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I.  Introduction

The economic make-up of global and national economies
has changed rapidly in the past twenty-years. Deregulation,
freer trade and technological change have been ubiquitous,
redefining the competitive landscape in a significant way.
While some aspects of this change such as ‘globalization’ are
hard to describe, other changes are clear and unmistakable.
One of them is a shift away from manufacturing to services
and within services from low value-added to high value-
added services. These shifts in the sectoral make-up of our
economy has led to a plethora of writings on the changing
nature of work. In this paper, I take the changed nature of
work as a given and ask the question of whether our human
resource practices that took shape during the era of growth
in manufacturing, can meet the challenge of work in the high
value-added services sector, also referred to as knowledge
work.

Work in the manufacturing sector is mostly repetitive work.
Influenced by ideas of Frederick Taylor, work in mass pro-
duction industries requiring endless repetition of simple
tasks, is frequently referred to as “busy-finger” work that
requires almost no thinking on the part of the worker. In the
1980s, as the Canadian and American economies moved into
higher value-added products and services, it became neces-
sary to reform the Taylorist paradigm of work to accommo-
date greater employee input. A large number of quality circles,
workteams and other such programs were introduced to

increase flexibility, employee involvement and learning of new
skills. This movement to reform Taylorist work organizations
resulted in an alternate paradigm, referred to as high commit-
ment or high involvement work systems.

I argue that high commitment work systems (HCWS),
although a great improvement on the paradigm of repetitive
and boring work, do not fully meet the challenge of 
knowledge work. Since the point of departure for HCWS was
the Taylorist paradigm, they are both rooted in the manufac-
turing logic. Also, work teams, central to HCWS, are most
compatible with manufacturing needs rather than with those
of knowledge work. Thus, to accommodate knowledge work
and workers, a growing segment of the economy, we will
need to further update human resource practices. It is not that
we need to reject the HCWS paradigm to come up with a new
paradigm. Rather, it is argued that the nature of knowledge
work calls for an updating and enlargement of existing par-
adigms and policies.

Based on an analysis of knowledge work, this paper
shows that knowledge work can not be effectively managed
under either Taylorist or HCWS paradigms. To encourage
learning and creativity, two processes valued greatly in
knowledge organizations, there is a need to upgrade
human resource policies. The need to facilitate learning
and innovation is driven by both the demand and supply
in the labour market: employers need learning and inno-
vation for competitive strength, while employees want it 
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for enhancing their employability in the labour market.
For the human resource manager, the challenge is to create new HRM policies and
programs that would meet these needs of both managers and employees. What
kinds of policies would enable the firm to encourage learning and 
creativity? While informal systems exist in many companies, only a handful of
firms have formalized these policies so far. This paper briefly examines a few such
policies and programs to derive their underlying principles. There appear to be
two dimensions along which these programs stand out from traditional HRM poli-
cies. First and foremost is their ability to give knowledge workers more autono-
my and say in what they do within the organization. This removes the perception
of being “locked-in-a-box” and allows employees to learn at their own 
initiative and to be creative. Second, the autonomy and say granted to the
employee leads to a job description in which routine or repetitive tasks occupy
only a fraction of their time. This fraction varies from place to place but in many
such cases it falls in the range of 40-60%. The rest of their time is taken up by
non-routine work such as learning, special assignments, project work, inter-
departmental taskforces, etc. Each of these activities contributes significantly to
learning and creativity. The challenge for HR and line managers is to create an
organization in which the routine aspect of every person’s job is no more than,
say, 50-60%.     

