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Preface 
 

This report contains the main findings of the benchmarking exercise that was carried out in 

2007-08 as part of the WORK-IN-NET project. The full name of the project is ‘Labour and 

Innovation: Work-Oriented Innovations – a Key to Better Employment, Cohesion and 

Competitiveness in a Knowledge-Intensive Society’. WORK-IN-NET is a five-year (2004-09) 

project funded within the Sixth Research Framework Programme of the European 

Commission. The overall aim of WORK-IN-NET is to set up sustainable communication and 

cooperation channels in Europe between the still fragmented national and regional research 

activities in the area of work-related innovation issues. To cope with the lasting innovation, 

productivity and employment challenges in European countries, the focus of WORK-IN-NET 

lies on three key themes:  

• qualitative human resource development, 

• corporate social responsibilities and cultures, and 

• regional development alliances. 

 

Innovative interactions of all – national and regional – stakeholders and extended 

development coalitions are vital for achieving the goal set by the Lisbon European Council – 

to become the most competitive and dynamic knowledge-based economy in the world by 

2010, capable of sustainable economic growth with more and better jobs and with greater 

social cohesion. The following pages offer an examination of three national and regional 

programme contexts, which supplements an earlier benchmarking study that was carried out 

as part of WORK-IN-NET project in 2005.   

 

This report was written by Tuomo Alasoini in cooperation with Elise Ramstad, Tiina Hanhike 

and Nuppu Rouhiainen from the Finnish Workplace Development Programme (TYKES) at 

the Finnish Funding Agency for Technology and Innovation – Tekes. Special contributions 

and comments to the report were made by the people that were interviewed in connection 

with the case studies.  

 

Claudio Zettel  

Coordinator WORK-IN-NET 

 



Writers’ Preface 
 

This report contains the main findings of a benchmarking assignment that was carried out as 

part of task 5.3 of the WORK-IN-NET project in 2007. It is a follow-up to an earlier 

benchmarking assignment, whose results were published in a report entitled ‘European 

Programmes on Work and Labour Innovation – a Benchmarking Approach’ in 2005. The 

earlier report examined research and development activities on work-oriented innovation by 

eight institutes and programmes that participate in the WORK-IN-NET project.  

 

This new report expands the scope of the earlier benchmarking assignment with three new 

case studies. The report was written by Tuomo Alasoini in cooperation with Elise Ramstad 

(Chapters 1-5), Tiina Hanhike (Chapters 1 and 3-5) and Nuppu Rouhiainen (Chapters 1 and 4-

5) of the Finnish Workplace Development Programme TYKES.  

 

We wish to thank all the people who gave so generously of their time and knowledge in 

interviews and mutual discussions and by reading and commenting draft versions of our three 

case studies. These include Deputy Director Mohammed Latiff Bin Rahmat, Principal 

Manager Catherine Goh and Manager Cheryl Chiam (Workforce Development Agency WDA 

of Singapore); Principal Assessor Dr. Kheok Juay Tan and Senior Officer Hanisah Hannifah 

(Standars, Productivity and Innovation Board SPRING of Singapore); General Secretary 

Pieter Kerremans and Adjunct General Secretary Esther Deman (Flanders Social and 

Economic Council SERV); Director Paul Berckmans, Scientific Collaborator Leen Baisier, 

Scientific Collaborator Ria Bourdeaud’hui, Scientific Collaborator Stephan Vanderhaeghe, 

Scientific Collaborator Hendrik Delagrange and Staff Member Frank Janssens (STV-

Innovation & Work/SERV); Professor Geert van Hootegem (Catholic University of Leuven); 

Dr. Gert van Beek (Panta Rhei); Sectoral Agreement Adviser Dirk Malfait (Cabinet of the 

Flemish Minister of Work, Education and Training); Deputy Director Benedict Wauters 

(Flemish European Social Fund Agency); Director Lucy Fallon-Byrne, Head of Workplace 

Learning and Development Edna Jordan, Head of Workplace Strategy Cathal O’Regan and 

Head of Policy Damian Thoman (National Centre of Partnership and Performance NCPP of 

Ireland); Industrial Officer Fergus Whelan (Irish Congress of Trade Unions ICTU); Director 

Brendan McGinty (Irish Business and Employers Confederation IBEC); Chief Executive 

Officer Niall Crowley (Equality Authority of Ireland); Management Development Executive 



Jean Mullen, Senior HR Development Adviser Alison Rylands and HR Development Adviser 

Karen Hernández (Enterprise Ireland); Assistant Principal Officer Frances Gaynor (Irish 

Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment); Secretary General Dermot McCarthy 

(Department of the Taoiseach); Senior Economist Larry O’Donnell (National Economic and 

Social Council NESC of Ireland); Assistant Secretary Paddy McDonagh (Irish Department of 

Education and Science); and Assistant Director General Patricia Curtin (National Training 

and Employment Authority FÁS of Ireland). Nevertheless, the responsibility for the contents 

of this work rests exclusively with the writers themselves.  

 

The English translation has been provided by The English Centre Helsinki, whom we also 

wish to thank. 

 

Helsinki, March 2008 

 

Tuomo Alasoini, Elise Ramstad, Tiina Hanhike and Nuppu Rouhiainen 



Executive Summary 
 

 This report provides an overview and analysis of programme activities aimed at promoting 

work-oriented innovation in the city-state of Singapore, the Flemish Community and Region, 

and the Irish Republic. The results of the three case studies are put into a comparative 

perspective with the results of an earlier benchmarking study carried out in 2005, which 

focused on work-oriented research and development activities of eight programmes and 

organizations participating in the WORK-IN-NET project. The report uses a revised version 

of Frieder Naschold’s model for best practices of national workplace strategies as a 

framework for policy conclusions. The Naschold model employs six generic principles that 

could be considered crucial for the social impact of national strategies. The principles deal 

with the policy context, orientation, inclusiveness (participation) and supporting infrastructure 

of the strategy, horizontal networking of micro-level actors within the strategy, and the 

balance between the aims and the different kinds of resource of the strategy. 

 

The key policy conclusions and recommendations, based on the two benchmarking 

assignments, are the following: 

 

• Integration of policies: There is an urgent need for a better integration of the promotion of 

workplace innovation into economic and industrial policy decision-making. Successful 

integration requires sufficient research-based evidence about the importance of workplace 

innovation in the achievement of economic and industrial policy objectives, the importance of 

the role of the workplace development strategies in the achievement of these innovations, and 

success in converting the achieved results into an understandable part of economic and 

industrial policy discourse. 

 

• Role of the social partners: The social partners have traditionally played an important role 

in most workplace development programmes. Linking workplace development more closely 

to economic and industrial policy questions need not mean a weakening of the role of the 

labour market organizations in the promotion of workplace innovation. This, however, 

requires that they are able to consider questions related to workplace development in other 

ways than those based on traditional bargaining logic and take on a wider, development-

oriented perspective also in the new policy context. 



 

• Learning across borders: The global economy and the Internet have clearly augmented 

interest in and opportunities for information exploration beyond national borders for 

workplace innovation. To truly enhance learning across national borders in workplace 

development, multi-national interactive forums should be created that provide common 

conceptual tools for making the experiences of different countries more understandable and 

allowing for common reflection on these experiences. 

 

• Importance of inclusiveness: Participatory strategies, based on close cooperation between 

management and staff in determining development targets, could be considered an intrinsic 

value in workplace development. In cases where workplace development has strong resources 

and solid legitimacy as a part of public policy, it is advisable to use an inclusive approach 

which permits a diverse set of companies and workplaces to participate in the programmes 

and not to focus exclusively on technologically advanced front-line companies. 

 

• Interplay between research and development: Approaches that combine development 

(consultancy) and research should be actively promoted for the purpose of boosting the 

production of new generic knowledge on workplace innovation. In addition to seeking out 

problem areas in working life and assessing the subsequent results of development activities, 

research could have a more active role as part of the development itself, providing ‘fast 

feedback’ in programmes and projects, or as a direct contributor in the creation of new 

solutions. There is a great need for new kind of ‘interactive approaches’, which overcome 

traditional boundaries between different knowledge domains (e.g. research vs. consultancy, 

expert knowledge vs. practitioner knowledge) in workplace development.   

 

• Learning networks: Transposing good practices mechanically from one context to another is 

difficult, because the knowledge involved is often tacit and sticky. Traditional means to 

disseminate the ‘ready-made’ results of the finished projects should be supplemented by 

approaches that create interactive learning spaces for workplaces within the programmes, 

beginning with the planning and implementation stages of the projects. The promotion of 

learning networks as a new means to overcome the problem of poor dissemination of good 

practices characteristic of traditional programme approaches should be actively encouraged. 

 



• Intellectual and social capital: The success of any strategy or programme is not dependent 

only on its material resources, but also its intellectual resources/capital (embodied in visions, 

operating ideas and development concepts) and social resources/capital play an important, but 

often neglected, role. The best way to promote intellectual and social capital between players 

is to reserve sufficient effort to instilling a common language and shared definition of the 

object for development. This last characteristic is a central requirement for the strategy or 

programme to become an arena for knowledge creation, the crux of innovation.  
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Tuomo Alasoini 
Tiina Hanhike 
Elise Ramstad 
Nuppu Rouhiainen 
 

 

1  Introduction 
 

The present report provides an overview and analysis of programme activities aimed at 

promoting work-oriented innovation in three national or regional policy contexts in the last 

few years. The three contexts under examination in this report are the city-state of Singapore, 

the Flemish Community and Region, and the Republic of Ireland. In the case of Singapore, 

the main focus of analysis is on the overall policy framework. Three programme entities – the 

ADVANTAGE! scheme, the People Developer framework, and the development programme 

for Innovation and Quality Circles – are taken into closer scrutiny as an illustration of this 

framework. In the case of Flanders, the object of analysis is the Flanders Synergy 

programme. The third case included in this report is the Irish Workplace Innovation Fund and 

its broader policy framework, the National Workplace Strategy.  

 

The analysis was carried out as part of the WORK-IN-NET project within the ERA-NET 

scheme, which is funded out of the European Commission’s Sixth Framework Programme for 

Research and Technological Development. The project aims to promote exchange of 

information, cooperation and mutual learning between programmes and organizations 

financing R&D on work-oriented innovation in the various countries of Europe. The regular 

members of the 2004-2009 WORK-IN-NET project comprise such programmes and 

organizations from seven European countries (Finland, Germany, Greece, Ireland, Norway, 

Poland and Sweden) and from two regions (Emilia-Romagna in Italy and North Rhine- 

Westphalia in Germany). In addition, the project has a number of associate members with 

looser connections. The project is coordinated by a ‘core group’ of project managers at the 

German Aerospace Center (DLR), which comes under the Federal Ministry of Education and 

Research (for more details, see www.workinnet.org).  

 

The report comes under item 5.3 of the project, which aims to analyse programme-based 

approaches in the promotion of work-oriented innovation in certain countries outside the 

project. Within the project, this item falls within the benchmarking assignment, for which the 



 2

Finnish participants (the Finnish Workplace Development Programme TYKES and the 

Finnish Work Environment Fund) are responsible. Item 5.3 is a follow-up to an earlier 

benchmarking assignment (item 3.2) carried out by the Finnish participants in 2005, which 

analysed the R&D done within eight programmes or organizations taking part in the project. 

A separate report has been published on the results of this earlier benchmarking (Alasoini et 

al. 2005). The conceptual framework used for the benchmarking was an adaptation of the 

Naschold (1994) model of ‘best practices’ for national workplace development strategies.  

 

The three new countries or regions were chosen as a target for benchmarking within the 

WORK-IN-NET project because of their increased awareness and activity in the promotion of 

work-oriented innovation in recent years. The challenges taken as starting premises for 

development are rather similar to those in the countries and regions that participated in the 

earlier benchmarking, so all of them can be considered interesting subjects for such 

comparison. The data on the three cases were mainly collected between May and December 

2007, using an analysis of the literature and websites and making interviews with the 

programme key persons in Singapore, Flanders and Ireland.   

 

 

1.1  The Framework for Benchmarking 
 

Naschold’s Original Model  

 

One of the few researchers to attempt to construct a systematic comparative framework for 

analysing strategies for developing working life and work organizations is the German Frieder 

Naschold (1994). Naschold’s model is based on a comparative analysis of six industrial 

countries (Australia, Germany, Japan, Norway, Sweden and the USA) that he made in the 

early 1990s. The model employs six generic principles that Naschold considers crucial for the 

social impact of national strategies: 

 

•  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 (POLICY CONTEXT). 
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•  On the programme and project level, the aim is to attain an international or global standard, 

rather than settling for a national or local standard (ORIENTATION). 

 

•  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 the social partners (PARTICIPATION). 

 

•  The development strategy is supported and guided by a strong national infrastructure 

which comprises a large number of experts (INFRASTRUCTURE). 

 

•  The players are networked on the micro level (the company or workplace level) 

(HORIZONTAL NETWORKING). 

 

•  The resources and duration of the programme-based operations are adequate in relation to 

the aims of the programme (AIMS VS. RESOURCES). 

 

In his analysis from the early 1990s, Japan emerged as a model country that demonstrated the 

‘best practice’ in four of the six dimensions. Japan’s lead over the others applied particularly 

to horizontal networking among its businesses and the degree to which development of 

working life and work organizations was integrated into business policy thinking. On the 

other hand, Naschold was quite critical concerning Swedish and Norwegian development 

strategies for working life and work organizations, pointing to their poor integration with 

business policy thinking, their inward-looking tendency, and the disproportion between their 

ambitious goals and their resources. On the other hand, Naschold also acknowledged the 

merits of Scandinavian strategies in underlining the importance of broad employee 

participation. (Alasoini et al. 2005, 4-5.) 

 

Table 1.1 contains a reconstruction of Naschold’s comparison, made by the authors of the 

earlier benchmarking report. This table is not to be found in his original work. 
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Table 1.1. National Workplace Development Strategies in the Early 1990s in Naschold’s 
Comparison (+ showcase, - lagging-behind case). 
 

 USA GER AUS JAP SWE NOR 

Policy context - (-) (-) + (-) (-) 

Orientation +   + - - 

Participation -   (+) + + 

Infrastructure (-) + -    

Horizontal networking - (-) (-) + (-) (-) 

Aims vs. resources  +  + - - 

 

Source: Alasoini et al. (2005, 5). 

 

 

Revised Framework for Benchmarking  

 

One feature of Naschold’s analysis that can be viewed as problematic is that it made a 

mechanical comparison between matters to some extent at different levels, such as general 

frameworks for policy and individual programmes. In retrospect, one can also be critical of 

how Naschold clearly overestimated the productivity potential of Japanese production models 

and at the same time underestimated the innovation power of the US economy. More recent 

Nordic workplace development strategies and programmes have also learned from earlier 

failures, and few of Naschold’s strictures can now be viewed as relevant.  

 

The WORK-IN-NET project benchmarking uses the Naschold model, because it is so 

flexible, as a loose framework for analysing and comparing development strategies in 

different countries, regions and organizations. The purpose is not to make detailed mechanical 

comparisons but rather to reveal differences between strategies and the functional 

correspondences between them, thereby furthering learning about differences and diversity. In 

the project, this approach is called reflexive benchmarking (Schienstock 2004, 18). What is 

important in reflexive benchmarking is the evolution of dialogical methods rather than the 

construction of detailed sets of indicators and systems of measurement. An object for 

comparison in reflexive benchmarking is not regarded as a standard or a model but rather as a 
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mirror which reflects similarities and differences and helps place the practices and solutions 

of one’s own organization in a broader policy and programme context. 

 

Applying benchmarking that is based on detailed mechanical comparisons between policy and 

programme frameworks in the area of work-oriented innovation is made difficult by two 

factors, in particular; namely, the great context-dependency and system-dependency of these 

frameworks. Context-dependency means that the characteristics of the environment of a 

policy or programme framework affect how applicable any given practices or solutions may 

be in that context. System-dependency, on the other hand, means that other practices or 

solutions adopted earlier in a policy or programme framework affect the applicability of any 

new practices or solutions in that context. Furthermore, writers such as Lundvall and 

Tomlinson (2002) critize the non-problematic use of mechanistic benchmarking settings in 

public policy more generally. According to evolutionary economics, learning and innovation, 

especially in the longer term, stem from diversity and considering some practices or solutions 

‘universally best’ may in many cases rather narrow than broaden the opportunities for 

learning and innovative thinking. 

 

In our approach, we emphasize the bottom-up and open-ended nature of comparisons between 

the different programmes and policy frameworks. We believe, in accordance with the 

ideology of the Open Method of Co-ordination promoted by the European Commission (e.g. 

Pochet 2005; Trubek & Trubek 2005), that in examining complex and politically sensitive 

issues such as work-oriented innovations this kind of ‘softer’ approach has its merits. 

 

In the earlier benchmarking assignment, the idea of reflexive benchmarking was consistently 

utilized throughout the process. The benchmarking process started by collecting information 

on the various participants’ R&D activities by means of a semi-structured questionnaire, 

which examined the issues included in Naschold’s model. The returned forms were 

distributed to the participants before a three-day bencmarking workshop that took place in 

Helsinki in March 2005. The event was opened by a general introduction to the conceptual 

framework and to the dialogical method that was used in examining the different themes. 

Each of the six themes in the model was discussed so that one of the programmes (or 

organizations) was selected as a mirror for dialogue. Each theme was opened by an external 

expert who posed questions to the representatives of the selected programme on different 

features (strengths, weaknesses, highlights, etc.) of its activities. After a ‘point of saturation’ 
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was reached, it was the time for representatives of the other programmes and organizations to 

take the floor and start to reflect on their own experiences, using the mirror as a point of 

reference. In most cases, this method helped the discussion roll easily, taking from one to two 

hours per theme on average. 

 

The secretariat of the workshop wrote down key observations of the discussion on powerpoint 

slides, which were projected on the whiteboard on a real time basis. At the beginning of the 

last day, the written notes were distributed to the participants that had some time to read them 

through and reflect on them with the persons sitting next to them. This was followed by a 

general discussion, in which everyone had the opportunity to raise on the agenda overall 

observations concerning their own learning experiences, interesting practices presented by the 

other participants, the conceptual framework of benchmarking and the methods used during 

the workshop. The concluding session also made it possible for the different participants to 

make corrections to the notes. The overall impression was that the dialogical approach 

worked out well in keeping up discussion on right tracks and issues that were of intrest to the 

participants. 

 

The main result of this process was a heuristic map based on Naschold’s framework, 

containing profiles of work-oriented R&D activities of the eight participating programmes 

and organizations. The six dimensions were further divided into 18 sub-dimensions. Full 

explanation of the sub-dimensions and the abbreviations and symbols used in the map is given 

in Table 1.2. The results of the earlier benchmarking assignment are summarized in Table 1.3. 

