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Executive summary 

Innovation is widely recognised as an important engine of growth. The 
underlying approach to innovation has been changing, shifting away from 
models largely focused on Research and Development (R&D) in knowledge-
based globalised economies and giving more emphasis to other major sources 
of the innovation process. Understanding how organisations build up 
resources for innovation has thus become a crucial challenge to find new ways 
of supporting innovation in all areas of activity.  

This report supports and contributes to this widened approach to 
innovation analysis and policy by showing the importance of work organi-
sation, interactions within organisations, as well as individual and organisa-
tional learning and training for innovation. The analytical tools and empirical 
results it provides are designed to open the black box of what a learning 
organisation is, that is, a work organisation supporting innovation through 
the use of employee autonomy and discretion, supported by learning and 
training opportunities. 

A learning organisation is an organisation that promotes management tools 
concerned with the improvement of individual and organisational learning. 

This report begins with a survey of the literature on learning organisa-
tions in order to provide greater definitional clarity. Although the literature 
is highly disparate and there is nothing like a unified definition or concept of 
the learning organisation that has been developed and empirically tested in a 
cumulative manner, some common definitional ground has been identified. 
A key feature of the literature is that much of it is normative and concerned 
with the promotion of management tools that are designed to improve the 
learning capabilities of an organisation and its members. 

Learning organisations are those with a capacity to adapt and compete 
through learning. First, most authors see the learning organisation as a 
multilevel concept involving interrelations between individual behaviours, 
team organisation, and organisational practices and structure. Secondly, there 
is an important emphasis in the literature on the role of learning cultures 
understood as beliefs, attitudes and values supportive of employee learning. 



10 – EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

INNOVATIVE WORKPLACES – © OECD 2010 

Further, an important strand in the literature identifies specific human 
resource management policies which are supportive or constitutive of learning 
cultures, such as further vocational training and performance assessment, 
payment for skill, transparent career paths, supportive management, and 
increased opportunities for informal learning. 

Empirical analysis shows important variations in the spread of learning forms of 
work organisation across EU member nations, and in some nations, a slight 
downward trend in this form of jobs. 

The multilevel nature of the concept as well as the emphasis on organi-
sational culture poses a challenge for measurement and quantitative analysis. 
Drawing on the results of successive waves of the European Survey of 
Working Conditions carried out at the individual level, the report provides 
evidence on the spread of learning organisations within private sector 
establishments across the European Union and on the evolution of their 
characteristics over time. Learning organisations are then defined as organi-
sations where high levels of autonomy in work are combined with high 
levels of learning, problem-solving and task complexity. 

The results show firstly that while a large share of European workers 
have access to work settings that draw on their discretionary capacity for 
learning and problem-solving, there are important variations in the spread of 
learning forms of work organisation across EU member nations, with the 
percentage of salaried employees involved in 2005 ranging from a high of 
over 65% in Sweden to a low of about 20% in Spain and Bulgaria. 
Moreover, in the nations where work is organised to support high levels of 
employee discretion in solving complex problems, the evidence shows that 
firms tend to be more active in terms of innovations developed through their 
own in-house creative efforts. In countries where learning and problem-
solving on the job are constrained, and little discretion is left to the 
employee, firms tend to engage in a supplier-dominated innovation strategy. 

Secondly, the results show that in many European nations, and for the 
EU15 on average, there has been a slight downward trend over 1995-2005 in 
the percentage of employees having access to work settings characterised by 
high levels of learning, complexity and discretion. When structural factors 
are taken into account in a multilevel model involving an individual level 
and a country level, this decreasing trend in work complexity grows in size 
and significance. This result is surprising given the emphasis placed in the 
European Union on policies for constructing knowledge-based economies, 
and notably on those designed to increase the level of R&D expenditures, to 
augment the supply of persons in the labour market with tertiary science and 



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY – 11

INNOVATIVE WORKPLACES – © OECD 2010 

technology degrees, and to promote the wide diffusion of information and 
communication technology (ICT). 

The analysis of these results point to the importance of learning and interactions 
within organisations. Learning work organisations are positively associated with 
in-house innovation. 

Taken together these cross sectional and longitudinal results have some 
important implications for understanding the performance of national inno-
vation systems. 

Firstly, in line with the OECD emphasis on widening the concept of 
innovation, they imply a need to put the organisation of work more centrally 
in the analysis of innovation. Learning and interaction within organisations 
is at least as important for innovation as learning through interactions with 
external agents, and indicators for innovation need to capture how material 
and human resources are used and whether or not the work environment 
promotes the further development of the knowledge and skills of employees. 

