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Introduction 

Throughout the Western world, rising costs of welfare services force politicians and managers to 

generate and implement strategies to ensure the level of welfare for future generations. In response to 

these challenges, many public organizations focus on innovation as the primary approach to driving 

down costs and handling increased demands for services (Borins, 2002: 467). Research has shown that 

innovation is often initiated by middle management and frontline workers (Borins 2011:205), and 

innovative solutions are only effective in the public sector if they are proficiently implemented by 

frontline workers. But corporate strategies or ‘saying' are often decoupled from actual practice i.e. from 

‘doing’ (Mayer & Rowen 1983; Weick 1995). The employees’ work behavior is therefore a very 

important element in public innovation, but so far only few studies have focused on this aspect (Bysted 

& Jespersen 2013:220; Günzel-Jensen, Hansen, Jakobsen & Wulff, 2017; Miao, Newman, Schwarz & 

Cooper 2017).  

In this study, we focus on innovative work behavior among public employees and on the management 

that may enhance the implementation of the strategic intent. Innovation is often linked with major 

changes in the public sector, cutbacks or even layoffs (Klein, Mahoney, Megahan & Pitelis, 2010), and 

innovation potentially produce new and more demanding working conditions for the employees. 

Encouraging employees to engage in innovation can therefore be a challenge, and management is 

forced to create strategies to promote innovative work behavior (Bysted & Jespersen 2013). Thus, 

innovation encompasses the behavior of both managers and employees. Recent research on the 

implementation of municipal innovation strategies in Denmark concludes that we often find a 

decoupling between the strategic intent and the actual work behavior (Torp 2016). Organizations that 



separate saying from doing potentialle become schizoid and loose their legitimacy while the employees 

loose their motivation (Brunsson 1989; Weick 1995). Consequently how the managerial strategic 

initiatives are linked to the employees’ actual behavior becomes crusial. 

We will analyze and discuss how municipal managers may stimulate public employees to engage in 

innovative work behavior. 

Theories on managing innovation in public service organizations suggest that managers have several 

options in terms of ensuring innovation (Bysted & Jespersen 2013; Dorensbach, Engen & Verhagen 

2005) and thus bridge the cleavages and decoupling between strategic intent and actual practice. There 

is, however, still a both empirical and theoretical need to explore management mechanisms in depth 

(Bysted & Jespersen 2013;237) and conduct context-sensitive analyses within public service 

organizations on how managers can contribute to and strengthen the employees’ innovative work 

behavior (Svara, 2013:193). We will examine which management strategies public managers may use 

in that endeavor.  

We focus on the implementation of a politically ambitious innovation strategy in a large Danish 

municipality: ‘New Reality – New Welfare’ in Odense Municipality (in short New-New). A single 

department (Department of Children and Youth) was chosen as the empirical case to minimize the 

contextual variationi.  

We approach the analyses of innovation from a procedural perspective, following the existing research 

on innovative work behavior (Scott & Bruce, 1994; Janssen, 2000, 2003, 2004; Bysted & Hansen, 

2013; Bysted & Jespersen, 2014). Innovation is understood as a process consisting of different 

activities ranging from the initiation to the implementation of innovative ideas, which requires different 



individual patterns of behavior (Scott & Bruce, 1994). We focus on three behavioral patterns among 

public employees: idea generation, idea promotion, and idea realization (Scott & Bruce, 1994; Janssen, 

2000, 2003, 2004) and scrutinize how employees’ innovative work behavior may be supported by 

different management strategies deduced partly from the literature on strategy and innovative work 

behavior (for example Mintzberg 1994; Fernandez & Pitts, 2011; Zhang & Bartol, 2010; Janssen 2004) 

and partly from the empirical context of ‘New-New’. The analysis builds on a survey distributed to 

1292 employees and 113 managers at Department of Children and Youth in Odense Municipality. To 

avoid common source bias and to achieve a more nuanced understanding of which management tools 

are actually affecting employees’ innovative work behavior, we use data from both managers and 

employees to measure the different management practices. We conduct a multi-level analysis focusing 

on how different management strategies and perceived management behavior affect the innovative 

work behavior among the employees. 

We thereby contribute to the existing research on public innovation in several ways: First, we focus on 

innovative work behavior among public employees, which is a highly important antecedent for public 

innovation (De Vries, Bekkers, & Tummers 2015:147) but has not yet been thoroughly studied in the 

public sector (Bysted & Hansen, 2015; Bysted & Jespersen, 2015; Miao et. al., 2017; Günzel-Jensen et. 

al., 2017). Second, a recent review of public innovation emphasizes that not all stages of innovation 

processes in the public sector are equally well covered. For example, more than half of the studies 

identified in the review focus on the diffusion or adoption stage in public innovations (De Vries, 

Bekkers, & Tummers 2015:159). We clearly need more studies that follow innovation at all stages. The 

review also points out that the differences between the phases in the innovation process, especially 

relevant drivers or barriers, have not yet been sufficiently discussed (De Vries, Bekkers, & Tummers 



2015:159). Existing studies on innovative work behavior do not examine all three behavioral patterns 

(Bysted & Jespersen, 2014; Bysted & Hansen, 2015; Miao et. al., 2017; Günzel-Jensen et. al., 2017); 

most of them treat innovative work behavior as a unidimensional concept (Bysted & Hansen, 2015; 

