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Managers constantly seek for innovative ideas torawg their organisations.
Their staff, sometimes supported by external ctéastd should then develop these
ideas further and implement the results in the argation. This does not always
work out the way intended. In this paper we exaththé process of change in the
case of a supermarket chain in the Netherlands. dine was to learn from
successful supermarkets how the employees in shegs contribute to the change
of their work environment. We also looked for imggrtions that stimulate the
knowledge worker’'s contribution to this processr @search in 17 supermarkets
revealed that it is necessary to allow for diversitthat ownership and
entrepreneurship contribute more to change thartigime and obedience; and
that the specific role and capability of the mamaggems to be crucial. Staff needs
to develop competencies that match their own gbdind interests in order to
successfully innovate in the supermarket. In ortterbecome innovative shop
employees should be granted the authority to engadenowledge work. In the
supermarkets that we visited during the researoh,feund various interventions
that could support the development of ownership anttepreneurship of the
supermarket staff.
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1. Introduction and research question

Managers constantly seek for innovative ideas forave their organisations. They want to
adopt ideas such as self-directed working, custarentation and performance
improvement in order to stay ahead of the competitTheir staff, sometimes supported by
external consultants should then develop thesesitlether and implement the results in the
organisation. However, this does not always work muthe way that was intended.
According to Boonstra (2000) these change procesftes do not have the results that were
initially expected. This was also the case forgesmarket chain in the Netherlands. The head
office wanted to implement a more customer-orientegt of working in the supermarket but
experienced difficulties in implementing these ledhis paper critically examines the
assumptions underpinning the way of working thaiisimonly used in these kinds of change
processes. Based upon the findings in the res@aibiis supermarket chain we subsequently
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introduce an alternative way of working that proastcommitment, ownership and
entrepreneurial behaviour.

In traditional change processes in organisatiogsyities are commonly based on three
assumptions. We critically examine these assumgtaond propose an alternative approach
that forms the basis for our research projectshadies the change process in the supermarket
chain.

Assumption 1: The initiators of change and the @ctwe seen as different people

Often, management develops new concepts that nezstablish a new way of working. They
prescribe a predefined path for the new change implemented. The subjects of the change
project are regarded as the ‘receivers’ of thizess. They are seen as passive entities who do
not change themselves but who need to be managetidoge (Homan, 2006). However,
research on innovation in knowledge intensive fitras shown that in the end the knowledge
workers are the ones who step by step innovate wwk (Van Poucke, 2005). An important
breakthrough in our research project is to condidersupermarket staff as knowledge

workers who facilitate their own innovative workvaonment.

Assumption 2: The end point of the change proseksawn and can be well defined

In our knowledge economy success is realised throtige continuous creation and
implementation of new knowledge and applying thisowledge into day-to-day work
practices (Kessels, 2001). The challenges than@agtons nowadays face ask for innovative
approaches. The solutions to these kinds of chgdlercannot be defined and prescribed
beforehand. Knowledge workers have an importarg ol developing these innovations
during their work. There is no single expert or H&partment that can develop training for
the kind of learning that is required in these watmn processes. Since the end-point cannot
be predefined, managers cannot take the role dfalbing this change process in terms of
implementing a pre-described solution. The term agament implies control of processes
that may be inherently uncontrollable (Von Kroghal, 2000). An important change of
perspective is considering the employees involvedhie change process as knowledge
workers who actively work on improvements and irat@ns in their day-to-day-work
environment.

Assumption 3: The intended change is supposed tiatddéy new for the organisation
Organisations that start from the idea that thenided change is totally new undervalue what
already happens at the shop floor. Many successfalvations were developed by employees
who encountered problems in their work and fountbyrative solutions. The perspective of
this paper is that employees, when given freedomcanstantly working on new solutions.
Improvement and innovation are feasible when mamage connects to these developments
rather than imposing an intended change as if iewwempletely new. Connecting starts when
management looks for these ‘seeds’ or successtuhpbes and uses these to help others in
the organisation to learn from these examples. apjwoach to change and innovation relates
to the concept of positive organisational schol@r¢8ameroret al, 2003) in which learning
from successes and excellence plays an important ro

This research project assumes that the supermamigibyees should be considered as
knowledge workers that are constantly working arowations in their work environment,
and starts from the idea that successful superrsagke worthwhile to learn from. Then the
following research questions are central:
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A. How can the talents and successes of the engdeygeen as knowledge workers-
contribute to the change of their work environment?

