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1. Introduction

It is sometimes argued that the design of work organisation is principally an internal 
issue for companies and public service providers, one in which external bodies have 
very little legitimate interest. In contrast this chapter argues that workplace innovation 
is the product of complex social interactions, not just inside the organisation but 
between the organisation and its wider group of stakeholders. Moreover the outcomes 
of such interactions have economic and social consequences that reach far beyond the 
boundaries of the individual organisation.  

In particular the regional setting within which the organisation exists acts as a 
gateway to knowledge and resources able to inspire and support workplace 
innovation. Likewise, through its impact on competitiveness and employment, 
workplace innovation can have a profound effect on economic and social conditions 
within the region. Yet in many parts of Europe explicit support for workplace 
innovation plays no part in regional development policy. 

On the one hand, successful and sustainable approaches to work organisation draw 
extensively on opportunities for learning and dialogue created by social capital 
including research, specialist business services, formal or informal networking, 
education and training provision and the system of industrial relations. As other 
chapters in the volume show, regional actors such as universities (Brulin; Lantz & 
Totterdill), intermediate organisations (Claussen; Gustavsen; Ekman Philips et al) and 
trade unions (van Klaveren) can play critical roles in creating the conditions for 
sustainable workplace innovation.  

On the other hand policy makers and social partners also have a direct concern with 
what happens in the workplace. As we argue later in this chapter, changes in the 
pattern of work organisation affect both the ability of Europe and its regions to 
compete in increasingly volatile global markets, and the ability of public services to 
meet higher expectations from citizens. However work organisation design also has a 
considerable impact on a much wider range of factors. For example:  
• Job-related illness is of growing concern to policy makers because it represents an

increasing drain on stretched health service resources; moreover sickness absence
exacerbates the problems of tight labour markets resulting from demographic
change. New forms of work organisation can have a direct impact on workplace
health because of their ability to reduce repetitive and stressful work.

• The consequences of an ageing workforce present major economic and social
challenges for Europe. Given increasing expectations of health and longevity,
encouraging older workers to remain in employment must constitute an important
part of the response to labour market shrinkage. New forms of work organisation
and their potential to enhance quality of working life must play a key role in this
response.
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• Policy objectives within the EU’s European Employment Strategy 
(http://europa.eu.int/comm/employment_social/employment_strategy/index_en.ht
m) have consistently underlined the need for an adaptable workforce capable of 
responding to increasingly volatile economic conditions. Not only does 
adaptability affect the competitiveness of Europe but also its ability to prevent 
widespread labour market and social exclusion as a result of economic change. 
The employability of individuals is directly related to non-vocational 
competencies such as teamworking, problem solving and communication skills. 
Employees with experience of new forms of work organisation are much more 
likely to have acquired such skills, thereby enjoying a more robust position within 
the labour market. 

 
Prosperous and socially sustainable regions are likely to be those in which enterprises 
increasingly compete on the basis of continuous product and process innovation: a 
knowledge-based economy requiring high skills and engagement from its workforce 
in return for high levels of individual and collective welfare. This is competitiveness 
based on a broad concept of social partnership, recognising that failure to engage and 
develop all employees and citizens undermines the pool of talent and threatens the 
social cohesion from which innovation grows.  
 
Traditional approaches to work organisation and management cannot deliver this type 
of competitiveness, which requires work to be redesigned in ways that enable all 
employees to use their talents and creative potential to the full. Regional policy 
makers and social partners therefore have a special interest in building the social 
context needed to animate and support evidence-based approaches to workplace 
innovation.  
 
Yet we argue that work organisation remains an under-utilised resource for Europe’s 
policy makers and social partners. This represents a wasted opportunity to build 
competitive and socially inclusive regions throughout Europe. Regional policy makers 
and social partners alike can take sides - in favour of approaches to work organisation 
that combine both economic and social benefits - and against those that sacrifice long-
term competitiveness and innovation for short term gain. This stands in sharp 
contradistinction to those models of regional development grounded in the attraction 
of mobile capital at any social cost, including low wages and transitory or 
unrewarding jobs. 
 
2. The High Road of Workplace Innovation 
 
What should we expect work to be like in the 21st century? ‘Diverse’ is perhaps the 
most likely response from even the most casual observer of present day Europe. 
Differences in work are marked between, for example, the famous small firm clusters 
of Northern Italy, the paradigmatic team-based organisations of Scandinavia, the re-
engineered corporations influenced by US or Japanese management theory, and the 
persistent rump of traditional Fordist organisations. The emerging concept of a ‘high 
road’ has, in recent years, tried to give meaning and shape to this evolving diversity. 
The evidence base for the high road can be found in the experiences of hundreds of 
companies during a period of forty years (see for example Trist et al, 1963; Emery & 
Thorsrud, 1969), all of which changed their thinking about human and organisational 
factors. It has no prescriptive form but the high road does distinguish between 

http://europa.eu.int/comm/employment_social/employment_strategy/index_en.htm
http://europa.eu.int/comm/employment_social/employment_strategy/index_en.htm


  

organisational strategies based on sustained innovation and those based on short-term 
cost-driven factors.  
 
Above all the high road suggests the possibility of convergence between values and 
objectives previously seen as being in opposition to each other. Can Europe achieve 
sustainable competitiveness and high levels of employment through the enrichment of 
working life? In short can we unite customer satisfaction and job satisfaction? In 
many ways this discussion is inseparable from a broader one about the nature of 
European competitiveness itself. Short-termism driven by shareholder expectations of 
rapid and continuous returns certainly reduces the likelihood of such convergence; but 
equally it undermines the prospects for long-term business growth in global markets 
where Europe’s competitive advantage is increasingly seen in terms of the ability of 
enterprises to reinvent their products and services on a continuous basis (Andreasen et 
al, 1995; see also Blackaby, 1979, for a classic discussion of short-termism and the 
competitiveness of the UK economy). In contrast the high road proposes a model of 
European competitiveness based on sustainable capacity for innovation, both inside 
the firm and in its wider environment. 
 
The journey to the high road is very problematic and there is no evidence to indicate 
the existence of a mass movement in this direction - indeed rather the opposite 
(European Foundation, 1998). Yet evidence is there to suggest that the potential for 
such convergence is more than utopian fantasy. The Hi-Res project1, a recent analysis 
undertaken on behalf of the European Commission, sought to piece together these 
fragments of evidence in ways that show what the full picture might look like - in 
much the same ways as an archaeologist tries to reconstruct the shape of a mosaic 
from just a fraction of the original pieces. This report provides some evidence based 
on an overview of the current literature, and an analysis of more than a hundred case 
studies. In particular the project aimed to provide a better understanding of the high 
road by analysing the concrete experiences of organisations throughout Europe as 
they struggle towards change. Crucially this is not just about the dynamics of change 
inside each organisation, but the extent to which workplace innovation is supported or 
impeded by the wider environment in which the organisation exists.   
 
The first requirement is to establish a clear and usable definition of ‘work 
organisation’. Experience suggests that it is commonly used as an umbrella term 
covering many types of work practice both inside and outside the workplace. In our 
view this is unhelpful, diverting attention from the core focus on workplace 
innovation. While we have not attempted a rigid definition we have focussed on those 
factors in the work environment which determine the extent to which employees can 
make full use of their competencies and creative potential, thereby promoting job 
satisfaction and personal development.   
 
This importance of this ‘high road’ approach is that it seeks to identify the potential 
for ‘win-win’ outcomes - the scope for convergence between organisational 

 
1 The Hi-Res Project (Defining the High Road of Work Organisation as a Resource 
for Policy Makers and Social Partners) undertaken for the European Commission 
by a consortium of partners from 6 Member States led by The Work Institute at 
Nottingham Trent University. See Totterdill, Dhondt & Milsome, 2002 or www.hi-
res.org.uk. 
 



  

performance, employment and quality of working life. This stands in stark contrast to 
‘low road’ approaches driven by short-term contingency and/or cost considerations. 
However the ‘high road – low road’ distinction reveals a significant degree of 
ambivalence. At an instrumental level the language and tools used by practitioners of 
the high and low roads demonstrate remarkable similarity. Concepts of teamworking 
and autonomy, for example, play a central role in both cases yet there are marked 
differences both in the processes that characterise the introduction of such innovations 
and in their effects.  
 
