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Schut Papier thinks along with clients: clients 
need them, and they need the clients with unique, 
specific desires. During the interview, we elaborated 
upon the process behind innovations. Roughly, the 
innovation process consists of 3 different steps:

1.	 Innovation starts with ideas. At Schut Papier, 
social networks play a key role in coming 
up with new business ideas. The director 
invested in building up a network, promoting 
the paper mill, and characterizing the mill as 
an innovative one in the market. Not only he, 
but also colleagues (from marketing and sales) 
look outside for new business opportunities. 
Moreover, because of the wide network, people 
with ideas now increasingly approach Schut 
Papier. The director explains that he responds to 
every person that contacts him: each idea has 
potential, or could get potential in the future. 
Furthermore, searching on Google, writing down 
interesting thoughts and ideas, and talking to all 
kind of people helps to identify business ideas.

2.    In his room, the director has three boxes:

       a.     “Ideas to think about”

       b.     “Ideas that need a decision”

       c.     “Developments in 2015”

Together with colleagues with several specialties 
(e.g. technique, marketing, sales), the ideas are 
being discussed. The ideas that they do not agree 
about, are the ones that are further investigated. For 
the other ideas, it is clear from the brainstorm what 
to do with them.



Enterprise

11

3

First of all, social networks: as explained at the 
first step, contacts are needed to come up with 
new business ideas.

An advantage of being small is that the organization 
is considerably flexible. The organization is 
flat, three people are in charge of daily work 
(including the director). As a consequence, 
the employees can work as one big team. 

Every day, a short meeting is organized to look 
back at the last 24 hours and look forward 
to the coming day. Furthermore, the director 
visits the paper mill on a daily basis and makes 
a chat with his employees: he asks how they 
are, how things are going, and for their opinion.
   
Guts and passion were mentioned repeatedly 
by the director as being crucial elements for 
how he works, and what he expects from his 
employees. He wants his employees to enjoy 
their work, and to show passion for what they do.
 
The director himself is described as visionary 
and inspiring by his colleagues. He is very 
clear, strict, and open towards his employees. 

The selected ideas are further explored and 
tested in the paper mill. Each week, 5 to 10 
hours are scheduled to perform trials. Each 
trial is prepared with great care and afterwards 
directly evaluated. During the evaluation, it 
is decided whether a trial will be repeated, or 
that it has to be rejected after all. After several 
successful trials, scaling-up takes place and a 
new innovation is born.

Next, we elaborated upon what factors might 
contribute to the innovative capacity of Schut Papier. 
The following factors were identified:

The director stimulates autonomy and 
responsibility among employees. 
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Some employees tend to rely on others when they 
have to do something new or make decisions, but 
the director increasingly stimulates employees 
to act in a responsible and autonomous way. 
Because the paper mill is growing, two new 
employees have recently been assigned to fulfil 
a supervisory role over the employees working 
at the floor. The processes in the mill could be 
further optimized, and the new employees will 
train their colleagues, help them to deal with 
new situations (e.g. during the trials), and share 
knowledge, so that the employees will be further 
enabled to work autonomously. 

Employees get as much freedom to learn as 
possible. For instance, a new employee has 
to learn how to colour paper (which is difficult 
to do). An experienced employee is able to 
colour the paper correctly within half an hour. 
The new employee needs 4 hours to create 
the right colour. However, the director still 
gives him the space to learn and experiment.

Employees are allowed to make mistakes and 
to experiment in their work. Of course, not 
without limitations: risk-taking, and especially 
failure, can cost a lot of money. However, 
making mistakes with the goal in mind to gain 
progress in the future, is being encouraged.

When selecting new employees, the learning 
attitude of the applicant is at least as important 
as the knowledge he/she has. As the director 
mentioned: “the right people need to be at 
the right spot”. The director defined learning 
attitude as someone who is “interactive, pro-
active, searching for solutions, and passionate”.

