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Topic and Aim of the Paper

– Knowledge based view of the firm: Integrating individual specialist knowledge into 
goods and services 

> But: How does an organization become attractive for knowledge workers? 

– Knowledge work(er) motivation and productivity

> Intangibility of knowledge work in- and output + team production in social 
relationships  The old carrot-and-stick motivational approach is outdated 
and counterproductive (Tayloristic relict, Hammer, Leonard & Davenport, 
2004: “Thus far, researchers and managers alike have a very limited 
understanding of what makes knowledge workers tick.”)

– Fostering of non-reward-contingent voluntary efforts becomes decisive

> Group processes (pro-social motivation)

> Organizational culture beneficial for collaboration

> Individual perception / cognitions about peers and superiors

» An innovative cognitive-collective view to raise expert productivity

(Conducting of some social engineering, Davenport, 2005, 166 ff.)



Underlying Social Psychological Conditions for a Great Place to Work

– Humans are group-living animals: 
> Need to belong, Baumeister & Leary, 1995  “Search for frequent interaction 

combined with persistent caring” 
> Social exclusion leads to social pain, Eisenberger, Lieberman, & Williams, 2003

and aggression (!), de Wal, et al., 2009
> Social tuning effect, Shteynberg, 2010: Minor manipulation (fellow 

participants chose the same avatar color) increases performance in a signal 
detection-task

– Initial transfer of these ideas to business administration, e.g., Nonaka, 1991: 
> Generosity, informal and honest communication
> But too much cohesion must be avoided (groupthink, complacency)

– A beneficial organizational culture is supportive for helping experts socialize 
(genesis of a fully functioning ba, Güldenberg & Helting, 2007: A lived place, where 
the knowledge creation process is given time and space to materialize

– This is related to improved financial firm performance, Smithey Fulmer, 2003 



The Great Place to Work Model – At present

– Trust (“Willingness to be voluntarily vulnerable based upon positive expectations 
of the intentions or behavior of another party”, Gilbert, 2007) is the most 
important construct within that framework; it is composed of three sub-
dimensions

> Respect Provision of professional support (e.g., provision of training 
opportunities) to employees, expressions of appreciation for 
accomplishments and extra effort

> Credibility  Two-way communication, right amount of oversight, honest and 
reliable daily actions

> and fairness Balanced treatment of all people in the distribution of tangible 
and intangible rewards

– These together with pride and camaraderie create an organizational climate that 
makes the difference between corporate success and failure: 

“A great place to work is one in which you trust the people you work for, have 
pride in what you do, and enjoy the people you work with”.

http://www.greatplacetowork.com/what_we_do/model.php
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The Great Place to Work Model – At present (2)

– Pride: Work is not driven by profit as a main priority (but rather by the user and 
user experience)

> Pride shifts the perception of self-other similarity to strong others, therefore 
stimulating people to emulate high-performing people as role models,
Horberg, Keltner, & Oveis, 2010 

– Camaraderie: Team spirit, hospitable workplace  Creation of identity that 
triggers discretionary extra-role behavior advantageous to the organization; van 
Dick et al., 2007

– All these factors aim at fostering of intrinsic motivation (e.g., Ryan & Deci, 2000)
– 95% of the surveyed employees say “Yes, taking everything into account I’d say 

this is a great place to work.”
>  That’s an extraordinary sentiment for a fast paced, stressful yet 

exhilarating work environment

– But what about volition (“The absolute commitment to achieving something”), 
Ghoshal & Bruch, 2003? 

– Making experts wholeheartedly wanting to walk the extra mile together with a 
bunch of enjoyable fellows 

– Güldenberg & Hoffmann, 2001, 4: “We need to change our focus from visible 
events and individuals to the connections between them”

http://resources.greatplacetowork.com/article/pdf/why_google_is_no._1.pdf
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How “Great” are Present Places to Work? 

– 1 in 3 high-potential employees admits to not putting all his effort into his/her job
– 1 in 5 believes her personal aspirations are quite different from what the 

organization has planned for him/her
– And 4 out of 10 have little confidence in their coworkers

Martin & Schmidt, 2010
– De Vulpian, 2005 asked subjects to determine whether “the interests of 

companies are usually opposed or running parallel to the interest of its employees”

– This is a serious problem: “Knowledge production is heavily dependent on 
voluntary contributions”, Osterloh, 2010, 2



The Great Place to Work Model – Missing Properties

– Martin & Schmidt, 2001 identify two critical attributes essential for overcoming 
work-to-rule behavior and to boost volition: 