The danger for the high road lies in the seductive nature of the ‘quick fix’ for 
managers under continuous pressure from customers and shareholders. Management 
consultants and organisational gurus continually stress the ‘bottom line’ benefits of 
change, emphasising immediate and tangible returns in terms of cost reduction and 
customer satisfaction. In practice such returns are rarely achieved without costs to 
employees and, arguably, to longer term competitiveness. Not only is the 
empowerment and participation of employees defined within strict parameters in this 
low road approach, but it can also lead to job intensification rather than job 
enrichment (for example Skorstad, 1992; Turnbull, 1988). Apparent autonomy can be 
granted to employees with the implicit understanding that, individually and 
collectively, they will internalise business imperatives thereby removing the need for 
direct supervision (Peters, 2001). This places employees in contradictory and typically 
stressful situations, compelled to achieve externally driven targets in ways which can 
often only be realised through self-exploitation. There is no doubt that such 
experiences of change in work organisation are common, leading to widespread 
scepticism and resistance to further workplace innovation. Apart from their adverse 
effects on workplace health and well-being, the job-intensifying aspects of low road 
innovations damage ability to create a workplace environment in which employees 
make full use of their competencies and creative potential to make improvements and 
innovations in products and processes. In other words short-term productivity gains 
may be traded off against the innovative capacity required for sustainable 
competitiveness. Job intensification may also produce further instability in the form of 
increased employee absence and turnover. 
 
While the high road and low road share common organisational characteristics, they 
are distinguished by the nature of the discourse around which change is constructed. 
Low road changes, typically driven by narrow measures of productivity and cost 
control, are legitimised by narratives about ‘best practice’ and business need. In 
contrast high road approaches are defined by the common ownership of workplace 
innovation, grounded in organisational structures and practices that enable continual 
dialogue between management and employees, maintaining the possibility of 
achieving mutually advantageous outcomes. This dialogue is based on recognition by 
both sides that short-term gains in profitability or working conditions may need to be 
sacrificed to achieve more sustainable goals. 
 
The high road focuses on improving organisational performance and competitiveness 
through continuous innovation in products, services and processes. The enlargement 
and enrichment of jobs is integral, allowing employees more control over their 
working environment and greater opportunities for innovation thereby enhancing 
learning, workplace health and quality of working life. Benefits identified from case 
study evidence include enhanced rates of innovation, greater responsiveness to 



  

customers, improved productivity, better quality, cost reduction and lower staff 
turnover. Increased competencies resulting from such jobs enhance the employability 
of individual workers in increasingly insecure labour markets. At the macro level 
higher rates of innovation in products and services, combined with greater functional 
flexibility in labour market skills, lead to faster economic growth and new job 
creation. 
 
The high road can be readily understood and agreed as a ‘headline’ concept, but it is 
much harder to define as a set of principles acceptable within the context of different 
research disciplines and contrasting national experiences. Indeed it would be 
inappropriate to portray the high road as an internally consistent model equally 
applicable throughout Europe. The whole sphere of work organisation is, rather, a 
contested terrain on which different forces and interests interact continuously. This 
interaction creates a process of evolution in which hybrid outcomes reflect both the 
organisation’s economic and social context, the nature of the dialogue within the 
organisation and the unique process of learning and experimentation it has 
experienced.  
 
What distinguishes the high road from other approaches is that this process is 
grounded in the optimal resolution of contested stakes through inclusive and open 
dialogue involving both internal and external stakeholders. The question, however, 
remains: how do companies climb towards the high road of work organisation? How 
do they develop and capture the talents of a motivated and self-disciplined workforce?  
 
3. Arenas of organisational change 
 
We have briefly shown what the ‘high road’ is and why it is central to the future of 
competitiveness and employment in Europe. From this analysis however it is clear 
that it will not be easy to get there. The ‘road to the high road’ cannot be travelled 
through slavish adherence to a list of best practices or by attempting to follow a 
rational step-by-step process. Rather the ‘high road’ is essentially a process of 
continual learning, experimentation, adaptation and innovation.  
 
Beyond ‘best practice’  
 
While the logic of ‘best practice’ is pervasive, the supposition that there are definitive 
ways of organising - even for different types of enterprise - remains problematic. It is 
also inconsistent with the many findings that innovation and creativity are the key to 
sustainable competitive advantage, since ‘best practice’ largely relies on mimicking 
the innovative practices of others. We stress that workplace innovation cannot be 
defined in terms of the adoption and implementation of a series of blueprints to 
change discrete aspects of an organisation.  
 
Although the traditional way to accomplish change is through the application of 
generalised concepts to specific problems according to a predetermined set of rules, it 
is now increasingly argued (see for example Fricke, 1997; Gustavsen, 1992) that this 
approach has emerged as a roadblock rather than a motor for change in organisations. 
It is important, rather, to understand the complex learning paths which characterise 
change in real situations. Pettigrew (1987) for example is very critical of a-contextual 
approaches and argues for greater focus on the internal and external contexts which 



  

drive, inform and constrain change. Such commentators criticise the common 
perception within management texts that change is rational, incremental and thereby 
conducive to the use of normative change models. They argue instead that change is a 
dynamic and uncertain process that emerges through the interplay of many factors 
(Hague, 2001). In this analysis, the high road is a struggle to achieve a virtuous circle 
in which reflexive practices inside the organisation capture employee knowledge and 
experience while simultaneously stimulating the absorption of knowledge and 
experience from external sources. This creates a dynamic interaction between product 
or service innovation and organisational change.  
 
Case study data provide useful rich description, but its translation into ‘key lessons’ 
has been notoriously difficult. Part of the reason for this lies in a replication of the 
‘one best way’ logic whereby analysts have attempted to make universal 
generalisations which simply cannot be supported empirically. Even those checklists 
or ‘key learning points’ which make no claim to universality have often failed to offer 
much more than a list of organisational truisms - useful, but failing to go beyond 
managerial commonsense (see for example Buchanan, 1999; Collins, 1998; Dawson, 
1994). Another difficulty of the checklist approach is that many of the issues appear 
discrete when there is evidently considerable overlap between points of advice. It is 
difficult to tackle issues like ‘partnership’, ‘teamworking’ and ‘culture’ separately 
because the boundaries between them are obviously blurred.  
 
Finally, many change recipes suggest that transformation occurs through a rational 
and incremental process. Lewin’s analysis that organisational transformation occurs 
through linear ‘freezing-unfreezing-refreezing’ processes has provided the theoretical 
basis for many contemporary change agendas (Burnes, 1996). However a growing 
number of academics stress that the actual practice of change is far from tidy; rapidly 
changing markets, technologies and labour market expectations have rendered the 
logic of rational-incremental change redundant - even assuming their practical 
relevance in the first place (Pettigrew, 1987). 
 
An analysis is therefore required which: 
• avoids prescription;  
• allows for change processes to be explored in ways which recognise the complex 

and untidy path which change may take; 
• moves beyond a list of ‘key learning points’ and offers opportunities for deeper 

analysis and exploration of the dilemmas and choices posed during the change 
process; 

• facilitates a more integrated analysis of overlapping themes and issues; 
• allows for the inclusion of external influences upon change processes.  
 
A model for interpretation 
 
External factors such as the market environment and the industrial relations context 
may well influence strategic choices made at the local level, but the approach 
challenges the suggestion that any single factor will explicitly determine the way in 
which an organisation will respond. The core of the interpretative model deriving 
from the Hi-Res project lies in understanding the complexity of the relationship 
between internal and external factors. Participation of employees from all levels of the 
organisation can be shown to improve the effectiveness and sustainability of change 



  

by utilising their detailed knowledge of work practices and increasing their sense of 
ownership of the outcomes. However the organisation should not be viewed as 
impermeable - multi-lateral interchanges of ideas and experiences with other 
organisations or intermediaries certainly enrich the quality of the innovation process. 
Similarly innovation processes within organisations may influence others in their 
sector, supply chain or region. Renewed research attention on sectors, company 
networks or clusters of interrelated activity may reveal how firms both learn from and 
contribute to the cognitive arenas in which they associate (Child & Smith, 1987). 
Likewise external knowledge, ideas and experience may initiate a process of learning 
and experimentation within individual enterprises, but it is unlikely that there will be 
indiscriminate adoption of external solutions without some form of adaptation and 
shaping by local stakeholders.  
 
Organisational boundaries are also becoming blurred in operational terms, with the 
increasing dispersal of production and innovation vertically through supply chains and 
horizontally through sectoral and knowledge clusters. Arguably the network will 
become the dominant organisational form of the 21st century, a possibility 
considerably enhanced by advances in ICTs and the consequent emergence of the 
‘virtual organisation’. 
 
The Hi-Res analysis starts with the high road’s emphasis on competitiveness through 
the continual reinvention of products and services, which places a considerable 
premium on the ability of an organisation to harness the tacit knowledge and creative 
potential of employees. It is central to the argument that this involves much more than 
the ability simply to recruit and retain employees with the necessary aptitudes and 
competencies. It requires a work environment which fully engages all levels of 
employees in planning, quality assurance, problem solving and innovation (Cook and 
Seely Brown, 1996). Building this work environment involves a complex and 
contextualised process of dialogue, learning and organisational innovation based on 
interdependent processes in which workplace partnership and employee involvement, 
job design and teamworking, and the creation and distribution of knowledge, are the 
principal organisational components. As we argue above, work organisation has to be 
seen as a reflexive process, not an end state.  
 



