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ABSTRACT

There is a growing interest in both employee-driven innovation (EDI) and innovation in welfare 
services, but a lack of empirical studies addressing innovation from the employee perspective.  
Accordingly, this study was designed to contribute with well-grounded empirical knowledge, aiming 
to explore the barriers to and opportunities for participation in innovation experienced by employ-
ees of the Swedish welfare services. In order to reach the aim, a qualitative thematic analysis of  
27 semi-structured interviews with employees in four municipalities was performed. 
 The study identified three main themes, with a great impact on the innovative performance of the 
studied organizations: support, including leadership and innovation processes; development, including 
creativity and learning; and organizational culture, which includes attitudes and communication, all es-
sential ingredients in EDI. Experienced barriers for innovation were unclear or non-existing innovation 
processes with ambiguous goals, insufficient learning, and deficient organizational slack, thus creating 
a tension between day-to-day work and innovation and hindering reflection and exploration. 
 Attitudes of colleagues and lack of communication were also barriers to implementing innova-
tion, suggesting the need for better management support for a communicative and open culture. 
Opportunities were found, including commitment to innovation and willingness to try new ideas, 
but the employees must be given the mandate and sufficient time to develop the potential that 
emerges from continuous learning, time for reflection, and user dialogue. The conclusion was that 
incremental innovations existed, but the full potential of these did not benefit the entire organiza-
tion due to inadequate communication and lack of innovation processes.
 The study improves our understanding of how employees regard their involvement in innovation. 
It also discusses how to make better use of employees’ resources in innovation processes and 
contributes to important knowledge about EDI in the public sector. On the basis of our results, we 
suggest a model of EDI for use in practice. 
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Introduction

Public sector innovation

Most chief executives today regard innovation as a key imperative; in the context 
of the public sector, it may even be a core process (Mulgan, 2007). Public sector 
innovation has come into focus as the sector faces challenges stemming from 

changing citizen demands, financial conditions, and huge social sector tasks involving 
what are sometimes called “wicked problems” due to their high complexity and involve-
ment of many stakeholders with conflicting interests (Rittel and Webber, 1973; Bason, 
2010). In this respect, the public sector can also be seen as a complex system, demand-
ing a broad approach to innovation involving many stakeholders (Jalonen, 2011). The 
public sector constitutes a large part of the total economy in many countries, and a well-
functioning public sector is essential for the development of the industry and service sec-
tors. Public sector innovation is therefore high on the agendas of many governments.

The approaches of Western governments to public sector innovation vary consider-
ably, even so in the Nordic countries. The Danish government has stated that it intends 
to become a leader in public service innovation (Danish Government, 2006). Mindlab 
(2012) is a Danish cross-ministerial unit, working with the public sector to help deci-
sion-makers and employees view their efforts from the outside in, that is, from the citi-
zen’s perspective. The Danish Confederation of Trade Unions has also been a forerunner 
in employee-driven innovation (EDI) by using the EDI concept and publishing reports in 
the field (Danske LO [Danish Confederation of Trade Unions], 2008). In Finland, Tekes, 
a government agency, is responsible not only for innovation but also for working condi-
tions in both the private and public sectors (Alasoini, 2011). Tekes has also started the 
Liideri program with the goal of making Finland’s workplaces Europe’s best by 2020. 
One of its main goals is to use the knowledge and ideas of employees in innovation and 
development (Arbets-och näringsministeriet [Ministry of Employment and Economy], 
2013). In Norway, Forskningsrådet (The Norwegian Research Council) (2012) recently 
published its policy for public sector innovation. The Norwegian government in its inno-
vation policy is stressing employee participation and this is done in cooperation with the 
Norwegian Confederation of Trade Unions and NHO, the Norwegian organization for 
employers (Nærings-og handelsdepartementet [Ministry of Business and Trade], 2008).

The diversity is similar outside the Nordic countries. In the UK, besides government 
efforts, we find the government-funded but independent charity Nesta and the Innova-
tion Unit, a nonprofit organization working on innovation in local government, public 
healthcare, and so on (Nesta & Innovation Unit, 2012). In Australia, the government 
introduced the Australian Public Service Innovation Action Plan in 2009 (Australian 
Government, 2009), focusing on building innovation capacity, developing innovation 
consciousness, supporting cocreation, and educating leaders. 

Sweden, however, has not been a leader in public sector innovation, including EDI. 
It is only in the past decade that we have seen government policy documents in Sweden 
concerned with public sector innovation (Socialdepartementet [Ministry of Health and 
Social Affairs], 2011; Government Offices of Sweden, 2012). The focus, however, has been 
on public procurement and on improving public service provision processes, not on EDI. 
The OECD is also describing Swedish innovation policy, as weak (OECD, 2013), stressing 
the need for a better conceptual and empirical basis for measuring and promoting public 
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sector innovation and that Sweden’s innovations policy should be broadened to ensure 
coverage of public sector innovation.

Employee-driven innovation

As the public sector and its welfare services are highly dependent on their workforce, 
employees can also be seen as important drivers of innovation (Hovlin et al., 2011). EDI 
is a big challenge, a process with numerous opportunities but not without barriers to 
progress. It can be seen as a bottom–up activity, usually occurring outside formal job 
descriptions and taking time from what employees are officially paid to do (Birkinshaw 
& Duke, 2013).