Although these factors are closely related to the 
context of Schut Papier, small and medium-sized 
companies might learn from how innovation and 
learning are stimulated at Schut Papier. The close 
collaboration and contact among colleagues are 
typical for Schut Papier and seem to contribute to the 
considerably high scores for feedforward learning.
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Feedback learning is defined as ‘Whether and how 
the learning that is embedded in the organization 
(e.g. systems, structure, strategy) affects individual 
and group learning’ (Bontis et al., 2002, p. 445).

The following items are examples of how feedback 
learning was operationalized:

Policies and procedures aid my work; mean 
= 4.7.

I always support group decisions; mean = 4.3.

Company goals are communicated throughout 
the organization; mean = 4.4.

Company files and databases provide the 
necessary information to do our work; mean 
= 4.9.

Training is readily available for me when I need to 
improve my knowledge and skills; mean = 5.0.

Cross-training, job rotation and special 
assignments are used in my organization as a 
strategy to develop a more flexible workforce; 
mean = 3.8.

As the results indicate, more informal ways of 
learning are rarely applied in companies (i.e. cross-
training, job rotation, and special assignments) in 
comparison to formal ways of learning (e.g. training). 

On feedback learning processes, De Groot en Slot 
scored higher than the other companies. De Groot 
en Slot is known for their world-wide expertise 
in propagating material for onions. In sum, 62 (i.e. 
50 fte) employees work for this family business 
(60% of university level). Idea generation and 
innovation are highly important for De Groot en 
Slot. Therefore, a certain creative atmosphere 
is needed and employees have to be fostered 
to come up with new business ideas. Based on 
an interview with one of the (two) directors, the 
following factors seem to contribute to the learning 
capacity and innovativeness of De Groot en Slot:

Learning flows - 
feedback

Example feedback 
learning: De Groot 
en Slot
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1.	 Organizational structure: De Groot en Slot 
is a flat organization: next to the directors 
(consisting of 2 persons) and the management 
team (MT) (additional 5 persons), there are no 
formal layers. The employees mainly work in 
teams. Because of the flat structure and the 
teamwork, employees experience high levels 
of responsibility. Also, the communication lines 
are short: all employees are in close contact 
with each other. Arundel, Lorenz, Lundvall and 
Valeyre (2007) confirm in their article that a 
flat, organic structure fosters innovativeness.

2.	 Autonomy: the importance of high levels of 
autonomy among employees is not only fostered 
by the organizational structure, but also a clear 
message from the directors. For instance, the 
director mentioned that employees sometimes 
ask him what he would do in a certain situation. 
As the director explains: “I am willing to give my 
opinion, but I prefer to respond to a proposal of 
them [employees], because they are responsible. 
However, a short brainstorm is never a problem”. 
The employees are not judged based on the 
number of hours they work, but based on 
results. In sum, employees receive high levels of 
responsibility and freedom, and the organization 
expects them to be able to deal with this.

3.	 Selection: when recruiting new personnel, the 
organization always aims to find team players. 
In their first two weeks, new employees get 
the opportunity to get to know the organization 
(i.e. in big lines: strategy, mission, vision, etc.) 
and (direct) colleagues. Thereafter, a programme 
follows based on the function of the employee.
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4.	 Opportunities for promotion: offering employees 
the possibility to grow or get promoted in 
their work, is difficult for some functions (e.g. 
support). With this in mind, it is striking that 
only 1 employee left the firm in the year before 
(because of retirement). As an explanation, the 
director refers to the great team spirit among his 
employees and the high levels of responsibility 
they receive. Besides, some employees do have 
the opportunity to get promoted. Breeders, for 
instance, can vary in their work by focussing 
on changing areas (i.e. Africa, America, etc.).

5.	 Physical environment: De Groot en Slot 
recently moved into a new building. The 
building is different from other (agricultural) 
buildings, and special attention has been paid 
to the following (see the pictures below):

Transparency: the design is open, all doors 
(including those of the directors’ room) are 
transparent. 

Colour: it is striking that the logo and 
building have a deep, purple colour. 