Miao et. al., 2017; Günzel-Jensen et. al., 2017) and the different phases in innovative work behavior are 

not covered. We contribute with a discussion of the three behavioral patterns in innovative work 

behavior and focus on different management strategies as either drivers or barriers in all phases of 

innovative work behavior. We do this in an attempt to qualify the discussion of public innovative work 

behavior from a procedural perspective. Third, we scrutinize different management practices as 

underlying conditions for the employees’ innovative work behavior in a study of a specific innovation 

process in a large Danish municipal, which allows us to isolate and control for context-specific 

organizational factors in the analysis. Control for such contextual factors is highly important as 

research has shown that many antecedents are linked to the specific organizational context (De Vries, 

Bekkers & Tummers 2015:157). By conducting a context-sensitive analysis of a specific case, we 

supplement the few existing studies on innovative work behavior in the public sector, which all address 

these questions at a macro-level and across organizational contexts (Bysted & Jespersen 2014; Günzel-

Jensen et. al., 2017; Miao et. al., 2017).  

In the next section, we will define innovative work behavior and discuss how public managers may 

support such behavior among their employees. We propose six hypotheses related to 1) the 

management of meaning, 2) developing the institutional setup and 3) facilitating motivation. These 

three levels are drawn from the literarture on strategic management and supplement each other in our 

attempt to scrutinize how managers may bridge the gap between strategic intent and actual practice of 

innovative behavior among the employees. Strategic communication (the use of narratives in the 



management of meaning) address all employees as does the nourishing of a favorable institutional 

setup such as a culture for innovation, while facilitating motivation (using rewards and feedback) is 

aimed at the individual level.  The following section presents the research design and discusses the 

methods used. Finally, we present our findings and discuss our results with focus on theoretical and 

practical implications. 

Innovation 

We follow a traditional understanding of innovation as ”production or adoption of useful ideas and 

idea implementation (Kanter, 1988; Van de Ven, 1986)” (in Scott & Bruce 1994:581). We thereby 

view innovation as a process that concerns generation, promotion, and realization of new ideas in 

organizations. New ideas may be related to new products and new processes and may come from 

various places. They don’t necessarily have to be new in the sense that no one has tried them out 

before; they may also be adopted from other organizations (Scott & Bruce, 1994). However, new 

products or new processes should represent discontinuity with existing practice (Osborne & Brown 

2005). 

Innovation in the Public Sector 
Innovation has been discussed within the private sector for a long time. Until recently, relatively little 

was known about the contingencies, processes and impacts of innovation in the public sector (Osborne 

& Brown, 2013:1). The public sector is often stigmatized by its critics as a rigid bureaucracy, 

characterized by stagnation and inertia and much less flexibility than the private sector (Sørensen & 

Torfing, 2011, Svara, 2013). This made other scholars argue that the dominant form of creative output 

in the public sector was process innovation (see Bysted & Jespersen 2014; 219) and that other forms of 

innovation faced severe challenges in the public sector (Bartlett & Dibben, 2002). However, due to 



demographic changes, economic crises and rising costs in the public sector, innovation (including 

process innovation) has become extremely important (Torfing, 2012) and has taken a prominent 

position on the political agenda (Borins, 2002: 467).  

A number of studies have shown that innovation in the public sector mainly comes from middle 

managers and front-staff, and not from politicians or senior managers (Borins, 2001: 36; Borins, 

2001a:6). It is an interesting conclusion that public managers do not have to be innovative. Instead their 

role is to secure the implementation of innovative strategies - to frame, encourage and support the 

innovative work behavior among their employees by establishing the right conditions in the daily 

practice (Borins, 2002: 467). Hence, we are interested in how the institutional and managerial setup can 

avoid a decoupling between a top-down driven innovation strategy and practice. 

Innovative work behavior 
The vast majority of studies follow Scott and Bruce’s understanding of employees’ innovative work 

behavior. They describe innovation as a multistage process: generation of new or adopted ideas; 

sponsorship and support of the ideas; and implementation of prototypes in the organization (Scott & 

Bruce 1994;582). Scott and Bruce thereby perceive innovation as a process consisting of different 

activities requiring different individual behaviors. 

Janssen offers the following widely used definition of innovative work behavior: “The intentional 

creation, introduction and application of new ideas within a work role, group or organization, in order 

to benefit role performance, the group, or the organization” (Janssen 2000:288). Janssen furthermore 

states that innovative work behavior consists of idea generation, idea promotion and idea realization 

(Janssen 2000:288). In this way Janssen expands the last phase of the innovation process to idea 

realization, which can be understood as the actual implementation of the innovative ideas in the 



organizations. With Janssen’s definition, innovative work behavior includes simple and complex 

innovations in an organization made by an individual, a group or by the entire organization, from idea 

generation to implementation.  

While innovative work behavior has become an important concept in the literature on innovation, most 

of the empirical studies have been conducted within the private sector (for example Janssen 2000, 

2003, 2004, Aryee, Walumbwa, Zhou & Hartnell, 2012; Scott & Bruce, 1994). Exceptions are Bysted 

and Jespersen (2014), Bysted and Hansen (2015), Günzel-Jensen and colleagues (2017) and Miao and 

colleagues (2017). Since innovation has become so prominent on the public agenda, we are in strong 

need of more substantial and genuine knowledge about innovative behavior in the public sector 

especially in local governments (Svara 2013).  