Research interest in EDI has often been theoretical in nature, discussing what fac-
tors are favorable for EDI (Smith et al., 2012). This research interest has also encom-
passed the public sector. From a Nordic perspective, the Nordic Council of Ministers 
notes that the culture of the Nordic countries strengthens EDI, because Nordic workers 
are characterized by professionalism, adaptability, independence, and responsibility and 
because of the associated leadership culture (Fogelberg Eriksson et al., 2013, p. 8). 

It should be noted that Sweden, where this study took place, has a large public 
sector compared with most other European countries, amounting to 20% of the GNP 
(Government Offices of Sweden, 2012). Local governments are responsible for core ser-
vices such as healthcare, primary and secondary education, eldercare, and childcare. 
Counties and municipalities also have the right to levy taxes. 

New public management (NPM) has changed the public sector in many countries 
and may itself be described as an innovation. It has also been described as a “trend 
toward individualization in an explosion of management” (Almqvist, 2006, p. 14). In 
the education and eldercare sectors, Sweden has largely deregulated and opened up to 
private providers, more so than in other Nordic countries (Regeringen [Government of 
Sweden], 1993). Despite these changes, Swedish public opinion seems to hold that the 
Swedish public sector is less innovative than is industry (IVA & Sifo, 2010). However, 
international analysis, comparisons (Eurobarometer, 2012), and research (Earl, 2002; 
Bekkers et al., 2011) suggest that the public sector is just as innovative as the private 
sector in Sweden. 

NPM has also made the public sector more complex and increasingly akin to the 
service sector. The effects of this transition have been widely discussed (Christensen & 
Lægreid, 2007; Hasselbladh et al., 2008; Hartman, 2011). Hartman found that, despite 
increased competition and changes in organization and governance, no general conclu-
sions about improvements in quality, efficiency, innovation, and costs could be drawn. 

It is important to study how employees’ resources, such as ideas, creativity, com-
petence, and problem-solving abilities, are addressed in EDI. Much of public sector in-
novation applies a top–down approach, but the necessity of a bottom–up approach is 
increasingly understood, as the “bottom” is where the client actually meets the public 
sector (Smith et al., 2012). In Sweden, where much of the public sector is local, this may be 
especially important. Accordingly, this study explores the barriers to and opportunities for 
participation in innovation experienced by employees of the Swedish welfare services. 

It should also be noted that public sector is something else than the private sec-
tor, why it is difficult to directly transfer concepts, theory, and empirical findings from 
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private firms to public service, thus there is need for both empirical findings and theory 
development (Hartley, 2005; Langergaard and Hansen, 2013).

Aim of study

Aiming to explore the barriers to and opportunities for participation in innovation  
experienced by employees of the Swedish welfare services, this study was designed to 
contribute with well-grounded empirical knowledge. 

Conceptual framework

For this study, we define innovation as “the intentional introduction and application 
within a role, group or organization of ideas, processes, products or procedures, new to 
the relevant unit of adoption, designed to significantly benefit the individual, the group, 
the organization or wider society” (West & Farr, 1990, p.9). An innovation might be 
either radical or incremental. Radical innovation is the innovation that creates funda-
mental changes in activities and behavior in an organization or branch (Meyer & Allen, 
1991). Many radical innovations diminish the worth of previous knowledge. Incremen-
tal innovation, in contrast, can be described as innovation building on existing knowl-
edge and resources (Davila et al., 2005). 

Klitmøller et al. (2007) define EDI as the development and implementation of new 
organizational forms, service concepts, modes of operation, and service processes in 
which the ideas, knowledge, time, and creativity of employees are actively used. Kesting 
and Ulhøi (2010) add the proviso that the employee should not be assigned to this task, 
and restrict EDI to radical innovation. In our view, this restriction is unnecessary, as 
incremental EDI can be useful and may also lead to radical innovation. Accordingly, for 
our purposes, we use the Klitmøller et al. (ibid) definition of EDI. 

Public sector employees are in close contact with customers and users and may be at 
the center of information flow in the organization, which makes them important sources 
of innovative ideas (Klitmøller et al., 2007). Kesting and Ulhøi (2010) note that employ-
ees have exclusive procedural information about processes and have outside relation-
ships, for example, with clients and colleagues, both of which greatly benefit innovation. 
The impact of this information and knowledge can be huge: “Although each individual 
may only be able to develop limited, incremental innovations, the sum of these efforts 
can have far-reaching impacts” (Tidd & Bressant, 2009, p. 115). This also supports the 
view that EDI should not be limited to either incremental or radical innovation.