Workplace: group of desks are close 
to each other, the environment feels 
comfortable, with many plants.

a.

b.

c.
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Formal learning: Each and every employee is 
allowed to follow a training or course if he or 
she would like to do so. Almost 50% of the 
employees followed a course or training in the 
year before (on top of the 80% of employees 
who had to follow obligatory trainings). During 
the yearly performance interview, it is a standard 
topic on the agenda. The employees are aware 
of the fact that they can always follow a training 
or course, and that they have to be able to argue 
how the training will help them in their work. To 
stimulate employees to use their newly gained 
knowledge and skills in their work, the director 
sometimes asks employees to reflect upon their 
learning process in a report.

6.

Informal learning: Next to these formal 
educational activities, several activities are 
organized to foster informal learning:

7.

a. Once a year, the complete team visits a 
comparable company (with a different 
core product) to learn from how they 
organize their work. At the end of the 
day, the team goes out for a joint diner, in 
order to promote team building informally.



If deemed relevant, employees are invited 
to join journeys in order to learn and see the 
activities the company is involved in. The 
employee always has to formulate learning 
goals, and to write a travel report to reflect 
upon what he/she learned during the journey.
 
The employees that support the breeders 
from the office, are invited to join the 
breeders in the field. By accompanying each 
other, the breeders and support are able to 
align their activities as good as possible.

Every morning, all present employees 
attend a joint coffee break. Employees 
of all kind of roles, functions, and 
departments get in contact with 
each other. On Monday mornings, 
news is being shared and discussed.

b.

c.

d.

The flat structure, high levels of autonomy among 
employees, the inviting physical environment, and 
the stimulation of formal and informal learning, all 
seem to contribute to the high levels of feedback 
learning within De Groot en Slot. In addition, 
work processes are evaluated systematically: 
based on a visualisation of the complete process, 
each step in the process is being evaluated.

Enterprise
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Recommendations for 
policy-makers

Overall

Learning stocks Learning on the individual level

Earlier research shows that the work 
characteristics job control and problem demand 
are important in the context of learning and 
innovation on the individual level.

Job control, 
problem demand, 
team work, 
interaction within and outside teams, 
risk-taking, 
experimenting, 
challenging and complex jobs, 
autonomy, 
social networks, 
passion & guts, 
low hierarchy, 
learning attitude, 
formal learning & informal learning. 

The following organizational aspects are key 
when it comes to learning and Entrepreneurial 
Employee Activity (EEA):

Policy makers should be aware of how work 
should be designed in the future to challenge 
employees to learn and innovate, and to 
create challenging jobs that require a certain 
job complexity, so that they can facilitate 
organizations in achieving this. Furthermore, 
organizations should facilitate the learning, 
formally and informally, of their employees. 
However, as the examples show, a “one-size-fits-
all” approach does not exist. Every organization 
has a different structure, and all people have 
different learning preferences. These should be 
taken into account when it comes to fostering EEA 
among employees within a specific company.

Overarching recommendations
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Learning on the group level

Learning flows 

The results from our sample confirm that those 
employees who experience high levels of job 
control and problem demand, are more involved 
in activities related to innovation. 

Therefore, to foster innovativeness, policy could 
promote job complexity.

The results for learning on the group level are 
significantly lower than the results for learning 
on the individual level. Nevertheless, team 
work is highly important for the interpretation 
and further developments of ideas. Therefore, 
group formation, interaction within and outside 
groups, and teamwork should be supported and 
facilitated.

Learning on the organizational level

Employees generally do not experience the 
companies’ culture as innovative. Creating 
and stimulating an innovative culture (in which 
experimenting is facilitated) seems therefore 
needed. Besides, as the examples indicate, a 
low hierarchy helps to learn and innovate, just as 
facilitating formal and informal learning activities. 

Feedforward learning

Although feedforward learning is important in the 
context of innovation, the companies all score 
relatively low on feedforward learning processes 
(except for Schut Papier). 

The search and collection of new information 
contributes to feedforward learning.