Moreover, drivers and barriers to innovation are not necessarily the same in the public and the private 

sector (Osborne & Brown 2013; Borins 2001a). Osborne and Brown argue that management of 

innovation is an entirely different task than management of developmental changes, which was 

previously the dominant management approach in the public sector (Osborne & Brown 2013:3). The 

increased focus on innovation in the public sector challenges the existing management approach and 

places new demands on management to ensure that innovative ideas are generated, promoted and 

realized. However, in general, we still lack knowledge about which management mechanisms may 

support innovative work behavior among employees in the public sector (Bysted & Jespersen 2014). In 

the following, we will discuss some management tools that may affect employees’ innovative work 

behavior and develop hypotheses for our analyses. 



How management may ensure strong innovative work behavior among employees  
Our discussion of management tools that facilitate innovative work behavior among employees are 

divided into three equally important levels: 1) the management of meaning, 2) developing the 

institutional setup, and 3) facilitating motivation.  

These levels are drawn from the strategic management literature, which states that alignment and 

adjustment are indispensible for the implementation of strategies (Miles & Snow 1978; Mintzberg 

1994). 1) If the original strategic intent for innovative behavior is not found meaningful amongst those 

who are supposed to implement it, they are less likely to make it their own project. Hence, sensemaking 

(Weick 1995) such as story-telling and goal specification as a part of the management of meaning 

becomes vital to implementation. 2) The institutional setup (Scott (1995) of a particular organization 

may inherently bear on norms such as culture that may enforce or inhibit behavioral changes, and this 

accordingingly (following e.g. Schein 2010) can and should be managed. 3) Finally individual 

motivation is important when implementing strategies in this case innovation (Miron, Erez & Naveh 

2004) and should also be taken into account. Below we will further clarify, how these three levels 

relate to innovative behavior. 

First, management may affect employees’ behavior by framing organizational meaning, by invoking 

meaning to the strategy of innovation through strategic communication. Strategic narratives (Barry & 

Elms 1997), and communicating the importance of and reasons for the strategic imperative of 

innovation are viewed as important in several studies (Fernandez & Rainey 2006; Borins 2011). It is 

emphasized that management communication should be a continuous process and that it should be both 

vertical and horizontal (Fernandez & Rainey 2006). Especially top management should engage on a 

continuous basis and keep communicating about the organizational changes to convince employees of 



the importance of being innovative (Fernandez & Pitts 2011). Also communication from the middle 

management has been shown to be of utmost importance in regard to public innovation. Borins (2011) 

concludes that most new ideas are generated at that level. Thus, management should ensure that the 

purpose of the innovation process is communicated clearly to the organization's employees. Both the 

level and the nature of the communication is important, as is the actual knowledge of the innovation 

strategy among the employees. In this case we therefore also look at the employees’ actual knowledge 

of the specific innovation strategy. Our first two hypotheses are:  

H1: The more effort management puts into strategic communication of new goals, the more 

innovative work behavior is expected among employees. 

H2: The more knowledge employees have about the innovation strategy (New-New), the more 

innovative work behavior is expected among them.  

We expect a positive relationship between both strategic communication and knowledge and all phases 

in innovative work behavior. However, we expect strategic communication to have strongest impact on 

the idea realization phase, since implementation has been shown to be greatly affected by 

communication from management (Fernandez & Rainey, 2006). We expect knowledge of New-New 

among the employees to be equally important in all phases of innovative work behavior, since 

knowledge of the management’s intentions is a basic premise for fostering behavior (Jacobsen & 

Andersen, 2015) and thereby avoid a decoupling between strategy and practice. 

Second, managers may pave the way for innovative behavior by nourishing a favorable institutional 

set-up characterized by trust, and by developing a culture where  innovation is seen as a legitimate and 

‘appropriate’ work behavior. Thus, to avoid a decoupling between an innovation strategy and 



employees’ practice it is necessary that public managers support a culture characterized by support and 

trust (Bysted & Jespersen, 2014: 224; Scott & Bruce, 1994). There are several management strategies 

that can help to create such a culture. First, management should recognize the innovative behavior 

during the whole process, not just at the innovative outcome (Bysted & Jespersen, 2014: 224; Clegg, 

2002; Dobni & Luffman, 2000). Encouraging management, i.e., recognition of and feedback to 

employees who engage in the creation of new ideas and are willing to take a risk, has a positive 

influence on innovative work behavior (Chandler, Keller & Lyon 2000; Clegg 2002). We therefore 

hypothesize that: 

H3: The more the manager encourages employees to innovate, the more employees will engage in 

innovative work behavior.  

We expect this effect to be strongest for idea generation and promotion. Encouraging employees' 

attempts to generate ideas may help create a culture in which both failure and success are accepted 

(Bysted & Jespersen, 2014: 224). And securing a culture where risks are tolerated and the discussion of 

ideas is encouraged is important for an employee’s ability to discuss innovative ideas with others in the 

organization (idea promotion). Even though we also expect a positive relationship between 

encouraging management and idea realization, the fear of risks might be smaller in the idea realization 

phase, when the manager most likely has accepted the innovative idea and decided to implement it in 

the organization.  