As research into EDI is still in its infancy, we lack well-established knowledge about 
its antecedents. Smith et al. (2012) have proposed that the most relevant factors promot-
ing EDI are management support, autonomy, collaboration, and organizational norms 
favoring exploration (that is, an organizational climate allowing exploration). Birkin-
shaw and Duke (2013) describe four categories of EDI enablers: time out (to give em-
ployees time for creative thought), expansive roles (moving beyond the confines of the 
assigned job), competition, and open forums. The importance of time, that is, organiza-
tional slack allowing room for innovation, is stressed in a Swedish study of public sector 
innovation (Hovlin et al., 2011).
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In addition, it should be noted that Sweden has a special act dealing with worker 
participation in decisions, Medbestämmandelagen (Law on workers’ participation in 
decisions) (Regeringen [Government Offices of Sweden], 1976), which regulates deci-
sion-making in all sectors. Swedish managers are known for acting in nonauthoritarian 
ways, and the hierarchical distance between management and employees is minimal 
(Lämsa, 2010). This is something that could be advantageous for EDI, relating to the 
aforementioned antecedents described by Smith et al. (2012). Nordic leadership styles 
are generally considered employee oriented (Lindell & Arvonen, 1996) and the use of 
human resources is also seen as bolstering innovation (Eurobarometer, 2011). This may 
also be seen in the Fourth survey of working conditions (Parent-Thirion et al., 2007) in 
which the Nordic countries generally are way ahead regarding the possibilities both for 
learning and employee opportunities to put forward own ideas, as compared with the 
EU average. However, differences have been found in earlier research between Sweden 
and the other Nordic countries, where the Swedish employees are more willing to adhere 
to formal rules than their neighbors (Smith et al., 2003). 

Complexity of the public sector

The public sector differs from the private sector in many respects, making for a highly 
complex organizational milieu. This complexity can be described as stemming from 
the sector’s many stakeholders, inadequate resources (not easily expandable), and high 
transparency requirements. This complexity is also reflected in the managerial role that 
largely must balance conflicting goals (Nyström, 2010). Further complexity arises when 
former monopolies are broken up, and management must gain knowledge of and act in 
a competitive market (Kallstenius, 2010).

This complexity leads us to view the public service organization as a complex re-
sponsive system in which developments and ideas evolve via communication processes, 
the individual continually affecting the organization and vice versa (Stacey, 2003). These 
processes generate the ideas that lead to innovation (Fonseca, 2004). This also means 
that management control can no longer be of a traditional hierarchical, top–down sort. 
Autonomy in one’s work tasks is a critical factor for individual wellbeing (Karasek &  
Theorell, 1990). It has also been demonstrated that participation in innovation can fos-
ter autonomy (Rasulzada, 2007) and alleviate the negative effects of work demands, 
enhancing control of one’s work (King et al., 2007). 

In addition, it has also been demonstrated that learning strategies in jobs involving 
high control or high problem-solving demands can help promote innovation, because 
these jobs in themselves stimulate learning (Holman et al., 2012). One such job is care 
of the elderly, in which the employees have to handle many different situations and 
demands. The employees’ learning orientation and transformational leadership are also 
positively related to creativity (Chang et al., 2011), leading to new ideas and eventually 
innovation. This does not mean that the employees do not need to learn the rules and 
routines, as Ellström has stressed (Ellström, 2005). Ellström points to the importance 
of learning as the foundation for innovation, both in the context of the production 
logic, that is, learning routines and processes, and in the context of the development 
logic, that is, learning for development in the innovative organization. Furthermore, Ell-
ström (2010, p. 27) emphasizes the importance of practice-based innovation, “a cyclical  



164 Employee-driven Innovation in Welfare Services Thomas Wihlman et al.

process of adaptive and developmental learning driven by contradictions and tensions 
between explicit and implicit dimensions of work processes.” Adaptive learning of rou-
tines and processes may also lead to mastering of the work processes, mastering giving 
time to developmental learning (Høyrup, 2012). In addition, we can note that impro-
visation, according to Miner (2001), can be viewed as the link between learning and 
innovation. Thus, learning plays a key role in EDI. 

In complex organizations, as found in public sector welfare services, fostering em-
ployee autonomy (Smith et al., 2012) and control (King et al., 2007) is important for 
EDI. Kristiansen and Bloch-Poulsen (2010) suggest three important criteria for EDI 
leading to the implementation of a new work routine. The routine must create value 
for the organization, it must improve work organization, and it must improve working 
life quality for employees. However, as we see it, the effects of an innovation, such as 
improved working life quality, cannot be measured in its initiation phase.

That is not to say that well-functioning processes are not important for the imple-
mentation of innovation. Indeed, they are. Accordingly, another part of our conceptual 
framework is the innovation process. In this process, the initiation phase consists of 
information gathering, conceptualization of all events, and planning for the adoption of 
an innovation, finally leading to the decision to adopt, while implementation consists  
of all the events, actions, and decisions involved in putting the innovation to use. The de-
cision to adopt the innovation is the dividing line between the initiation and implemen-
tation phases (Rogers, 2003). However, the innovation process as we see it does not have 
to be sequential; instead, it may be seen as a flow of communication and action, more 
like the complex responsive processes described by Stacey (2003). For the organizational 
culture to influence creativity and innovation, strategy, support mechanisms, structure, 
behavior, and communication are especially prominent (Martins & Terblanche, 2003). 

Methods

Research design and data collection

This article presents a qualitative study of Swedish welfare services, performed in eight 
welfare service units in four of Sweden’s 290 municipalities in 21 counties. A qualitative 
research design was used to obtain a deeper understanding of the experiences and views 
of employees. Semi-structured interviews were used to establish a dialogue with the 
employees, as is suitable when studying complex issues (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). A 
thematic analysis was conducted to achieve the research aim (Braun & Clarke, 2006).

