
the ability of workplace development programmes to create and disseminate
“good practices”. The distinctions in this article between workplace-level re-
sults and generative results and between the two kinds of programme strate-
gies are utilized in answering research question 2.1.

Article 4: Alasoini, T. (2008) Building Better Programmes: Learning Net-
works in the Promotion of Workplace Innovation. International Journal of
Action Research 4 (1+2), 62–89. This paper provides a generic conceptual
framework to improve the understanding of critical success factors for the so-
cial effectiveness of programmes that promote workplace innovation. The con-
ceptual framework presented in this paper for analysing the dynamics of de-
velopment programmes is utilized to answer research question 2.1.

Article 5: Alasoini, T. (2011) Workplace Development as Part of Broad-
Based Innovation Policy: Exploiting and Exploring Three Types of
Knowledge. Nordic Journal of Working Life Studies 1 (1), 23–43. (http://
rossy.ruc.dk/ojs/index.php/njwls/article/view/2334/651). This paper exam-
ines the possibilities created by a broad-based innovation policy recently
adopted in Finland for the promotion of workplace innovations and the types
of knowledge required in workplace development. The conceptual framework
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developed in this article to compare different programme strategies for pro-
ducing generative results is utilized in answering research question 2.1.

Article 6: Alasoini, T. (2014) Learning from Learning Networks: Experienc-
es of the Finnish Workplace Development Programme. International Journal
of Action Research 10 (3), 310–338. This paper conducts an empirical analysis
of five learning network projects funded by the Finnish TYKES programme to
examine the feasibility of a learning network-based strategy to improve the
ability of publicly supported workplace development programmes to produce
broad-based and long-term learning effects in working life. The material and
analysis included in this paper are used to answer research question 2.2.

3.5 Research methods and materials

3.5.1 Research questions 1.1–1.3

Articles 1 and 2 provide answers to research questions 1.1–1.3. Article 1 pri-
marily answers questions 1.1 and 1.2, and article 2 primarily answers question
1.3. However, empirical material concerning South Korea that is included in
article 2 is also utilized to answer questions 1.1 and 1.2. Empirical material on
European programmes that is included in article 1 is also used to answer ques-
tion 1.3.

Article 1 analyses programmes to promote workplace innovations in nine
countries and regions. The data were collected in two stages. During the first
stage of the benchmarking study, in 2005, data on four countries and two re-
gions (Finland, Sweden, Norway, Germany, North Rhine-Westphalia and Emi-
lia-Romagna) were collected through a literature analysis, a semi-structured
questionnaire and a three-day workshop held in Helsinki in March 2005. A
total of 23 people participated in the workshop, which applied dialogical
methods in the spirit of reflexive benchmarking. The workshop participants
had the opportunity to comment afterwards on the conclusions that were
drawn based on analyses of the research materials. (Alasoini 2009b, 620–621,
624–625; Alasoini et al. 2005a.)

Data on three other countries and regions were collected in 2007 and 2008
through a literature analysis, on-site interviews and a search through the web
sites and annual reports of various agencies. A visit to Singapore in May 2007
included five interviews at two state agencies. Two study visits were made to
Belgium in 2007, the first of which was to Brussels in June and the second to
Turnhout in September. In all, 12 people were interviewed in Belgium. When
Ireland was visited in December 2007, the research group conducted a total of
14 interviews at eight institutions. The interviewed persons in these cases had
the opportunity to comment afterwards on the observations and conclusions
recorded by the researchers. (Alasoini 2009b, 621, 626–627; Alasoini & Ram-
stad 2007; Alasoini et al. 2008a; 2008b.)

Article 2 compares workplace development strategies in Europe and East
Asia. The article uses the same material used in Article 1 but is supplemented
by data on South Korea. The data from South Korea were gathered mainly in
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2008 through a literature analysis and a visit to the country in October. The
visit included interviews at three agencies and participation in an international
seminar organized by the South Korean Ministry of Labour, the Korea Labour
Institute (KLI) and the New Paradigm Centre (NPC). (Alasoini 2009a, 161–
163; 2009c.)

A detailed description of the collection and analyses of research materials at
different stages of the process is provided in Appendix 1.

Table 7 lists the programmes included in the analyses by country or region.

Table 7. Countries, regions and programmes included in the analysis.

Country or region Programme(s)
Emilia-Romagna
(E-R)

The programme “Health and Safety at Work” by the
Institute for Labour Foundation (IpL) on behalf of the
Ministry of Health of Emilia-Romagna

Finland (FIN) The Finnish Workplace Development Programme (TYKES)
by the Ministry of Labour

Flanders (FLA) The Flanders Synergy programme by the European Social
Fund Agency of Flanders

Germany (GER) The National Framework Concept “Innovative
Development of Work – The Future of Work” by the
Project Management Organization (PT) at DLR on behalf of
the German Federal Ministry of Education and Research

Ireland (IRE) The Workplace Innovation Fund (WIF) by Enterprise Ireland
and the National Centre for Partnership and Performance
(NCPP)

North Rhine-
Westphalia (NR-W)

The programme “Work-Oriented Modernization” (MWA)
by the Organization for Innovative Employment Promotion
(G.I.B.) on behalf of the Ministry of Economy and Labour
Affairs of the German Federal State of North Rhine-
Westphalia

Norway (NOR) The Value Creation (VC) 2010 programme by the Research
Council of Norway (RCN)

Singapore (SNG) - The People Developer framework by the Standards,
Productivity and Innovation Board (SPRING)
- The Innovation and Quality Circles programme by SPRING
- The ADVANTAGE! scheme by the Workforce
Development Agency (WDA)

South Korea (SK) The New Paradigm Programme (NPP) by the New Paradigm
Centre (NCP)

Sweden (SWE) The Knowledge Platform “Learning and Health in Working
Life” and the DYNAMO programme by the Swedish Agency
for Innovation Systems (VINNOVA)

3.5.2 Research questions 2.1–2.2

As stated above, articles 3, 4 and 5 provide answers to research question 2.1,
and article 6 provides the answer to research question 2.2. The conceptual
framework that is created based on the first three articles is also utilized to
answer research question 2.2.



Research design

58

Article 3 focuses on network-like approaches to develop work and work or-
ganizations and the capacity of these approaches to produce generative results.
The analysis of the modules of the Norwegian Enterprise Development 2000
programme is based on a literature review (e.g. Gustavsen et al. 1998; 2001;
Levin 2002). Descriptions of the network projects of the TYKE programme
and the learning network projects of the TYKES programme are based on the
programmes’ project guidelines; project applications submitted to the pro-
grammes; project implementation and development plans; joint workshops;
and, in the case of the TYKE network projects, project final reports and evalua-
tion studies (Alasoini 2005a; Koivisto & Ahmaniemi 2001; Vesalainen & Kem-
pas 2002).

Article 4 examines three types of projects in (workplace) development pro-
grammes. The conclusions are based on the results of a number of various
programmes and their evaluation studies, as well as the personal experiences
of the author during his 12-year tenure (since 1996) as Project Manager of the
TYKE and TYKES programmes. The main focus of the article is on learning
network projects. At the time this article was written, in 2008, the TYKES pro-
gramme had funded learning network projects for approximately four years.
Findings concerning learning networks were largely based on the project ap-
plications; project implementation and development plans; project interim
reports to the programme; joint workshops arranged by the TYKES pro-
gramme for these projects; and the materials from a joint book project
(Alasoini et al. 2006).

Article 5 is a purely conceptual analysis that examines workplace develop-
ment as component of a broad-based innovation policy. The findings and con-
clusions are based on an analysis of the literature and on the author’s first-
hand experiences while working as Project Manager of workplace development
programmes (see above).

Article 6 contains an empirical analysis of five learning network projects
funded by the TYKES programme between 2004 and 2010. There were two
main criteria for network selection: first, the network was expected to produce
a good level of generative results, and second, it would be possible to interview
key persons who would have realistic opportunities to assess the learning im-
pact of the network projects after their completion. The principal data collec-
tion method was key person interviews. The interviews were conducted as
semi-structured theme interviews. The central themes of the interviews were
as follows: the most important results of the learning network; the sustainabil-
ity of the results (competence, cooperative relations and development struc-
tures); follow-up processes achieved by the network; the network’s added val-
ue compared with traditional demonstration projects; the workability of the
network structure; interactive forums; and the support received by the net-
work from the programme. The key persons had the necessary knowledge to
express opinions on all of these themes.

A total of 13 people were interviewed, including researchers, consultants,
public officials and labour market officials. Of those interviewed, 11 participat-
ed in face-to-face individual or group interviews, each lasting 1–2 hours. In
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addition, two phone interviews, each lasting about an hour, were conducted.11

No one refused to be interviewed. The interviews were conducted between
September 2013 and February 2014. The interviewer had access to exhaustive
written material on each network, including the networks’ project applications,
project implementation and development plans, and the interim and final re-
ports for the programme. Moreover, publications regarding the networks were
available.

Appendix 2 contains a detailed description of research materials that were
available for the TYKES learning network projects for articles 3–6.

Table 8 summarizes the main characteristics of the 16 learning network pro-
jects funded by the TYKES programme, i.e. name, duration, network coordina-
tors, and the connecting objects of activity and related R&D tasks. The five
networks selected as objects of analysis for article 6 are marked with an aster-
isk (*).

11 Two additional individual face-to-face interviews concerning two other learning network
projects were also conducted. However, the analysis of these two networks could not be
included in article 6 due to restrictions on the maximum length of articles published in the
journal in question.



Research design

60

Table 8. Main characteristics of the learning network projects in the TYKES programme (Alasoini
et al. 2011a, 39–40).

Name (duration)
* Included in article 6

Coordinator Connecting objects of activity
and related R&D tasks

Change Makers –
Learning Network for
Participatory
Development of
Operating Concepts
(2004–08)*

University of
Helsinki, Center for
Activity Theory and
Developmental Work
Research

Use of the Change Laboratory
method in the development of
operating concepts.

Poppi – Learning Net-
work for Rewarding
(2004–09)

Helsinki University of
Technology, The
Laboratory of Work
Psychology and
Leadership

Improvement of reward systems:
to develop applications, which
help to provide combined
improvements in productivity and
well-being at work.

STRADA – Learning
Network for Strategy
Practices (2004–06)

Helsinki University of
Technology, The
Laboratory of Work
Psychology and
Leadership

Development of interactive
strategy processes, the related
strategy practices and expertise
on them.

TOIVO – Learning
Network for
Knowledge Manage-
ment (2004–07)

University of
Helsinki, Palmenia
Centre for Continu-
ing Education

Creation of models and methods,
which can be applied in everyday
work to serve the development of
knowledge management.

COBTEC –
Collaborative Business
Networks and Tech-
nology Platforms
(2004–07)

VTT Technical
Research Centre of
Finland

Developing the management of
dynamic and technology-
intensive enterprise networks in
complex business environments.

The Hiisi Area Cluster
(2004–09)*

University of
Helsinki, Palmenia
Centre for Continu-
ing Education

Improvement of expertise related
to environmental management
and well-being at work. Provision
of information on how trust and
partnership can be built and
learning takes place in a network.

Promotion of Work-
ing-Life Expertise in
the Pirkanmaa Region
(2004–09)

Pirkanmaa University
of Applied Sciences

Development of a regional
coordinating centre of expertise
on working life, with a special
emphasis on the transfer of
experience-based knowledge,
continuous skills development,
anticipation of changes in work-
ing life, safety management and
coaching in work ability issues.

OVE – Learning Net-
work for Tourism
Business in Eastern
Uusimaa (2004–08)*

HAAGA-HELIA
University of Applied
Sciences

Development of the region as a
“learning region” by strengthen-
ing its self-identity and enhancing
networking between companies,
the quality of their services and
the role of the university of
applied sciences in regional
development.
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SAKEA – Learning
Network for Strategic
Human Resource
Management and
Evaluation of Opera-
tions in Municipalities
(2004–09)*

Innotiimi Consulting
Company

Improvement of the effectiveness
and performance of municipali-
ties with the help of a SHRM- and
BSC-based strategy and reformed
systems of rewarding.

Combinno – Learning
Network for Innova-
tive Development
Combinations (2005–
09)

University of
Tampere, Work
Research Centre

Development and provision of
customized tools as integrated
development concepts that
combine knowledge on work-
place development and adult
education for the use of
companies.

TYHJÖ – Learning
Network for Employee
Well-Being and Work
Environment Man-
agement in the North-
Ostrobothnia Region
(2005–10)

University of Oulu,
Department of
Industrial Engineer-
ing and Management

Development of mutual learning
and exchange of information
between different regional actors
on the improvement of employee
well-being and work environment
management.

Learning Network of
South Savo (2005–
09)*

Anttolanhovi
Rehabilitation and
Research Centre

Development of methods and
competences in collaborative,
worker-oriented development in
local workplaces and building up
a network to facilitate regional
cooperation in the development
of working life.

Tuoteväylä – Building
Business with Net-
works – Learning Net-
work for Cooperation
in Product and Busi-
ness Development
(2007–10)

Foundation of
Finnish Inventions

Development of cooperation
between public authorities and
R&D personnel in companies
involved in product and business
development.

Empowerment
through Enabling
Network (2007–10)

Empowering Finland
Association

Development of theories and
tools, which facilitate activities,
culture and management to make
empowerment possible within
work organizations.

OpenInno – Open
Innovation Learning
Network (2007–09)

VTT Technical
Research Centre of
Finland

Development of new open
source-based approaches in
innovation activities and for
product development and the
quality of working life.

PEERS – Learning
Network for the Dis-
semination of Good
Practices in Municipal-
ities (2007–09)

The Association of
Finnish Local and
Regional Authorities

Development of permanent infra-
structure with various interactive
tools, to facilitate dissemination
of “good practices” within
municipal organizations.
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4. Findings

4.1 Comparison of national and regional workplace development
programmes

Section 4.1 examines research questions 1.1–1.3. The task is to assess strengths
and weaknesses of workplace development programmes conducted in various
countries and regions in recent years, with special attention to Finland. The
actual research questions are as follows: What are the strengths and weak-
nesses of Finnish programme-based workplace development compared to
those of other countries in which programmes to develop working life and
promote workplace innovations have been conducted in recent years (RQ 1.1)?
Do Finland and the other Nordic countries possess certain features that are
specific to programmes conducted in these countries, and should these fea-
tures be regarded primarily as strengths or weaknesses in international com-
parison (RQ 1.2)? How does the European development context differ from the
development context of the East Asian “bureaucratic developmental states”,
and what are the strengths and weaknesses of each (RQ 1.3)? The conceptual
framework that was developed for the comparative analysis, as well as the pro-
files of the programmes of different countries and regions that were prepared
using this framework, are shown in Section 4.1.1. Sections 4.1.2–4.1.4 provide
answers to the research questions. This is followed by a summary (4.1.5) and
an examination of the trustworthiness of the research results (4.1.6).

4.1.1 Evaluation framework and programme profiles

In the benchmarking study, the six principles of the original Naschold model
were further divided into 18 sub-dimensions. Table 9 provides a thorough ex-
planation of the sub-dimensions and of the abbreviations and symbols used in
the heuristic map in Table 10, which compares the profiles of the ten countries
and regions.
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Table 9. Sub-dimensions and the abbreviations and symbols used in the heuristic map for com-
parison (Alasoini 2009b, 625).

1 Policy context
1.1 Who are the major and minor players and where does the strategic

justification for R&D originate? (IP = industrial policy, IR = industrial
relations, OHS = occupational health and safety, R&D = research and
development)

1.2 Is the focus on the national (NAT) or regional (REG) level?
1.3 Is the focus on research (RES) or development (DEV)?

2 Orientation
2.1 What is the level of orientation with respect to the standards of

programme and project activities? (REG = regional, NAT = national,
INT = international)

2.2 Is there evidence-based data regarding the achievement of these
standards? (YES/NO)

3 Participation
3.1 Is the focus of project activities on design-oriented (DES) or process-

oriented (PRO) approaches?
3.2 How strong is the influence of workplaces on the content of project

activities? (… = weak, +++ = very strong)
3.3 How strong is the influence of workplace employees on the content

of project activities? (see 3.2)
3.4 How strongly is the gender perspective emphasized in the goal

setting of project activities? (… = weakly, +++ = very strongly)
3.5 How strongly is the age perspective emphasized in the goal setting of

project activities? (see 3.4)

4 Infrastructure
4.1 How strongly is researcher education and training included in

programme and project activities? (see 3.4)
4.2 How diverse is the pool of expertise used in project activities? (… =

not diverse, +++ = very diverse)

5 Horizontal networking
5.1 What kinds of workplaces form the core that participates in project

activities? (ENT = enterprises, SME = small & medium-sized
enterprises, ALL = all kinds)

5.2 How strongly is networking between workplaces supported by
project activities? (see 3.4)

5.3 How strongly is networking between workplaces supported by other
means (e.g. conferences, seminars, workshops)? (see 3.4)

6 Resources
6.1 What are the financial resources for R&D? (… = small, +++ =

considerable)
6.2 What are the staff resources for R&D? (see 6.1)
6.3 What are the time resources for R&D? (see 6.1)
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The comparative analysis summarized in Table 10 shows that there are clear
and consistent differences in many important respects between the pro-
grammes.

In five out of the ten cases, industrial policy actors are major players in pro-
gramme design, which accords with the “best practice” of the Naschold model.

The level of orientation differs greatly by context; in three cases, the orienta-
tion is primarily on the international level; in four cases, it is on the national
level; and in the three remaining cases, it is on the regional level.

The dimension of participation contains several elements. Most pro-
grammes rely on a clear design-oriented approach, the most obvious exception
to  which  is  the  Norwegian  Value  Creation  (VC)  2020  programme,  which  is
characterized by a radical process orientation and a strongly constructivist
approach. Regarding employees’ opportunities to exert influence, in this
benchmarking study, all European programmes are ahead of East Asian pro-
grammes. In only two of the programmes does the gender aspect play an im-
portant role in the goal setting of project activities; the same is true for the age
aspect.

The dimension of infrastructure was examined by evaluating the role of the
programme in researcher education and training and the diversity of the pool
of experts used in the project. Researcher education and training is an explicit
goal in only three of the ten cases.

Horizontal networking between workplaces is an in-built element of project
activity in four cases; conversely, there are four cases in which this in-built
mechanism for networking is completely absent. Nonetheless, all programmes
apply at least some indirect means to promote horizontal networking.

Different programmes have different strengths with regard to resources.12

Overall, resources are strongest in the German, North Rhine-Westphalian and
Norwegian programmes, which is due in large part to the long-term perspec-
tive of these countries and regions.

12 Conclusions concerning the adequacy of available resources in relation to programme goals
would have required a detailed historical and contextual analysis, which was not possible in
the benchmarking study. The focus here is exclusively on the resource side.
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Table 10. Heuristic map of the profiles of the programmes in comparison (Alasoini 2009b, 631–
632, supplemented with data on South Korea).

FIN GER NR-W E-R NOR  SWE FLA IRE   SNG SK
1.1A Major
players

IR R&D
IR

IP
IR

OHS
IR

(unions)

IP
IR

IP
R&D

IR IR IP IP

1.1B Minor
players

IP IP
OHS

… … R&D IR IP IP … IR

1.2 National/
Regional

NAT NAT REG REG REG NAT
(REG)

REG NAT NAT NAT

1.3 Research/
Development

DEV
(RES)

RES
(DEV)

DEV
(RES)

RES
(DEV)

RES/
DEV

RES
(DEV)

DEV DEV DEV DEV

2.1 Level of
orientation

NAT/
INT

NAT/
INT

REG/
NAT

REG/
NAT

INT/
NAT

NAT/
INT

REG/
INT

INT/
NAT

INT/
NAT

NAT/
INT

2.2 Standard
level evi-
denced

YES YES YES To
some

degree

YES YES To
some

degree

Not
yet

Not
available

YES

3.1 Design/
Process

PRO
(DES)

DES DES DES PRO DES DES DES
(PRO)

DES DES

3.2 Workplace
influence

+++ ++ +++ ++ ++ + +++ +++ +++ ++

3.3 Employee
influence

++ +(+) ++ ++ ++ + ++ +(+) + +

3.4 Gender
perspective

+ + ++ + … ++ … … … +

3.5 Age
perspective

+ ++ + + … … + … ++ +

4.1 Research-
er education
& training

++ + … … +++ … … … … …

4.2 Diversity
of experts

+++ +++ +++ ++ ++ +++ + +(+) + +

5.1 Workplace
type

ALL ALL SME ENT ENT ENT ENT SME ALL ALL

5.2 Network-
ing: project
activity

+(+) ++ ++ … +++ + + … … …

5.3 Network-
ing: other
means

++ ++ + + ++ + ++ + + +

6.1 Financial
resources

++ ++ ++ + ++ ++ + ++ ++ +(+)

6.2 Staff
resources

++ ++ ++ + ++ + +(+) ++ ++ ++

6.3 Time span ++ +++ +++ + +++ ++ + +(+) ++ +(+)

4.1.2 Strengths and weaknesses of Finnish programme-based develop-
ment in the context of the Naschold model

Regarding the answer to research question 1.1, the analysis shows that Fin-
land’s strengths are most apparent in the participation and infrastructure di-
mensions. Horizontal networking and resources can also be considered
strengths for Finland. In contrast, policy context and orientation are not
strong areas for Finland (for more details, see Alasoini 2009a; 2009b).

Policy orientation
Finland, together with Germany, Flanders and Ireland, form a group in which
the role played by industrial relations actors in programme goal setting is
more prominent than that of industrial policy actors. Workplace development
programmes in Finland emerged from cooperation between players in the in-
dustrial relations systems – labour market organizations and the Ministry of
Labour  –  but  the  TYKE  and  TYKES  programmes  have  also  been  justified  by
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broader innovation and industrial policy arguments. The problem lies in the
divergence of the programmes’ argumentation from the “standard” macro-
economic and technology-oriented argumentation espoused by the key players
in the policy  sectors  in  question (e.g.  Piirainen & Koski  2004).  As  a  result  of
this divergence, workplace development is largely conceived as an activity that
belongs within the scope of the industrial relations system.13

Orientation
Finland, together with Germany, Sweden and Singapore, form a group in
which the orientation is primarily on the national level. Most cases that focus
primarily on the national level, including Finland, or on the regional level have
their secondary focus on the international level.

If interpreted mechanically using the Naschold model, this comparison sug-
gests that workplace development in Finland has been plagued by a lack of
ambition, or at least by obscurity, in goal setting. Finnish programmes have
not set project-level goals based on standards of the international productivity
frontier or on other similarly ambitious standards, such as the principles of
“world-class production” or “high-performance work organizations”, for ex-
ample.

This can be explained by at least three factors: The first relates to the strong
role played by labour market organizations, whose orientation is largely at the
national level, in Finnish programmes. Labour market organizations are more
concerned about whether the programmes benefit a great number of Finnish
workplaces, in both the private and public sectors, than about the establish-
ment of certain “ready-made” standards as a threshold for participating work-
places. Consequently, the TYKE and TYKES programmes have been remarka-
bly large in terms of the number of participating workplaces. Second, Finnish
workplace development programmes have been characterized by a configura-
tional approach, which emphasizes “local re-invention” as a means to promote
local learning processes and workplace innovations, rather than the transfer of
“good practices” from one workplace to another (Alasoini 2006, 12–13; 2012,
251; Arnkil 2004, 270; Gustavsen 2007, 662). Third, in Finland, as in Germa-
ny and Sweden, where the primary focus is also on the national level, the do-
mestic base of workplace development projects over the years is quite broad
and thus provides an important frame of reference for subsequent pro-
grammes. Based on the European Working Conditions Surveys, one can sur-
mise that many of the Finnish workplaces that participated in these projects
represent the international productivity frontier (see Section 2.1).

Participation
Key features of the participation dimension of the Naschold model are realized
fairly  well  in  the  TYKES  programme.  The  TYKES  programme  is  better  bal-
anced than other programmes are in terms of the relative weight of design and
process orientation. With the exception of the Norwegian VC 2010 pro-
gramme, the other programmes are more design oriented than the TYKES

13 The turnaround in Finnish innovation policy that occurred in 2008 is discussed separately in
Chapter 5.
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programme. The level of workplace influence on the content of project activi-
ties is highest in the cases of Finland, North Rhine-Westphalia, Flanders, Ire-
land and Singapore.  In  the TYKES programme,  the opportunities  for  staff  to
influence the content of projects at workplaces can also be considered strong
by international standards. However, in Finland overall, opportunities for em-
ployees to exert influence within projects have varied considerably, and the
role played by management has often been much more prominent than that of
employees, especially at the project planning stage (Ramstad 2009b; 2012,
42–52). However, the gender and the age aspects were not raised as special
issues in the TYKES programme in the same manner as these aspects were
raised in certain other programmes.

Infrastructure
Researcher education and training is an explicit goal only in Finland, Germany
and  Norway,  and  the  leader  in  this  respect  is  the  Norwegian  VC  2010  pro-
gramme. The diversity of the experts that work on projects is highest in Fin-
land, Germany, North Rhine-Westphalia and Sweden.

Finland also performs well on the infrastructure dimension compared to
other countries. Knowledge resources of working life research and workplace
development in Finland have clearly grown stronger since the 1980s; for ex-
ample, the TYKES programme considers also support for further education of
working life researchers to be an integral part of its operation (Ramstad 2008;
see also Section 2.3). Another special feature of Finland in terms of interna-
tional comparison is the close interaction and cooperation between research-
ers and consultants in development at the project level.

Horizontal networking
Horizontal networking between workplaces is an in-built element of project
activity in Finnish, German, Norwegian and North Rhine-Westphalian pro-
grammes, although the scope of enterprises that participate in the Norwegian
and North Rhine-Westphalian programmes is narrower than that of certain
other programmes. The Finnish TYKES programme, the German framework
programme “Innovative Development of Work – the Future of Work”, the
South Korean New Paradigm Programme and the three Singaporean pro-
grammes that are included in the analysis differ from the other programmes in
that they also support the development of public-sector workplaces.

The underdevelopment of horizontal networks to promote mutual learning
between workplaces is one of the key weaknesses of workplace development
programmes in various countries. In this regard, the mechanisms of the
TYKES programmes to support horizontal networking – including both mech-
anisms that are built into the project activity itself and those that take place
within the overall design of the programme, such as conferences, seminars,
workshops and other meetings among project participants – can be considered
quite strong in international comparison. However, this relative strength does
not say very much about the programme’s accomplishments in this area be-
cause, as stated above, horizontal networking in general can be considered the
Achilles’ heel of programmes. The success of the TYKES programme in foster-
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ing networking, especially with the help of learning networks, is examined in
greater detail in Section 4.2.

Resources
The Finnish TYKES programme is  strong in  terms of  funding,  time structure
and overall social capital. Financial resources for workplace development pro-
grammes increased significantly in Finland from the 1990s to the 2000s. The
Finnish programme activity in general can be regarded as strong in interna-
tional comparison precisely because of its greater financial resources and rela-
tively long time span. Finnish programmes have also been backed up by strong
social capital, which is particularly manifest in the close interaction among the
labour market parties and in the generally low threshold for cooperation be-
tween key stakeholder groups in workplace development.

4.1.3 Special features of programme-based development in Finland and
the other Nordic countries: strengths and weaknesses in interna-
tional comparison

Regarding the answer to research question 1.2, the analysis shows that the
most obvious common strengths of Finland and the other Nordic countries are
infrastructure and dialogue (more than participation as such). The Nordic
countries are also strong in horizontal networking and resources. In contrast,
policy context and orientation do not distinguish the Nordic countries from
other countries.

Similarities and differences between the Nordic countries
The Nordic countries are often regarded as one entity in European compari-
sons in terms of, for example, special features of working life, the labour mar-
ket, the business environment, innovation systems, and welfare policies. How-
ever, significant differences exist between institutional arrangements of regu-
lation in these countries. These differences stem from disparities between the
countries’ economic structures, political power relations, and historical and
cultural features (e.g. Alestalo et al. 2009; Benner 2003; Bruun et al. 1992;
FORA 2009; Gergils 2005; Kristensen & Lilja 2011). There are also significant
differences in the history of programme-based workplace development be-
tween the Nordic countries.

Norway is the pioneer; its history of experiments in job redesign and efforts
to enhance workplace democracy date back to the early 1960s. Sweden also
has a rich history of innovative experiments with, for example, job redesign,
group work, factory layouts and workplace democracy since the late 1960s. In
contrast, the first actual national-level workplace development programmes in
Finland were not launched until the 1990s. As explained above (see Section
2.3), the rise of workplace development in Finland was not so much an at-
tempt to improve QWL or workplace democracy than a “corrective measure” to
improve Finnish companies’ poor economic performance in the aftermath of
the recession of the early 1990s. The difference in the timing and context of the
rise of workplace development between Finland and the other Nordic coun-
tries may partly explain why the tradition of developing work organizations
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through sociotechnical or “human-centred” approaches, as opposed to lean
thinking,  is  less  robust  in  Finland than in  the other  Nordic  countries  (cf.  Lo-
renz & Lundvall 2011; Valeyre et al. 2009). Although work organization devel-
opment issues have also attracted much attention in Denmark since the 1970s,
Denmark differs from the other Scandinavian countries in the sense that there
have not been as extensive programmes at the national level. Indeed, Gus-
tavsen (2007, 658–659) characterizes Danish national-level initiatives for the
development of working life more as “campaigns” than “programmes”.

In Norway, the labour market parties have been key players in the back-
ground of workplace development programmes, whereas the role of the gov-
ernment has been less direct than in Finland, for example. Workplace devel-
opment in Norway has been linked more closely to industrial and regional pol-
icy in recent years (for more details, see Gustavsen 2007; 2008; Hildrum et al.
2009; Qvale 2002). Signs of a similar development can be seen in Sweden,
although Sweden has not implemented extensive workplace development pro-
grammes at the national level since the massive Work Life Fund programme
(1990–95) ended. Since the early 1990s, R&D on working life in Sweden has
undergone several reorganizations and institutional rearrangements, and the
commitment of the private-sector employer association to tripartite coopera-
tion at the central level has eroded. At the same time, workplace development
has been integrated more closely with regional industrial and innovation poli-
cy. Based on regional partnerships and on the so-called third task of universi-
ties, Sweden has implemented network-based development in various projects
involving universities, companies and regional stakeholders; these projects
have also included public authorities and labour market organizations. An im-
portant milestone that reinforced the links of working life research and work-
place development to overall innovation policy was the establishment of the
Swedish Agency for Innovation Systems VINNOVA in 2001 (for more details,
see Abrahamsson & Johansson 2013; Brulin & Svensson 2012; Ekman et al.
2011; Håkansta 2014; Svensson & Nilsson 2008).

In Finland, the government’s direct role in workplace development and in
innovation policy in general has been stronger than that in the other Nordic
countries because Finland has deemed that both fields of activity call for na-
tional-level steering. The most obvious contrast to Finland is Denmark, where
working life has been developed in a decentralized manner through local coop-
eration agreements among the labour market parties and through company-
level development measures characterized by a significant level of employee
participation. Denmark can be considered the leader in Europe in terms of
employee participation in the development of products, services and ways of
operation (for more details, see Gustavsen 2007; Kristensen et al. 2011; Kris-
tensen & Morgan 2012; Rocha 2010).

In light of the above, is it appropriate to speak of “Nordic exceptionalism” in
programme-based workplace development? The answer to this question may
be positive or negative, depending on the perspective. There are significant
differences in the historical and institutional context of programme-based de-
velopment between the four Nordic countries. In this respect, speaking of the
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“Nordic model” in the strongest sense of the term does not seem justified. In-
stead, we can speak of the “Nordic mentality”, a term that is not linked so
closely to specific types of institutional arrangements. The latter concept can
also be related to Gustavsen’s (1993) characterization of the search for “pro-
ductive structures” as a unifying meta-idea in workplace development for the
Nordic countries. According to him, the motivation for workplace development
in the Scandinavian (or Nordic) countries has lain in the creation of structures
that support the movement of a great number of companies closer to the global
productivity frontier through cooperation between management and person-
nel within companies, between various companies, and between companies
and action-oriented researchers. The objective has been to identify competitive
national or regional productivity strategies based on broad cooperation and
participation.14 Based on this starting point, the following section provides an
answer to research question 1.2.

Nordic programme-based development in international comparison
The three Nordic participants in the benchmarking study were the Finnish
TYKES programme; the Norwegian VC 2010 programme; and the Knowledge
Platform “Learning and Health in Working Life” and DYNAMO programme of
VINNOVA in Sweden. In 2005, “Learning and Health in Working Life” was
one of VINNOVA’s four knowledge platforms, i.e. generic fields of knowledge
that are meant to support and contribute to 18 defined growth areas, or sec-
toral innovation systems, in the country. However, in the search for an answer
to research question 1.2, i.e. whether there are special features of Nordic pro-
gramme-based development, it is appropriate to extend the analysis beyond
the scope of the benchmarking study in certain respects.

Regarding the first two dimensions of the Naschold model – policy context
and orientation – Nordic programmes are not systematically different from
programmes in other countries and regions. Somewhat surprisingly, the same
observation applies to the third dimension of the model, participation. The
Norwegian and Finnish programmes are more process oriented than other
programmes, and employee opportunity to influence the content of project
activities can be considered strong by international standards. In contrast, the
Swedish programme is design oriented and does not emphasize workplace-
level initiative or employee opportunity to influence to the same extent as pro-
grammes in Norway and Finland. However, an inclusive approach is apparent
in Swedish programme-based development; specifically, the promotion of
gender equality is an integral aspect of development in Swedish programmes.

The lack of a more obvious difference between the Nordic programmes and
the programmes of other countries and regions may seem surprising given

14 Gustavsen (2011a, 10) has also argued elsewhere that “To talk about a ‘Scandinavian mod-
el’ as if this is something resembling a ‘clockwork’ mechanism that ticks along identical lines
in all the four countries is misleading. The reason why they can still be seen to constitute a
bloc with some common characteristics lies in the organization of the learning processes as
such.” Gustavsen’s argument can be linked with the above-discussed idea of an enabling wel-
fare state and its institutional experimental nature through his emphasis on the great con-
structivist capacity of the Scandinavian (or Nordic) countries.
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that, for example, the Nordic countries rank ahead of other European coun-
tries in terms of employee representation and organizational participation in
the European Working Conditions Survey (Eurofound 2012a, 64–65; 2013,
22–23).  In  addition,  Ennals  and Gustavsen (1999,  160)  have argued that  the
Nordic countries are leading the rest of Europe in the spread of dialogical de-
velopment approaches. However, the authors are referring more to openness
and equality of dialogue between all relevant parties involved in development
activities than to interaction and cooperation that is limited to workplace
management and personnel in development. One might conclude that the
term  “dialogical” is a more accurate descriptor of Nordic exceptionalism in
programme-based workplace development than the term “participation” is. A
dialogical approach based on partnership is an apt concept to describe not only
the Norwegian and Finnish programmes but also the Swedish programmes, as
explained above.

