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Abstract

Amid the turbulent political and economic developments around the British departure from the
European Union (Brexit), practical activities around Workplace Innovation have continued. The UK
Work Organisation Network established Workplace Innovation Ltd, which is now based in Dublin
as Workplace Innovation Europe. This short article describes the promising new programme of work
on Workplace Innovation in Scotland, working with the support of the Scottish Government. In the
uncertainty of the months and years ahead in the UK, Scotland can offer a lead which can be followed
by the other regjons and nations of the United Kingdom.
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Introduction

The concept of workplace innovation emerged at the end of the last present century as a systemic and dynamic view
of organisations and organisational change. It recognises that attempts to improve organisational performance or
working life are likely to be futile unless a company aligns its work organisation, systems, procedures, management
behaviours, organisational structure, corporate values and leadership towards the same ends. In short, organisations
are seen as systems of interdependent and continually changing parts.

The keynote Hi-Res study prepared for the European Commission in 2002 argued that the defining characteristic
of workplace innovation lay in the creation of jobs and practices that “empowered workers at every level of an
organisation to use and develop their full range of knowledge, skills, experience and creativity in their day-to-day
work”, emphasising the critical link between empowerment, learning, innovation and productivity. Workplace
innovation thereby addresses a wide range of pressing policy issues for national and regional governments in Europe
including productivity, product and service innovation, skills utilisation, demographic change, and health and well-
being at work. More recently, Oeij et al (2017) have provided a comprehensive overview of the theory, practice and
implications of workplace innovation for businesses, social partners, policymakers and other stakeholders.

This article explores the significance of the Workplace Innovation Engagement Programme (WIEP) in Scotland, a
policy intervention designed to address the persistence of low productivity, and to promote the Scottish
Government’s goals of ‘Fair Work’ and ‘Inclusive Growth’. We analyse the experiences of the nineteen very diverse
companies that took part in two programme cohorts between November 2016 and mid-2018, including narrative
accounts from participants and employee survey data. The challenges and dilemmas associated with its
methodology design, implementation and evaluation are also considered.

The Workplace Innovation Engagement Programme

The devolution of certain powers from the UK to an elected Scottish Parliament has opened a different trajectory
for economic development and industrial policy in Scotland.

Workplace innovation has been adopted as a key policy strand within the Scottish Government’s Inclusive Growth
strategy and its Fair Work Framework, both grounded in a commitment to win-win-win outcomes for companies
and people: high levels of economic performance, high quality of working life and a high skill equilibrium in the
labour market.

Scottish Enterprise, the country’s economic development agency, instigated an extensive programme of awareness
raising workshops, masterclasses and support services designed to increase the adoption of workplace innovation
by Scottish companies, and this portfolio included the pilot Workplace Innovation Engagement Programme (WIEP).
Workplace Innovation Limited, a not-for-profit organisation led by the authors of this article, was selected by
Scottish Enterprise to deliver the programme.

The first cohort of ten companies was recruited by Scottish Enterprise in Autumn 2016, and a second cohort of nine
companies entered the programme in September 2017. Both cohorts represented considerable diversity in terms of
size, sector and geographical location. ‘Engagement’ in one form or another was cited by the majority of companies
as the principal motivation for joining the programme, whether to support anticipated growth, manage internal
restructuring, or to address a ‘burning platform’ created by changing market conditions.
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Defining workplace innovation

The conceptual framework for the programme was provided by ‘The Essential Fifth Element’3, a concept developed
by Workplace Innovation Limited for the European Commission’s EUWIN network to explain the benefits of
workplace innovation and provide practical guidance on making change happen. An analysis of more than two
hundred articles and case studies found a strong association between high performance and high quality of working
life on the one hand, and four bundles (or ‘Elements’) of working practices on the other. Much of this evidence
emphasised the interdependent nature of these practices, and the importance of aligning them to form a system of
mutually reinforcing parts (Teague, 2005). The ‘Fifth Element’, or convergence between high performance and
high quality of working life, is created by this alchemy (Totterdill, 2015).