We strove to make a strategic selection of units covering major aspects of the wel-
fare services, such as education and social services. In Sweden, preschools and daycare 
centers are part of the education system. Five of the units were on the provider side of 
the purchaser–provider relationship and three belonged to a traditional municipal orga-
nization outside this division, so different organizational forms were examined.

Our dataset contains interviews with a total of 27 employees (Tab. 1). To ensure 
that the interviewees understood the meaning of innovation, they were asked about their 
understanding of the concept. If they were in doubt, an explanation was given according 
to the definitions mentioned earlier in this article. The focus of the interviews was on 
what could be accomplished in a single service unit, not in the organization as a whole. 
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An interview guide was developed and provided the basis for the semi-structured 
interviews. The main areas covered in the guide were the attitudes and actions of the 
interviewees’ coworkers and manager as well as the interviewees’ participation in in-
novation, sense of responsibility for and influence on change and development, general 
experiences of change, influence, access to information, learning, and professional devel-
opment, and dialogue with users or customers. 

Table II Overview of Units and Informants

Unit Unit name Professions/occupations

1 Short-term care for elderly Two assistant 
nurses

One activity 
leader

One physio-
therapist

One techni-
cal assistant

2 Palliative care Two assistant 
nurses 

3 Daycare center Two preschool 
teachers

Two 
child-care 
workers

One youth 
worker

4 Nutrition/restaurant Four cooks

5 Street and park maintenance Two gardeners Two park 
workers

One techni-
cal assistant

6 Refugee center One assistant One social 
worker

7 Social worker (youth) Two social 
workers

8 Recruitment center (short-
term substitutes)

Two recruit-
ment officers

The units had 10 to 55 employees. A manager who reported to the district manager or 
the like led each unit. The researchers asked the managers to select interviewees of vary-
ing experience levels and ages, and this was done. 

A meeting was held with three of the managers, presenting the background of the 
study, and all managers were given written information. Managers informed their em-
ployees about the study. 

All interviews were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim. The interviews were 
performed from April 2011 to June 2012. One interview was performed simultaneously 
with two employees because of the work situation. Saturation was achieved when 27 
interviews had been completed, as no novel information was then being added from the 
additional material. Interviews were held in a quiet, comfortable environment by the 
first author and lasted 35 to 65 minutes, with an average duration of approximately 50 
minutes. 

Women formed a large majority of the interviewees (22 of 27), which mirrors their 
representation in the selected units. The interviewees’ educational level varied and ages 
ranged from 28 to 60 years. Two participants had dual tasks, as head or assistant deputy 
head in parallel with their work in the unit; as they only had part-time managerial 
responsibility and no financial responsibility for personnel, these interviewees were in-
cluded in the employee category. 
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Data analysis

We conducted a thematic analysis via an iterative process of alternating between the raw 
data and the preliminary themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006). MAXQDA qualitative data anal-
ysis software (Maxqda, 2013) was used to facilitate the analysis (Lewins & Silver, 2006).

After transcription, the interviews were read thoroughly to gain an impression of 
the interviews as a whole. In a second reading, meaning units, what Braun and Clarke 
(2006) describe as interesting features of the data, were highlighted; that is, significant 
parts of sentences, whole sentences, and parts of paragraphs judged to have a bearing on 
the research questions were identified. The meaning units were each assigned a code; a 
particular code can appear in several documents that contain similar meaning units.

After the preliminary coding, we analyzed the meaning units and coding in a greater 
depth to find the latent content. This was done iteratively to identify themes or patterns, 
following Braun and Clarke (2006). Some condensed meaning units were reclassified, 
while others were reassigned a different code. Depending on their similarities and differ-
ences, the codes were grouped into three main themes as a result of the iterative process; 
this included going back and forth among meaning units, codes, and themes to finally 
decide on the theme structure. This was done in consultation with the third author (UW) 
until sufficient agreement was reached. Quotations are used to illustrate each theme and 
its connection to the original data and to enhance trustworthiness. 

Methodological considerations

A particular strength of the study is that it gives voice to a group seldom talked about 
in innovation studies, namely, the employees. As the study took place in municipalities 
organized in various ways and in units from major parts of the welfare services, the em-
pirical material encompassed a considerable range of variation. Accordingly, the results 
might be applicable to similar settings in other Swedish municipalities. 

To avoid bias and enhance trustworthiness in interpretation, inter-subjective agree-
ments were employed in the analysis, as the emerging themes were continuously dis-
cussed among the coauthors. To enhance credibility, following Guba (1981), we have 
described the research process thoroughly, including the selection of informants.

Interviews by themselves entail methodological difficulties; one being that the in-
formants in a study of this sort may try to satisfy the interviewer (Alvesson, 2003). 
The interviewer in this study counteracted this tendency by reframing, repeating, and 
expanding the questions as described by May (1991). 

Ethical considerations

The study followed the recommendations of Vetenskapsrådet (Swedish Research Coun-
cil) (2012) for studies in the humanities and social sciences. Every informant was in-
formed about the study, both orally and in writing, including an explanation of how 
the results would be used; they were also informed that the confidentiality of individual 
answers would be safeguarded and that each person had the right to cancel participa-
tion at any time. This information was given by the managers some weeks before the 
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interviews took place and repeated just before the researcher started each interview. 
Before the interviews started, each participant also signed a written consent statement 
containing this information. To safeguard confidentiality, each quotation is assigned a 
code in lieu of the informant’s name.