The strength of the infrastructure in Nordic countries is significantly greater
than that of other countries. R&D infrastructure is also historically strong in
Germany, as Naschold’s (1994a; 1994b) analysis in the early 1990s indicates.
Nevertheless, the dialectic between research and development does not seem
to be as close-knit in Germany or the other countries and regions as it is in the
Nordic countries; rather, in Germany and the other countries and regions,
“development” (often in the form of consultation) and “research” appear as
largely separate activities. This probably reflects the stronger role that action-
oriented research plays in the Nordic countries (e.g. Aagaard Nielsen & Svens-
son 2006; Ekman et al. 2011; Gustavsen 2007; Lehtonen & Kalliola 2008;
Svensson et al. 2002). Moreover, researcher education and training and rein-
forcement of the workplace R&D infrastructure appear to be explicit compo-
nents of programme activities over the years only in the Nordic countries, in-
cluding Sweden, although researcher education and training does not play an
important role in VINNOVA’s programme activities. VINNOVA’s modest role
in this area stems from a deliberate division of labour between VINNOVA and
FAS (the Swedish Council for Working Life and Social Research).15 VINNOVA
is a practically oriented agency that focuses on issues such as growth, innova-
tion and regional dynamics, whereas the focus of FAS is on high-level academ-
ic research on working life. In Finland and Norway, such a clear-cut institu-
tional division of labour does not exist with respect to these issues.

The countries and regions with the longest histories of programme-based
development have also paid the greatest attention to the promotion of horizon-
tal networking between workplaces. This attention is understandable because
mutual learning between the projects and the wider dissemination of their
results have become the Achilles’ heel of these projects. Programmes have
lacked effective methods for horizontal learning and dissemination and have
often lacked the necessary resources to achieve these objectives (e.g. Arnkil
2008; Gustavsen et al. 2001; Naschold 1994a; 1994b; see Section 4.2). Forms
of project activity in which horizontal networking is an in-built element al-

15 The name of the institute is now FORTE (Swedish Research Council for Health, Working Life
and Social Welfare).
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ready in the implementation of the project include regional main projects and
modules in Norway, network projects and learning network projects in Fin-
land, regional partnerships of different types in Sweden, combined projects,
clusters and focus groups in Germany, and joint projects in North Rhine-
Westphalia. However, it is difficult to assess with precision the extent to which
the Nordic and German programmes have outperformed programmes con-
ducted in other countries and regions in the promotion of mutual learning
between projects and the broad dissemination of results.

The German, North Rhine-Westphalian and Norwegian programmes may be
distinguished from the other programmes in terms of their greater resources.
As stated above (Table 6), resources are understood here in a broad sense and
include financial, staff, time, intellectual and social resources. However, intel-
lectual and social resources were not measured in the benchmarking study in
the same way that the other types of resources were. In the benchmarking
study, Finland and Singapore were closest to the three leaders mentioned
above in terms of resources.

Germany and Sweden can be regarded as leading countries in terms of the
financial resources used for workplace development if the time horizon is ex-
tended to include the 1970s. Germany has the longest uninterrupted chain of
successive programmes in workplace development, which began in 1974. Nor-
way also has a long and nearly continuous history of programmes. In contrast,
programme-based workplace development was fragmented in Sweden during
the 2000s, when there were no major programmes at the national level. For its
part, Finland caught up with these three countries in terms of financial re-
sources in the 1990s and the 2000s.

Time resources are also important, for several reasons. Long time horizons
in workplace development are linked to, for example, the accumulation of
(both explicit and tacit) knowledge, the building of infrastructure and net-
works, and programme and policy learning. Several researchers have been
very critical on how well Sweden, Norway and Germany have managed to take
advantage of their rich programme history and programme evaluation studies
and of the capacity of these countries to learn from past programmes when
planning new workplace development measures (e.g. Brulin & Svensson 2012;
Fricke 1997; 2003; Gustavsen 2008; Qvale 2002; Riegler 2008). This criticism
suggests that the manner in which resources are mobilized, utilized and fur-
ther developed in programmes is at least as important as the existence of these
resources as such. Programmes should be prepared to build mechanisms at the
outset to support the accumulation of knowledge and programme and policy
learning.

4.1.4 Europe and East Asia as contexts of programme-based develop-
ment: strengths and weaknesses

Regarding research question 1.3, the analysis shows that the strengths of the
European development context relative to the East Asian context are participa-
tion and infrastructure, whereas the East Asian context can be regarded as
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stronger in the policy context dimension. The strengths and weaknesses of the
two East Asian countries manifest themselves in somewhat different ways.

****
In the same way the previous section asked whether the Nordic countries con-
stitute a meaningful comparable entity in relation to the rest of Europe, one
can ask whether Europe and East Asia can be considered meaningful objects of
comparison in workplace development. The question contains two parts: Are
there reasonable grounds for assuming that European and East Asian coun-
tries differ from each other as contexts of workplace development? Can it be
assumed that the European countries, on the one hand, and the East Asian
countries, on the other hand, constitute two sufficiently coherent groups for
mutual comparison?

I answered the first question in article 2 (Alasoini 2009a, 156–157). Accord-
ing to article 2, there are both macro-level and micro-level reasons for possible
systematic differences between workplace development strategies in European
and East Asian countries and it is thus appropriate to make comparisons be-
tween them. First, there are differences between these two groups of countries
regarding the institutional environment in which companies operate and la-
bour policy is implemented. East Asian countries can be characterized as bu-
reaucratic developmental states, whereas European countries have more fea-
tures that are characteristic of the flexible or welfare-state variant of the devel-
opmental state. The second reason relates to differences in company-level fac-
tors. Although there are significant differences among European countries and
among East Asian countries with respect to workplace-level industrial rela-
tions and human resource management practices, one could argue that these
differences are overshadowed by the much greater differences in these areas
between the two groups of nations.

As stated above, there are significant differences in macro-level and micro-
level factors among European countries and among East Asian countries. In
this study, the comparison between these two groups is justified in a pragmatic
way. In this section, three groups of nations are formed and representative
cases of these groups are selected. This grouping forms the basis for an analy-
sis of whether it is possible to find systematic differences between the groups
of nations that can plausibly be explained by institutional or other differences
between the groups. The groups are compared with each other on the six di-
mensions of the Naschold model. The Nordic countries are represented by the
Finnish and Norwegian programmes, the rest of Europe is represented by the
German, Irish and Flemish programmes, and East Asia is represented by the
Singaporean and South Korean programmes. Because the special features of
the Nordic countries were analysed in the previous section, the following anal-
ysis focuses mainly on the differences between Europe and East Asia.16

For purposes of comparison, condensed descriptions based on existing mate-
rials were prepared for each country with respect to each dimension of the
Naschold model (Tables 11–12).

16 For the sake of simplicity, I speak here of ”countries”, recognizing that Flanders is not a
country but a region and community of Belgium.
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Table 11. Profiles of workplace development strategies of five European countries and regions.

Finland Norway Flanders Germany Ireland
Policy context Originally

industrial
relations, but
increasingly
linked to
industrial
policy frame-
work through
Tekes (since
2008)

Balanced
industrial
policy and
industrial
relations
framework

Industrial
relations, but
also linked to
industrial
policy frame-
work through
the Pact of
Vilvoorde

Industrial
relations, but
also linked to
industrial
policy frame-
work through
the Ministry’s
framework
programme
concept

Industrial
relations, but
also linked to
industrial
policy frame-
work through
the national
workplace
strategy and
Enterprise
Ireland

Orientation Mainly
national

Mainly inter-
national

Regional Mainly
national

Mainly inter-
national

Participation Inclusive
process-
oriented
approach with
strong direct
staff partici-
pation

Process-
oriented
approach
with strong
direct staff
participation

Design-
oriented
approach with
strong indirect
staff participa-
tion

Inclusive de-
sign-oriented
approach with
strong indirect
staff participa-
tion

Exclusive
design-
oriented
approach with
medium-level
staff participa-
tion

Infrastructure
I=industry
C=consulting
U=university

Fostering I–C–
U cooperation
in develop-
ment;
researcher
education and
training are
explicit aims

Fostering I–U
cooperation
in develop-
ment;
researcher
education
and training
are integral
aims

Focusing on I–
C cooperation,
which is only
indirectly
supported by
research data

Fostering I–C–
U cooperation
in develop-
ment;
researcher
education and
training are
linked to
programme
activities

Focusing on I–
C cooperation,
which is only
indirectly
supported by
research data

Horizontal
networking

Direct (learn-
ing networks)
and indirect
(seminars,
publications,
data banks)
support

Direct (re-
gional main
projects) and
indirect
(seminars,
publications,
regional
coalition
building)
support

Comprehen-
sive indirect
(round tables,
seminars,
publications,
data banks)
support

Direct (com-
bined projects,
clusters, focus
groups) and
indirect (semi-
nars, publica-
tions) support

Comprehen-
sive indirect
support,
including
training, case
studies and
campaigns

Resources Strong in
terms of
funding, time
structure and
overall social
capital in
society

Very strong
in terms of
time struc-
ture and
strong in
terms of
funding and
overall social
capital in
society

Still rather
weak but
increasing in
terms of fund-
ing, time struc-
ture and insti-
tutional basis

Very strong in
terms of time
structure and
strong in
terms of fund-
ing and staff
resources

Strong in
terms of insti-
tutional basis,
but rather
weak in terms
of funding and
time structure
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Table 12. Profiles of workplace development strategies of two East Asian countries.

Singapore South Korea
Policy context Exclusively industrial policy frame-

work
Industrial policy framework, but also
integrated with a holistic industrial
relations-related mutual gains
perspective

Orientation Mainly international Mainly national
Participation Highly inclusive and design-oriented

approach with low-level staff
participation

Inclusive design-oriented approach
with low/medium-level staff
participation

Infrastructure
I=industry
C=consulting
U=university

Focusing on in-house development
that is supported by consulting if
needed

Fostering I–C cooperation in
development is an explicit aim;
research data play an indirect
supportive role

Horizontal network-
ing

Indirect support through positive
publicity for the winning of
certifications and awards

Indirect support through New
Paradigm Centre-sponsored club,
case studies, project assessments
and data banks

Resources Strong in terms of funding, time
structure and institutional basis

Still rather modest, but becoming
stronger in terms of funding, time
structure and institutional basis

These tables crystallize the key differences between the countries, which were
previously examined in greater detail in Sections 4.1.1 and 4.1.2. Based on this
comparison, the most significant and systematic differences between the Eu-
ropean and East Asian countries are in the dimensions of policy context, par-
ticipation and infrastructure.

The assumption that the different roles of the state in European and East
Asian countries are reflected in differences in workplace development is con-
firmed by empirical analysis. In South Korea, the state is in fact the only key
institutional actor in the New Paradigm Programme that was launched in
2004. The role of the state in South Korea is thus exceptionally strong in in-
ternational comparison because consultants employed by a South Korean state
institution, i.e. the New Paradigm Centre, participate in the change processes
of companies. The role of industrial relations actors in workplace development
in South Korea is diminished by a strong tradition of state intervention in re-
cent years and little history of cooperation in development between manage-
ment and staff, let alone between companies and trade unions. (Bae & Kwon
2008; Lee & Lee 2008; Shin 2014.) In Singapore, the directive role of the gov-
ernment is also particularly strong. Unlike in South Korea, tripartite coopera-
tion between the government, employers’ associations and trade unions is a
long-standing tradition in Singapore, but labour market parties have long been
integrated into the government machinery. According to Leggett (2007), the
system of industrial relations in Singapore is in practice merged with the gov-
ernment-led system on manpower planning. No distinct agenda-shaping de-
velopment seems to have arisen from Singapore’s system of industrial rela-
tions in the three Singaporean workplace development programmes.

In South Korea, the advancement of workplace innovations and an im-
provement in QWL have only become items of political interest in recent years.
There is a lack of consultants in this area in South Korea. The state-led New
Paradigm Centre, for its part, fills this gap and, in addition to its own consult-
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ing activity, it also trains consultants. In contrast, universities and research
institutes have not been able to fill this gap because there is generally little
R&D cooperation between these entities and companies in South Korea (Lee
2006). This makes understandable the lack of industry–university cooperation
in the South Korean programme. The focus of the three Singaporean pro-
grammes is on in-house development that is supported by consulting only if
necessary. The role of universities and research institutes in the programmes
is virtually non-existent. The driving force behind workplace development in
Singapore seems to be direct dialogue between government agencies and com-
panies.

The main strength of both East Asian countries in light of the Naschold mod-
el is that working life reform is explicitly considered an aspect of a wider para-
digm shift in the economy, i.e. an industrial policy agenda is guiding the goal
setting of workplace development. This goal, combined with a strong “produc-
tivist” ethos, finds its utmost expression in the case of South Korea. The “old
paradigm” of South Korea refers to companies seeking a competitive ad-
vantage through an intensive work pace, long hours and low pay. The “new
paradigm”, which was spearheaded by the Yuhan-Kimberley company, refers
to a development in which companies decrease work hours to create more free
time for employees and more time for employees to learn and be trained at
work, which in turn helps companies to increase productivity and their ability
to create value. The new paradigm also includes an expanded view of learning.
(Huang & Kim 2011; Lee & Lee 2008.)

Singapore has also adopted an active nationalist and government-led ap-
proach to workforce and workplace development in recent years as part of a
broader strategy to promote a shift from an investment-driven growth pattern
to an innovation-driven growth pattern (Koh & Mariano 2006; Low 2006).
One characteristic of this approach is a reliance on “best practices” and nu-
merous other standards for which certifications and awards are granted to
both individuals and companies. Overall, Singapore’s investments in the de-
velopment of a new kind of innovation infrastructure and the results achieved
through these investments are impressive in many respects. (Alasoini 2009a,
167–169, 175.)

Compared with the “paradigm shift” approach of Singapore and South Ko-
rea, working life reforms in European countries seem less radical in terms of
goals and are fairly fragmented, suffering from poor integration with broader
strategies for industrial change and economic growth. However, the compari-
son also reveals obvious weaknesses in the strategies of the two East Asian
countries relative to the European countries in the participation and infra-
structure dimensions.

In the case of South Korea, the exceptionally prominent role of the state in
workplace development at the expense of other actors, such as labour market
organizations, R&D units and intermediary bodies, may hinder the search for
alternative development paths and the development of radically innovative
solutions in the longer term. Consumer products manufacturer Yuhan-
Kimberley, whose reforms initially inspired policy-makers to establish the New
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Paradigm Centre, is considered an icon of the “new paradigm”. The projects
are conducted through a highly structured five-stage development process
with the assistance of consultants from state-owned organization. At the time
of this study, the Centre had started to bolster the workplace development in-
frastructure by educating new consultants, and there was an intention to ex-
pand the development concept inspired by Yuhan-Kimberley to a more general
model for “high-performance workplace innovation”. However, South Korea
still lags far behind the Nordic countries in other areas, such as labour-
management cooperation and employee participation in development; the role
of universities and research institutes in support of workplace innovations;
and overall social capital in society.

The challenges of the approach adopted in Singapore are fairly similar. One
may ask whether a highly design-oriented approach based firmly on following
standards and “best practices” will work in an environment that moves faster,
is less predictable and offers less continuity, when it is no longer enough to
learn how to do “the same but better”. In such an environment, more construc-
tive approaches that emphasize the need to learn from difference and diversity
may be necessary. However, it is difficult to envision the adoption of a new
approach based on a more constructive and more interactive concept of learn-
ing in an environment where the only institutional driving force of workplace
development (in practice) is the government machinery. To date, one of the
strengths of Singapore’s workplace development strategy relative to all other
countries in the benchmarking study has been the superior ability of the gov-
ernment to mobilize institutions, organizations and individuals to act in ac-
cordance with the strategies it has laid out.

4.1.5 Summary of the research results

To answer to research question 1.1, this study shows that Finland ranks partic-
ularly high in the comparison in the dimensions of participation and infra-
structure. Finland also ranks at the top of the ten countries and regions in the
study in terms of horizontal networking and resources. In contrast, Finland’s
rankings in policy context and orientation are poorer at least if we apply the
Naschold model in a mechanical manner. However, with regard to policy con-
text, Finland’s position has clearly changed since the evaluation was conducted
(for more details, see Chapter 5). Section 4.1.2 discussed in greater detail the
reasons why orientation in Finland was not at the international level to the
same extent than in some other countries and regions.

The answer to research question 1.2, regarding specific features of pro-
grammes in Finland and the other Nordic countries and their strengths or
weaknesses, was guided by the view that it is possible to talk of special features
of the Nordic countries as indications of a “Nordic mentality” at the meta-level
rather than a “Nordic model” that is based on certain institutional arrange-
ments. The Nordic countries (Finland, Norway and Sweden) are most clearly
distinguished from the other countries based on the infrastructure dimension.
Another strong feature of Nordic programme-based development is in the par-
ticipation dimension. However, the Nordic countries differ from the other
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countries more in terms of dialogue than in terms of participation as such. In
addition, programme-based development in the Nordic countries, as well as in
Germany and North Rhine-Westphalia, ranks high in horizontal networking
and resources. Policy context and orientation do not systematically distinguish
the Nordic countries as a whole from the other countries and regions. Clear
weaknesses inherent in the Nordic countries are not evident in the compari-
son.

Regarding research question 1.3, the most significant and systematic differ-
ences between the European and East Asian development contexts are in the
dimensions of policy context, participation and infrastructure. The East Asian
countries are strong in the policy context dimension but show obvious weak-
nesses relative to their European counterparts in the dimensions of participa-
tion and infrastructure. The manifestations of these strengths and weaknesses
differ somewhat between Singapore and South Korea. Nevertheless, based on
the dimensions of the Naschold model, it is appropriate to characterize Europe
and South Asia as clearly different kinds of contexts for programme-based
workplace development.

4.1.6 Trustworthiness of the research results

It is not appropriate to assess a study conducted using qualitative research
methods based on the criteria that are used to assess quantitative research
methods. There are several conceptual approaches, lists and blueprints for
determining the strength of qualitative study (for more details, see Loh 2013).
One of the best-known and most widely recognized approaches within the re-
search  community  was  proposed  by  Lincoln  and  Guba  (1985)  in  their  work
Naturalistic Inquiry. They suggest that instead of validity, reliability and gen-
eralizability, good qualitative research should consider “trustworthiness” as its
umbrella concept. According to these authors, the trustworthiness of qualita-
tive research should be assessed according to four criteria: credibility, trans-
ferability, dependability and confirmability. They also propose a number of
techniques to reinforce the trustworthiness of qualitative research with respect
to each criterion. These techniques constitute a general guideline that can be
applied differently depending on the study in question. In this section, the
framework of Lincoln and Guba is used to assess the trustworthiness of the
results of this study.

In the literature on the trustworthiness of qualitative research, the object of
study is often a local or workplace community. The nature of the object of this
study, workplace development programmes, is quite different. In particular,
the object of this study is quite abstract and key informants on the object are in
professional positions quite similar to that of the author. In addition, the con-
ceptual framework of this study (a revised version of the Naschold model) has
strongly directed the collection of data from the outset. The study has also
strived to attain a much more structured result (classification on the dimen-
sions of the model) than is typical of studies that apply qualitative research
methods. For these reasons, many of the techniques that Lincoln and Guba
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mention are not particularly relevant for assessing the trustworthiness of this
study.

To promote credibility (internal validity), three techniques were applied in
this study. The first of these is triangulation. Information on workplace devel-
opment programmes in different countries and regions was collected by a
number of different means, including literature analysis, questionnaires, re-
flexive benchmarking and interviews, which demonstrates triangulation of
data methods and sources. In addition, more than one person was usually in-
volved in the collection of data (e.g. benchmarking activity and interviews);
thus, the study also applied triangulation of investigators. The sole exception
to this method of data collection was South Korea, where the data were col-
lected by a single person. Another technique used in this study was peer de-
briefing. Peer debriefing was conducted through conversations within the re-
search group, comparisons of observations and notes, and comments on writ-
ten texts of the objects of the study. The third technique used in the study was
member checks. All benchmarking workshop participants and a select group of
interviewees had the opportunity to comment on draft texts regarding the pro-
grammes in question before publication. The texts were originally published in
English as reports of the WORK-IN-NET project (Alasoini 2005a; 2008b).
However, in the case of South Korea, the text appeared directly as part of a
peer-reviewed research article (Alasoini 2009a).

The main technique mentioned by Lincoln and Guba (1985) to promote
transferability (external validity) is a thick description of the research context.
However, the issue of transferability is not particularly relevant in the case of
research questions 1.1–1.3 because the study includes nearly all countries and
regions in which major workplace development programmes were ongoing.
For example, it would not have been meaningful, or even possible, to examine
the strengths and weaknesses of programme-based workplace development in
Finland in relation to any other country other than those that were selected for
the study. Similarly, it would not have been possible to select any other coun-
try from East Asia for the comparison between European and East Asian pro-
grammes because no similar programmes were ongoing in any other East
Asian country.

Key techniques to promote dependability (reliability) in qualitative research
are, according to Lincoln and Guba, the triangulation of methods and a de-
pendability audit, which makes it possible to trace how the data were collected
and to assess their accuracy. The use of method triangulation in this study was
described above. According to Lincoln and Guba, demonstration of the credi-
bility of the study is often largely sufficient to demonstrate its dependability as
well.

Confirmability refers to the objectivity of the study, i.e. the results and con-
clusions are based on empirical findings and the researcher has not collected
or made use of the data in a distorted manner. Objectivity also means that the
researcher has not presented results or made conclusions on the basis of those
results in a tendentious manner. All persons who participated in the bench-
marking workshop or were interviewed were experts of the programmes in
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their respective countries or regions and/or of the underlying strategies and
policies. In the event that the draft texts included inaccurate information or
the conclusions drawn were detached from this information, participants and
interviewees had the opportunity to request correction. In practice, very few
individuals made such requests.17

Means to promote confirmability include, for example, triangulation (once
again), a confirmability audit and the researcher’s own reflexivity. Reflexivity
refers to the capacity of the researcher to acknowledge how his/her own
thoughts, feelings, culture, environment and social and personal history in-
form  the  process  and  outcomes  of  inquiry  (Etherington  2004,  31–32).  The
question of reflexivity is particularly important in this study because the re-
searcher had a strong personal relationship to the object of the study, i.e. I
worked as Project Manager and played a key role in influencing the content of
the TYKES programme.

It is difficult to indicate in an unequivocal manner how reflexivity was real-
ized in this study. The features of the Finnish TYKES programme were objects
of the benchmarking study in the same way than programmes of other coun-
tries and regions were. Foreign experts that participated in benchmarking pre-
viously had basic information regarding the TYKES programme through the
WORK-IN-NET project. In addition, other members of the Finnish research
group participated in the benchmarking workshop, interviews and comment-
ing on texts. All of these people had ample opportunity to criticize the results
and conclusions regarding Finland in the event of obvious distortion. The
benchmarking study, which was conducted as part of the WORK-IN-NET pro-
ject, was not a “beauty contest” that searched for the “best programme”. The
comparison between the programmes was designed from the beginning in the
spirit of reflexive (not competitive) benchmarking. The goal was not to rank
the programmes but to reveal similarities and differences between them,
thereby furthering learning about differences and diversity.

4.2 Prerequisites for broad-based and sustainable learning ef-
fects in workplace development programmes

Section 4.2 examines research questions 2.1–2.2. The task is to assess the abil-
ity of workplace development programmes to produce broad-based and long-
term learning effects, with special attention paid to Finnish experiences. The
actual research questions are as follows: How can differences in the effective-
ness and in the achievement of generative results in particular be compared at
the conceptual level between a traditional programme strategy that is built on
demonstration projects and an alternative strategy that uses learning net-
works, and what are the strengths and weaknesses of each strategy (RQ 2.1)?
How successful has the alternative strategy based on learning networks actual-

17 By far, the largest number of contributions to the texts were provided by individuals in
Ireland. Most of these comments concerned the researchers’ interpretations of the country’s
industrial relations system and the general context in which workplace development occurs in
Ireland rather than actual factual errors in the text.
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ly been in producing generative results, and what kinds of difficulties has the
strategy encountered at the implementation stage (RQ 2.2)? Answers to the
research questions are presented in Sections 4.2.1 and 4.2.2. This is followed
by a summary (4.2.3) and an examination of the trustworthiness of the re-
search results (4.2.4).

4.2.1 Framework for analysing the dynamics of development pro-
grammes: a comparison of the traditional strategy and learning
network-based strategy

Section 4.2.1 presents the conceptual framework that was created for analysing
the dynamics of development programmes and for comparing two different
kinds of programme strategies. At the end of the section, programme strate-
gies and their typical project forms are analysed using this framework. The
stepwise description of how the framework was constructed highlights the im-
portance of the three theoretical insights that guided the building of the pro-
gramme theory underlying the alternative strategy. The first of these insights
concerns the distinction between different kinds of programme outcomes, par-
ticularly the distinction between first-order results and generative results
(Alasoini 2006). The second theoretical insight is the dual nature of pro-
grammes as both production systems and development systems (Alasoini
2008). The third insight relates to various strategic options for producing gen-
erative results (Alasoini 2011). The conceptual framework, together with the
above-described theoretical insights, forms the core of the programme theory
that is utilized to answer research question 2.2 (cf. Section 3.3.3).

First-order results vs. generative results
Chapter 3 explained the respective meanings of first-order results and genera-
tive results. Chapter 3 also highlighted the reasons why workplace develop-
ment programmes and their evaluation studies have traditionally focused
largely on the achievement and measurement of first-order results. These pro-
grammes have typically been less successful in producing other kind of results.
The situation can be considered perverse in the sense that even good first-
order results of the workplace level cannot provide a strong argument for pub-
lic intervention in the development of working life and the promotion of work-
place innovation. A much stronger argument for public intervention in innova-
tion policy is the generation of positive externalities, e.g. knowledge spill-
overs, network effects or cumulative innovations (Takalo 2009). The same
argument can be generalized to workplace development as well.

Rogers (2003) has identified five perceived attributes of innovation that af-
fect its rate of adoption. These are as follows: the relative advantage of an in-
novation; its compatibility with the existing values, past experiences and needs
of potential adopters; its simplicity; its trialability; and its observability. On
general note, it can be argued that based on these five attributes, the diffusion
of workplace innovations according to the linear model poses a number of
challenges (cf. also Alänge et al. 1998; Steiber 2012). Usually, the higher the
level of abstraction of the innovation, the more difficult it is for potential
adopters to understand and use the innovation, experiment with the innova-
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tion (even on a limited basis), or visualize the results of the innovation. Gener-
ally speaking, simple management or organizational techniques and tools are
easier to transfer than, for example, general management or organizational
principles (cf. also Lillrank 1995). In the light of the constructive concept of
workplace innovation adopted in this study (Section 2.4), only the content of
workplace innovation is transferable.

The experiences of many programmes indicate that the pilot or demonstra-
tion projects that they support are generally successful but that the “good” or
“best practices” that they create spread poorly. Table 13 summarizes key rea-
sons for this poor dissemination by comparing the divergent conditions for
project success between piloting workplaces and “second wave” adopters (for
more details, see Alasoini 2006, 16–21). It is even possible that first-order re-
sults that are “too good” can lead to unrealistic expectations and undefined
and under-resourced programme strategies for the achievement of generative
results, i.e. in certain cases, the success of pilot or demonstration projects can
partly explain the failure of their diffusion! (Alasoini 2014, 312).

Table 13. Conditions for project success: piloting workplaces vs. “second wave” adopters
(adapted from Alasoini 2006).

Piloting workplaces “Second wave” adopters
Resources to
implement the
project

Exceptional resources
provided by the programme
in terms of funding and
expertise

Depends on the financial
situation and the extent of
management commitment of
the adopter

Opportunities for
tailor-made
solutions within
the project

Extensive target-specific
tailoring possible

Depends on resources given
to the project and the
development expertise of
internal or external change
agents

Development
level of the
workplace

Progressive workplace that
often has experience with
both self-motivated
development and
cooperation with external
experts in development

Typically a follower or a
laggard that has less
experience with self-
motivated development and
cooperation with external
experts in development

Commitment of
participants to
implement the
project

High legitimacy and “trans-
parency” of the project and
high level of commitment
from participants to
implement project as well as
possible

“Programme boost”, which
would enhance legitimacy,
“transparency” and high level
of commitment from
participants, is lacking

Motivation of the
participants to
rate the project
as successful

Hawthorne effect possible:
participants improve their
performance and/or give
positive evaluations of the
project because they have
received special attention

Hawthorne effect missing:
depends very much on
realization of the process
(how?) and context (why?)
dimensions of innovation

Based on the concepts of “generative result” and “generative idea”, this study
tries to conceptually take over problem setting related to the spread of work-
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place innovations and new management and organizational practices (which
in many cases form the core of workplace innovations). The generative result
concept does not refer to “ready-made” practices or to more abstract underly-
ing principles that other workplaces or programme stakeholder groups may
consider beneficial. Rather, this concept refers to the fact that a project has
produced certain practices or principles that can serve as generative ideas (i.e.
sources of inspiration and encouragement) for certain workplaces or stake-
holder groups not involved in the project (Alasoini 2006, 19; cf. also Wareham
& Gerrits 1999, 47). Further development of generative ideas into innovations
requires “local re-invention” in terms of the content and/or adoption intensity
of the practice in a new context (e.g. Ansari et al. 2010; Kennedy & Fiss 2009).
Local re-invention is a local learning process. This process is not merely a mat-
ter of “adoption” or “implementation” of some principle or practice but rather
entails “reconciling”, “fine-tuning” and sometimes even “creative misunder-
standing”.

Development programme as a production system and a development system
Figure 2 displays the framework that was developed in the article Building
Better Programmes (Alasoini  2008)  as  a  tool  for  analysing  the  dynamics  of
development programmes. Construction of the “production system part” of a
programme and its basic elements (role and function, orientation, resources
and tools) in this framework was inspired by an innovation systems bench-
marking  study  by  Frinking  et  al.  (2002).  As  a production system,  a  pro-
gramme should produce outcomes at four different levels: first-order results,
second-order results, generative results and infrastructure results. Second-
order results demonstrate the durability of the improvements attained by
companies or workplaces that participated in the project. Infrastructure re-
sults describe the extent to which programme measures can produce broader
impacts on the development infrastructure as a whole. Typical infrastructure
results include national, regional or sectoral enhancement of knowledge and
knowhow and new types of useful multi-actor cooperative relationships.
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Role and
function
- mission
- tasks
- approach
- position

Orientation
- sectors
- target groups
- innovation type

Resources
- personnel
- financing
- organization
- time

Tools
- financial
- stimulating
- regulating

Evaluation

Programme
learning

Policy
learning

Evaluation

Outcomes
- first order
- second order
- generative
- infrastructure

External
influence

External
influence

operational link

developmental link

Figure 2. Framework for analysing the dynamics of development programmes (Alasoini 2008,
65).

According to this framework, every programme is both a production system
and a development system. This division was primarily inspired by an article
of Colbjørnsen and Falkum (1998) in which they analyse employee participa-
tion in three different systems (production system, bargaining system and de-
velopment system) of a firm. All three systems follow a different logic of opera-
tion. As a development system, a programme should produce programme
learning and policy learning. Programme learning refers to learning that oc-
curs “inside” the programme during its implementation, whereas policy learn-
ing “transcends” the programme and extends to the role and function of the
next-generation programme. The subjects of learning, as seen through this
framework, are the programme implementers and the policy-makers.

As Figure 2 shows, the framework perceives a programme as an open and
dynamic system that in its ideal form produces positive “outward” effects at
four different levels, is capable of renewing itself (programme learning), and is
capable of contributing to the improvement of programme activities in a
broader context (policy learning). According to the logic of systems thinking,
the inability of a programme to produce the desired effects derives from faults
in its individual elements or mutual incompatibilities between the elements.
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Different strategies to produce generative results
The article Workplace Development as Part of Broad-Based Innovation Poli-
cy (Alasoini 2011) supplements the framework by examining in greater detail
different programme strategies that rely on the utilization of pilot or demon-
stration projects to narrow the chasm between first-order results and genera-
tive results. The strategies differ in terms of the methods utilized to improve
the various phases of the processes that lead to innovation (creation – transfer
– reception) and in the manner in which they define the phases’ temporal rela-
tionship. Table 14 displays four such strategies. The fifth strategy, which uses
learning networks, derives from an alternative programme strategy that differs
from programme strategies that resort to the utilization of demonstration pro-
jects.

Table 14. Different strategies for improving the capacity of programmes to produce generative
results (Alasoini 2011, 37).

Strategy Relation between
creation, transfer
and reception

How to improve
creation?

How to improve
transfer and
reception?

More efficient
use of means of
transfer

Sequential No change Selective and tailor-
made use of means
for targeted groups
of potential adopters

Shift of resources
from creation to
reception

Sequential More focused
approach

Increased support for
“second wave”
adopters

Elaborating
causal mecha-
nisms of demon-
stration

Sequential Greater research
input

More convincing
evidence-based
argumentation

Enriching
knowledge from
demonstration

Partially
overlapping

Broader base for
validation

Bridging the social
and cultural gap
between creation and
reception

Using learning
networks

Parallel Mutual learning within the learning net-
work through interaction and co-creation
improves creation and forms a broader
and more valid basis for transfer

The first strategy is based on the idea of deploying various means of transfer
more efficiently within programmes. The second alternative is to shift pro-
gramme resources from the “over-resourced” innovation creation stage (i.e.
the stage at which “good practices” are created in demonstration projects) to
the “under-resourced” reception stage. The third strategy endeavours to im-
prove the capacity of programmes to provide generative results by enhancing
the knowledge provided by demonstration projects. This is achieved through a
more rigorous analysis of causal mechanisms and the interdependencies be-
tween different phenomena, such as links between adopted manage-
ment/organizational/work-related practices and organizational performance,
as well as links between the adopted practices themselves (e.g. Hesketh &
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Fleetwood 2006; Martens et al. 2006). A shared feature of all three of these
strategies is that they are based on the idea of temporally separate phases of
creation, transfer and reception.

The fourth strategy is based on the idea of enriching the knowledge provided
by demonstration projects by rendering this knowledge more interactive and
easier to adopt by other workplaces. Within the programme, “good practices”,
including emotional aspects and examination from multiple perspectives, are
substituted for traditional “passive” and formal presentations, case banks or
other kinds of descriptions. For example, the interactive nature of “good prac-
tices” may be enhanced through the use of narrative methods or methods that
produce different kinds of emotional experiences. Here, particular attention is
paid to the distinct learning styles of the different potential adopters (Arnkil
2008). The fourth strategy represents a partial departure from the idea that
creation and reception are two completely separate phases of the innovation
process.

The fifth strategy for creating generative results, i.e. utilizing learning net-
works, corresponds to an even more radical blurring of the tendency to think
in phases. The idea behind the use of learning networks is to bring together,
within programmes or large-scale individual projects, several actors who share
an interest in sufficiently similar development issues but have a sufficiently
broad diversity of complementary expertise. Several parallel experiments are
ongoing at the same time and learn from each other by exchanging infor-
mation or joining forces to achieve something together. The production of
generative results is thus an in-built objective of using learning networks. Such
networks can function not only within the context of a programme as a forum
for the exchange of information between project participants but also as an
intermediate-level structure that might facilitate the broader exchange of in-
formation, both within programmes and beyond their boundaries.

Strengths and weaknesses of different types of projects
Project funding is a typical tool used in development programmes. The logic of
systems thinking embodied in the framework in Figure 2 implies that choices
concerning project contents not only affect programme outcomes but also in-
fluence the learning processes employed in the programme. This section uses
the framework and, based on the article Building Better Programmes
(Alasoini 2008), provides a systematic comparison of the ability of three dif-
ferent types of projects commonly found in workplace development pro-
grammes to produce results at different levels and to generate programme and
policy learning.