Element

Indicative Practices

Association

Jobs and Teams

Individual discretion

Job variety

Constructive challenges
Self-managed teams
Collaboration within the team

Reflective team practices

Improved workflow
Enhanced quality

Better productivity

Cost reduction
Engagement and retention

Improved workforce health

Employee-Driven Innovation

& Improvement

Productive reflection in teams

Cross-team improvement
groups

Company-wide innovation
events

Enhanced capacity for
innovation & improvement

Enhanced quality &
performance

Learning & development
Engagement & retention

Intrinsic job satisfaction

Organisational
Management and Procedures

Structures,

Reduced hierarchies and silos

Strengths-based career
structure

Coaching style line
management

Simplified procedures

Improved workflow
Cost reduction

Better productivity
Engagement & retention

Improved workforce health

Co-Created Leadership &

Employee Voice

Openness and transparency
Visible leadership
Delegated decision-making

Representative participation

Strategic alignment
Better decision-making

Engagement and retention

3 http://uk.ukwon.eu/the-fifth-element-new
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In addition to its value in promoting the concept of workplace innovation through EUWIN, The Essential Fifth
Element was operationalised throughout WIEP. It provided the basis for the Diagnostic and Action Plans, and
shaped the content of the Structured Learning, coaching and facilitation sessions.

Impact of the Programme

Evaluation of the programme’s impact on business performance presents several challenges, not least because of
the paucity of reliable and relevant ‘before and after’ performance measures at company level. While productivity
is an understandable priority for policymakers, none of the 19 companies measured it directly nor were there readily
identifiable surrogate indicators. A second, and equally challenging problem, is that of attributing changes in
specific indicators to the programme itself. For example, one company achieved a £1.4m turnaround on profit
without additional investment through increased volume and efficiency, entirely attributed by management to
enhanced engagement and behaviour change. Yet this transformation had already started before WIEP, and there is
no ready way of attributing a specific share of £1.4m to the programme.

We can draw two things from this example. Firstly, the attribution of a substantial profit turnaround exclusively to
the introduction of practices related to workplace innovation is headline-grabbing in its own right, raising business
awareness and strengthening the case for future public support. Outcomes from other companies may be less
succinctly expressed but certainly add to this argument.

Secondly, it directs us to the key question underpinning this evaluation: did WIEP play a role in these
transformations that was critical to the outcomes? Again, the answer cannot be entirely straightforward: who can
untangle the multiple sources of inspiration or evidence that inform the introduction of an innovative work practice?

The assessment of outcomes is based on reports from participants during the programme sessions, anonymous
survey responses and post project interviews. Each company participating in the programme made significant
process improvements attributable wholly or in substantial part to WIEP. These process improvements led to faster
throughput time, improved efficiency, more effective problem solving, enhanced competencies and/or greater
capacity for innovation. In several cases, silo working has been reduced by enhanced collaboration between
functional departments, leading to less bureaucracy and fewer conflicts or delays. By empowering teams, time
previously spent on micro-management is freed up, leading to greater agility and speed of response.

Each of the companies also instigated mechanisms for stimulating and utilising employee ideas for product, service
or process innovation, unleashing the potential for further wealth generation well into the future.

While few of the companies have quantified the economic benefits of these improvements, examples such as:

the reduction of throughput time by nearly a third,

the savings of £100k on a single improvement project;

the resolution of a business-critical problem;

a 6% profit uplift in affected teams;

all provide an indication of the overall benefits to the Scottish economy when aggregated across all nineteen
organisations.

Each of the companies reports improved levels of engagement, validated in some cases by their internal engagement
survey results as well as by our interviews. This is likely to be reflected in better mental and physical health, the
retention of older workers and enhanced skills development for younger employees. This was wider implications
for health and social policy in Scotland.

Multiplier effects can also be added to the assessment of impact. For those companies on a ‘burning platform’, these
financial gains will help to protect existing jobs. Elsewhere on the scale, enhanced innovation capacity or improved
competitive advantage is likely to stimulate further job growth.
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WIEP was designed specifically to enhance the competence of individual participants in terms of management and
leadership skills, change facilitation and knowledge of workplace innovation, as well as to support them and their
companies in introducing new working practices. Individual learning journeys were therefore important in securing
wider outcomes for each company, and comments below place importance both on practical knowledge and soft
skills acquired from the programme. Each individual participant reported important benefits in terms of personal
learning and development. These can be summarised as:

Enhanced knowledge and experience of workplace innovation.
Exposure to wider experiences.

Increased confidence.

Ability to challenge established practice and influence others.
Changed management style

Encouraging curiosity and ‘learning to learn’.

Creative thinking.

Peer-to-peer learning.