  

 
Figure 1: Arenas of organisational learning and change 
 
Figure 1 identifies three organisational arenas of the high road characterised by a 
dynamic interaction between process and organisational design: 
• knowledge, innovation and creativity are both valued and placed close to the heart 

of the work process at all levels of the organisation;  
• partnership and dialogue establish the preconditions for a workplace environment in 

which the instigation and ownership of innovation are widely distributed; 
• teamworking becomes a defining characteristic of all aspects of work, both routine 

and developmental. In this sense, it emerges less as a formulaic model than as an 
approach to work organisation which broadens job design and challenges both 
hierarchical and horizontal demarcations in order to optimise levels of agility and 
innovation. It also provides the day-to-day context for enhancing the quality of 
working life. 

 
Between these organisational spaces lie a number of more intangible and interpretive 
‘cultural’ practices which both determine and are determined by the structure of work 
organisation. Communication, commitment and trust lie at the heart of sustainable 
change processes, and can be seen to lubricate or impede the process of organisational 
and service innovation.  
 
These key organisational components interact with other dynamic contextual factors, 
notably new technologies. New technologies can broaden job profiles, increase the 
delegation of responsibilities to individuals and teams, widen the distribution of 
information, and increase the speed of product or service innovation. Technological 
change becomes integral to the process of organisational development, facilitating 
adaptation and adjustment in ways of working and learning. The challenge is to secure 
maximum coherence between technological possibilities and organisational needs 
rather than simply optimising the relationship between the machine and its operator. 
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As the model depicts, many issues for organisations are overlapping. For example, to 
support innovation through partnership and involvement, organisations may need to 
create ‘design space’ (Bessant, 1983) or organisational ‘slack’ (Boer, 1991). Engaging 
employees in partnership practices may occur independently of their work tasks, but 
wider participation in decision-making also may directly impact their task 
environment. The intersections between the change arenas, therefore, provide the 
opportunity to discuss the interconnectedness of change activities. The activities 
highlighted in these areas are tentative, and there may be other issues which could be 
explored in these areas. In summary, the model is not intended to be prescriptive, but 
aims to be a framework in which change processes can be explored and in which the 
strategic choices of organisations can be visualised and deliberated. 
 
This arena perspective underlines the complexity of moving organisations towards the 
high road. During this change process many obstacles arise to cause delay, reversal 
and distortion. It is these obstacles which lie at the heart of the need for careful policy 
intervention.  
  
4. The characteristics of new forms of work organisation 
 
We have argued that work organisation must be seen as a continuous process of 
innovation, reflection and learning across the whole organisation, and not as a series 
of discreet change initiatives designed to achieve predictable end states. In any given 
example, new forms of work organisation represent the cumulative outcome of that 
process.  
 
Sustainable organisational change requires sustained innovation and resourcing: there 
are few successful ‘quick fixes’. Critically the task is not to try and catch up with 
‘best practice’ but to develop a strategy firmly orientated towards the creation of 
innovative and self-sustaining processes of development (Belussi and Garibaldo, 
1995; European Work & Technology Consortium, 1997). Perhaps one of the most 
important resources for change is the development of a culture which values research, 
negotiation, experimentation, critical appraisal and redesign over many cycles. An 
innovating organisation must also recognise that setbacks are inevitable and that a 
‘blame culture’ only stifles experimentation.  
 
Organisations do not operate in a vacuum. The learning organisation is good at 
networking; it is close to all its stakeholders; it accumulates, distributes and uses 
knowledge effectively from a wide variety of sources. Change may also involve 
looking for external knowledge, assistance and support. As other chapters in this 
volume show, social partners (Beese et al; van Klaveren), business support 
organisations (Claussen; Ennals, Ford & Totterdill; Gustavsen) and universities 
(Brulin; Lantz & Totterdill) may all help to resource workplace innovation. Internal 
solutions may be inspired by critical appraisal of different models of leading-edge 
practice in external organisations, while opportunities for peer-exchange and review 
may also alleviate some of the ‘loneliness’ of the organisational innovator. Comparing 
divergent alternatives, perhaps through visiting other organisations, has been shown to 
be effective in supporting organisational innovation. External facilitators, who can be 
seen as neutral brokers between the interests of different stakeholders, have been 
particularly useful in supporting the development of the partnership practices which 
subsequently underpin other organisational innovations (see for example Hague, den 



  

Hertog, Huzzard & Totterdill, 2003; Savage, 1999). Recent experiences have shown 
that developments in networks between companies can form a productive platform for 
bottom-up approaches by bringing employees together to work on common 
development tasks. Likewise new tools and methods, such as employee videos, job 
swaps between companies, forum theatre and café seminars facilitate the sharing of 
employees’ experiences and creativity (see Banke et al in this volume; also Banke & 
Holsbo, 2002). 
 
Management values and attitudes deeply affect the nature and effectiveness of the 
change process. The necessity for ‘top down’ senior management commitment has 
been identified by many researchers and the Hi-Res analysis confirms that this is of 
crucial importance in securing the legitimacy and effectiveness of ‘bottom-up’ change 
strategies. At Cederroth International2 the entire management team backed the 
change process, and the managing director chaired the steering group which drove the 
initiative. This gave a clear message to local managers that the new ways of working 
must be supported. But in a number of the Hi-Res case studies senior management 
backing was not obtained until some way into the process, which slowed it down. The 
change project at Carlsberg’s bottling plant, for example, was not driven by top 
management and took a long time to achieve results as consequence.  
  
Effective change requires widespread involvement and participation across the whole 
workforce. Innovation arises in part from making it possible to question established 
expertise, received wisdom and authority: 
 

“We’re actually constrained by our own mind-set . . . the constraint is the 
organisational hierarchies we work in, know of, or feel, are our norm as a 
culture” (quoted in Jervis, 1998). 

 
Many managers understandably find the implications of this difficult and threatening. 
Such potential obstacles need to be anticipated and addressed, often through the 
significant redesign of management roles and responsibilities as well as by developing 
new management competencies. When Philips Lighting introduced self-managed 
teams, managers found it hard to let go of control and to stop assuming it was their 
responsibility to deal with problems. Training was necessary to help the managers 
adopt a new style of leadership where they supported workers and encouraged them to 
use their own initiative when problems arose.  
 
Supervisors also need new skills. They may either have to develop different 
behaviours, becoming facilitators and coaches, or may acquire new responsibilities 
themselves as self-directed teams take on some of their previous work. In 
organisations such as NKT Cables, operators and supervisors are trained together in 
the new ways of working. The management function within organisational structures 
is often redesigned to remove the supervisory role and any other jobs where teams 
take on responsibility for previously discrete functions such as planning, dealing with 
suppliers or quality.  
 

 
2 Case study summaries of companies cited in italics can be found at www.hi-
res.org.uk 
 

http://www.hi-res.org.uk/
http://www.hi-res.org.uk/


  

However while proactive management and leadership play an essential role in 
creating the conditions for workplace innovation, change can rarely be ‘managed’ in a 
linear, planned way. The idea of the ‘change agent’ leading successful innovation 
from the front needs to be challenged. A condition of successful change appears to be 
that it is multi-voiced, messy and unpredictable (Engeström, 1992). Some more 
imaginative examples of practice actively embrace chaotic and widely dispersed 
possibilities for organisational innovation. Ericsson Radio, for example, has 
introduced a number of staff at all levels of the organisation as ‘inspirers’ with a 
specific brief to ‘sense the feeling’ of the organisation, identifying possibilities for 
innovation which combine improved performance and enhanced quality of working 
life (Hague, den Hertog, Huzzard & Totterdill, 2003). 
 
The road to permanent change in methods of work organisation is long and winding. 
Even if a company acknowledges that its way of organising work is out of step with 
its production and sales opportunities, there will be a considerable degree of inertia 
which curbs innovation. The existing system will have established a kind of 
equilibrium through decades of adaptation. Products, markets, machinery, layout, 
buildings, corporate culture, the qualifications of managers and operators, planning 
systems, software, pay systems, productivity targets, supplier networks and so on will 
have been integrated with each other in such a way that intervention to change 
individual elements will have no permanent results (Banke et al, 1999). 
 
In summary we have tried to develop a perspective in which organisational renewal is 
inspired and resourced by both external and internal factors; it portrays change as the 
dynamic interplay between people, structures, technology, cultures, histories, 
resources and the wider environment. Using the three conceptual arenas outlined in 
Figure 1 - organisational knowledge, partnership and teamworking - the analysis 
seeks to identify the common challenges, choices and design principles characteristic 
of high road organisations, aiming to avoid the prescriptions of some change 
management recipes and checklists. The approach stresses the interconnectedness of 
development strategies in these arenas, seeking to avoid the problems associated with 
reductionist accounts of change which focus on single factor effects and linear 
causalities. Organisational innovation is not a rational, incremental process and any 
attempt to capture its complexity will have major failings. However it is hoped that 
the approach developed here facilitates a more dynamic portrait of the characteristics 
of the high road. 
 