A user-oriented project is typically initiated by the management of a work-
place. The management, usually in cooperation with personnel and, if needed,
with external experts such as consultants or researchers, specifies the goals of
the project and the manner in which it will be implemented. The project must
also  support  the  goals  of  the  programme  and  conform  to  its  project  funding
criteria. In programmes that utilize such projects, the funding criteria are typi-
cally broadly defined, allowing for adjustment based on company needs and
the local context. The programme supports the project financially by, for ex-
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ample, paying consultation, training or research-related costs, paying person-
nel compensation or providing investment financing.

A method-based project entails the application of pre-determined develop-
ment methods approved or provided by the programme in a specific context.
Such methods may be standardized, or the project may involve further devel-
opment of an existing method or the testing of a completely new method. An
essential aspect of a method-based project is that project funding is restricted
to those actors – companies, consultants and researchers – who are commit-
ted to the usage of specific methods. In some cases, the programme may have
an auditing procedure that restricts the use of the method to experts approved
within the programme.

A learning network project is not as firmly committed to specific pre-
determined goals or methods. As explained in the previous section, the learn-
ing network project is based on the idea of assembling actors who share an
interest in sufficiently similar development issues but have a sufficiently broad
diversity of expertise and engaging these actors in long-term interaction with
the aim of creating potential for innovation. A learning network is a network
created specifically for learning. Here, learning is not simply a “by-product” of
the sharing of experiences, which occurs in all networks; rather, the explicit
and primary function of the network is to produce learning events (regarding
different empirical and theoretical types of learning networks, see Bessant &
Tsekouras 2001; Knight 2002; Poell et al. 2000). In addition to interaction,
the generation of learning events requires the use of methods and tools that
facilitate the creation of shared objects for discussion and action between the
members of the network.

Table 15 summarizes the differences between project types in terms of their
potential for producing results at different levels, programme learning and
policy learning (for more details, see Alasoini 2008, 67–77). These are ideal
types, which may appear in endless variations in different programmes. The
table should not be construed as claiming that it is impossible to achieve sig-
nificant infrastructure results in programmes relying on, for example, user-
oriented projects. The table simply notes the strengths and weaknesses inher-
ent in each project type without commenting on what other kinds of pro-
gramme tools (e.g. other financial, stimulus or regulatory tools) might be used
to compensate for these weaknesses.
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Table 15. Three types of projects and their capacity for producing different kinds of outcomes,
programme learning and policy learning (Alasoini 2008, 74, supplemented with 75–77).

User-oriented
project

Method-based
project

Learning network
project

First-order
results

Good potential Fair potential Some/Fair potential

Second-order
results

Fair/Good potential Some/Fair potential Some/Fair potential

Generative
results

Some potential Fair potential Fair/Good potential

Infrastructure
results

Some potential Fair potential Fair/Good potential

Programme
learning

Requires laborious
supporting activities
by the programme

Fair/Good potential,
provided that
chosen methods/
thematic areas have
real policy relevance

Fair/Good potential
for quick learning,
provided that
development
remains within the
overall programme
guidelines

Policy
learning

Requires laborious
supporting activities
by the programme

Fair/Good potential,
provided that
chosen methods/
thematic areas have
real policy relevance

Fair/Good potential
for radical policy
learning

The profile of user-oriented projects is clear in the sense that the most obvious
strength of user-oriented projects is the production of first-order results. The
ability of user-oriented projects to produce second-order results depends on
whether the programme takes a realistic view regarding artificiality of the con-
text producing the first-order results and the extent to which the project has
strengthened the development system of the workplace implementing the pro-
ject. However, user-oriented projects are clearly at a disadvantage in produc-
ing generative and infrastructure results.

The utilization of information produced by user-oriented projects in support
of programme and policy learning involves three critical factors. First, such
information is typically spread out over individual, often very heterogeneous
and small projects and thus must be compiled. Second, good project results
are often achieved in an environment that is artificial in many respects. It is
difficult for other workplaces to achieve similar success by adopting and apply-
ing practices developed in projects because the other workplaces do not have
the same kind of support. Third, the results of the projects tend to be context-
specific, which requires a good understanding during the transfer phase of the
extent to which the success of a project was due to features that are unique to
its context and the extent of customization required for the solutions to be use-
ful in other contexts.

Method-based projects have a more even results profile. Although they are
not as effective as user-oriented projects in producing first- and second-order
results, they provide a more favourable environment for the production of
generative and infrastructure results. In method-based projects, the critical
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learning-mechanism issues are very different than those of user-oriented pro-
jects. Method-based projects are based on a more normative approach, and
their thematic range is typically narrower. This makes it simpler to compile
experiences from the project and enables the accumulation of profound new
information in selected thematic areas. The essential issues for programme
learning and longer-term policy learning is the relevance of these thematic
areas and the means by which we can determine or ensure their relevance.

In learning network projects,  programme funding is  allocated primarily  to
the promotion of interaction between the participants rather than to the sup-
port of micro-level change processes run by individual actors. For this reason,
learning network projects are usually less effective than the other two project
types in producing first-order results. Because learning network projects are
more explicitly focused on improving the development competence of partici-
pating actors than the first two project types are, the risk of a gulf between
first- and second-order results is relatively low in learning network projects. In
fact, many learning network projects focus more on improving participants’
development systems than on improving their production systems. The
strength of learning network projects relative to the other two project types is
their ability to produce generative and infrastructure results.

Learning network projects represent a sort of middle ground between user-
oriented and method-based projects in terms of how normative the underlying
approach is. Learning network projects require a greater concentration of pro-
gramme resources on specific chosen themes compared with user-oriented
projects but provide more room for experiments within projects compared
with method-based projects. One challenge faced by programmes using learn-
ing network projects is ensuring that the development undertaken remains
within the overall guidelines of the programme. Compared with the other two
project types, learning network projects can produce learning events more
quickly because learning networks produce critical evaluations of the devel-
opment work of the participating actors at a rapid rate – ideally, immediately
upon the project’s inception. For the other project types, most of this type of
information is usually not produced until towards the end of the project.

Another area in which learning network projects can be assumed to have an
advantage is in the achievement of radical changes in policies by redefining or
re-contextualizing the agenda for development. In user-oriented projects, this
is particularly difficult because the results produced are disparate, the new
information they contain is difficult to accumulate, and there is a risk that the
delay in communicating the accumulated information to policy-makers will be
long enough to render the information partially irrelevant. In method-based
projects, it may be difficult to depart from the chosen normative approach,
which often has a strong affinity with existing policies. Learning network pro-
jects are better able to avoid both of these problems. They are governed by
dialectic process theory (see Van de Ven & Poole 1995), which incorporates an
aim to pose new kinds of questions, which may even extend to questioning the
object of the existing development work. Redefining the object requires the
learning network project to be able to transcend existing organizational
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boundaries, combine different kinds of expertise and nurture new forms of
cooperation between different actors.

4.2.2 Learning networks as a vehicle for producing broad-based and
long-term learning effects

The inclusion of learning network projects in the TYKES programme as a new
form of project activity from the beginning of 2004 was based on the evalua-
tion study of the previous TYKE programme and the experiences of its network
projects; a survey conducted by the TYKE programme team; and the experi-
ences of previous Nordic programmes on network-based development (see
Section 3.3; Alasoini 2006). The TYKES programme initiated 16 learning net-
work projects built around various themes, methods, business sectors and re-
gions (see Table 8). Total funding allocated by the programme to learning
network projects between 2004 and 2010 amounted to €7.6 million, which
mainly supported the work input of network coordinators, researchers and
consultants and the organization of interactive forums. The participants in-
cluded a group of researchers and developers with a shared interest and work-
places whose development was supported by cooperation with external ex-
perts. The total number of workplaces participating in the networks was ap-
proximately 350, and the total number of researchers was 110, representing 30
units of universities and other research and educational institutes with a wide
variety of disciplines.

The learning networks tended to be remarkably open. In addition to a com-
pact core group, various forms of network activity were undertaken, either
casually or more actively, by dozens of representatives of several organiza-
tions. In many cases, network participants varied during the project. The pur-
poses of the networks were to increase the developmental expertise of the par-
ticipants; to create and experiment with new forms of development coopera-
tion between R&D institutes and workplaces; and to generate new and innova-
tive solutions for Finnish working life. At the forefront were networks that
aimed to create new knowledge and expertise related to workplace innovation;
endeavoured to learn at several different levels (individual, team, organiza-
tional, inter-organizational and network levels); comprised a large number of
different types of R&D units and work organizations; and showed obvious po-
tential for development. Learning networks were intended to be long-term (3–
6 years) meeting forums, rather than projects that progress in a “linear” fash-
ion based on traditional “project logic” and whose implementation is guided by
a plan based on this logic according to a precise timetable.

In this section, I examine the effects of learning networks in the TYKES pro-
gramme using the framework developed above (Figure 2) and the comparison
of the strengths and weaknesses of different types of projects (Table 15). Cer-
tain conceptual redefinitions and adjustments to the original framework were
made for this analysis. Local sustainability, which corresponds to second-
order results, refers here to new competences, cooperative relations or other
development structures that are created by learning networks and the exist-
ence of which can be verified among the core members of the network after the
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programme funding has ended. The time span of this analysis is 4–5 years,
depending on the network. External generativity refers to networks’ genera-
tive results in terms of competences, cooperative relations or other develop-
ment structures. External generativity benefits actors outside the network,
whereas the internal generativity of learning networks describes the extent to
which network activities assist actors within the network to learn from each
other’s experiences.

The analysis focuses on the experiences of five learning network projects
whose key persons were interviewed in 2013–14. A detailed description of the
materials that are available on these projects is provided in Appendix 2. In
addition, the analysis makes use of reported information regarding the experi-
ences and effects of a number of other TYKES learning network projects (e.g.
Alasoini et al. 2006; 2011b).

Local sustainability vs. external generativity
Learning networks of the TYKES programme experienced greater success in
the area of local sustainability than in external generativity. The networks were
particularly well qualified to produce new competences: they had exceptional
financial resources, they were able to operate over a long time-frame and the
terms and conditions of the programme funding provided ample freedom of
action. It was possible to identify genuine co-creation processes in all five pro-
jects on which this research focused. (for detailed descriptions of the success of
the five learning networks in different areas, see Alasoini 2014, 321–331.)

The networks’ most important means of promoting external generativity was
by training researchers, researcher-developers, consultants, in-house develop-
ers and students. The role of certain networks may be regarded as significant
in this respect. However, the networks were less able to disseminate innovative
work practices or new learning methods outside of the networks. In addition,
few core actors in the networks were interested in more extensive information
exchanges, much less cooperation, with other networks. One important reason
for this lack of interest was the diversity of goals, themes and approaches
among networks. The networks were experimental, which gave them opera-
tional freedom of movement but also separated them and hampered their ca-
pacity for mutual cooperation.

From the viewpoint of the networks’ core actors, the orientation of the net-
works towards local sustainability at the expense of external generativity was
understandable. In many cases, network coordinators had their hands full in
assembling the network, helping various parties to find shared targets of de-
velopment that linked them together, maintaining the trust that is required for
cooperation between the parties, mastering change situations during the
course of the project, and managing the diversity inherent in the networks due
to participants’ divergent interests and backgrounds. The TYKES programme
did not have adequate resources to implement methods that would have ena-
bled a better balance between local sustainability and external generativity in
the networks. The programme also lacked a systematic process to create a joint
development agenda through which it would have been possible to bring about
genuine mutual dialogue, shared learning targets, and development and co-
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creation processes based on these dialogues and targets. Without a common
development agenda, mutual communication among the networks remained
for the most part at the level of discussion and exchange of experiences.

Despite the many differences between learning network projects and user-
oriented or method-based projects, there are similar tensions within them be-
tween different actors and types of outcomes. In publicly funded projects, the
rapid disclosure of first-order results is always important. Although the pres-
sure for first-order results in learning networks is not necessarily as great as in
the two other project types, it is clear that the commitment of work organiza-
tions in learning networks is nonetheless also greatly dependent on them.
Some of the TYKES learning networks responded to this pressure by resorting
– to a greater degree than originally intended – to traditional development
methods. In doing so, these networks were better able to meet individual work
organizations’ immediate development needs and thus better able to maintain
their legitimacy in the eyes of participating work organizations. However, this
practice often occurred at the expense of a longer-term accumulation of
knowledge that would have taken place in an inter-organizational context
through reflexive benchmarking processes or the launch of joint explorative
activities within the network.

The tension referenced above crystallizes into tension between work and ex-
pert organizations and is related to the relative importance of the network’s
first-order results and other results. Another tension prevails among the net-
work’s expert organizations and the programme agency/owners. As mentioned
above, it is in the network coordinators’ and researchers’ mutual interest, es-
pecially during project implementation, to orient the network towards rein-
forcing local sustainability rather than strengthening external generativity.
Obviously, it is in the researchers’ interest to author scientific and other publi-
cations, but this typically occurs only after the project’s completion – the same
as in traditional development projects. However, this is not the solution to the
problem of disseminating the results of workplace development programmes;
that solution requires faster interaction based on more rapid cycles, both
among the networks and between the networks and the outside world.

Generally speaking, the TYKES learning networks did not transform into in-
novative type of breakthrough activity that could have improved, in a decisive
manner, the programme’s ability to achieve generative impacts. In this sense,
the experiences resembled those of many other Nordic development pro-
grammes (e.g.  Brulin  & Svensson 2012;  Davies  et  al.  1993;  Engelstad & Gus-
tavsen 1993; Gustavsen et al. 2001; Levin 2002; Naschold 1993). The charac-
teristics of the learning networks’ most significant impacts were “more local”,
and the means used and project logic followed were in many respects more
traditional than originally anticipated. The broad operational scope permitted
by  the  programme  funding  proved  to  be  a  double-edged  sword:  although  it
made local experimentation possible, it did not provide many opportunities for
the programme to direct the contents of these experiments.
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Infrastructure results
As stated above, 110 researchers, representing 30 units of universities and oth-
er research and educational institutes from a wide variety of disciplines, par-
ticipated in the 16 learning network projects. Approximately one-third of the
researchers were doctoral students preparing their theses based on project
material. Scientific research was conducted in nearly all of the networks, re-
sulting in a number of scientific articles, development tools and guidebooks,
and some 20 completed doctoral dissertations by the beginning of 2014. In
addition to a researcher school for doctoral students, several networks con-
ducted extensive training of researchers, researcher-developers, consultants,
in-house developers and students in the use of different research and devel-
opment methods.

Although there were difficulties in mutual cooperation between the net-
works, the learning network mode of operation encouraged the core actors to
engage in dense and long-term cooperation within the networks. The experi-
ences of all interviewees regarding their own role in the learning network were
very positive, indicating that, compared with more traditional project forms, a
learning network can yield greater tacit accumulation of participants’
knowledge. We can assume that working in learning network environments
necessarily involves more encounters between different worlds of competence
and experience than in traditional project forms, thereby creating ample po-
tential for the emergence of radically new ideas and insights.

Programme and policy learning
I assumed above that a learning network type of project has fair/good poten-
tial for quick programme learning, provided that development remains within
the overall programme guidelines. It was also assumed that learning networks
have an advantage over the other project types in terms of bringing about radi-
cal policy learning by redefining or re-contextualizing the agenda for develop-
ment.

The programme’s learning networks were arenas of learning, particularly for
the core network actors and the TYKE programme team. As projects, the
learning networks were broad and complex entities and were open to redefini-
tion during the implementation of network activities. The process of monitor-
ing and coordinating learning network activity entailed continuous learning by
the programme team who, more often than in simpler and more traditional
project forms, had to intervene to address practical problems that were en-
countered in the projects (see also Alasoini et al. 2011a, 41).

The potential for learning networks to produce fast programme learning and
radical policy learning was not realized in the desired manner. This failure was
influenced in part by clear differences in the importance attributed to various
targets between the programme, on the one hand, and the networks and their
core actors, on the other. The network coordinators were much more likely
than the programme team to emphasize the achievement of concrete im-
provements in workplaces achieved through the learning networks, as well as
interactive forums for shared learning and co-creation processes within the
networks. In contrast, the programme team placed greater weight than the
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projects themselves, besides network-level interactive forums and co-creation
processes, on the project objective of strengthening the overall national, re-
gional or sectoral development infrastructures through networked coopera-
tion. (ibid., 43.)

4.2.3 Summary of the research results

Research question 2.1 was divided into two parts. The first part asked how dif-
ferences in effectiveness and in the achievement of generative results in par-
ticular can be compared at the conceptual level between a traditional pro-
gramme strategy that is built on demonstration projects and an alternative
strategy that makes use of learning networks. A framework that examines pro-
grammes as open and dynamic production and development systems was built
for comparative purposes. As production systems, programmes produce out-
comes at four different levels. As development systems, programmes produce
programme learning and policy learning. Special attention was paid to differ-
ent means of producing generative results in the programmes.

The second part of research question 2.1 focused on the respective strengths
and weaknesses of the traditional programme strategy and the alternative
strategy. The conceptual analysis made a distinction between user-oriented
projects, method-based projects and learning network projects. According to
the analysis, the traditional programme strategy has an advantage over the
alternative strategy in the generation of first-order and second-order results,
whereas the learning network-based strategy has an advantage in the genera-
tion of generative and infrastructure results. In the area of programme and
policy learning, the learning network-based strategy has more potential than
the traditional strategy to generate quick programme learning and radical pol-
icy learning.

Research question 2.2 asked how successful the alternative strategy based on
learning networks has been in producing generative results in practice and
what kinds of difficulties have been encountered at the strategy implementa-
tion stage. Local sustainability, generative results (external generativity), in-
frastructure results, and programme and policy learning effects of the TYKES
learning network projects were examined separately. The learning networks
succeeded reasonably well in the area of local sustainability, particularly with
respect to producing new competence, whereas the results concerning external
generativity clearly fell short of the target. The success of the TYKES learning
networks in producing results at the infrastructure level were partially coun-
terbalanced by their more modest impacts on programme and policy learning.
A major  reason for  the shortcomings on the part  of  the programme was that
the programme did not create a systematic process to generate an agenda that
would have compelled the individual networks to actively promote not only
their network-level aims but also broader programme-level aims.



Findings

95

4.2.4 Trustworthiness of the research results

This study sought an answer to research question 2.1 through a purely concep-
tual analysis. The analysis was based on the author’s long-term involvement in
management, organization, evaluation and working life research and on litera-
ture on workplace development. Another important factor that guided the
analysis and influenced its content was the author’s long-term experience as
Project Manager of workplace development programmes. In contrast, research
question 2.2 was examined based on diverse qualitative empirical data. As in
Section 4.1, the framework of Lincoln and Guba (1985) is applied below to as-
sess the trustworthiness of the research results presented in Section 4.2.

The most important means used to promote credibility (internal validity)
was triangulation of data methods and sources. Two to three persons were
interviewed to obtain information on each of the five learning networks. Inter-
view data were also mirrored in a systematic way to available written materials
on these and other networks (Appendix 2). Other learning networks acted as
kinds of mirrors in the analysis of the five learning networks in question; the
researcher also sought to assess the extent to which similar findings already
existed. In this way, it was possible to clarify the credibility and generalizabil-
ity of the conclusions drawn based on the analysis of the five learning networks
in question. The interviews were conducted by a single person, which means
that triangulation of investigators was not realized at this stage of the study.
However, triangulation of investigators had been used at a previous stage,
when written materials on the TYKES learning networks were analysed and
conclusions based on that analysis were drawn (e.g. Alasoini et al. 2011a).

Problem setting related to transferability (external validity) was described
above. The five learning networks were not selected randomly; rather, these
networks were selected on the grounds that they were expected to produce
good generative results and because it was possible to find interviewees who
would have realistic opportunities to assess the learning impacts of the net-
works after project completion. The five selected learning network projects
lasted on average approximately one year longer than the other learning net-
work projects (cf. Table 8). In addition, they were on average more open to
new members and to a variety of development methods (cf. Ramstad 2009a).
The five selected learning networks also placed greater emphasis on the
strengthening of national, regional or sectoral development structures in their
target setting compared to the other networks, according to an assessment
conducted in 2008 by the TYKES programme team regarding the target set-
ting of each learning network project (cf. Appendix 2). These differences sup-
port the view that conclusions concerning, for example, differences in the rela-
tive emphasis placed on local sustainability and external generativity by the
networks would not be very different, although the networks that were subject
to closer scrutiny would have been selected otherwise.

The most important technique to promote dependability (reliability) in this
study was triangulation of methods. As mentioned above (Section 4.1.6),
demonstrating the credibility of the study is often largely sufficient to demon-
strate its dependability as well.
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With regard to confirmability (objectivity), the most important aspects of
the results of Section 4.2 are triangulation and the researcher’s own reflexivity.
It is important that the results and conclusions are based on empirical findings
and that the researcher has not collected or made use of the material in a dis-
torted manner. In this case, the researcher has a thorough knowledge of the
learning networks funded by the TYKES programme for many years. There
also existed an abundance and variety of available materials on the learning
networks. Each of the five learning networks is described in depth and in an
updated manner based on the interviews presented in article 6 (Alasoini
2014). The descriptions seek to identify causes for the successes and failures of
the networks in achieving different kinds of results.

The issue of the researcher’s reflexivity is also important to the analysis of
the learning networks because I played a significant preparatory role when the
decision was made to include this project form in the TYKES programme. As
Project Manager of the programme, I also actively participated in monitoring,
coordinating and steering learning network activity. It is difficult to indicate
unambiguously how reflexivity was realized. One condition of reflexivity is that
the researcher is aware of how his/her own work history is linked to his/her
object of study. This condition was met during the study, and it was not my
intent at any stage of the study to legitimize my own actions or the role of the
TYKES programme in supporting learning networks afterwards. According to
my own view, a few years break, during which time I did not have active com-
munication with the networks or with any other activity that originated from
the networks, has reinforced my capacity for reflexivity.
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5. Discussion and conclusions

This chapter discusses the scientific and practical significance of the research
results. Section 5.1 highlights the six main contributions of this study, each of
which is considered separately. The two key scientific contributions are a bet-
ter understanding of the strengths and weaknesses of national workplace de-
velopment strategies and a more realistic view of the potential for working life
change with the support of workplace development programmes. The two key
policy contributions of this study are the modelling of workplace development
programmes as dual systems and a better understanding of the dual nature of
generativity. Finally, the two key methodological contributions are the elabo-
ration of the role of programme theories in cases of complex objects for inter-
vention and the revision of the Naschold model from the perspective of learn-
ing. In Section 5.2, some suggestions for further research are presented.

5.1 Scientific, policy and methodological contributions of the
study

Figure 3 summarizes the research task, the research questions and the scien-
tific, policy and methodological contributions that will be examined in greater
detail in Section 5.1, and how the contributions are linked to the research
questions.

The scientific contributions of this study are primarily related to new
knowledge that increases our understanding of the nature of workplace devel-
opment programmes, the context in which the programmes are being con-
ducted and their potential to act as agents of change. The study produces a
significant amount of new information in a field that has been the subject of
scant academic research thus far. The answers to research questions 1.1, 1.2
and 1.3 (articles 1–2) show clear differences between the Nordic countries,
other European countries and the two East Asian countries as contexts of
workplace development. Based on the empirical findings of this study, Section
5.1.1 takes a closer look at the strengths and weaknesses of the Nordic and East
Asian approaches and provides an explanation of their distinct patterns. Sec-
tion 5.1.2 considers conditions for working life change supported by workplace
development programmes on a more general level based on the findings of all
six articles and viewed through a neo-institutional theoretical framework.
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General research interest
Under which conditions can workplace development programmes produce positive changes

in working life and to what extent have these conditions been realized by programmes in
recent years?

▼
Research task

1. To examine strengths and weaknesses of
workplace development programmes that
have been conducted in various countries
and regions in recent years.

2. To examine the ability of workplace
development programmes to produce broad-
based and long-term learning effects and
how this ability can be strengthened.

▼
Research questions

1.1 What are
the strengths
and weaknesses
of Finnish
programme-
based work-
place develop-
ment compared
to those of
other countries
in which
programmes to
develop work-
ing life and
promote work-
place innova-
tions have been
conducted in
recent years?
(S1, S2, M2)

1.2 Do Finland
and the other
Nordic coun-
tries possess
certain fea-
tures that are
specific to
programmes
conducted in
these coun-
tries, and
should these
features be
regarded as
relative
strengths or
weaknesses in
international
comparison?
(S1, S2, M2)

1.3 How does
the European
development
context differ
from the
development
context of the
East Asian
“bureaucratic
developmental
states”, and
what are the
strengths and
weaknesses of
each? (S1, S2,
M2)

2.1 How can dif-
ferences in the
effectiveness and
in the achieve-
ment of genera-
tive results in
particular be
compared at the
conceptual level
between a tradi-
tional programme
strategy that is
built on demon-
stration projects
and an alternative
strategy that uses
learning net-
works, and what
are the strengths
and weaknesses
of each strategy?
(S2, P1, P2, M1)

2.2 How suc-
cessful has the
alternative
strategy based
on learning
networks actu-
ally been in
producing
generative
results, and
what kinds of
difficulties has
the strategy
encountered at
the implemen-
tation stage?
(S2, P2, M1)

▼
Scientific (S), policy (P) and methodological (M) contributions

S1 Better un-
derstanding of
strengths and
weaknesses of
national work-
place develop-
ment strategies;
the Nordic and
East Asian ap-
proaches as two
distinct patterns

S2 More
realistic view
of the possi-
bility of
working life
change with
the support
of workplace
develop-
ment pro-
grammes

P1 Modelling
of workplace
development
programmes
as both pro-
duction and
development
systems

P2 Better
under-
standing of
the dual
(internal
and exter-
nal) nature
of genera-
tivity

M1 Elabo-
ration of
the role of
programme
theories in
cases of
complex
objects for
interven-
tion

M2 Revi-
sion of the
Naschold
model
from the
perspec-
tive of
learning

Figure 3. Research task and questions and their connection to the scientific, policy and meth-
odological contributions of this study.

The policy contributions of this study are related to the construction of the
framework for analysing the dynamics of development programmes and a dis-
cussion of the means by which an alternative strategy that utilizes learning
networks to enhance programmes’ capacity to bring about generative results
can be implemented successfully. The answer to research question 2.1 produc-
es a framework that perceives programmes as both production and develop-
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ment systems and in this way enhances the understanding of programme dy-
namics and the versatile nature of programme outcomes (Section 5.1.3). Based
on the framework (articles 3–5) and empirical findings concerning the TYKES
learning networks (article 6 and research question 2.2), it is possible to in-
crease understanding of the conditions necessary for successful operation of a
learning network-based programme strategy. Section 5.1.4 investigates the
dual (internal and external) nature of generativity and the strengths and
weaknesses of different modes of programme leadership for directing learning
networks.

The methodological contributions of this study are twofold; the first con-
cerns the role of programme theories in interventions for working life change,
and the second is related to comparative frameworks for assessing the
strengths and weaknesses of workplace development programmes. Section
5.1.5 discusses the role that programme theories can play in cases of complex
objects for intervention based on the framework that was constructed in arti-
cles 3–5 and on the empirical findings of the TYKES learning networks in arti-
cle 6. Section 5.1.6 summarizes the major modifications and additions that
were  made  to  the  Naschold  model  during  the  course  of  this  study  based  on
articles 1 and 2.

5.1.1 National workplace development strategies: the Nordic and East
Asian approaches as two distinct patterns

The key questions in assessing national workplace development programmes
and the underlying strategies are why workplace development programmes are
implemented and what they intend to achieve. As mentioned in Section 3.1,
the “positive changes” at which workplace development programmes are
aimed relate to simultaneous improvements in productivity and QWL. Section
2.5 explains that workplace development programmes do not aim (only) at
micro-level changes; rather the programmes also aim to bring about positive
externalities, which appear as cumulative innovations at the meso level and,
ideally, as macro-level changes. In the same spirit, Naschold states as follows:
”The aim of the Workplace Development Movement is not only to bring about
improvements – in both welfare and productivity terms – at the micro level,
but also to induce spin-off and linkage effects leading to improvements in so-
cial welfare and productivity at the macro level” (Naschold 1994b, 121).

Goal setting of workplace development programmes comprises two main
dimensions: productivity–welfare and micro–macro levels. The usefulness of
programmes and the underlying strategies can therefore be assessed in the
light of two criteria (Figure 4):

1) The strategies must include elements that will help to improve productivi-
ty and QWL (or welfare) simultaneously – or, preferably, in a mutually sup-
portive way – at both the micro and macro level.

2) The strategies must include elements that will facilitate bridge building
between the micro and macro levels, such that micro-level changes will lead to
macro-level effects.
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Figure 4. Key linkages of workplace development strategies.

The benchmarking analysis describes two clearly distinct approaches in pro-
gramme-based workplace development, each of which has strengths and
weaknesses. Strengths of the Nordic approach include dialogue and infra-
structure, as well as the bridging of the productivity–welfare dimension in
development. In comparison, strengths of the East Asian approach include
policy context and the bridging of the micro–macro dimension in productivity
development (Figure 5). Weaknesses inherent in the approaches are largely
mirror images of each other. Approaches of other European countries and re-
gions are closer to the Nordic than to the East Asian approach, but their
strengths are not as distinctive.

Macro-level productivity Macro-level welfare/QWL

Micro-level productivity Micro-level welfare/QWL
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Figure 5. Main strengths of Nordic and East Asian workplace development strategies.

This study has referred to ”Nordic exceptionalism” in the previous chapters
through different conceptualizations, such as “enabling welfare state”, “welfare
state variant of the development state”, “constructivist capacity” and “Nordic
mentality”. A continuing theme throughout the study has been that “Nordic
exceptionalism” should not be equated with certain unambiguous institutional
arrangements, which runs contrary to many models of capitalism and classifi-
cations that are based on such models (for criticism of such models, see Berg-
holm 2009; Crouch 2005; Kettunen & Petersen 2011). Dialogue as a special
character and strength of Nordic workplace development strategies may be
derived from an idea of a special type of social citizenship rather than a partic-
ular feature of institutional arrangements or the underlying “narrow” model of
capitalism. Kettunen (2012) suggests that a particular form of social citizen-
ship has evolved in the Nordic countries wherein interests rather than rights
are central. This concept includes two intertwined modes of thought and ac-
tion: first, the idea of symmetry between workers and employers and, second,
the idea of a virtuous circle between divergent interests. Although neither of
these ideas are exclusively Nordic, Kettunen argues that they could be realized
further in the Nordic countries than elsewhere as a component of social
change and reform. Interests are less pre-given than rights; there is thus the
need for continuous (re)negotiation. The reconciliation of the interests of two
symmetrical partners in a manner that does not result in a zero-sum game
requires dialogue.

Perceiving the idea of social citizenship in this manner also helps us to un-
derstand other features of “Nordic exceptionalism” in workplace development.
For example, it makes understandable the heavy emphasis on QWL in addition
to productivity in Nordic workplace development programmes over the years

Macro-level productivity Macro-level welfare/QWL

Micro-level productivity Micro-level welfare/QWL

Main strength
of East-Asian

workplace
development

strategies:
policy context

Main strengths of Nordic
workplace development
strategies: dialogue and

infrastructure
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and generally explains the great investments made in the Nordic countries to
improve QWL.18 The high priority given to QWL in programme target setting
reflects the respect shown by one labour market party (the employers) to the
interests of the symmetric party (the employees). Simultaneous development
of productivity and QWL can also be seen as a virtuous circle that stems from
the reconciliation of different interests. In modern Nordic thinking, the devel-
opment of QWL has a close link to the diffusion of “learning-oriented forms of
work organization” that promote favourable development of productivity (e.g.
Gustavsen 2007; Kristensen 2011, 23–25).

The understanding of employees as autonomous subjects and major contri-
butions to the development of QWL have also contributed to the fact that
working life research has become a recognized area embodying certain “Nordic
traits” in the field of research in all Nordic countries (e.g. Hasle & Sørensen
2013). The infrastructure of working life research has included large, interna-
tionally well-known institutes and universities. Working life researchers in
different Nordic countries have strengthened their identity through national
and joint Nordic journals, associations and events devoted to working life re-
search. Nordic working life researchers have participated in development pro-
grammes and, in general, in development cooperation with workplaces more
actively compared with researchers elsewhere, and certain workplace devel-
opment programmes have included the explicit goal of strengthening the
working life development infrastructure, such as further education for re-
searchers.

Nordic and other European workplace development programmes have been
less successful in transcending the gap between the micro and macro levels.
This relative failure is due to the fair level of fragmentation in working life re-
form efforts in the Nordic and other European countries and the poor integra-
tion of these efforts with broader strategies for industrial change and economic
growth. In Finland, this challenge has been addressed by, among other
measures, the integration of workplace development into a new “broad-based
innovation strategy”, particularly since 2008. In Sweden, workplace develop-
ment has been more closely integrated with regional industrial and innovation
policies during the 2000s. In Norway, the most distinct trend of the 2000s has
been the attachment of workplace development to regional development; in
addition, the link between workplace development and regional industrial and
innovation policies has been strengthened. (Alasoini 2012, 246–248.)

However, in the Finnish case, we still lack hard, generalizable data on the
value added by the integration of aspects of workplace development into the
broader concept of innovation policy and on whether this integration has
helped to enhance the social effectiveness of workplace development activities.
In Sweden, numerous rearrangements of public research institutes and re-
search funding organizations, as well as a decline in the priority of working life
research in government policies in recent years, have undermined the poten-

18 The terminology may have varied between diffent countries and at different times. QWL is
used here as an umbrella concept that covers, for example, the work environment, occupa-
tional safety and health, and well-being at work.
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tial for workplace development to act as an engine for comprehensive working
life change (Håkansta 2014). Workplace development has also lost some of its
former momentum in Norway due to the diminished role of action-oriented
working life research in the regional innovation programme that follows Value
Creation 2020 (Hildrum et al. 2009).

Bridges that cross the gap between the micro and macro levels in the Nordic
programmes have been narrow thus far, and the diversification of working life
will make it increasingly difficult for programmes to act as promoters of com-
prehensive change in the future. By utilizing the typology of Geels and Schot
(2007) to categorize different transition pathways, the role of the Nordic pro-
grammes can be described as primarily reproductive. Note that this character-
ization does not mean that the Nordic programmes would not have been capa-
ble of producing macro-level effects at all. Important macro-level effects of the
Nordic workplace development programmes include increased expertise in
research and development, the creation of new forms of network and coopera-
tive relations, and the emergence of a discursive space in which it is appropri-
ate to discuss and approach working life-related issues – including issues re-
lated to QWL and well-being at work – from a variety of perspectives.

As highlighted above, the economically most advanced East Asian countries
do not form a homogeneous group to the same extent as the Nordic countries
do, neither on the bases of their business systems and industrial relations sys-
tems nor on their social values. Nevertheless, the relative strengths of these
countries in influencing the development of working life manifest quite simi-
larly in both Singapore and South Korea, as well as in Japan (as examined by
Naschold).19 In particular, in each of these three countries, the working life
reform strategies are highly productivity driven and closely associated with
goal setting derived from industrial policy.