 

Similar framework was utilized in the benchmarking assignment that is described in this 

report. In carrying out the process, we were, however, compelled to use more conventional 

methods in gathering and enriching information. Owing to great geographical distances and 

the fact that there were participants who were not involved in the project, it was not possible 

to arrange a similar workshop for collective reflection that was described above. The idea of 

reflexive benchmarking was limited here to the reporting phase of the process, in which we 

used Naschold’s model and the results of the earlier benchmarking assignment as a mirror for 

the three new cases. 
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Table 1.2. Explanation of the Sub-Dimensions and the Abbreviations and Symbols used in the 
Heuristic Map for Comparison. 
 
 
1 

 
Policy context 

 1.1 Who are the major and minor players and where does the strategic justification 
for R&D activities come? (IP = industrial policy, IR = industrial relations, OHS 
= occupational health and safety, R&D = research and development) 

 1.2 Is the focus of activities on national (NAT) or regional (REG) level? 
 1.3 Is the focus of activities 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 on the achievement of the standards set? (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 companies and workplaces on the content of 
project activities? (… = weak, +++ =  very strong) 

 3.3 How strong is employee influence in companies and workplaces 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 expertise pool that is 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, MUN = 
municipalities, ALL = all kinds) 

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

 5.3 How strongly is networking between companies and 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 (time span) for R&D? (see 6.1) 
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Table 1.3. Heuristic Map of the Profiles of Work-Oriented R&D Activities by Participants of 
the Earlier Benchmarking Assignment. 
 

 FWEF TYKES PT-DLR NR-W IpL VC2010 FAS VINNOVA
1.1A Major 
players 

OHS 
IR 

IR R&D 
IR 

IP 
IR 

OHS 
IR (unions) 

IP 
IR 

OHS 
R&D 

IP 
R&D 

1.1B Minor 
players 

… IP IP 
OHS 

… … R&D … IR 

1.2 National/ 
Regional 

NAT NAT NAT REG REG REG NAT NAT 
(REG) 

1.3 Research/ 
Development 

RES 
(DEV) 

DEV 
(RES) 

RES 
(DEV) 

DEV 
(RES) 

RES 
(DEV) 

RES/ 
DEV 

RES RES 
(DEV) 

2.1 Level of 
orientation 

NAT NAT/ 
INT 

NAT/ 
INT 

REG/ 
NAT 

REG/ 
NAT 

INT/ 
NAT 

INT NAT/ 
INT 

2.2 Standard 
level evidenced 

To great 
degree 

YES YES YES To some 
degree 

YES YES YES 

3.1 Design/ 
Process 

DES PRO 
(DES) 

DES DES DES PRO DES DES 

3.2 Workplace 
influence 

+ +++ ++ +++ ++ ++ … + 

3.3 Employee 
influence 

+ ++ +(+) ++ ++ ++ … + 

3.4 Gender 
perspective 

… + + ++ + … ++ ++ 

3.5 Age 
perspective 

… + ++ + + … + … 

4.1 Researcher 
education & 
training 

++ ++ + … … +++ ++(+) … 

4.2 Diversity of 
experts 

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

5.1 Workplace 
type 

ENT 
MUN 

ALL ALL SME ENT ENT ALL ENT 

5.2 
Networking: 
project activity 

+ +(+) ++ ++ … +++ … + 

5.3 
Networking: 
other means 

+ ++ ++ + + ++ … + 

6.1 Financial 
resources 

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

6.2 Staff 
resources 

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

6.3 Time span +++ ++ +++ +++ + +++ ++ ++ 
 
FWEF = the Finnish Work Environment Fund, TYKES = the Finnish Workplace Development 
Programme, PT-DLR = the German National Framework Concept ‘Innovative Development of Work 
– The Future of Work’, NR-W = the programme ‘Work-Oriented Modernization’ in the German 
Federal State of North Rhine-Westphalia, IpL = the programme ‘Health and Safety at Work’ of the 
Institute for Labour Foundation in Emilia-Romagna, VC2010 = the Value Creation 2010 programme 
in Norway, FAS = the Swedish Council for Working Life and Social Research, VINNOVA = the 
Knowledge Platform ‘Learning and Health in Working Life’ and the DYNAMO programme of the 
Swedish Agency for Innovation Systems 
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1.2  Contents of This Report 
 

This report consists of four main chapters. Chapters 2-4 comprise the three case studies on the 

policy and programme frameworks for the promotion of work-oriented innovation in 

Singapore, Flanders and Ireland. Each chapter will include further information on the material 

used in writing the case studies. The case study on Singapore focuses on the general policy 

framework, whereas in the case of Flanders and Ireland the main object of analysis is a special 

programme examined within a broader policy framework. Each chapter also comprises a 

separate section for summary and conclusions. Chapter 5 comprises the general conclusions 

of this item for the WORK-IN-NET project and the national and European policy-makers. 

Findings of the earlier benchmarking assignment are used as a mirror for this study 

throughout the report. 
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2  Development of Working Life and Work Organizations in 

Singapore – A Review of Three Programmes 

 

The city-state of Singapore, with a population of 4.6 million, gained independence in 1965 

after first being a British dominion and then briefly a part of the federal state of Malaysia. 

Singapore has since become one of the most competitive countries in the world. Between 

1965 and 2004, for instance, its economy grew at an average rate of 8% a year. In the 1980s 

and through to the late 1990s it enjoyed practically full employment, but during a period of 

slower growth in the early 2000s unemployment rose to over 6%. More recently, the figure 

has fallen to under 3%.  

 

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 interest generated by the country’s 

success story is reflected for instance in Castells and Himanen (2002) specifically choosing 

Singapore to rank with Finland and the USA as one of the models for a dynamic and highly 

developed information society. British scholars (e.g. Ashton et al. 2003; Brown et al. 2001) 

view Singapore as providing one of the most interesting models of a comprehensive strategy 

for developing workforce skills. 

 

Singapore is often considered an example of an East Asian developmental state, together with 

Japan, South Korea and Taiwan. These countries were all marked by active, nationalist and 

government-driven modernization of their economy and industry in the latter half of the 

1900s, during which time the race for economic growth overtook reforms in the political 

system in importance. Singapore, for instance, has what is effectively a one-party system. 

However, closer scrutiny indicates that, despite their many similarities, these countries differ 

in many respects. Singapore’s special feature, compared with the other developmental states 

just mentioned, is that its fast industrialization and economic growth has been based on 

foreign multinationals rather than indigenous companies. A recent World Bank ‘Doing 

Business’ comparison, which analysed how the regulatory environment of a country is 
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conducive to the operation of business, ranked Singapore at the top of the list of 175 

countries, measured by an indicator showing how easy it is to do business (World Bank 

2006). Singapore also differs from the other ‘tiger economies’ in its income distribution, 

which is very unequal and more like the USA than is the case with the other East Asian 

developmental states. To use O’Riain’s (2000) terminology, Singapore can be classified as an 

organizationally tightly coupled type of bureaucratic developmental state which at the same 

time, however, has features of a flexible developmental state based on an open economy. 

Singapore differs from another city-state area that has developed very rapidly, Hong Kong, in 

terms of far stronger government control. (See e.g. Koh & Mariano (eds.) 2006; Low 2006.) 

 

The People’s Action Party (PAP), which has been in power since independence, has gained 

well over half of all the votes cast in parliamentary elections during the same period. This has 

given the government a mandate to exercise firm political and economic control and this, 

combined with the fast rise in living standards, has permitted peaceful social development in 

an ethnically heterogeneous country. A large majority (77%) of the population are Chinese, 

though divided into several ethnic sub-groups. Other large groups are Malays (14%) and 

Indians (7%). In addition, an estimated 25,000 Malays commute across the border to 

Singapore on a daily basis. People of European descent account for only just over 1% of the 

population. Some one in five people living in Singapore are not Singaporean citizens, but 

residents many of whom have a permanent residence permit. This high number is explained 

by Singapore’s open immigration policy, which has encouraged skilled workers to settle in 

the country, especially in growth industries and high technology sectors.  

 

 

2.1  Purpose and Contents of This Chapter 
 

Chapter 2 provides a brief summary of programme activities in Singapore aimed at 

developing working life and work organizations in the last few years. The information derives 

from an analysis of the literature, a trawl through the websites and annual reports of two state 

agencies, and visits to these agencies in Singapore made by the writers in May 2007. The two 

agencies are the Workforce Development Agency (WDA) and the Standards, Productivity and 

Innovation Board (SPRING).  
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This chapter starts with a short outline of background literature of Singapore’s social 

development and its future challenges (2.2). After that, the chapter makes a summary of the 

main results of the visit to Singapore made by the writers and the interviews carried out there 

(2.3). These interviews primarily concerned three programme entities. Other general 

information about Singapore obtained during meetings is utilized in other sections of Chapter 

2. Finally, the chapter provides a summary and conclusions, in which the observations made 

are examined in the light of the benchmarking assignment’s conceptual framework, which is a 

revised version of Naschold’s (1994) model for analysing national workplace development 

strategies (2.4).  

 

 

2.2  The Main Lines of Singapore’s Social Development and Its Future 

Challenges 

 

From Investment-Driven to Innovation-Driven Growth  

 

Singapore’s fast economic growth in past decades has been based on an open economy and 

multinational companies, unlike the case in Japan, South Korea and Taiwan, for example. 

Companies have been encouraged to invest in the country through generous tax policy and 

other support policies backed by a targeted industrial policy aimed at certain sectors selected 

for their growth potential. In the early decades of independence, the most important such 

sector was oil-refining, but since the 1980s the focus has increasingly shifted to electronics, 

and within that sector to the manufacture of information and communication commodities. In 

the late 1990s, electronics accounted for nearly half of total industrial value added, and the 

figure remained over 40% even in the early 2000s. The percentage has been falling recently, 

as production is gradually shifting to countries with lower costs, such as China and Malaysia. 

In practice, Singapore’s economic growth in the last few years has been founded on a 

narrower basis, sectorally speaking, than that of the other East Asian economic tigers.  

 

Koh (2006, 164) divides the history of Singapore’s technological development into four main 

phases. The first phase, industrial take-off, lasted from the early 1960s to the mid-1970s. This 

phase was marked by great dependence on technology transfer and dissemination through 

multinationals. Koh describes the next phase, extending from the mid-1970s to the late 1980s, 
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as a period of technological development by multinationals within the country. The following 

phase, from the late 1980s to the late 1990s, was marked by rapid growth in applied R&D not 

only in multinationals but also in the country’s own R&D units and indigenous companies. 

1991 also witnessed the first national five-year programme for technology development. 

According to Koh, since the late 1990s this development has been characterized by the 

emergence of new high-tech companies and a growing desire to boost local knowledge in 

order to encourage new technologies. Yeung (2006, 276) also concludes that the level of 

technological know-how in domestic businesses has risen so such a degree that “Singapore 

has reached a stage where it is competing head-on with some nations”. The various phases of 

technological development are also reflected in the fast rise in the volume of R&D as a 

percentage of GDP. In the early 1990s, the figure was only one per cent. Two per cent was 

reached some ten years later, and as things look now, three per cent will be reached by 2010. 

 

Economic globalization is a major challenge in Singapore, too, and rising costs will continue 

to demand a shift over to higher-tech and higher-value-added operations. In 1999, the 

decision was taken to adopt biomedical science production as a fourth key sector together 

with electronics, metal and engineering (e.g. shipbuilding and oil-drilling equipment), and 

chemicals. In 2004, biomedical science production in fact became the country’s second most 

important industrial sector after electronics in terms of added value. Another of Singapore’s 

aims is for the services to become even more important drivers of growth. The country is 

already a major logistical and transportation centre, for instance, and by international 

standards the added value generated by the financial sector accounts for an extremely high 

proportion of GDP (12%).  

 

Tan and Phang (2006) describe the challenge facing Singapore as a need to change from an 

‘efficiency infrastructure’ to an ‘innovation infrastructure’. By the former, they mean the 

infrastructure needed specifically to create well-functioning public services and transport and 

ICT systems and a business-friendly environment with low taxation and supportive public 

administration. In all that, Singapore has so far succeeded well. An ‘innovation 

infrastructure’, on the other hand, means a culture and social climate that encourage things 

like R&D, venture capital systems, the protection of intangible assets, ways of bringing highly 

skilled labour into the country, and creativity and innovation in general. They particularly 

mention three risk factors associated with successful change. The first is the country’s 

industrial policy, which targets selected growth areas; this has succeeded so far but involves 
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ever greater risks as the economy goes global. The second is the small size of the domestic 

market. The third concerns attainment of a culture and climate that encourage creativity and 

innovation. The ultimate issue in this last case is whether the culture and climate can be 

changed to support creativity and innovation by means of a public policy that relies on strong 

centralized planning. Further, if the culture and climate change, can the country’s political 

system retain its legitimacy in the eyes of the population?  

 

 

A Comprehensive and Integrated Approach to Working Life and Work Organization 

Development  

 

The approach to the development of working life and work organizations adopted in 

Singapore in recent years can be described as more comprehensive and integrative than in 

many European countries. It is based on a long-term developmental approach that involves 

the desire outlined above to shift from investment-driven to innovation-driven growth. The 

development strategy can also be described as inclusive, that is, one which strives to 

incorporate a very large proportion of the workforce and business enterprises. Inclusiveness 

combined with the acceptance of large income differences derives from the fact that “the 

government has been committed to equality of opportunities not equality” (Brown et al. 2001, 

256). The strategy is based on centralized steering, and various best/good practices or other 

standards based on the experiences of leading-edge companies have been devised to back up 

the numerous development actions. At the same time, however, development strategy has 

deep roots in needs and demand, in that development work is as far as possible carried out 

through measures deriving from the initiatives of the companies themselves and also 

implemented by them. The strategy can be described as a mosaic made up of several 

inseparable and mutually supportive parts. Because of this mosaic-like character, it is not easy 

to describe the whole, much less its detail.  

 

In 1979, a special Skills Development Fund (SDF) was set up in Singapore, financed out of a 

tax levied on companies which have low wage levels (and which employ low-skilled 

workers). At the moment, the tax is one per cent of the wages of all employees whose total 

pay is under SGD 2,000 a month (about EUR 1,000). Establishment of this fund was part of 

the ‘second industrial revolution’ strategy launched in 1978, which aimed to encourage the 

country’s businesses to raise the level of value added of their production. Since then, the fund 
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has been an important source of funding for consultation, training and certification processes 

promoting workforce training and upgrading of skills. It is typical of many of these processes 

that the support given to participating companies can be extremely high and their own 

contribution practically nominal. The criterion for collecting the tax and the ‘generosity’ of 

the financial support given by the fund together constitute a major incentive for companies to 

invest in developing their employees’ skills. The SDF is currently supplemented by a second 

fund, founded in 2001, the Lifelong Learning Endowment Fund (LLEF), which specifically 

supports various measures to increase the employability of the workforce. Both funds are 

administered by the Workforce Development Agency (WDA), set up in 2003.  

 

The most important elements in Singapore’s comprehensive and integrated approach to 

working life and work organization development can be described as following (Ashton et al. 

2003; Brown et al. 2001; www.spring.gov.sg; www.wda.gov.sg):1 

 

The Work Redesign Programme launched in 2001 aims to develop working practices and job 

content so as to boost productivity and job satisfaction. The redesign may include job 

enrichment, job rotation, teamwork or more extensive reorganization of work such as 

automation, computerization or insourcing/outsourcing. Currently, the maximum grant 

available per business is SGD 120,000 (about EUR 60,000). Businesses have been able to 

cover a very high percentage of their redesign costs in this way – 70% of the cost of the 

labour involved or engaging outside consultants in normal projects, and 90% in projects with 

broader sectoral significance. In addition, programme funding has also been available for the 

purchase of new machinery and equipment or the licences for intangible assets. By the middle 

of 2003, more than 1,700 workplaces with a total of more than 30,000 employees had 

participated in this programme funded out of the LLEF. The experiences gained have been 

turned into best practices offered as models for companies contemplating reorganization. The 

programme is being run by the WDA. 

 

The On-The-Job Training Scheme (OJT) has been in place since 1993. The aim of the 

scheme, influenced by a similar Japanese system, is to systematically train businesses’ 

employees to standards defined as best practices in their own sectors. By 2003, more than 

400,000 people had been through such training. Singapore’s Standards, Productivity and 
                                                 
1 The main source used here is Ashton, Sung and Raddon’s description (2003), supplemented 
from the other sources mentioned as applicable. 
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Innovation Board (SPRING) had trained 11,000 people in managerial or supervisory posts or 

responsible for development to carry out OJT in their own companies. 

 

The Critical Enabling Skills Training programme (CREST) launched in 1998 aims to develop 

employee skills that better meet the needs of a knowledge-driven economy. To this end, a 

number of businesses using best practices have developed models to support other businesses’ 

training measures. CREST specifies the following seven critical skills: learning to learn, 

literacy, listening and oral communication, problem-solving and creativity, personal 

effectiveness, group effectiveness, and organizational effectiveness and leadership. The 

various skills may include some very extensive entities: for instance, personal effectiveness 

includes self-esteem, goal-setting, and life and career planning. By July 2005, over 3,500 

employers had given training meeting the CREST standards for 260,000 people at their 

workplaces. The training was made very economical for employers, as the Workforce 

Development Agency covered most of their costs. At the end of 2005, CREST was replaced 

by the broader Employability Skills System (ESS), which covers 10 ‘generic’ skills. These 

ESS skills are specifically intended to promote employee movement from one sector to 

another, thus furthering the structural transformation of the country’s economy. SPRING used 

to carry the responsibility for the CREST programme, but this has since been transferred to 

the WDA. 

 

People Developer (PD) is a quality standard developed in Singapore for human resources 

development practices. Adopted in 1997, the scheme was influenced by the UK’s IiP 

(Investors in People) standard, but differs in that, rather than comprising a separate entity, it 

comprises part of the broader People Excellence Award, a much respected national award 

given annually for developed business operations. The People Excellence Award can be given 

to companies which attain a set minimum number of points in their PD assessment, which 

have an innovative approach to workforce development, which have proved able to act as 

models to other companies in workforce development, and which show a good operating 

profit for the previous three years. Typically, winning the award means getting massive 

publicity, which businesses can use in their marketing and in recruiting new staff. SPRING is 

wholly responsible for the scheme. 
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2.3  New Features in Workforce and Workplace Development in Singapore  
 

Our Visit to Singapore – Places Visited 

 

The writers of the present chapter gained updated and more detailed information about 

Singapore’s workforce and workplace development strategy during a visit to the country in 

May 2007. The visit included two meetings, one at the Workforce Development Agency 

(WDA) and the other at the Standards, Productivity and Innovation Board (SPRING). We 

were most interested in the three programmes that we felt related mostly closely to the core 

area covered by the WORK-IN-NET project, i.e. work-oriented innovations. The first was a 

special scheme called ADVANTAGE! under the Work Redesign Programme, which aimed to 

encourage employers to hire, train and retain workers over 40. The second was People 

Developer and the third the new Innovation and Quality Circles programme. The WDA is 

responsible for the first, and SPRING for the other two.  