II.  From Traditional to High Commitment Work Systems
Work in the manufacturing sector is mostly repetitive work. Influenced by ideas of
Frederick Taylor, work in mass production industries requiring endless repetition of
simple tasks, is frequently referred to as “busy-finger” work that requires almost
no thinking on part of the worker. In the 1980s, as North American economies
moved into higher value-added products and services, it became necessary to
reform the Taylorist paradigm of work to accommodate greater employee input
(Cappelli et al. 1997, Cappelli 1999a). 
Recent research on Canadian workplace systems including HRM policies does sug-
gest some shifts (Picot and Heisz, 1999). Although there is no clear evidence of
job tenure becoming shorter (Heisz, 1999) there are plenty of anecdotal stories of
people changing jobs and careers at a pace much higher than in the past (Cappelli,
1999b, Boers and Martin, 2000). A survey of Canadian workplace practices did
show increasing incidence of quality management and employee involvement
programs (Betcherman et al., 1994).
A large number of quality circles, workteams and other such programs were intro-
duced to increase flexibility, employee involvement and learning of new skills
(Cole, 1998). This movement to reform Taylorist work organizations 
resulted in an alternate paradigm, often referred to as high commitment or high
involvement work systems. It may be argued that high commitment work systems
(HCWS), although a great improvement on the paradigm of repetitive and boring
work, are still rooted in the logic of manufacturing work. Work teams, central to
the HCWS, are more compatible with manufacturing needs rather than with those
of knowledge work where teams may be less central to the task. In knowledge
work, teams may be used for coordination but work itself is often individualized.
Multiskilling, another prominent part of the HCWS paradigm, was a significant
reform for the manufacturing sector where skills were too narrowly defined with-
in job descriptions. In most knowledge work this is not an issue since knowledge
workers possess a broad knowledge-base within which their specific job duties
change and evolve continually.

III.  Knowledge Work: How is it Different from Routine Work?
One way to think about knowledge work is to simply think of the work of 

professionals. Professionals such as doctors, teachers, nurses, engineers, lawyers
and accountants, are trained in a body of knowledge informed by various theories.
They are taught not simply the way things are but also why things are the way
they are. The hope is that once on the job, these professionals can also help cre-
ate new products and services in addition to practicing the state of the art of their
profession. To create new knowledge, these professionals must use judgement
and discretion in how they use their knowledge to solve given problems. Some
procedures may be routine but often the professionals will be asked to tailor a
new solution by combining different strands from a broad knowledge base. 
Our concern reaches out well beyond the realm of professionals. The salience of
knowledge workers, as opposed to a narrower definition of professionals, has
increased since our economy began to move away from manufacturing and in the
direction of high value-added services, a sector not confined merely to services but
to manufacturing as well. Reich (1991) coined the term ‘symbolic analysts’, to refer
to people who draw upon a knowledge-base to manipulate symbols and ideas to
create new products and services.    
There are many ways to describe knowledge work. For the purposes of this paper,
a few key features may be abstracted (see Table 1). One key aspect of knowledge
work is the relative autonomy that is expected, demanded and given to knowl-
edge workers. Table 1 also tries to distinguish the different approaches to various
aspects of work by employees and employers. For example, close supervision is
not only disliked by knowledge workers but also not seen as being needed by
managers. The opposite is true for routine work. Recent empirical research finds
support for the theory that all else being equal, employers pay knowledge workers
more because no supervision is provided (Gomez, 1999; Adams, 2001). The employ-
er appears to be striking an implicit bargain in which knowledge workers are
expected to provide their own supervision. The employer saves money and is thus
able to pay the employee some of the savings thus accrued.
This sort of difference continues in other areas of the job as well. Knowledge
workers are expected to participate in developing the scope of the job and other
requirements. They have greater autonomy in exchange for which they are expected
to exercise judgement and take care of learning and creativity processes (Stewart,
1997). The routine worker, in contrast, is given a standard process that he or she
must master and then perform repeatedly without any judgement or creativity on
their part. Routine workers are not to worry about learning new skills or engage
in any experimentation. Knowledge workers on the other hand are encouraged to
experiment and are not punished for failures (Fisher and Fisher, 1998). For knowl-
edge workers, their career identity is linked strongly to their knowledge-base and
only secondarily to the employer (Defillippi and Arthur, 1996, Horibe, 2000). For
routine workers, the primary work identification is with the organization that
employs them.
The nature of knowledge work across industries, new and old, is not always well
understood. Knowledge work is not simply confined to “hi-tech” industries. Nor is
every professional such as an accountant or consultant engaged in knowledge
work. Reich (1991) points out that many professionals could be engaged in routine
work. This is also true of managerial work. The managers most often likely to be
laidoff during the 1990s and least likely to find new employment at previous wage
levels were those who performed routine jobs in Reich’s terminology. Fisher and
Fisher (1998) develop a typology of work along two dimensions. One dimension is
along routine work to knowledge work; the other dimension is the ‘linearity’ of
work, i.e., the extent to which work methods may be pre-programmed. Typical
assembly-line factory work is both physical and linear. An example of physical but
non-linear work would be repair of a machine where some aspects of work are rou-
tine while others require thinking in innovative patterns. Similarly, an example