Mainly employees that have to keep an eye on 
different work processes at the same time, and 
that are interrupted frequently, seem to score 
higher on feedforward learning. These results 
suggest that the more challenging and complex 
jobs contribute to a higher degree of feedforward 
learning, and thereby to innovation performance. 
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Feedback learning

More attention is needed for learning activities 
such as cross-training, job rotation and special 
assignments, since these kind of activities 
contribute to feedback learning and are rarely 
being initiated at this moment.

A flat structure, autonomy, formal and informal 
learning contribute to feedback learning and 
innovativeness. Although it is acknowledged 
that a “one-size-fits-all” does not exist, these 
are concrete examples of how feedback learning 
and innovation can be fostered.

Based on the example of Schut Papier, especially 
close collaboration and contact seem to 
contribute to high levels of feedforward learning. 
The scores on the items of feedforward learning 
show that especially communication is a difficult 
challenge. Furthermore, the following employee 
characteristics are emphasized:

From a political point of view, these elements 
could be acknowledged and policy could be 
focussed on facilitating companies to create an 
atmosphere in which learning and innovation are 
stimulated.

a.      Learning attitude of employees

b.      The importance of social networks to   
         come up with new ideas

c.      Giving employees responsibility and 
         freedom to learn and experiment
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Research parameters Data is collected based on an innovation and learning 
assessment. The assessment consists of several 
individual and group tasks, in which employees 
were asked to generate business ideas, to evaluate 
business ideas for their potential to become a 
successful start-up, and to develop a business case 
based on the Business Model Canvas (Osterwalder 
& Pigneur, 2010) (individually and in a group). In sum:

12 companies participated from the agricultural, 
food and fibre sector; from holland and Germany

Total of 234 participants

They worked in 53 groups

Next to working on the assignments, the employees 
filled in a questionnaire which encompassed 
questions related to work design in general and to 
learning on the individual, group and organizational 
level.



Enterprise

23

Literature

Amóres, J. E. & Bosma, N. (2014). Global Entrepreneurship Monitor 2013 Global report 
             [PDF]. Retrieved from http://www.gemconsortium.org/docs/3106/gem-2013-
             global-report
Arundel, A., Lorenz, E., Lundvall, B. A., & Valeyre, A. (2007).How Europes economies 
            learn: a comparison of work organization and innovation mode for the EU-15. 
            Industrial and Corporate Change, 16(6), 1175-1210. doi: 10.1093/icc/dtm035
Azadegan, A., Dooley, K. J., Carter, P. L., & Carter, J. R. (2008). 
            Supplier innovativeness and the role of interorganizational learning in    
            enhancing manufacturer capabilities.Journal of Supply Chain Management, 
            44(4), 14-35. doi: 10.1111/j.1745-493X.2008.00070.x
Bontis, N., Corssan, M. M., & Hulland, J. (2002). Managing an organizational learning 
             system by aligning stocks and flows. Journal of Management Studies, 39(4), 
             437-469. DOI :10.1111/1467-6486.t01- 1-00299.
Bosma, N., Wennekers, S., Guerrero, M., Amorós, J. E., Martiarena, A., & Singer, S. 	
            (0213). The global entrepreneurship monitor. Special report on entrepreneurial 	
            employee activity [PDF]. Retrieved from http://www.babson.edu/executive-	
            education/thought-leadership/premium/Documents/90246%20EEA%2Report 	
            %202011.pdf
Crossan, M. M., Lane, H. W., & White, R. E. (1999).  An organizational learning 
             framework: from intuition to institution. The Academy of Management 
             Review, 24(3), 522-537. 
De Jong, J. & Den Hartog D. (2010). Measuring innovative work behaviour. Creativity 
             and Innovation Management, 19 (1), 23-36. Doi:10.1111/j.1467 
             8691.2010.00547.x
Dutta, D. K. & Crossan, M. M. (2005). The nature of entrepreneurial opportunities: 
             understanding the process using the 4I urganizational learning framework. 
             Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice, 29, 425-449. 
Tohidi, H., Seyedaliakbar, S. M., & Mandegari, M. (2012). Organizational learning 
             measurement and the effect on firm innovation. Journal of Enterprise 
             Information Management, 25(3), 219-245. doi: 10.1108/17410391211224390
Holman, D., Totterdell, P., Axtell, C., Stride, C., Port, R., Svensson,
            R., & Zibarras, L. (2012). Job design and the employee innovation process: 
             the mediating role of learning strategies. Journal of Business and  
             Psychology, 27(2), 177.
Lantz, A., & Brav, A. (2007). Job design for learning in work groups. Journal of 
            Workplace Learning, 19(5), 269. 
Lutfihak, A., Cagri, B., Gurhan, G., Gunduz, U., & Kemal, K. (2010). 
             Organizational support for intrapreneurship and its interaction with human 
             capital to enhance innovative performance. Management Decision, 48(5), 
             732. 