 

The mission of the Workplace Development Agency WDA, which comes under the Ministry of 

Manpower, is “to enhance the employability and competitiveness of employees and job 

seekers and to build a workforce that meets the changing needs of Singapore’s economy”. 

The agency’s mission is strongly rooted in industrial growth and the related need to improve 

workforce skills amid an increasingly global economy. The WDA’s key functions are stated 

to be the building of an adult learning infrastructure, serving the needs of industries and 

workers, and the creation of a culture that promotes learning. The most important financial 

instruments are the two funds mentioned earlier, which the WDA administers. The annual tax 

levied by the Skills Development Fund (SDF) on low-wage companies totals some SGD 80 

million (about EUR 40 million). When the Lifelong Learning Endowment Fund (LLEF) was 

founded in 2001, the government invested a total of SGD 500 million (about EUR 250 

million) in it, and the capital invested has since increased to SGD 2.1 billion (about EUR 1.05 

billion). Founded in 2003, the agency has some 300 employees. 

 

The Standards, Productivity and Innovation Board (SPRING), which comes under the 

Ministry of Trade and Industry, was actually set up back in 1996, when two organizations 

were merged, but it did not acquire its present name until 2001. The organization’s mission is 

“to enhance the competitiveness of enterprises for a vibrant Singapore economy”. SPRING’s 
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operations focus on promoting a business-friendly environment, developing the operations of 

key sectors, supporting business productivity and innovation, and seeking new business 

opportunities and promoting access to new markets. The key sectors vary from time to time. 

In 2005-2008, for instance, they were the food and beverage industry, food manufacturing, 

furniture-making, textiles and apparel, the manufacture of process control equipment and 

instrumentation, and precision engineering. SPRING is funded from the state budget, and its 

main instruments for funding businesses are various grants and loans. Compared with the 

WDA, SPRING’s clients tend to be small and medium-sized enterprises. SPRING monitors 

and assesses its operations using a number of indicators on business development in the 

country and on the number of enterprises that have adopted various standards and achieved 

the related quality levels. The SPRING annual report also contains a large amount of 

international benchmarking data on how Singapore rates according to various indicators on 

competitiveness. The Board employs 390 people.  

 

 

The ADVANTAGE! Scheme  

 

Like many other industrialized countries, Singapore is struggling with demographic change. 

The number of babies born annually has fallen by a third since the end of the 1980s, and the 

population is ageing so fast that over-40s are expected to account for 55% of the total by 

2015. The problem is aggravated by the fact that older workers are far less well educated than 

younger ones, and this, combined with the falling birth rate, could at worst result in a growing 

labour shortage and structural unemployment. The WDA estimates that the biggest risk group 

comprises more than 300,000 people over 50 who at best have only an upper secondary 

education. In 2005, the Agency launched the ADVANTAGE! scheme, extending up to 2008, 

which aims to encourage businesses to employ people over 40 or re-employ those over 62. A 

total of SGD 28.85 million (about EUR 14.425 million) has been allocated to the scheme 

from the two funds administered by the WDA. The maximum grant available to a business 

under the scheme can be as much as SGD 300,000 (about EUR 150,000). 

 

Businesses can apply to the scheme for grants for job redesign, training employees and 

providing job placement services for those at least 40 years of age. The maximum support 

granted to a single company for job redesign is SGD 120,000 (about EUR 60,000). Redesign 

projects can target the following aspects:  
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•  Work scope: The employer redesigns the job scope to take on new workers over 40 years 

or help re-employ workers above 62 years old. Examples of such redesign may include job 

sharing or getting workers aged 62 and above to be mentors to younger co-workers to 

share their experience and knowledge. 

 

•  Work processes: The employer redesigns the nature of work to make it more accessible to 

mature workers. Examples include physical changes to the workplace to make it friendly 

for mature workers, mechanisation to make the work less physically demanding, 

simplification of processes, and flexi-work and telecommuting arrangements. 

 

•  Integration programmes: The employer develops programmes to help integrate mature 

workers into the workplace. To be considered on a case-by-case as part of the overall 

redesign of work scope and/or work processes, the programme may include change 

management, workplace culturalisation or training programmes. 

 

•  Wage restructuring: The employer restructures the wage system to ensure that mature 

workers receive wages closely related to their performance and productivity, rather than 

just on account of their seniority. To be considered on a case-by-case basis, the employer’s 

wage reform efforts should support the hiring of new workers over 40 years and/or re-

employing existing workers above 62 years old. 

 

The grant given to a business for such redesign can be up to 70% of the cost of the staff 

engaged in job redesign or consultancies paid to third parties. The figure can go up to 90% in 

projects with industry-wide benefits. In addition, funding has also been available for 70% of 

actual cost of purchase of new equipment or of leasing them for 12 months, or for acquiring 

licences for intangible assets. Also, businesses have been able to get a grant for employee 

training covering up to 90% of the cost of the training or the lost labour input. The maximum 

amount of support per employee is SGD 5,000 (about EUR 2,500).  

 

ADVANTAGE! was designed to be a flexible and economical scheme from a business’s 

point of view. A company can largely decide for itself what kind of actions to take, how to 

use the money granted and whether to carry out the development or training measures itself or 
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use outside consultants or instructors. The scheme neatly combines technological and 

organizational development with development aimed at boosting workforce skills. So far, 

more than 300 businesses of different sizes in various sectors have taken part. Over half have 

used outside consultants in their projects. One special feature in the use of consultants is that 

they too must be at least 40 years old. Judging by the pilot projects described by the WDA, 

measures seem to be targeted largely at work reorganization, the simplification of work 

processes and technological improvements to make work less stressful.  

 

In May 2007, a tripartite committee set up by the Ministry of Manpower to study the 

employability of ageing workers submitted a report to the government that put forward 

several proposals for development. Their main aim was to encourage more people to stay on 

at work beyond the age of 62 by improving the preconditions for their employment, e.g. by 

boosting their skills and appreciation for them and making the cost of their recruitment more 

appealing to employers. Some of the committee’s proposals concerned the ADVANTAGE! 

scheme: it should be extended up to 2010 and the maximum grant available to an individual 

company should be raised to SGD 400,000 (about EUR 200,000). The government has since 

approved the committee’s proposals.  

 

 

People Developer 

 

People Developer (PD) and its standing within a broader developmental framework is a good 

example of the comprehensive and integrated approach typical of the Singaporean system. PD 

is part of the larger People Excellence (PE) concept, which is in turn part of the still broader 

Business Excellence (BE) framework. All these concepts are applications of similar US, 

European, Japanese and Australian systems. 

 

PD itself is a certificate of good personnel practices and to gain it a business must have been 

awarded at least 400 points out of 1,000 in the relevant assessment. Businesses that have 

achieved this level can aim at the higher People Excellence (PE) Award, which demands at 

least 700 points in the assessment. In the area of quality, service capability and innovation 

development there are similar systems, with their own certificates and awards. In these, the 

assessments use the same framework as PD/PE, but the various components are weighted 
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differently. The publicity and esteem gained by businesses through these awards is greater 

than in the West because of the celebrations and ceremony typically involved.  

 

By 2005, only 35 organizations had been given one of these four awards. To date, the People 

Developer certificate has been granted to over 600 organizations, ten of which have also 

received a PE award. The body of organizations with a PD certificate is extremely 

heterogeneous, including both businesses and public bodies, both large and small 

organizations, and multinationals as well as indigenous companies. The assessments are made 

annually by a group of some 150 people. They involve interviews with at least 10% of the 

relevant work organization’s employees.  

 

The PD/PE framework comprises five parts under the following headings: leadership, 

planning, information, people and results. Altogether, there are 55 criteria for assessment. 

There is also a separate component covering customers under service capability development, 

one on processes under innovation development, and both of these under quality 

development. However, the common principle for all four frameworks (people, service, 

innovation and quality) is that results are weighted at 40% in the overall assessment and 

systems at 60%. The Singaporean system as a whole is somewhat more ‘system-oriented’ 

than, say, the European quality award system EFQM, where results are weighted at 50%, or 

the Malcolm Baldridge (MB) National Quality Award, where the figure is 45%.  

 

In the Singaporean systems, the assessment is made from two viewpoints: official modes of 

operation (approach) and actual practices (deployment). Results include impacts on 

customers, finances and markets, people (personnel) and operations. It should be noted that, 

compared with the EFQM model, the Singapore framework lacks result categories such as 

social impact, or compared with the MB model a result category for leadership and social 

responsibility (which apply for instance to the organization’s overall social responsibility, its 

impact on its own operating environment, and operations within the organization to support 

sustainable development). 

 

After results, by far the next most important component (32%) in the PD/PE framework is 

people, where an assessment is made of human resource planning, employee involvement and 

commitment, employee education, training and development, employee health and 

satisfaction, and employee performance and recognition. Over the years, the PD/PE 
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framework has been adjusted to give more attention to the principles and practices of human 

resource management, rather than merely staff training. However, the subcomponent on 

employee education, training and development continues to be given clearly greater weight 

than the others in the assessment.  

 

 

Development Programme for Innovation and Quality Circles  

 

The quality circle movement spread from Japan to other industrialized countries around the 

end of the 1970s. In Singapore, the date is thought to be 1981, and the country has since 

devised its own assessment system for quality circles and related standards. A fundamental 

change in quality systems thinking in Singapore took place in 2000, when the traditional QC 

(Quality Circle) concept was replaced by the IQC (Innovation and Quality Circle). According 

to definition, “IQC are people coming together to explore opportunities with the ultimate aim 

of making a significant difference through innovative thinking and passion for creating new 

value”. The basic idea in IQC is to approach things through positive thinking, by studying 

new possibilities, rather than on a problem basis as in traditional QC thinking. The differences 

between the latter and the new IQCs are outlined in Table 2.1.  
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Table 2.1. Todays’s Quality Circle QC and Tomorrow’s Innovation and Quality Circle IQC 
in Comparison. 
 
 
Today’s Quality Circles 

  
Tomorrow’s Innovation and Quality 
Circles 

 
Reactive: 
Address existing problems 

 
⇒ 

 
Proactive: 
Explore new opportunities 

 
Conventional: 
Solve problems and streamline standard 
operating procedures 

 
⇒ 

 
Innovative: 
Focus on outcomes and question existing 
standard operating procedures 

 
Rigid: 
Members from same work area 

 
⇒ 

 
Openness: 
Cross- or multi-functional teams 

 
Prescribed PDCA (Plan, Do, Check, 
Action) approach and specific tools to be 
used 
 

  
Flexibility to use any appropriate 
approaches and tools 

 

Source: Based on a presentation by Dr Kheok Juay Tan at SPRING in Singapore, May 14, 
2007. 
 

 

Development of the new concept is part of the broader strategic shift from investment-driven 

to innovation-driven growth discussed earlier. The motive for the change is that traditional 

quality circle thinking derived from the logic of industrial mass production and is proving too 

narrow and limited a concept for production in an increasingly knowledge-based era, when 

the focus of competition is shifting from the continuous development of processes towards the 

continuous generation of innovations. Organizations in the public sector had been criticising 

quality circle thinking because they felt it was too narrow even earlier, and thanks to the new 

concept, development in both the public and the private sectors can now be promoted more 

effectively through a common framework. The IQC concept comprises some new features, 

especially the participants’ own learning and development, development occurring through 

interaction between the participants, and the use and better understanding of new tools among 

the participants. 

 

Four main classes of assessment criteria have been set up to indicate the level of IQC 

development in organizations. These relate to the choice of the particular development and 
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problem-solving project, the analysis stage, the solution generation stage and the achievement 

of results. These main classes in turn divide into ten subclasses. The maximum number of 

points that an organization can achieve for its IQC operations is 1,000. The criteria (and 

maximum points) are as follows: 

 

•  Project selection (100) 

•   Target setting (50)  

•   Project analysis (100)  

•   Effective use of tools (100)  

•  Solution development (100) 

•   Solution selection (100) 

•   Solution implementation (100)  

•   Project achievement (200)  

•   Sustainability of the results (50)  

•   Overall organizational impact (100)  
 

Assessments in a company or other organization must target at least six groups. To gain IQC 

certification, an organization must score at least 400 points. The certification itself has four 

award levels: ‘Star’ (850-1,000 points), ‘Gold’ (700-849 points), ‘Silver’ (550-699 points) 

and ‘Bronze’ (400-549 points). In Singapore, public-sector organizations come out ahead of 

the private sector in IQC operations: so far, about 70% of all certified organizations have been 

in the public sector. The most usual level achieved is ‘Gold’ or ‘Silver’.  

 

SPRING runs the system and subsidizes the certification process. Many organizations 

applying for certification have earlier received other forms of SPRING support. As an 

organization, SPRING primarily puts forward various initiatives and launches projects. The 

aim is for the Singapore Productivity Association to assume responsibility for running the 

programme in the future. 
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2.4  Summary and Conclusions 
 

This section collates the observations made in earlier sections and draws comparative 

conclusions about the development of working life and work organizations in Singapore. The 

comparison utilizes the Naschold (1994) model and the results of the WORK-IN-NET 

project’s earlier benchmarking exercise (Alasoini et al. 2005). We concentrate on the overall 

policy framework in Singapore rather than any individual programme or scheme. Because of 

its flexibility, the Naschold model is also well-suited to this level of analysis. At the same 

time, however, we must remember that the level of the earlier benchmarking analysis in the 

WORK-IN-NET project was not similar in every respect, in that it focused more on the R&D 

of individual programmes and organizations. 

 

 

Summary 

 

Singapore has rapidly risen to become one of the most competitive and, in terms of living 

standards, wealthiest countries in the world. This process has been furthered by the 

government’s extremely active growth and development policy, which unlike those of the 

other East Asian developmental states relied initially on foreign multinationals. Only more 

recently has the focus shifted to strengthening the knowledge base of indigenous companies. 

The role played by the government and the PAP party, which has been in power since 

independence, can be considered so important that some writers, such as Low (2006, 270-

287), speak of a ‘government-made’ Singapore. 

 

Today, Singapore is struggling with much the same challenges as the other developed 

industrial countries. Globalization of the economy, fast technological change and an ageing 

population are major future challenges for Singapore too. Tan and Phang (2006) point out that 

Singapore has succeeded well in building an ‘efficiency infrastructure’ to support its 

investment-driven economic growth. In future, economic growth will rely more on 

innovation, however, and this will need to be supported by a new kind of ‘innovation 

infrastructure’. An interesting and challenging question here is whether a country founded on 

centralized planning will be able to change its culture and climate so as to genuinely promote 
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its people’s creativity and innovativeness, and whether, that being the case, the country’s 

political system can retain its old legitimacy.  

 

The approach built up in Singapore in recent years for developing the workforce and working 

life can be said to have the following features: 

 

•  Integrated: the system comprises several integrated and mutually supportive parts.  

•  Inclusive: the system strives to cover the largest possible proportion of the country’s 

workforce and businesses.  

•  Standard-based: the system comprises numerous standards for which certifications and 

awards are granted; the public recognition involved is an important additional incentive for 

operations and goal-setting.  

•  Need- and demand-based: the aim is for development to take place through action by the 

businesses themselves, based on their own initiatives.  

•  Motivated: the system offers strong motivation, particularly through the Skills 

Development Fund’s criterion for levying taxes and the many generous and flexible grants 

available. 

•  Dynamic: the system has adapted rapidly, with new programmes and forms of operation 

generated all the time side by side with, or replacing, older ones.  

 

The report looked at three concepts in more detail: the ADVANTAGE! scheme, People 

Developer and the broader People/Business Excellence framework, and the Innovation and 

Quality Circle (IQC) development programme. All these concepts throw light on the 

characteristic features of the Singaporean system. 

 

 

Development of Working Life and Work Organizations in Singapore in the Light of the 

Benchmarking Framework 

 

The following assesses the development of working life and work organizations in Singapore 

through the six dimensions of the Naschold model. Here, observations concerning Singapore 

are compared with those concerning European countries, regions and programmes 
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participating in the earlier benchmarking exercise (Alasoini et al. 2005) in the WORK-IN-

NET project: 

  

 •  Policy context: The strategic foundation for workplace development in Singapore relies 

strongly on industrial policy thinking at the macro level. Though the labour market 

organizations, for instance, play a role in many measures and support them actively, no 

distinct agenda-shaping development at the policy or programme level seems to have 

arisen from the country’s system of labour relations (see also Leggett 2007). The role of 

R&D units in defining the agenda has also been minimal. Activity is highly development-

oriented (as opposed to research-oriented). 

 

•  Orientation: Singapore’s goal-setting for development is deliberately based on different 

good/best practices and standards. The point of reference is typically an international 

(mainly the rest of East Asia) or global level (best in the world). This approach is 

completely understandable in the light of the country’s history, which is based on an open 

economy and an active strategy of ‘catching up’. At its best, an approach based firmly on 

standards supports organizational and institutional learning very well (see e.g. Adler and 

Borys’ (1996) ideas about a ‘learning bureaucracy’). The potential offered by this approach 

may, however, decline in the future as Singapore approaches a global productivity peak 

and shifts increasingly to innovation-based competition while also striving to create the 

preconditions for innovation-driven growth. 

 

•  Participation: The features already mentioned as being typical of the Singaporean system 

are its basis in needs and demand and its inclusiveness. This inclusiveness is founded more 

on efficiency and competitiveness thinking than on commitment to equality thinking or to 

improving potential for individuals’ influence and participation in working life as such. In 

this respect, the Singaporean approach differs clearly from, say, the Nordic approach to the 

development of working life and work organizations. The system can also be viewed as 

highly design-oriented (as opposed to process-oriented), i.e. as one in which development 

is heavily based on achieving blueprints defined as standards for directing future courses. 

 

•  Infrastructure: The programmes and other action packages chosen for study clearly 

encourage the self-regulated development of work organizations combined with the use of 
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outside consultants. On the other hand, the role of research proper, as indeed the role of 

universities or research institutes, seemed to be very minimal, even non-existent. This may 

reflect the fact that Singapore lacks the long tradition of research into working life and 

work organizations that exists in the Nordic countries, for instance. It should also be 

pointed out that though the population of Singapore is about 80% that of Finland, there are 

only four universities and five institutions comparable to polytechnics in the country. By 

comparison, we should note that Finland, for instance, has 21 universities and 30 

polytechnics. 