Results

The study indicates that there were several barriers to employee participation in inno-
vation, but also that there were opportunities for this as well. Three main themes were 
identified in the analysis: (1) development, (2) support, and (3) organizational culture. 
The themes also included subthemes. Table 2 presents an overview of the themes and 
subthemes, with a quotation for each main theme to illustrate the relationship to the 
original data. The themes overlap each other and are interrelated. 

Table II Overview of the themes and subthemes

Main themes Subthemes Illustrative quotations

1. Development •  Learning processes 
•  Creativity processes

We have all agreed that we want to be professional. 
For instance, we do not want to judge someone 
with some kind of illness for what they have actually 
done. Instead, we try to understand what in their 
situation caused them to do this.

2. Support •  Innovation processes 
•  Leadership

The economics are limiting. I have ideas that I think 
would be very effective, but they cannot be imple-
mented. Another limit is the type of organization 
we have, because every unit has its own budget and 
does not receive money for cooperation.

3. Organizational culture •  Attitudes
•  Communication 

That was the first thing that struck me when I 
started here. At the other place, we worked as a 
team. We were encouraged a lot more to come up 
with ideas … you could make changes and they did 
not have to cost so much.

Development

The conditions for learning and creativity were seen as important for the development 
of ideas leading to innovation. Thus, two subthemes were identified: Learning processes 
and creativity processes. 

Learning processes

Informants mentioned learning as something that stimulated them to innovate. They 
described courses they had taken, often out of their own interest or initiated by new 
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work demands. According to the informants, management encouraged learning, and 
they cited specific examples of courses attended. In some cases, the initiative to attend 
courses came from the employee, in other cases from the manager. Interviewees also oc-
casionally mentioned that their interest had been stimulated by a lecture. 

The informants described how, at unit meetings, they had been called upon to describe 
what they had learned at courses and how it could be applied at work. Formal courses 
were emphasized, while other forms of learning were hardly mentioned. Employees were 
sometimes asked by the management to attend courses or seminars: “Yes, I’ve taken part 
in courses and we share knowledge with each other. It’s learning. You get a lot of learning 
here if courses are available, but there are courses that could be better” (I22). 

Some informants admitted that they never advanced their specific proposals for 
learning or education because they did not feel the need for it.

No informant talked about strategy, organizational goals, learning at the workplace 
(e.g., practice-based learning), or the link between learning and new ideas and innovation.

Creativity processes

Most informants saw themselves as creative persons, solving problems in new situa-
tions arising from the complexity of their work. They also indicated a high level of 
freedom and autonomy in solving these problems. Organized meetings were held in 
various forms: either in smaller groups, such as team meetings, or in meetings of the unit 
as a whole. Meetings were used to discuss ideas on which an employee wanted feedback 
from colleagues. This sometimes happened after an individual’s idea was raised and 
recognized during a coffee break or in a small formal group. Examples of both informal 
and formal processes were cited:

“The refreshment room is a useful place for a discussion, but if I’m not happy with it, I 
raise the question at staff meetings or in a routine meeting. Sometimes you can get an idea, 
but then you have to get other people’s points of view (I1).”

One of the units mentioned their one or two-day planning meetings, at which time was 
made for discussion of how to achieve the goals set. There were also complaints about 
some meetings, such as groups that were too big or in which the same people talked at 
every meeting. This kind of organizational culture was a barrier that prevented some 
less assertive employees from raising their voices and presenting their ideas. Some infor-
mants stated that they had helped the newly recruited staff propose their ideas. Others 
mentioned that experience of the workplace was needed if one wanted to propose ideas 
that could lead to an innovation.

Contacts with colleagues in other units were limited. One profession had an ac-
tive Facebook group. Another profession used to hold regular meetings with colleagues 
elsewhere in the municipality, but these meetings were not being held at the time of the 
study because of reorganization. 

Time was said to be an obstacle to discuss ideas. However, the situation varied 
among the units and was also a matter of attitude. One informant described it as a 
matter of priorities: “You could always find a minute, it would save time if you worked 
together.” (I7)
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Support

This theme relates to how ideas for innovation were dealt with, including the kind of 
support employees received from management and how management generally acted in 
response to innovation issues. The subthemes were innovation processes and leadership.

Innovation processes

Neither specific goals nor problems where innovation could be useful were mentioned; 
instead, implementation decisions were made ad hoc. Informants were unaware of any 
innovation processes involving resources such as having a facilitator knowledgeable 
about innovation processes to talk to or offer advice. When it came to implementation, 
however, some informants were optimistic about the possibilities of getting help if they 
actually came up with a great idea: “Yes, I absolutely think so, that you would get help 
if needed” (I25).

Customers or clients (the word choice varied) sometimes seemed to be patronized 
by some informants. The customers were described as not understanding their own 
needs or the needs of their elderly parents, children, and so on, though they were seen as 
influencing the organization. Informants described how surveys were used in relation to 
innovation and change. They did not describe this as a formal or informal open innova-
tion process, although when asked, admitted that surveys could be seen as identifying 
ideas for improvement, this being the first step of an innovation process. 

Time was more of a problem than was limited funding. Staff at one unit had a 
particular difficulty finding time for dialogue; this hampered participation, the creative 
process, and implementation, even though funding may have been available. 