B. What interventions encourage knowledge workerohtribute to this process?

2. Methodology

In order to answer the research questions we iigatstl 17 supermarkets in the Netherlands.
The methodology consisted of site visits to theggeemarkets. The main focus of the
research at each location was to discover the swgykets’ strengths and uniqueness. This
research approach finds its basis in the meth@gpfeciative inquiry (Cooperridet al,
2003) in which successes are used as a startingtodiearn from.

During the research the researchers observed thHeénggrocesses of the supermarket,
interviewed all the employees who were present,darattly participated in a number of
work processes (see picture 1 and 2). In addidann-depth interview was held with the
general manager or owner of the store. The paatitgodirectly validated the findings. The
findings were presented on a poster that also decyphotographs of the participants. This
poster was sent to the supermarket as a present.

Picture 1. One of the researchers (left) with an Picture Z. Sanc_ieep.(left) and one of the
employee (right) at work researchers (right) in the bakery

2.1 Selection of participants
Important selection criteria for supermarkets torfduded in the project were:

- The shop is successful so that we can learn thain approach

- The employees are enthusiastic to join the rebeiarorder to learn more about their

own strengths

After every site visit the researchers asked thiggigants whether they knew other
supermarkets that would be interested in particigads well. This snowball sampling led to
a selection of 17 supermarkets that showed willsgrand curiosity in our approach.
During the site visit all employees present that @are involved in the research: the shop
assistants as well as the general manager or afhiee shop. The employees in a
supermarket are almost constantly busy on the 8bop and hardly have time for long one-
to-one conversations. This caused us to combieevietving with actively participating in
the work on the shop floor. This not only workedIves it gave an authentic picture of the
work and the work environment, it also offered apartunity to get in touch with the
younger employees. These youngsters found it mays easy to talk about their experiences
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in their work disconnected from the context of wdrkdoing work together and watching
them doing their work you get the opportunity t@whyour genuine interest in them and their
experiences.

It was not feasible to involve all employees irstapproach. For instance the cashiers do their
job in direct and constant interaction with custosnavhich made it difficult to have side
conversations with them during the work. We spdieart mainly during their breaks.

2.2 Instruments
During the work or when observing someone who dobegob, we talked with the employees
in order to find out how they experience workinghis shop, what makes this shop special,
what makes their team special, and how they refipon their own contribution. Examples of
the questions that were used to find out more attmusuccess of the supermarket included:

- What makes you proud?

- What is your favourite place in the shop?

- What activities do you like in the work?

- When was the last time you got a compliment ahdtwvas it about?

- What is easy for you?

- When was the last time you went back home whigdiwhy was that?

- What makes your team a good team?

- What do you think is special about your shop?

- What are you doing right now?

- What are you busy with?

- What do you like about this work?

- Do you usually do it like this?

- From whom did you learn how to do it?

2.3 Procedure
A site visit cannot be fully planned in advanced a@ach visit is different. In one supermarket
it was possible to attend a team meeting and hkargypof time interviewing the general
manager, whereas in an other supermarket you spestlof the time on the shop floor,
looking at employees working there, and doing tloekwourself.
Every site visit contained at least the followirigreents:

- Interview with the general manager or owner

- Short interviews with the employees

- Doing work on the shop floor, together with thepoyees

- Sitting in the canteen, talking with employeesowiave a break
The findings were collected on large sheets of pt were put down in the canteen. On
these papers the researchers collected quotegf employee and typical aspects they
found out about this supermarket. By locating theesgeer sheets in the canteen the employees
could immediately validate the research findingsadidition to these text reports pictures
were made. Every employee was asked for his ofdveurite place in the shop and then a
picture was made of this employee standing thexe ggctures 3 and 4).
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Picture % Frank at his favourite place in the shop Picture < Erin at his favourite
place in the shop