However, in general there is a tendency for employees to avoid the uncertainty and stress that can be 

associated with changes (Janssen, 2003: 349). Several studies point out that employees are often afraid 

to innovate because of simple resistances to changes (see Fernandez & Rainey 2006: 82) and that 



employees associate innovative behavior with risktaking (Bysted & Jespersen 2014: 224; Yuan & 

Woodman, 2010). Furthermore, since innovation has been used rhetorically in discussions of the need 

to reduce the public sector (Klein et al. 2010), public employees often associate innovation with 

cutbacks (Bysted & Jespersen 2014: 225) and layoffs. We therefore also hypothesize that: 

H4: If employees perceive that the organizational culture has a low degree of risk avoidance, they 

will be more engaged in innovative work behavior.  

We expect this relationship to be equally strong for all phases of innovative work behavior since 

uncertainty and stress among employees is inherently present in all phases (Janssen 2004). 

Furthermore, culture is a general underlying premise for employees’ reactions to organizational 

changes (Piederit 2000; van der Panne, van Beers & Kleinknecht 2003).    

Third, managers have to facilitate innovation at the individual and motivational level in the 

organization by including employees in the decision-making processes, by delegating responsibility 

and autonomy to employees and by using incentives (for example pecuniary incentives such as 

bonuses). While the relation between performance and extrinsic rewards is thoroughly discussed and 

empirically tested, the relationship between extrinsic rewards and innovative work behavior is much 

less theorized (Fernandez & Pitts 2011). External economic rewards can be a powerful motivational 

tool in the public sector despite restrictions on using them. Bysted and Jespersen (2014) argue that 

financial rewards increase innovative work behavior. However, they only find a weak positive 

correlation between salary bonuses and idea generation, and the correlation seems to be weaker among 

public than among private employees. Still there seem to be a positive correlation, so we propose that: 

H5: The more managers use economic rewards, the more employees will engage in idea generation.  



We only expect this relationship to be significant in the idea generation phase. Fernandez and Pitts 

show that employees who experienced that their creativity and innovation attempts were rewarded 

would continue to generate new ideas and search for better ways of doing things (2011: 212). It should 

be noted, however, that the study made it impossible to differentiate between the effects of external 

rewards (such as economic bonuses) and internal rewards (such as recognition and promotion). On the 

other hand, idea promotion is a subtle and invisible behavior that takes places both in and outside the 

organization and it might be both a formal and informal task, which makes it hard for a manager to 

pinpoint and reward. Idea realization takes place in the implementing phase, which often involves a 

group, and this may also prevent the use of individual rewards.  

Finally, research has shown that innovative work behavior is encouraged by giving employees 

autonomy (Fernandez & Pitts 2011: 206). Borins (2011) also point out the importance of including 

employees in managerial decision-making processes regarding innovation. Autonomy thus gives 

employees freedom to act more creatively and innovatively (Fernandez & Pitts, 2011: 206; Zhang & 

Bartol, 2010: 117). Our final hypothesis is: 

H6: The more autonomy employees perceive they have in their work, the more they will engage in 

innovative work behavior.  

We expect autonomy to be equally important for all phases in innovative work behavior. When 

employees have an impact on daily tasks, and when they get to decide how to solve tasks, they will 

come up with new ideas (idea generation) (Bysted & Hansen, 2013:8) and it may be easier for them to 

promote their ideas in different settings. Finally, autonomy has been shown to have a significant effect 



on positive reactions to organizational changes (Piederit 2000; Shalley & Gilson 2004), which makes it 

more likely for autonomous employees to engage positively in idea realization.  

Methods and Data 
While the private sector is percieved as dynamic and innovative, the public sector is often depicted as a 

rigid bureaucracy (Osborne & Plastric 1997). Our case New – New illustrates the efforts of a local 

authortity to change this image and become more innovative.  

The methodological procedure and the case 

Our study was originally designed as a mixed methods study. We gathered qualitative data on the 

development, the translation and the practical implementation of New-New in Odense Municipality, by 

collecting and analyzing all relevant documents about the innovation process and by conducting 

interviews with key respondents at the administrative and political level. However, in this article we 

only draw on the qualitative data in the following description of the case (for further analyses, see 

Klausen et al. 2016).  

 

The case: New Reality – New Welfare  

Odense Municipality is the third largest city in Denmark. The department of Children and Youth has 

about 6000 employees, 33 schools and some 150 kindergartens. As in all other Danish municipalities, 

the global financial crisis and the following economic recession created a new strategic situation, 

imposing budget restrictions and cutbacks in the entire organization.  

New-New was decided upon as a politically sanctioned corporate innovation strategy in June 2011. The 

main idea in the new corporate strategy was to infuse the entire organization with a sense of urgency 



and the insight that if reality is economic scarcity and increasing demand on municipal services, the 

appropriate response is to reinvent the current production of welfare services. In other words, New-

New was supposed to legitimize innovative endeavors throughout the organization and require each 

group and individual to generate novel solutions, but it was also an effort to produce more with less. 