Knowledge, innovation and creativity 

As we have argued, knowledge, innovation and creativity are seen as the driving 
forces for the company of the future. It is increasingly the intellectual capital of an 
organisation - not the physical capital - which creates value and growth. Innovative 
potential is seriously constrained by Tayloristic models of work organisation that 
separate the conception and planning of work on the one hand from its execution on 
the other. This separation fundamentally challenges the ability of employees to 
exercise control and autonomy in their working lives (Hague, 2000); equally it denies 
organisations access to the tacit knowledge and experience gained by employees, and 
limits the scope for product/service innovation and functional flexibility.  
  



  

In practice it is difficult to define the characteristics of effective knowledge-centred 
organisations. Constantly changing customer and market opportunities ensure that 
there can be no universal formula for organisational design and practice, though it 
may be possible to identify the strategic dimensions. Steven Goldman et al (1995) 
summarise the types of agile behaviour crucial to smart organisations in terms of: 
• customer focus; 
• commitment to intra- and inter-organisational collaboration; 
• organising to master change and uncertainty; 
• maximising the impact of people (entrepreneurial culture) and knowledge 

(intellectual capital). 
 
In the innovative organisation, employees at all levels require an overview and insight 
into information across all aspects of production and service delivery: only then can 
they work creatively on new solutions. At BorgWarner, for example, all employees 
are entitled to see all the company’s financial records, and twice a year the two plant 
managers address the entire workforce on the state of the business. East Midlands 
Electricity also adopts an open book policy, sharing business and market data with the 
workforce in a previously unprecedented manner. 
 
Fricke (1983) places considerable emphasis on democratic participation in the 
workplace as a precondition for mobilising the innovative competencies of 
employees, stressing the need for involvement in formulating the aims of innovation 
as well as in the process of implementation. Amplifying this message, Kreienbaum 
(2001) provides a first-person account of building democratic participation as a means 
of harnessing employee ideas and knowledge for process improvement. This 
perspective is missing from much of the literature on the knowledge-based 
organisation, though reinforces the Hi-Res model’s insistence on the interdependence 
of the three arenas of organisational learning and change summarised in Figure 1. 
Harnessing the knowledge and creativity of the workforce cannot be considered a 
discrete management objective, detached from wider concerns with involvement and 
participation at both strategic and workplace levels. 
 
Employee knowledge coupled to intelligent use of technology is increasingly the most 
valuable asset for an organisation in improving its capacity for innovation. French and 
Bell (1990) define an organisation’s problem solving and renewal processes in terms 
of its ability to: 
• constantly generate new ideas;  
• translate these new ideas into products or services;  
• ensure the widespread distribution of knowledge to employees throughout the 

organisation. 
 
When Cap Gemini merged with Ernst & Young Management Consulting, the new 
organisation set out to offer its customers integrated solutions in the fields of both 
strategy and IT consulting, in other words a new synergy between technical and 
business skills. To support the new approach an inventory was made of good practice 
at global and national level in both enterprises; most of the IT consulting practices 
came from Cap Gemini and most of the management and strategy practices came 
from Ernst & Young. A comprehensive portfolio of working methods was thus made 
available to all employees in the new organisation. As part of its organisational 
change initiative a construction company, Skanska Sweden, sought to reduce 



  

production times, improve quality, cut costs and increase motivation. The company 
recorded the new working routines across its portfolio of projects that were then put 
on a company intranet for all to access. Unfortunately the aspects of work that this 
project sought to change were mostly undertaken by white collar workers; blue-collar 
workers were in any case excluded from the sharing of information and knowledge 
because they lacked access to computers.  
 
Current experience suggests that the practice of knowledge management is not as 
successful in achieving the vision as it should be. Practice is predominantly 
technology oriented, with the primary emphasis on databases capable of capturing and 
centralising employee knowledge and experience. Little attention is directed to the 
limited use of knowledge management systems in actual practice (Damodaran & 
Olphert, 2000), to the limited integration of such systems into the achievement of 
company goals (Strikwerda, 2000) or to democratic workplace organisation as a 
precondition for widespread knowledge creation and distribution (Fricke, 1983). 
Much of the literature only demonstrates the technological possibilities of databases, 
ignoring the social and organisational practices that facilitate the accumulation and 
utilisation of knowledge in workplaces. Indeed it often implicitly treats employee’s 
intellectual property as a commodity to be expropriated, rather than recognising it as 
the basis for establishing participative forms of work organisation. 
 
Stimulating and guiding the knowledge and innovation process is clearly crucial. 
Drawing on the results of an action-research project in Germany, Fricke (1983) 
emphasises the need to liberate employees’ often suppressed potential for innovation 
through learner-managed processes combining education and action within the 
workplace itself. Moreover knowledge needs to be continually refreshed by 
embedding complex patterns of internal and external interactions within working life.  
 
An important distinction has to be made in this context between two important 
concepts: the learning organisation and learning within organisations (Shapiro, 1998). 
The distinction between the two is that the former represents more than the sum of the 
people within the organisation: organisational structures, cultures and practices can 
bring about learning and adaptation within their own right. Thus Garvin (1993) refers 
to the learning organisation as: 
 

“an organisation skilled at creating, acquiring and transferring knowledge, and 
at modifying its behaviour to reflect new knowledge and insights.” 

 
At the most basic level, learning in this context can emanate from repeated tasks and 
activities which result in progressive adaptation and greater efficiency. At a higher 
level however the learning organisation progressively modifies its structures, 
technologies, practices and cultures to maximise and utilise the learning capabilities 
of its people (Shapiro, 1998; Stalk et al, 1992).  
 
Critically: 
 

“Although organisational learning occurs through individuals, it would be a 
mistake to conclude that organisational learning is nothing but the cumulative 
result of their members’ learning. Organisations do not have brains, but they 
have cognitive systems and memories.” (Hedberg, 1981). 



  

 
Organisational structures, technologies, practices and cultures either help or hinder 
organisational learning and innovation. This re-emphasises the importance of the 
distinction between individual and organisational learning. Argyris (1979) 
distinguishes between single-loop learning (in which the need for improvement is 
identified by individuals but where the objectives and policies of the organisation 
remain essentially unchanged) and double loop learning in which the organisation has 
the capacity to reflect on itself and to develop appropriately adaptive behaviour 
(Shapiro, 1998). In this context double-loop learning can clearly be identified as an 
essential precondition for the reflexivity characteristic of the high road, echoing the 
emphasis on dynamic balance between organisational innovation and product/service 
innovation. However there is also widespread agreement that organisational learning 
is dependent, at least in part, on learning by individuals within those organisations 
(Shapiro, 1998). The need therefore is for a better understanding of the nature of 
knowledge and how it is manifested within organisations. 
 
Most definitions of knowledge follow Polanyi (1966) in distinguishing between tacit 
and explicit knowledge. Tacit knowledge is typically learnt by doing and not 
articulated. Explicit knowledge can be learned in a number of ways – from books, 
courses or group interaction for example. Nonaka (1994) focuses on the way in which 
knowledge is created in organisations through conversion: 
• from tacit to tacit knowledge, for example in team-based organisations in which the 

sharing of experiences and perspectives is facilitated through observation and 
practice; 

• from explicit to explicit, achieved through social processes including meetings, 
team development, inter-team communication, the documentation of existing 
knowledge and the shared use of IT systems; 

• from tacit to explicit, which takes place through meaningful dialogue in which team 
members are able to articulate practices normally taken for granted; 

• from explicit to tacit, a process closely linked to experimentation and learning-by-
doing. 

 
Nonaka argues that the creation of organisational knowledge rests on a ‘dynamic 
interaction’ between the four modes of knowledge conversion. Certainly this shifts the 
focus from individual learning to the interaction of individuals within the 
organisation. From this perspective, the design of work organisation determines the 
extent to which the conditions for such interaction are provided through the provision 
of opportunities for dialogue, teamworking and innovation in day-to-day work. For 
example Esbjerg Centralsygehus, a Danish county hospital, found that lack of 
interdisciplinary co-operation was a barrier to creating both physical and social space 
for dialogue between staff, and has developed team-based work practices to address 
this.  
 
Autoliv, a Swedish manufacturer of automotive products, set out to develop 
teamworking as a means of using more of the organisation’s knowledge in its 
production and development work. It introduced just-in-time techniques, target-
monitored teams and new approaches to product development. As well as generating 
faster reactions to market requirements, a better capacity to meet delivery deadlines 
and lower costs, the result has been a considerable improvement in the capacity for 
innovation with turnover increasing by 800% over ten years.  