  

•  Horizontal networking: The programmes and action packages studied were marked by 

thinking centred round and aimed at businesses. Basically, none of them embodied the 

concept of project operations based on the kind of horizontal networking between work 

organizations found in many recent European R&D programmes. It is possible that such 

horizontal networking takes place in Singapore, but mainly occurs outside programmes. 

However, it is difficult to assess its scale and intensity. 

 

•  Resources: Development work in Singapore is long-term, reflecting the ample ‘time 

resources’ devoted to it, and it is characterized by considerable financial resources. 

However, we found in our earlier benchmarking work that the financial, staff and time 

resources devoted to development form merely its material bases. The real driving forces 

and sources of inspiration for any programme and institute are their visions, missions, 

guiding principles and concepts, all of which constitute their ‘intellectual capital’. In 

addition to material resources (finance, staff and time) and the intellectual capital 

mentioned above, any programme and institute, in order to own credibility, needs ‘social 

capital’, i.e. capabilities to harness different networks and mechanisms for dissemination 

and transfer into use (Alasoini et al. 2005, 48). The social resources supporting 

development in Singapore can be considered particularly strong, i.e. ongoing development 

of working life and work organizations has strong legitimacy in society. This is true of 

innovation efforts more generally, too, and can be seen for instance in how broadly and 

with what enthusiasm the results of development and innovation work are publicized in the 

media. According to a benchmarking analysis of innovation policy in eight countries and 

regions by Kotilainen (2005, 81-82), East Asian countries such as South Korea, Singapore 

and Taiwan all perform better in this respect than countries in Europe and North America, 

including Finland. 
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Using the above benchmarking framework, the first and last of the above dimensions – policy 

context and resources – can be considered the strongest in the development of working life 

and work organizations in Singapore. Such development forms part of a broader national 

policy framework, marked by a long-term perspective and strong social legitimacy (as is also 

the case for innovation and development work in general). In all these aspects, many 

European countries could find much to learn.  

 

Perhaps the most obvious weakness revealed by the benchmarking is the development 

infrastructure, and within it specifically the minimal role played by research. None of the 

three programmes studied seem to involve dialogue between research and development, or 

suggests that universities or research institutes were assessing activities using scholarly 

criteria, or that one goal would be to build up research knowledge on the sector or theme. In 

the analysis by Kotilainen (2005, 81-82) mentioned above, Singapore would seem way behind 

Finland in the closeness of R&D cooperation between companies and universities and other 

research institutions. 

 

Overall, Singapore’s investments in development of the workforce and working life and the 

results achieved in this way over the years are extremely impressive. However, making a 

future transition to an operational and competitive environment stressing the importance of 

innovation and creativity will face the country with new challenges. 

 

One of these challenges concerns opportunities in the future for an approach based firmly on 

good/best practices and standards. This provides a good development guideline when the 

operating environment is relatively stable and predictable, and when it is enough to learn how 

to do ‘the same but better’. The potential danger with the approach is that the course taken by 

development appears too uni-dimensional and lacking in options when the country finds itself 

in a new kind of environment that moves faster, is less predictable and offers less continuity. 

In such an environment, what Singapore will probably need, too, is more constructive 

approaches underlining the need to learn from difference and diversity. 

 

Another important challenge concerns the above-mentioned issue of the role of research in 

development. According to the triple helix concept that has become widespread in innovation 

research in recent years, useful information is generated most effectively in developed 
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knowledge-driven societies through close dialogue between government, universities and 

industry, and through a partial blending of their roles (for more detail see Etzkowitz & 

Leydesdorff 2000). Using the material now available to us, we are unable to draw any reliable 

conclusions on the question of how balanced such triple helix cooperation is at the moment in 

Singaporean development of working life and work organizations. Currently, the force 

driving development seems to be specifically dialogue between the administrative machine 

(government) and companies. 

 

Thirdly, we could raise the issue of the programme and policy learning mechanisms guiding 

development. Programme learning refers to learning about programme targeting, resources or 

tools, while policy learning means learning concerning actual programme operating 

principles, key functions, approaches, development concepts, or administrative and 

organizational standings. Both kinds of learning seem to be efficient and successful in 

Singapore. This is indicated by the fact that operations have developed and changed 

constantly in recent years. However, we must ask whether similar learning mechanisms will 

also function well in the future, when the operating environment for businesses and policy-

makers can be expected to change faster and more unpredictably. Specifically, we could ask 

whether programme and policy learning should not in future also utilize more outside 

expertise, in addition to the expertise deployed by the government machine and the businesses 

participating directly in programmes and projects.  
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3  Innovative Work Organization – A Review of the Flanders 

Synergy Programme 
 

Geographically, Flanders is the northern, Dutch-speaking part of Belgium. The name 

‘Flanders’ can refer both to the Flemish Region and to the Flemish Community, which are 

both constitutional institutions with precise geographical boundaries. The population of the 

Flemish Region is 6.1 million, excluding the Brussels Region, which is located inside the 

Flemish Region. By comparison, the Flemish Community as an administrative entity includes 

Brussels also. In practice, the Flemish Community and Region together form a single body, 

with its own parliament and government, which enjoys great autonomy in cultural and 

educational issues as well as in territorial policy issues such as economy, employment, 

transport, energy, housing, innovation, environment and agriculture.  

 

Flanders was one of the first areas in continental Europe to undergo the Industrial Revolution 

in the 19th century. Initially, modernization relied heavily on the food processing and textile 

industry, but today the Flemish economy is mainly service-oriented. At the same time, strong 

export industries such as automobiles, food, and iron and steel play an important role. 

Flanders is a considerably wealthy area. Per capita GDP at purchasing power parity is about 

20% above the European average. Today, and in contrast to the situation prevailing some 

decades ago, Flanders is clearly ahead of the French-speaking part of Belgium, Wallonia, in 

terms of foreign investments, productivity per capita and the degree of overall economic 

development. All this has widened the political and social split in Belgium, leading to 

demands for increased political autonomy for the Flemish Community and Region. 

 

 

3.1  Purpose and Contents of This Chapter 
 

Chapter 3 provides a general overview of the Flanders Synergy programme that was started 

by the Flemish government in 2006. It examines the programme in the light of a conceptual 
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framework inspired by Naschold’s (1994) model for analysing national workplace 

development strategies. The information derives from a number of policy documents, 

research reports and information bulletins and two visits to Flanders made by the writers. The 

first visit was to the STV-Innovation & Work, within the Flanders Social and Economic 

Council (SERV)2 in Brussels in June 2007. The second visit was to one of the ‘big round 

tables’ arranged by the programme Task Force in Turnhout in September 2007. Both visits 

provided good opportunities for mutual exchange of information between the stakeholders of 

the Flemish programme and the writers of this chapter. This material was supplemented with 

some additional up-to-date information at the finishing stage of this report in April 2008. 

 

This chapter starts with a short outline of the background of the Flemish programme (3.2). 

After that, the chapter presents the programme concept and its main forms of activity, and a 

closer look is taken at the development projects (3.3). Finally (3.4), there is a summary and 

conclusions, in which the observations made are examined in the benchmarking assignment’s 

conceptual framework (see Alasoini et al. 2005).  

 

 

3.2  Background of the Programme  
 

In 2006 the Flemish government, under the auspices of the Flemish Minister of Work, 

Education and Training Mr. Vandenbroucke, started a work organization development 

programme, which consists of 12 practically oriented projects. The programme was funded 

through the European Social Fund (ESF) Agency of Flanders and it ran from 1 July 2006 to 

                                                 
2 The STV-Innovation & Work is an expert body within the Flanders Social and Economic 
Council (SERV), conducting research upon request of the Flemish employer organizations 
and trade unions. The research focuses on opportunities for, and barriers to, innovation. 
Special attention is paid to the balance between technology, work organization and labour. 
For this purpose, the STV-Innovation & Work has a large-scale TOA survey (Technologie, 
Organisatie, Arbeid) for gathering establishment-level data on major trends at certain 
intervals. So far, the TOA survey has been carried out four times (1998, 2001, 2004 and 
2007). Research is by its very nature practically oriented and research subjects are steered by 
the joint interest of the social partners. The STV-Innovation & Work employs 14 people who 
are all civil servants. It was established in 1984 with the focus, originally, on the social 
consequences of new technologies. The SERV itself is a bipartite consultative and advisory 
body of the Flemish social partners, established in 1985 and totally funded by the Flanders 
government. The operations of the SERV serve the interests of both the Flemish government 
and the social partners. 
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31 December 2007. As such, it was a rather small and short programme, but it signifies an 

important breakthrough in policy thinking, indicating that for the first time in Flanders 

organizational innovation is accepted as a legitimate target of policy intervention and an 

integral part of the global innovation strategy of the government.  

 

The participation rate of people over the age of 50 in working life in Belgium is one of the 

lowest in Europe. For example, the employment rate in the age group of people between 55 

and 64 years in Belgium is only about 30%, while the corresponding figure for both EU-15 

and EU-25 is over 40% and for Finland, for example, about 50% (Ilmarinen 2006). This will 

become an increasing problem in the future with the ageing of the population. There is an 

urgent need to find more jobs for older people and to develop their skills and the organization 

of work with a view to providing better opportunities for them to continue longer at work. In 

terms of active jobs, in which according to the model of Karasek demanding work is 

accompanied by a high degree of control over the content of the work by the employee, 

today’s Belgium ranks rather low by European standards as noted by the Dublin Foundation’s 

Fourth Working Conditions Survey (Parent-Thirion et al. 2007).  

 

Now, finally, it is an accepted principle in Flanders to allow for public intervention ‘behind 

the walls of companies’. In the area of quality of working life, the role of the government can 

be characterized ‘facilitating’, implying that the policy intervention is indirect rather than 

direct. According to the Pact of Vilvoorde concluded by the government and the social 

partners in 2001, innovation is considered a strategic choice, and the concept of innovation is 

broadened from the traditional product and process innovation to cover work organization 

innovation as well.  

 

Nevertheless, progress made in this direction is still slow, and the role of organizational and 

other non-technological innovations as part of innovation policy is still a sensitive issue. 

Industrial relations in Flanders are shadowed by the old ‘Fordist compromise’, implying that 

management and the organization of work is strictly a managerial prerogative and that 

negotiations and collective bargaining should only focus on traditional distributional issues 

such as pay and working hours. The issue of work organization is still very much beyond the 

scope of trade union action. There is currently a clear need on the part of the social partners to 

acquire stronger evidence-based data emphasizing the fact that organizational innovations can 

bring mutual benefits.    
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The Pact of Vilvoorde, inspired by the Lisbon agenda and the Laeken Summit during the 

Belgium EU presidency in 2001, contained a long-term socio-economic vision for Flanders. It 

was stated, for example, that by 2010 a fourth of the sales of Flemish companies will come 

from new products and services, and that the number of start-up entrepreneurs who enter the 

market from the knowledge centres of the region will double. In the pact, the government and 

the social partners also agreed to promote the quality of work. According to objective four of 

the pact, “Thanks to an increase in the quality of work, the quality of the organization of work 

and career quality, obtaining and retaining work will remain attractive for all in 2010. In 2010 

the workability rate will be substantially higher.”  

 

The STV-Innovation & Work took the initiative to develop a workability monitor to be used 

for monitoring progress in this area. The indicators were built by means of a special project 

and it was agreed that follow-up be based on three successive surveys carried out in 2004, 

2007 and 2010 by the STV-Innovation & Work. The social partners were active participants 

in the building of the workability indicators. These indicators also steered the goal-setting and 

criteria of the work organization development programme. The Flanders Synergy programme 

was one of the means to help the government and the social partners reach the target set in the 

pact. The programme’s call for projects was entitled “Towards increased workability through 

innovative work organization”.  

 

The Dutch word werkbaarheid, used in the pact, can be translated into workability in English, 

the idea being that by 2010 an increasing number of people would have jobs which meet the 

criteria set for workability (werkbaar werk). The four workability indicators were developed: 

the lack of stress at work, wellbeing at work, learning opportunities and work-family balance. 

According to the workability monitor, these four criteria are influenced by certain 

characteristics of work, which are called risk indicators: workload, emotional load, skill task 

variety, job autonomy, social support and physical working conditions. The workability 

indicators, in turn, will have an effect on job satisfaction, health problems, absenteeism at 

work, turnover intensions and, finally, on people’s intentions to stay on at work. According to 

the line of thinking adopted in the monitor, improvements in risk indicators will have a 

positive effect on workability indicators (i.e. better workability), which in turn will lead to 

positive social effects, such as postponement of retirement. (Bourdeaud’hui et al. 2005; Van 

Gyes 2006.) 
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The first survey in 2004 (N=12,095) showed that 52.3% of Flemish employees had jobs in 

which the workability index exceeded the minimum level set for workability. 24% of the 

respondents suffered problems in one of the four workability indicators, and nearly an equal 

number in more than just one indicator (ibid.). The results were considered very problematic 

both by the Flemish government and the social partners, providing them with an additional 

boost to launch a special programme to develop the work organization. 

 

 

3.3  Programme Concept and Activities 
 

The ESF-funded Flanders Synergy programme was started in 1 July 2006. It was preceded by 

a call for projects, and of the 35 applications that were submitted, 12 projects were selected 

for funding. Accompanying the launch of the programme, a Task Force was established, with 

Professor Geert van Hootegem of the Catholic University of Leuven as chair. This chapter 

takes a look at the call for projects, the role and activities of the Task Force and the projects 

themselves.3 

 

 

Call for Projects 

 

The programme originated from the idea that organizational innovations are means to 

improve both company performance and the welfare of employees at the same time. The 

intention was that the projects would be initiated by the companies, so that the goal-settings of 

                                                 
3 In support of the programme, the STV-Innovation & Work has carried out two 
benchmarking projects. The first one, which preceded the Flanders Synergy programme and 
which was completed in June 2005, included a benchmarking on several governmental 
programmes promoting organizational innovation. Based on the report of this project, ten 
global success factors for governmental programmes were defined (Bamps & Berckmans 
2005). The second project, entitled as ‘Organizational Innovation in Practice’ (October 2006 – 
August 2007), examined enterprise-level results achieved in governmental programmes in a 
number of countries. The countries that were under examination in the latter project included 
Belgium, Finland, Germany, Ireland and the Netherlands. This supplementary project focused 
on organizational innovations which have produced simultaneous improvements in company 
and labour performance and the quality of working life in a long-term perspective (Baisier 
2007). 
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the projects would be based on the development needs of the companies in question. The end 

result of each project was supposed to be a new design for the organization of work. The 

maximum sum granted per a pilot project was EUR 50,000, and the call, originally, aimed at 

launching 25 such projects. In addition to programme funding, all participating companies 

were supposed to cover a part of the costs themselves, the minimum contribution being EUR 

10,000 for SMEs and EUR 25,000 for larger companies. If necessary, the companies could 

use private consultants to help them in the implementation of the project.  

 

The projects were selected on the basis of four criteria: (1) the potential of the project for 

concrete improvements in the company and the degree of development of the project 

implementation plan and the subsequent time schedule for the project (35 points); (2) the 

innovative value of the project in terms of the methodology, measures, concepts, procedures, 

etc. applied (25 points); (3) the learning and mainstreaming value of the project for policy-

makers, the social partners and other possible actors, indicated in a mainstreaming strategy 

(25 points); and (4) elaboration of the supplementary partners that also participate in the 

project (15 points). The acceptance of the works council was one of the prerequisites for 

project funding. The maximum number of points for any project application was thus 100. It 

was also stated in the call that all the funded projects must score more than 66 points, with the 

exception of projects whose innovative potential is judged significant. The aim was that the 

funded projects would include companies from different sectors and of different sizes. 

 

 

Task Force 

 

The Task Force was a joint venture between the Ministry of Work, Education and Training, 

the ESF Agency, the social partners, companies, the academic world (Catholic University of 

Leuven) and a consulting body (Panta Rhei). Its main tasks included monitoring the projects, 

enabling networking, boosting mutual learning and stimulating long-term development in this 

area. The main deliverables of the Task Force included a report on the twelve projects (Van 

Beek & Van Hootegem (eds.) 2008), a practical guidebook with some theoretical chapters 

based on the approach of the Dutch socio-technical design school and a practical chapter on 

innovation and the quality of work, including tools, (Van Hootegem et al. 2008b) and policy 

suggestions for the future (Van Hootegem et al. 2008a). The company representatives were 
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selected based on their individual knowledge and interest and they were not necessarily from 

the same companies that were participating in the programme.  

  

The Task Force arranged both ‘big round tables’ and ‘small round tables’ during the course of 

the programme. The former were extensive, relatively open events where 100-150 participants 

were invited to discuss common developmental themes, concerning for example innovation, 

quality of work, other programmes and best practice cases or some other specific themes. One 

of their major tasks was to provide material for the preparation of a policy document, which 

was completed by March 2008 and disseminated to a wider public. With the help of the big 

round tables, a lot of information has been disseminated to the media and politicians. The 

small round tables focused on serving the projects themselves, and the issues that were 

examined they were more attached to the problems that the projects were facing and mutual 

learning. The 20-25 participants, including project managers and representatives of the social 

partners, also prepared the big round tables and provided feedback on them. The small round 

tables were also intended to act as communities of practice, whose members are equipped 

with an opportunity to communicate by means of a developed electronic platform. 

 

 

A Look at the Projects 

 

A closer look at the 12 projects reveals that they form a rather heterogeneous entity. Some of 

them were nicely located in the original focus area of the call, but in some cases this was not 

so obvious. Generally speaking, the projects cover different parts of the Flemish economy 

comprehensively, which, in fact, was the intention, according to the call for projects (see 

above).  

 

Table 3.1 summarizes the main development themes of the projects. New forms of work 

organization are clearly the most common development theme in the projects. In addition to 

that, many of the projects aimed to improve work content and the knowledge base of the 

company. Some projects targeted more traditional issues such as improvements in working 

conditions and occupational health and safety. The thematic diversity of the projects can be 

seen as a reflection of the project selection criteria, in which the most important aspect was 

the potential of the project for concrete improvements in the company (35 points of the total 

of 100). 
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Table 3.1. Main Development Themes of the Projects. 
   
 
Company 
 

Core business activities Name and development themes of 
the project 

NV Deceuninck PVC/vinyl window and door 
systems and building profiles 
for windows, doors, shutters, 
wall cladding, etc. 