The board of directors decided on a platform for communicating New-New in 2011. The main idea was 

to make sure that managers knew about New-New and made it their own priority to disseminate the 

idea of innovation. Employees were addressed more indirectly (primarily through newsletters and the 

intranet). The framing of the strategy with the name ‘New Reality – New Welfare’ represented a 

punchline for a strategic narrative that made it possible to translate the innovation idea into sub-

strategies in various parts of the organization without loss of the original intention. Translating any 

strategy into meaningful sub-strategies is of utmost importance since it is the translated narratives that 

may affect work behavior (Weick 1995; Madsen, 2013).  

To support this agenda, the municipality presented a new HR strategy including two codes of conducts 

that dictated how New-New was to affect the work behavior of managers and employees: The first 

code of conduct, “Leadership under development”, was launched in 2011. Leaders were now expected 

to think in “wholes” in culture, process, innovation and relations in order to stimulate the 

implementation of New-New. This approach to innovation obliged managers to be open-minded 

towards and encourage the formation of new ideas and the sharing of knowledge among employees 

(autonomy and freedom of thinking anew), to encourage dialogue, a risk-taking culture and open-

mindedness that could promote organizational learning and avoid defensive reasoning and skilled 

incompetence (Klausen et al. 2016). The second code of conduct, “Employee fundamentals – 

developing together”, was launched in 2013. It stipulated, among other things, that employees were 



expected to let loose their creativity and new ideas, to be open-minded about the potential of others, see 

diversity as a potential resource, and be willingly to work in new directions towards personal and 

collective development (Klausen et al. 2016). The employees were basically expected to engage in all 

phases of innovative work behavior.  

Finally, in 2014 a new organizational design to support implementation of New-New in the entire 

department was launched. Figure 1 documents the new organizational design to show the translation of 

New-New into the Department of Children and Youth: 

[insert figure 1 about here] 

Overall, Odense Municipality developed and implemented a thorough top-down innovation strategy 

from 2011-2014.  

After gathering qualitative data on the implementation of New-New from 2011-2014, we conducted a 

quantitative study in 2015 to examine managers’ and employees’ reactions and behavior related to 

New-New. We distributed a survey on innovative work behavior, management and psychosocial work 

environment to 113 managers and 1292 (nested) employees at the Department for Children and Youth 

in Odense Municipality. The response rate was 91 percent among the managers and 65 percent among 

the employees. The employees and managers were sampled by randomly selected institutions in the 

area of daycare and primary schools. 79 percent of the employee sample were female, and the 

respondents’ ages ranged from 20 to 69 years (M=44.96, SD = 9.72). Average seniority (organizational 

tenure) was 7 years (SD= 3.96).  



Quantitative measures 
To avoid common source bias, we distributed a survey to both the managers and the employees at the 

Department of Children and Youth in Odense Municipality. In our analyses, we use the employees’ 

answers to measure the degree of innovative work behavior. An important issue when determining how 

to measure management strategies is whether to use leaders' self-reported behaviors or employees' 

assessments of leadership behaviors. Both approaches may come at a cost. If we use leaders' self-

reported behaviors as measures, social desirability bias may inflate the measures (Fleenor et. al., 2010). 

However, it is not given that the errors that inflate the leaders' self-ratings are correlated with employee 

ratings of their own behaviors (Jacobsen & Andersen, 2017). Therefore, we use both the immediate 

manager and employee ratings of management tools. We believe that this is a good measure of the 

association between strategic management tools and innovative work behavior since it provides a 

measure of both the managers’ intentions and employees’ perception of the management approach. 

Below, we briefly describe our measures (see Appendix A for a more detailed overview). 

Innovative work behavior. To assess innovative work behavior, we used Janssen’s (2001) scale. The 

scale was translated into Danish and pilot tests were conducted with two practitioners and two 

academicsii. This scale has been used in different variations in several studies on innovative work 

behavior (se for example Janssen 2000, 2001, 2003, 2004; Bysted & Hansen 2013; Bysted & Jespersen 

2014). An index was constructed for idea generation (Chronbachs alpha = 0.87), idea promotion 

(Chronbachs alpha =0.83 ) and idea realization (Chronbachs alpha =0.88 ). 

Strategic communication was tested through the managers’ answers to three items, inspired by Zhang 

and Barthols’ study on creative process engagement (2010). An index was constructed measuring the 



level and nature of the managers’ communication. The index was tested and had a Chronbach’s alpha 

of 0.69. 

The employees’ knowledge about New-New was tested by the following question sent to the 

employees: “I know the purpose of New-New”. 

Encouraging management was tested through the managers’ answers to two items developed with 

inspiration from the encouraging management scale in QPS Nordic (General Nordic Questionnaire for 

psychological and social factors at work). To make sure the encouragement was related to innovation, 

the questions were slightly altered based on ideas from Fernandez og Rainey (2006: 171) and Borins 

(2000). The index was tested and had a Chronbach’s alpha of 0.82. 

Culture of risk avoidance. We used three questions to measure the employees’ perception of whether 

their organizational culture is characterized by risk avoidance. The questions were inspired by Miron, 

Erez & Naveh (2004: 182-183). The exact phrasing of the questions was aligned with the official 

management guidelines (ledestjerne 2) in New-New. The index was tested and had a Chronbach’s 

alpha of 0.74. 

Economic rewards. Whether the managers used economic rewards related to innovative work behavior 

was tested by a single question: “I reward my employees economically if they try out new and different 

approaches”. 