2.4 Data analysis

An important product of the within-case data-analy®r shop is a large colourful poster of
the shop. A typical poster contains quotationsicaipaspects of the shop, the pictures made,
stories about situations that took place that dag, reflections of the researchers involved.
Each poster has a stunning title that resemblesgbence of this shop’s specific talent. The
posters were sent to the supermarkets as a pr@$enteactions on these posters were good.
Most supermarkets hung the posters in the canidare, the employees laughed about the
pictures, read the quotes and texts and recogthsédunique quality as a team. The poster
was valued as a present for the supermarket.

The 17 posters were used as input for the crossanaalysis, combined with the
conversations the researchers had with top-manageiMR, and other employees belonging
to the supermarket’s head office. The aim of tlussicase analysis was to learn more about
the aspects that contributed to the success afupermarkets and in what way employees
contributed to the development of their work enmiment.

3. Results

From the analysis of the data three types of sstglesupermarkets emerged. We found
supermarkets organised as a family, supermarkgénimed as a student house, and
supermarkets organised as a firm. It seems to periiant to allow for this kind of diversity

in culture. In each of the three types of supermiaokvnership and entrepreneurship could be
observed. However, in each of the three types asgarthis takes a different form. It also
appeared that the supermarket manager’'s persagfak@nces and capabilities are crucial for
the success of a supermarket. The next sectioberal@ upon these findings.

3.1 Allow for diversity

From the cross-case analysis of the data gathbred types of supermarkets appeared. There
are shops that function as a family, others resemalstudents house, whereas others are
runned like a firm. Although combinations and irntvkeen forms exist, these three main types
are best describes as follows: family-shops foeuthe neighbourhood; student houses focus
on the individual employees, and the firm-shopsi$oan turnover. The local environment of
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the supermarket defines for an important part Hewvculture of the shop evolves. In a city
like The Hague the environment of the supermaskeery dynamic, the competition is fierce,
the customers are diverse. The shops reflect shigedl. The retention of employees is high in
The Hague, and there are found more student-hdwges sin a small village in the South of
the Netherlands however, the relationships withldleal inhabitants are dense, both among
the customers who all live in the same neighboutlhaad among the employees. This allows
the shop to be runned for instance like a family.

The family, focused on the neighbourhood

The strength of a family-shop is the way the empésyare involved with each other. The
employees take care of each other, it is a pleasantonment where every employee wants
to belong to the group. Employees find it importemiake sure that the work goes smooth
and that the supermarket, the canteen and thegsttmak tidy. For the employees the canteen
is a place to sit together, to have lunch or samegieven have dinner together (see picture
5). The oldest or most responsible employees afetthers and mothers who ensure a
disciplined way of working. On the work floor thepermarket manager takes care of the
employees. In this supermarket guests and novidesnmediately feel comfortable. The
sales actions or extras of this shop are focuseti@neighbourhood and are relevant for the
whole family. For instance shops may organise alfaoicycle tour, or do make up sessions
for the children.

A potential pitfall of this family type supermarkista lack of entrepreneurial spirit and a low
sense of innovation. Employees in this kind of shpgefer not to do exceptional things, and
wait until the parents have made a decision.

Picture 5 A collaborate lunch in the canteen of a ‘familypsrmarket’

The student-house, focused on the individual eraploy

The strength of a supermarket run like a studenséas the attention for learning and
education. It is found to be important to desigariéng trajectories for novices who want to
prepare themselves for a new position. For somedmedoes an internship the manager
thinks of new assignments that not only contritiatéhe learning of the specific employee,
but also to the supermarket itself. This kind gfesunarket is often characterised by a
pleasant mess. The work relations are focusedemthividuals, and so is the way people
meet during breaks in the canteen (see picturBeg)ple stand in for each other when
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someone asks for help. Because he or she knowththather will do that for them as well
when needed. They meet after work and often théagaociation has many members who
like to organise parties or other outings for theug. Usually there is an experienced senior
or doyen who acts as an example for the other grapk This person tries to incorporate
everyone’s wishes in the work planning.