The Japanese quality movement is a good example of an activity that is
linked to supporting the achievement of the country’s industrial policy-related
objectives and based on a nation-wide mobilization of companies and their
employees to improve quality, productivity and competitiveness. This ap-
proach has succeeded in crossing the gap between the micro and macro levels
(for  more  details,  see  Cole  1989;  1993).  However,  the  mass  mobilization  of
workers to achieve these improvements has been based on “controlled partici-
pation” (Cole 1993, 131), thus lacking the dialogical element that stems from
the idea of symmetry between the interests of workers and employers and is
characteristic of Nordic approaches to workplace development.

In Singapore, workplace development has been guided by a strategy charac-
terized by strong and even aggressive investment in skills and workplace de-
velopment. This strategy is aimed at creating a new type of competitive “inno-
vation infrastructure” to replace the former “efficiency infrastructure” in Sin-
gapore (Koh & Mariano 2006). Mass mobilization in Singapore has been cou-
pled with a stronger focus on social inclusion compared with the Japanese

19 I include Japan in my analysis, although, as Cole (1993, 128) argues, it is not justified in the
case of Japan to speak of “workplace development” or “programmes” in the sense of publicly
supported innovation or development initiatives at the firm level.
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quality movement. The role of the state in Singapore is also greater than that
in Japan, whereas the roles of various intermediary organizations are less
prominent in Singapore compared to Japan.

In South Korea, workplace development has been guided by the idea of a
“new paradigm” based on the Yuhan-Kimberley model. At the time the re-
search was conducted, the intention was to develop the “new paradigm” model
further towards the Korean “high-performance workplace innovation” model.
Although South Korea has not succeeded in achieving the same level of mass
mobilization of companies and employees for working life reform as in Japan
and Singapore, the country’s strategic orientation towards a paradigm shift
can be considered, in relative terms, the strongest element of the South Korean
strategy according to the Naschold model. If the transition pathway of the
Nordic strategies and programmes can be characterized as primarily reproduc-
tive, the transition pathway of each of the three East Asian countries can be
described as reconfigurative, or even transformative.

It would be incorrect to say that workplace development measures in the
East Asian countries have not contributed to the improvement of welfare and
QWL, in addition to productivity, in these countries. For example, the South
Korean “new paradigm” expressly includes the objectives of decreasing the
long working hours that are typical of the country and reducing work intensity
(Huang & Kim 2011; Lee & Lee 2008). The difference between the East Asian
countries and the Nordic countries is that this improvement has not occurred
as a result of a reconciliation of the interests of the two symmetric parties –
employers and employees – but is based on a more or less one-sided definition
crafted by the state and/or employers. The reasons why employees and their
organizations have thus far failed to influence the goal setting of national-level
development measures in the East Asian countries to the same extent as in the
Nordic countries vary by country. In Japan, this failure relates to the overall
decrease in the trade unions’ organizational strength at the national level and
the trade unions’ primary orientation towards enterprise-level issues (Fuji-
mura 2012); in Singapore, it is due to the fact that the trade union movement
has largely merged into the state apparatus (Kuruvilla 2007; Leggett 2007). In
South Korea, particularly in large companies, this failure stems from a lack of
trust and cooperation – or even outright hostility – between employers and
trade unions; in smaller South Korean companies, it stems primarily from the
weakness of trade unions or the lack of employee unionization (Bae & Kwon
2008; Lee & Lee 2008; Shin 2014).

5.1.2 The possibility of working life change through workplace develop-
ment programmes

Significant improvements in productivity and QWL in individual work organi-
zations have been achieved with the assistance of publicly supported develop-
ment projects (e.g. Gustavsen et al. 1996; Keuken 2010; Lee & Lee 2008; Oeij
et al. 2014; Ramstad 2009b; 2014). As explained earlier, there are many fac-
tors that may explain the good success rate of pilot or demonstration projects
in publicly funded workplace development programmes (Alasoini 2006); how-
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ever, the legitimacy of publicly supported intervention in innovation policy or
workplace development cannot be based primarily on this success but rather
must be justified by a variety of positive externalities produced by the inter-
vention (cf. Takalo 2009). Workplace development programmes in various
countries have generated new and wide-spread knowledge, given rise to new
cooperative networks, and increased awareness of the possibility of alternative
solutions, which in turn has contributed to increased public awareness and
discourse on working life change and development. Gustavsen (2003; 2004)
speaks of the need for such programmes to work as mechanisms that can be
used to catalyse social movements aimed at making working life more demo-
cratic. The challenge is thus to generate parallel and interactive processes of
change in a great number of companies and workplaces. In Gustavsen’s view,
the growth or strengthening of such a movement can in itself be considered an
indication of a programme’s success.

Figure 6 classifies various levels of external effects of workplace development
programmes. Gustavsen’s characterization of programmes as mechanisms for
social movements implies that programmes should be able to produce – either
directly or indirectly – mutually supportive cumulative innovations; in other
words, programmes should have clear generative effects. At best, programme
impacts occur as changes at the level of regimes or even changes of regimes at
the national, regional, sectoral or industry level. Changes at the level of re-
gimes refer to reproduction and reconfiguration pathways, whereas changes of
regimes refer to substitution and de-alignment and re-alignment; transfor-
mation represents some kind of middle ground between these two types of
change. Changes of this nature refer here to changes in cognitive deep struc-
tures that in turn direct changes in working life, not necessarily or primarily to
visible or measurable system-level changes in institutional infrastructure (cf.
Geels 2011, 31). Changes at the level of regimes or changes of regimes can ap-
pear, for example, as new kinds of doctrines in management and work organi-
zation, new ways of working, new paradigmatic approaches to workplace
health promotion or new kinds of normative expectations concerning employ-
ees’ opportunities to exert influence at work.
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Figure 6. External effects of different levels of workplace development programmes.

The ability of programmes to produce changes at the level of regimes or
changes of the regimes themselves is affected not only by the characteristics of
the programmes per se but, according to the three-level framework, also by
external pressure brought to bear on regimes by landscape changes and inter-
nal tensions within regimes. The possibility of breakthrough for programme-
supported niche-innovations is dependent, among others, on economic, opera-
tional, social and other benefits produced by these niche-innovations and the
extent to which these niche-innovations support or instead call into question
the premises of the prevailing regimes. For example, DiMaggio and Powell
(1983) have identified three mechanisms of institutional isomorphism that can
act as significant converging forces for work organizations and thus prevent a
wider breakthrough of niche-innovations and the evolution of such innova-
tions into new mainstream practices (Table 16). Underlying this view is a belief
that  organizational  life  is  driven not  only  by economic rationality  but  also  by
powerful tendencies to strengthen the organization’s political and institutional
legitimacy and to demonstrate its social fitness.

Workplace development programmes

Increased public
awareness

Cumulative (niche-)innovations

Changes at the level of sociotechnical regimes
(reproduction, reconfiguration, minor transformation)

New cooperative
networks

Knowledge spill-overs

Changes of sociotechnical regimes
(major transformation, substitution, de-aligment and re-alignment)
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Table 16. Three mechanisms of institutional isomorphism and key actors (adapted from DiMag-
gio & Powell 1983 and Paauwe 2004).

Mechanism Source Key actors
Coercive
institutional
isomorphism

Results from both formal and
informal pressures exerted on
work organizations by other
organizations upon which they are
dependent and by cultural
expectations of the society within
which work organizations function.

Governments, labour market
organizations and work
councils

Mimetic
institutional
isomorphism

Results from standard responses to
uncertainty and from following
trends and hypes which, when
applied, demonstrate that the
work organizations in question are
at least trying to improve their
operation.

Competitors and other
companies and workplaces

Normative
institutional
isomorphism

Results from the professionaliza-
tion of occupations as part of their
collective struggle to define the
conditions and methods of their
work and to establish a cognitive
base and legitimation for their
occupational autonomy.

Educational and training
institutes and professional
and occupational
associations and networks

It is interesting that all the same institutions that are mentioned in Section 2.3
as key actors of the workplace innovation-promoting expanded triple helix
model may under certain circumstances also act as significant impediments to
workplace innovation activities. In her analysis of the expanded triple helix
model, Ramstad (2008, 26–36 and 103–125) discusses thoroughly how the
different parties can find shared goals and join forces to achieve them but
largely ignores the inherently contradictory relationships of the various actors
towards the development of workplace innovations. Although governments
and labour market organizations may be active funders and promoters of
workplace innovations in workplace development programmes, the labour
legislation and collective agreements supported by these actors may include
stipulations that seriously discourage innovative behaviour in working life (an
example of coercive institutional isomorphism). Work organizations within
the same industry may be important sources of learning for each other, but in
certain cases, rather than promoting the emergence of novel, unique and inno-
vative solutions, this learning may result in the spread of increasingly consoli-
dated industry-wide “best practices” (an example of mimetic institutional iso-
morphism). Universities and other educational institutes may enhance the
skills and competences of company managers and other key occupational
groups in different functional areas, which may ultimately have the effect of
increasing the normative pressure among these groups to think alike and de-
creasing the incidence of deviant behaviour (an example of normative institu-
tional isomorphism).
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Regarding the effectiveness of workplace development programmes, there is
a need in the future to better understand not only the factors that are favoura-
ble to the occurrence of workplace innovations but also the dynamics and
structures that can act as obstacles to the spread of workplace innovations.
Neo-institutional organization theory and research can provide new perspec-
tives on this issue. Neo-institutional theory and research have not only sought
to identify obstacles to changes and to the dissemination of innovations but
have also sought to find explanations for why changes occur despite these ob-
stacles, to identify factors that create conditions for diversity between organi-
zations and to identify factors that cause certain organizations to adopt solu-
tions that deviate from the mainstream (e.g. Battilana et al. 2009; Beckert
2010; Dacin et al. 2002; Garud et al. 2007; Greenwood & Hinings 1996; Oliver
1992; Weik 2011). To date, even the most comprehensive and ambitious anal-
yses of workplace development strategies and programmes (see Section 2.6)
have not made much use of this branch of research.

With respect to the identification of conditions under which workplace de-
velopment programmes can contribute to working life change, we must first
specify the levels of change. This section provides a three-level breakdown (see
Figure 6) that can be applied to monitor and assess the external effects of pro-
grammes. Another key contribution of this section is the suggestion that the
possibility of working life change should be analysed as a dynamic interplay of
three mechanisms.

The first such mechanism is the pressure to change that is brought to bear by
workplace development programmes and their various external effects, includ-
ing, above all, their generative results. This study, together with many other
previous studies that have analysed the results and causal mechanisms of
workplace development programmes and in particular the conditions for net-
worked activities in the programmes, have increased understanding in this
area. Nevertheless, attempts to build systematic conceptual frameworks for
assessing workplace development programmes’ capacity to produce effects of
different levels based on this knowledge are few and far between. By making
use of neo-institutional theory and empirical findings deriving from research
on institutional entrepreneurship, it is possible to enrich our view on enabling
conditions for programmes to play the role of an institutional entrepreneur
(e.g. Battilana et al. 2009; Garud et al. 2007; Weik 2011).

The second factor that influences the possibility of change is pressure that is
brought to bear on the regime as a result of (economic, technological, political,
social, demographic, legislative, etc.) changes in the external (exogenous) envi-
ronment, and the third being the internal dynamics of the regime itself. Four
major attributes of external change can be distinguished: frequency, ampli-
tude, speed and scope of change(s) (Geels & Schot 2007, 403–404). Different
combinations of these four attributes create different conditions for working
life change and niche-level workplace innovations to gain ground.

The susceptibility of sociotechnical regimes to changes can be analysed, for
example, by making use of the summary of Battilana et al. (2009) on field
characteristics that create favourable prerequisites for actors to become insti-
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tutional entrepreneurs. Building on previous research they identify two char-
acteristics of crucial importance, namely degree of fragmentation and degree
of institutionalization. Regarding sociotechnical regimes, the former concept
refers to the extent to which the cognitive deep structures that underlie the
regimes include mutually incompatible or even contradictory elements. For
example, it is possible that certain established practices in working life are
basically results of compromises between different influential actors. Degree of
institutionalization refers to the extent to which the prevailing cognitive deep
structures are institutionally rooted, for example, in the form of regulative
rules  and  normative  roles.  By  ranking  regimes  high  or  low  on  these  two  di-
mensions it is possible for programme designers and implementers to identify
ideal-types of regimes, to assess the susceptibility of regimes to changes and to
plan more effective programme strategies.

5.1.3 Workplace development programmes as production and develop-
ment systems

The third main contribution of the study has been to increase the understand-
ing of key factors that are critical to the success of workplace development
programmes using the conceptual framework presented in Section 4.2.1. The
framework perceives programmes as open, dynamic and learning production
and development systems. From this perspective, the framework is linked to
recent debates on developmental evaluation and the so-called fifth-generation
evaluation of programmes and projects (e.g. Brulin & Svensson 2012; Patton
2010).

According to the framework, learning takes place through two mechanisms.
First,  evaluation  of  the  programme  outcomes  is  of  critical  importance  as  a
feedback mechanism and as an “internal” source of learning for the imple-
menters of the programme. Evaluation does not refer here only to separate
external evaluation studies but also to ongoing evaluation and joint knowledge
formation processes undertaken by the actors that participate in the pro-
gramme or its projects. Second, external influences generate learning effects.
Such influences may include the observation of new types of social problems
or new research findings outside the programme.

As previously mentioned in Section 4.2.1, the failure of a programme to pro-
duce the desired effects derives from faults in its individual elements or from
mutual incompatibilities between the elements. One example of a fault in an
individual element is a contradiction between the programme mission and the
administrative and organizational position of the agency that is responsible for
steering and implementing the programme. For example, the mission may be
too ambitious relative to the low administrative status of the programme im-
plementation agency. An example of mutual incompatibility is a set of pro-
gramme tools that is unsuitable for producing the desired generative or infra-
structure results. For example, it is difficult to achieve large-scale infrastruc-
ture results with the exclusive use of traditional user-oriented demonstration
projects.
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These two perspectives examine programmes primarily as production sys-
tems. If we take a broader view of programmes by examining them as devel-
opment systems as well, the efficiency of evaluation-based learning processes
and the speed of learning cycles emerge as the third critical success factor.
Programme learning in particular calls for fast feedback cycles through which
it is possible to implement necessary revisions to the orientation, resources
and tools of a programme. The fourth critical success factor, according to the
framework, is reflexivity and openness of a programme to new stimuli that
come from the external operating environment.

It is difficult to find similar systemic frameworks that are designed specifical-
ly  for  the  analysis  of workplace development programmes in the previous
research literature. Naschold’s (1994a; 1994b) model is a “best practice” model
that focuses mainly on the policy and strategy levels, although it can also be
applied to the mutual comparison of development programmes. Brulin and
Svensson (2012) have distinguished three mechanisms that can be applied to
assess the capacity of programmes or large-scale projects of sustainable devel-
opment work: active ownership and steering, collaboration between different
actors and the dynamics of developmental learning. Brulin and Svensson rec-
ognize the dual nature of development programmes (i.e. they talk of “produc-
tion logic” and “developmental logic”) and the interconnections between the
three mechanisms, but theirs is not a systems model any more than Naschold’s
model is. These authors do not refer at all to Naschold’s model – another indi-
cation of the poor accumulation of knowledge in this area! Ramstad’s (2008;
see also 2011) innovation generating model has features of a scalable systems
model but she does not apply the model as a framework for analysing the dy-
namics of the programme level.

5.1.4 The dual nature of generativity

Articles 3–6 addressed learning networks and the conditions that would be
necessary for these networks to contribute to improvements in the ability of
programmes to produce generative results (Alasoini 2006; 2008; 2011; 2014).
Several critical prerequisites for the operation of learning networks were iden-
tified, including adequate resources (which include an appropriate time-frame
of network activity and trust between network participants); network composi-
tion; the motives and expectations of participants; rules that guide the net-
work’s operations; and the organization of the learning process and the tools
and methods that are available to support it. This understanding of the critical
success factors of learning networks was based on a large number of empirical
studies and other published literature on learning networks (see Section 2.6).

The empirical analysis of article 6 showed that the TYKES learning networks
were more successful in achieving local sustainability than in producing gen-
erative results. In retrospect, one can argue that the factors mentioned above
as critical prerequisites for the operation of learning networks relate more to
the networks’ internal generativity than to external generativity. In particular,
these prerequisites describe how the network will be able to conceive shared
objectives for the parties, how network-level processes will work and how the
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network will operate to achieve common goals. External generativity refers to
different kinds of issues. Specifically, external generativity describes the extent
to which network activities help actors outside the network to benefit from
network activities. Paradoxically, this matter was paid far too little attention to
in the articles. According to article 4, the production of generative results is
“an in-built objective in learning network projects. Such projects can function
within the context of a programme not just as a forum for the exchange of in-
formation between participants but also as an intermediate-level structure
which can facilitate a broader exchange of information within programmes. As
the number of learning networks in any programme is limited due to their re-
source-intensive nature, it is easy to bring them together and thereby create
opportunities for the exchange of information between projects” (Alasoini
2008, 73). However, as article 6 (Alasoini 2014) shows, the internal generativi-
ty of a learning network is not automatically transformed into external genera-
tivity.

This study, as well as other previous analyses and summaries of the TYKES
learning networks (e.g. Alasoini et al. 2006; 2011b; Ramstad 2009a), have
increased understanding of principles, concepts and practices that are neces-
sary for learning networks and their interactive forums to function. To realize
expectations that are set for learning networks with regard to external genera-
tivity and, more generally, to help workplace development programmes to im-
prove their effectiveness, a better understanding of principles, concepts and
practices that promote external generativity will be necessary in the future.
The existing literature does not provide any clear assistance in this regard. For
example, the principles presented by Naschold (1994a; 1994b) and Brulin and
Svensson (2012) are at too general a level for this purpose. Ramstad (2009a,
195) has proposed that networks should be constructed in a manner that better
includes each of the three parties involved in triple helix cooperation; for ex-
ample, in the case of the TYKES programme, policy-makers (e.g. regional au-
thorities and labour market parties) were represented among the core actors in
only six of the sixteen learning networks. However, without a common devel-
opment agenda defined at the programme level, this alone was too weak a
method for significantly strengthening those networks’ generative capabilities.

To operate in an externally generative way in development programmes,
learning networks must be capable of at least four things. First,  they must be
internally generative; in other words, the interactive forums of these networks
must be functional and produce learning events that are regarded by network
members as beneficial. Second, development that takes place within the net-
works must remain within the overall programme guidelines. Third, the net-
works must be open to external influence and be ready for dialogue and coop-
eration with other networks and parties. Fourth, the networks must be capable
of producing learning events online, i.e. at a rapid rate and in close interaction
with each other and the outside world.

Levin and Løvland (2002) have identified three different modes of leader-
ship – pressure, monitoring and developing – that will facilitate the efforts of
programmes to direct research in the desired direction. Levin’s and Løvland’s
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division of leadership into three different modes can also be applied to the
guidance of learning network operations. Table 17 shows examples of the char-
acteristic means included in each mode.

Table 17. Three modes of programme leadership for directing learning networks (adapted from
Levin & Løvland 2002).

Desired outcome Mode of leadership
Pressure Monitoring Developing

Interactive
forums work well
and produce
benefits to net-
work participants

Setting strict rules
on eligible
structural
properties of the
networks and the
forums

Visiting forums and
counselling net-
work coordinators
on successes,
pitfalls and
development
proposals

Collecting
experiences from
different networks,
with a view to
developing
functional forum
concepts for joint
use

Development
takes place with-
in the overall
programme
guidelines

Setting clear-cut
boundaries for
eligible designs
and processes
that guide
development in
the networks

Monitoring
development in the
networks and
intervening in cases
of clear and
persistent
deviations

Discussing with the
networks to create
a common under-
standing of the
guidelines

Networks are
open to external
influence and
ready for
dialogue and
cooperation

Imposing financial
or other sanctions
on the networks if
they do not seem
adequately active
in dialogue and
cooperation

Arranging events to
achieve a sufficient
level of network-
to-network
dialogue and
cooperation

Working out
shared objects of
development
between the net-
works to boost
dialogue and
cooperation

Networks are
capable of
producing learn-
ing events
beyond their
boundaries
during operations

Requiring the
networks to
engage in
external
communication
on a regular basis

Encouraging the
networks to
provide
information on
innovative
developments on
their own initiative

Getting the net-
works to internal-
ize the pro-
gramme’s need to
produce both fast
learning and
generative results

The three modes of leadership in the table are ideal types, and programmes
may be forced to resort to each mode when the situation so requires. Each
mode of leadership has its own strengths and weaknesses.

Pressure is the most traditional way to direct research (or, in this case, learn-
ing network operations) in the desired direction, but it creates the risk of cata-
lysing instrumental and ritualistic activity on the part of the networks. In the
long term, the success of this kind of leadership mode can be hindered by the
incompatibility of its ideological premise (coercion) with the nature of desired
network behaviour, which is characterized by transparency, dialogue and co-
operation. It is thus seriously questionable whether programme activity based
entirely – or even primarily – on pressure can successfully lead to the produc-
tion of generative results by learning networks.
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 Overall, monitoring is the mode of leadership that presents the least amount
of risk. Unlike pressure, monitoring does not pose a great danger of creating
an atmosphere of distrust between the programme and the networks. Com-
pared to developing, monitoring requires less work input by the programme.
Monitoring is a relatively light-handed mode of leadership, which is nonethe-
less based in principle on building trust and cooperative relations with the
networks. The critical question regarding monitoring is whether it is alone
sufficiently strong to produce the desired generative results. For example, in
the case of the TYKES programme, monitoring can in hindsight be described
as the programme’s most important means of directing learning network activ-
ity. In this case, the level of mutual cooperation between the networks and
production of generative results generally fell short of the aim.

Developing is the most demanding mode of leadership. Its successful appli-
cation requires a high skill level and significant work input by the programme.
Another critical issue in developing is the extent to which the networks and
their actors (including network coordinators and researchers, in particular)
are open to close cooperation with the programme. For example, researchers
may feel that their academic freedom is being threatened. Network coordina-
tors may fear that cooperating too closely with the programme will demand
too much of their work input, thereby reducing coordinators’ opportunities to
contribute to the internal operations of the network. Mutual competition be-
tween the networks for project funding can also hinder the open exchange of
ideas between networks. Nevertheless, developing provides the greatest poten-
tial opportunities to improve a programme’s ability to produce generative re-
sults through a learning network-based strategy.20

None of these three modes of leadership can be considered a “best practice”
as such. In practice, the choice of leadership mode is affected by a number of
factors, including the expertise and resources of the programme agency, the
duration of programme activities, and the similarity/dissimilarity of the net-
works. It is nonetheless important that programme implementers are aware of
the different leadership options, make judicious choices among them, and act
on them consistently.

5.1.5 Elaboration of the role of programme theories in cases of complex
objects for intervention

What can be deduced in more conceptual terms from the failure of the TYKES
learning networks to achieve all of their goals? Theory-based evaluation stud-
ies make a distinction between “theory failures” and “programme failures”.
Theory failure refers to a situation in which programme intervention does not
produce the desired intermediate results and/or desired outcomes despite the
implementation of the programme as planned. Identifying a clear case of theo-
ry failure is often difficult because reality seldom provides optimal conditions

20 In his paper reflecting on the experiences of the TYKES learning network projects in Finland,
Gustavsen (2011b) talks of the need to create shared concepts that link the networks and the
social research they produce to central discourses that shape society. Otherwise, in his view,
local efforts can hardly be sustained over time.
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for testing programme theories. In contrast, programme failure indicates that
the programme was not implemented as planned. However, finding a clear
case  of  programme  failure  is  also  often  difficult.  For  example,  very  few  pro-
grammes that address complex phenomena can be implemented fully “as
planned”, i.e. in accordance with pre-existing guidelines and protocols. The
implementation of such programmes and interventions usually calls for signif-
icant iteration, reflexivity and online learning on the part of the programme
staff. (e.g. Dahler-Larsen 2001; Ling 2012; Rogers 2008; Stame 2010.)

The TYKES learning networks can be characterized as complex phenomena21

for multiple reasons. Specifically, these networks comprised multiple actors
and agencies, their functionality depended on the successful building of multi-
actor partnerships and network governance structures, and the change process
theory underlying the learning network projects could be described as dialectic
rather than teleological (Alasoini 2008). Therefore, the concept of “pro-
gramme theory” that can be tested must be understood here only in broad
terms (cf. Rogers 2008, 38–45).

Bearing this reservation in mind, it is possible to argue that in the case of the
TYKES learning networks, the programme theory was inadequate in at least
one important respect. As indicated above, a distinction between the two types
of generativity (internal and external) was not properly made. This “theory
inadequacy” (if not “failure”) contributed to the lack of a systematic process to
create a joint development agenda for the networks and the inadequacy of re-
sources to achieve a better balance between local sustainability and external
generativity. Monitoring was implicitly adopted as the most important mode of
programme leadership for directing the learning networks. Nonetheless, the
main “programme inadequacy” (if not “failure”) was not the adoption of moni-
toring as the most important mode of leadership in itself. The main inadequa-
cies were, first, that this was not based on an explicit and deliberate choice
and, second, that programme learning in the TYKES programme was not rapid
enough to “fix” inadequacies in the programme theory during the course of the
implementation of the learning network projects.

Where does this leave us with regard to the programme theory that justifies
the adoption of learning network projects as a form of project activity in work-
place development programmes and, in more general terms, the role of pro-
gramme theories in cases of complex objects for intervention? In such inter-
ventions, it is difficult to test what could be called the “truth value”, or even the
key idea, of the given programme theory. For example, attributes of the pro-
gramme staff, including their skills and competences, level of commitment and
ability to learn, as well as many contextual factors, can have a significant or
even decisive impact on the programme outcome. As Dahler-Larsen (2001,
343) argues, “the truth value of a given programme theory is an emergent
property of a constructed social reality.”

21 The term “complex phenomenon” should not be equated here with the term “complicated
phenomenon”. These two terms refer to somewhat different aspects of complication with
regard to the phenomenon in question (Ling 2012; Rogers 2008).
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Workplace development programmes require the commitment of and coop-
eration between many actors. Programme theories should thus be judged more
on the basis of their social value than on their truth value. This requires not
only that a given programme theory is normatively acceptable and desirable
but also that it includes inspiring and encouraging elements that help to create
and maintain commitment among the actors and to persuade them to join
forces for achieving shared objectives. The extent to which the programme
theory succeeds in this task can be considered the actual acid test in workplace
development programmes.

5.1.6 Revision of the Naschold model from learning perspective

The revised version of the Naschold model was used as a framework to answer
research questions 1.1–1.3. The study not only modified the model for the em-
pirical analysis but also shaped the model further in accordance with abductive
reasoning (Dubois & Gadde 2002; Timmermans & Tavory 2012) based on the
analysis and its empirical findings and theoretical insights. Development of
the model can thus be considered a primary methodological contribution of
the study, although it was not an actual research question.

As stated above (Section 3.2), our stock of knowledge on workplace devel-
opment programmes is based mainly on a number of tailor-made evaluation
studies of individual programmes as well as descriptive presentations and
comparisons of programmes implemented in different countries and regions.
The Naschold model is a rare exception among these comparative presenta-
tions because of its analytical, systematic and comprehensive approach. For
this reason, it is surprising that there have been no serious attempts to develop
the model further since then, despite the widely recognized need for policy
learning regarding workplace development across national borders (e.g. Brö-
dner & Latniak 2003; Business Decisions Limited 2000; Den Hertog & Schrö-
der 1989; Eeckelaert et al. 2012; Riegler 2008; Zettel 2010).

Critical debate on the Naschold model has focused primarily on the fact that
in Naschold’s empirical analysis he does not make a sufficient distinction be-
tween issues of different levels, such as overall development of industrial cul-
tures, policy frameworks and individual programmes (Cole 1993; Gustavsen
2008). The core of the criticism has been directed more to Naschold’s applica-
tion of his model to empirical analysis than to the methodological approach
and content of the model, in contrast to what was done in this study. Section
3.2  previously  explained  how  and  from  which  points  of  view  the  model  was
modified for the benchmarking study.

The underlying motive to develop the Naschold model was not to improve
the ability of the model to reveal programmes’ causal powers in accordance
with the “successionist” conception of causality. Rather, it is more realistic to
talk of this model in terms of a “generative” approach to causation. According
to this perspective, it is not the programme itself but rather the underlying
reasons or resources that are provided by the programme to the subjects that
generate change (Pawson 2002, 342). The six generic principles of the model
form the programme theory of “generative mechanisms” underlying the possi-
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bility of change. Whether these generative mechanisms are actually triggered
depends on the context, i.e. the characteristics of both the subjects and the
locality of the programme. Causation is contingent on the context.

Naschold himself presented his model as a “best practice” model. However,
in this study, the model was used and further developed primarily as a model
for learning. Learning refers here to both programme learning and policy
learning (regarding these concepts, see Section 4.2). During the course of the
study, many modifications and additions have been made to the model. The
following is a summary of the four most important contributions of the study
to the content of the model:

Policy context: It is reasonable that industrial policy (as Naschold argues) or
innovation policy forms the main strategic basis for workplace development.
This is particularly important with respect to bridging the gap between the
micro and macro levels. Nonetheless, the involvement of industrial relations
actors is also important for purposes of safeguarding and strengthening the
social legitimacy of activities and, in particular, the link between improve-
ments in productivity and QWL (or welfare). In addition, the inclusion of re-
search as a component of policy context is a means of reinforcing both the reli-
ability of the new solutions and the insightfulness of activities in general. Fig-
ure 7 depicts the different roles played by the three policy domains and their
mutual interaction.

Figure 7. Desired policy context of workplace development programmes.

Orientation: When using the model as a learning model rather than as a ”best
practice” model, it is reasonable to shift the focus from “hegemonic” interna-
tional or global standards to “useful practices”. In addition, instead of orienta-
tion, it is more appropriate to talk of learning orientation. This term refers to

Industrial and innovation
policy: general framework
for directing workplace
development activities

Industrial relations sys-
tem: social legitimacy of
workplace development
activities

Research and R&D system:
insightfulness of work-
place development
activities
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the readiness of programme implementers to monitor developments elsewhere
with an open mind and to adopt the ideas that most benefit local re-invention.
Orientation as the setter of target levels, as in the original Naschold model, is
thus only one element of the broader concept of learning orientation.

Participation: Naschold refers to participation as, above all, ”a matter of the
level”. He emphasizes the significance of workplace- and company-level partic-
ipation, as well as the general participation of groups other than experts and
the top elites of organizations and institutions, in the goal setting of pro-
grammes and projects. This aspect describes participation mainly as work-
place- or company-level mobilization. In the benchmarking analysis that was
conducted as part of this study, this dimension was supplemented by consider-
ing participation also from the viewpoint of social inclusion. This perspective
brought gender and age into account as important aspects of the goal setting of
programmes. The empirical analysis further suggested that dialogue – rather
than participation (only) as mobilization – was a special feature of the Nordic
programmes (see also Section 5.1.1). Dialogue as a feature of a workplace de-
velopment programmes refers in particular to the openness of different part-
ners to each other’s views and to the operating environment and changes in it;
in this way, dialogue refers to an openness to a variety of experiments and re-
definitions. It is thus appropriate to divide the dimension of participation into
at least three sub-dimensions (Figure 8).

Figure 8. Three dimensions of participation in workplace development programmes.

Resources: By resources, Naschold means material resources, such as the fi-
nancial, staff and time resources of the programme. During the benchmarking

Participation

Mobilization: mobilizing work-
places and their managers and
employees in support of work-
place development activities

Social inclusion: including work-
places and employees of
different kinds in workplace
development activities

Dialogue: supporting multi-
stakeholder dialogue with a view
to achieving a balance between
interests regarding workplace
development activities
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analysis, this dimension was supplemented by considering the significance of
more intangible resources, such as intellectual and social resources. Just as the
significance of intangible capital has increased in recent years as a source of
growth for the national economy and for companies (e.g. Corrado et al. 2005),
it has also increased as a success factor for workplace development pro-
grammes. In the case of workplace development programmes, intangible capi-
tal and intangible resources refer to the visions, guiding principles and devel-
opment concepts of programmes, as well as their capacity to harness different
networks and use different mechanisms for dissemination of ”good practices”.
The essential element is thus not only the existence of the resources but also
the manner in which the resources are actually used in the programmes.

5.2 Suggestions for future research

Programmes to reform working life originated in the 1960s and 1970s from the
efforts of progressive researchers, trade unions, employers and policy-makers
to make working conditions more humane, increase workplace democracy and
develop methods of organizing and managing labour that provided alterna-
tives to the Taylorist and Fordist doctrines. Key motives for reforming working
life were the decline in the productivity potential of the mass production men-
tality, workers’ dissatisfaction with their working conditions and the difficul-
ties experienced by employers in recruiting labour for fragmented industrial
work. Over the years, targets related to work humanization and workplace de-
mocratization have been diluted and shifted into the background of pro-
grammes; these traditional targets are also increasingly supplanted by produc-
tivity- and competitiveness-related targets.

Technological advancement, globalization of the economy, actualization of
environmental concerns, and demographic, social and cultural changes will
together shape working life in many ways over the next several years. For ex-
ample, networking of the economy, distribution of work and management,
expanded possibilities related to the interactive Internet and social media, the
entry of the net generation into working life and the individualization of work
orientation will call into question many of the ideas of work and its organiza-
tion that were inherited from the industrial era (e.g. Gratton 2011; Meister &
Willyerd  2010).  The  reshaping  of  working  life  will  also  present  a  significant
challenge to many time-honoured methods of developing working life and to
the premises on which workplace development programmes have previously
been built.

Working life will not change in a deterministic, straightforward or smooth
manner. Rather, the features of the new working life will manifest themselves
differently in different sectors, industries, organizations and tasks. These fea-
tures will not completely displace the old features but instead will be deposited
as new historical layers upon them. Gratton (2011, 11) notes that while the
working life of the future is already here, it is unevenly distributed. In other
words, practices, models and logics of the new working life can already be
found today in multiple guises in the various phenomena of our time. Howev-
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er, speculations about working life that reach into the future have scarcely
been extended into the area of workplace development. Debate regarding the
pressures that will be brought to bear on the basic assumptions and methods
of workplace development by the trends of working life change given that what
we have been able to anticipate has thus far been scarce.

Below, I briefly mention four major challenges that will emerge during the
ongoing transformation of work and call into question some of the basic as-
sumptions that have thus far guided the design and implementation of work-
place development programmes in different contexts. For workplace develop-
ment programmes to continue to play the role of institutional entrepreneur in
the future, additional research and discussion concerning how the pro-
grammes can respond to these challenges and how programmes should be
“reinvented”, if necessary, is needed.

First and foremost, the definition of the term “workplace” in the future will
become increasingly vague, especially in situations where the work is virtual,
mobile and distributed; services are produced in various types of networks;
development takes place in projects involving variable consistencies and dif-
ferent organizations; or staff serving a number of different employers work at
the same physical workplace. We could well ask whether an individual compa-
ny (or workplace) with a more or less hierarchical organization is still the most
fruitful environment for innovations in working life. In the future, will loose,
reflexive communities and networks capable of flexible adaptation move to the
core of innovative development?