The importance of this is not limited to the individual alone; rather it reflects their continuing ability to drive positive
changes forward in their companies. Over time, WIEP alumni will become an important asset for the future of the
Scottish economy.

Sustainability of change and the avoidance of innovation decay lies at the heart of The Essential Fifth Element
approach with its emphasis on the interdependent practices that can ensure the success or failure of changes. Each
company considers that it has built a sustainable momentum of change through WIEP, though some recognise the
need for further support especially those faced with adverse trading circumstances.

Finally, in evaluating the impact of WIEP it is also important to consider the costs of participation for the companies
concerned. For most participants, WIEP involved a commitment of 8.5 days away from the workplace plus an
estimated 4 — 8 hours on the Fresh Thinking Labs platform. This would be a substantial commitment for a
conventional leadership course in which there was only an indirect impact on the business. WIEP, however, offers
a triple helix of benefits: personal development, practical support for workplace change and peer-to-peer network
building. This combination of outcomes may explain the lack of any negative comment from participants about the
overall time commitment. Overall, feedback suggested that the content of the sessions positively supported practical
action in the workplace as well as personal learning, development and network building.

Conclusion: WIEP’s policy significance

Feedback on the programme was overwhelmingly positive, focusing on the overall quality of support, the learning,
sharing and ‘camaraderie’ between companies, and the practical outcomes stimulated by WIEP. The design, content
and delivery of the programme appears to have been validated by participant feedback via the different sources
mentioned above sources. Experience from both Cohorts shows that the programme’s impact lies in ‘the sum of the
parts’ rather than in any one or two components, and this is at the heart of the added value provided by WIEP
compared with a la carte menus of business support offered by Scottish Enterprise and other agencies. Group-based
programmes such as WIEP offer particular value for money for public agencies, firstly because the majority of
expert time is focused on the cohort as a whole, and secondly because peer-to-peer support is clearly an important
motivator and a valuable source of ideas which comes as part of the package without extra cost.

The case for workplace innovation in enabling Scotland to fulfil its Inclusive Growth and Fair Work goals is strong,
backed by a body of multi-disciplinary research and international experience, and not least by the WIEP outcomes
reported above.

WIEP as a generative resource for the design of future initiatives
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The UK has little history of policies or programmes designed to support workplace innovation. Only a minority of
countries and regions currently enjoy proactive policy frameworks designed to promote workplace innovation: we
are aware that these exist in the Basque Country (Spain), Finland, Flanders (Belgium), France, Germany, Norway,
Singapore, South Korea and Sweden (Totterdill et al, 2016; Alasoini et al, 2017), whilst in Denmark such initiatives
lie within the scope of its social partnership framework. Elsewhere workplace innovation tends not to be recognised
in either skills or competitiveness policy frameworks. The importance of WIEP lies, in part, in its potential to
demonstrate the potential of workplace innovation to a wider audience of UK policymakers.

Three notes of caution are required in addressing the design of future policy measures.

Firstly, policymakers need to adopt a long term perspective. The impact of programmes in countries such as Finland,
France and Germany is closely related to their longevity, in some case covering more than four decades and
representing a political consensus that creates resilience even when governments change. Policy funding cycles of
two, three or even five years create uncertainty and lead to an overemphasis on short term delivery rather than
building sustainable capacity.

Secondly, Ramstad draws attention to the importance of the wider social learning that can be generated by such
programmes (Ramstad, 2009b). Experience from Finland and elsewhere shows that long term dissemination impacts
are enhanced when a wider body of stakeholders are actively involved in programme implementation; these
stakeholders include employers’ organisations, chambers of commerce, trade unions, professional bodies,
universities and other public agencies. This helps to ensure that workplace innovation forms a common agenda with
a shared vocabulary amongst stakeholders, creating consistency in communication with enterprises and their
employees. Scotland’s approach to the promotion of workplace innovation is grounded in an explicit commitment
to shared learning, both across the public sector and with the wider body of stakeholders.

Finally it is important to adopt a critical approach to the notion of ‘transferability’. As with all policies and
programmes, WIEP was created within a specific context, responding to needs and opportunities identified in one
region. This case study has identified the broad characteristics and outcomes of the programme in the hope that
WIEP can become a generative resource for policy innovation elsewhere, but such innovation will need to be
grounded in its own specific economic, social, political and spatial setting.
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