of linear knowledge work would be processing such as writing of software using
well-known routines. Finally, true knowledge-intensive work is both knowledge-
driven as well as non-linear in nature such as creating a new advertising 
campaign for, say, a new type of beer. 

At the same time, many production jobs have been “knowledgized” for lack of a
better word. What this means is that nearly all jobs even in traditional industries,
have twin requirements. The first requirement is that the holder must 
perform the job as it is laid out in the job description. We may call this the 
system maintenance component of the job. The other part of the job is to think
about how this job may be done better. This is what the Japanese call kaizen or
continuous improvement. This requirement is not limited to managerial jobs. The
Toyota production system made famous in the MIT-study as lean production is
based, among other things, on a high degree of employee involvement in kaizen,
i.e., developing ideas for small improvements in the design and 
production of Toyota cars. Thus, knowledge work is diffusing across all 
industries and is not confined simply to a few high technology industries.

The need to be creative comes from market needs for innovation. In a 
market characterized by value-added goods and services, firms must innovate
constantly to stay competitive. Consumers have more choice and they prefer high-
er quality at a lower cost. Firms such as Hewlett-Packard (HP) and others have set
a high pace for new product innovations. Every year since the early 1980s,
between a quarter to a third of HP’s sales have come from new products. No 
computer or printer or fax that they sell is the same from year to year. And every
year either these products have added new features or entirely new products are
introduced. For employees at HP, the need to be creative in their thinking is an
essential part of their jobs.

Let me conclude this discussion by pointing out two processes that form the
essence of knowledge work: continuous learning and creativity. Both of these
demands have become critical in the present context in contrast to conditions pre-
vailing a generation ago. It may be argued that the pace of new knowledge cre-
ation is faster today than ever before. A fast pace of knowledge creation means
that at all times there are new developments in every field of knowledge. This
requires every knowledge worker to continually learn new skills to keep updated.
Such upgrading of knowledge is both demand and supply driven. Not only do the
employers require that employees continuously upgrade but the employees them-
selves want jobs that will allow them to learn and upgrade. Many knowledge
workers switch employers primarily because their current jobs may not pro-
vide opportunities for learning and upgrading skills.

IV.  The ‘Disconnect’ between Knowledge Work & HRM Policies

Based on the preceding discussion of knowledge work, the needs of managing
knowledge work can be examined against both traditional HRM systems as well
as those promoted under the label of HCWS. Two processes most characteristic
of knowledge work, continuous learning and creativity, get short-changed in these
paradigms. The traditional system provides little incentive to learn or to be cre-
ative. In fact, many Tayloristic systems explicitly exclude any scope for 
initiative or learning. Most skills on the current job are simple to learn while skills for
the next job would be learned when the time comes for a promotion or transfer.
Since those skills are also simple, not much training is needed any way. Moreover,
seniority-based promotions further reduce the incentive to learn at a faster pace.
Knowledge workers who find themselves placed within such (or similar) systems
feel stifled. The room to learn and be creative is extremely limited.