Another important topic for consideration is the meaning of QWL in an envi-
ronment where work is more knowledge and service intensive, people’s work
orientations are more individualistic, and changes at the workplace are more
frequent. In the future, it will be increasingly difficult to set generally applica-
ble, concrete criteria for a good QWL that lend themselves to objective meas-
urement. This difficulty is in part because a good work performance in
knowledge- and service-intensive work typically requires a stronger mental
commitment than that required in traditional manual work. The possibility of
making such a commitment and thus achieving experiences of success in this
type of work is also a key factor in producing subjective well-being. The pre-
conditions for this factor are to a great extent determined by individual situa-
tions and dependent on the personal work orientation of each employee. In
addition, in environments where change is more or less continuous, it will be
increasingly difficult to try to develop QWL primarily through structural fea-
tures of work, many of which will become unavoidably short in duration. Op-
portunities for the employee to exert influence and feel inclusiveness in the
context of changes that concern her/him will likely emerge as an increasingly
important precondition for a good QWL. Does all of this mean that in the fu-
ture the concept of “good work” or a “good working life” should be increasingly
defined in terms of subjective, instead of objective, and processual, instead of
design-related, aspects of work?

Third, the traditional roles of management and staff may become partially
confused in the new working life. The dualism of management and staff, which
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has in particular directed development driven by the tradition of industrial
relations, will partially disappear and be reshaped by methods of working that
are increasingly network-based, project-like and communal or based on
shared management and self-management. In organizations, which compete
based on flexibility, customer-orientation and agility, the management, super-
vision and organization of work will no longer be tasks that belong exclusively
to people in managerial and supervisory positions, nor will they continue to be
limited to a single organization. Rather, increasing amounts of responsibility
for these tasks will be shifted to non-managerial employees and to the teams
and communities they form. As self-management becomes more common,
many traditional forms of representative participation will unavoidably seem
as rather slow, and many traditional forms of direct participation as rather
weak, means of exerting influence in the eyes of the employees. Accordingly,
new forms of participation, cooperation and partnership will be needed. For
example, although the spread of social media will not necessarily make tradi-
tional forms of employee participation obsolete, it could challenge workplace
development programmes and projects to search for novel, innovative solu-
tions to problems related to the involvement and mobilization of employees in
support of change; the creation of dialogical relationships between manage-
ment and staff in more networked organizations and communities; and the
production of generative results.

Finally, and as stated above, targets concerning work humanization and
workplace democratization have been increasingly supplanted by productivity-
and competitiveness-related targets in workplace development programmes in
various countries in recent years. In Finland, for example, the implementation
of the TYKES programme was transferred from the Ministry of Labour to
Tekes in 2008; since that time, workplace development has been increasingly
integrated into a “broad-based innovation policy”. Generally speaking, it is
easy to agree with Naschold’s (1994a; 1994b) view that responding to the chal-
lenges that will emerge during the ongoing transformation of work will require
a dialogical relationship between workplace development and innovation poli-
cy. A lack of dialogue would cause workplace development activities to be side-
tracked from challenges faced by companies themselves and to become exces-
sively entangled in problem settings that arise from the industrial relations or
R&D systems. However, excessive integration of workplace development into
problem settings of innovation policy creates the risk of transforming work-
place development into only an instrument of owner- or management-driven
enterprise development. An important aspect of workplace development that
gives it special status as part of broader innovation policy is the idea that em-
ployees, in addition to management, have legitimate interests and that both
employees’ interests and the crucial role employees play in change and innova-
tion processes should be explicitly recognized in innovation funding. The for-
mation and maintenance of a dialogical relationship between workplace devel-
opment and innovation policy will depend on the capacity of both areas for
reinvention and for finding novel approaches to tackle emerging challenges
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and to take advantage of the new opportunities that are opening up during the
ongoing transformation in business and working life.
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Appendix 1. Stages in the collection and analysis of research materials on workplace develop-
ment programmes in 10 countries and regions.

Country or region Activities
Emilia-Romagna

Finland

Germany

North Rhine-
Westphalia

Norway

Sweden

(Year 2005)

- An analysis of the literature, selection of the Naschold model
as the conceptual framework and revision of the model.
- Collection of up-to-date information on the various
programmes through a semi-structured questionnaire that
examined the issues included in the Naschold model.  first-
order data bank
- Reflexive benchmarking workshop in Helsinki: The
participants met in open forum, where each sub-theme was
discussed in an agreed manner and in an agreed order,
making use of the first-order data bank. Each sub-theme was
introduced with a review of the solutions and experiences of
one of the participants. The choice of participant for each
presentation depended on whose solutions and experiences
could best function as a mirror for the other participants.
When dialogue seemed to be exhausted, a second and even a
third mirror were in some cases introduced to continue
discussion of the sub-theme. Each sub-theme was discussed in
this manner. The researchers (Alasoini, Hanhike, Lahtonen,
Ramstad, Rouhiainen) and an outside consultant (Arnkil)
guided the discussion and took notes. At the end, the notes
were compiled into a summary for the participants, and
participants were polled for their views on the summaries and
on how well the method works and how successful the meet-
ing had been.  second-order data bank
- Preparation of a report by Alasoini, in which different
programmes were systematically assessed and compared by
using the Naschold model.
- Revisions made to the report by Alasoini, based on com-
ments made by the co-researchers and workshop participants.
- Publication of the report (Alasoini et al. 2005).

Singapore

(Year 2007)

- An analysis of the literature and a search through the web
sites and annual reports of two state agencies.
- A study visit to these agencies in Singapore and interviews of
key persons involved in three Singaporean programmes by the
researchers (Alasoini, Ramstad).
- Preparation of a report by Alasoini, in which the three
programmes are systematically assessed by using the
Naschold model.
- Revisions made to the report by Alasoini, based on com-
ments made by the co-researcher and interviewed persons.
- Publication of the text as part of a summary report (Alasoini
et al. 2008b, 10–31).
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Flanders

(Year 2007)

- An analysis of policy documents, research reports and
information bulletins.
- A study visit to Brussels and interviews of key persons
involved in the Flemish programme by the researchers
(Alasoini, Hanhike, Ramstad).
- A second study visit to Turnhout to participate in a “big
round table” organized by the Flemish programme (Alasoini).
- Preparation of a report by Alasoini, in which the programme
is systematically assessed by using the Naschold model.
- Revisions made to the report by Alasoini, based on com-
ments made by the co-researchers and interviewed persons.
- Publication of the text as part of a summary report (Alasoini
et al. 2008b, 32–47).

Ireland

(Years 2007–08)

- An analysis of the literature and a search through the web
sites, strategy documents and annual reports of various
agencies.
- A study visit to these agencies in Dublin and interviews of
key persons involved in the Irish programme by the research-
ers (Alasoini, Hanhike, Ramstad, Rouhiainen).
- Preparation of a report by Alasoini, in which the programme
is systematically assessed by using the Naschold model.
- Revisions made to the report by Alasoini, based on com-
ments made by the co-researchers and interviewed persons.
- Publication of the text as part of a summary report (Alasoini
et al. 2008b, 48–71).

South Korea

(Years 2008–09)

- An analysis of the literature.
- A study visit to three state agencies, interviews of key
persons involved in the South Korean programme and
participation to an international seminar “Workplace
Innovation for the Improvement of Competitiveness” in Seoul
by the researcher (Alasoini).
- Preparation of a report by Alasoini, in which the programme
is systematically assessed by using the Naschold model.
- Revisions made to the report by Alasoini, based on com-
ments made by the interviewed persons.

Overall summary

(Years 2008–09)

- Writing and publication of two articles based on the
materials (Alasoini 2009a; 2009b).
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Appendix 2. Research materials on the TYKES learning network projects.

Type of material Main contents of the material
Project applica-
tions and project
implementation
and development
plans

Project application form
- Name of the project
- Applicant of the project
- Summary of the project development plan
- Names and tasks of the experts working in the project
- Cost estimate of the project
- List of workplaces participating in the project
Project implementation and development plan
- Active participants involved in the network and their
development needs
- Operation of the network so far and the role played by
different participants
- Short-term and long-term development targets of the net-
work
- Modes of operation of the network and resources that are
needed to implement the project
- Dissemination of new knowledge and expertise emerging
from the operation of the network

Interim and final
project reports
for the
programme

Interim report
- Starting point of the project
- Progress of the development process
- Interim assessment of the project
Final report
- Starting point of the project
- Progress of the development process
- Results of the project
- Assessment of the project
- Development proposals and further development measures
that are taken or needed

Target profiles of
the learning net-
works

Analysis of target profiles of the learning network projects,
based on assessments by the TYKES programme team and
self-assessments by the network coordinators (February 2008
– May 2008).

Workshops Agendas, presentations and written summaries of nine joint
workshops arranged by the TYKES programme for the learning
network projects between 2004 and 2009, focusing on
experiences of the projects and different themes that were
considered important for the operation of the networks.

Joint publications - Articles on general prerequisites for the operations of learn-
ing networks, modes of operation of learning networks and
objects of development in learning networks, based on
experiences of nine TYKES learning network projects (Alasoini
et al. 2006).
- Articles on structuring of learning networks and co-creation
and learning in innovative networks, based on experiences of
eight TYKES learning network projects (Alasoini et al. 2011b).

Other written
materials

Several articles and other publications and unpublished
conference, seminar and workshop presentations by
researchers and network coordinators, based on experiences
of the TYKES learning network projects.
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Key person inter-
views

15 thematic interviews of key persons of seven leaning net-
works (September 2013 – February 2014), focusing on themes
such as
- The most important results of the learning network
- Sustainability of the results (competence, cooperative
relations, development structures)
- Follow-up processes achieved by the network
- The network’s added value compared to traditional
demonstration projects
- Workability of the network structure and interactive forums
- The programme’s support to the network
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This paper expands the discussion on working life reform from the well-
known European examples to cover recent developments in East Asia as 
well. A comparison between two European (Finland and Ireland) and two 
East Asian (Singapore and South Korea) workplace development strate-
gies is carried out by making use of Naschold’s model that he developed 
in the early 1990s. The main question is how are the macro-level differ-
ences in the developmental role of the state and the micro-level differ-
ences in the systems of industrial relations and human resource manage-
ment reflected in the strategies and what policy implications might be 
drawn from the analysis. At the end, the paper also compares each coun-
try’s strategy in relationship to its own earlier historical development and 
aims to analyse how radical are the strategy choices that have been made. 
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1. Introduction 

Academic interest in publicly-funded working life reform has so far almost 
exclusively focused on European countries, such as Germany and the Nordic 
countries, in which, in recent years, several workplace development initia-
tives have been carried out (e.g. Alasoini et al. 2005; Arnkil 2008; Bröd-
ner/Latniak 2003; Gustavsen 2007; 2008; Riegler 2008). This paper aims to 
expand the conceptual and geographical scope of current discussion by taking 
a look at new initiatives that have recently been taken outside Europe. There 
are two major reasons, one related to the macro level and another one to the 
micro level, why a comparison of national workplace development strategies 
in European and East Asian countries might be useful for policy learning. 

Firstly, the institutional environment in which companies operate and in 
which labour policy is implemented is of great significance for the evolution 
of practical solutions. This environment is made up of many historical and 
cultural layers. The content and form of workplace development is affected 
by who the central collective actors are, and by how their mutual relation-
ships are structured. The main collective actors are usually governments and 
government agencies, employers’ associations and trade unions, workplaces, 
consultants and research groups and their networks and professional associa-
tions. Major differences between industrialized Western European and East 
Asian countries have been found, particularly in the developmental role of 
the state and in the overall welfare regimes. According to O’Riain (2000), in 
the case of the bureaucratic East Asian variant of the developmental state, as 
represented by Japan and the “tiger economies”, the objective of economic 
modernization overrides political reform and there prevails close social ties 
between coherent state bureaucracy and domestic business owners and 
managers. In the more flexible variant that is characteristic of most European 
developmental states (whether liberal, conservative or social-democratic), the 
central government plays a less interventionist role in the market while the 
state administration is built on a more loosely-coupled organizational model 
in which individual agencies have more autonomy in forming alliances with a 
diverse range of social groups, including various innovation networks. In a 
similar vein, Holliday (2000) states that the welfare regimes of industrialized 
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East Asian countries are characterized by a “productivist” ethos, making 
them subordinate to the overriding objective of economic development. It is, 
however, an open matter how enduring these differences will be in the new 
phase of global capitalism and to what extent they only reflect the shorter 
“developmental time” of East Asian countries compared with the more 
mature European regimes. For example, Schmidt (2008) argues that these 
differences are presently levelling out as many European countries are mov-
ing in the direction of productivism and many East Asian countries, in turn, 
are increasingly adopting non-productivist elements.   

Secondly, despite the fact that there are significant differences between 
both European countries and East Asian countries in workplace industrial 
relations (IR) and human resource management (HRM) practices, one could 
argue that these differences are overshadowed by the much greater differ-
ences in these matters between these two groups of nations. Many catching-
up East Asian nations have lately become increasingly exposed to the global 
economy. However, empirical studies clearly demonstrate that the adoption 
of US or European influences by companies in East Asian countries has not 
led to a greater convergence between them and their western counterparts but 
the emergence of hybrid people-management systems, in which aspects of 
traditional US and European and East Asian systems (many of the latter 
originating in Japan) have combined into new configurations (Chia et al. 
2007; Kuruvilla/Erickson 2002; Zhu et al. 2007).   

All in all, there are good reasons to expect that, despite certain converging 
trends, a comparison of workplace development strategies between European 
and East Asian countries would show significant differences in many impor-
tant aspects, including the role played by the government and the importance 
given to issues such as employee participation and the quality of working life. 
This paper makes use of Naschold’s (1994) “best-practice model” as the 
framework for analysing national strategies for workplace development and 
innovation in different countries. This model, made in the early 1990s, is 
based on an analysis of six industrialized countries (Australia, Germany, 
Japan, Norway, Sweden and the USA). The model employs six generic 
principles that Naschold considers crucial for the social impact of national 
strategies and because of its comprehensive approach, regardless of some of 
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its inherent problems (Alasoini forthcoming), it is a rare exception among 
analyses of workplace development strategies.  

This paper examines two European countries (Finland and Ireland) and 
two East Asian countries (Singapore and South Korea), which have in recent 
years adopted a systematic, programme-based strategy for the advancement 
of workplace innovation. The main question is how are the macro-level 
differences in the developmental role of the state and the micro-level differ-
ences in the systems of IR and HRM reflected in the strategies and what 
policy implications might be drawn from the analysis. In addition to compar-
ing the four strategies and assessing their strengths and weaknesses, the paper 
also develops the Naschold model.  

The analysis was carried out between 2007 and 2008. The empirical mate-
rial comprises an analysis of the literature and websites and interviews with 
the key persons involved in the implementation of the strategies (see below 
for more details). Increased activity in recent years is characteristic of the 
four national contexts included in this study as well as the position of a 
“newcomer” in this area, in comparison to countries such as Germany, Nor-
way and Sweden, in which the development of new forms of work organiza-
tion and social innovations in working life in general entered the policy 
agenda as early as in the 1960s and 1970s (Den Hertog/Schröder 1989). An 
additional interesting issue from a policy learning point of view is to what 
extent the “newcomers” have been able to overcome the problems that weak-
ened the social impact of national workplace development strategies in 
Naschold’s empirical analysis from the early 1990s. 

This paper starts with a presentation of the model and how it was elabo-
rated in the course of the study. The next section presents the methodology 
and empirical material used in the study. Thereafter, the four national strate-
gies are described and analysed. Finally, the paper discusses the observations 
in the light of the conceptual framework. 
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2.  Naschold’s model 

As noted above, Naschold’s (1994) model employs six generic principles. In 
the following, the paper presents the six principles and elaborates them for 
the purpose of empirical analysis: 

Firstly, Naschold argues that the strategic justification for a workplace de-
velopment strategy should arise primarily from macro-level industrial policy 
issues rather than the IR system or the R&D system. Without an adequate 
link with macro-level industrial policy issues and, consequently, with the 
strategic development goals of companies, there is a danger that workplace 
development could easily remain simply a way of intervening reactively with 
various “corrective” measures, for instance, in the problems caused by new 
technologies or production models. Development that originates one-sidedly 
from the problem settings of the IR system carries the danger of producing 
conservative solutions for the economic, workplace and occupational struc-
ture. The main problems are considered in a traditional way: from the per-
spective of structures that currently exist but are gradually disappearing. As a 
consequence, development may not be able to support the emergence of new, 
evolving structures. The key question, then, is how to integrate the promotion 
of workplace innovation into broader industrial policy and innovation policy 
decision making.  

Secondly, on the programme and project level, the aim should be to attain 
an international or global standard, rather than settling for a national or local 
standard. This dimension, however, can be examined from two different 
perspectives. Mechanically interpreted, it contains the idea that some kind of 
definable international standard exists that should be used as a reference 
when creating objectives for development. Naschold’s own view is that in 
different periods of time there exist production models, linked to national 
structures, that are “hegemonic” in their productivity potential and that create 
a kind of standard. An example from the early 1990s was the lean production 
model, originating in Japan. According to another, more constructivist inter-
pretation (which is followed in this paper), it is important to monitor devel-
opments elsewhere in general with an open mind and to pick out the ideas of 
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most benefit. This interpretation holds that innovations are typically hybrids, 
mixing ingredients from different sources (Latour 1993). The programmes 
and projects of other countries can be an important source of ideas and 
inspiration for other countries and their workplaces, giving them a boost of 
confidence, but ultimately all programmes and projects are local configura-
tions.   

Thirdly, Naschold argues that in development operations the aim should 
be a type of indirect intervention that combines simultaneous design and 
process orientation and broad workplace-level participation as opposed to 
traditional design solutions provided by experts or centralized bargaining 
solutions by the social partners. In design-oriented approaches, the role of 
external expertise is to explore the existing and/or the possible future condi-
tion and features of the phenomenon in question (e.g. work organization) by 
mirroring them against different theories or models of design. In process-
oriented approaches, external expertise is used to assist the workplace con-
cerned to find proper ways of implementing participatory processes of 
change. Design orientation is characteristic of conventional academic re-
search and most development approaches. According to Naschold, in national 
strategies this division should be bridged, and approaches with simultaneous 
design and process orientation should be deployed in a more balanced man-
ner. The model also emphasizes the significance of broad workplace-level 
participation in development, as opposed to ready-made “top down” solutions 
provided by R&D experts or the social partners. As an element of broad 
participation, also employee influence and gender and age diversity in the 
goal setting of project activities are included in the framework of this study. 

An advanced national development infrastructure which comprises a large 
number of experts is the fourth underpinning element of the model. Naschold 
considers it very important to pool different kinds of expertise at the national 
level to support development strategies and not to utilize solely micro-level 
approaches. Development programmes are in and of themselves a means for 
bringing various players and diverse bases of knowledge together, in the 
manner Naschold intended. The key question then is this: How consciously 
do the programmes strive to create new knowledge that would be relevant 
beyond the immediate application context of the programme too and to 
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strengthen the development infrastructure? In modern polycentric societies, 
there are usually several innovation centres, of which no one can claim to 
have superior knowledge or monopolize knowledge forever (Fricke 1994). 
New useful knowledge is generated through dialogue between various inno-
vation centres in society rather than by “trickling” information from “the top 
down” or from “the core” to “the periphery”. In workplace development, 
innovation centres typically comprise, in addition to workplaces, universities, 
research and educational institutes, consulting firms and development agen-
cies, labour market organizations, public authorities, professional associa-
tions and, in some cases, even social movements. 

Networking between players on the micro level, instead of stand-alone 
development projects, is the fifth feature of the model. This was also an area 
in which Naschold felt that Japan was clearly ahead of other countries in the 
comparison. According to him, the success of the Japanese quality movement 
in creating a nationwide quality improvement network at this time was a stark 
contrast to the failure of the Western programmes to promote the spread of 
new forms of work organization. In this study, horizontal networking is 
considered important, not only for the sake of information dissemination, but 
for the sake of knowledge creation too.   

The sixth dimension concerns the adequacy of programme resources in 
relation to the aims of the programme. The financial budget, the number and 
expertise of the staff and the time span reserved for programme activities 
form the three critical resources for programmes in the model. In this study, 
the discussion of resources is expanded to cover, in addition to material 
resources (see above) devoted to development, intellectual resources (pro-
gramme visions, guiding principles and development concepts) and social 
resources (capabilities to harness different networks and mechanisms for 
transfer into use of development) as well. 

3.  Methodology and empirical material 

This paper studies programmes as embodiments of national workplace devel-
opment strategies. Finland and Ireland were chosen to the study as two 
showcases of European countries, in which new major activities were 
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launched in recent years on the initiative of the government. Finland was an 
evident choice for the study, because the author has a long experience in 
working in Finnish programmes in this area. In the Finnish case, the object of 
analysis is the Workplace Development Programme TYKES. The informa-
tion predominantly derives from the interim evaluation study of the TYKES 
programme (Arnkil 2008) and the author’s own experience-based knowledge 
on the programme. Ireland was selected to the study through existing per-
sonal contacts within the EU-funded WORK-IN-NET project (2004-2009) in 
which both the Finnish and Irish programme management agencies are 
represented (Zettel 2005). The object of analysis here is the Irish Workplace 
Innovation Fund and its broader policy framework, the National Workplace 
Strategy. The information derives from an analysis of the literature, a trawl 
through the websites, contacts with the Irish officials on several occasions 
and a visit to Ireland in December 2007. During the visit eight meetings were 
arranged, comprising interviews of 14 persons from different organizations 
involved in the implementation of the strategy. Originally, gathering the 
information on Ireland was carried out as part of a broader benchmarking 
task within the WORK-IN-NET project (Alasoini et al. 2008). 

Singapore was chosen to the study based on a literature survey as the most 
fully-fledged example of an East Asian country with a holistic approach to 
skills enhancement and promoting functional flexibility of labour (Ashton et 
al. 2003; Kuruvilla/Erickson 2002). Three programme entities – the AD-
VANTAGE! scheme, the People Developer framework, and the Innovation 
and Quality Circle programme – are taken into closer scrutiny as an illustra-
tion of the Singaporean strategy. In Singapore too, the information was 
gathered as part of a benchmarking task of the WORK-IN-NET project. In 
addition to an analysis of the literature and websites, data was obtained 
through visits to two state agencies in Singapore in May 2007. South Korea 
was chosen as an example of another East Asian country in which a pro-
gramme-based approach for the promotion of workplace innovation was 
recently launched and in which the emphasis in flexibility strategies is laid on 
both numerical and functional flexibility in labour deployment, as opposed to 
many other East Asian countries which have lately centred on numerical 
flexibility alone (Kuruvilla/Erickson 2002). The object of analysis is the New 
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Paradigm Programme of the New Paradigm Centre, an affiliate to the Korea 
Labour Institute. The information consists of a literature survey, visits of 
several delegations from South Korea to Finland over the past few years and 
a study visit to South Korea in October 2008. During the visit, meetings were 
arranged with representatives of three state agencies.   

4.  Programmes and their contexts 

4.1  Finland 

Finland is a sparsely populated country with 5.3 million inhabitants that has 
succeeded in making the transition from a raw materials-based growth pattern 
into a knowledge-intensive pattern within a short space of time, while also 
retaining its existing framework as a welfare state (Benner 2003; Castells/ 
Himanen 2002). According to the European Innovation Scoreboard of 2007, 
for example, Finland ranks among the three top performers, together with 
Sweden and Switzerland. However, workplace development entered the 
Finnish policy agenda later than in the other Nordic countries. The first 
publicly-funded national programmes started only in 1993 and 1996, at the 
aftermath of a severe economic recession, as the National Productivity Pro-
gramme and the Finnish Workplace Development Programme (TYKE) were 
launched. In 2004, the two programmes were joined together under a new 
six-year “umbrella”, entitled as the Finnish Workplace Development Pro-
gramme (TYKES). In 2008, coordination of the TYKES programme was 
transferred from the Ministry of Labour to the Finnish Funding Agency for 
Technology and Innovation (Tekes), indicating that the policy rationale for 
promoting workplace innovation in Finland is increasingly expanding from 
the IR framework in which the social partners are the major players to an 
integrated and permanent part of a broader industrial and innovation policy 
framework as well. A new guiding principle in the Finnish innovation policy 
debate is the notion of “broad-based innovation policy”, which is based on a 
systematic approach, which unleashes the potentials of individuals and 
communities, which has a strong demand and user orientation, and which is 
global in its orientation. According to the new national innovation strategy 
that the Finnish Government adopted in autumn 2008, a better balance be-
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tween technological and social innovation (including workplace innovation) 
will be searched for the future.  

The vision of the TYKES programme is that by 2009 “Finland will have a 
network of expertise for work organization development which creates 
national competitive advantage and which effectively promotes qualitatively 
sustainable productivity growth”, i.e. productivity growth which simultane-
ously improves the quality of working life in a manner that also encourages 
employees to stay on the job for longer (Alasoini 2004). The programme 
starts with the premise that productivity growth in Finland will depend to an 
increasing extent on innovations in the future, but at the same time new effort 
should be launched to counteract the expected fall in the supply of labour 
resulting from a rapid ageing of the population, which will undermine the 
prospects of economic growth and maintaining the preconditions for the 
welfare state. The most important issue in helping people cope and continue 
at work longer is the improvement in the quality of working life, such as 
employees’ opportunities for learning and exerting an influence at work and 
employee well-being.  

The programme’s main forms of activity are to support projects, to dis-
seminate information and to reinforce expertise on workplace development. 
The majority of projects are development projects, which start on the initia-
tive of workplaces. The projects should aim at sustainable productivity 
growth, as described above, and they should be implemented in close coop-
eration between management and personnel. The most common targets of the 
projects are the development of work processes, work organization and HRM 
practices. In addition to development projects, TYKES also funds research-
oriented method development projects and broader learning networks to 
foster long-term cooperation between workplaces and R&D institutes. The 
total number of projects in December 2008 was 977. Nearly 2/3 of funding is 
granted to projects in private enterprises where the focus is on growth-
oriented SMEs. 

TYKES projects are characterized by a diversity of development ap-
proaches and the programme in itself is dominated by a clear process orienta-
tion, as opposed to design orientation. In the projects, more emphasis is laid 
on the promotion of collaborative local processes than searching for ready-
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made “best practices”. Also characteristic of the Finnish approach is that all 
sectors of the economy are involved in the programme and a deliberate effort 
is made to boost cooperation between researchers from universities and 
research institutes and consultants in the projects. In Arnkil’s view, the 
TYKES programme has made significant progress in promoting horizontal 
networking between workplaces and reinforcing the national pool of experts. 
On the other hand, he considers that the programme mechanisms for dissemi-
nation and transfer are “for the most part, still rather linear” (Arnkil 2008, 
49), seriously questioning the programme’s success in mainstreaming and 
bringing about sustainable, larger-scale reform in Finnish working life.    

4.2 Ireland 

The Irish “rags to riches” success story during the last 20 years has been 
supported by many intertwining factors, both exogenous and endogenous. 
These include substantial foreign direct investments, building of indigenous 
innovation networks, an accelerated supply of well-educated young labour, 
and transfers from the EU. In addition, the creation of a stable macroeco-
nomic, financial and IR environment, based on political and social consensus 
that is embodied in the social partnership framework since 1987, fostered 
Ireland’s adaptation to the conditions of international competition (Hastings 
et al. 2007; Smith 2005). Today the Irish Republic with a population of 4.3 
million is one of the leading countries in terms of economic prosperity and 
quality of life. 

In 1997, the government established a special organization, re-established 
four years later as the National Centre for Partnership and Performance 
(NCPP), to support workplace change and innovation through partnership. In 
2003, the government requested the NCPP to establish a special, broad-based 
“Forum on the Workplace of the Future” which resulted in the development 
of a National Workplace Strategy (NWS) two years later. The NWS aims to 
reinforce the domestic base of innovation, decrease dependence on imported 
technology and foreign sources of innovation, increase the role of workplace 
innovation in the national system of innovation and help Ireland to become a 
“technology maker” instead of a “technology taker” (Forum on the Work-
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place of the Future 2005). The NWS also defines nine characteristics that 
need to be developed in Ireland’s workplaces. According to the vision, the 
workplace of the future should be agile, customer-centred, knowledge-
intensive, responsive to employee needs, networked, highly productive, 
involved and participatory, continually learning and proactively diverse.  

One of the 42 recommendations included in the NWS was to establish a 
dedicated fund to promote workplace innovation. The three-year Workplace 
Innovation Fund (WIF) was unveiled by the Prime Minister in 2007. The 
fund is administrated by Enterprise Ireland, a state development agency 
focused on transforming the Irish industry, and it is positioned as an addi-
tional strand to another fund, the Productivity Improvement Fund (since 2008 
re-established as the Growth Fund). By October 2008, the WIF had granted 
funding to 26 projects in private enterprises under four headings: building 
strategic capacity for change, working in partnership, building employee 
commitment and loyalty to a better workplace, and introducing new HR 
processes to support the business. The WIF funds initiatives by the social 
partners relating to the NWS and national campaigns to raise awareness 
among Irish employers and employees and their representatives too. 

The NWS and the social partnership framework form the policy context 
for the activities. The main motivation behind the strategy is to “trickle 
down” the spirit of social partnership from the macro level to the micro level; 
there exists a wide gap between these two levels. The promotion of social 
partnership at the micro level is complicated by variations in corporate 
culture, IR that are based on voluntarism and, recently in particular, the 
increasing amount of companies that rely on immigrant labour. The incidence 
of formal partnership agreements involving unions is only 4% in Irish busi-
ness enterprises, but the figure rises to 19% if one also considers informal 
partnership-style agreements between management and employee representa-
tives; in manufacturing and among 50+ companies the incidence is consid-
erably higher (Williams et al. 2004). Enterprise Ireland has been very design-
oriented in its project funding, which previously focused solely on technol-
ogy development and training, but the WIF has introduced process-oriented 
elements with its emphasis on employee participation and social partnership. 
Funding by the WIF is not very inclusive; it is limited to exporting SMEs. 
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The project criteria as such do not intentionally promote development of the 
R&D infrastructure, and the experts that work in the projects are trainers or 
consultants.  Dissemination of “good practices” and networking between 
companies is promoted by case studies, seminars, training, assessment stud-
ies, information sharing on the Internet and campaigns. The tools in use in 
Ireland seem quite conventional. On the other hand, the NWS has a strong 
institutional infrastructure backing it up. It enjoys high-level political support, 
and a wide group of state agencies and labour market organizations are 
involved in its implementation, helping to bring about positive publicity 
about strategy goals and spread information on project results. For example, 
Enterprise Ireland has at its disposal extensive networks, both nationally and 
internationally. The NWS is meant to be an evolving process, with no pre-
determined cut-off point, indicating that the promotion of workplace innova-
tion has entered the Irish policy agenda to stay.  

4.3 Singapore 

The city-state of Singapore with a population of 4.6 million is today one of 
the most competitive countries in the world. Singapore’s standard of living, 
measured by per capita GDP, is around the West European average and the 
second highest in Asia after Japan. The fast economic growth in the country 
in past decades has been based on an open economy and multinational com-
panies, unlike the case in Japan, South Korea and Taiwan. Singapore also 
differs from these economies in its income distribution, which is very un-
equal and more like the USA (Koh/Mariano 2006; Low 2006).  

Singapore has adopted in recent years an active, nationalist and govern-
ment-led approach to workforce and workplace development as part of a 
wider strategy to promote a shift from an investment-driven to an innovation-
driven growth pattern. The approach can be described as a mosaic made up of 
several inseparable and mutually supported parts. Because of this mosaic-like 
character, it is not easy to describe the whole, much less its detail (Ashton et 
al. 2003; Brown et al. 2001). In general, the approach built up for developing 
workforce and workplaces in Singapore can be characterized as integrated, 
inclusive, need- and demand-based, motivated and dynamic. Characteristic of 
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the approach is also reliance on numerous standards for which certifications 
and awards are granted. For example, People Developer (PD) is a certificate 
of good personnel practices within a larger People Excellence concept, which 
is in turn part of the still broader Business Excellence framework. To gain the 
PD certificate, a business must have been awarded at least 400 points out of 
1,000 in the relevant assessment. In the area of quality, service capability and 
innovation development there are similar systems. In May 2007, the PD 
certificate had been granted to over 600 organizations, including both busi-
nesses and public bodies, both large and small organizations, and multina-
tionals as well as indigenous companies. Another example is the Quality 
Circle (QC) movement which started in Singapore in 1981 under the aegis of 
the government and later became a mass movement. In the early 2000s, the 
QC framework was substituted for a more advanced Innovation and Quality 
Circle (IQC) framework that was developed by Singaporean authorities to 
better promote innovative thinking and passion for creating new value among 
employees. Also in this case, a sophisticated certification system has been 
created. IQC operations of an organization are assessed by using a set of 10 
criteria, and the certification itself has four award levels.  

The key governmental players in the area of workplace innovation are the 
Standards, Productivity and Innovation Board (SPRING) and the Workforce 
Development Agency (WFA). Both agencies administer practically oriented 
programmes, many of which are funded from two funds. The Skills Devel-
opment Fund (SDF) that was set up in 1979 is financed out of a tax levied on 
companies which have low(!) wage levels. The SDF is currently supple-
mented by the Lifelong Learning Endowment Fund, founded in 2001, which 
specifically supports various measures to increase the employability of the 
workforce.  An example of such an initiative is the ADVANTAGE! scheme 
(2005-2010), which aims to encourage businesses to employ people over 40 
or re-employ those over 62. Under this scheme, businesses can apply for 
grants for making changes in work scope and work processes for mature 
employees, cultural integration, wage restructuring, training employees and 
providing job placement services. ADVANTAGE!, like most other develop-
ment programmes in Singapore, is designed to be a flexible and economical 
scheme from a business’s point of view, combining different supporting 
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elements. In May 2007, more than 400 businesses of different sizes in various 
sectors had taken part. 

The strategic foundation for workplace development in Singapore relies 
strongly on industrial policy thinking at the macro level. Though the labour 
market organizations play a role in many measures and support them ac-
tively, no distinct agenda-shaping development seems to have arisen from the 
country’s system of IR. Singaporean approach is inclusive by its nature, i.e. 
the approach strives to cover a large proportion of the country’s workforce 
and businesses. This inclusiveness, however, is founded more on competi-
tiveness thinking than on commitment to equality thinking or improving 
employee participation as such. The tools available clearly encourage self-
regulated development of workplaces and, to some extent also, the use of 
outside consultants, whereas the role of universities or research institutes is 
practically non-existing. Currently, the force driving workplace development 
seems to be direct dialogue between government agencies and companies. 

4.4 South Korea 

In the 1950s, after the Korean War, South Korea was one of the poorest 
countries in Asia. At present South Korea, which has 49 million inhabitants, 
is the world’s 13th largest economic giant and a leading country in many 
industrial sectors. The country’s rapid industrialisation started under state 
leadership after a military coup in 1961. The military dictatorship fell in 
1987, after which the tight bond between the state and family-owned con-
glomerates (chaebol) has also loosened. South Korea’s rapid growth was 
abruptly cut by the economic crisis of 1997 and then the country was forced 
to turn to the International Monetary Fund. Subsequently, rapid growth has 
again continued. Despite its reputation as the world’s most connected infor-
mation society, strong traditional values, emphasising, among others, har-
mony, obedience and collectiveness, are still present in working life.  The 
country is also governed by a long working hours culture: the average annual 
work time is clearly longest among the OECD countries. In South Korea, 
burnout and a large amount of occupational accidents are serious problems 
related to long work hours (Kim/Kim 2003; Rowley/Bae 2002; 2004). 