Proactive Health Policy: 
Development of proactive health 
policy and its integration into the 
overall company policy 

Roularta Media 
Group 

Magazines, newspapers, radio 
and television programmes and 
the Internet 

Integrated Newsrooms: Testing of 
innovative Integrated Newsroom 
concept in the event of merging 
together diverse production units 

ArcelorMittal Gent Maritime and integrated steel 
works 

Knowledge Guarantee: Storing the 
experience-based knowledge of 
senior workers and organizing its 
transfer to younger workers in a 
systematic way 

Beschutte 
Werkplaats Klein-
Brabant 

Secured workplaces for 
disabled persons 

Flow Line Perspective in Secured 
Workplaces: Improving the career 
perspectives of workers and 
decreasing the level of stress at work 

BnS Engineering Multidisciplinary engineering 
office for industrial engineering 
projects 

Optimatrix: Shift from a functional 
organization structure to more self-
managed, customer-driven units and 
decentralization of responsibility 

Robert Bosch 
Produktie NV 

Car parts such as screen wipers, 
head lamp wiper engines, etc. 

Evaluation-Based Learning on the 
Shop Floor: Creating a new 
operational model with which 
opportunities for learning at work 
can be improved and which has a 
positive effect on the working 
atmosphere 

TTL Camerlynck NV Teeth technical laboratory Teeth Grinding: Introducing self-
managed teams which have the 
ability for continuous learning 

De Kringwinkel 
Midden West-
Vlaanderen 

Shop for recycled consumer 
products 

Sustainable Work: Introducing a new 
form of work organization with a 
view to improving productivity and 
the quality of work 

Deloitte Audit and consulting agency Towards Self-Steering: Introducing 
self-steering teams which improve 
work motivation and opportunities 
for development and exerting 
influence at work 

EADS Defence and 
Security Systems 

Defence and security systems EADS Becomes Main Supplier: 
Enhancing the knowledge base of 
workers and innovativeness of the 
work community with a systematic 
knowledge management approach 
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De Oesterbank Industrial secured workplaces 
for disabled persons 

Buffer Atelier – Automation – 
Supporting Tools: Enhancing the 
labour market position and quality of 
work of the most vulnerable 
employees by means of 
reorganization and ergonomic 
improvements 

Philips Innovative 
Applications NV 

Lightning applications Self-Steering 2008: Further 
development of self-steering of the 
already existing teams 

 

 

3.4  Summary and Conclusions 

 

This section collates the observations made in the earlier sections and draws comparative 

conclusions about the Flanders Synergy programme. The comparison is based on the same 

‘reflexive’ benchmarking set-up that was utilized in the earlier benchmarking exercise of the 

WORK-IN-NET project (Alasoini et al. 2005). In using the benchmarking framework in this 

chapter, it is important to bear in mind that no final conclusions on the effects and success of 

the projects or the policy-learning effects of the entire programme could be drawn at the stage 

of data gathering.   

 

 

Summary 

 

The Flanders Synergy programme started in 2006, with the overall aim to support progress 

towards the socio-economic vision laid down in the Pact of Vilvoorde of 2001. Organizational 

innovations that lead to a better quality of work are now considered an important means for 

raising the workability rate in Flanders in the new policy thinking adopted by the government. 

Compared with the results of the 2004 survey, the results of the 2007 survey (N=10,646) 

show some improvement in the overall workability rate (from 52.3% to 54.1%) 

(Bourdeaud’hui & Vanderhaeghe 2007; Van Gyes 2007). According to the Pact of Vilvoorde, 

however, in 2010 the workability rate should be substantially higher. This ambitiousness of 

this target would clearly speak in favour of an additional investment in the promotion of 

organizational innovation on the part of the government for the years 2008-10. 
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The programme contained 12 projects, all of which were concluded by the end of 2007. The 

selection criteria of the projects placed heavy emphasis on the projects responding to actual 

development needs of the participating companies. At the same time, however, the projects 

were required to have a mainstreaming strategy, including the end result of the project, the 

possible beneficiaries and the means for dissemination of the project outcomes. 

 

Experience from many other R&D programmes in the area of work-oriented innovation 

demonstrates that it is usually much easier to carry out successful pilot projects than to bring 

about a ‘snowball effect’ that is based on their results. For this reason, it is important for any 

programme to have sufficient built-in generative mechanisms for dissemination (e.g. Alasoini 

2006). In the case of the Flanders Synergy programme, the mainstreaming strategy of the 

projects and the Task Force are examples of such generative mechanisms. Both generative 

mechanisms adopted in the programme played, in fact, a significant role in guaranteeing the 

continuation of programme-based workplace development in Flanders, as shown in the 

following.  

 

In April 2008, a final event in the Flemish Parliament concluded the first part of the work of 

the Flanders Synergy Task Force on innovative work organization. The main deliverables of 

the Task Force were presented to a wider public of about 150 participants, and the policy 

suggestions were submitted to the Flemish Minister of Work, Education and Training Mr. 

Vandenbroucke. In order to continue the work that was done, ESF Flanders launched a new 

call for projects at the end of 2007, entitled ‘Social innovation’. The 16 new projects that were 

selected were presented at the conference. These projects again cover the entire Flemish 

economy. The projects have to meet important aspects of social innovation in their goal-

setting, including increased client-orientation in the company structure and organization, 

increased autonomy for the workers, self-steering teams, and supporting policies in the areas 

of competence development and employee participation. In the new programme, 

organizational innovation is considered important for the sake of both company 

competitiveness and the quality of work. 

 

The new projects started in April 2008 and will be concluded by 30 March 2010. The total 

funding for them will be about about EUR 1.5 million, signifying a considerable increase in 

the financial resources of workplace development activities in Flanders. The projects are part 

of priority 3 of the new ESF programme for the years of 2008-13, which aims to support 
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enterprise and organization cultures to become more focussed on the needs of people and the 

society. The Flanders Synergy Task Force will be converted to the Flanders Synergy 

Community of Practice by the Flemish ESF Agency with a view to guaranteeing an exchange 

and support platform for the projects, government, social partners and academics and experts 

involved. The policy suggestions based on the results of the Flemish Synergy programme will 

be examined by the Minister of Work, Education and Training together with the social 

partners for the purpose of emboding them on the policy level.   

 

 

The Flemish Programme in the Light of the Benchmarking Framework 

 

The Flanders Synergy programme was clearly a new step in Flemish policy thinking, and it 

was not meant to be a one-off occurrence. In the following, the programme and its underlying 

policy thinking are assessed through the six dimensions of a revised version of the Naschold 

(1994) model. Table 3.2 accompanies the following examination. A similar setting was used 

in the earlier benchmarking exercise as a heuristic map to make the diversity of the different 

national and regional programmes and institutes in Europe that fund R&D on work-oriented 

innovations more visible. The observations concerning the Flemish programme are mirrored 

against the observations made in the earlier benchmarking task: 

 

 •  Policy context: The strategic foundation for the programme is to be found in the Pact of 

Vilvoorde of 2001 that was concluded by the government and the social partners. The 

players of the industrial relations field are the most important stakeholders for the 

programme, whereas the role of R&D units in defining the agenda has been marginal. The 

last observation is well in line with the fact that the activity is highly development-oriented 

(as opposed to research-oriented), even if the programme has been indirectly supported 

with research data and separate research activities. 

 

•  Orientation: The Flanders Synergy programme takes place on regional level. Inspiration 

for the programme and supporting evidence for the improvement of its legitimacy has been 

explored by monitoring international developments and good practice cases, but it is not 

easy to see how much influence this has had on the selection and implementation of the 

projects as such. On the whole, the orientation is clearly more international than national.   
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•  Participation: The Flemish programme is highly design-oriented (as opposed to process-

oriented) like most of the R&D activities in the earlier benchmarking exercise, too. This is 

clearly seen in the workability concept, which forms a general guideline for the targeting 

of the projects, as well as in the requirement that all projects should provide a new work 

organization design as an end result. The contents of the projects are strongly influenced 

by the companies themselves, and employee influence through the works councils can be 

considered relatively strong. The last observation is supported by the fact that 

improvements in the quality of work are an elementary part of all the projects, together 

with productivity improvements. 

 

•  Infrastructure: The projects were implemented by the companies themselves, together with 

a mixed number of partners, and in some cases with the help of private consultants. The 

project criteria as such did not promote development of the R&D infrastructure, and 

universities, research institutes or other educational institutes do not play any role on the 

project level. The tradition of cooperation between the industry and universities or 

cooperation between consultants and academics in practice-oriented company projects still 

seems to be very thin on the ground in Flanders when it comes to work-oriented 

innovations. 

  

•  Horizontal networking: The Task Force was an important supporting structure in the 

programme in increasing cooperation between the participating companies (small round 

tables) and other stakeholder groups (big round tables). Horizontal networking between the 

participants was also supported by building an Internet site for the programme 

(www.flanderssynergy.esflive.eu/). The Task Force played a critical role concerning the 

continuation of activities in this policy area after the programme ended. The aim was that 

the Task Force will continue as a network even after the conclusion of the programme and 

that the 12 projects would play the role of experimental pilots, paving the way for an 

expanded and longer-term programme entity. As noted above, this, in fact, happened.  

 

•  Resources: The Flemish Synergy programme was rather modest in terms of its material 

(finance, staff, time) resources. However, we found in our earlier benchmarking work that 

the real driving forces and sources of inspiration for any programme and institute are their 

visions, missions, guiding principles and concepts, all of which constitute their ‘intellectual 
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capital’. In addition to material resources and the intellectual capital mentioned above, any 

programme and institute, in order to own credibility, needs ‘social capital’, i.e. capabilities 

to harness different networks and mechanisms for dissemination and transfer into use 

(Alasoini et al. 2005, 48). Also in this respect, the role of the Task Force and the success of 

its activities plays a crucial role. At its best, the Task Force can become an important arena 

for reinforcing the kind of trust and social capital that is needed for longer-term joint action 

between the government, the social partners, the companies and, in the future, increasingly 

also the universities and other research and educational institutes. At the time of writing, it 

seems to us that the weakest link in the current Flemish approach to promoting innovative 

work organization, from the perspective of triple helix thinking (for more detail see 

Etzkowitz & Leydesdorff 2000), is to be found in the marginal role of universities and 

other R&D units. 

 

 

Table 3.2. Heuristic Map of the Profile of Work-Oriented R&D Activities in the Flanders 
Synergy Programme. 
 
1 Policy context 

 
 1.1 Who are the major and minor players and where does the strategic justification 

for R&D activities come? (IP = industrial policy, IR = industrial relations, OHS 
= occupational health and safety, R&D = research and development) 
IR: major players 
IP: minor players 

 1.2 Is the focus of activities on national (NAT) or regional (REG) level? 
REG Regional level (Flanders) 

 1.3 Is the focus of activities on research (RES) or development (DEV)? 
DEV Development, supplemented with research activities through a separate 
benchmarking project and research data (Workability Monitor and TOA 
Survey) by the STV-Innovation & Work 

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) 
REG/INT Exploration and analysis of international developments and good 
practice cases, but it seems that they have not had a major effect on the 
implementation of the development projects as such 

 2.2 Is there evidence-based data on the achievement of the standards set? (YES/NO)
At the time of writing, some evidence is available in Dutch 

3 Participation 
 

 3.1 Is the focus of project activities on design-oriented (DES) or process-oriented 
(PRO) approaches? 
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DES The scientific influence to the programme seems to have primarily come 
from the Dutch socio-technical design school, which is known for its strong 
design orientation. Also the use of the workability concept as a guideline for 
project targeting refers to a clear design orientation. 

 3.2 How strong is the influence of companies and workplaces on the content of 
project activities? (… = weak, +++ =  very strong) 
+++ Very strong, according to the project selection criteria 

 3.3 How strong is employee influence in companies and workplaces on the content 
of project activities? (see 3.2) 
++ Probably somewhat stronger than, for example, in the German counterpart 
programmes, owing to the seemingly close cooperation between the social 
partners in the programme 

 3.4 How strongly is the gender perspective emphasized in the goal-setting of project 
activities? (… = weakly, +++ = very strongly) 
… Not mentioned at all 

 3.5 How strongly is the age perspective emphasized in the goal-setting of project 
activities? (see 3.4) 
+ Not mentioned directly in the project criteria, but the overall aim is to help 
people stay on at job longer 

4 Infrastructure 
 

 4.1 How strongly is researcher education and training included in programme and 
project activities? (see 3.4) 
… Not an explicit aim 

 4.2 How diverse is the expertise pool that is used in project activities? (… = not 
diverse, +++ = very diverse) 
+ Difficult to say. The experts used are private consultants of different kinds. 
There is no involvement on the part of the universities or research institutes. 

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

(ENT = enterprises, SME = small & medium-sized enterprises, MUN = 
municipalities, ALL = all kinds) 
ENT According to the project criteria, different private sectors should be 
represented 

 5.2 How strongly is networking between companies and workplaces supported by 
project activities? (see 3.4) 
 + This is emphasized in the project criteria, but with a rather low weight 

 5.3 How strongly is networking between companies and workplaces supported by 
other means (e.g. conferences, seminars, workshops)? (see 3.4) 
++ Big and small round tables are regularly arranged to support networking 

6 Resources 
 

 6.1 What are the financial resources for R&D? (… = small, +++ = considerable) 
+ EUR 600,000 on the part of the programme 

 6.2 What are the staff resources for R&D? (see 6.1) 
+(+) The staff resources are small, but the Task Force is an important 
supplementary element and an expert resource in support of the programme 

 6.3  What are the time resources (time span) for R&D? (see 6.1) 
+ Short programme with a limited time span of only 18 months, but 
continuation in the form of a follow-up programme is confirmed 
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4  Productivity Improvement through Partnership and 

Participation – A Review of the Irish Workplace Innovation 

Fund 

 

The Republic of Ireland, with a population of 4.3 million, gained independence in 1922 when 

the Irish Free State came into being. The economic and political development of the Irish state 

prior to 1958 was characterized by protectionism, a laissez-faire approach adopted by the 

governments, a great dependence on both agriculture and the British market, and sluggish 

economic growth. From 1958 onward, the state took a much more active and outward-looking 

role, and in 1973 Ireland finally gained entry to the EEC. Another important milestone in Irish 

history occurred in 1987 when the first social partnership agreement was concluded and the 

country started a steady economic recovery after a period of very poor economic development 

and rising levels of unemployment and emigration. In the following decade, the country saw 

the beginning of unprecedented economic success. Between 1988 and 2000, the real GDP 

grew by 132%, compared with 32% in the European Union as a whole, while unemployment 

went down from 16.2% to 4.2% (Baccaro & Simoni 2007). During the decade 1998-2007, the 

average unemployment rate was 4.5%, driven by record levels of job creation. As a 

consequence of her economic success, Ireland is today considered one of the leading countries 

in the world in terms of both economic prosperity and quality of life.  

 

The Irish ‘rags to riches’ success story 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 European Union. In addition, the creation of a stable macroeconomic and 

financial environment, based on political and social consensus, fostered Ireland’s adaptation 

to the conditions of international competition. (See e.g. Hastings et al. 2007; O’Higgins 2002; 

O’Riain 2000; Smith 2005.)  
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Ireland’s success in attracting foreign investments has been explained by very low corporate 

taxes, the country’s firm commitment to European integration and the availability of a skilled 

English-speaking labour force. An important role in attracting foreign direct investments, 

particularly from the US electronics and pharmaceuticals industries, has been played by a 

special state agency, the Industrial Development Agency (IDA). The IDA was established in 

1950, but it was not until 1969 that its role was strengthened and its independence as a 

separate state agency considerably increased. Over the years, the focus of its activities has 

been increasingly shifting to the development of higher-skilled and higher-quality 

workplaces.  

 

Since 1987, a series of extensive and long-term national social partnership agreements 

between the government and the labour market parties have paved the way for modernization 

of the economy. This has also resulted in less adversarial industrial relations. The pay 

bargaining system in Ireland is one of the most centralized among the EU 25 countries. 

Ireland is the only country besides Finland in which the inter-sectoral level plays the 

dominant role in pay bargaining (Van Gyes et al. 2007). The Irish system, however, contains 

a high degree of flexibility in how individual enterprises implement the pay deal. According 

to recent analyses, the era of social partnership has considerably helped the more dynamic, 

foreign-owned portion of the Irish manufacturing sector to boost its cost competitiveness. At 

the same time, the social partnership agreements enjoy a high legitimacy among the Irish 

trade unions too (Baccaro & Simoni 2007; Roche 2007). The current social partnership 

agreement, Towards 2016, is a ten-year (2006-2015) framework agreement which covers a 

wide range of issues from different policy areas (within the ten-year framework, the pay 

elements of the agreement are set out over a shorter life span, with new pay agreements being 

required approximately every three years). The negotiating parties of the new agreement 

include farming organizations and the community and voluntary sector in addition to the 

government and the labour market parties (Government of Ireland 2006). Somewhat 

surprisingly, the long history of successive social partnership agreements and centralized pay 

bargaining has done little to reduce disparities in pay, even though important progress in 

many areas of social policy has been achieved through the agreements. For example, Towards 

2016 contains a comprehensive social policy framework based on a life-cycle approach. 

 

Owing to her economic success, the Republic of Ireland has come to be known as the ‘Celtic 

Tiger’, comparable to the dynamic ‘tiger economies’ of East Asia such as Hong Kong, 
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Singapore, South Korea and Taiwan. In terms of the role of the state, however, Ireland differs 

in many ways from the other ‘tiger economies’, in which state agencies and the financial and 

industrial capital form a tightly coupled organizational and institutional entity. To use the 

terminology developed by O’Riain (2000), Ireland can be classified as a flexible 

developmental state, as opposed to the more bureaucratic (East Asian) variant of the 

developmental state. Ireland has a more open economy, less direct intervention by the state in 

the activities of businesses and more loosely coupled organizational and institutional 

infrastructures.  

 

 

4.1  Purpose and Contents of This Chapter 
 

Chapter 4 provides a general overview of the Irish National Workplace Strategy launched in 

March 2005 and takes a closer look at the Workplace Innovation Fund that started its 

operation in January 2007 as part of the broader strategy framework. The information derives 

from an analysis of the literature and a trawl through the websites, strategy documents and 

annual reports of various agencies. In December 2007, the writers also visited a number of 

agencies in Dublin closely involved in the implementation of the strategy and the operations 

of the fund. During our three-day visit, we had appointments with representatives from the 

following organizations: the Department of the Taoiseach (Prime Minister’s Office), the 

Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment, the Department of Education and Science, 

the National Centre for Partnership and Performance (NCPP), the National Economic and 

Social Council (NESC), Enterprise Ireland, the National Training and Employment Authority 

(FÁS), the Equality Authority and the Irish Congress of Trade Unions (ICTU).  