Some statements, such as “we test ideas,” “we can change,” and “we dare to take 
risks,” indicated opportunities to test and develop ideas, so the risk-taking associated 
with new, untested ideas, was not seen as a barrier.

Leadership

According to their subordinates, managers understood the necessity of innovation and 
expressed support for it; they were said to listen and be encouraging during the daily 
work and in the various meetings. What this led to from an innovation process point of 
view was unclear. In addition, when an idea was accepted, its implementation might be 
left to the person who proposed it, who presumably was supposed to act and to engage 
colleagues: “You must be the driving force yourself; find opportunities and give time to 
each other” (I14).

Diversity within units led to situations in which the manager did not have all the 
necessary skills to judge the ideas put forward. Although informants expressed a positive 
attitude toward innovation, a problem often mentioned was that management demand-
ed too much change and initiated the implementation of too many new ideas. This led 
to some not yet completed projects being abandoned for other new ideas: “A manager 
must know when it’s time to slow down on a project, so that one is not out on a winter 
road with smooth summer tires” (I8).
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Organizational culture

The informants mentioned a lack of communication between employees as a problem. 
This problem was linked to the fact that employees were a driving force for participation 
in innovation. Both subthemes, that is, employees’ attitudes and communication among 
employees, were important for innovation. 

Employees’ attitudes

The innovation concept was known to most of the interviewees, but the interpretation 
varied. Some informants used the word “innovation,” while others spoke about using 
related terms such as “change.” In most cases, innovation was seen as constituting a 
fairly substantial change in the work process. The informants often spoke about their 
dedication to change and to innovation: “I associate innovation directly with always 
trying new ideas, that it’s a way for us to work; the direction for every cook should be 
to innovate, renew, and improve continuously” (I8).

Informants described situations that made many demands on them yet offered little 
autonomous control of the work tasks, which led to fatiguing. These pressures and the 
effects of earlier cutbacks were mentioned as adversely affecting innovation, as staff 
shortages led to limited time available for communicating new ideas. Another negative 
effect on innovation arose when employees developed ideas that could benefit their cli-
ents, but simultaneously realized that these ideas conflicted with the rigid requirements 
of purchasers or political stakeholders, reducing the likelihood of advocating the ideas 
internally. 

Communication

Informants also touched on their colleagues’ attitudes toward innovation. Most infor-
mants described colleagues as positive toward testing new ideas, entering into a dialogue, 
and the like. However, there were also frequent complaints about the backwardness of 
certain colleagues, about people resisting change, and so on, highlighting differences 
in thinking and internal conflicts as significant barriers to innovation. Informants also 
mentioned that the work situation could be very demanding, and that it was no use 
wasting time on colleagues who were negative: “Yes, there is a built-in pattern of think-
ing and it feels comfortable and secure, then you do not have to work so much on your 
own approach. I experience this as resistance” (I27).

Some informants who had been at the same workplace for many years admit-
ted that, as they could not see the workplace with fresh eyes, they welcomed new 
employees and fresh views. However, they also pointed out that theirs was a difficult 
business that took time to learn, so one could not expect any good ideas from new-
comers. 

New employees had very positive attitudes and clearly stated that they wanted to 
make an impression. Their older colleagues complained about ideas they had expressed 
earlier but had never been given the opportunity to realize. Older colleagues also ex-
pressed a fear that this would most likely happen to all newcomers. 
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Discussion

Our study identifies several factors as especially important for EDI in welfare services, 
namely a conducive organizational culture, development, and support. The study indi-
cates that highly committed and competent employees can be a very positive and vital 
force in helping the public sector face the challenges confronting it. The model shown 
in Fig. 1 includes the core elements of EDI in this context, constituting a roadmap for 
creating better EDI in welfare services. We propose that practitioners should scrutinize 
their own organizations, building on and reinforcing their strengths and addressing their 
weaknesses. In our discussion, we touch on the components of the model, cite related re-
search, and make some general suggestions for improvements on the basis of this study. 
We start by discussing our model in relation to other general findings regarding EDI.

Smith et al. (2012) identified the antecedents of EDI as leadership support, auton-
omy, collaboration, and organizational norms favoring exploration. Our model incor-
porates these factors, but notably adds structures such as the innovation process as well 
as a greater focus on development, including learning and creativity. The EDI enablers 
suggested by Birkinshaw and Duke (2013), that is, time out, expansive roles, competi-
tion, and open forums, are interesting but limited in scope. As we see innovation as more 
of a collective effort rather than based on the individual’s ideas, team-based competition 
may be a way forward. Finally, Klitmøller et al.’s (2007) definition of EDI identifies its 
core elements, that is, ideas, knowledge, time, and creativity, all of which are parts of 
our model. However, as our objective has not been to define EDI, but instead to make 
the concept practical and useful, our model also incorporates the particular features 
encountered in our study, such as the importance of having an organizational culture in 
which good communication and dialogue are central.