170 Tuomo Alasoini 
   

The Ministry of Labour established the New Paradigm Centre (NPC) in 
2004 as an affiliate with the Korea Labour Institute. The main task of the 
NPC is to provide professional consulting services for the successful imple-
mentation of advanced human-oriented labour and welfare policy at the 
enterprise level. Of the NPC’s consulting services, the most important is the 
New Paradigm Programme (NPP), which is directed at simultaneous im-
provement of the work system and lifelong learning system of companies and 
public sector organizations (Lee/Lee 2008). The “old paradigm” in South 
Korea refers to companies seeking a competitive advantage by an intensive 
work pace, long hours and a low level of pay.  The “new paradigm”, mean-
while, refers to a development in which companies shorten work hours such 
that this creates for employees more free time and more time to learn and 
train at work. In this way a company’s competitiveness increases and em-
ployment in the country improves. The shortening of work hours is typically 
achieved by renewal of the work shift system, technological and organiza-
tional change, and without lowering of the level of pay. The new paradigm 
also includes an expanded view of learning. Unlike with the old paradigm, 
learning is thought of a continuous, lifelong process, which relates to every-
day problem solving at work, which covers all employees, and which also 
concerns matters other than the knowledge and skills directly linked to an 
employee’s own work task. In South Korea, an icon of the new paradigm has 
been consumer products maker Yuhan-Kimberly, whose achieved reforms 
initially inspired policy makers to establish the NPC. 

By September 2008, 255 company and public sector organizations had 
taken part in the NPP. About half of the participating organizations were 
under 100 people in size.  The projects are realised as a five-stage develop-
ment process, in which the NPC consultant’s task is to help the client com-
pany’s own design team to identify development targets itself, to find solu-
tions and to make the necessary changes both in the work system and in the 
lifelong learning system. The solution often contains the establishment of 
new teams to shift work, either by increasing the workforce or by carrying 
out technological or organizational changes. Thus, simultaneously, the work 
time of individual employees could be shortened and equipment operation 
rate or service hours lengthened. Part of the freed up work time is used for 
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the training of employees, which is carried out regularly within the work shift 
system. Often, the training is not strictly professional: part of it might apply 
to family life, for example, or to skills needed in leisure time. 

State power is clearly a core actor in workplace development in South Ko-
rea and labour market organizations, R&D units and intermediary bodies 
have not had a significant role. The NPP is guided primarily by industrial 
policy objectives, such as the old paradigm’s inability to respond to the 
challenge of China and other Asian countries that have a low level of costs. 
On the other hand, the programme includes a holistic mutual gains perspec-
tive between the company, the employees and society as a whole. In its 
manner of approach, the NPP is design-oriented and inclusive. The pro-
gramme aims to support small businesses in particular, in which work times 
are typically longer and both terms of employment and working conditions 
are clearly poorer than in larger companies. The intention is also to improve 
opportunities for employee participation by developing cooperation between 
management and staff: an objective that is nevertheless affected by the fact 
that employees in small firms are often not unionised. The programme also 
aims to strengthen development infrastructure by educating new consultants. 
The NPC has founded a lifetime learning club, to which all participating 
companies have been admitted, and the Centre has made several appraisals of 
the projects’ results. However, for now, the programme does not include a 
very clear strategy for promoting horizontal networking.  The Ministry of 
Labour has a strong faith in the programme.  Its purpose is to significantly 
increase the programme’s resources and expand the development concept 
from the model inspired by Yuhan-Kimberly to a more general model for 
“high-performance workplace innovation”. As an indication of this, the 
Centre was renamed in 2009 as the Korean Workplace Innovation Network.  

5.  Summary 

Table 1 summarizes the main features of the four national strategies by using 
the six principles included in the Naschold model as the framework for 
comparison.  
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Table 1: Profiles of four national workplace development strategies in 
comparison 

 Finland Ireland Singapore South Korea 
Policy context 
 

Originally IR, 
but increas-
ingly linked to 
industrial 
policy 
framework 
through Tekes 

IR, but also linked to 
industrial policy 
framework through 
the NWS and 
Enterprise Ireland 

Exclusively 
industrial policy 
framework   

Industrial 
policy 
framework, 
but also 
integrated with 
a holistic IR-
related mutual 
gains 
perspective 

Orientation Mainly 
national 

Mainly international Mainly interna-
tional 

Mainly 
national 

Participation Inclusive 
process-
oriented 
approach with 
strong direct 
staff participa-
tion 

Exclusive design-
oriented approach 
with medium-level 
staff participation 

Highly inclusive 
and design-
oriented 
approach with 
low-level staff 
participation 

Inclusive 
design-
oriented 
approach with 
low/medium-
level staff 
participation 

Infrastructure  
I=industry 
C=consulting 
U=university 

Fostering I-C-
U cooperation 
in develop-
ment: re-
searcher 
education and 
training are 
explicit aims 

Focusing on I-C 
cooperation, which is 
only indirectly 
supported by 
research data 

Focusing on in-
house develop-
ment that is 
supported by 
consulting if 
needed 

Fostering I-C 
cooperation in 
development 
is an explicit 
aim: research 
data plays an 
indirect 
supportive 
role 

Horizontal 
networking 

Direct 
(learning 
networks) and 
indirect 
(seminars, 
publications, 
data banks) 
support 

Comprehensive 
indirect support, also 
including training, 
case studies and 
campaigns 

Indirect support 
through positive 
publicity given to 
the winning of 
certifications and 
awards 

Indirect 
support 
through NPC-
sponsored 
club, case 
studies, 
project 
assessments 
and data 
banks 

Resources Strong in 
terms of 
funding, time 
structure and 
overall social 
capital in 
society 

Strong in terms of 
institutional basis, but 
rather weak in terms 
of funding and time 
structure 

Strong in terms 
of funding, time 
structure and 
institutional 
basis 

Still rather 
modest, but 
getting 
stronger in 
terms of 
funding, time 
structure and 
institutional 
basis 
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Among the strategies, there are significant differences in all six dimensions. 
In the following, each strategy reflected in the model is first sketched out 
briefly. After this, the differences between European and East Asian strate-
gies are examined in more detail, in the light of the viewpoints presented in 
the introduction. 

The Finnish TYKES programme started within the IR framework, but it is 
now also increasingly integrated as part of industrial and innovation policy. 
The Finnish strategy includes elements of both process and design orienta-
tion; process orientation is, however, dominant, as development projects rely 
strongly on collaborative local processes and direct staff participation. An-
other difference in the Finnish strategy compared with the three others is that 
fostering cooperation between universities, consultants and workplaces is an 
explicit aim. This probably reflects the stronger role that action research 
plays in the Nordic countries (Aagaard Nielsen/Svensson 2006; Gustavsen 
2007). Company-to-company networking is promoted, in addition to conven-
tional indirect means (e.g. seminars, publications and data banks), also di-
rectly as an in-built element in the learning network projects. 

The Irish case is especially interesting owing to its strong political back-
ing. The Workplace Innovation Fund was unveiled in 2007 as part of a 
broader strategy, which forms an integrated and coherent approach to work-
place development. The strategy is supported by a nationally unique social 
partnership framework and a strong institutional nexus of government agen-
cies. The critical aspects of the approach adopted in Ireland concern its 
narrow target group (export-oriented SMEs), lack of a research element in the 
projects and meagre resources reserved for promoting horizontal networking 
between companies besides the comprehensive, but yet rather conventional, 
tools for disseminating “good practice”. The Irish approach can be described 
as an evolving process that is still at the beginning of its learning curve. 

In Singapore, workforce and workplace development are an integrated 
part of a broader political framework for building a growth pattern based on a 
new kind of innovation infrastructure. Overall, the investments made in this 
area and the results achieved through these investments are impressive. One 
may, however, ask how well a highly design-oriented approach based firmly 
on following standards and “best practices”, such as the PD and IQC frame-
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work, will work in an environment that moves faster, is less predictable and 
offers less continuity. In such an environment, more constructive approaches 
that underline the need to learn from difference and diversity may be needed. 
Another important challenge in Singapore concerns the meagre, or even non-
existent, role played by research in support of workplace development. 

The South Korean strategy in workplace development is more home-
grown than in the case of the other countries. The strategy is firmly rooted in 
the industrial policy framework laid down by the government, yet including a 
holistic IR-related view on mutual gains by companies, employees and 
society. The strategy is design oriented and inclusive, and it aims to increase 
the pool of experts. Workplace development is, however, at least so far, 
understood only in terms of consulting with no role reserved for research 
other than providing retrospective evaluation data on project results. Impor-
tant challenges for the future include finding more efficient means to promote 
the exchange of information and mutual learning between companies and 
expanding the development concept itself, which has so far been based on the 
Yuhan-Kimberly model and a highly structured, five-staged process of 
change. 

6.  Alternative paths? Policy learning in comparative perspective 

In the introduction, it was assumed that the different role of the state in 
European and East Asian countries is probably also reflected as differences in 
workplace development.  This assumption is confirmed by empirical analysis. 
However, in all the countries examined, the relationships between the state 
and labour market organizations in workplace development strategies have 
bases that clearly differ.  

In South Korea, state power is in fact the only key institutional actor in the 
New Paradigm Programme. The role of state power is exceptionally strong, 
when compared internationally, because consultants employed by a state 
institution take part in the change process themselves. An attempt can be 
made to understand such a strong state role in three ways. Firstly, in the 
country, in recent decades, there has been a strong tradition of state interven-
tion. Secondly, the advancement of workplace innovations and an improve-
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ment in the quality of working life have only become items of political 
interest in recent years. In the country, there is a lack of consultants in this 
area. The NPC, for its part, fills this lack and, besides its own consulting 
activity, it also trains consultants. The universities and research institutes are 
not able to fill this lack, since there is generally little R&D cooperation 
between them and companies in the country (Kotilainen 2005; Lee 2006) The 
third reason links to the fact that, in South Korea, there is still little tradition 
of cooperation in development between management and staff – let alone 
between a company and trade unions. In consulting by the NPC, it is ex-
pressly assumed that the staff also participates in the planning and implemen-
tation of projects within companies. 

In Singapore, also, the directive role of the government is particularly 
strong. There, unlike in South Korea, tripartite cooperation is a long-standing 
tradition, but labour market organizations have long been integrated into the 
government machinery formed by the dominant PAP party (People’s Action 
Party). According to Leggett (2007), the system of IR in Singapore is, in 
practice, merged with the government-led system of manpower planning.  An 
appropriate example of the particularly central role of the state in supporting 
workplace innovations is the Quality Circle movement, which started in 1981 
as part of a wider productivity movement, and which has continued in the 
2000s under the Innovation and Quality Circle framework. In Singapore, the 
QC/IQC movement has been based on government-initiated mass mobilisa-
tion to improve the country’s productivity and competitiveness while again in 
Japan, for example, which acts as a role model for Singapore, the motivating 
force behind the mobilisation has been a professional association, the Union 
of Japanese Scientists and Engineers (Cole 1989). 

In Finland, also, there has been a long tradition of tripartite cooperation 
between the government power and labour market organizations (Lilja 1998). 
Although the TYKES Programme began as part of a government programme 
prepared by the Ministry of Labour, private, municipal and state sector labour 
market organizations have from the start been groups with a central influence 
over the programme. A mutual understanding about the programme’s laid out 
objectives and execution has long dominated among labour market organiza-
tions. This is more a reflection of the fact that the research and innovation 
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policy followed by Finland has in recent years generally been supported by a 
strong national consensus than an indication of the integration of labour 
market organizations into the state machinery in the same way as in, for 
example, Singapore.  

The first social partnership agreement in Ireland was created in 1987 
when the country was in the middle of what many described as an economic 
and societal crisis. The first agreements were by nature reactive and focused 
on dealing with the crisis. Recent agreements are more proactive. The crea-
tion of the NWS is directly linked to this development, as was the founding 
of the NCPP that preceded its creation. Choosing social partnership as the 
means to avert the crisis was not at all self-evident, nor was it obvious that it 
would continue to the present day; it has been a strategic choice by the key 
collective actors made possible by the pragmatic characteristics of the coun-
try’s political parties and labour market organizations and the close-knit 
networks and social capital among the actors. The social partnership in 
Ireland is, when compared internationally, a unique frame of reference: it is 
horizontally “thick” (i.e. the farming sector and the community and voluntary 
sector are involved), but vertically “thin” (i.e. it is not automatically mani-
fested at the company level). Many non-unionised companies have voluntar-
ily followed the pay norms laid out in the social partnership contract (Bac-
caro/Simoni 2007; Hastings et al. 2007) and most of the partnership systems 
in companies are based on unofficial standing practices (Williams et al. 
2004). The NWS and the WIF can be seen as a pragmatic joint initiative by 
the government, employers’ associations and trade unions to promote micro-
level partnership with soft, persuasive measures in line with the voluntarist 
tradition of the Irish system of IR, similar to those that have been promoted in 
many other countries both via workplace development programmes and 
through legislation and agreements between the social partners. 

Common to the four countries examined is the opinion that public support 
for the advancement of workplace innovations is based on their positive 
effect on productivity and competitiveness. Such an opinion, in and of itself, 
might already be considered as progressive: many recent economic and 
historical analyses show that workplace innovations are as important as a 
source of economic growth as technological innovations (e.g. Corrado et al. 
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2005; Freeman/Louçã 2001; Perez 2002; Sanidas 2005). Nevertheless, ques-
tions arise: does only a narrow economic imperative guide public support to 
the advancement of workplace innovations or does the support, at the same 
time, also include aspirations to further the quality of working life, and how 
linear or interactive is the prevailing learning concept behind the support? For 
example, Naschold (1994) was not very interested in these kinds of questions, 
which caused him at the start of the 1990s to raise Japan – without much 
criticism – to be something of a model for others. One could state, with 
arguments developed in greater detail elsewhere (e.g. Fricke 1997; Pål-
shaugen 2002), that improvements in the quality of working life in terms of, 
for example, human-oriented design of work and technology, learning oppor-
tunities at work and broad employee participation, even beyond immediate 
economic benefits are an important prerequisite for a long-term innovative-
ness and sustainability of any major working life reform. 

Nevertheless, a mechanical comparison between different countries is in 
this case not necessarily very fruitful. Each of the four countries has a history 
that clearly deviates from that of the others. From the point of view of policy 
learning, it might be more fruitful to compare each country’s strategy in 
relationship to its own earlier historical development and to aim to analyse, in 
the light of this, how radical are the strategy choices that have been made. 
This is, however a demanding task. A subsequent examination has to be 
understood as a number of hypotheses that are hoped to give future impetus 
to discussion of the preconditions and limits for policy learning in different 
national and regional contexts.1 

South Korea’s strategy has the most radical aim for working life reform 
inbuilt. The old and new paradigms are explicitly based on a different work 
and learning system in the workplace. A radical feature can be considered to 
be the aim to promote cooperation in development between management and 
staff (and local trade unions) in a country in which the system of IR – and 
social life in general – are marked by a low trust (Lee 2006). Less radical is 
consideration of how strong and direct is the role of state power in develop-

                                           
1  For an earlier discussion on learning within and from national working life pro-

grammes, see IJAR, 4(1+2). 
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ment intervention. The Ministry of Labour has the intention to widen the 
activity of the NPC in the coming years. Nevertheless, from the point of view 
of policy learning, a more important question is how will expansion of the 
development concept itself from the Yuhan-Kimberly model towards a 
Korean “high-performance workplace innovation” model succeed and how 
will workplace development, in the future and also outside the state machin-
ery, give birth to new innovation centres. 

Singapore’s workplace development strategy can also be examined as part 
of a wider economic growth strategy, which has as its core a transition from 
an investment-driven model towards an innovation-driven model. One 
strength of Singapore’s workplace development strategy has been the ability 
of state power to mobilise institutions, organizations and individuals to act in 
accordance with the strategies it has laid out. Probably, few countries have 
succeeded in this as well. It is, however, an open question how such a strat-
egy based so strongly on linear learning would work in a situation in which 
the operating context becomes more difficult to control. In Singapore work-
place development is guided by the underlying idea of the necessity of a 
paradigm change but, at least on the basis of the three entities under examina-
tion (PD, the IQC programme and the ADVANTAGE! scheme), it is still 
difficult to see how, at the programme level, this will be realised as a new 
approach that is based on a more constructive and more interactive concept of 
learning. 

Finland’s strategy can be described as more reformist than radical. The 
Workplace Development Programme was already established in 1995 on the 
basis of the argument that workplace development is part of the national 
innovation system (Tripartite Expert Group 1996). However, only with the 
preparation in 2007-2008 of a national innovation strategy and the transfer of 
the TYKES programme to Tekes can the promotion of workplace innovation 
in Finland be considered to have obtained a generally recognised position as 
part of the national innovation system. In Finland, in recent years, the content 
of innovation policy has changed more than workplace development strategy 
itself. The central features of the “Finnish model for workplace development” 
as represented by the TYKES programme have been synergy between the 
advancement of productivity and the quality of working life, active coopera-
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tion between management and staff with augmenting of the local learning 
process, furtherance of the interaction between researchers and consultants, 
and a wide coverage by sector. From a policy learning point of view, the key 
questions are what kind of springboard this type of model offers for respond-
ing to future challenges and, particularly, how workplace development takes 
up a position in the future conceptually, institutionally and in financial terms, 
as part of the government’s new national innovation strategy that contains the 
idea of “broad-based innovation policy”. 

Ireland’s strategy can also be characterised as reformative. The strategy, 
comprising the National Workplace Strategy and its component the Work-
place Innovation Fund, is the most short-lived, but at the same time the most 
explicitly designed.  Because of the country’s own traditions, more emphasis 
is put on softer methods and less on direct economic stimuli unlike in other 
country’s strategies. It is still difficult to assess the Irish strategy’s perform-
ance. It is also still difficult at this stage to talk in particular about “Irish 
model for workplace development”: in the National Workplace Strategy, the 
nine characteristics of the workplace of the future that are distinguished are 
abstract and generic illustrations. As with Finland, the common challenge to 
Ireland is how workplace innovations will be positioned in the future as a part 
of innovation policy. A particular challenge to Ireland’s strategy, which 
would require new thinking that is more radical than at present, is to find a 
method that would show how the social partnership could be mainstreamed to 
act as a dynamic force that also accelerates changes in working life at the 
workplace level. 

7.  Concluding remarks 

Singaporean and South Korean policy makers and programme agencies are 
actively monitoring working life reforms adopted in other industrialized 
countries for the sake of benchmarking. But what could their European 
counterparts learn from the experiences of these two East Asian countries? 
One striking feature of both national strategies is that working life reform is 
explicitly considered as an aspect of a wider paradigm shift. This aim finds 
its utmost expression in the case of South Korea (from “old” to “new” para-
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digm), but it is clearly built in Singapore’s strategy as well (from an invest-
ment-driven model towards an innovation-driven model). As stated above, in 
both cases, this shift would call for changes in the currently state-led devel-
opmental approaches by reinforcing the role played by different intermediary 
organizations in the programmes.  

Those European countries, in which workplace development initiatives 
have been carried out in recent years, are probably a cut above their East 
Asian counterparts in terms of the diversity of innovation centres found in the 
countries. On the other hand, and in contrast to the “paradigm shift” approach 
of Singapore and South Korea, working life reforms in European countries 
have so far been fairly fragmented, suffering from their poor integration with 
wider strategies for industrial change and economic growth. Both Finland’s 
and Ireland’s workplace development strategies show some elements of such 
an integration, but it may be still too early to take that as an indication of a 
permanent policy change in either case. 

As an expansion to Naschold’s original model, the article suggests that 
more attention should be paid to the role of intellectual and social resources 
(in addition to material resources) attached to programmes as a success factor 
for national strategies for workplace development and innovation. To over-
come the problems of fragmentation and poor integration, as shown above, 
new programme activities in European countries would need, above all, 
closer dialogue between the different innovation centres in society and new 
boundary objects to pave the way for the emergence of inspiring and integra-
tive visions and development concepts based on this dialogue. Whether, for 
example, the increased demands for better social and ecological sustainability 
of work systems and economic development at large will form an umbrella 
for such integrative visions in the future, remains to be seen.    
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Building Better Programmes:  
Learning Networks in the Promotion of 
Workplace Innovation 

Tuomo Alasoini 

 
This paper starts by providing a generic conceptual framework to improve 
understanding of critical success factors for the social effectiveness of 
programmes that promote workplace innovation. Thereafter, the paper 
shows how this framework can be applied in making choices about the 
content of projects in the programmes. A distinction is made between 
user-oriented, method-based, and learning network types of project. The 
three types are examined and compared, in terms of their ability to provide 
four kinds of outcomes, programme learning and policy learning. The  
paper also shows how learning networks can be applied to overcome some 
of the problems involved in the two other types of project. In elaborating 
the argument, the author makes use of the experiences gained from the 
implementation of learning network projects in the Finnish Workplace 
Development Programme TYKES. 

Key words: Development programme, learning network,  
reflexive benchmarking, work organization, workplace innovation 

 

1.  Introduction 

The growth of knowledge-intensive work and the transition to an increasingly 
knowledge-based economy have increased the need for businesses to be 
innovative. Their search for continuous productivity improvements and new 
sources of competitive advantage has led to a growing interest among policy-
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makers, too, in creating favourable conditions for workplace change and 
innovation. This has, however, only seldom resulted in legislative interven-
tion. What we see, instead, is a great variety of persuasive ‘soft’ forms of 
regulation (Forsyth et al. 2006; Sisson/Marginson 2001; Trubek/Trubek 
2005), ranging from general policy frameworks and recommendations to the 
provision of education and information on ‘best practices’ and, further, to 
more direct forms of support such as advisory and consultancy services, 
benchmarking tools and grants and subsidies to companies.  

Development programmes are a widely used ‘soft’ form of regulation to 
facilitate workplace innovation. A ‘programme’ is here understood to mean 
three things: first, that development is guided by a shared framework which 
applies to several work organizations at the same time; second, that the 
content of the framework has been agreed by management and the staff in the 
work organizations in question, together with the main stakeholder groups 
such as central government, the social partners and researchers/consultants 
and other experts; and third, that the work organizations involved engage in 
close exchange of information, interaction and cooperation (Alasoini et al. 
2005b, 45–46). The concept of ‘workplace innovation’ is not limited here to 
the adoption of a ready-made set of ‘high-performance’ work practices. We 
expand the idea of workplace innovation to collaboratively adopted changes 
in a company’s work, organizational or human resource management prac-
tices that lead to improved performance, and that also support other types of 
innovation. The last part of the description is based on the view that different 
types of innovation at the company level are usually interwoven with each 
other, containing significant complementarities (Bresnahan et al. 2002; 
Laursen/Foss 2003; Whittington et al. 1999). Typical objects in recent Euro-
pean workplace development programmes have included team-based organ-
izational structures, flexible working methods, and business practices based 
on trust and participation (Brödner/Latniak 2003; Business Decisions Limited 
2000). 

Despite the increase in the number of workplace development pro-
grammes, and of evaluation studies conducted on them, there has been little 
debate about experiences concerning how to set up a programme. Cross-
national learning in particular has been practically non-existent (cf. Alasoini 
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et al. 2005a; Naschold et al. 1993). The first purpose of this paper is to pre-
sent a proposal for a generic framework, enabling a better understanding of 
factors critical for the social effectiveness of programmes, and thereby im-
provement of programme planning and implementation. 

The second purpose of this paper is to show how the framework described 
can be applied in making choices about the content of projects in a pro-
gramme. The framework is used for discussing three ideal types of project. 
The three types are called here as the user-oriented project, method-based 
project and learning network project.  

The third purpose of this paper is to show how learning networks can be 
applied to overcome some of the problems involved in the two other types of 
project. We use the experiences of the learning network projects funded by 
the Finnish Workplace Development Programme TYKES (1996–2009) as an 
empirical example of the third type of project. So far, the TYKES programme 
has funded 1,400 projects of different kinds at Finnish workplaces.1 Although 
this paper is largely based on experiences gained in workplace development, 
the results may be assumed to be applicable in many other kinds of pro-
grammes too. 

2.  Framework for analysing the dynamics of development  
programmes  

Figure 1 displays the framework which in this paper is presented as a tool for 
analysing the dynamics of development programmes. The elements of the 
framework are connected by two kinds of link, operational links and devel-
opmental links. According to the framework, every programme is simultane-
ously a production system and a development system (cf. Colbjørn-
sen/Falkum 1998). As a production system, a programme is called on to 
produce outcomes derived from the role and function of the programme; the 
framework analyses these at four different levels. As a development system, 

                                           
1  For a more thorough description of the TYKES programme, see Alasoini et al. 

(2005b) and Arnkil (2004). 
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on the other hand, a programme should produce programme learning and 
policy learning. 

Figure 1:  Framework for analysing the dynamics of development  
programmes 

Role and
function
- mission
- tasks 
- approach
- position

Orientation
- sectors
- target groups
- innovation type

Resources
- personnel
- financing
- organization
- time
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- financial
- stimulating
- regulating

Evaluation
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Outcomes
- first order
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- generative
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Every programme has a defined role and function, which is crystallized in the 
mission, main tasks, approach and the administrative and organizational 
position of the programme. These basic choices determine the orientation and 
resources of the programme. The orientation refers to the sectors, target 
groups and thematic aims of the development activities. Key resources 
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include the persons participating in the programme and their expertise, and 
the organization, the financial resources and the duration of the programme. 

The tools to be used are chosen on the basis of the orientation and the re-
sources available. Tools are typically of a financial nature (such as project 
funding), of a stimulating nature or of a regulatory nature. Various develop-
ment projects often need to be supported by stimulating tools, which can 
involve raising awareness, distributing information, creating networks or 
enhancing expertise. Directly regulating tools, such as quality standards, have 
so far been relatively rare in workplace development programmes. 

Programme outcomes can be analysed at the following four levels:  

– First-order results from projects mean changes immediately caused by the 
projects in work organizations participating in the project. In workplace 
development, typical first-order results are improvements in labour pro-
ductivity, customer service, work environment, job satisfaction, etc.  

– Second-order results from projects demonstrate how durable the im-
provements attained are. However, second-order results are often difficult 
to attain through one-off changes achieved in a project. Typically, second-
order results need to be supported by changes which promote the devel-
opment capability and learning capacity of those work organizations par-
ticipating in the project.  

– Generative results show how results from projects supported through the 
programme benefit other parties besides those directly involved in the 
project. However, generative results do not necessarily, and in workplace 
development not even primarily, involve ready-made ‘best practices’ that 
can then be transposed from one context to another; rather, they involve 
the production and dissemination of interesting ideas which can become 
sources of inspiration or encouragement to actors outside the project. 

– Fourthly, we may mention infrastructure results. These describe how 
programme measures can cause broader impacts in the development infra-
structure as a whole. Typical infrastructure results include national, re-
gional or sectoral enhancement of knowledge and know-how, and new 
kinds of multi-actor co-operation relationships found to be useful. 
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The above is a description of a programme as a production system. Another 
aspect is how a programme functions as a development system, the focus 
being on the learning impact generated by the programme. Evaluation of the 
programme outcomes is of critical importance as a feedback mechanism. 
Evaluation may take many forms, including not only separate external 
evaluation studies, but also evaluation as undertaken by actors themselves 
participating in the programme or its projects. 

As Figure 1 shows, evaluation can at its best generate two types of learn-
ing. Programme learning refers to learning that occurs ‘inside’ the pro-
gramme during its implementation, while policy learning ‘transcends’ the 
programme and extends to the role and function of the next-generation 
programme. The subjects of learning, as seen through the framework, are the 
implementers of the programmes and the policy-makers. 

However, programmes cannot be considered as a closed system. This is 
why the framework includes external influences which also generate learning 
effects. Such external influences may include new types of social problem 
observed or new research findings outside the programme. 

As Figure 1 shows, a programme is a dynamic system which in its ideal 
form produces positive ‘outward’ effects at four different levels, which is 
capable of renewing itself (programme learning), and which is capable of 
contributing to the improvement of programme activities in a broader context 
(policy learning). According to the logic of systems thinking, shortcomings 
of a programme to produce desired effects derive from faults in its individual 
elements or mutual incompatibilities between the elements. However, it is not 
the purpose of this paper to discuss all possible interactions between the 
elements and their problems systematically on the basis of the framework; 
instead, the intention is to show how the framework can be used in making 
choices about project content within programmes. 

3.  Three types of project 

Project financing is a typical tool used in development programmes. The 
logic of the systems thinking embodied in the framework shows that choices 
of project content not only affect programme outcomes but also influence 



68 Tuomo Alasoini 
   

learning processes based on the programme. The following is a discussion of 
three types of project, applications of which can be found in various pro-
grammes. Each type is assessed in particular on the basis of its ability to 
generate results at different levels, programme learning and policy learning. 
The focus is on learning network projects and their usefulness in addressing 
the problems inherent in the other two types. 

In workplace development, a user-oriented project typically starts at the 
initiative of management of a work organization. The user specifies the goals 
of the project and how it is to be implemented, which must, however, at the 
same time support the goals of the programme and conform to its project 
financing criteria. Financing criteria are typically broadly defined, allowing 
for adjustment for user needs and the local context. The programme supports 
the project financially for instance by providing research, consultation or 
training, by paying personnel compensation or by providing investment 
financing.  

Characteristic of a method-based project is that the project consists of the 
application in a specific context of pre-determined development methods 
provided by the programme. Such methods may be standardized, or the 
project may involve further development of an existing method or the testing 
of a completely new method. What is essential is that project financing is 
restricted to those actors: work organizations, consultants and researchers, 
who are committed to the usage of specific methods. In some cases, the 
programme may have an auditing procedure which restricts the use of the 
method to experts approved within the programme. 

A learning network project differs from both of the above, in that it is not 
as firmly committed to specific, pre-determined goals or methods. Instead, 
the project is based on the idea of bringing together actors who share an 
interest in sufficiently similar development issues, but have a wide enough 
diversity of expertise, and engaging them in long-term interaction with the 
aim of creating potential for innovation. As its name states, a learning net-
work is a network created specifically for learning. Here, learning is not 
simply a ‘by-product’ of the sharing of experiences, which happens in all 
networks; instead, it is the explicit and primary function of the network to 
produce learning events (Bessant/Tsekouras 2001; Knight 2002). The actual 
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learning can occur in the network, as the network, and beyond the boundaries 
of the network. Besides interaction, the generation of learning events requires 
the use of methods and tools that help create shared objects for discussion 
and action between the members of the network. 

4.  Outcomes of the three types of project 

4.1  User-oriented projects 

The types of project differ clearly in how they produce results at different 
levels. User-oriented projects are usually well equipped to produce signifi-
cant first-order results. They can involve considerable target-specific cus-
tomisation, and participants usually have access to exceptionally good finan-
cial and expert resources. The participating work organizations are usually 
also highly committed to implementing the project, because, being part of a 
broader programme, the project is subject to the scrutiny of other work 
organizations and interest groups (Alasoini 2006). 

What is important to understand in development programmes is that the 
first-order results in user-oriented projects may have emerged under excep-
tionally favourable circumstances, and that it could be misleading to draw 
far-reaching conclusions concerning the functionality of any solution em-
ployed in the project. Attaining second-order results, as noted above, also 
requires changes in the development competence and learning capacity of 
those participating in the project. The distinction between production and 
development systems can be applied at the work organization level too. The 
primary goal of the production system is to produce products for customers 
under controlled conditions and as efficiently as possible. The question of 
how permanent first-order results are cannot be answered from within the 
production system alone in a work organization; the development system 
must also be strengthened. The temporary development organization which 
exists for the duration of the project should enable the creation of a more 
permanent development structure for the institutionalisation phase of new 
solutions which follows the project. Thus, user-oriented projects should from 
the outset adopt a conscious strategy, where both the production and devel-
opment systems are addressed simultaneously in the organization. 
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The weakness of user-oriented projects is in their poor ability to produce 
generative results, as found in several workplace development programmes 
(Fricke 1994; Gustavsen et al. 2001; Naschold et al. 1993). The production of 
generative results can be examined as a three-stage process (creation – trans-
fer – reception). First, solutions which prove to be useful are created in a 
project in a local context. These might be described as local innovations. 
Then these, or some elements of these, are transferred into another context, 
for instance through consultation, training, seminars, publications or data-
banks. Thirdly, they are adopted in a new context. 

Drawing on the list of factors that have an impact on the diffusion of in-
novations according to Rogers (1995), we may propose that the simpler the 
solutions involved, and the more similar the two contexts in terms of operat-
ing practices and social norms, the better such a model works. In programmes 
applying user-oriented projects, it is often the case that neither of these 
requirements is fulfilled. Firstly, as noted above, these projects tend to be 
highly location-specific, and therefore the solutions created are highly cus-
tomised, containing a lot of tacit and ‘sticky’ knowledge. Secondly, because 
these projects emerge from the specific needs of users, the group of work 
organizations launching the project is probably highly heterogeneous.  

User-oriented projects do not in and of themselves create a favourable 
foundation for infrastructure results either. In programmes based on user-
oriented projects, sufficient resources must be reserved for stimulating tools 
needed to strengthen knowledge and know-how and for creating cooperation 
relationships. 

4.2  Method-based projects 

The ability of method-based projects to produce results at various levels 
depends on how standardized the methods used are. But in any case, the 
method-based approach in all its manifestations limits the potential for cus-
tomising the project. The narrower scope for customisation may in some 
cases undermine the commitment of work organizations to the project. On the 
other hand, the expertise of the researchers or consultants working in such 
projects is usually solid, and they are adept at using the method in question. 
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However, because of the customisation and commitment perspectives, we 
may propose that it is on average more difficult to achieve the same level of 
first-order and second-order results with a method-based project than with a 
user-oriented project. 

For generative results, however, the opposite is true. Applying similar 
methods in different projects provides opportunities for benchmarking. This 
is particularly true when the methods are relatively standardized. Applying 
similar methods generates shared objects for discussion across projects and 
thereby inter-organizational learning processes. A crucial question is how 
relevant the learning events, created by applying the methods used in the 
programme, are for the work organizations involved. This is largely depend-
ent on the nature of the method, such as how extensively, and how deeply 
into the culture of the organization, the development processes required by 
the method may reach. The more extensive and far-reaching the changes are, 
the more difficult it is to produce generative results.  

Method-based projects may also be considered better at producing infra-
structure results than user-oriented projects. They either create new methods, 
improve existing methods, or at the very least contribute to expertise in 
applying existing methods. In programmes using method-based projects, the 
infrastructure results are largely built into the projects, whereas in pro-
grammes using user-oriented projects, the producing of infrastructure results 
require the use of separate stimulating tools. 

4.3  Learning network projects 

The learning network project type is more demanding than the other two, and 
is based on a different kind of change process theory. The change process 
theory underlying user-oriented and method-based projects could be de-
scribed, following the classification of van de Ven and Poole (1995), as 
teleological. In such change, goal-driven action to correct a state of affairs 
deemed unsatisfactory is launched by a purposeful entity. The change has one 
single subject. How this manifests itself in workplace development is that the 
management and personnel of the work organization implementing the 
change, and the researchers and consultants supporting it, all commit to the 
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project implementation plan together. The single subject emerges as the 
collective expression of the willingness of these parties. In learning network 
projects, by contrast, there are several change subjects, each with its own 
development agenda, bringing its experiences for collective processing. The 
purpose of collective processing is to produce critical assessments, that can in 
turn generate new ideas or lead to redefinitions in ongoing development 
work. The change process theory underlying learning network projects could 
be described as dialectic. 