 

This chapter starts with a short outline of the background of the National Workplace Strategy 

and its major policy rationale (4.2), followed by a look at the aims and main forms of activity 

of the Workplace Innovation Fund (4.3). The next section summarizes the main results of the 

writers’ visit to Ireland, based chiefly on the interviews carried out there (4.4). Finally (4.5), 

the chapter provides a summary and conclusions in which the observations made are 

examined in the light of the conceptual framework of the benchmarking assignment, a revised 

version of Naschold’s (1994) model for analysing national workplace development strategies 

(see Alasoini et al. 2005). 
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4.2  Overview of the National Workplace Strategy 
 

Preceding Developments 

 

The launch of the National Workplace Strategy in 2005 was preceded by a long history of 

social partnership agreements. These agreements signify a radical break in the history of 

industrial relations in Ireland in terms of both economic and social development. Seen from 

the latter perspective, the social partnership agreements exemplify the dawning of the spirit of 

national-level partnership between the government, employers’ associations and trade unions. 

Progress in building partnerships at the company and workplace level has remained patchy, 

however. The situation is complicated by the fact that Ireland belongs to a group of countries 

where employee participation at the company or workplace level is not guaranteed by strong 

statutory systems or inter-sectoral agreements but depends mainly on voluntary action by the 

employer.  

 

The incidence of formal partnership agreements involving unions and employees is low (just 

over 4%) in Irish business enterprises, but the figure rises to 19% if one also considers the 

informal partnership-style agreements between management and employee representatives. 

Among companies with 50+ employees, the incidence of partnership agreements is 

considerably higher than in smaller companies. On the whole, there seems to be no significant 

difference in the distribution of direct employee participation or management-labour 

partnership arrangements in unionised and non-unionised workplaces, irrespective of other 

more significant background factors such as size or sector of the workplace or social class and 

the level of educational attainment of staff at the workplace (O’Connell et al. 2004; Williams 

et al. 2004). One way to consider the National Workplace Strategy is as ‘soft regulation’, i.e. 

a collective, non-statutory effort to boost the levels of organizational change and innovation at 

the enterprise level, driven by partnership-style approaches. 

  

In 1995, the government, together with the central labour market organizations, launched the 

first national programme to help companies modernize their work organization in the spirit of 

labour-management partnership. The New Work Organization in Ireland programme (1995-
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1998) was jointly designed and implemented by the Irish Productivity Centre (IPC), the Irish 

Business and Employers Confederation (IBEC) and the Irish Congress of Trade Unions 

(ICTU). The programme was undertaken across ten enterprises, covering about 2,600 

employees, under the aegis of the social partnership framework. The project outcomes were 

gathered together as ‘best practices’ and further disseminated by means of training and a 

series of regional seminars. (Savage 1999.) 

 

In 1997, the government established a special organization, the National Centre for 

Partnership (NCP), to promote workplace partnership as outlined in the Partnership 2000 

agreement (1997-2000). Four years later, it was re-established as the National Centre for 

Partnership and Performance (NCPP) with an economy-wide remit to support workplace 

change and innovation through partnership. In 2003, the government requested the NCPP to 

establish a special ‘Forum on the Workplace of the Future’ which resulted in the development 

of the National Workplace Strategy. On 1 January 2007, the NCPP was placed on a statutory 

footing as part of the new National Economic and Social Development Office (NESDO). 

NESDO’s other constituent bodies are the National Economic and Social Council (NESC) 

and the National Economic and Social Forum (NESF).4 The strategic agenda of the NCPP for 

the years 2007-2010 is framed by the policy guidelines and implementation of the National 

Workplace Strategy and the new social partnership agreement Towards 2016. 

 

 

Main Features of the Strategy 

 

Preparation of the National Workplace Strategy included broad involvement by members of 

state agencies, labour market organizations, expert organizations, enterprises and public 

workplaces. The Forum comprised a Taskforce headed by a member of the Department of the 

Taoiseach and four expert panels. During the course of the Forum’s work, a series of 

meetings and six major conferences were held. 43 written submissions were produced for the 

Forum, and survey data from Irish workplaces was gathered. The strategy paper was 

submitted to the Taoiseach in March 2005, consisting of a total of 42 separate 

recommendations. 

                                                 
4 Strategy reports by the NESC have played a highly important role as background material 
for the social partnership agreements throughout the history of these agreements. The NESF, 
established in 1993, focuses mainly on issues concerning equality and social inclusion. 
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One of the benefits of the Forum on the Workplace of the Future was the opportunity that it 

presented to bring workplace issues together in a new way. It also offered new insights into 

the way existing policies and strategies which had a bearing on the workplace are, or could be 

connected. The strategy recognises that the quality of Ireland’s workforce and the level of 

workplace change and innovation are critically important to Ireland’s transition to a high-

skilled, dynamic and knowledge-based economy. For the first time, an integrated and 

coherent approach to workplace and workforce development was adopted. Particular attention 

in the Forum’s report was paid to reinforcing the domestic base of innovation, decreasing 

dependence on imported technology and foreign sources of innovation, and hence helping 

Ireland to become a ‘technology maker’ instead of a ‘technology taker’. One of the premises 

behind the Forum’s proposals was the view that workplace innovations should be given as 

important a role in the national system of innovation as is given to technological and R&D-

based innovations or innovations stemming from the market. (Forum on the Workplace of the 

Future 2005.) 

  

The National Workplace Strategy contains a clearly articulated vision of the characteristics of 

a modern, dynamic and successful workplace. A set of nine inter-dependent and mutually 

reinforcing characteristics that need to be developed in Ireland’s workplaces were defined. 

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. To make the vision a reality, 

five strategic action areas linked to the nine characteristics contained in the vision were 

identified: building a commitment to workplace innovation, building our capacity for change, 

developing our future skills, improving access to opportunities in the workplace and 

improving the quality of working life. The Forum made several recommendations regarding 

how to make progress in all the areas and achieve a significant ‘early mover advantage’ in 

relation to workplace change and development. Two of the recommendations concerned the 

implementation of the strategy. The Forum recommended that a High Level Implementation 

Group be established and that the Group develop a comprehensive dissemination strategy for 

the Forum’s report. (Ibid.)  

 

One of the defining characteristics of the strategy is its wide coverage. One of the 

recommendations under the heading ‘building a commitment to workplace innovation’ was 
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the establishment of a three-year dedicated fund to promote innovation and research in human 

resource development, organizational change and lifelong learning at the enterprise level (see 

below for more details). Under the heading ‘improving access to opportunities in the 

workplace’, on the other hand, there were four recommendations in which the focus was on 

improving childcare arrangements with an eye to lowering the threshold for women to enter 

the labour market. The Forum reported that Ireland was lagging behind all the other EU15 

countries in childcare system support.  

 

The launch of the strategy received a lot of attention in the mass media. The Irish 

Independent, one of the country’s leading national newspapers, published an eight-page 

special supplement on partnership and the strategy, including an interview with the Taoiseach, 

in its 15 September 2005 issue (two other supplements were later published in the Irish 

Independent, on 5 July 2006 and 23 October 2007). Raising public awareness of the 

importance of workplace innovation has been one of the key targets of the strategy from the 

very beginning.  

 

 

Implementation of the Strategy 

 

The High Level Implementation Group was set up for monitoring and actively promoting 

advancement of the strategy. It is chaired by the Minister for Labour Affairs and has members 

from 11 institutions. So far, the Group has submitted two interim reports (High Level 

Implementation Group 2006; 2007). The reports of the Group, dated July 2006 and April 

2007, provide a systematic follow-up of the progress made in the five strategic areas and 

actions taken for the implementation of the several recommendations made in the Forum’s 

report. 
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4.3  Workplace Innovation Fund 
 

The Three Strands 

 

Establishing a dedicated fund to promote workplace innovation was one of the 

recommendations under the heading ‘building a commitment to workplace innovation’ in the 

Forum’s report. In the new social partnership agreement concluded in June 2006, the 

government and the labour market parties asserted their commitment to the promotion of the 

National Workplace Strategy, and the government formally agreed to establish a three-year 

Workplace Innovation Fund. In January 2007, the Taoiseach finally unveiled the EUR 9 

million fund. 

 

The Workplace Innovation Fund (WIF) is organized into three strands that cut across the 

strategic action areas in the Forum’s report. The following is an overview of the main 

characteristics of each strand: 

 

•  Enterprise level projects in the private sector (WIF Strand I): Strand I of the Workplace 

Innovation Fund is positioned as an additional strand to another fund, the Productivity 

Improvement Fund (PIF), which is administrated by Enterprise Ireland (a state 

development agency focused on transforming Irish Industry). Strand I provides 

approximately EUR 6 million over a period of three years to support workplace innovation 

initiatives in private sector SMEs. The target area involves SMEs that are in a state of 

transition, and the emphasis is on developing the role of employee participation and 

partnership-type practices as an enabler of change. The first call for proposals for 

applications was made in April 2007. Funding for the projects is provided through the 

Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment, and the fund is managed jointly by 

Enterprise Ireland and the NCPP (see later). 

 

•  Social partner initiatives (WIF Strand II): Strand II provides support for social partners to 

initiate a range of projects relating to the National Workplace Strategy. Issues to be 

addressed under this strand may include workplace learning, flexicurity, leadership and 

management development, advocacy and engagement, employee financial involvement, 
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and information and consultation. Initiatives that may be funded under Strand II include 

seminars, conferences and small joint projects.  

 

•  Public awareness campaign (WIF Strand III): Strand III provides resources for a national 

advertising and public relations campaign to raise awareness among the Irish workforce of 

the National Workplace Strategy and the framework it offers for organizational change and 

innovation. The campaign was launched in June 2007 and is aimed at encouraging 

employers, managers and employees and their representatives across all sectors to be more 

open to new and innovative approaches to general and human resource management, 

including communications, information and consultation, training and upskilling, problem-

solving and partnership. The key message in the campaign which uses television, radio, the 

Internet and outdoor advertising as well promotional literature and a dedicated website 

(www.workplacestrategy.ie) is that partnership is the key to innovation in the workplace. 

 

 

Project Funding in Strand I 

 

There are four types of activities that can be supported under Strand I of the Workplace 

Innovation Fund: 

 

•  Building strategic capacity for change – developing management vision for employee 

involvement and participation: Activities under this heading are characterized by 

leadership and management development initiatives such as open and engaging 

management styles or processes that engage employees and facilitate open and honest 

communications. 

 

•  Working in partnership – enhancing the capacity for change among employees (and their 

representatives where appropriate): Activities considered in this area seek to implement 

new or revised work arrangements, leading to greater employee autonomy or involvement 

in decision-making. The activities may focus on team working, employee relations, 

communication (information and consultation), employee feedback and motivation or 

employee financial involvement arrangements suitable for the company and its employees. 
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•  Building employee commitment and loyalty to a better workplace: Activities considered 

here should have the potential to lead to greater buy-in, motivation and commitment from 

employees. Examples include the provision of new approaches to development and 

learning through the prioritisation of learning, flexible arrangements for the development 

of skills, knowledge and motivation of individuals and groups of employees or the 

provision of greater levels of flexibility. Activities may also focus on the broader pressures 

facing employers and employees, such as employee wellbeing and health, work-life 

balance or the quality of work for employers and employees. 

 

•  Introducing new human resource processes to support the business: Activities in this area 

should contribute to the development of processes in recruitment, performance 

management or staff retention. 

 

 

4.4  The National Workplace Strategy and the Workplace Innovation Fund 

from the Stakeholder Perspective 
 

Our Visit to Ireland – Meetings  

 

In order to gain in-depth and up-to-date information about the National Workplace Strategy 

and the Workplace Innovation Fund, the writers visited Ireland in December 2007. The visit 

included eight meetings with experts representing nine organizations (Table 4.1).  
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Table 4.1. Meetings in Dublin. 
 
Date 
 

Hour Interviewed persons (organization) 

12.12.2007 12.00 Director Lucy Fallon-Byrne, Head of Workplace Learning and 
Development Edna Jordan, Head of Workplace Strategy Cathal 
O’Regan and Head of Policy Damian Thomas (NCPP) 

12.12.2007 14.30 Industrial Officer Fergus Whelan (ICTU) 
12.12.2007 16.00 Chief Executive Officer Niall Crowley (Equality Authority) 
13.12.2007 10.00 Management Development Executive Jean Mullen, Senior HR 

Development Adviser Alison Rylands and HR Development Adviser 
Karen Hernández (Enterprise Ireland) 

13.12.2007 14.00 Assistant Principal Officer Frances Gaynor (Department of Enterprise, 
Trade and Employment) 

13.12.2007 15.30 Lucy Fallon-Byrne (NCPP), Edna Jordan (NCPP), Secretary General 
Dermot McCarthy (Department of the Taioseach) and Senior Economist 
Larry O’Connell (NESC) 

14.12.2007 11.30 Assistant Secretary Paddy McDonagh (Department of Education and 
Science) 

14.12.2007 11.30 Assistant Director General Patricia Curtin (FÁS) 
  

 

Special areas of interest included the role of stakeholders in the preparation and 

implementation of the National Workplace Strategy, their views as stakeholders concerning 

the main strategy areas, their expectations as to the benefits and added value of the strategy in 

terms of their organization, and the significance of the social partnership framework for the 

strategy and for Ireland’s development as a whole. Where applicable, these same themes were 

explored regarding the Workplace Innovation Fund. The following briefly describes three of 

the organizations contacted; each plays a vital role in the practical implementation of the 

strategy.  

 

The NCPP is a nine-person organization led by a 17-person Council appointed by the 

Taoiseach. The Centre’s remit is to promote and facilitate workplace change and innovation 

through partnership. By supporting the transformation of Irish workplaces in line with the 

characteristics of the Workplace of the Future, its object is to improve performance and to 

contribute to national competitiveness, enhanced public services, higher standards of living 

and a better quality of life for employers and employees alike. The NCPP plays a leading role 

in implementing the National Workplace Strategy and supporting the implementation of 

Towards 2016. A representative of the NCPP participates in the processing of Workplace 

Innovation Fund applications. The NCPP has also carried out a WIF information campaign. In 
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2003 the NCPP conducted employee and employer surveys in which the use and adoption of 

different employment and workplace practices and various forms of participation and 

partnership arrangements in Ireland were mapped out. The NCPP will be repeating the 

surveys in 2008. As mentioned above, the NCPP is part of a larger umbrella organization 

(NESDO) of some 30 persons. The annual budget of the NCPP is some EUR 1.6 million.  

 

Enterprise Ireland, founded in 1998, is the Irish state development agency focused on 

transforming Irish industry. Its mission is “to accelerate the development of world-class Irish 

companies to achieve strong positions in global markets resulting in increased national and 

regional prosperity”. Enterprise Ireland focuses on supporting the development of indigenous 

enterprises. According to its latest strategy, the agency’s five main areas of activity are 

achieving export sales, industry-led research and innovation, world-class productivity and 

management development, starting and scaling companies and driving regional enterprise. 

Enterprise Ireland manages the Productivity Improvement Fund and the Workplace Fund, 

which has been incorporated into the PIF. Enterprise Ireland is under the aegis of the 

Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment, with 13 local offices and 31 international 

locations. Some 900 persons work for Enterprise Ireland, most of them in Dublin.  

 

FÁS is the National Training and Employment Authority of Ireland. Its mission is “to promote 

a more competitive and inclusive knowledge-based economy, in alliance with our 

stakeholders, by enhancing the skills and capabilities of individuals and enterprises”. The 

principal functions of FÁS as laid out by the Labour Services Act of 1988 are training and re-

training, designating apprenticeships, recruitment services, employment programmes, 

placement and guidance services, assisting community groups and offering advice to people 

returning to Ireland and to those seeking employment elsewhere in the EU. The role of the 

Authority extends to several strategic action areas of the National Workplace Strategy. In the 

strategy area concerned with building Ireland’s capacity for change, FÁS supports the 

development of leadership and management skills. In the strategic action area of Ireland’s 

future skills, its role is to promote lifelong learning and upskilling. In the area of improving 

access to opportunities in the workplace, FÁS supports the participation of immigrants, 

women, older workers, and people with disabilities in work. FÁS operates under the aegis of 

the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment, and its organization is comprised of 18 

Training Centres and 70 Employment Services Offices. FÁS has a staff of 2,300 in different 

locations around the country. 
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Creation and Implementation of the National Workplace Strategy – Observations Based 

on Interviews  

 

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. Choosing social 

partnership strategy as a means to avert the crisis was not at all self-evident, nor was it 

obvious that it would continue to the present day (see also Hastings et al. 2007). The nature of 

social partnership agreements has changed over the years. The first agreements were by 

nature reactive and focused on with dealing the crisis. Recent agreements are more proactive, 

with a greater emphasis on advances in infrastructure and preparing for the future. The 

creation of the National Workplace Strategy is directly linked to this development, as was the 

founding of the NCPP which preceded its creation. The organizations that created the strategy 

had a history of working together; in fact, some of the same persons were involved who had 

earlier played an important role in the formation of the social partnership idea. The approach 

and objectives of the National Workplace Strategy reflect the broader economic and social 

policy framework in Ireland and its particular approach to social partnership. Social 

partnership in Ireland has been both an evolutionary and experimental process and while it is 

possible to identify elements which accord with approaches in other European states this 

framework is nationally unique and cannot be compared to its Nordic parallels, for instance, 

which can be considered more ideological in their understanding of the concept of social 

partnership. There is a strong pragmatic attachment to social partnership amongst key 

politicians, senior civil servants and leaders of the labour market organizations. Indeed, the 

social architecture that has evolved in this period is an important part of the explanation of its 

success and durability. Another major difference compared to the Nordic countries is the 

greater role played by the community and voluntary sector in the Irish version of social 

partnership. 

 

Social partnership has had an important role on the macro level in Ireland, but there is much 

variation between companies and workplaces at the micro level. The promotion of social 

partnership at the micro level is complicated by variations in corporate culture (for example, 

foreign-owned vs. indigenous companies, small vs. large companies, unionised vs. non-

unionised companies), industrial relations that are based on voluntarism and, recently in 
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particular, the rapidly increasing amount of companies that rely on immigrant labour. The 

uneven spread of company-level partnerships is a growing potential threat because Ireland’s 

productivity and economic growth are both increasingly based on innovation and high-value-

adding production. The National Workplace Strategy is intended to narrow the gap between 

the spread of the partnership concept at the macro and micro levels. In the strategy, micro 

level partnership is a tool for workplace change and innovation. In the interviews, the 

National Workplace Strategy was described as an ‘evolving process’, with no pre-determined 

cut-off point, unlike conventional strategies. Nevertheless, the strategy contains objects with 

clearly different time spans; a fact that will probably call for further elaboration and updating 

of the strategy in the future. 