> Engagement, the level of personal connection toward the employing firm and 
its mission (affective commitment, Allen & Meyer, 1990)

> And aspiration, the extent to which the person desires job recognition, 
advancement, and future rewards – and the degree to which what the 
individual wants aligns with what the company wants for that person

» Psychological Contract Theory, e.g., Rousseau, 1995, 2004 – unwritten 
agreements based on mutuality and reciprocity

– Optimization of inter-expert relationships by fostering the emotional bond to the 
employer and to peers / superiors 

> In the case of brainwork, productivity improvement is linked to relationship 
improvement (development of social capital), Adler & Kwon, 2002



Open Questions

– Innovative research-tools have to be developed that are capable of eliciting both 
knowledge workers’ subjective experience of the organizational climate and their 
perception and emotional sensation of coworker- and supervisor-relationships

> Overcoming the Tayloristic relict, Hammer, Leonard & Davenport, 2004
> “Perversely, organizations with the best human resource departments 

sometimes have less effective teams. That’s because human resource 
management tends to focus on improving individual rather than team 
behavior”, Hackman, 2009

 Qualitative approaches should be more illuminative to gain insights here
Nonaka, 2010: “Waigaya at Honda” 
Erne, 2010 (“What job-related factors cause strongest dissatisfaction?“)

> Get people of daily routines / ask provoking questions to let their gut feelings 
emerge  behind-the-scenes view of daily actions

– I do like this approach, because it is honest – but it will backfire if it is done the 
Dilbert way



How to Best Measure the Needed Culture of Trust?

– Traditional questionnaire approaches (such as the analysis conducted by the Great 
Place to Work Institute) work on a rational level – and are hence unsuited to 
capture half- or even unaware evaluations 

> Moreover, self-report-questions incline respondents to give socially desirable 
answers  (This is a great place to work, isn`t it?)

– Surveys scratch on the surface of Schein’s iceberg: 

> The deepest level of culture can be investigated only through more intensive 
observation, focused interviews, and the involvement of organizational 
members in self-analysis

> If surveys get applied: A great number of items and factors should be used 
(“In organizational culture studies, the most parsimonious solution is not 
necessarily the most useful one.”) 

> On should make use of triangulation: Apply the questionnaire  Give 
feedback to the respondents  Talk with them! (Survey-Feedback Approach )

Ashkanasy, Broadfoot, & Falkus, S. (2000). Questioinnaire Measures of Organizational Culture. In: Neal

Ashkanasy, N. M., Wilderom, C. P. M, & Peterson, M. F.(Eds.). Handbook of Organizational Culture and 

Climate, Sage: Thousand Oaks, CA



Matters are Complicated Since… 

– Argyris, 1991 found that humans are often unaware of the fact that there is a 
small but significant difference between the way they think they are acting and 
the way they actually behave

> Espoused theory: These are the behavior governing rules people articulate in 
interviews 
Unfortunately, espoused theory has very little to do with how people actually 
behave…. 

> On the contrary, their theory in use is what de facto guides their behavior
– Kaiser & Hogan, 2006 emphasize to have a look at the dark side 
 Dr. Jekyll versus Mr. Hyde?!

> The bright side reflects peoples’ social performance when they want to sell 
themselves well

> The dark side of personality, on the contrary, refers to the impression we 
make when we let down our inner guard – when we are stressed or tired



The Visual Card Sorting Technique 

– Is an interview-based technique; aim is to show, how individuals categorize 
concepts within a particular knowledge domain

– Interviewees are first asked to look through elements provided on cards, and 
familiarizes themselves with them

> E.g., important events, persons, problems, dilemmas, challenges, conflicts,…

– After that, the interviewee must sort the given elements into groups – on the basis 
of the sorting criterion told by the researcher (such as causal relations)

– When the cards are sorted out in a particular manner, the subject is finally asked 
why s/he has exactly placed the cards in the given manner

 That method requires participants to make their cognitive structures explicit

– It that method better than letting the researcher draw conclusions?

– High degree of structuredness in the interview  Do participants really 
“structure” their thoughts?

– Applied in a group context, this tool can create a collective room for reflection 

See Budhwar, 2000 for a practical example 



However, There is Still a Rub in it

– Ericsson & Charness, 1994: “The structure of cognitive processes can change if 
subjects are required to explain their cognitive processes”

> If subjects are asked to verbalize their thoughts coming to attention during 
handling easy test-tasks, then there is no evidence for structural changes to 
cognitive processing occurring 

 This Thinking Aloud was hitherto applied to find about how people solve 
factual questions  is it transferrable to higher-order cognitions?
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