For a programme to use learning network projects, it must have an ad-
vanced development concept, probably based on earlier programme history 
and policy learning thereby generated, plus sufficient resources. The latter 
applies to time resources in particular, since building up networks, and 
achieving the confidential interaction relationships required for networks to 
function, is usually time-consuming. The three principal properties of learn-
ing network projects are: there are several actors with their own development 
agendas committed to project implementation; there is planned interaction 
between the actors in the course of the project; and this interaction generates 
actions of learning. The actors must be able to identify shared development 
themes. The learning subjects may be individuals, groups, organizations or 
other communities, intra-network consortia, the network as a whole or, in 
some cases, actors outside the network. 

In learning network projects, programme financing is primarily allocated 
to promoting interaction between parties, rather than to supporting micro-
level projects run by individual work organizations. The core process in 
learning network projects is bringing the experiences gained in micro-level 
development work by the various actors to common discussions in a variety 
of forums, resulting in the generation of new development measures. Such 
measures typically fall into three categories. Firstly, common discussion can 
generate new ideas for the actor who has presented his experiences, and help 
or otherwise encourage that actor in his own development work. Secondly, 
other actors in the project may gain new ideas or encouragement for their 
own development. Thirdly, common discussion can lay the groundwork for 
new joint projects by several of the actors involved. Although, in learning 
network projects, programme financing is primarily allocated to promoting 
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interaction processes, part of the input of the contributing experts can be 
reserved for supporting individual development projects. 

Learning network projects lack many of the elements which in user-
oriented projects are vital for the achieving of significant first-order results. 
On the other hand, the former have an advantage over the latter, in that 
participants in learning networks can obtain feedback on their development 
or other supportive expertise more easily and more comprehensively. How-
ever, we may assume that on average it is more difficult for learning network 
projects to achieve the same first-order results than it is for user-oriented 
projects. 

We should remember that the good results achieved in user-oriented pro-
jects are products of an environment which is in many ways artificial. This 
may lead to an unrealistic perception of the permanence of the results pro-
duced, as noted above. In learning network projects, this risk is lower, be-
cause the very logic of the project type itself allows the actors to improve 
their own development competence, and to strengthen their own development 
systems, by participating in discussions of the experiences of other actors. 

The producing of generative results is an in-built objective in learning 
network projects. Such projects can function within the context of a pro-
gramme, not just as a forum for the exchange of information between partici-
pants, but also as an intermediate-level structure which can facilitate a 
broader exchange of information within programmes. As the number of 
learning networks in any programme is limited due to their resource-intensive 
nature, it is easy to bring them together and thereby create opportunities for 
the exchange of information between projects.  

Regarding infrastructure results, what was noted above concerning 
method-based projects largely also applies to learning network projects. 
Learning network projects are a more favourable platform than user-oriented 
projects, both for the evolving of new methods and the related accumulation 
of new competence, and for the creation of new kinds of co-operation rela-
tionships. In terms of the latter in particular, learning network projects have 
an edge over method-based projects. 
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4.4  Summary of the outcomes 

Table 1 summarizes the differences between project types in their potential 
for producing results at different levels. These are ideal types, which may 
appear in endless variations in different programmes. The table should not be 
construed as claiming that it is impossible to achieve significant infrastruc-
ture results in programmes relying on, say, user-oriented projects. The table 
simply notes the strengths and weaknesses inherent in each project type, 
without commenting on what other kinds of programme tool might be used to 
compensate for these weaknesses.  

Table 1:  The three types of project and their capacity for producing 
different kinds of outcome 

 User-oriented project Method-based project Learning network project 
First-order results good potential  fair potential  some/fair potential 
Second-order 
results fair/good potential  some/fair potential some/fair potential 

Generative results some potential  fair potential fair/good potential  
Infrastructure 
results some potential fair potential fair/good potential  

 
User-oriented projects are clear in their profile, in the sense that their most 
obvious strength is in the production of first-order results. Their ability to 
produce second-order results depends on how realistic a view the programme 
takes, concerning how artificial the context producing the first-order results 
is, and to what extent the project has addressed the question of strengthening 
the development system of the work organization. However, user-oriented 
projects are clearly at a disadvantage in producing generative and infrastruc-
ture results.  

Method-based projects have a more even results profile. While they are 
not as effective in producing first-order and second-order results as user-
oriented projects, they provide a more favourable environment for the pro-
duction of generative and infrastructure results.  
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In learning network projects, the programme financing is allocated pri-
marily to promoting interaction between the participants, rather than to 
supporting micro-level change processes run by individual actors. For this 
reason, these projects are usually not as good at producing first-order results 
as the other two types of project. Because learning network projects are more 
explicitly about improving development competence of the participating 
actors than the first two types, their risk of leaving a gulf between first-order 
and second-order results is not as high. Many learning network projects may 
in fact focus more on improving participants’ development systems than on 
improving the actual production systems. The strength of learning network 
projects compared with the other two project types is in their ability to pro-
duce generative and infrastructure results. 

5.  Learning mechanisms of the three types of project  

As Figure 1 shows, the ability of development programmes to produce pro-
gramme and policy learning depends not only on the outcomes created 
through projects and other tools but also on the evaluation of outcomes and 
various external factors. The following is a discussion focusing solely on how 
the learning mechanisms of the different types of project can be expected to 
differ from one another. The learning subjects in this discussion are the 
parties implementing the programme and policy-makers. 

User-oriented projects are at their strongest in producing first-order and 
second-order results. In workplace development, user-oriented projects 
generate information on new designs for production systems or development 
systems that have proved useful. The use of such information as a mechanism 
for programme and policy learning involves three critical points. Firstly, such 
information is typically spread out over individual, often very heterogeneous 
and small projects, and needs to be compiled. Secondly, as noted above, good 
results in user-oriented projects are often achieved in an environment which 
is in many ways artificial. How is it realistic to assume that other work 
organizations can later achieve similar success in adopting and applying 
practices developed in projects, given that they would not have the same kind 
of support? Thirdly, the results of user-oriented projects tend to be context-
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specific. How is the success of a project due to the special features of its 
context, and how much customisation do the solutions require in order to be 
useful in some other context? 

In method-based projects, the critical learning-mechanism issues are very 
different. Method-based projects are based on a more normative approach, 
and their thematic range is typically narrower. This makes it simpler to 
compile experiences from projects, and enables the accumulation of profound 
new information in selected thematic areas. The essential question for pro-
gramme learning and longer-term policy learning is how relevant these 
thematic areas are, and how we can know or ensure their relevance.  

Learning network projects represent a sort of middle ground between 
user-oriented and method-based projects, in terms of how normative the 
underlying approach is. They require a greater concentration of programme 
resources on specific chosen themes than in the case of user-oriented pro-
jects, but on the other hand there is more room for experiments within pro-
jects than in the case of method-based projects. One challenge faced by 
programmes using learning network projects is to ensure that the develop-
ment undertaken remains within the overall guidelines of the programme. 
Compared with the other two types of project, learning network projects can 
produce learning events more quickly. This is due to the fact that learning 
networks produce critical evaluations on development work of the participat-
ing actors at a rapid rate, and in the best case right from the start of the pro-
ject. In the other types of project, particularly user-oriented projects, such 
information is usually not produced until towards the end of the project. 

Another area in which learning network projects can be assumed to have 
an advantage is the achievement of radical changes in policies by redefining 
or re-contextualising the agenda for development. In user-oriented projects, 
this is particularly difficult, because the results produced are disparate, the 
new information they contain is difficult to accumulate, and there is a risk of 
the accumulated information being communicated to policy-makers with a 
long enough delay for the information to have already become partly irrele-
vant. In method-based projects, by comparison, it may be difficult to depart 
from the normative approach employed, which often has a strong affinity 
with existing policies. Learning network projects are better placed to avoid 



 Building Better Programmes 77 
  
 

both of these problems. Learning networks are governed by dialectic process 
theory, which incorporates an aim towards posing new kinds of question that 
may even extend to questioning the object of the existing development work 
itself. Redefining the object requires the learning network project to actually 
be able to transcend traditional organizational boundaries, to combine differ-
ent kinds of expertise, and to nurture new kinds of co-operation between 
different actors. 

6.  Processes in learning network projects  

The discussion above suggests that learning network projects can help find 
solutions to certain problems inherent in the other two types of project. 
However, whether learning network projects can succeed in this depends 
crucially on how well the core process of the projects function, i.e. what kind 
of interactive forums the projects manage to create to support the develop-
ment work and learning of their participants. The purpose of development 
programmes and projects is to create new knowledge. Learning network 
projects aim at producing actions of learning which might be described using 
the metaphor of knowledge creation (Hakkarainen et al. 2004).2 Creating new 
knowledge in interactive forums requires that projects utilize procedures and 
tools which the participants can use to identify shared objects for discussion 
and action. The following is a more detailed discussion of factors critical for 
the core process of learning network projects, and for other processes sup-
porting it.  

One of the assumptions in a learning network is that its participants have 
complementary expertise, so that everyone in the network can be, in a given 
situation, in the role of a learner. If this is not the case, then it is misleading 
even to describe the set-up as a learning network. A learning network is not 
just about transferring information from one actor to another, but also about 

                                           
2  The two other metaphors of learning, as distinguished by Hakkarainen et al. (2004), 

are ‘knowledge acquisition’, in which the main focus is on transmitting knowledge to 
an individual learner, and ‘participation’, which conceptualises learning as an interac-
tive process of participating in various (existing) cultural practices and shared learning 
activities. 
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creating new knowledge, as noted above. Learning opportunities are an 
important motivation for members of the network to participate in the first 
place. 

Three principal variations of the core process of learning network projects 
can be identified, according to what kind of expertise the participants bring to 
open forum. Firstly, one member of the network may have more extensive 
expertise in a given area than the other members. In such cases, the other 
actors benefit the most from discussions in open forum, as they can gain 
ideas and encouragement for their own development work in that area. Sec-
ondly, several members of the network may already have experiences in a 
particular area. This enables benchmarking, and thereby serves as a learning 
opportunity for those participants presenting their experiences. Thirdly, a 
learning network may discuss matters which are relatively new for all partici-
pants. In such cases, the network may, for instance, launch development 
projects run by several actors to acquire greater expertise in the area in 
question, to share their experiences and to identify new, useful local applica-
tions. 

In workplace development, the high context-dependence and system-
dependence of the practices and solutions are the main limiting factors for 
benchmarking proper, where several actors compare their practices to a 
specified ‘best practice’. Context-dependence means that the characteristics 
of the environment of a work organization determine how applicable any 
given practices may be in that organization. System-dependence, on the other 
hand, means that other practices adopted earlier in a work organization affect 
the applicability of any new practices in that organization.  

In workplace development, learning is usually based not on ‘best prac-
tices’, but on the fact that different actors have different experiences. How-
ever, learning from differences and diversity requires that the representatives 
of these organizations are capable of identifying functional correspondences 
between their respective organizations, where sensible comparisons can be 
made. The organization being compared is not regarded as a standard but 
rather as a mirror which reflects similarities and differences and helps place 
the practices of one’s own organization in a broader context. Lundvall and 
Tomlinson (2002) have described this kind of activity as ‘intelligent bench-
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marking’, as opposed to the ‘mechanical’ benchmarking proper. The termi-
nology they use is based on the notion in evolutionary economics that learn-
ing and innovation stem from diversity, and that therefore the mechanical use 
of specific ‘best practices’ as a guideline for development can, in the long 
term, narrow rather than broaden the opportunities for learning and innova-
tive thinking. Schienstock (2004) describes this kind of situation with the 
term ‘reflexive benchmarking’. What is important in reflexive benchmarking 
is the use and evolution of dialogical methods, rather than the construction of 
detailed sets of indicators and strict measurement systems. 

Example: Reflexive benchmarking (Alasoini et al. 2005a)  

Reflexive benchmarking begins with the network participants choosing a 
focus theme and analysing it into sub-themes, using models or other 
conceptual tools as necessary. The researchers and consultants working in 
the project then collect information from participants on the solutions and 
experiences of their respective organizations related to the theme. This in-
formation is compiled into a first-order databank, which enables the com-
parison of solutions and experiences by sub-theme.  

The participants meet in open forum, where each sub-theme is discussed 
in an agreed manner and in an agreed order. Each sub-theme is introduced 
with a review of the solutions and experiences of one of the participants. 
The choice of participant for each presentation depends on whose solu-
tions and experiences could best function as a mirror for the other partici-
pants. It is usually more productive to use a SWOT analysis and dialogical 
methods than a lecture-type approach. When dialogue seems to be ex-
hausted, a second and even a third mirror can be introduced to continue 
discussion of the sub-theme. Each sub-theme is discussed in this manner. 
The researchers and consultants working in the project guide the discus-
sion and take notes. At the end of the forum, the notes are compiled into a 
summary for the participants, and participants are polled for their views 
on the summaries and on how well the method works and how successful 
the meeting has been. 

After the forum, the experts prepare a more comprehensive summary on 
the basis of their notes and compile a second-order databank, which in-
cludes any complementary information that may have emerged in the fo-
rum. The results from one round of benchmarking help plan and imple-



80 Tuomo Alasoini 
   

ment the next round. The databank for each sub-theme can be added to 
later, for instance by compiling information on solutions and experiences 
that have emerged among the participants as a result of the development 
measures launched after the benchmarking round.  

The choice between mechanical and reflexive benchmarking in learning 
networks is ultimately a matter of expediency. In cases where a member of 
the network has demonstrably successful experiences of certain practices 
which are not highly context-dependent or system-dependent, mechanical 
benchmarking can, in fact, be an effective learning tool in a network. 

Learning networks can have very different types of interactive forum, 
such as management group meetings, expert group meetings, workshops, 
seminars, training sessions, project visits and online forums. Their impact 
may also vary greatly, depending on the network. 

How interactive forums are set up and how they succeed in promoting 
learning among the members of the network requires sufficient preparation 
on the one hand and sufficient aftercare for development processes launched 
on the basis of forum discussions on the other. In this paper, these are called 
as support processes of learning network projects. 

There are several critical issues related to preparation. One of these is the 
composition of the network, which determines what kinds of mirrors for 
exchange of experiences can be formed within the network. Relevant factors 
include the size of the network, its structure, and the similarity or diversity of 
the expertise of its members. Similarity of expertise may narrow the knowl-
edge domain of the network, whereas diversity may prevent participants from 
understanding each other’s situation, aims, language, concepts and values 
(Foss et al. 2002; Nahapiet/Ghoshal 1998; Tell 2001). The latter is probably 
an easier problem to overcome through network activities than the former. 
Another critical issue is what motives and expectations the participants have 
for acting in the network, and how much these differ between participants. 
Because learning networks are a new type of project, and in some sense a 
seemingly complicated one, it may be more difficult to draw up cost-benefit 
assessments of participation in a project than in the more traditional types of 
project. The most important expected benefit for participants in interactive 
forums is not so much finding ready-made solutions for problems defined by 
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the participant himself as redefining the problems themselves and putting 
them in a wider context (Tell 2001). A third critical issue is what kind of 
interaction the participants have had previously, and what relationships of 
trust (or mistrust) already exist between them. Previous interaction and trust 
between participants may make it considerably easier to prepare and launch 
interactive forums. 

When successful, interactive forums result in development measures un-
dertaken by individual participants or jointly by several participants. How 
successful these processes are often depends on supportive measures pro-
vided by the network. In workplace development, a critical issue is which 
people from work organizations actually participate in the network forums. 
As noted above, learning can happen at many levels in a network. Generally, 
we may say that participation in a learning network promotes learning at the 
individual level more readily than at the team level, let alone the level of the 
organization as a whole. Significant factors that can be seen as influencing 
how, and at what levels, learning happens include what kinds of people 
participate in the network, and what their position is in the organization, how 
robustly the management supports them, and how well the network is inte-
grated into the organization’s own development system. 

7.  Learning network projects in the TYKES programme 

The Finnish Workplace Development Programme TYKES was started in 
1996 as part of the programme of Finnish government. Initially, the pro-
gramme was set for four years, but the new government which took office in 
1999 made a decision to continue it for another four years. In 2003, a new 
decision by the government was made to launch a third programme phase 
with increased resources for another six years. The programme supports 
practically oriented development projects, which promote simultaneous 
improvements in productivity and the quality of working life in private and 
public work organizations, disseminate information of workplace develop-
ment and reinforce expertise on workplace development. 

Learning networks represent a new form of project activity that was intro-
duced in 2004 in the TYKES programme. These projects were inspired by the 
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results of the programme evaluation study. In this study that was carried in 
2002–2003 (Arnkil 2004), the evaluators noted that individual (mainly user-
oriented) projects had on average been fairly successful, generating ‘local 
innovations’, but that an individual work organization is typically too small a 
unit for achieving widespread impact in working life. The major findings 
included the following: firstly, projects aimed at creating forums for produc-
ing generative ideas must have critical mass and a sufficiently long duration. 
Secondly, interaction and learning within and between projects must be 
provided with sufficient resources from the beginning. Thirdly, research 
should be more closely linked to development efforts in the work organiza-
tion in order to reinforce generative results.  

The learning networks in the programme are joint learning forums of 
R&D units and work organizations.3 A number of researchers with a common 
object for development are taking part in the learning networks, together with 
a number of work organizations, the development of whose operations is 
supported by co-operation with them. The networks may include other par-
ticipants as well, for example consultancies and development agencies, 
labour market organizations or regional actors. The common development 
object uniting the participants may be only loosely defined at the outset of the 
project. The purpose of the learning networks is to increase the developmen-
tal expertise of the participants, to create and experiment with new forms of 
development co-operation, and to generate new, innovative solutions for 
Finnish working life. In the forefront are networks that aim at the creation of 
new knowledge and expertise related to workplace innovation; that aim at 
learning at several different levels; that consist of a large number of expert 
organizations and work organizations of many different kinds; and that show 
obvious potential for development in terms of the network’s structure and 
modes of operation, the benefits sought by its active participants, and its 

                                           
3  During the third programme phase (2004–2009), TYKES funds, in addition to learning 

networks projects, smaller (user-oriented) workplace development projects and pro-
jects which have method development on their focus. Workplace development projects 
still account for a clear majority of all funded projects. Their most typical aims include 
the improvement of work organization, work processes and human resource manage-
ment.   
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potential for expansion. Functions to be supported include setting up and co-
ordinating the network, exchange of information in the network, small-scale 
development projects, international cooperation, improvement of develop-
ment methods, and research, publications and post-graduate studies (Alasoini 
2006). 

So far, TYKES has granted funding to 17 learning networks. The project 
duration varies from three to six years. The initiative for such a project 
typically comes from a university or research institute. The networks can be 
roughly divided into six with a primarily regional focus, and seven with a 
primarily thematic focus, the remaining four having a specific development 
method as their focus. Naturally, there must be shared themes in all networks. 
Examples of such themes include the following: 

– Improvement of reward systems in four sectoral sub-networks with a view 
to developing applications, which help provide improvements in produc-
tivity and well-being at work. 

– Development of interactive strategy processes and related strategy prac-
tices by sharing information and working out jointly new solutions at 
‘diagnosing’ workshops. 

– Use of the change laboratory method in the development of new operating 
concepts for the use of personnel management, teaching at polytechnics 
and occupational health care. 

– Improvement of expertise and exchange of experiences related to envi-
ronmental and safety management in two regional (Karkkila and Lohja) 
sub-networks. 

– Development of Eastern Uusimaa as a ‘learning region’ by strengthening 
its self-identity and enhancing the capacity for joint development of SMEs 
in the tourism industry. 

– Development of customised tools based on problem-based learning as 
integrated development concepts that combine knowledge on workplace 
development and adult education for the use of companies. 
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– Promotion of exchange of information and mutual learning in the area of 
employee well-being and work environment management in the North-
Ostrobothnia Region. 

– Development of learning environment based on the concept of open 
source innovation for the improvement of joint development capacity in 
the knowledge cluster of intelligent machines and machine systems. 

It is difficult to estimate the number of organizations participating in the 
networks, because the networks are open structures with some fluctuation in 
membership. How active the participants are in contributing to the network 
also varies. At the moment, more than 200 work organizations from different 
sectors and more than 100 researchers or other experts are actively involved. 
In the majority of the networks, there is co-operation between researchers and 
consultants, and between work organizations of different sectors. 

The learning networks are meeting forums for work organizations and 
R&D units, rather than projects that progress in a ‘linear’ fashion according 
to traditional project logic and whose implementation is guided by an imple-
mentation plan based on this logic and possessing an exact timetable. Instead, 
learning networks should have a development plan, which is updated from 
time to time, and which describes the network’s short-term (about a year) and 
long-term (about 3-4 years) development goals. Although the learning net-
work can also implement various operative projects as part of its develop-
ment plan, the key aspect of its operations is to seek new forms of interaction 
and development cooperation both among the active participants in the 
network and outside the network. Also networking between the projects is 
promoted in the programme through seminars, workshops and joint publica-
tions.  

8.  Learning network projects – what’s new? 

Learning network projects undertaken in the TYKES programme are in-
tended as a new, experimental type of project. The following is a discussion 
first of the specific new features in knowledge creation which learning net-
work projects have to offer when used as a tool in workplace development, 
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and then of certain preliminary project experiences that are based on articles 
and reports by the projects and presentations at cross-project workshops. 

First of all, learning networks at their best function as ‘open source inno-
vation’ based forums for joint development. Open source innovation is often 
a more fruitful approach in workplace development than it is in R&D aiming 
at producing new product or process technologies. In workplace develop-
ment, work organizations usually have a much lower threshold to discuss 
their own solutions in open forum, as these typically feature a lot of tacit or 
‘sticky’ knowledge that would be difficult for their competitors to use di-
rectly. Indeed, issues in workplace development rarely come within the 
sphere of business secrets for the work organization concerned. 

Secondly, learning networks help create new kinds of co-operation which 
typically never emerge on market terms or even in the more traditional user-
oriented projects. This is true of both work organizations and R&D units. 
There may also be better potential for creating new kinds of co-operation in 
workplace development than in R&D concerned with new technologies. 
Many of the thematic objects of workplace development are not particularly 
sector-specific; very different work organizations may turn out to be inter-
ested in very similar issues, such as teamwork, work environment or per-
formance-based pay. 

Thirdly, learning networks create new kinds of potential for mixing up the 
traditional roles of actors in development work. For example, employees in 
work organizations or other practitioners who participate in a network can 
join the researchers as ‘co-researchers’ in analysing the problems of other 
work organizations or in the joint development of methods on the basis of 
their own local knowledge at interactive developmental workshops or virtual 
platforms of different kind. The interactive forums are not meant to be one-
off events, but links in a longer chain of joint development processes, which 
may use a variety of other means as well. Adopting new roles comes close to 
a form of knowledge generation which has been described as interactive 
research (Aagaard Nielsen/Svensson 2006). What is essential in interactive 
research is not only that it is practically oriented, but that both the researchers 
and the practitioners are committed to the shared learning and knowledge 
generation process from the very beginning of the project. Shared learning 
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serves the interests of the researchers in producing generalized knowledge in 
the form of publications, and those of the practitioners in gaining a deeper 
and more sustainable insight resulting from the critical analysis inherent in 
the joint learning process. 

Experiences from the learning network projects in the TYKES programme 
demonstrate that this experimental project type is prone to new kinds of 
problem compared with the traditional types of project. Interactive forums 
require a lot of advance planning on the part of the network coordinators. The 
reports and presentations produced by the project co-ordinators and other 
participants show that in some cases it has been difficult to get work organi-
zations to commit to the interactive forums. The idea of an approach based on 
dialectic process theory, inherent in the learning networks and in which the 
generating force is dialogue between actors with different development 
agendas, may have been hard to grasp for many of those used to the more 
traditional, goal-driven teleological approach. At the same time, the concept 
of the learning network per se may have remained unclear, particularly to 
some of the representatives of work organizations in the larger networks or, 
more generally, to work organizations which have the loosest connections to 
networks. In some cases, this may simply have been a question of insufficient 
competence for working with such an approach, and accordingly in some 
projects it was found that more of the traditional consultation, coaching and 
training measures had to be used than had been originally planned, alongside 
the interactive forums. It has also been discovered in some learning network 
projects that some work organizations were fundamentally only interested in 
the cooperation insofar as it would produce quick-fix solutions that would 
benefit themselves (i.e. first-order results), rather than committing to a 
longer-term learning process (i.e. producing second-order results), let alone 
sharing their own experiences with others in turn (i.e. producing generative 
results). The project stories revealed how certain SMEs and ICT companies 
operating in rapidly changing environments in particular found it difficult to 
commit to learning networks, because of other interests competing for the 
time resources of their managers or other key employees. 

As noted above, learning network projects as implemented in the TYKES 
programme are not governed by a precise, pre-determined implementation 
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plan, as is the case in the traditional project logic based on a rational planning 
ideology. This is not to say, however, that learning network projects do not 
need at least as thorough a pre-planning stage as other projects. Indeed, it is 
justifiable to consider, when a learning network project is still at the planning 
stage, what mechanisms and resources are likely to be needed for the project 
for the purpose of implementing eventual re-evaluations, and any measures 
which may be needed to help, for example, maintain the relevance of the 
subjects under examination, ensure the commitment by the participants, or 
find new shared objects for development within the network.  

9.  Concluding remarks 

Learning network projects can be most favourably pursued in a relatively 
stable policy environment, enabling long-term accumulation of knowledge 
and expertise in a specific area of R&D. It is also helpful for learning net-
work projects if it is possible or feasible to use an ‘open source’ type of joint 
development or interactive research approach in the relevant field, or to take 
an unprejudiced approach to creating a plurality of co-operation relationships. 
Although programme learning and policy learning are difficult to transpose 
‘as is’ from one context to another, there is still a need for livelier cross-
national and cross-sectoral debate on how to build better programmes, i.e. 
programmes with increased social effectiveness. As work organizations can 
trade inspiring and encouraging generative ideas within programmes, devel-
opment programmes in different national and policy contexts should be able 
to trade similar experiences. This sort of debate will probably become in-
creasingly important in the future as programme-based ‘soft’ regulation is 
gaining ground in Europe under the auspices of the Open Method of Co-
ordination, an approach used in the construction of Social Europe to employ 
non-binding objectives and guidelines to bring about change in European 
social and employment policy (Trubek/Trubek 2005; Zeitlin/Pochet 2005). 
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ABSTRACT

This paper looks at the possibilities that a broad-based innovation policy contained by the na-
tional innovation strategy recently adopted in Finland opens up for the promotion of workplace 
innovations and examines the types of knowledge needed in workplace development. The author 
highlights the interconnections between workplace development and the prerequisites of both 
economic growth and the preservation of the Finnish welfare state. The paper also aims to explain 
why, in addition to the productivity of work, improving the quality of working life should feature as 
an increasingly important aim in the innovation policy of the future. An argument for the need of 
three types of knowledge in workplace development – design knowledge, process knowledge and 
dissemination knowledge – is made, together with an overview on new developments in each of 
those three domains. In conclusion, the author demonstrates how problems in the productivity of 
work and the quality of working life can be simultaneously tackled with at work organization level 
through two kinds of development approaches. 

KEY WORDS

Innovation policy / productivity / quality of working life / workplace development / workplace in-
novation.

Introduction

There is more talk about innovations in Europe today than ever before. A typical 
viewpoint put forward in the discussions is that the best way for Europe to suc-
ceed in the global economy is through forming a home base for active generation of 

product, service and business management innovations. The capacity to produce innova-
tions particularly in the high-skill, high-tech segments of the economy is a central means 
through which Europe will be able to maintain its comparative advantage on the global 
scale (e.g. Storrie & Ward 2007).

In recent years, Finland has gained reputation as one of the few countries, which has 
adopted the concept of ‘national innovation system’ as a guiding principle for its science 
and technology policy (Gergils 2005; Miettinen 2002). Until the early 2000s, however, the 
Finnish policy approach could be characterized, though ‘systematic’, as ‘narrow’ in the 
sense that its focus was firmly on technological innovations, it concentrated on advances 
in certain key branches and technologies, and it promoted innovation activity mainly by 
funding leading-edge firms and top universities and research institutes. In 2007, Prime 
Minister Vanhanen’s Government launched the preparation of a national innovation  
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strategy for Finland. The strategy, completed in 2008, is based on the idea that the focus 
of innovation policy should be shifted increasingly to demand and user-driven innovations 
and the promotion of non-technological innovations (Aho et al. 2008).

According to the strategy, also workplace development should be closely integrated 
as part of innovation policy planning and implementation in the future, sufficient finan-
cial resources for the promotion of workplace innovations should be ensured, and new 
methods for spreading workplace innovations should be extensively developed. In this 
respect, the new strategy could be considered an important milestone in Finland. Even 
though Finland has been among the top countries in Europe regarding investments in 
this area in recent years (Alasoini 2009; Brödner & Latniak 2003; Gustavsen 2007), 
it was only in the new strategy that the promotion of workplace innovation became a 
generally recognised sector within mainstream innovation policy.

The increase in workplace development activities that started in the 1980s has been 
promoted by several factors in Finland. One such factor has been Finland’s long tradi-
tion in both bipartite cooperation between employer and employee organizations, and 
tripartite cooperation between labour market organizations and government. In the af-
termath of the deep recession that plagued Finland in the early 1990s, employer and 
employee organizations were well prepared to expand their cooperation with govern-
ment into workplace development. Another contributing factor has been the upsurge, 
beginning in the early 1980s, in working life research and, specifically, the rise of action-
oriented research on working life in universities and research institutes. This was a result 
of improved research financing opportunities, as well as being due to the culmination of 
problems in work ability, early retirement and job satisfaction, as well as the emergence 
of new approaches. These new approaches included, for example, participatory action 
research, socio-technical systems design, organisation development (OD), developmen-
tal work research, and process management. 

The first government-funded programmes to focus exclusively on promoting work-
place change and innovation in Finland began in 1993 and 1996, with the launch of the 
National Productivity Programme and the Finnish Workplace Development Programme 
(TYKE). The first programme was initiated by labour market organizations, the second 
by the Ministry of Labour. The Ministry of Labour coordinated both programmes, in 
which social partners were also closely involved. In 2004, the two programmes were 
combined under a new seven-year ‘umbrella’, titled the Finnish Workplace Develop-
ment Programme (TYKES). In 1996–2010, over 1800 workplace development projects 
were funded through the programmes. Unlike in many other countries, the programmes 
were targeted not only at businesses, but also at the public sector. In the 1990s and 
2000s, some other programmes and projects funded by the Ministry of Social Affairs 
and Health, the Ministry of Education, the Finnish Institute of Occupational Health and 
the European Social Fund have also focused on working life development. 

The TYKE and TYKES programmes funded considerably large development proj-
ects, lasting typically from one to three years, which not so much aimed at ‘quick fixes’, 
but which were intended to pave the way for long-term development cooperation be-
tween management and personnel. The programmes left a lot of leeway to workplaces 
for setting project goals and implementation. The most typical aims of the projects were 
to improve work processes, forms of work organization, working methods, supervisory 
work and human resource management (HRM) practices. Usually, development groups 
were established to enable the implementation of the project on the shop floor level. In 
most cases, analyses and chartings of different kinds were carried out during the course 
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of the project, for example, at the starting phase to provide basic information for devel-
opment activities and at the concluding phase in the evaluation of project results. Typi-
cal methods used in the projects included also interviews, coaching, process consulting, 
team training, action research, process descriptions and process flow analyses. All in 
all, the methods used in the projects varied considerably, depending on the goals of the 
projects and the expertise of the consultants and researchers participating in the projects 
(Alasoini et al. 2005; Arnkil 2008). 

As part of the implementation of the new innovation strategy, the TYKES programme 
was transferred to Tekes, the Finnish Funding Agency for Technology and Innovation, in 
2008. Founded in 1983, Tekes is the largest public financier of research and R&D activities 
in Finland. In recent years, the scope of its operations has been expanded from technology 
to innovation in a more general sense. In 2008, another adjustment was made in the legisla-
tion concerning Tekes, as the task of the organization was expanded to cover ‘innovative 
research and development of working life’ as well. At the same time, increasing productivity 
and the quality of working life (QWL) were included in the goals of its operations. 

In an outside expert assessment of the Finnish innovation system that was carried 
out in 2008–09, the basic ambition of ‘broad-based innovation policy’ contained by the 
strategy was welcomed but the concept was also deemed vague in content (Veugelers et 
al. 2009). Seen from the history of workplace development in Finland, the new concept 
opens up new possibilities for increasing the social effectiveness of workplace develop-
ment activities by making it easier for companies to launch comprehensive projects for 
the development of their operations. For example, it is now possible for Tekes to grant 
companies funding for R&D projects, which at the same time aim at renewals in their 
products and services, processes, work organization, management and personnel. On the 
other hand, owing to the fuzziness of the new concept, it also includes significant sources 
of potential tension. This tension boils down to two aspects, in particular, that have 
formed the value basis of the ‘Finnish model for workplace development’, as represented 
by the workplace development programmes, but that have so far been largely ignored 
in Finnish mainstream innovation policy (Alasoini 2009): firstly, workplaces should be 
developed in a way conducive to simultaneous, and mutually supporting, improvements 
in operational performance and QWL. Secondly, cooperation between management and 
personnel in development is necessary, because in this way it is possible to utilize versa-
tile expertise in the planning and implementation of new solutions and to create shared 
understanding and acceptance based on the decisions that will be made. 

Underlying these two aspects has been a constructive view on workplace innova-
tions. According to this view, the concept of ‘workplace innovation’ is not limited to 
the adoption of a ready-made set of ‘high-performance work practices’. The concept 
refers to collaboratively constructed changes in a company’s organizational and HRM 
practices that lead to simultaneous improvements in operational performance (e.g. work 
productivity, product quality, process flow) and QWL (e.g. employees’ opportunities for 
development and exerting influence at work, employee well-being at work) and that also 
support other types of innovation. The last part of the description is based on the view 
that different types of innovation at the company level are usually interwoven with each 
other, containing significant complementaries (Breshanan et al. 2002; Laursen & Foss 
2003; Whittington et al. 1999). 

This paper examines three types of knowledge that are needed in workplace de-
velopment to overcome this tension and reinforce the position of workplace develop-
ment as an integral part of the new innovation policy approach. The views presented 
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below are mostly based on the author’s long involvement in workplace development 
programmes in Finland, supplemented with a review of the literature. The article is 
based on the conception that the significance of QWL as a national competitive factor 
is increasing in Finland. Based on experiences from Finland, the article considers how 
productivity and QWL can be promoted simultaneously in a situation where a skewed 
age structure and a decreasing supply of workforce threaten to shake the foundation 
of the entire welfare state. The question is particularly acute in Finland, where the old-
age dependency ratio (the number of those aged 65 or more compared to the number 
of 15 to 64-year-olds) will deteriorate rapidly in the next few years and is predicted  
to be the highest among EU countries sometime in the 2020s (http://www.euphix.org/
object_document/o5117n27112.html, read 14 February 2011). At the same time, Fin-
land could also be considered as an interesting reference point for many other countries 
as a forerunner of an ambitious innovation approach, in which a special emphasis is laid 
on workplace innovations as well.