A potential pitfall for this type of shop is theckaof personal connections in which people
take care of each other. The work environment latieotic and the shop manager constantly
feels the need to steer away from disorder. Sieople are focused on themselves and on the
group as a whole a potential danger is that pdopkee focus and neglect customers and
turnover.

Picture 6.Some people are playing darts whereas otherslhagh in a student-house-
canteen

The firm, focused on turnover

In the firm-like supermarket everyone is involvad taking care of the customers and in
attaining good results. The weekly turnover is enpof discussion in the canteen (see picture
7). In these supermarkets there is a focus on éparate departments (the butchery, the
bakery, the grocer department, the cash desksetpetable department, etc). Employees are
encouraged to be entrepreneurial in running thepadment. The baker for instance
determines what products he or she wants to stodik@a what price it will be sold, and the
woman who runs the cash desks thinks of ways teersake that no merchandise gets stolen.
The departments know the turnover for their ownadgpent and are actively engaged in
raising it. Sometimes it looks like a game betwtendifferent departments. The supermarket
manager is there to support the teams.

A potential pitfall is that the culture might becerharsh because of a one sided focus on
numbers and turnover. The personal connectionsttamattention for learning and training
might suffer from this.



Paper for the ninth international conference on HRD research and practice across Europe, 21-
23 May, 2008, Lille

Picture 7 Supermarket manager next to the flip over witkt theek’s turnover in a firm-like
supermarket

3.2 Developing ownership and entrepreneurship

All the supermarkets that participated showed foofnswnership and entrepreneurship.
However, the dominant forms and the way employeabze these depend on the type of
supermarket. The supermarkets that function amdyfaim at making clients feel at home in
their store and therefore initiatives on ownersdmp entrepreneurship focus on realising a
strong and attractive position of the supermankéhé local community. The student house
focuses on educational initiatives for the emplsyétere, ownership and entrepreneurship
are promoted through continuously developing neesrand skills of the employees in order
to improve work processes. The firm-like supermaf&euses on the increase of turnover and
maximizing profitability. Ownership and entreprerghip in this type is organized by giving
employees autonomy to run their own department @btonomy creates room for initiative
and creative thinking for new ways to increasedauen. In the next paragraphs we elaborate
on these perspectives on ownership and entrep&ripullustrated by some examples.

The family, focused on the neighbourhood
The family store is focused on the local environtraard not only aims at providing good
guality of products but also at becoming a focahpim the community with strong and
diverse ties. It is a supermarket where peopleviesl familiar with, people are proud of and
where they feel at home. We found three overarcimitigitives that reflect the
entrepreneurship of the ‘family supermarkets’
- Organizing events:
This is done through organizing local events sughiaycle tours, lotteries, hikes in
the woods and fairs. The supermarket is an actit@ & the community in
organizing events. For instance in the south of Nletherlands a supermarket
organized a hike through three villages that is woganized for the f5time and is
very famous locally. The employees of the superetgpkay an active part in
inventing and organising these events.
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Focus on local marketing

These supermarkets do not attract customers thnoatipnal marketing. Instead, they
precisely choose local media for advertisementsidgs this, the supermarket buys
specific products for customers that in generalnateprovided by central logistics.
Examples are specific products for Polish fruiteis who work as migrant workers
in the west of The Netherlands or specific alcdimlerages only common in the
southeast of The Netherlands.

“What | like is to make sure the customers are fulfilled. We know our customers and they
know us”.
Els (employee of a family-supermarket)

The student-house, focused on the individual eraploy

Ownership and entrepreneurship in the ‘studentdcupermarkets’ is created through
educational initiatives in the supermarket and sdlyothrough the role employees have
outside their work. We elaborate on these two patspges and offer some examples.