The HCWS developed out of a movement to reform the traditional manufacturing
system. The essence of HCWS is to try and restore some of the flexibility and

worker identification with the job that was lost to excessive routinization and sim-
plification within a Taylorist paradigm of mass production. Thus, employee
involvement and teams are two of the founding principles of HCWS (Ichniowski
et al., 1996; OECD, 1999). While these and other aspects of HCWS are still useful
in managing knowledge work, it is not expressly designed to address issues of
learning and creativity. Wood (2000) argues that while HCWS touts the benefits
of employee involvement it is essentially greater involvement in a production
process that remains largely routinized. Because the origins of HCWS lie in the
reform of manufacturing systems, its internal logic is rooted largely in correcting
the excesses of Taylorist production.

HCWS did not evolve in response to the growing demands of knowledge work.
Teamwork which is central to this paradigm, is of lesser importance to knowledge
workers whose work is done mostly at the individual level. Teams do play a role
albeit a minor one in terms of time spent in team activities. In manufacturing the
team is central to the work of production workers who may spend almost all their
time in work area teams. Multi-skilling, another significant HCWS feature, is a
moot issue in the case of knowledge workers. Knowledge workers work off a
knowledge-base which means that they have a broad range of skills right from
the start. Other features of HCWS such as financial incentives may be applicable
to knowledge work. Thus, it is not that HCWS need be rejected completely for
dealing with knowledge work. Rather, it must be noted that HCWS was not
designed to deal with issues of knowledge work. Hence some of its features may
be applicable while others may be less relevant. Further, the HCWS addresses
issues of learning and creativity at a very limited level which is localized around
the worker’s work station.

V.  Knowledge Work: The HRM Challenge

For the human resource manager the challenge is to create new HRM policies and
programs that would meet these needs of knowledge work for both managers
and employees. What kinds of policies would enable the firm to encourage learn-
ing and creativity?  While informal systems exist in many companies, only a hand-
ful of them has formalized these policies so far. In this section I briefly examine
a few such policies and programs to illustrate how new HRM policies can respond
to this need.

Table 1:  Knowledge Work vs. Routine Work

Knowledge W ork Routine W ork

From the perspective of: Employees Employer Employees Employer

Close Supervision Disliked Not needed; Expected Needed
low supervision 
saves money

Individual input such as Demanded as Needed and Not expected; Not wanted;
judgement, creativity part of the job encouraged for not prepared can create

competitive problems in
advantage highly

standardized
production 
processes

Developing the Scope  Want to be Required to Not expected No
and Process of the Job involved participate involvement

wanted or
desirable

Autonomy Expected and Granted with Desired but Controlled 
demanded focus on output not expected and limited

rather than input

Flexibility Expected and Granted Desired but Controlled
demanded not expected and limited

Networking for learning Integrated into Encouraged None Not needed
the job & expected

Core Processes of the job Experimentation; Learning, Physical Physical
thinking creativity or routine

procedures

Career Identity Individual and Knowledge- Employer- Employer-
knowledge- based based based
based



When one considers the HRM system more typical of the recent past, it is clear
that formalization of job descriptions and a formal organization of jobs by
“departments” is fundamental to all bureaucratic organizations. However, what
we know about creativity suggests that the more individuals are put into rigid
job descriptions the less autonomy they have and the more routine their daily
tasks. When individuals lose autonomy and discretion they tend to be less cre-
ative. Thus, to encourage innovation, creativity and initiative, employees need to
experience environments that provide for more autonomy and room for exercis-
ing judgment.

It is instructive to consider the traditional set of HRM policies in terms of auton-
omy and room for judgement in respect of hiring, transfer, promotion and other
significant policies governing career progression. Traditional hiring is done against
a specific job opening. The employee’s only input is to decide whether to accept
the job or decline it. Thereafter, the employee (or a knowledge worker) has very
little say in the choice of job assignment or in the choice of a boss.  The ques-
tion is whether a newer set of HRM policies could give the individual more say
in these decisions which have a great deal of impact on learning and creativity
on the job. A word of caution to point out that the idea is not to transfer these
responsibilities from the employer to the employee but rather to allow for some
input (ideally, half of the decision) from the employee in what they do for the
organization and how they do it.