  

 
Regular team meetings play a key role in everyday co-ordination, though the ability to 
capture and share experiences, and promote reflection, may well require additional 
investments of time. Weekly meetings may provide the opportunity for deeper 
reflection on working practices. A Dutch building company, Hollandse Betongroep, 
has self-managed construction teams. They write task plans, manage their own 
budgets and are responsible for safety, quality, logistics and materials, as well as for 
completing the construction work on time. There is a weekly meeting where all these 
issues are discussed, but which also provides opportunities for dialogue on a wider 
range of issues and can be a significant source of workplace innovation. 
 
As these case study examples suggest there is widespread evidence to suggest that 
teams are the key learning unit in organisations (Argyris, 1992; Kofman et al, 1993; 
Senge, 1990; Stata, 1989; Takuchi & Nonaka, 1986), though it is critical to 
understand the characteristics of team practice which make this possible. Nonaka 
(1990) refers to the role of ‘redundancy’ (perhaps better described as organisational 
slack): in short providing the organisational spaces in which individuals can come 
together to share knowledge and to consider new perspectives. As several of the Hi-
Res case studies demonstrate, this both challenges traditional hierarchical and 
horizontal demarcations and demands that all employees have equal access to 
company information and creative opportunity. Ericsson Radio in Sweden, for 
example, actively encourages all employees to use its “Green Rooms” at any time for 
personal reflection, de-stressing or creative dialogue (Hague, den Hertog, Huzzard & 
Totterdill, 2003). This approach stands in stark contrast to those accounts of Japanese 
quality circles in which each worker is expected to contribute suggestions for 
improvement at regular, perhaps weekly, intervals (Guest, 1998) - a distinctively ‘low 
road’ approach to innovation. 
 
Likewise the measures used to assess organisational performance are critical to 
sustaining knowledge creation and creativity (Jervis, 1998). In an environment which 
places a premium on the ability to reinvent products and services continuously, 
‘productivity’ needs to measure an organisation’s level of innovation and not just its 
quantitative outputs. 
 
However the organisational locus of innovation is becoming hard to locate (Jervis, 
1998). Innovation is increasingly associated both with intra- and inter-organisational 
networking rather than individual research teams or enterprises, a factor which will be 
discussed in the section on teamworking later in this Chapter.  
 
In summary we have argued that organisational performance increasingly relies on the 
ability to develop and deploy employee knowledge as a shared resource for 
continuous improvement and innovation. It is this which drives the emergence of new 
forms of work organisation in Europe, hinging critically on workplace partnership and 
involvement, job design and teamworking, as well as employment patterns and the 
use of technology. These issues are explored below. 
 
Workplace partnership, involvement and participation 

Differences in workplace social partnership in EU member states reflect wide 
variations in European culture, industrial relations heritage and trade union strength.  



  

In Germany for example works councils have legal rights and work closely with trade 
unions, which themselves enjoy certain constitutional guarantees. In contrast in the 
UK, with its strong voluntarist tradition (see the chapter by Richard Ennals in this 
volume), employers and government will not willingly embrace legally empowered 
models of employee representation. Scandinavian co-determination approaches are 
frequently cited as having produced an approach to industrial relations in which both 
parties share a sense of responsibility for the success of the organisation. The 
Netherlands also has very low strike figures and a well-established system of works 
councils. Dutch unions are much weaker than in Germany and works councils 
therefore operate almost independently from trade unions.  
 
There may also be differences between sectors in particular countries, such as that 
between the pattern of industrial relations traditionally seen in manufacturing with its 
high union density, and that seen in the service sector where union densities tend to be 
lower. There may also be differences between the public and private sectors.  
 
At its most basic level workplace partnership is a way of dealing proactively with 
industrial relations issues, ensuring early consultation on pay and conditions, 
employment changes and organisational restructuring. However emergent thinking 
moves workplace partnership away from its traditional focus on industrial relations, 
recasting it as a potentially important driver of, and resource for, organisational 
innovation in the broadest sense (Dawson, Hague, Knell & Totterdill, 2002). In 
Ireland, for example, social partners and government identify workplace partnership 
as central to the modernisation of work organisation (Savage, 1999; Sharpe & 
Totterdill, 1999). Involving employees in both design and implementation activities 
can help to ensure ‘ownership’ of the process and alleviate some of the problems of 
inertia and innovation decay seen in many projects. In this respect, partnership is not 
viewed as another managerial fad for coercing employees to endorse management 
strategy, but a framework for animation and driving innovation.  
 
The Irish experience demonstrates that participative forms of work organisation can 
have beneficial effects on the climate of industrial relations. Many organisations were 
prompted to move to partnership by a history of poor industrial relations, manifested 
in strikes, which prompted both management and unions to conclude that there must 
be a better way of relating to each other. At Waterford Crystal, for example, a three-
month strike, a 25% cut in wages and a halving of the workforce was a grim starting 
point for a partnership relationship, which began in 1994 with the signing of a new 
agreement. Since then unions and management have worked constructively on the 
restructuring of the plant’s manufacturing function, backed by heavy investment in 
training and information and consultation. The case study evidence shows that this 
process has not been without setbacks, but that structured dialogue can at least 
identify the potential for gainsharing through workplace innovation. 
 
Partnership and participation in their fuller senses have to permeate all levels of the 
organisation. Representative structures and measures such as partnership agreements, 
works councils or employee directorships may play an important role in anchoring 
partnership firmly within the practice and culture of an organisation. However they 
are not in themselves sufficient to ensure the direct involvement of employees in day-
to-day decision making, enabling their full knowledge and experience to be utilised in 
identifying opportunities for innovation.  



  

Direct forms of partnership may be introduced to deal with a wide range of issues, for 
example: 
• steering and informing organisational change; 
• reviewing performance at all levels of the organisation; 
• initiating contact with other stakeholders; 
• devising alternative reward structures; 
• reviewing working practices and working time; 
• considering technological options; 
• introducing teamwork; 
• implementing family friendly policies;  
• assessing and reviewing the role of management; 
• harmonising partnership and industrial relations developments; 
• anticipating potential legislative impact.  
 
In part such direct employee involvement is a product of effective job design and 
teamworking (see the next section of this chapter) but wider measures such as 
permanent partnership forums (Savage, 1999) or ad hoc change conferences 
(Gustavsen, 1996) - both of which establish avenues of dialogue bypassing 
conventional line management structures - are important ways of maximising the 
innovative potential of employee involvement and participation. 
 
Blue Circle Cement moved to high levels of employee involvement and participation 
as a result of a partnership agreement entered into when the company faced 
difficulties in the 1990s. Blue Circle has mechanisms for both representative and 
direct participation. Local action teams bring together managers and shop stewards at 
each plant to discuss ways in which plant efficiency can be improved. These local 
teams quickly identified dozens of ideas to improve the operation of the plant. In 
addition there is a company-wide action team consisting of 16 shop stewards, four 
works managers and four head office personnel. There are also improvement teams 
comprising process and craft workers taken off their normal duties, who go round 
their own plant identifying and implementing improvements. Membership of these 
groups is rotated among the workforce. Other mechanisms enable shop-floor workers 
to make suggestions for change which are then signed off by the unions.  
 
Of course the development of effective partnership practice may require considerable 
resourcing in the early stages, but in the longer term strategies based on employee 
involvement are seen to provide more effective and sustainable outcomes. In the same 
way training and development may help employees to participate in collaborative 
practices, and this can be particularly crucial for employees whose work experience 
has previously been limited to isolated and fragmented tasks.  
 
Indeed ‘bottom-up’ approaches need careful preparation and the use of validated tools 
to promote dialogue and organisational learning. Above all there needs to be an 
acceptance by management that lean, cost-driven organisations can rarely be 
innovative organisations. As the previous section of this chapter argued, a degree of 
slack is needed in which dialogue may take place, both to create change and to 
support continuous improvement. In the case of Vestre Kirkegaard, a Danish 
municipally-owned cemetery in which gardeners and maintenance workers secured 
more direct participation in day-to-day work, a key factor in the success of the project 



  

is that ‘there was time and space for discussions about work organisation’, and that 
this allowed the workforce gradually to become committed to the project. The process 
was led by employee representatives (it had been the employees’ idea to instigate the 
project) and a union consultant funded by the municipality. Employee involvement 
and participation also challenges senior and middle management prerogatives, 
exposing decisions and styles to greater scrutiny. At a minimum this requires the 
acquisition of new competencies by managers. In practice, however, middle and 
senior managers rarely appear to receive training in the new ways of working.  
 