Development: Learning and creativity

As mentioned, learning is a vital factor in EDI, especially given the complexity of pub-
lic service organizations. Brandi and Hasse (2012) suggest that EDI is valuable as a 
bottom–up process, based on the experiences of employees as to what they experience 
as problems, not what is defined by top management as a problem. Nilsen et al. (2012) 
understand learning in this context as something based on the experiences, knowledge, 
and skills of employees. We also find it useful to uphold Ellströms’ (Ellström, 2005) 
distinction between learning about procedures and developmental learning, the latter 
having a stronger direct connection to innovation. Complex responsive processes of 
organizations involve a steady ongoing exchange between the individuals who form the 
organization and in turn are formed by it (Stacey, 2003). We view this ongoing recipro-
cal formation as a continuous learning process and as the basis for creating ideas that 
will eventually lead to innovation. Evans et al. (2006) find that participation, reflection, 
recognition, and teamwork are important factors embedded in the organization that 
creates the preconditions for learning. 

This view, however, does not go unchallenged. Kesting and Ulhøi (2010) see the 
origin of radical innovation in changing routines and procedures. We argue that flexibil-
ity is important for welfare service employees. Every day, employees confront different 
situations and different user demands. Fixed routines and procedures are less important, 
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as the situation is constantly changing and evolving. There may even be a problem with 
best practices and well-proven experiences, as relationships and situations are highly 
complex and not easily comparable. We agree with Nilsen et al. (2012) that it is impor-
tant for future research to study how learning and creativity can be reinforced in the 
public sector and used for development and innovation.

Colleagues are influential when it comes to possibilities for idea development and 
innovation. Their influence is both informal and formal and their importance may differ 
depending on the interviewee’s status and the actual position in the organization. A pos-
sible explanation for the negative reactions to ideas from colleagues is the tight staffing 
situation. To avoid stress, a common strategy for employees is to focus on their imme-
diate work, rather than on discussing new ideas and innovation. There are also other 
explanations, such as the employee’s hierarchical position. The organizational position 
of the nursing assistant group studied by Åmo (2006) is similar to that of the employees 
studied here. Åmo finds that in low-hierarchy jobs, such as nursing assistants, colleagues 
are the most important factor influencing the attitude to innovation, while physicians 
and nurses are more affected by information from management (ibid). 

Figure 1: Employment commitment in 16 European countries in 2005–2007 (means).
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Organizational culture: Communication and attitudes

As limited time was experienced as a constraining factor in our study, including lack of 
time for discussion and reflection, communication was not facilitated. Organizational 
slack, as Rogers (2003) points out, is important for creativity and innovation, though 
too much slack leads to inefficiency (Nohria & Gulati, 1997; Rogers, 2003). Clear pri-
orities and better ability to suspend unsuccessful projects might be beneficial in creating 
the organizational slack needed. 

Our study suggests that, in order to increase opportunities for innovation, man-
agement should take more responsibility for improving communication processes nar-
rowing the gap between employees when discussing new ideas, Backström et al. (2006) 
introduce the metaphor of the middle manager as a director creating the conditions for 
communication and cooperation. Ibbotson and Darsø (2008, p. 548) describe how lead-
ers may learn from the theatre director where “the art of directing creativity is linked 
to developing competencies of conscious presence, attention and vigilance, whereas the 
craft of directing creativity concerns communication, framing and choice.” In order to 
create internal momentum for adaption and innovation, there is also a need to share 
interpretations of threats and opportunities among organizational members, according 
to Hoppe (2009).

Autonomy is seen as one of the core elements for EDI alongside commitment, co-
operativeness, pride, trustfulness, tolerance, feeling of security, and learning orientation 
(Amundsen et al., 2011). In addition, Kalmi and Kauhanen (2008) claim that workplace 
innovations are mainly beneficial for workers. Razulzada (2007) concludes that an in-
novative climate can positively affect individual wellbeing; as such, a climate demands 
greater autonomy and more control over the work situation. However, Cowan et al. 
(2011, p. 165) argue that “high rates of innovation can result in high stress equilibrium 
and have a negative effect on economic growth.” 

The studied informants regarded themselves as professionals doing important jobs. 
Professionalism is important for one’s self-esteem and self-image and may be a positive 
force favoring innovation (Damanpour & Gopalakrishnan, 1998). We would like to 
stress that if professionalism becomes too rigid, it may lead to groupthink and to resis-
tance to new ideas and innovation (Rosander et al., 1998), so a delicate balance must be 
maintained. Resistance to new ideas found in the present study may simply have resulted 
from a lack of communication, which in turn can be traced back to insufficient organi-
zational slack. It may also indicate groupthink and resistance to new ideas, even among 
well-educated employees with established professional roles. 

The informants described their organizational commitment as high and as a factor 
that positively affected their desire to improve operations. This finding is in line with 
that of Shore (1993), who described organizational commitment as a positive factor 
favoring innovation. 

The study also revealed a tension between high commitment to client demands 
for efficiency and high quality and other organizational demands, such as rigid rules, 
processes, and assignments. Stream et al. (2011) argue that when means and methods 
are rigidly specified and are being measured, this may lead to less innovation, as em-
ployees are not allowed to implement innovative ideas they believe will serve the client 
better. This tension leads to an ethical dilemma among employees who must choose 
between client needs and organizational performance demands. Thunman (2013) claims 
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that NPM steering mechanisms cause inauthentic work situations. It might also lead to 
moral conflicts among the employees and challenge their personal integrity. It should 
also be noted that the work done, for example, in caring for the elderly, might be com-
plex, as it involves mind, heart, and hands (Kamp & Hvid, 2012). This work complexity 
could enter into informant complaints about the lack of understanding from colleagues. 
It can be argued that good communication between employees and between employees 
and management in such a context is extremely important if ideas are to be accepted 
and evolve into innovations. 