Educational initiatives

The educational initiatives organised in these supekets are always combined with
something of benefit for the supermarket itselfaireng and working become two
processes that mutually benefit from each othestriking example is that of a
woman who works at the cash register and noticatiahiarge number of diapers and
beer crates slip through without being paid fors®@mers place these products at the
bottom of the cart and therefore they are easigriooked by the employees working
at the pay desk. This woman heard how another swgrket found out something to
overcome this, with a specific technique. Althotlgeir own cash-desk system
operates totally different she used the elementsesolution she found elsewhere
and successfully incorporated this in the trairshg organises for new employees.

“l am following an educational programme in collaboration with the supermarket. What |
like the best is the alternation between school and work”.

Zaida (employee of a student-house supermarket)

Organizing events

In student-house supermarkets we observe oftenaatiye staff associations. The
employees, often young employees, organise theesélvsuch an association and
frequently organize events such as a party or lat migt to watch the world games in
soccer together. This creates strong ties amongrtiptoyees, with effects for the
work environment as well. They form a team in whpgople are willing to fill in for
each other, to change shifts or to help when nacgss

The firm, focused on turnover

In this type of supermarket employees all are @vgre of turnover. They constantly seek for
ways to influence profitability. During lunch, enogkes will typically ask each other how
much they sold and what actions they could do farave that. Every employee has a

specific responsibility for a part of the storeiSbreates a room for ownership and new ideas
within the various departments (butcher, bakerghadesk, etc). For instance, in one
supermarket the manager experienced that the tpahfiroducts on the shelves and in stock
did no match with the amounts indicated by the catens that automatically process new
orders of products. Too many products were ordehedstorage became too full, and other
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products declined. He wanted to overcome this pralkdnd decided to give every member of
the ‘filling team’ the specific responsibility fan aisle. They were held responsible for filling
it, for counting the products and checking thatwiite amounts in the computer, and
adjusting with the new supplies. Employees founsl iially fun to do, they all took the
responsibility very well. The manager trusted thiardoing so and offered them the complete
responsibility, what made it interesting for thesaweell. A supermarket manager says about
this: “every aisle has specific filling teams and reguyldrbrganize so-called 10-minutes
conversations in which we discuss problems, ditfesiand points of attentién

Firm-like supermarkets seem also to have in comthanthey offer the various departments
responsibility in initiating sale actions. Thisdene without the specific consent of the
manager. The employees mostly discuss their idéhstle manager and define a suitable
strategy. One of the butchers had pork cutletsdde. The next day some were left over. He
processed these into schnitzel and defined an atkeguce. In this way employees are able
to influence their turnover, which seems to be ingoat in a firm-like shop.

“There is one thing | like the most, and that is the aisle with all that week’s special offers. Every
week | plan a new special offer and take in these products accordingly. Every day | follow how it
goes with these special offers. That aisle is mine and | love it!”

Rob (employee of a firm-supermarket)

3.3. Supermarket manager’s personal preferences and capabilities

The third element of how talents and abilities wipdoyees can contribute to the change of
their work environment is related to the managpessonal preferences and capabilities. In a
study done by Amabile & Kramer (2007) it is conaddhat for knowledge work (the work
that leads to improvements and innovations) managémengagement and behaviour is
crucial. Not by just giving people pats on the baokby enabling people to move forward in
their work. This can best be done by setting oigels and make sure that people know why
their work matters to the team, the organizatiodh hve organization's customers.

From our research in the context of supermarketsntiportant role of the supermarket’s
managers also becomes clear. In the successfuinsapets we saw that the employees are
actively involved in changing the work environmenhiis involvement of the employees is
related to specific management capabilities. Marsigethese supermarkets create room for
employees to take initiative and responsibilityd @imey offer their employees means to
influence the quality of their work environment. \Weind that managers who successfully do
this, have three characteristics:

» The manager has specific questions for which higeisthe employees to think of
solutions.

* The manager values the knowledge of his employegsees them as the most
important starting points for finding new solutidios issues that are encountered
during work.

« The manager is able to support individual initiei\by asking questions and helping
employees to make plans as concrete as possible.