Autonomy. To measure the perception of autonomy among the employees, we used QPS Nordic’s 

autonomy index, which is a classic and validated measure of autonomy (Wännerström et al., 2009). 

The index was tested and had a Chronbach’s alpha of 0.84. 



Controls. Age was measured as years from birthday, gender was measured as (male = 1, female = 0), 

number of working hours per week, seniority (number of years), and job position had six categories 

(teacher, head teacher, pedagogue, pedagogical assistant, pedagogical helper, and other).  

Strategy for the analyses. Since we sampled subunits in the organization (schools and kindergartens), 

we use multilevel modeling. We choose fixed effects models to control for differences between groups 

and thus only estimate variation at the individual level, which is relevant to our hypotheses. We have 

62 schools and kindergartens in the sample with immediate managers who participate in the survey. We 

apply the fixed effects at the level of top managers above immediate managers where we have 21 

schools and kindergartens. We use the answers from the immediate supervisors because the interactions 

between the immediate supervisors and their employees seem most relevant to this study. In order to 

compare the coefficients in the models, we report a model in which all independent variables are 

normalized between 0 and 1.  

Results 

Descriptive statistics and correlation matrices are reported in Appendix B. The directions between the 

dependent and independent variables are as expected. Some of the independent variables, for instance 

autonomy and risk-tolerant culture, are correlated. However, we do argue that granting employees 

autonomy is theoretically distinguishable from a risk-tolerant culture. Both measures are validated in 

previous research and there is still substantial unshared variation, so we perceive the similarity to be 

unproblematic for our research purposes. The descriptive statistics lend support to our theoretical 

framework, but they do not answer our hypotheses, and multilevel analyses with fixed effects were 

therefore conducted. 



[insert table 1 about here] 

In New-New, the top management has worked strategically with innovation, which was initiated as a 

top-down process. We argued in hypothesis 1 that it is important that managers communicate 

strategically about the goals in the organization to ensure innovative work behavior among employees. 

However, the data do not support this hypothesis in any part of the innovation process. There were no 

significant relationships between strategic communication and idea generation, promotion or 

realization. On the other hand, hypothesis 2, that employees will engage more in innovative work 

behavior the more they know about the innovation strategy (New-New), finds support in the analysis. 

As expected, knowledge of New-New among the employees is highly significantly (p < 0.01) 

correlated with innovative work behavior throughout the innovation process (idea generation, 

promotion and realization). A one-unit increase in knowledge of New-New is associated with a 0.122 

increase in idea generation, a 0.149 increase in idea promotion and a 0.186 increase in idea realization.   

We also argued that the management should try to affect innovation via the institutional setup. 

Hypothesis 3 proposed that the more managers encourage employees to innovate the more employees 

will engage in innovative work behavior. We expected the effect to be strongest in relation to idea 

generation and promotion. However, this hypothesis was not strongly supported by the data. For idea 

generation and idea realization there were no significant relationships, but there was a weak significant 

correlation between encouraging management and idea promotion (p < 0.1). This is a surprising result, 

which we will inspect further in our discussion. Another important aspect of the institutional setup is 

organizational culture. Hypothesis 4 suggested that employees will engage more in all phases of 

innovative work behavior if they experience an organizational culture with a low degree of risk 

avoidance. This hypothesis is strongly supported in the analyses. The results show that the more the 



culture is characterized by low risk avoidance the more engaged employees are in idea generation, 

promotion and realization. A one-unit increase in low risk avoidance is associated with a 0.189 increase 

in idea generation, a 0.303 increase in idea promotion and a 0.247 increase in idea realization (p < 

0.01).  

Finally, we argued that management also had to ensure innovation by affecting the individual 

motivation using economic incentives and by giving employees enough autonomy to motivate 

innovation. In hypothesis 5, we followed the argumentation of Bysted and Jespersen (2014) that the 

more managers use economic rewards the more employees will engage in idea generation. However, 

this hypothesis was not supported in our data. In hypothesis 6, we proposed that the more autonomy 

employees have the more they engage in all phases of innovative work behavior. This hypothesis was 

strongly supported in our data. For all types of innovative work behavior there were a positive and 

highly significant (p < 0.01) relationship between autonomy and innovative behavior. A one-unit 

increase in autonomy is associated with a 0.212 increase in idea generation, a 0.457 increase in idea 

promotion and a 0.338 increase in idea realization. 

If we look at the normalized coefficient, we can compare the effect of the different management tools 

on innovative work behavior among the employees in this data. A clear pattern stands out across idea 

generation, idea promotion and idea realization, namely that the strongest impact on innovative work 

behavior seems to come from a risk-tolerant organizational culture and autonomy.  

Discussion and Conclusion 

Innovative work behavior among public employees is pointed out as important when western societies 

face challenges in welfare provision. However, we still need more knowledge about how managers 



may stimulate public employees to engage in innovative work behavior. In this study, we focused on 

three strategically important levels, namely 1) the management of meaning, 2) the development of an 

institutional setup and 3) the facilitation of individual motivation. 

With regard to managing the overall organizational meaning, we proposed that the more effort 

managers put into strategic communication the more innovative work behavior can be expected among 

employees. However, the data did not support this hypothesis in its narrow sense in any part of the 

innovation process, which is surprising. The reason may be the focus in the questions included in the 

communication index. The questions take a classic strategic approach to communication and focus on 

overall goal clarification and how the goals are connected to the overall strategy in the organization. 