Support: Leadership and innovation processes

According to this study, most employees perceive their managers as supportive of new 
ideas and innovation. However, if previous experiences have been negative and the em-
ployee was not listened to, it might be difficult to regard new ideas from colleagues and 
management in a positive light. Information stickiness, here in the form of a negative 
view of the opportunities to propose ideas and influence managers, might be difficult to 
break away from (Hippel, 2006). This may be an important problem for management to 
address, so work on communication, team climate, and attitudes may be needed.

The organizations studied here all had innovation on their agendas in some way. 
However, an innovative organization without structure and support to implement in-
novative ideas may cause stress instead of leading to positive results (Cowan et al., 
2011). Birkinshaw and Duke (2013) also point to the fact that EDI requires systematic 
programs and activities to reinforce the desired behavior, which calls for constant moni-
toring from the top. In our study, these systematic programs and activities, as well as 
dialogue with management at all levels, were largely found to be missing. One possible 
first step toward a working structure is for management to encourage learning about 
innovation. Management can also facilitate innovation by providing resources such as 
innovation specialists. 

From this study, we found that managers encouraged employees to be innovative, 
but the employees themselves did not mention the existence of a clear process to help 
them be innovative and to implement innovations being made. Even if such a process 
and a system of nurturing ideas existed, none of the informants in our study said they 
knew of such a system. This indicates the existence of a gap regarding communication 
and attitudes between the management, responsible for the innovation process, and the 
employees who were supposed to use it. This gap negatively affected both innovation 
initiation (i.e., idea development) and implementation, as no decisions on innovation 
were formally made. It may also highlight the differences between rhetoric and action. 
Therefore, people working with innovation need to practice and interact in complex 
processes with others in order to drive innovation processes forward (Darsø, 2012).

When innovative ideas and issues are left to the staff to realize, but without suffi-
cient support, this burdens them, which may cause disappointment and stress in a tight 
staffing situation. An implementation problem can also arise when innovation is primar-
ily seen as a HR policy and this becomes more important than the actual innovation 
(Nählinder, 2013). Such tendencies were observed in the present study. 

Overall, the studied situation brought to mind the Swedish government’s views of in-
novation and actions to foster it in the public sector, where actual support and financing 
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are lacking (Government Offices of Sweden, 2012). Instead, innovation policies and strat-
egies are created for county councils and municipalities to implement on their own. Costs 
and problems that may be encountered are left for the county councils and municipalities 
to resolve. The Swedish innovation policy is weak (OECD, 2013), as noted above.

We suggest that innovation should be integrated into the organization, just as qual-
ity control systems are, for example. Innovation is an important factor for organiza-
tions that truly aim to achieve their organizational goals, especially in combination with 
learning strategies, as well as being a factor promoting employee wellbeing. An explicitly 
formulated innovation goal is essential, and organizations must have a strategy that 
describes in some detail what they want to achieve with it (Mulgan & Albury, 2003). 
However, overly complicated systems and too many rules can inhibit ideas, develop-
ment, and innovation (Daft, 2010). The suggested EDI model based on the results of this 
study can provide simple guidelines for creating EDI systems for welfare services and 
the like, where we would like to stress the importance of addressing all three categories 
at the same time in order to achieve real change in the innovative capability of the or-
ganization.

Conclusion

The study’s results showed that development, support, and organizational culture great-
ly influenced the employee’s ability to participate in and contribute to the organization’s 
innovative processes. Within each of these main themes were both opportunities and 
barriers. 

Despite commitment to innovation on the part of both management (as employees 
described it) and the employees themselves, the lack of support and time (i.e., a lack of 
productive organizational slack) resulted in a tension between day-to-day work and in-
novation. The management desire for innovation and change could also create fatigue 
and stress when this situation was not resolved. Attitudes of colleagues and lack of 
communication among them were also barriers to implementing innovation, suggesting 
that it may even be a precondition for EDI that management supports a communicative 
and open culture. Innovations were also not diffused, as proper innovations systems and 
processes were lacking

Thus, although some incremental innovations were made, the potential for extensive 
and genuine EDI in the studied municipalities and units was not fulfilled. Management 
therefore needs to support the innovation process more actively and to facilitate learn-
ing. Employees must be given enough support along with the mandate and sufficient 
time to implement the ideas that emerge from continuous learning, time for reflection, 
and dialogue with users. 

On the basis of the results, a model was formulated that may help management take 
advantage of the benefits of EDI. The model incorporates the essential preconditions for 
employee participation in innovation, attitudes, communication, learning, creativity, in-
novation processes, and leadership. The model could also be employed to check the sta-
tus of the organization and to provide the basis for an EDI action plan. Further research 
could use this model when monitoring EDI processes in welfare services.

Our findings provide insights into how employees themselves understand their par-
ticipation in the innovation process. Regardless of the fact that the study was performed 
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in the context of public welfare services, there is nothing in the study that indicates that 
the experiences of the employees and the derived model should be unique to this con-
text. Instead, the results appear quite generic, why it will be lucrative to compare these 
results with EDI practices in both similar and different contexts, thus building a more 
solid theoretical base for how to improve EDI performance.
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