3.4. Shop assistants as knowledge workers and innov ~ ators

In the introduction we described three common ag$lams within organisational change:
1. The initiators of change and the actors are asetifferent people;

2. The end point of the change process is knowrcande well defined;

3. The intended change is supposed to be totallyfaethe organisation.

10
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In this study of successful supermarkets we obsettvat shops, although diverse in culture,
grant their staff authority to take responsibilitygt only for the day-to-day activities but also
for improvement and innovations. Shop assista@at regarded as executers of routine
activities but as knowledge workers in their owmaains. They are encouraged to use their
relative autonomy to build on to their strengthd aapabilities. This recognition of personal
talent and connected capabilities enhances théviement and engagement of employees.
The initiators of sustainable change are ofterstigp assistants that feel ownership for their
work. Customer orientation and client centerednalss different forms that cannot be
predefined and prescribed by the headquarters. &miptants find their own ways that fit
with their capabilities, interests and the locahoounity. Successful supermarkets very often
know why they are successful, where their strengthigle and how they can implement
change on the basis of those qualities. Managebwedaviour that reflects characteristics of
an appreciative approach is likely to unleash thtemtial knowledge workers and innovators
among their staff.

4. Conclusions
Two questions where leading our research. In #isien these questions are answered on the
basis of the collected and analysed data.

A. How can the talents and successes of the engdeygeen as knowledge workers-
contribute to the change of their work environment?

The findings indicate that in order to stimulatage the following factors play an important
role:

- Itis necessary to allow for diversity. Thinkimgterms of standard and uniform rules
and regulations does not help. In the researchrad we found three types of
supermarkets: 1. The family shops that focus om#ighbourhood; 2. The student
house shops that focus on the individual employ@eghe firm shops that are focused
on turnover. Each of these shops has differenttigsablnd different pitfalls. One
should connect to these various types rather tm@osing a preferred way of working
to the various shops.

- Developing ownership and entrepreneurship comted more to change than
discipline and obedience. Ownership and entreprshgutakes different forms in the
different types of supermarkets. The ‘family suparket’ uses the neighbourhood as
starting point for special actions, in the ‘studbatise’ supermarkets learning and
education take a prominent role, whereas in time-hke supermarkets the various
departments in the shops form the main startingtdor entrepreneurship of the
employees.

- In all supermarkets we found that the role oftenager is crucial. Supermarket
managers are an important lever for the succepessible interventions. The
interventions undertaken need to align the perspireerences and ambition of the
manager. For instance a supermarket manager whaffivadity with educating young
employees should think of interventions connecteithits affinity that the supermarket
would benefit from. For the employees in the supeket it works best when they can
take ownership and be innovative using the framkwat is thus shaped by the
manager.

B. What interventions encourage knowledge workeohtribute to this process?

Interventions that facilitate the knowledge workiersupermarkets to change their work
environment need to be aligned with the three tyjfessipermarkets.

11
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The following interventions can support ownershig &ntrepreneurship in ‘family
supermarkets’:
« Connect to the local worlds of the employees Iik@rtfamilies. Ask the employees
what activities they would think of in order to wive the neighbourhood.
» Talk with the customers, what products do they issv do they experience the
supermarket.

The following interventions can support ownershig @ntrepreneurship in ‘student-house
supermarkets’:

» Look for new opportunities for employees to developmselves: for example a new
position or new responsibilities. Then, togethethvihe employee, develop learning
activities that will support the employee in leagnio fulfil this new job.

» Do not disregard the frequent get together of thpleyees during and outside work.
They can help to support the teambuilding amongleyees that provides for the
feeling of ownership in their own work and theirlimigness to stand in for others.

The following interventions can support ownershig @ntrepreneurship in ‘firm-like
supermarkets’:
» Give the employee ownership of a specific parhefstore and think together with the
employees of ways to increase turnover in that gfattie store.
» Listen to employees who have new ideas for the simolpprovide support in order to
realise these ideas.
* Ownership is something to be learned, so offerrdje@elines and tasks for novices
in the team.
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