To allow for both employee autonomy and for giving them say in career matters,
a number of firms have begun to introduce new HRM policies. The initial moti-
vation for many firms has come from the need to attract and retain talent in
labour markets where talent is scare. However, such labour market conditions of
skill shortages are not necessary to introduce such policies. 

VI.  Some Illustrative Cases

A pioneer in this area is Hewlett-Packard, which initiated employee input into job
selection in their labs more than twenty years ago. In this firm, the annual per-
formance appraisal is used by the manager and the employee to develop a list
of skills that would be desirable for the employee to acquire. Both the firm’s
needs as well as the employee’s aptitude for learning and long-term career goals
are used to develop employee development plans. The firm then provides the
opportunities for learning. These may include formal education, off-site training,
and work assignments within the current department or other departments. The
employee’s obligation in turn, is to make the best of these opportunities and to
use these inputs as fuel for their own learning and creativity. In this system, an
employee can initiate an exit from the current job, department or boss. Managers
have to attract talent by offering excellent leadership. A poor manager would lose
good people; a good manager, by reputation, would attract more talent. Other
firms such as IBM, have also developed variations of such systems.

Statistics Canada, a department of the Government of Canada, introduced a pro-
gram called the Corporate Assignments Program (CAP) more than twenty years
ago, to encourage employees to seek alternate assignments within the agency to
learn new skills (see Text Box 1). A cell in the HR department manages the pro-
gram. Under CAP, all employees, including managerial, professional and clerical
employees, may ask for an assignment in another part of Statistics Canada for
six to twenty-four months. The employee’s boss may not refuse such a request.
The employee can move on to the new department permanently if a permanent
vacancy exists there. Or, the employee can return to the home department. The
job one leaves to go on a corporate assignment is guaranteed should the

employee decide to return. The program encourages people to opt for corporate
assignments by minimizing the potential risks to the employee. A rough indica-
tion shows a significant number of employees have participated in the program.

At Monitor Consulting in Boston, high turnover among young professionals
encouraged the firm to develop a system in which work was no longer simply
assigned to a junior consultant by project leaders (see Text Box 2). A senior part-
ner assumed the role of a “match-maker”. In this role, he began to match incom-
ing projects with employee talent. It allowed young consultants to “bid” for pro-
jects that interested them. Once the system took shape it paid rich dividends in
terms of lower turnover but also in terms of generating new business for the firm.
Young professionals did not simply accept assignments offered them by the firm
but also told the “match-maker” about skills and knowledge they possessed and
areas where they would have liked to work. Such information was later parlayed
into developing new areas of consulting practice for the firm.

Facilitating Learning and Creativity through Career Transitions:
A Case Study of the Corporate Assignments Program at Statistics Canada

Statistics Canada, a department of the Government of Canada, is the national statistical
agency for Canada. Formally, it is a part of the government organization that has been highly
bureaucratized for over a hundred years. Yet, the nature of work at Statistics Canada is very
knowledge-intensive. It is the leader in its class of work, i.e., collecting data to develop demo-
graphic, social and economic profiles of the nation that will inform policy and debate. There
are no comparable organizations in the private sector. Statistics CanadaÕs peer organizations
are other national statistical agencies. In this way, its benchmarks are international, not
national in scope. Thus, Statistics Canada faces the unenviable task of creating a 
knowledge-intensive organization when it is integrally a part of a very large bureaucratic
organization.

There are numerous programs, both formal and informal, that set Statistics Canada apart from
other government departments. One of them is a program called the Corporate Assignments
Program (CAP) introduced more than twenty years ago, to encourage employees to seek alter-
nate work assignments within the agency. The expectation was that this program would
encourage learning, allow people to shift careers at their own initiative within the agency and
provide some ownership of their own careers. 