 

Social partnership and the National Workplace Strategy were made possible by the 

pragmatism characteristic of the country’s political parties and labour organizations and the 

close-knit networks and social capital among the central actors. The Irish Business and 

Employers Confederation (IBEC) believes that Ireland can only succeed in the future only as 

a country with a dynamic, competitive and knowledge-based economy and society. In the 

Irish Independent on 5 July 2006, the IBEC Director General said that the establishment of 

the Workplace Innovation Fund and explicit recognition of the significance of workplace 

innovation in state R&D funding are among the most important factors in the National 

Workplace Strategy that are helping Ireland move towards this objective. 

 

For trade unions, improvements in workers’ opportunities for training and education, which 

promote lifelong learning, upskilling and job security, are the most important elements of the 

strategy. Trade union support for company-level partnership is divided. The Irish Congress of 

Trade Unions (ICTU) states that the local labour unions should be included as contracting 

parties in formal partnership agreements as well as in informal partnership-style arrangements 

in order to guarantee that partnership is genuine. As of 2003, however, only 19% of firms in 

Ireland reported that they recognised a trade union. This number is larger in construction 

(46%), traditional manufacturing (34%) and high tech manufacturing (30%), but even lower 

in the service sector (Williams et al. 2004, 36). These figures reflect the actual rate of 

unionisation in these sectors.  
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Starting up the Workplace Innovation Fund – Initial Impressions Based on Interviews  

 

It was decided to assign management of Strand I of the Workplace Innovation Fund to 

Enterprise Ireland, which already possessed the appropriate organizational resources and had 

previous experience of similar activities. From 2005 to 2007, one of Enterprise Ireland’s most 

important tools in the promotion of world-class productivity and management development 

(one of its five main objectives) was the Productivity Improvement Fund (PIF). The PIF 

supported development projects for export-oriented SMEs, and funding was provided for the 

purchase of machinery and automation equipment, technology acquisition, management 

development and management or staff training. Applications to the fund were received 

monthly, and they were assessed on a competitive basis. The maximum amount and 

percentage of funding varied, based on the proposed use of the support, the size of the 

company and its geographical location. The PIF contribution was highest in management 

development projects (70%). Funding percentages in capital and technology acquisition were 

higher for companies that employed fewer than 50 people or were located in peripheral areas. 

The maximum amount of support per company was EUR 150,000 for management 

development and training and EUR 200,000 for technical acquisitions. For management 

development and training, the funding could also be used to bring in an external 

trainer/consultant, and to cover internal trainer costs and trainee costs, though the latter was 

not to total more than 50% of the overall expenses.  

 

The PIF itself was limited to three years, but the projects that it financed have lasted longer. 

The intention was to fund comprehensive and relatively long-term projects lasting two to 

three years. Because the majority of the long-term projects are still ongoing, their results have 

not yet been assessed. Companies had to meet strict criteria to qualify. A company had to 

have generated sales for at least five years, and the proposed project had to focus on 

increasing export capability. Both companies that were currently exporting and those that 

planned to export could receive support. It was also recommended that companies discuss 

their projects with an Enterprise Ireland Development Adviser before submitting an 

application. Funding was available to companies for the hire of an external consultant to 

assess their requirements and assist them in the preparation of the application. The clear 

majority of the near 300 projects that were funded were in industry. In 2006, for example, 

Enterprise Ireland financed projects worth EUR 28.6 million out of the Productivity 

Improvement Fund; 63% of these clients were in the industrial and life sciences sector, 30% 
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in the food and retail consumer markets and 7% in software, services and emerging sectors. 

All of the projects were carried out by individual companies.  

 

The Workplace Innovation Fund has been in operation since the spring of 2007, working 

alongside the PIF but as a separate supporting instrument. The application form remains 

effectively the same but now has an additional section for requesting financial support for 

workplace innovation. It is also required to indicate collaboration between management and 

employees in the development and implementation of the project. The introduction of the 

Workplace Innovation Fund has meant that funding is more widely distributed. Another 

fundamental change of note, from the Enterprise Ireland perspective, is that both staff 

participation and an emphasis on partnership between management and staff are now criteria 

for receiving WIF funding. Companies have been able to receive funding from both funds 

simultaneously, and as of the end of 2007, the majority of the 22 company projects accepted 

for funding by the Workplace Innovation Fund also received funding from the PIF.      

 

The maximum funding granted to any project by the WIF is EUR 150,000, and the minimum 

project expenditure by a participating company is EUR 25,000. The share of a company’s 

own financial contribution to the project varies depending on whether the training initiative is 

aimed at management development or employee development; in the first case, the share 

provided by the WIF is higher (70% vs. 40%). Eligible expenditures include trainee costs, 

internal and external trainer/consultant costs, fees for agreed external courses, and travel and 

subsistence costs. Project criteria are purposely non-prescriptive. What is essential is that the 

projects are strategically important for the companies and that they aim to improve 

productivity through employee involvement and participation.   

 

All WIF funded projects must show evidence of management and employee collaboration in 

the implementation of the project, including the preparation of the project proposal. In 

addition, the application assessment primarily considers the expected impact of the project on 

the company’s competitive position internationally and its expected impact on providing new 

employment or maintaining existing employment. The potential of the project to provide 

learning and experience that can be shared with other organizations and the policy community 

is also given a high priority in the assessment procedure. 
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PIF activities ended at the end of 2007, and a new Fund, the Growth Fund (GF), is set to 

continue its work. In line with the new strategy of Enterprise Ireland, the new fund will offer 

more support to service innovations and service-oriented companies. The Workplace 

Innovation Fund will continue its operations in collaboration with the new GF. The WIF 

hopes to extend its domain in 2008 in order to offer funding to larger companies. 

 

 

4.5  Summary and Conclusions 
 

This section collates the observations made in the earlier sections and draws comparative 

conclusions about the Workplace Innovation Fund (indirectly including remarks about the 

Productivity Improvement Fund) and its broader policy framework. The comparison is based 

on the same ‘reflexive’ benchmarking set-up that was used in the earlier benchmarking 

exercise of the WORK-IN-NET project (Alasoini et al. 2005). Considering the benchmarking 

framework in this chapter, it is important to bear in mind that the Irish funds have only 

recently been established and that no final conclusions on the effects and success of the 

projects or the policy-learning effects of the funding can be drawn at this stage. 

 

 

Summary 

 

The National Workplace Strategy of Ireland is a comprehensive and ambitious project to 

promote workplace change and innovation. It works to strengthen the participation 

opportunities of employees and to promote partnership at the company and workplace levels, 

evident in the strategy’s action areas of ‘building a commitment to workplace innovation’ and 

‘building our capacity for change’. A lack of employee participation and buy-in can be a real 

detriment to innovation in the workplace, and this can slow economic growth in an economy 

that is increasingly knowledge-intensive. Ireland’s government and both sides of its labour 

market appear to have a shared understanding of this issue. Internationally, the National 

Workplace Strategy can be seen as a means to accelerate Ireland’s development with 

persuasive measures, akin to those that have been promoted in the Nordic countries, for 

instance, for some time both via workplace development programmes and through legislation 

and agreements between the labour market parties.        
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In a European study in which modernization strategies and the pace of work organization 

modernization in companies of the EU 15 were evaluated, Ireland’s profile most resembled 

that of the UK and Spain (Arundel et al. 2006). As a rule, the modernization of these countries 

was strongly founded in the application of the lean production model. Lean forms of work 

organization involve ample opportunities for problem solving and learning, but problems are 

more narrowly defined and the scale of possible solutions less broad than in the ‘discretionary 

learning forms of work organization’, an alternative model that is widely used, especially in 

the Netherlands and the Nordic countries. Differences between the countries remain clear 

even after adjustment for background factors like sector, establishment size and occupational 

structure; these differences appear to be connected to institutionalised national structures. 

 

According to the Irish workplace surveys, the most challenging area for promoting the 

concept of partnership is the indigenous SME, particularly in the service sector (O’Connell et 

al. 2004; Williams et al. 2004). The Productivity Improvement Fund (2005-2007), managed 

by Enterprise Ireland, was predominantly focused on industrial SMEs. It is important to work 

towards National Workplace Strategy goals by ensuring that the Workplace Innovation Fund 

better emphasizes the importance of partnership promotion in its future funding decisions and 

that the new Growth Fund ushers in a higher percentage of service sector companies receiving 

funding. 

 

The Workplace Innovation Fund has been in place for only about a year, and no long-term 

conclusions can be drawn as of yet. It is important to notice, however, that its existence has 

already led to a notable expansion of the scope of development operations in Enterprise 

Ireland. Now, with the founding of the WIF, development in the fields of human resource 

management, work organization, workplace learning, employee motivation and the quality of 

working life is gaining recognition alongside development in traditional areas such as 

technology, managerial skills and employee training. This is a fundamentally important step 

for the reception of innovation policy.    
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The Workplace Innovation Fund and the National Workplace Strategy in the Light of 

the Benchmarking Framework 

 

In the following, the Workplace Innovation Fund and the policy thinking behind it are 

assessed through the six dimensions of a revised version of the Naschold (1994) model. The 

examination to follow is accompanied by Table 4.2. A similar setting was used in the earlier 

benchmarking exercise as a heuristic map, highlighting the diversity of the different national 

and regional programmes and institutes in Europe that fund R&D on work-oriented 

innovations. The observations concerning the WIF and the National Workplace Strategy are 

mirrored against observations made in the earlier benchmarking task: 

 

 •  Policy context: The motivation behind the strategy for workplace development in Ireland is 

above all the effort to promote company-level and workplace-level partnerships and thus to 

create a new mechanism for workplace change and innovation in an increasingly 

knowledge-intensive economy. The formulation of the Irish strategy was thus motivated by 

issues stemming from the system of industrial relations and economic policy, in that order. 

The role of R&D units in defining the agenda has been marginal. The efforts are highly 

development-oriented (as opposed to research-oriented), even if the strategy has been 

indirectly supported with research data and separate research activities. 

 

•  Orientation: Ireland has a very open economy which has greatly benefited in the last few 

years from substantial foreign investment and successful export growth and diversification 

(Smith 1995). It is therefore understandable that references are typically made at the 

international (largely the EU or the US) or global level. This orientation is obvious in the 

entire National Workplace Strategy, but also indirectly at the project level of Enterprise 

Ireland, where PIF and WIF funding is only granted to companies that are currently 

exporting or that are planning to export.   

 

•  Participation: Enterprise Ireland has been very design-oriented in its project funding, but 

the Workplace Innovation Fund has introduced more process-oriented elements with its 

emphasis on staff participation and partnership between management and employees. 

Funding is currently limited to exporting SMEs. This can be considered a ‘picking-the-

winners’ approach, not very inclusive by nature. Those companies that meet the criteria 
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have ample opportunity to customize their projects and receive relatively generous funding 

in a flexible manner for various purposes.  

 

•  Infrastructure: Projects that have received funding had to be closely connected to the 

company’s strategies, in particular those strategies seeking to improve export capabilities. 

In development projects in workplace innovation, management development and 

management or staff training, companies often use the services of an outside 

trainer/consultant. Companies may also draw on outside expertise in the preparation of the 

project funding application. The project criteria as such do not intentionally promote 

development of the R&D infrastructure, and universities, research institutes or other 

educational institutes do not play a significant role at the project level. In Ireland, 

‘development’ (or consultation) and ‘research’ exist as separate activities in the promotion 

of work-oriented innovation, and there is no history of multi-disciplinary action research or 

interactive research such as that found in the Nordic countries, for example (e.g. Aagaard 

Nielsen & Svensson (eds.) 2006).  

 

•  Horizontal networking: Support granted out of the funds of Enterprise Ireland is focused 

only on company-specific development projects. One of the goals of the Workplace 

Innovation Fund, however, is to disseminate the good practices of the projects and to 

mainstream them. The main emphasis is on project follow-up approaches such as case 

studies, seminars, training, assessment studies, information-sharing on the Internet and 

other campaigns, etc. Experiences in programmes in other countries show that project 

results and good practices do not spread on their own without a sufficient built-in 

generative mechanism for dissemination (e.g. Alasoini 2006). The strategy tools in use in 

Ireland seem quite conventional. On the other hand, the National Workplace Strategy has 

an unusually strong institutional infrastructure backing it up. The strategy enjoys high-level 

political support, and a wide range of state agencies and labour market organizations (e.g. 

the High Level Implementation Group) is involved in its implementation. This 

involvement offers good opportunities for positive publicity about strategy goals and 

project results (e.g. the role of the NCPP in raising public awareness). Enterprise Ireland, 

which manages the funds, has at its disposal extensive networks for spreading information 

and competence about workplace innovation both nationally and internationally. The 

NCPP also intends to establish a network between companies approved by WIF. 
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•  Resources: The financial and staff resources for R&D activities promoting workplace 

innovation are reasonably large in Ireland, but time resources for activities (namely the 

duration of R&D activities) are still largely unclear. Relying on relatively short-term (3 

year) funds as a flexible means to allocate resources according to the changes in the 

environment may be beneficial, but the short time frame can also impede strategic 

development. However, the long time frame perspective for social partnerships and the 

open-ended nature of the National Workplace Strategy both indicate that promotion of 

workplace innovation is considered a long-term activity in Ireland, not a one-time solution. 

We found in our earlier benchmarking work that the financial, staff and time resources 

devoted to development merely form its material base. The real driving force and source of 

inspiration for any programme and institute are its visions, missions, guiding principles and 

concepts, all of which constitute ‘intellectual capital’. In addition to material resources and 

the intellectual capital mentioned above, any programme and institute, in order to have 

credibility, needs ‘social capital’, i.e. the capability to harness different networks and 

mechanisms for dissemination and transfer into use (Alasoini et al. 2005, 48). When 

assessing the adequacy of R&D resources for Ireland’s strategy and workplace innovation 

goals, the nature of the human and social capital invested in the project must also be 

considered. One crucial matter is the level of trust between the stakeholders and their 

ability to pool their efforts in order to achieve shared goals over the long term. At the 

macro level, they have succeeded. How this succeeds at the micro level through measures 

to promote enterprise-level and workplace-level partnership implemented by the WIF and 

others remains to be seen.  
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Table 4.2. Heuristic Map of the Profile of Work-Oriented R&D Activities in the Irish 
Workplace Innovation Fund and Its Broader Policy Framework. 
 
1 Policy context 
 1.1 Who are the major and minor players, and where does the strategic justification 

for R&D activities come? (IP = industrial policy, IR = industrial relations, OHS 
= occupational health and safety, R&D = research and development) 
IR: major players 
IP: minor players 

 1.2 Is the focus of activities on a national (NAT) or regional (REG) level? 
NAT level 

 1.3 Is the focus of activities on research (RES) or development (DEV)? 
DEV Development, supplemented with separate research activities in the 
strategy 

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) 
INT/NAT International orientation is characteristic throughout the strategy, and 
project funding is limited to companies with export capability  

 2.2 Is there evidence-based data on the achievement of the standards set? (YES/NO)
Not yet, as the projects funded by the Fund(s) are still in progress 

3 Participation 
 

 3.1 Is the focus of project activities on design-oriented (DES) or process-oriented 
(PRO) approaches? 
DES (PRO) Basically a design-oriented approach, only recently supplemented 
with process-oriented elements through the establishment of the WIF 

 3.2 How strong is the influence of companies and workplaces on the content of 
project activities? (… = weak, +++ = very strong) 
+++ Very strong, according to the project funding criteria 

 3.3 How strong is employee influence in companies and workplaces on the content 
of project activities? (see 3.2) 
+(+) In WIF funding, increased attention is paid to the significance of employee 
participation as a project funding criterion 

 3.4 How strongly is the gender perspective emphasized in the goal-setting of project 
activities? (... = weakly, +++ = very strongly) 
... Not mentioned at all 

 3.5 How strongly is the age perspective emphasized in the goal-setting of project 
activities? (see 3.4) 
... Not mentioned at all 

4 Infrastructure 
 

 4.1 How strongly is researcher education and training included in programme and 
project activities? (see 3.4) 
... Not an explicit aim 

 4.2 How diverse is the expertise pool that is used in project activities? (… = not 
diverse, +++ = very diverse) 
+(+) The experts used are consultants and trainers in various fields. There is no 
significant involvement on the part of universities or research institutes. 
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5 Horizontal networking 
 5.1 What kinds of workplace form the core that participates in project activities? 

(ENT = enterprises, SME = small & medium-sized enterprises, MUN = 
municipalities, ALL = all kinds) 
SME The National Workplace Strategy covers all kinds of workplaces, but 
project support through the funds has so far focused solely on SMEs with export 
capability 

 5.2 How strongly is networking between companies and workplaces supported by 
project activities? (see 3.4) 
... All projects are company-specific 

 5.3 How strongly is networking between companies and workplaces supported by 
other means (e.g. conferences, seminars, workshops)? (see 3.4) 
+ This is an explicit WIF goal, but there is so far little evidence-based data of 
successful networking.  

6 Resources 
 

 6.1 What are the financial resources for R&D? (… = small, +++ = considerable) 
++ The combined total of the funds (PIF, WIF and GF) is reasonably large 

 6.2 What are the staff resources for R&D? (see 6.1) 
++ The staff resources (Enterprise Ireland supplemented with the NCPP) are 
quite considerable 

 6.3  What are the time resources (time span) for R&D? (see 6.1) 
+(+) The current time frame for R&D activities is relatively short (PIF 3 
years), and the WIF is set for just 3 years as well. Then again, the National 
Workplace Strategy is by nature process-oriented and also promotes goals of a 
long-term nature.   
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5  Summary and Policy Conclusions 
 

This chapter begins (5.1) with a summary of the analyses of the workplace development 

strategies of the city-state of Singapore, the Flemish Community and Region, and the Irish 

Republic. For analysis, the summary utilizes the Naschold (1994) model and the 

benchmarking exercise results of an earlier WORK-IN-NET project (Alasoini et al. 2005a). 

This earlier benchmarking exercise focused on eight programmes or organizations that fund 

R&D on work-oriented innovation (see Table 1.3).  

  

The benchmarking results are then used to outline policy conclusions (5.2). These conclusions 

are meant to support the continuity of the WORK-IN-NET project and to assist policy-makers 

at both the national and the EU level.  