This kind of communication may support routine behavior in the organization. It depends on the 

strategy. In our case, New-New was a part of the strategy, but broader goals were emphasized as well 

in the overall strategy. If the questions had focused more specifically on strategic communication 

related only to New-New, the result may have been different. On the other hand, hypothesis 2, that 

employees will engage more in innovative work behavior the more they know about the innovation 

strategy, finds support in the analysis for all parts of the innovation process (idea generation, promotion 

and realization). New-New was implemented as a top-down process, so it is not surprising that 

knowledge of the strategy is important for the employees’ engagement in innovative work behavior. 

These results support the argument that context-sensitive measures are highly important when we study 

innovation in the public sector (De Vries, Bekkers & Tummers 2015). Studies might not be able to find 

important antecedents for innovative work behavior if they only scrutinize their research questions at a 

macro-level or across organizational contexts since such antecedents may be dependent on their actual 

implementation in the organization. Therefore, the overall conclusion must be that topmanagements’ 



strategic communication may not directly affect the employees’ innovative work behavior. However, it 

may have an indirect effect since the employees’ knowledge about the innovation strategy (which 

stems from their immediate manager, who is responsible for making them aware of the strategy and for 

translating the original strategic intent into a meaningful local narrative) seems to be strongly correlated 

with their innovative work behavior. 

Regarding managing the institutaional setup, we focused on encouraging management. We expected 

that the more the managers encourage employees to innovate the more the employees will engage in 

innovative work behavior, especially idea generation and idea promotion. This hypothesis was only 

supported in relation to idea promotion in the analyses. To scrutinize this surprising result further, we 

ran all the analyses with the employees’ reports of how encouraging they perceived their managers to 

be in relation to innovation. The results from these analyses showed that the more the employees 

perceived their managers to encourage them to innovate the more they engaged in innovative work 

behavior (in all three phases). When we used the employees’ perceptions of encouraging management 

it significantly correlated with innovative work behavior: and it was a factor as important as a risk-

tolerant organizational culture and more important than autonomy (the analyses are reported in 

appendix C). The reason is probably that employees’ perceived managerial practices have greater 

influence on employee behavior than the managers intended practices (Jacobsen & Andersen, 2015). 

Therefore, we will only make a very cautious conclusion that encouragement from management seems 

to matter in relation to innovative work behavior. However, there is a need for more thorough studies 

of which phases of the innovation process and in which ways encouragement affects employees’ 

innovative work behavior. Furthermore, the analyses showed, as expected, that a risk-tolerant 

organizational culture is highly significantly correlated with all phases of innovative work behavior. 



Several studies have theorized risk tolerance as one of the most vital preconditions for innovation in 

public organizations (Brown & Osborne, 2013; Dumay, Rooney & Marini 2013). However, Bysted and 

Hansen (2015) did not find a positive relation between risk tolerance and innovative behavior after 

control for autonomy, expectancy clarity, and room for innovation. Still, our study shows that risk 

tolerance is the most important managerial strategy compared to frequently examined causes of 

innovation such as autonomy, encouraging management, communication, and rewards. This result 

might point to one important difference between innovation in the public and the private sector. 

Research has emphasized that public managers have to operate within a wider field of actors (including 

elected politicians and citizens/users) (Hartley 2013:57). Politicians are important catalysts in this 

regard, since they are held accountable for the public innovations in the medias and they risk losing 

votes to their political opponents (ready to attack them) if the innovations fail. They may therefore put 

a pressure on the public organizations to be less risk tolerant, and this pressure causes a less risk willing 

climate, where it is hard to develop the necessary level of trust to support innovative behavior (Hartley 

2013:54). However, further inquiry is needed to determine how risk tolerance interacts with other 

managerial and organizational factors in the public sector. 

Looking at managing the individual motivation in the organization we did not find that economic 

rewards were significantly related to idea generation as suggested by Bysted and Jespersen (2014). This 

result might also be caused by the public context, where the possibility to use economic incentives is 

much more restricted than in the private sector. Furthermore studies (especially in public service 

motivation) have argued that public employees are primarily intrinsically motivated, and that economic 

rewards might crowd out the intrinsic motivation among public employees (e.g. Houston, 2000, Frey 

and Jegen, 2002). We therefore propose that future studies should look into the more complex 



pathways between different kinds of rewards, extrinsic and intrinsic motivation and innovative work 

behavior among public employees. Finally, the results revealed that the more autonomy the employees 

have the more they engage in all phases of innovative work behavior. Thus, the data support existing 

findings in the private sector that autonomy gives employees freedom to act more creatively and 

innovatively (Fernandez & Pitts, 2011: 206; Zhang & Bartol, 2010: 117) and it seems to be at all levels 

of innovative work behavior. The literature suggests that public managers have to handle a greater 

degree of formalization and bureaucratization (Rainey, 2009) which makes it harder to provide the 

necessary autonomy and reduces innovation in the public sector. However, there are considerable 

variation within as well as across sectors when it comes to formalization and bureaucratization (Rainey 

& Chun 2005), and overall Hartley shows that existing evidence do not support clear differences 

between the sectors in this regard (Hartley, 2013:52). 