A cell in the HR department manages the program. Under CAP, all employees, including man-
agerial, professional and clerical employees, may ask for an assignment in another part of
Statistics Canada for a period from six to twenty-four months. The employeeÕs boss may not
refuse an employee-initiated request for a corporate assignment. The employee can move on
to a new department permanently if a permanent vacancy exists there. Or, the employee can
return to the home department. The job one leaves to go on a corporate assignment is guar-
anteed should the employee decide to return. The program encourages people to opt for cor-
porate assignments by minimizing the potential risks to the employee. 

A rough indication shows that a significant number of employees (10-12%) have participated
in the program since its inception. Although no formal assessment of the program has been
carried out, both managers and employees who have participated in the program appear to be
satisfied. Statistics Canada remains committed to the program based on the support the pro-
gram has received from managers and employees.

The CAP is a radical departure from HR policies in other government departments. It gives
significant control to employees in guiding their own career at Statistics Canada. Under this
system, bad bosses could lose talent more easily than in a traditional organization where 
frequently the only escape from a bad boss lies in quitting the organization. All bosses 
compete for talent internally and it may be surmised that the presence of the CAP reduces
opportunistic behaviour of some bosses in taking undue advantage of an employee.

It may be theorized that the CAP encourages employees to develop their own careers inter-
nally. It encourages managers to provide training and learning opportunities. Overall, the pro-
gram provides a big boost to learning and creativity within the organization.

Based on interviews and in-house brochures on the Corporate Assignments Program, Statistics Canada.



Case Study: Monitor Consulting
Facilitating Learning and Creativity through Better Work Assignments

The Monitor Consulting Company was founded in the early 1980s by a number of people then studying
and teaching at the Harvard Business School. Although primarily focused on strategy consulting,
Monitor has pursued a vision of offering a portfolio of services to customers, with an early focus on
managerial and organizational development. Since inception it has grown rapidly, opening in Europe
and Asia during the first five years and, on average, opening a new site every eight months since inception.
In addition to its core practice in corporate and competitive strategy, Monitor offers leading-edge skills
in marketing strategy, operations analysis, systems dynamics and corporate finance. More recently, the
firm has moved into the emerging domain of e-commerce. 

Given their emphasis on new knowledge creation, Monitor placed a high priority on attracting, keeping
and developing talent. High turnover among young professionals, a feature common at many consulting
firms, was another impetus to try a more innovative approach to career progression. What developed at
Monitor is a system in which junior consultants became highly involved in their own work assignments.
Traditionally, consulting firms assign work based on new contracts with clients, to junior consultants.
In a fast-paced competitive environment work is assigned as it comes in. There is relatively less time to
worry about the junior consultantsÕ own preferences. The result is high turnover in the case of those who
leave and of missed potential in the case of those who stay. When interviewed about their reasons for
leaving, young people often say that work was limiting their opportunities to learn new skills and that
the firm was not utilizing many areas of their knowledge-base.

To remedy the situation, Monitor began an experiment with junior consultants who had proven track
records. This included those with 3-5 yearsÕ tenure with the firm but it excluded new hires. It was
deemed most appropriate to intervene at this stage of the career for a number of reasons. First, the highest
numbers of young talent left the firm at this stage. Second, Monitor wanted to invest in those who had
already demonstrated proficiency and expertise. Lastly, the employer was most likely to get a return on
their investment on consultants at this stage of their careers. 

A senior partner assumed the role of a Òmatch-makerÓ. In this role, he began to match incoming projects
with employee talent. As a senior partner in the firm he had good knowledge of the business as well as
good rapport with both senior partners and junior employees. He used his intimate knowledge of work
needed by clients and the skill sets of available consultants to obtain the best matches. Sometimes he
would need to Òshop aroundÓ a particular assignment a few iterations before finding a good match. But
it was well Òworth itÓ given the rich dividends paid by this approach in terms of high quality work, the
commitment of consultants and the lower turnover.