Finally partnership has been observed to advance in organisations where trust can be 
established between stakeholder groups. For some organisations this may extend to 
agreements on employment security, for others this may mean removing some of the 
symbols of hierarchy and privilege such as management car parking spaces or staff-
only canteens. Communication structures which integrate partnership practices with 
day-to-day workplace and management issues are of critical importance. Partnership 
forums and change conferences, for example, need to give great consideration to 
membership, wider consultation and the communication of key decisions. Partnership 
may also be extended into areas of financial participation or gainsharing. This may 
include a range of practices from rewards for suggestions schemes to profit-sharing or 
share-ownership.  
 
Job Design and Teamworking 

Partnership from the high road perspective moves beyond representative structures 
and participation mechanisms to make a direct impact on the task environment. 
Building a workplace in which employees can develop and deploy their competencies 
and creative potential begins with job design. According to standards of job design 
developed in The Netherlands (TNO, 1995), for example, employees at all levels 
should be able to assume responsibility for day-to-day decisions about work through 
co-operation or communication with others. Systematic opportunities should exist for 
problem solving through horizontal contact with peers. The ability of the employee to 
adapt the execution of work to changing demands, circumstances and opportunities is 
an essential prerequisite for occupational learning and reduces stress. The job should 
contain demonstrable opportunities for analysis, problem solving and innovation, in 
which the working environment is a place of learning. A high frequency of horizontal 
and vertical contact is required to support problem solving, learning and innovation, 
taking the form of ad hoc co-operation, formal and casual discussions, and possibly 
social contacts outside the work sphere. ‘Distributed intelligence’ throughout the 
organisation is also required to support problem solving, ensuring that knowledge and 
expertise are widely shared or readily accessible by individuals throughout the 
organisation. However, effective job design must develop in synchrony with the wider 
organisational context. The key concept here, once again, is teamworking. 
 
Teamworking has been one of the defining characteristics of new forms of work 
organisation, with deep roots in European thinking about management and 
organisation dating back to the work of the Tavistock Institute in the 1940s and 50s. 
More than two-thirds of the case studies analysed in the Hi-Res project involve some 
form of teamworking and, though the sample is not designed to be representative, this 
gives an indication of its significance as an organising concept in workplace 
innovation. Other research evidence, for example the Employee Participation and 



  

Organisational Change (EPOC) study, also stresses the importance of teamworking 
while demonstrating that high road approaches are not widely used (European 
Foundation, 1997). 
 
The current interest in teamworking dates back to its rediscovery in North American 
manufacturing during the mid-1980s, since when the concept has spread widely into 
other areas of work. Among many other recent examples the Hi-Res study has shown 
that team-based approaches can be found in financial services, health, government 
and transport. Interpay, a clearing house for interbank payments in the Netherlands, 
introduced self-managing teams within an ICT department employing 125 people. 
Esbjerg Centralsygehus, a Danish county hospital, reorganised a surgical ward along 
team lines. The 48 nurses, four secretaries, three consultants and a number of 
temporary junior hospital doctors are organised in a team structure designed to break 
down interdisciplinary barriers and to improve the standard and continuity of care. An 
increase in competition and more demanding customers prompted Province 
Gelderland, a Dutch civil service department, to adopt a new model of work 
organisation based on teams, while a Swedish transport company also adopted 
teamworking to help it deal with the increased competition and the need for customer 
orientation that resulted from deregulation. A more unusual example is Vestre 
Kirkegaard, a Danish municipally-owned cemetery employing skilled and unskilled 
gardeners, and maintenance workers. Employees heard about a municipally-funded 
project to reduce sickness absence and decided to take part. The project involved a 
transition from heavily supervised work to a new approach in which employees took 
more responsibility for tasks and had more influence on planning.  
 
In almost any context the scope of a team's responsibilities can include any or all of 
the following (Procter & Sherrin, 2002):  
• work allocation; 
• work pacing; 
• staffing issue such as recruitment and training; 
• improvements to the process.  
 
However ‘teamwork’ is increasingly used to describe such a diverse range of 
workplace situations that arguably the term has become meaningless. While 
teamworking may refer to a general ‘sense of community’, or a limited enlargement 
of jobs to enhance organisational flexibility, in a high-road sense teamworking will 
involve a radical re-appraisal of jobs, systems and procedures, throughout the whole 
organisation. 
 
Mueller and Purcell (1992) attempt to clarify the modern conception of teamworking 
by drawing on the definition used in GM/Opel: 
• the team works on a common task; 
• its work is spatially concentrated and it has a recognisable territory; 
• the allocation of tasks is largely organised by the team; 
• the team encourages and organises the acquisition of multiple skills; 
• it has decision-making power over time and appropriate means; 
• there is team spokesman/leader; 
• the team has some influence on who will join it. 
 



  

IDS (1992) defines teamworking as “the formal organisation of the workforce into 
distinct, permanent teams of workers”. What distinguishes a team in the sense used 
here from a collection of workers who merely work in the same department is the 
degree of autonomy enjoyed in relation to formal line management structures. 
However it is also necessary to consider the quality of dialogue and innovation which 
takes place inside the team. If teams are to be more than decentralised units for the 
production of a given product or service, all team members must have the potential 
for a high level of reflexivity unconstrained by internal demarcations and privileges 
(Gustavsen, 1996). Teams in which the specific knowledge and expertise of each team 
member are valued and make a tangible contribution to product and workplace 
innovation meet important criteria for convergence between enhanced productivity 
and enhanced quality of working life. 
 
What is important here is that the concept of autonomous working groups emerges as 
a spontaneous, intuitive response to certain working conditions (Buchanan, 1997). In 
contrast to more recent organisational approaches such as Business Process Re-
engineering it was not something invented by consultants and imposed upon 
organisations. Rather it emerged from much more fundamental considerations about 
the way in which work should be organised and its value is therefore likely to be 
longer lasting. In Buchanan's words, teamworking is subject to an ‘eager and enduring 
embrace'.  
 
Yet as both macro-level studies and case study evidence demonstrate, effective 
teamworking is far from common practice in Europe. The majority of organisations 
make no more than concessionary efforts to introduce team practices. Even where a 
focused attempt is made to introduce teamworking, the reality often falls far short of 
the potential. Buchanan and Preston’s study of a ‘manufacturing systems 
environment’ within a producer of high-precision components concluded that the 
‘radical potential' of the cellular team structure was not being realised. Many of the 
Hi-Res case studies reveal a long process of experimentation, learning and 
refinement. In order to capture the benefits of teamworking a full understanding is 
required both of the concept itself and of its wider implications for the way in which 
organisations are managed, especially its interconnectedness with the knowledge 
creation and workplace partnership practices discussed earlier in this Chapter. 
 
5. Integrating teamwork, partnership and organisational knowledge  

We have argued that teamworking cannot be seen as an isolated innovation within an 
organisation. Rather it has much wider implications for work organisation and 
management, and in the high road context is closely interwoven with the knowledge 
and partnership dimensions discussed above. This is illustrated in Figure 2 which 
demonstrates the relational pathway between teamworking and the wider 
organisation:  
 



  

Figure 2: Teamworking, partnership & organisational knowledge 
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Source: Hague, den Hertog, Huzzard & Totterdill, 2003 
 
Team-based approaches can be designed according to both low road and high road 
rationales. Teamwork can mean little more than multi-skilling and job enlargement on 
the floor of a factory, office or clinic. At this basic low road level, functional 
flexibility achieved through job rotation can achieve tangible gains for the employer, 
though in many such cases job enlargement can result in greater employee pressure 
and stress rather than job enrichment. The Ecco case is interesting in this context: 
when the Danish shoe manufacturer piloted a lean production system, the employees 
turned it down because the resulting job enlargement generated too much stress. 
Management supported their decision and the company reverted to its home-grown 
group working system which, although characterised by complete job rotation, gave 
employees greater control over day-to-day decision-making.  
 
Certainly the extent to which teams enjoy control over the work environment is 
critical. Thus high road teamworking achieves flexibility but does so by enabling 



  

employees to take overall responsibility for the production of the product or service. 
Within the team this will involve significant latitude for autonomous scheduling and 
planning. However it will also lead teams into external problem solving and 
innovation through direct involvement with customers, suppliers and other parts of the 
supply chain, rupturing the organisational boundaries of ‘classic’ workgroups (Hague, 
den Hertog, Huzzard & Totterdill, 2003).  
 
Extended teamworking is evident in Volvo Aero, Sweden, which manufactures jet 
engine components. The company integrated blue and white collar workers into teams 
which independently plan and carry out their work, taking responsibility for contacts 
with suppliers, programming of machines, production technology and quality 
assurance. They also determine the level of overtime to be worked and can allocate 
free time of up to one day. The organisation has built on its experiences from these 
production units, appointing ‘methods owners’ who have the responsibility for 
supporting the production units and encouraging technical development with the 
provision of in-depth expertise. Cross functional product teams have also been 
established. 
 