Secondly, policies designed to promote innovation, especially in countries 
that are trailing or behind, have tended to focus on the need for increased 
expenditures on Research and Development (R&D), on raising the percentage 
of the population with tertiary educational attainment and on furthering the 
diffusion of Information and Communication Technology. Considerable 
progress has been made with respect to the latter two indicators. The results 
presented here suggest that the bottleneck to improving the innovative 
capabilities of European firms might not be low levels of R&D expenditures, 
which are strongly determined by industry structures and consequently 
difficult to change, but the widespread presence of working environments that 
are unable to provide fertile grounds for innovation. If this is the case, then an 
important policy measure would be to encourage the adoption of “pro-
innovation” organisational practices, particularly in countries with poor 
innovative performance. While the analysis draws on European data, the 
lessons may be extended to other OECD regions. 

Institutional reforms also matter and may need to be reformed to stimulate pro-
innovation organisational practices. 

The analysis of institutional framework conditions for employee learning 
provides some guidance for the design of national policies. The results 
indicate that the way work is organised is closely connected to the structure 
of national labour markets and to the level of expenditures on labour market 
policies in the form of income maintenance for the unemployed and in the 
form of measures designed to move the unemployed into employment. There 
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are alternative ways to build systems of learning and innovation, and different 
systems tend to organise work and distribute security and protection dif-
ferently among citizens.  

While these conclusions are very preliminary and there is clearly a need 
for a more comprehensive analysis, they suggest that the institutional set-up 
determining the dynamic performance of national systems is much broader 
than normally assumed when applying the innovation system concept. They 
point to the need for a transversal approach to policy that can take into 
account the interconnections between learning, innovation and the different 
institutional sub-systems of the knowledge-based economy. 

One main organisational design challenge lies in a central trade-off between 
routine (standardisation) and innovation (mutual adjustment).  

From an employer point of view, some organisational design parameters 
are critical for the long term perspective of the organisation. 

Employers appear to be confronted with a central trade-off between 
standardisation/routine and mutual adjustment/innovation when making 
decisions in these areas. Designing a stable organisational structure with some 
dynamic properties is a key issue behind this trade-off. The changes or 
innovations induced by “adaptive” or “learning” forms of organisations have 
to be sustainable. Changes or innovation have to be in a range that do not 
put the structure into question or that preserve inertia forces. 

The initial organisational structure is a core decision for any entre-
preneur or employer who sets foundations for a new organisation. By fixing 
how employees have access to the organisation’s critical resources and 
knowledge, it sets the basis of a psychological contract between the employer 
and the employees. As the initial critical knowledge resource expands 
through collective learning by doing, human resource management practices 
become another key feature. The structuring of the information system is 
another important area of organisational design. 

Some of the key design questions that must be addressed are: how are 
knowledge tasks divided between direct producers and specialised problem 
solvers? How does information and communication technology contribute to 
information processing and communication? How are social relationships 
articulated with production relationships? 
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Employee participation is the second main challenge: if not managed efficiently, 
can lead to conflicts between vested interests and constitute a strong barrier to 
innovation. 

From the point of view of organisation, innovation strategies also meet a 
challenge in the human resources area: employers or managers willing to 
innovate have to deal with an employee participation constraint. If this 
participation constraint is not managed efficiently, conflicts between vested 
interests may arise and constitute a strong barrier to innovation.  

In this context, human resources management practices are essential 
tools. Employer-provided continuing vocational training or multi-skilling 
policies contribute to alleviate skill obsolescence induced by innovation, 
formal systems of performance appraisals or evaluation interviews allow 
addressing issues connected with the balance between effort and reward which 
can be upset by change. Some of these tools can also open the path to some 
transparency in the organisational incentives policy, which is important to 
build in feelings of trust and fairness. 

While the few available linked employer-employee surveys give some 
promising results on these issues, a linked employer-employee type of 
survey instrument covering more than one country with different insti-
tutional arrangements would be needed to better identify best practices. 

Several countries use policy programmes to foster innovative workplaces. 

How could policy makers foster innovative workplaces which are typically 
the realm of entrepreneurs and employers? Some promising policy programmes 
are used in some countries to this effect. Most of these programmes take two 
forms: workplace development projects and learning networks.  

Workplace development projects focus on the performance and the quality 
of working life at workplaces. Improvement of the quality of working life may 
comprise, for instance, improvements in employees’ opportunities for develop-
ment and exerting an influence over their work, wellbeing at work, and co-
operation and trust within the work community.  

Learning networks consist in joint learning forums workplaces and 
research and development units (such as universities, research institutes, 
polytechnics or other educational institutions). 

Within the European Union, the most ambitious programmes in terms of 
funding and outreach are located in Nordic countries that figure among the 
highest adopters of learning forms of work organisation. 