This system allowed young consultants to ÒbidÓ for projects that interested them. It allowed them to
have input into a decision that affected their work experience significantly. Their involvement in work
assignments issues led to theoretically predicted increase in commitment to both the work and the orga-
nization. An even greater impact was felt in the area of learning. ConsultantsÕ input led to bidding for
work that would enhance their skill sets. In some cases, individuals made significant efforts to learn
skills that would allow them to ÒbidÓ for some types of work. In this way, individuals became much
more engaged in the upgrading of their own skill sets and in the progression of their career at the firm.

MMoonniittoorr  CCoonnssuullttiinngg
Once the system took shape it paid rich dividends in terms of lower turnover but also in terms of gen-
erating new business for the firm. Young professionals did not simply accept assignments offered them
by the firm but also shared with the Òmatch-makerÓ their skills and knowledge as yet unutilized and
other areas where they would have liked to work. Such information was later parlayed into developing
new areas of consulting practice for the firm.  

In the early 1990s, Monitor began merchant banking activities based on the feedback they received from
their own employees. There were individuals with such expertise who would have otherwise left the
firm. In this case, by expanding their activities they were able to retain talent and enter new areas of
business. Their success in this area led to an expansion of those activities to include venture capital and
advisory services.   

The Monitor system of matching talent with incoming work assignments and giving the consultants sig-
nificant input into their work assignments has worked to the benefit of both the firm and the employees.
The firm gains more committed and loyal employees. The consultants obtain more interesting work that
is better suited to their expertise and potential. This ensures that they can give their creative best to the
job at hand. They also become more engaged in their own learning and skills upgrading process. This
ensures that the individuals and the firm stay at the leading-edge of knowledge in their areas of expertise.
Based on interviews with Bill McClements during June-November, 2000.
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VII.  Lessons from the Case Studies

There are many variations of such programs in practice. I have focused
here on programs or policies that have been formalized. For our pur-
poses it is important to find lessons from these experiences that can be
used elsewhere. There are two dimensions along which these programs
stand out from traditional HRM policies. First and foremost is the ability
of these programs to give knowledge workers more autonomy and say
in their work allocation and career progress within the organization. It is
a significant improvement over the traditional practice in which the boss
or some senior level executive makes this decision. Yet, it is a logical
extension of the trend to increase employee involvement in a variety of
decisions over the last twenty-five years of the twentieth century. In the
past, most employee involvement had been limited to decisions affecting
work on the job. These developments extend employee involvement
beyond work-related decisions (e.g. quality, work planning, etc.) to line
management decisions such as work allocation and HRM decisions such
as career progress. Thus, these programs expand the scope of employee
involvement significantly.

These programs dispel the perception of being “locked-in-a-box” that
comes with traditional employment for knowledge workers. In traditional
employment workers have little say in selecting the job they might do.
An employee’s only input comes at the time of hiring when one can
accept or reject a job offer. Traditional recruitment occurs against a 
specific job opening. Once hired the individual worker loses control over
work assignment, choice of a boss or department. In many of the 
programs described here, employees gain a measure of control over
their work assignments and by extension over their career progress. This
process allows knowledge workers to direct some of their work assign-
ments in areas where they could learn new skills. In this way significant
learning can take place at worker’s own initiative. This in turn fuels and
facilitates innovation and creativity. Second, the autonomy and say
granted to the employee leads to a job description in which routine or
repetitive tasks occupy only a fraction of their time. This fraction varies
from place to place but in many such cases it varies in the range of 
40-60%. The rest of their time is taken up by non-routine work such as
learning, special assignments, project work, inter-departmental task-
forces, etc. Each of these activities contributes significantly to learning
and creativity. The challenge for HR mangers and for line managers is to
create an organization in which the routine aspect of every person’s job
is no more than, say, 50-60%. Only then would we have created a system
to cultivate and foster knowledge work and knowledge workers.
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