Good productivity and quality of working life as prerequisites  
of the Finnish welfare state

The economic well-being of a nation can be presented as a function of two factors: the 
ratio of gross national product (GNP) to the number of working hours and the ratio of 
working hours to the amount of population. The first factor (GNP/working hours) de-
scribes the productivity of work, and the second factor (working hours/population) de-
scribes the participation of population in working life and the average working times. 

It is not realistic to presume that the average working times would increase in Fin-
land in the future. Alongside work, Finns today place an increasing value on family life 
and free time (Lehto & Sutela 2009). Also, the proportion of people performing part-
time work is small in Finland (9% in 2008), which further limits the opportunities to 
increase average working times. The maintenance of economic well-being in Finland 
thus depends primarily on work productivity and the population’s rate of participation 
in working life. 

Jalava and Pohjola (2008) have stated that because in the next few years the amount 
of labour input can no longer grow in Finland due to the change in age structure, any 
increase in the standard of living must thus result from an increase in work productivity. 
According to them, a rise of 0.5 percentage points in the annual growth rate of work 
productivity compared to the current growth rate would, in a period of a few years, pro-
duce a higher standard of living than the creation of 100 000 jobs. Means of increasing 
the productivity of work include investments in human capital, investments in machin-
ery, equipment and infrastructure and technological development, such as the adoption 
of new products, services and operating methods. Jalava and Pohjola find that as the 
economy becomes increasingly knowledge-intensive, the significance of technology for 
growth in productivity – and consequently for growth in economy itself – is further em-
phasized. Information and communication technologies and the new operating methods 
enabled by them hold a key position.

Three remarks can be made regarding Jalava and Pohjola’s perceptions. First, even 
though relatively slight improvements in productivity growth can produce a significant 
impact on the standard of living, it is not self-evident that a constant increase of 0.5 
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percentage points in the annual growth rate of work productivity, as cited by Jalava and 
Pohjola, would be easily attainable. In fact, what we find is that even though work pro-
ductivity growth in Finnish industry has been relatively fast in recent years, the overall 
growth rate shows a clear downturn trend since the mid-1990s, owing to the fact that 
growth has markedly slowed down in many service industries (Figure 1). As the Finnish 
economy is becoming increasingly service-oriented, relying on the notion that future 
economic growth could be ensured by growth in productivity alone would be risky.

Figure 1: Average annual work productivity growth in Finland in 1976–2008 , % (source: Pasanen 2010)

Secondly, as stated above, the supply of workforce in Finland is decreasing due to skewed 
age structure. This means that rise in the standard of living is, in the future, based on 
growth in work productivity alone. This does not mean, however, that the rate at which 
the supply of workforce is decreasing would not directly affect the potential for con-
tinuing to increase the standard of living. Development in the rate of participation in 
working life will thus continue to have an impact, just like it has done until now, on the 
economic potential for maintaining well-being.

The third remark concerns the fact that a high rate of participation in working life 
is in itself one factor that legitimizes the welfare state. If, in the future, we were to focus 
single-mindedly on generating productivity growth in order to maintain the welfare 
state, how could we be sure that the increasingly small amount of people doing increas-
ingly high-productivity jobs would still be willing to cover the cost for making publical-
ly-supported welfare services widely and affordably available to the whole population? 

An important way to prevent – or more aptly to slow down – the reduction in la-
bour input now discernible in the horizon would be to extend careers beyond current 
retirement age. For the purposes of economic growth, extending careers beyond retire-
ment age is more important than getting people to join the workforce at an earlier age. 
Mainly, this is down to two reasons.

First, as the economy becomes increasingly knowledge-intensive, it is not realistic 
to presume that the average duration of young people’s education and training could be 
essentially shortened. In fact, to increase productivity, we are more likely to need even 
greater investments in human capital, which is likely to increase pressures in the oppo-
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site direction. Second, the positive effects of extending the careers of ageing workers are 
more significant, as in Finland the older age groups are far more populous. Surveys (e.g. 
Kauppinen et al. 2009; Tuominen et al. 2005) have shown that the qualitative character-
istics of working life associated with the work environment, working hours, leadership 
and management, the atmosphere and social relations in the workplace, and the content 
of work emerge among the most significant motivation factors when people consider the 
option of extending their careers. 

The development of labour force participation rates of older age groups in Finland 
during the last 20 years is, in fact, impressive. The positive trend shown in Figure 2 is 
due to many intertwining factors. It demonstrates that it has been possible to increase 
the participation of older age groups in working life and there still exist much room for 
improvement through further improvements in QWL, among others.

Figure 2: Labour force participation in Finland among older age groups in 1990–2010, % (source: 
Finnish Labour Review, various issues)

From a socio-political viewpoint, it is thus worthwhile to look for methods that have 
a simultaneous impact on the two central factors to economic growth, i.e. the produc-
tivity of work and the amount of labour input (in practice, the amount of workforce). 
The amount of workforce can be impacted positively by improving QWL (which of 
course is not the only way). QWL has direct positive effects on the prerequisites of 
economic growth: it is possible to extend the careers of ageing workers by improving 
QWL, as stated earlier. QWL can also have indirect positive effects on the prerequisites 
of economic growth which are mediated through growth in productivity, as QWL is an 
important prerequisite and motivation factor for people to perform their work more 
efficiently. 

Different strategies to promote workplace innovation

It is possible to make a distinction between different types of policy approaches in the 
promotion of workplace innovation. On the most general level, we can talk of ‘hard’ and 
‘soft’ forms of regulation. The former concept refers to legislative intervention. Soft reg-
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ulation, in turn, refers to non-binding, persuasive policy intervention (Trubek & Trubek 
2005). Deregulation can be regarded as the third main approach. Hard and soft regula-
tion can be further divided into direct and indirect forms (Table 1).

Table 1 Policy options in the promotion of workplace innovation

Hard/indirect regulation
legislation which focuses indirectly on  

workplace innovation through changes in 
some other policy area (e.g. product market  

and labour market)

Hard/direct regulation
legislation which focuses directly on  

workplace innovation (e.g. organizational  
and HRM practices)

Soft/indirect regulation
general policy frameworks 

and recommendations

Soft/intermediate-stage regulation
information on ‘best 

practices’, and training and  
education to managers and  

employees

Soft/direct regulation
advisory and consulting 

services, benchmarking tools, 
and grants and subsidies to 

companies

Deregulation

The use of direct legislative intervention in the promotion of workplace innovation is 
rare. What we find, instead, is a great variety of soft forms of regulation (Alasoini 2009). 
A soft approach can be a useful policy option, especially in situations where the ob-
jects for change (companies) are heterogeneous; processes leading to desired changes 
(workplace innovations) can take different shapes; and means used in the promotion 
of changes (the introduction of new organizational and management practices) are of a 
sensitive nature. 

Viability of the different policy options in Table 1 is dependent on what are the 
main reasons for the low level of workplace innovation in companies. Indirect forms of 
soft regulation may be enough, if it is solely a matter of lack of information. Intermedi-
ate-stage forms are needed in cases where a company lacks information or competence. 
If the major obstacle is in the motivational area (e.g. lack of pressure on the part of cus-
tomers, competitors or any other stakeholder groups) or related to the high level of risk 
of innovating (e.g. long pay-back times of the investments made in workplace innova-
tion, volatility of the environment or possible leaks in the actions taken), direct forms of 
soft regulation, combined with indirect forms of hard regulation, may be required.

A study by Business Decisions Limited (2002) on the obstacles to wider diffusion of 
new team-based forms of work organization that was carried out in 10 EU countries in 
the early 2000s provides useful information on the most common apparent and underly-
ing factors for the low level of workplace innovation in Europe. Among the companies 
that did not apply new forms of work organization as defined in the study, the biggest 
obstacles concerned motivational factors, i.e. new forms of work organization were not 
needed to meet customers’ needs or did not fit the company’s culture or strategy. Mo-
tivational factors were also mentioned as the main reason for problems that emerged 
during the implementation phase among the users of new forms of work organization, 
while also factors related to lack of competence played a role. The study gives strong 
support to a view that in most cases effective promotion of workplace innovation would 
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call for more direct means than providing solely general policy guidelines, information, 
or training and education. A Finnish study that was made afterwards gives similar re-
sults (Ylöstalo 2005). In Finland, too, the two most important reasons for not applying 
team-based work patterns were their incompatibility with the company culture and the 
fact that they are not required in responding to the needs of customers.

What kind of knowledge is needed?

Based on the above, soft regulation possibly supported by indirect legislative regulation 
emerges as the main means to promote workplace innovation. The main use of legisla-
tion lies in the opportunity to impact the operating environment of companies, such as 
the labour and product markets. However, when attempting to impact matters internal 
to companies with the aim of improving operational performance and QWL, the signifi-
cance of soft regulation is highlighted.

Examples of direct forms of soft regulation stated earlier were advisory and consult-
ing services, benchmarking tools, and grants and subsidies to companies. Development 
programmes are a widely used approach, which is based on soft regulation, making use 
of the above means, in facilitating workplace change and innovation. By ‘programme’, 
we mean fixed-term institutionalized activity in which, first, development is guided by a 
shared framework which applies to several companies at the same time while; secondly, 
the content of the framework has been agreed by management and personnel of the com-
panies in question, together with main stakeholder groups such as central government, 
the social partners and researchers, consultants and other experts; and thirdly, the compa-
nies involved engage in exchange of information, interaction and cooperation (Alasoini 
2008). Even though there is wide evidence of publically-funded development programmes 
to promote productivity and QWL in different countries, the programmes and the analy-
ses performed on them (e.g. Alasoini 2009; Brödner & Latniak 2003; Business Deci-
sions Limited 2000; Den Hertog & Schröder 1989) rarely contain detailed assessment 
of the type of knowledge the development work performed in the programmes and their 
projects was based on. A partial exception to the rule is Naschold’s (1994) seminal work, 
in which he traces ‘best practices’ of national strategies in developing workplaces. 

In workplace development, it is possible to make a distinction between three ele-
mentary types of knowledge that is needed for designing and implementing programmes 
of the kind described above. In order to bring about improvements in operational per-
formance and QWL through projects, knowledge on both new workable designs and 
collaborative ways to construct them at workplace level is required. Design knowledge 
is needed in exploring the existing and the possible future states and features of com-
panies by mirroring them to different theories or models of design. The means used in 
this can include various ‘good practices’ concerning areas such as work process, work 
organization, working methods and the work environment and analyses performed on 
the development possibilities of companies. Process knowledge is needed to help compa-
nies find proper ways of implementing participatory processes of change on the basis of 
theories or models of change and development intervention. In addition to micro-level 
changes, workplace development programmes aim to bring about changes in work-
ing life on a broader front, too. Therefore, dissemination knowledge is needed for the 
purpose of supporting the transfer and diffusion of experiences of new designs and 
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processes of change and intervention for the benefit of actors who did not themselves 
participate in the projects. In the following, a more detailed description of each knowl-
edge type is given.

Design knowledge

The implementers of programmes and projects must have an insight of the type of fac-
tors that should be influenced in order to achieve the desired changes in the company. 
Three main approaches can be distinguished here (Delery & Doty 1996). In the fol-
lowing, we provide a short characterisation of each and consider their usefulness for 
workplace development.

Firstly, there are views according to which it is possible to find certain organiza-
tional and HRM practices and underlying principles that can be applied in order to 
promote operational performance and QWL in a more or less generally applicable way. 
This type of approach could be called universalistic. For example, Appelbaum et al. 
(2000) distinguish three sets of practices (or principles) that lead to high-performance 
working: those that ensure that personnel has sufficient skills and competencies, those 
that motivate personnel by providing them appropriate incentives, and those that sup-
port personnel’s opportunities for substantive participation in work-related matters. In 
addition to ability, motivation and opportunities for participation, Guest (2006) empha-
sizes the significance of practices that are associated with high commitment of personnel 
to the organization. 

The contingency approach, in contrast, starts out with the assumption that there 
are no unique, generally applicable organizational and HRM principles or practices, 
and instead what is relevant is how compatible they are with the operating environment 
of companies and, in particular, with their basic business strategy choices. According to 
the contingency approach, several ‘good’ or ‘best practices’ can be identified, and their 
functionality will then depend on this compatibility (e.g. Boxall & Purcell 2003; Gual 
& Ricart 2001). 

A third approach is the configurational approach. According to this approach, 
attention must be paid, in addition to the external fit between practices and strategy 
choices as in the case of the contingency approach, to the mutual internal fit of these 
practices. The practices produce more or less unique combinations, which can be called 
configurations. The functioning of the configurations depends on the complementarity 
of their different elements. Complementarity can be said to exist between two elements 
when doing more of one thing increases the returns to doing more of the other (Roberts 
2004, 34). The idea of complementarity leads to the principle of supermodularity, i.e. 
the benefit produced by a certain combination of practices is bigger than the total benefit 
that might accrue from adopting each individual practice separately. The configurational 
approach differs from the other two approaches dealt with above, particularly in its 
more holistic view. Another difference is that in it, it is assumed that the maximum 
performance level can be attained through many different combinations of practices 
(the principle of equifinality), rather than just some specific combination. On an episte-
mological level, the configurational approach may be seen to give more emphasis to the 
significance of ‘local’ knowledge of the actors in searching for workable designs at the 
expense of descriptive or analytical models.
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The approaches are thus based on different assumptions. They should not, however, 
be perceived as wholly separate or mutually exclusive but may also serve to complement 
one another. The usefulness of the approaches for workplace development can be con-
sidered through the categorisation presented in Table 2.

Table 2 Three approaches to design knowledge and their usefulness in development activities

Approach Usefulness

Universalistic: ‘good’ or ‘best’ organizational  
and HRM principles/practices

Principles: useful when setting goals for  
programmes and general criteria for projects
Practices: applicability depends on context

Contingency: external fit between company  
strategy, and organizational and HRM  
principles/practices

Strategy-based view: problematic: ethically  
questionable and highly selective
Resource-based view: useful

Configurational: internal fit between  
organizational and HRM principles/practices  
(and external fit to company strategy)

Principles: offers few principles that can be  
generalized more widely
Practices: useful when creating functional  
organization-specific solutions

The usefulness of the universalistic approach derives mainly from the setting of goals for 
programmes and criteria for projects. It is possible to formulate some general principles 
that should be accounted for in workplace development, even if the actual practices cre-
ated based on these principles would vary according to situation. These could include 
principles that promote a high level of skills and competences, and strong motivation 
and commitment among personnel as well as good opportunities for participation in the 
workplace and for influencing one’s own work. Another such principle could be that 
the management and personnel have the capacity and willingness to collaborate in the 
pursuit of common goals. Yet another could be the capacity of the company to make use 
of various kinds of external expertise and different networks of experts to support its 
operations and development. 

The utilisation of the contingency approach in workplace development is a less 
straight-forward matter. The traditional strategy-driven conception, according to which 
strategies and markets ultimately define the resources required from a company and 
thereby also determine the most appropriate organizational and HRM practices, will, 
when applied too rigidly, lead to a situation that is ethically problematic. This means 
that different practices would need to be recommended to different companies, and 
the impacts on QWL would most likely also be vastly different. One way to avoid this 
would be to concentrate exclusively on companies that apply strategies ‘appropriate’ for 
the purposes of promoting QWL. In both of the cases described, the actual consequence 
could be increased segmentation of working life and workforce and even the promotion 
of inequalities.

In a more recent, resource-driven conception, the contingency approach has been 
turned on its head. According to it, companies are able to expand their strategic leeway 
and positioning in their own operating environment by purposefully developing their re-
sources. The development of resources, such as the skills and competences of personnel, 
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improves the innovative capacity of the company, which increases its opportunities to 
choose between alternative operating strategies and liberate itself from the need to seek 
purely cost-based competitive advantage (e.g. Bessant 2003; Dabhilkar & Bengtsson  
2007). Resource-driven contingency thinking is thus well-suited as a starting point for 
workplace development.

The usefulness of the configurational approach lies primarily in the designing of 
project-level solutions. The approach helps us understand, for example, why companies 
are often unwilling to try out solutions that have proved useful elsewhere or why these 
solutions do not work in the expected way when transferred from one environment to 
another but may, in fact, sometimes lead to the exacerbation of the situation, rather 
than improvement (Pettigrew et al. 2003; Roberts 2004). The approach can also help to 
understand why certain combinations of different practices may have qualities that pro-
mote or reduce operational performance or QWL. The main limitation of this approach 
lies in its poor capacity to produce straight-forward knowledge that can be directly 
applied in other contexts. A view of organizational change which is based on the con-
figurational approach needs to be supported with supplementary views, i.e. views that 
combine its holistic and systemic perspective with a developed methodology to analyse 
mutual incompatibilities between practices as starting points for employee-involving 
development initiatives, such as developmental work research (e.g. Engeström 2005). 

Process knowledge

Rather than completely separate categories of knowledge, design and process knowl-
edge are, in fact, interconnected in many ways. Different approaches used in workplace 
development may, however, stress them and their significance in different ways. It is 
thus possible to talk about design-oriented and process-oriented approaches (Buhanist 
2000). 

A traditional way to differentiate between approaches in relation to process knowl-
edge is to distinguish between approaches that are expert-driven or promote personnel 
participation (participatory). In the former, the change process is guided by a model cre-
ated by management and/or consultants or researchers. The role of personnel is mostly 
limited to the adjustment of certain details. In the latter, the personnel is a genuine, 
independent actor in the planning and implementation of changes.

Another distinction focuses on whether the approaches would be best described as 
monologue-oriented or dialogue-oriented. The expert-driven approach is largely based 
on monologue: the source of all planning and ideas for change is expert knowledge 
alone. The simple fact of personnel participation does not, however, mean that the ap-
proach could be described as dialogue-oriented. If management and personnel have their 
own separate objectives and requirements, the solutions achieved may not amount to 
more than compromises adhering to the traditional logic of negotiation. A dialogue-
oriented approach means that in their mutual interaction, the parties are prepared to 
genuinely listen and understand each other and consequently also prepared to critically 
analyse their own starting points and adjust them (e.g. Gustavsen 1992; Lehtonen & 
Kalliola 2008). This means that the interaction between the parties can generate solu-
tions that are genuinely more evolved than would be possible through the independent 
effort of any one party (Table 3).
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In dialogue-oriented approaches, the change process is typically conceived of in the form 
of a cycle. This means that even though the process can be divided into certain logical 
and consecutive stages, it also involves feedback reactions and redefinitions. The change 
process is also not understood as a group of independent and one-off events, but differ-
ent cycles are layered on top of one another and succeed one another. The importance 
of a dialogue-orientation in different approaches has been advocated based on reasons 
other than its instrumental value. Dialogue-orientation and the broad-based participa-
tion required by it have also been considered humane or democratic values in themselves 
like in participatory action research (Gustavsen 1992; Lehtonen & Kalliola 2008). In 
developmental work research, dialogue and participation in the form of ‘multi-voiced-
ness’ have been considered significant also due to the potential for expansive learning 
inherent in it, i.e. learning that leads to a more developed conceptualization of the object 
and motive of one’s activity (Engeström 2005).

The generation of workplace innovations typically requires a dialogue-oriented ap-
proach. A constructive view on workplace innovation adopted in this paper empha-
sizes the ‘local’ and ‘re-inventive’ nature of innovation, which means that the concept 
should not be equated with, for example, the adoption of any ready-made set of ‘high-
performance work practices’. Companies can model their workplace innovations on 
those implemented elsewhere, but refining them into renewals that improve operational 
performance and QWL in their own operations often requires a vast amount of what 
can be described as re-inventing the innovation at the local level. Generally speaking, the 
degree to which an innovation is re-invented, i.e. modified by the adopter as it diffuses, 
is positively related to the innovation’s sustainability (Rogers 2003, 429).

According to the constructive view, workplace innovations should be studied as three-
dimensional phenomena (Table 4). Their content describes the features comprised in the 
new practice. The process describes how the new practice is created and who have par-
ticipated in its creation. Has a wide range of information sources and diverse knowhow, 
for example, been utilized in creating the new practice? The third dimension refers to the 
context, i.e. the purpose for which the new practice has been created. For example, will a 
shared view of the purpose of the new practice arise between the relevant actors? 

In order to genuinely promote the development of working life and workplace in-
novations, design knowledge thus requires process knowledge to support it. Process 
knowledge helps to make use of versatile competence in the implementation of changes 
and to create shared understanding between the actors on the necessity of changes and 
the new solutions developed. Direct forms of participation usually form the main chan-

Table 3 Three different operative logics when implementing changes

Approach Interaction between management  
and personnel

Logic guiding the solutions

Expert-driven Monologue-oriented Dictation

Involves genuine participation  
from personnel

Monologue-oriented Negotiation

Involves genuine participation  
from personnel

Dialogue-oriented Co-creation



 Nordic journal of working life studies Volume 1  ❚  Number 1  ❚  August 2011 35

nel of involvement for most employees during the process of change. The more ambi-
tious, complex and unpredictable the change is by its aims and possible outcomes, the 
more important it is to back up direct employee involvement with supplementary repre-
sentative forms of participation (Nielsen & Lundvall 2003). 

Recent innovation research has placed increasing emphasis on the significance of 
organizations’ external network relations to innovations. One of the best-known con-
tributions to this is the distinction made by Chesbrough (2006) between the traditional 
closed and a more recent open model. Despite its name, Chesbrough’s model of open 
innovation becomes less open when the ownership of information is considered. A 
number of other new innovation models contain much more radical perceptions with 
view to openness and the sharing of information (e.g. Howe 2008; Lee & Cole 2003; 
Von Hippel 2005). 

The utilisation of open and distributed networks offers a vast amount of possibili-
ties for workplace development as a new perspective to process knowledge. By bring-
ing together companies, communities and individuals interested in similar development 
questions or even engaged in similar development activities, it is possible to generate 
new solutions and promote interactive learning. In fact, the development of workplace 
innovations often offers even better opportunities for the application of the concept of 
open and dispersed innovations than purely technological innovation activities, as the 
issues focused on are less often deemed confidential and their direct copying is typically 
more difficult.

Dissemination knowledge

According to the traditional linear innovation model, an innovation is a one-directional 
process. The linear model has been previously used mainly to describe the birth of tech-
nological product innovations. When applied to workplace development and workplace 
innovations, the linear model can be described as a three-stage process (creation – trans-
fer – reception). Solutions which prove to be useful are created in a local context; then 

Table 4 The three dimensions of workplace innovation

Content (What?) The new practice contains some properties that enable  
improvements to the current state of affairs.

Process (How?) The new practice has been created in a process which,  
through wide participation of the personnel and, where  
necessary, of customers, has enabled broad-based  
utilization of expertise in designing and implementing  
solutions. 

Context (Why?) The new practice has been created in a context which,  
through extensive interaction between management,  
personnel and, where necessary, customers, has  
enabled the emergence of a shared understanding of  
the bases of solutions.

Source: Inspired by Martens et al. (2006) and Pettigrew (1987). 
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these, or some elements of these, are transferred into another context; and, finally, they 
are adopted in one form or another in a new context.

It can be assumed that the factors affecting the diffusion of workplace innovations 
are similar to those impacting the diffusion of innovations in general. Rogers (2003) has 
identified five principal factors affecting the diffusion. These are: the relative advantage 
of the innovation; its compatibility (i.e. the degree to which an innovation is perceived 
as consistent with the existing values, past experiences and needs of potential adopters); 
its simplicity (i.e. the degree to which an innovation is perceived to be relatively easy 
to understand and use); its trialability (i.e. the degree to which an innovation may be 
experimented with on a limited basis); and its observability (i.e. the degree to which the 
results of an innovation are visible to others). On general note, it can be claimed that 
in the light of the above five criteria, the diffusion of workplace innovations according 
to the linear model poses a number of challenges. Also results from several workplace 
development programmes show that ideas that have proved functional in one company 
typically are not easily diffused to other companies (e.g. Arnkil 2008; Gustavsen 2008; 
Riegler 2008). 

We can refer to the existence of a chasm between the first-order and generative 
results of a programme (Alasoini 2006; 2008). First-order results mean changes im-
mediately due to projects undertaken in the companies participating in the projects. In 
programmes promoting workplace change and innovation, typical first-order results are 
improvements in product quality, process flow, the design and organization of work, 
the work environment and job satisfaction. Generative results show how the results of 
projects supported through the programme benefit other parties besides those directly 
involved. However, generative results do not necessarily – and in workplace develop-
ment, not even primarily – involve ready-made ‘best practices’ that can be transposed 
from one context to another; rather, they involve the production and dissemination of 
generative ideas which can become sources of inspiration or encouragement to actors 
outside the project.

Table 5 contains five different strategies that can be applied to improving the pro-
gramme’s capability to produce generative results. The strategies are different in terms of 
the methods they utilise when seeking to improve various phases of the processes leading 
to innovation (creation – transfer – reception), and in the manner in which they define 
the phases’ temporal relationship. 

The first strategy is based on the idea of deploying various means of transfer, for ex-
ample training, mentoring, marketing, consultancy, seminars, publications, data banks, 
etc., more efficiently within programmes. The second alternative is to shift programme 
resources from the ‘over-resourced’ innovation creation stage (i.e. the stage at which 
‘good practices’ are created in demonstration projects) to the ‘under-resourced’ recep-
tion stage. Thirdly, it is possible to improve the capacity of programmes to provide 
generative results, by enhancing the knowledge provided by demonstration projects. 
This is achieved through a more rigorous analysis of causal mechanisms and the inter-
dependencies between different phenomena. Such a process applies to the relationships 
between the new (good) organizational and HRM practices and the desired outcomes, 
as well as between the organizational and HRM practices themselves (e.g. Hesketh & 
Fleetwood 2006; Martens et al. 2006). A shared feature of all three strategies is that they 
continue to be based on the idea of temporally separated phases of creation, transfer and 
reception. 
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The fourth strategy, in turn, is based on the idea of enriching the knowledge provided 
by demonstration projects, by rendering this knowledge more interactive and easier to 
adopt for other workplaces. Within the programme, good practices including a lot of 
‘flesh and blood’, i.e. including emotional aspects and examined from multiple perspec-
tives, are substituted for traditional ‘passive’ and formal presentations, case banks or 
other kinds of description. The interactive nature of good practices is enhanced, for ex-
ample, by using narrative methods or those which produce different kinds of emotional 
experiences. Here, particular attention is paid to the distinct learning styles of differ-
ent potential adopters (Arnkil 2008). The fourth strategy represents a partial departure 
from the viewpoint that creation and reception are two totally separate phases of the 
innovation process. 

The fifth strategy for creating generative results, i.e. utilising learning networks, cor-
responds to an even more radical blurring of the tendency to think in phases. In utilising 
learning networks, the idea is to bring together, within programmes as well as individual 
projects, several actors who share an interest in sufficiently similar development issues, 
but who still have a sufficiently broad diversity of expertise. Several parallel experiments 
are ongoing at the same time, learning from each other by exchanging information or 
joining forces to achieve something together. The production of generative results is thus 
an in-built objective in making use of learning networks. Such networks can function 
within the context of a programme, not just as a forum for the exchange of information 
between project participants, but also as an intermediate-level structure which might fa-
cilitate the broader exchange of information, both within programmes and beyond their 

Table 5 Different strategies for improving the capacity of programmes to produce generative 
results

Strategy Relation between creation, 
transfer and reception

How to improve 
creation?

How to improve transfer 
and reception?

More efficient use of 
means of transfer

Sequential No change Selective and tailor-made 
use of means for targeted 
groups of potential  
adopters

Shift of resources  
from creation to  
reception

Sequential More focused  
approach

Increased support for 
‘second wave’ adopters

Elaborating causal  
mechanisms of  
demonstration

Sequential Greater research  
input

More convincing evidence-
based argumentation

Enriching knowledge  
from demonstration

Partly overlapping Broader base for  
validation

Bridging the social and  
cultural gap between  
creation and reception

Using learning  
networks

Parallel Mutual learning within learning network, through 
interaction and co-creation, improves creation 
and forms a broader and more valid basis for 
transfer
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boundaries. In recent years, the Nordic countries have formed the most interesting field 
of experiments in the utilisation of such networks in the European context, not only in 
the distribution of information about new organizational and HRM practices or other 
solutions but also in the creation of new knowledge regarding these practices (Alasoini 
et al. 2011; Ekman et al. 2011).

How to promote the productivity of work and the quality  
of working life simultaneously?

As stated earlier, it is socio-politically worthwhile to look for means that impact the 
productivity of work and the amount of labour input simultaneously. It was also stated 
that the amount of labour input can be influenced through improving QWL. However, 
increasing productivity on the level of the national economy does not mean that the 
primary development target on the level of the individual work organization would also 
have to be the productivity of work. Improvement in operational performance, such as 
the quality of products and services, customer service or process flow, may have positive 
macro-level effects that are reflected in work productivity. Rather than take the narrow 
notion of work productivity, the target of workplace development on the level of the 
work organization thus consists of the simultaneous improvement of the broader con-
cept of operational performance and QWL.

Operational performance and QWL are intertwined in many ways on the level of 
the work organization. A central point of departure for the TYKE and TYKES pro-
grammes in Finland has been that problems in both operational performance and QWL 
can be analysed as reflections of deficiencies in the overall mode of operation prevalent 
in the organization and that problems in both areas could be tackled with similar means 
(Alasoini et al. 2005). An analysis of 409 concluded development projects that were 
funded by the programmes between 1996 and 2005 shows that in more than 70% of 
the cases simultaneous improvements in operational performance and QWL at work or-
ganization level could be found (Ramstad 2009). The analysis also found a clear positive 
association between improvements in these two areas. The main conditioning factors for 
projects that had made simultaneous progress in performance and QWL were employ-
ees’ participation in the planning and implementation of the projects, close cooperation 
between management and personnel during the implementation phase, tailor-made de-
velopment methods used by the consultants or researchers working for the projects, and 
utilization of external networks in support of the project. 

To demonstrate what was stated above and how in concrete terms simultaneous 
improvements in performance and QWL have been achieved in the projects, we make 
use of a distinction made by Virkkunen et al. (2007) between two different approaches 
applied in workplace development. In the following, these are termed process-driven 
development and concept-driven development. ‘Process-driven’ here refers to an orienta-
tion towards a set of activities that produce value to a customer, and should not be con-
fused with ‘process-oriented approaches to development’ as opposed to ‘design-oriented 
approaches’ (see above). 

Process-driven development is based on the notion that work organizations can be 
described as a collection of operational processes. As the traditional way to design and 
describe organizations has been mainly based on functions, it has often been the case 
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that not enough attention has been paid to the designing and development of processes. 
In the operations of organizations, this has led to breaches in communication, distur-
bances, quality deficiencies, waste, overlapping or extra work, etc. All of these decrease 
operational performance and reduce QWL, for example by increasing work load, reduc-
ing employees’ discretion over the work speed and creating tensions and conflicts within 
the work organization. By identifying core processes and performing participatory mod-
elling on them, analysing their problem areas and finding new solutions for these prob-
lem areas, it is often possible and even relatively easy to find sustainable solutions for the 
simultaneous improvement of operational performance and QWL. 

In recent years, the amount of interest in process-driven development has been in-
creased by greater demands regarding the quality, flexibility and customer-specific tai-
loring of the products and services of companies and public workplaces. In the projects 
carried out in the TYKE and TYKES programmes, work processes have constituted the 
most common target of development. The development of work processes has often 
resulted in changes in the organization of work, skills and competence requirements, 
leadership and management as well as in internal and external cooperation relationships 
of the organization. 

Even though process-driven development has contained – and will continue to do 
so in the future – significant opportunities to improve the operational performance of 
organizations and QWL, process-driven development is, due to the deep-rooted cultural 
impact of Taylorism on management thinking, often guided by a relatively static percep-
tion of the needs of the customers and of the products and services provided. Sometimes 
it is necessary to place the entire operational concept of the organization under critical 
inspection. Concept-driven development is based on a notion according to which work 
organizations can be viewed as functional systems. The pace of change varies between 
the different parts of the system, as they are under the impact of different pressures 
to change. The differences in timing cause functional disturbances and compatibility 
problems, which reduce both operational performance and QWL (Launis & Pihlaja 
2007). In situations where the different parts and processes of an organization continue 
to evolve guided by different historically formed concepts, a mere critical assessment of 
processes may no longer be sufficient. In this situation, a broader approach to develop-
ment is necessary that aims at locating an entirely new guiding concept. Locating a new 
operational concept and putting it into practice usually calls for redefinition of existing 
organizational boundaries and the emergence of new cooperative relationships.

Concept-driven development may also lead to a rather radical redefinition of the 
products and services and customer relationships of organizations. It is likely that this 
type of approach to development will be required more and more often in the future, 
as operating environments become increasingly volatile. Indications that the need for 
concept-level development approach is increasing in significance can be seen for exam-
ple in the Finnish metal industry, retail trade or hotel and restaurant business already 
from several years ago; companies compete increasingly with comprehensive concept-
based offerings, instead of individual products or services. The same line of develop-
ment is taking place in publically-funded services. For example, efficient response to 
the double pressure that is expected to impact the field of social and welfare services 
in the years to come in Finland – simultaneous increase in demand and decrease in 
the supply of workforce – may not be possible with process-level development alone 
(Virkkunen et al. 2007). 
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It is through concept-level development that the new, broad-based view of innova-
tion activity will be probably best able to display its strengths in the future. Concept-
level development usually calls for holistic approach to development, which at the same 
covers new business management, technological, service and work organizational solu-
tions, i.e. systemic innovation; a matter that is in the heart of the new broad-based in-
novation policy in Finland.

Conclusion

This paper has highlighted the interconnections between workplace development and 
the prerequisites of both economic growth and the preservation of the Finnish welfare 
state. It has aimed to explain why, in addition to the productivity of work, improving 
the quality of working life should feature as an increasingly important aim in the inno-
vation policy of the future. The article presents an elaborate argumentation in favour 
of the kind of broad-based innovation policy, which is based on mutually-supporting 
relationship between economic and human and social aspects of work activity. At the 
centre of workplace development are the working people, their work activity and the 
organizational and communal forms that serve to bind these activities together. It is 
through this perspective that workplace development adds value to other innovation 
activity and interacts with other perspectives contained by the new and broadened 
innovation policy.

Secondly, this paper examines what kind of knowledge is needed for designers and 
implementers of workplace development programmes and projects in order to reinforce 
and legitimize their position in the new innovation policy approach. Based on a con-
structive view on workplaces innovation adopted in the article, the author makes a 
distinction between three types of knowledge: knowledge on new workable designs, 
knowledge on collaborative ways to construct or re-invent the designs at work organi-
zation level, and knowledge on how to produce and disseminate knowledge on work-
place innovations as generative ideas for the use of actors outside the project. Besides 
Naschold’s (1994) seminal work, there exist, so far, surprisingly few detailed policy-ori-
ented analyses where the focus has been on the knowledge infrastructure of workplace 
development programmes and projects.

Finally, the macro-level analyses on the role of workplace development and QWL 
in the overall innovation policy context and the meso-level analyses on the types of 
knowledge needed in workplace development presented in this paper, are supplemented 
with a look at micro-level conditions for successful projects. It is argued that especially 
the principles of concept-driven development are well in line with basic premises of the 
new broad-based innovation policy approach.
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