 

 

5.1  Principal Results 
 

The Naschold model contains six dimensions that are further divided in the benchmarking 

exercise into 18 sub-dimensions. In the earlier benchmarking exercise, information was 

derived by means of a semi-structured questionnaire and a three-day workshop, in which the 

idea of reflexive benchmarking was applied (see Chapter 1), rounded out with analysis of the 

background material and exploration of the websites. In the new benchmarking exercise, the 

key source of information, in addition to an analysis of material and the websites, was an 

actual visit to each of the locations. Based on the three cases in the new benchmarking 

exercise, and using the Naschold model and the earlier benchmarking exercise as a reference, 

the following observations can be made:  

 

 •  Policy context: In the earlier benchmarking exercise, industrial relations players had a 

more substantial role than players from other policy areas (industrial policy, R&D, and 
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occupational health and safety). In the new benchmarking exercise, however, the relative 

role of the players of industrial policy is increasingly emphasized. This is most apparent in 

Singapore, where it is almost impossible to see the other players having a clear, 

independent role. Each of the new benchmarking exercise cases has a strategy with a 

development-oriented (as opposed to research-oriented) emphasis. In the programmes and 

organizations of the earlier benchmarking exercise, research and development played a 

more equal role.  

 

•  Orientation: In the earlier benchmarking exercise, the level of orientation differed greatly 

(international vs. national vs. regional) by participant. One thing that each had in common, 

however, was that the major players were relatively well established and that they had 

evidence-based data on the achievement of the standards set. In the new cases, the 

orientation was strongly international. Once again, this was most apparent in Singapore. 

None of the three new cases, however, could show similar data on standards achievement, 

based on research or other kind of systematic evaluation. This is partly explained by the 

fact that the new benchmarking task mainly focused on rather new initiatives. 

 

•  Participation: In this dimension too, the eight cases of the earlier benchmarking exercise 

differed significantly from each other. The strategies of the programmes and organizations 

were most similar in the regard that six out of the eight cases applied chiefly design-

oriented approach in project activities, with only the Norwegian Value Creation 2010 

programme opting for a clearly process-oriented approach. Among the new cases, both the 

Singaporean and Flemish strategies and programmes are very design-oriented. The gender 

perspective is not mentioned at all in any of the new benchmarking exercise cases, and the 

age perspective is emphasized only in Singapore.  

 

•  Infrastructure: In the earlier benchmarking exercise, it became clear that it was strictly a 

Nordic characteristic to include the strengthening of the workplace development 

infrastructure and the education and training of researchers as an explicit part of 

programme objectives. This reflects the stronger role that action research, or, more 

broadly, research-supported development, plays in the Nordic countries (see also Aagaard 

Nielsen & Svensson (eds.) 2006; Gustavsen 2007). The workplace R&D infrastructure is 

historically strong in Germany too, as Naschold’s analysis from the early 1990s shows (see 
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Table 1.1). Nevertheless, the dialectic between research and development does not seem to 

be as close-knit in Germany as in the Nordic countries. In each of the new benchmarking 

exercise cases, research and development (consulting) appear as largely separate activities, 

at least so far.  

  

•  Horizontal networking: The target group for workplace development strategies is clearly 

companies – in particular, SMEs and growth-oriented companies. The earlier 

benchmarking exercise indicated that the last few years have seen a greater emphasis on 

the dissemination of good practices and sharing project results by means of enterprise 

networks, especially in the case of the ‘new-generation’ Norwegian, German and Finnish 

programmes. Many of the earlier programmes achieved only limited progress in 

disseminating their results and, as a rule, failed to show significant generative results 

(Alasoini 2006). Among the new benchmarking exercise cases, the Flanders Synergy 

programme strongly encourages information exchange and learning between the projects. 

In Ireland and Singapore, the dissemination of results is considerably promoted in their 

countries by a strong infrastructure of institutions (e.g. Enterprise Ireland, FÁS and NCPP 

in the case of Ireland, and SPRING and WDA in the case of Singapore).  

 

•  Resources: Resources included not only material resources (financial resources for R&D, 

human resources and time resources) but also other resources that direct activities, such as 

intellectual and social resources. Among the earlier benchmarking exercise cases, the 

Nordic countries and Germany are equally strong in their material resources, although the 

Nordic countries are ahead of Germany in terms of workplace R&D investment per capita 

(cf. also Brödner & Latniak 2003). There was no systematic comparison of intellectual and 

social resources in the earlier benchmarking exercise. Their significance was actually only 

recognized towards the end of the process as a methodological improvement proposal to 

the original Naschold model. In the new benchmarking exercise, Singapore’s most 

important resources were time resources, financial resources and social resources. For 

Ireland, the strongest were social resources and their supporting social partnership context. 

In Flanders, programme-based workplace development had only just begun during our 

analysis, making corresponding evaluation of resource profiles difficult. 
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5.2  Policy Conclusions  
 

The growth of knowledge-intensive work and the transition to an increasingly knowledge-

based economy has increased the need for companies to be innovative. Their search for 

continuous productivity improvements and new sources of competitive advantage has led to a 

growing interest among policy-makers, too, in creating favourable conditions for workplace 

change and innovation. This has, however, only seldom resulted in prescriptive regulation in 

the form of ‘hard’ legislative intervention. What we see, instead, is a great variety of 

persuasive, non-binding ‘soft’ or ‘light touch’ forms of regulation (e.g. 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 promote workplace innovation in 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 companies or other workplaces at the 

same time; second, that the content of the framework has been agreed upon by management 

and staff in the companies 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 companies involved engage in close exchange of information, interaction and 

cooperation (Alasoini et al. 2005b, 45-46). Despite the increase in the number of workplace 

development programmes and evaluation research surrounding them, literature on experiences 

in building such programmes is still rare. Discussion and comparative learning across national 

borders is virtually nonexistent. For example, the Open Method of Co-ordination (e.g. Pochet 

2005; Trubek & Trubek 2005), a method recommended by the European Commission during 

the last years in bringing about change in European social and employment policy through 

non-binding objectives and guidelines, has scarcely been utilized in the area of workplace 

development. A mechanical comparison of workplace development strategies and 

programmes between countries is made difficult by their being heavily context-dependent and 

system-dependent, a lack of suitable results indicators, and the fact that actual programmes 

only exist in some European countries. The matter is still not of interest to the EU 27 area as a 

whole. There have only been occasional general analyses and presentations of programmes on 
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a country-specific basis (e.g. Bamps & Berckmans 2005; Brödner & Latniak 2003; Business 

Decisions Limited 2000; Den Hertog & Schröder 1989). In this respect the Naschold model, 

regardless of its inherent problems, as discussed earlier, is a rare exception because of its 

systematic and comprehensive approach.  

 

Keeping in mind the frame of reference for this report and the results listed above, we next 

discuss how workplace development can be strengthened in political decision-making and 

examine what kind of policy practices can be used to improve the effectiveness of workplace 

development strategies and programmes. These conclusions concern policy-making at both 

the EU and national levels. At the same time, they can serve one of the WORK-IN-NET 

project’s aims, which is to found a multi-national Joint Benchmarking Board to continue and 

consolidate the new forms of cooperation that have been created during the project. Because 

all of the themes discussed here are broad, we will concentrate on certain key questions in 

each dimension of the Naschold model.  

 

 

Policy Context 

 

Naschold’s (1994) line of reasoning with respect to the importance of the linkage between 

national workplace development strategies and industrial policy can be summarized as 

follows: 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, 

production models or management methods. Development operations that originate one-

sidedly from the problem settings of the industrial relations system carry the danger of 

producing ‘structurally conservative’ solutions for the economic, workplace and occupational 

structure. The main problems and development needs of working life are considered in a very 

traditional way: from the perspective of structures that currently exist but are gradually 

disappearing. As a consequence, development operations may not be able to support the 

emergence of new, developing structures.  

 

The key question, then, is how to integrate the promotion of workplace innovation into 

economic and industrial policy decision-making. Successful integration requires sufficient 
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research-based evidence about a) the importance of workplace innovation in the achievement 

of economic and industrial policy objectives (e.g. productivity growth, industrial change, 

creation of new employment opportunities or sustainable development), b) the importance of 

the role of the strategy or programme in the achievement of these innovations, and c) success 

in converting the achieved results into an understandable part of the economic and industrial 

policy discourse. Different countries and programmes have had varying degrees of success in 

this.  

 

Linking workplace development more closely to economic and industrial policy questions 

need not mean a weakening of the role of the labour market organizations. What is important 

is what kind of role the labour market organizations will adapt. The role of labour market 

organizations can be important in the future if they are able to consider questions related to 

workplace development in other ways than those based on traditional bargaining logic. They 

must also overcome any power struggles or unresolved issues between them that could inhibit 

their ability to take on this wider, development-oriented perspective. In this respect as well, 

there are notable differences between countries. In some countries, the industrial relations 

players have a minute role because the trade unions are weak, whereas in others, the room for 

workplace development is narrowed by adversarial industrial relations due to the problems 

referred above. Some countries, on the other hand, have a long tradition of development 

cooperation supplementing collective bargaining activities in matters of productivity, quality 

improvement, training and occupational health and safety.   

  

 

Orientation 

 

The level of orientation and standard setting in workplace development strategies is another 

key dimension in Naschold’s (1994) framework. These criteria can be examined from two 

different perspectives. Strictly and mechanically interpreted, it contains the idea that some 

kind of definable global and international standards exist 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, more or less 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 vague and constructivist interpretation, it is important to monitor developments 
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elsewhere in general with an open mind and to pick out the ideas of most benefit. This 

interpretation holds that innovations are typically hybrids, “new ways of linking what ‘already 

exists’ but exists separately” (Gustavsen et al. 2001, 13).  

 

The reflexive benchmarking approach in this report adapts the latter, more constructivist 

perspective. The strategies, 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, as it were, but ultimately all strategies, programmes and projects are local 

creations and configurations. The global economy and the Internet have clearly augmented 

interest in and opportunities for information exploration beyond borders for workplace 

innovation, too. One problem is that information about different practices and solutions is 

often quite fragmented and of dubious validity. To truly enhance learning across national 

borders in workplace development, multi-national interactive forums must be created that 

provide common conceptual tools for making the experience of different countries more 

understandable and, in turn, allowing for common reflection on these experiences. The tasks 

and benchmarking assignments of the WORK-IN-NET project are only a small step in this 

direction.  

 

 

Participation 

 

The dimension of participation contains five items in our framework (see Table 1.2). The first 

of them is the division between design-oriented and process-oriented approaches in project 

activities. In design-oriented approaches, the role of external expertise is to explore the 

existing and/or the possible future condition and features of the phenomenon in question (e.g. 

the organization of work) by mirroring them against different theories or models of design. In 

process-oriented approaches, external expertise is used to assist the company or workplace 

concerned to find proper ways of implementing participatory processes of change on the basis 

of theories or models of change and intervention. Design orientation is characteristic of 

conventional academic research as well as many (probably most) development approaches. 

According to Naschold (1994), in national development strategies this division should be 

bridged, and approaches with simultaneous design and process orientation should be deployed 

in a more balanced manner.  
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The second and third sub-dimensions concern the influence of companies and workplaces and 

that of their employees on the content of project activities. Naschold’s model emphasizes the 

significance of broad company-level or workplace-level participation in development 

operations, as opposed to ready-made ‘top down’ solutions provided by experts or the social 

partners. As an element of broad participation, we also include the gender and age 

perspectives in the goal-setting of project activities. 

 

The participation dimension is largely revolving around two questions: who has the 

opportunity to participate in the content of workplace development? and to whom is the 

development directed at the programme and project level? (Table 5.1). At its narrowest, the 

focus of development is based solely on the definitions by management in the most 

technologically advanced front-line companies, and at its widest, a very diverse group of 

workplaces can participate in the programme, whose projects are the result of genuine 

cooperation between the management and the staff.   

 

 

Table 5.1. Principal Strategic Alternatives in the Participation Dimension. 
 
 
  Who determines the development target? 

 
  Management alone Management and staff 

in cooperation  
 

Front-line 
companies and 
workplaces 
 

A. Spearhead strategy 
dominated by 
management  

B. Participatory 
spearhead strategy  

 
What kinds of 
companies 
and 
workplaces 
participate?  

Diverse set of 
companies and 
workplaces  

C. Mainstream strategy 
dominated by 
management  

D. Participatory 
mainstream strategy  

 

 

Management and staff working together in cooperation to determine development targets 

could be considered an intrinsic value. In this case, the central question in Table 5.1 is 

whether to choose option B or D. If the legitimacy of workplace development as a part of 

public policy is weak and resources for development are relatively scarce, option B may be 

the rational option. Option B is more likely to achieve impressive results quickly and thus to 
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strengthen the position of workplace development in general. This approach, however, 

requires effective dissemination mechanisms to support its efforts and can sometimes lead to 

further segmentation of working life and the labour markets. If workplace development has 

strong resources and solid legitimacy as a part of public policy, it is advisable to widen the 

target group of companies and groups of employees. This kind of strategy can prove to be 

more innovative and more influential for society in the long term. It also supports the goals of 

the Lisbon Strategy for promoting social cohesion better than the other options of Table 5.1.  

 

 

Infrastructure  

 

An advanced national development infrastructure is one of the six underpinning elements of a 

successful workplace development strategy in Naschold’s model (1994). 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 development approaches. 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). The 

idea of a polycentric society implies that new useful knowledge is generated through 

interaction and dialogue between various innovation centres in society rather than by 

‘trickling’ information from ‘the top down’ or from ‘the core’ to ‘the periphery’ in a 

hierarchical manner. In workplace development, innovation centres typically comprise, in 

addition to companies and other workplaces, R&D institutes of different kinds, consulting 

firms and development agencies, labour market organizations, public authorities, professional 

associations and, in some cases, even social movements. 

 

Development programmes are in and of themselves a means for bringing various players and 

diverse bases of knowledge together in projects, in the manner Naschold intended. The key 

question then is this: How consciously do we strive to create new knowledge that would be 

relevant beyond the immediate application context of the programme too and to strengthen 

the development infrastructure? Work-oriented innovations, with the exception of certain 

relatively simple business management techniques, are context-dependent, and the knowledge 

required for their successful application is difficult to translate into an explicit, codified form. 

This starting point emphasizes the importance of ‘down-to-earth’ experts such as consultants 
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and local educational institutes, which can commit to long-term cooperation with companies 

and which can communicate effectively with their management and personnel on the basis of 

shared tacit knowledge. Consultation intends to produce information useful for the client, 

drawing, as needed, on existing research data or experience-based data and enriching it 

through development intervention. However, consultation does not easily involve the idea of 

producing new generic knowledge that could be subjected to critical evaluation in the 

scientific or broader policy community (e.g. Lantz & Totterdill 2004). 

 

Disseminating information about workplace development project results requires not only 

effective channels for the spread of information but also mechanisms for the evaluation of the 

external validity of the information born from the projects. The traditional role of research has 

been to seek out the problem areas in working life and to assess the subsequent results of 

development activities. Research could have a much more active role, however, as part of the 

development itself, providing ‘fast feedback’ in projects and programmes, or as a direct 

contributor in the creation of new solutions. For example, institutes of higher education in 

Finland and Sweden now have a statutory task to actively participate in regional and 

workplace development (Alasoini et al. 2005b; Brulin 2004). One of the central challenges in 

terms of the future for this dimension is to foster a closer partnering between research and 

development in project activity, and to increase overall interaction between research and 

development in general.   

 

 

Horizontal Networking 

 

Networking between players on the micro level, instead of stand-alone development projects, 

is the fifth feature of Naschold’s (1994) ‘best practice’ 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 Scandinavian and 

other Western programmes to promote the spread of new forms of work organization. Recent 

years have seen programmes attaching much more importance to strengthening the networks 

between companies and workplaces. Networks have begun to be considered tools for 
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constructing new knowledge, rather than just means for disseminating information afterwards 

(cf. also Alasoini et al. 2005a, 33-37). 

 

The goal of this kind of approach is to create interactive learning spaces that connect players 

such as companies and workplaces within the programmes, beginning with the planning and 

implementation stages of the projects (Alasoini 2006; Gustavsen et al. 2001). In this way, the 

idea is not only to disseminate the ‘ready-made’ results of the finished projects, but also to 

bring the different players in the projects together to reflect on the experiences of the projects, 

and to find in this way inspiration and encouragement for new and useful practices which can 

possibly be developed further as a group in joint forums or by individual players in their own 

workplace contexts. This kind of network-based development requires a relatively long time 

span.  

 

The promotion of horizontal networking between companies and workplaces is closely linked 

to the resources available to the programme. The time and social resources, for their part, are 

also mutually dependent. An open exchange of information and common reflection requires a 

strong element of trust between the players, the kind of which is usually only developed 

slowly over time. An awareness of the projects and interactive relationships associated with 

them being long-term commitments helps avoid the ‘free-rider’ problem. In workplace 

development as a whole, the requirements for successful horizontal networking within the 

programmes are often more favourable than those for the introduction of new technology and 

business models in research and development. Transposing work-oriented innovations 

mechanically from one context to another is difficult, and the knowledge involved is stickier 

than in technological innovations. The simple conclusion might be that this would be a 

disincentive for companies to interact and cooperate in programmes promoting work-oriented 

innovations. Then again, the stickiness of knowledge can actually lower the threshold for 

companies to report openly to other companies about their work and organizational practices 

and encourage them to participate in joint forums for reflection.  
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Resources 

 

The financial budget, the number and expertise of the staff and the time span reserved for 

project activities can be considered the three critical resources for any R&D programme. The 

significance of the two first factors is easy to understand, while that of the third may need 

some further elaboration. Most importantly, the time span of a programme affects the time 

span of the projects in it. Development work aimed at gaining the full benefits of new forms 

of work organization or other advanced human resource management practices takes time, 

and as a consequence short-term programmes run the risk of their projects failing in this 

endeavour, and being forced instead to aim for changes which are fast and visible but which 

are also one-off, inadequately established, and – at worst – purely cosmetic. In Naschold’s 

(1993, 68) view, “innovative developments require a minimum project duration of 2.5 years”. 

If a programme has a short duration, this also makes it more difficult to disseminate the 

results and experiences from projects, to build cooperation networks, and to bring about 

sufficient policy learning. Furthermore, additional funding resources are always expended 

when a programme begins or ends, often leading to reduced cost-effectiveness for short-term 

programmes. 

 

In the earlier benchmarking exercise, the concept of resources was expanded to include the 

strategy and programme visions, operating ideas and developmental concepts (intellectual 

capital), as well as the social capital between the central players of the strategy and the 

programmes. The best way to promote intellectual and social capital between players is to 

instil a common language and joint definition of the object for development. This last 

characteristic is a central requirement for knowledge-creating learning (cf. Hakkarainen et al. 

2004), the crux of innovation. In future comparative analyses of strategies and programmes, 

more attention must be paid to the significance of these resource types, and suitable tools 

must be developed for their assessment.  
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