Enterprise

24

OECD. (2005). Oslo Manual: Guidelines for collecting and interpreting innovation   
            data.
Osterwalder, A. & Pigneur, Y. (2010). Business model generation: A handbook for 
            visionaries, game changes, and challengers. New York: Wiley.
Sadler-Smith, E., Spicer, D. P., & Chaston, L. (2001). Learning orientations and 
            growth in smaller firms. Long Range Planning, 34(2),139-158. doi: 10.1016/
            s0024-6301(01)00020-6
Sanchez De Pablo Gonzalez Del Campo, J. D. & Skerlavaj, M. (2011). The 
            organisational learning process as facilitator of innovativeness.International 
            Journal of Innovation and Learning, 9(4), 401-421. 	
Tohidi, H., Seyedaliakbar, S. M., & Mandegari, M. (2012). Organizational learning 
            measurement and the effect on firm innovation. Journal of Enterprise
            Information Management, 25(3), 219-245. doi:10.1108/17410391211224390
Wang, C. L. (2008). Entrepreneurial orientation, learning orientation, 
            and firm performance.Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice, 32(4), 635-657
            doi: 10.1111/j.1540-6520.2008.00246.x
Yeh, Y. J. Y. & Chou, L. H. (2007). Transforming a semiconductor company into 
            a learning organisation: A bottom-up approach of knowledge management 
            implementation. International Journal of Technology Management, 39(1-2), 
            219-234. doi:10.1504/ijtm.2007.01344



Enterprise

25

Project Identity

Coordinator

Project Director

EU Project Officer

EU Contribution

EU Project #

Project Duration

Peer Ederer

Zeppelin University

Monica Menapace

€ 2,695,000

290683

January 2012 – September 2015

LLLight‘in‘Europe is an FP7 research project supported by the European Union, which has investigated 
the relevance and impact of lifelong learning and 21st century skills on innovation, productivity and 
employability. Against the background of increasingly complex tasks and jobs, understanding which 
skills impact individuals and organizations, and how such skills can be supported, has important policy 
implications. LLLight’in’Europe pioneered the use of an instrument to test complex problem solving 
skills of adults in their work environment. This allowed for the first time insights into the development 
of professional and learning paths of employed individuals and entrepreneurs and the role that problem 
solving skills play. Additionally, LLLight’in’Europe draws on a series of databases on adult competences 
from across the world to conduct rich analyses of skills and their impact.

These analyses were conducted in concert with different disciplines. Economists have been analyzing 
the impact of cognitive skills on wages and growth; sociologists have been investigating how public 
policies can support the development of such skills and lifelong learning; innovation researchers have 
been tracking the relationships between problem solving skills, lifelong learning and entrepreneurship 
at the organizational level;. educational scientists have investigated how successful enterprises support 
their workforce’s competences; cognitive psychologists have researched on the development and 
implications of cognitive skills relevant for modern occupations and tasks; and an analysis from the 
perspective of business ethics has clarified the role and scope of employers’ responsibility in fostering 
skills acquisition in their workforce. The team has carried out its research and analyses on the value of 
skills and lifelong learning in EU countries, USA, China, Latin America and Africa.

The result is a multi-disciplinary analysis of the process of adult learning and problem solving in its 
different nuances, and of the levers which can support the development of these skills for both those 
who are already in jobs, and for those who are (re)entering the labor market, as well as the development 
of effective HR strategies and public policy schemes to support them.
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