Like all studies, our analyses have some limitations that should be addressed. First, the cross-sectional 

nature of the data prohibits us from making causal claims. Endogeneity may account for some of the 

covariation between the variables. We chose the Department of Children and Youth in Odense 

Municipality to minimize contextual variation. However, this minimization of variation comes at a 

price, since it limits the generalizability of the findings. Further research is needed to determine 

whether the findings concerning management strategies from this study are generalizable to other 

public or private settings. We use both leader and employee ratings of behaviors to mitigate problems 

with common source bias. However, when employees’ and leaders' self-reported behaviors are used as 

measures, social desirability bias may inflate the measures (Fleenor et. al., 2010). This might be the 

reason why we did not find a significant correlation between innovative work behavior and the 

managers’ answers to how encouraging their management were. A floor effect may be present that 



prevents us from reliably estimating the effects of lower levels of management strategies and 

employees’ innovative behavior. However, it is not given that the errors that inflate the leaders' self-

ratings are correlated with employee ratings of their own behaviors (Jacobsen & Andersen, 2017).  

We conclude by focusing on some practical implications of the results. In this study, we contribute with 

novel evidence on how innovation is supported by public managers in the different phases of the 

innovation process in a large local government. Even though strategical communication of goals did 

not relate directly to any of the phases in innovative work behavior, our results suggest that managers 

should still place an effort in communication to enhances the employees’ knowledge of the strategy, 

which is important for their innovative behavior. We saw remarkable differences in managing the 

institutional setup for the different phases of innovative work behavior. Encouraging employees and 

signaling that risks are tolerated is more strongly related to idea promotion than to the other two phases 

of innovative behavior. This may be due to the political nature of this phase in the innovation process 

(Janssen, 2004: 204). Managers have to ensure that employees’ career prospects are not harmed by 

entering the political game of building organizational support for a new idea. Thus, it becomes 

particularly important for the promotion of new ideas that managers signal that risky attempts are not 

punished. To enhance innovative work behavior managers should work with the culture to ensure that it 

is acceptable to take risks and try out new solutions even though they may fail during the process. This 

is especially important in the public sector (Flemig, Osborne, & Kinder, 2016). Finally, it seems that 

autonomy at the individual level is equally important for all three phases in the innovation process. 

Therefore, managers should be keen on giving employees autonomy to try new solutions to existing 

problems. In this regard, it becomes especially important that the managers find a way to balance 



bureaucratic rules with innovative work behavior so it is possible to grant public employees enough 

autonomy to support their innovative behavior.  

The hypocracy of decoupling - separating saying and doing, may lead to schizoid organizations, but 

such cleavages  can be bridged.  This study shows that corporate innovation strategies such as New – 

New have at chance of being implemented to the extent that they are supported by managers who 

enable the processes by ways of infusing knowledge and meaning, by creating af favorable institutional 

setup and by supporting individual motivation and thereby encouraging innovative behavior. 

 

Endnotes: 

I We would like to thank Pernille Carlsson and Dan Bonde Nielsen, who helped gather the data used in this article.We 

would also like to thank Jesper Asring Hansen who has contributed to the statistical analyses.     

ii Because of too high similarities in question 4 and 5 after translation of the items, the two questions were combined into 

one. 
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Table 1. Outcome: Innovative work 
behavior among the employees 

Idea generation 
Coeff 

 
Std. err. 

Idea promotion 
Coeff 

 
Std. err. 

Idea realization 
Coeff 

 
Std. err. 

Age 
 -0.714*** 0.26 -1.03*** 0.283 -0.452 0.285 

Male 
 -0.047 0.103 0.041 0.111 -0.064 0.113 

Number of working hours  
 0.126 0.237 0.143 0.258 0.133 0.259 

Tenure (number of years) 
 -0.047 0.198 -0.139 0.215 -0.202 0.217 

Education (ref teacher)       
Pedagogical assistant 0.025 0.277 -0.115 0.3 -0.255 0.302 
Pedagogical helper -0.484** 0.197 -0.24 0.214 -0.357* 0.215 
Pedagogue 0.017 0.142 -0.096 0.154 -0.188 0.155 
Head teacher 0.087 0.151 0.191 0.164 0.163 0.165 
Other 0.174 0.183 0.021 0.199 -0.053 0.2 
Meaning at organizational level       
Communication 
 -0.41 0.362 -0.13 0.393 -0.032 0.396 

Knowledge about New-New 
 0.486*** 0.179 0.595*** 0.194 0.744*** 0.196 

Daily practice at collective level       
Encouraging management 
 -0.277 0.297 0.599* 0.323 0.077 0.326 

Risk tolerant culture 
 1.136*** 0.313 1.819*** 0.34 1.481*** 0.343 

Motivation at individual level       
Economic rewards for innovation 
 -0.277 0.311 0.224 0.339 0.151 0.341 

Autonomy 
 0.847*** 0.28 1.829*** 0.304 1.353*** 0.307 

Constant       
Observations 533  533  533  
Number of organizations 21  21  21  
Fixed effects YES  YES  YES  
R2 (within) 0.141  0.259  0.183  
R2 (between) 0.082  0.284  0.281  
R2 (overall) 0.133  0.246  0.177  

Note: * p < .1, ** p < .05, *** p < .01. 
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