Inter-organisational teamworking between customers and suppliers is likely to 
increase with the emergence of complex product networks facilitated by ICTs and 
involving frequent horizontal collaboration between employees at all levels. Extended 
teamworking of this sort offers a positive trajectory for quality of working life, 
offering scope for personal development through self-direction, building wider 
relationships and participation in both operational and strategic innovation. At this 
point teamworking begins to blend seamlessly with partnership and knowledge 
creation, becoming the locus for active involvement and participation for employees 
at all levels. Teamworking becomes a mode of operation within the organisation as a 
whole, embracing the types of workgroup described in the Mueller & Purcell 
definition cited above, but also creating much wider opportunities for dialogue, 
reflection, creativity, innovation and improvement by cutting across horizontal and 
vertical demarcations.  
 
Individuals may therefore be involved in several teams dealing with different levels of 
activity, from day-today operations to strategic development issues. For example, in a 
hospital context a nurse could be involved in a specific ward or clinical team, a 
‘pathway’ team designed to provide patients with integrated care across different 
functional boundaries, a development team concerned with issues relating to the 
nursing profession, and an organisation-wide clinical governance team. In the high 
road, the common factors which define such diverse teams will not be in terms of 
structure or membership but rather in the nature of practices relating to dialogue, 
decision making and accountability. High road teams, whether operational or 
developmental, will become arenas in which the knowledge, experience and creative 
potential of all participants are captured, and in which the force of the better argument 
- rather than the force of managerial prerogative - is the principal determinant of 
outcomes (Gustavsen, 1992; Senge, 1990).  
 
This new fluidity in team-based working is closely linked to increased pressures for 
creativity and innovation in the production of goods and services. The Tayloristic 
separation of day-to-day operations and development functions has long been 
understood to extend the trial and error cycle in the introduction of new products and 



  

services, inhibiting flows of information between operational and developmental 
functions and preventing the tacit knowledge of operational employees from being 
utilised within the innovation process. Likewise operational staff have to deal with the 
consequences of poor fit between the design of new products or services and their 
actual delivery, often leading to repeated iterations in the development process.  
 
Ecco confronted this problem head on. The work had traditionally been carried out on 
Taylorist production lines, all of which had 20 employees, each performing one 
simple task. Then the work was reorganised around autonomous groups consisting of 
six or seven employees, each able to carry out all the production tasks and take part in 
decision making. This resulted in increased productivity and employee satisfaction. 
Machinists are now able to discuss, challenge and modify the orders received from the 
designers and technicians, and are expected to generate practical guidance that will 
make production cheaper, easier and more attractive. In effect, they are debugging 
new designs before they are sent to subsidiary companies for manufacturing.  
 
ABB Cewe, a Swedish manufacturer of electrical switchgear, took clear action to close 
the gap between design and production functions by relocating development engineers 
onto the shopfloor. A distance of 30 metres along the corridor, it was argued, was 
sufficient to prevent adequate flows of information and knowledge between the two 
areas of activity. Direct involvement of production employees in the development 
process has reduced lead times, reduced production difficulties and enriched jobs. 
Similar results were obtained when ABB LVS integrated activities such as marketing, 
order processing, assembling and testing into work of the teams.  
 
Such initiatives which simultaneously challenge both horizontal and vertical 
demarcations remain rare, but provide a vivid illustration of the ‘radical potential’ of 
teamworking in building high road organisations.  
 
6. Resourcing and sustaining organisational innovation 

We have argued that work organisation is a reflexive process based on dialogue and 
negotiation, not a blueprint focussed on an end state. Running through this analysis of 
emerging forms of work organisation is a pervasive recognition of the need to develop 
and deploy the full competencies and creative potential of all employees; this is 
needed to achieve sustained innovation in products, services and processes, to make 
work a more rewarding experience, and to enhance democracy at the workplace (see 
Fricke, 1983). This presents the organisation with a need for learning and 
experimentation in a number of interdependent arenas relating to the stimulation of 
knowledge and creativity, workplace partnership and employee participation, and job 
enrichment and teamworking. These arenas offer the strategic and the operational 
potential for convergence between performance and quality of working life. 
Sustainable outcomes are those that emerge through painstaking workforce dialogue, 
participation and testing based on an explicit commitment to reciprocity in the 
employment relationship.  
 
The high road organisation needs to be well networked, able to draw on rich strands 
of thinking, research and practice from a wide range of sources. An abundance of 
learning resources, dialogue and opportunities for interaction are required to sustain 
change and this presents challenges for the EU, national governments, social partner 



  

organisations, development agencies and the research community. The regional 
setting is an effective focal point for learning and dialogue between actors, and 
regional policy has a clear role to play in creating such abundance.  
 
Public policy measures and workplace innovation 

As we have suggested, the spread of high road organisational innovation is limited in 
Europe. This can be explained by a number of mutually reinforcing factors including: 
• low levels of awareness of innovative practice and its benefits amongst managers, 

social partners and business support organisations; 
• poor access to evidence-based methods and resources capable of supporting 

organisational learning and innovation; 
• lack of knowledge-based business services and other publicly provided forms of 

support; 
• the failure of vocational education and training to provide knowledge and skills 

relevant to new forms of work organisation. 
 
We have argued that this amounts to a missed opportunity for economic and social 
development, undermining European goals for competitiveness and employment (see 
also the chapter by Richard Ennals in this volume). Actions by public policy makers 
and social partners are of proven value in addressing these problems through, for 
example: 
 

(a) the provision of knowledge-based services and other publicly provided 
forms of support as a means of raising awareness and resourcing 
workplace innovation; 

 
(b) the creation of opportunities for networking and peer exchange between 

companies as a means of learning through shared experience; 
 

(c) the capture and dissemination of knowledge and experience from 
workplaces across Europe to help understand emerging trends and to 
inform learning and dialogue; 

 
(d) the widespread provision of support for action research to pilot innovative 

approaches to change, especially in new contexts; 
 

(e) the creation of development coalitions at regional, national and 
transnational levels to close the gaps between key actors and stakeholders 
with an interest in work organisation; 

 
(f) the provision of access to training capable of building the competencies 

associated with new forms of work organisation. 
 
In recent years a number of exemplary initiatives have been developed to address 
these issues in some European countries; the New Work Organisation in Ireland 
Programme (Savage, 1999; Sharpe & Totterdill, 1999), the Norwegian Value 
Creation 2010 programme (see the chapters by Claussen and Gustavsen in this 
volume) and the Finnish Workplace Development Programme (see the chapter by 
Koski and Piirainen) are amongst several frequently quoted examples (see also 



  

Business Decisions Limited, 2000). Typically these programmes combine several of 
the elements listed above, involving close co-operation between public policy makers 
and social partners in both their design and delivery. However the potential 
effectiveness of such targeted intervention has to be measured not only in terms of 
supporting change in the individual workplace but in raising awareness and 
disseminating experiences more widely. In short, does intervention contribute to a 
wider climate of change in which new forms of work organisation become part of the 
‘common sense’ of management and workforce thinking? As Ennals, Gustavsen and 
Koski & Piirainen demonstrate elsewhere in this volume, these wider policy 
objectives typically prove difficult to achieve in practice. 
  
Targeted intervention to support workplace innovation has been highly effective for 
many of the Hi-Res case study organisations. In Denmark, Ecco secured EU Brite-
Euram funding for its project to develop a flexible production system for moulded 
footwear. A principal aim was to achieve a technical design capable of providing 
qualified and motivated employees with jobs which were as interesting and healthy as 
possible. Partners in the project included leading machine and system suppliers, while 
the Danish Technological Institute sought the optimal use of human resources both in 
designing the new system and in the day-to-day running of the resulting system.  
 
Some organisations have been involved a series of supported projects, each building 
on the success of previous initiatives. In 1989, the Danish company Mammut Work 
Wear participated in a pilot project to develop work organisation as part of a joint 
initiative led by the machinists’ trade union and the clothing and textiles employers’ 
federation. In 1991 it took part in an EU Brite-Euram project to develop sewing 
machines designed for teamwork. In the second half of the 1990s Mammut worked 
with a Greek enterprise to increase employee participation and encourage continuous 
improvement, supported by the EU’s ADAPT programme. 
  
Another initiative, Project Job Swap, involved three Danish organisations – 
Carlsberg, Bang & Olufsen and Grundfos.  Employees swapped jobs for a week in 
order to deepen their understanding of teamworking. The project was supported by 
the European Social Fund and led by the Danish Technological Institute. 
  
Hi-Res case study organisations also benefited from support and intervention at 
national, regional and sectoral levels. The introduction of autonomous group working 
at MalacoLeaf was prompted by a 1992 Danish Parliament action plan to halve 
monotonous, repetitive work before 2000. Esbjerg County Hospital developed 
teamworking in a surgical ward with funding from a partnership initiative instigated 
by the employers’ organisation, the association of Danish County Councils, the 
Danish Trade Union for Public Employees, the Danish Nurses Organisation and the 
Junior Hospital Doctors’ Association.  
 
Similarly support for workplace partnership from the Irish government resulted in 
large numbers of enterprises establishing workplace partnership agreements. The New 
Work Organisation in Ireland Programme co-ordinated by the Irish Productivity 
Centre (Savage, 1999) was supported by the social partners and provided training and 
facilitation to develop partnership-based approaches to workplace innovation. Most of 
the work of the programme involved setting up partnership structures which enabled 
management, trades unions and employees to confront challenges on a joint basis. 



  

Honeywell-Measurex, Anord, Sifa and Tegral are amongst the Hi-Res case study 
companies to benefit from the Programme.  
 
Regions as a focus for workplace innovation 
 
Learning and innovation are typically very localised, not placeless, processes. It is 
therefore important to discover and to strengthen the characteristics of effective and 
dynamic systems that support learning and innovation at regional level - for example 
the types of bridge that can be built between academic research, social partners, 
business support organisations and the individual firm. The Italian industrial districts 
provide a paradigmatic example of a learning milieu based on such complex 
interactions (Asheim, 1997). These districts must not be understood as model 
production systems, but rather judged on their capacity to remake themselves on the 
basis of collective knowledge, learning, reflection and action. Likewise inter-
organisational learning networks at regional level also influence innovation. 
Participation in learning networks makes the immediate environment larger and richer 
with all the benefits that this accrues in the form of reduced uncertainty and new 
stimuli (see Lantz & Totterdill in this volume; also Bessant, 1995; European Work & 
Technology Consortium, 1998; Friedrich & Lantz, 1998).  
 
At the European level, diversity of experience between regions is an important 
learning resource. In terms of organisational development there is considerable 
divergence yet much common ground between, for example, Northern European 
approaches to workplace development and the Italian industrial districts (Belussi and 
Garibaldo, 1996). Both are characterised by partnership and co-operation within 
firms, between firms, and between social partners and the state. However each 
manifestation of partnership and co-operation is heavily influenced by local 
circumstances and cultures, leading to different solutions and experiences. Such 
divergence provides real opportunities for hybrid innovation through inter- regional 
comparison, critical dialogue and collaboration. 
 
Public policy must promote a wide range of opportunities for collective learning about 
the design and implementation of new approaches to work organisation, building 
broad communities of expertise at local and sectoral levels and creating new technical 
resources to support change. Such intervention pursues innovation not emulation. The 
‘high road’ is defined as one in which organisational structures reflect both creativity 
within the workforce and interaction with external knowledge and experience. 
Organisations need to draw on good approaches from the wider world to generate 
ideas and inspiration, but they must also be able to interpret these examples by means 
of critical scrutiny, dialogue and open-minded experimentation. For public policy 
therefore, the test of successful intervention lies in “the extent to which ‘technical’ 
expertise . . . ceases to be traded as a consultant’s commodity and becomes, instead, 
the intellectual property and joint intelligence of managers, trainers and operatives 
alike”. New approaches to policy must involve “a break from traditional practice, with 
its reduction of the process of change to ‘casework’ - a series of discrete applications 
by individual companies for subsidised training or consultancy” (Middleton & 
Totterdill, 1992). In particular spatial proximity and the ability to achieve a critical 
mass of activity by harnessing the energy and knowledge of a wide range of actors 
offer strong arguments in favour of intervention at the regional level (Farrands & 
Totterdill, 1993). 



  

Gaps in the public policy framework 
 
Despite the evidence of successful intervention, a high level of fragmentation can be 
found in public policy and business support frameworks across Europe. In England 
for example the comprehensive network of local Business Links that provide business 
development support to SMEs rarely addresses work organisation as a resource for 
company competitiveness. Comparable shortcomings can be found among the 
regional business support infrastructure in most EU member states, including those 
countries such as Sweden that have a substantial history of intervention at national 
level (Lantz & Totterdill, this volume).  
 
The policy gap can be summarised in the following terms: 
 
• There are too few spaces in which those with expertise in work organisation come 

together to compare and consolidate knowledge. Rather, in many areas of business 
support, there is a wide range of institutions each engaged in relatively isolated 
activity, often leading to an excess of competing models and approaches. Clearly 
this confuses employers and weakens the momentum of change. There is a need 
for the active brokerage and synthesising of knowledge. 

 
• There are also too few spaces in which companies can come together to share 

experiences and identify common needs. Business support organisations typically 
focus on individual casework, missing the need to resource and sustain change 
through shared learning and peer exchange. Employer learning networks are thus 
relatively rare in many parts of the EU and there is a need for measures, especially 
at regional level, to animate and support exchanges of knowledge and experience 
over extended periods. The potential for such intervention is explored further in 
the chapters by Claussen, Gustavsen and Lantz & Totterdill. 

 
• Knowledge about work organisation is often reduced to a consultant’s commodity 

or a recipe, yet as we have argued there is ample evidence to show that this rarely 
produces sustainable change. More sophisticated tools and resources are needed to 
overcome obstacles to workplace innovation and ensure long-term results. These 
should focus on establishing continuing dialogue and improvement rather than on 
technocratic or top-down organisational fixes. 

 
• It is well understood that the integration of research and practice is weak in much 

of Europe (see the chapters by Brulin, Heil & Lacroix and Lantz & Totterdill, 
each of which explores this theme in different ways). Universities are unlikely to 
achieve the task of bridging this gap on their own. Intermediate institutions which 
link research knowledge with business practice are common in some parts of 
Europe but not in others. New types of organisation may therefore be needed to 
support and disseminate evidence-based approaches to workplace innovation.  

 
• In EU and national programmes alike there is often little active management of 

outcomes to ensure the widespread distribution of new knowledge or innovative 
practice. Individual projects or initiatives, however successful in their own terms, 
are never enough. The need is to ensure that publicly funded activities contribute 
to a managed process of cumulative and collective learning, reducing duplication 
and enhancing their combined impact. 



  

 
Further analysis of policy gaps can be found in the chapter by Richard Ennals. In 
summary we are arguing that the focus of policy intervention must lie in building 
intangible assets: coalitions, networks and other ‘soft’ structures which enrich day-to-
day access to knowledge, experience and dialogue for a wide range of actors. Because 
such assets are grounded in social interaction, regions and localities provide the most 
effective locus for capacity-building intervention. The problem for policy makers 
however lies in the very intangibility of such outcomes. Politicians and public 
auditors demand visible outcomes that offer demonstrable value for money. 
Measurables such as the number of trainees achieving a formal qualification can be 
monitored; intangibles such as network building and dialogue animation create real 
difficulties for transparent evaluation. The consequence is that too few public servants 
in Europe have such activities built into their objectives and work programmes. 
 
Challenges  
 
The modernisation of work organisation in Europe cannot be achieved by a few 
simple policy measures. Rather it poses far reaching challenges for individuals and 
institutions alike: 
 
• For the individual – seeking opportunities for acquiring and developing the 

technical and non-technical skills associated with new forms of work organisation. 
 
• For employers and employees – accepting that change is inevitable, messy and 

uncertain, and that it requires considerable learning and experimentation. 
However it also offers real scope for ‘win-win’ outcomes. 

 
• For trade unions and employer organisations – broadening their roles as 

proactive, knowledge-rich sources of animation and support for the modernisation 
of work organisation. 

 
• For intermediate bodies - such as universities, regional development agencies and 

business support organisations - creating capacity and expertise in the field of 
work organisation and playing a proactive role in distributing knowledge, 
establishing new resources and building networks. 

 
While regions and member states have an important role to play, attention must also 
be focused at EU level. European policy makers and social partners also need to 
understand the nature of workplace innovation and its wider implications for 
economic and social goals. In particular they need to develop a framework in which 
activity at the national level is animated and resourced. Critically such a framework 
can translate the diversity of European experience - in the workplace, at the level of 
organisational theory and at the policy level - into a common resource for learning 
and innovation. However despite the publication of the Partnership for a New 
Organisation of Work Green Paper as far back as 1997 there remains a significant 
policy development task ahead if Europe is to realise the full potential offered by new 
forms of work organisation. This suggests the need for several EU policy priorities, 
notably:  
 



  

• creating a climate of awareness and concern amongst policy makers and social 
partners in Member States; 

 
• building and resourcing capacity at regional level through, for example, the 

establishment of new centres or institutes, the creation of new national policy 
frameworks, learning from policy experience in other countries, establishing 
development coalitions between actors, and building accessible databases of 
knowledge and experience; 

 
• ensuring that existing resources (such as the European Social Fund) are targeted 

effectively to support the modernisation of work organisation; 
 
• acting as a broker to maximise exchange of knowledge and experience between 

regional coalitions across the EU; 
 
• identifying fast-track strategies to support the modernisation of work organisation 

in applicant countries. 
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