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Abstract

The topic is the organising of innovation processes in a region with a weak industrial structure in Norway. The structure is not sufficiently diversified and inhibits innovation and value creation. Various actors of private and public sector are working on different aspects of innovation isolated from each other. The research questions are how to create broad participation at the national, regional, network and enterprise level and how the efforts are co-ordinated and integrated by the regional development coalition. The focus is on the unique role of the parties in working life at all levels and sparsely populated regions. The national development programme Value Creation 2010 is used as case of illustration at the regional level. Theoretical and practical limitations of participative action research are discussed. Broad participation is achieved by working consistently at all levels of participation simultaneously by those who are responsible. Participation in the regional development coalition represents even more actors and activities that have to be co-ordinated and integrated.

1. Introduction

The topic of the present paper is the organising of innovation processes in a region with a weak industrial structure in Norway. The research focus will address broad participation from all parties, ranging from the individual employee to the parties of working life in the region. Participation is a salient condition for succeeding in implementing innovation measures. More specifically, the research focus will address various actors of private and public sector who are working on different aspects of innovation isolated from each other. Collaboration, co-ordination and integration between the actors are needed for overcoming the prevailing fragmentation of innovation processes. The establishment of development coalitions is a recent example in the research literature for achieving this.

By participation we mean that all actors are taking part in the endeavour of increasing the value creation of the company, networks of enterprises and the region. Participation is based on democratic rights and procedures, peace-meal change and confined by the property rights of the owner of the enterprise. Participation is aimed at making the company more competitive on global markets and secures the places of work for the employees. Value creation is how much is left from the production after having paid the expenses for labour, capital and depreciation of value. Measurers for increasing value creation are in the present paper directed towards aspects of organisation: The creation, maintenance and expansion of types and scale of social relationships.

By coalition we mean the regional development coalition which primary objective is to strengthen the industrial policy of the region. The composition of development coalitions can vary according to their specific purpose. Examples are a small group of companies and researchers; a branch of business and co-operation with partners abroad. The members of the coalition are individual companies making up a network, a group of researchers, representatives of the parties of the working life and agencies of innovation of the region. 

By innovation it is meant generally new forms of organisation, and specifically, innovation is the sustained efforts of creating change by the organisation of mass, heterogeneity and complexity. There are many possible ways of organising innovations; there is no best way. The industrial structure of the region serves as a framework for the efforts of organising innovation. The characteristics of the framework are considered as unique. We want to explore and learn more at this stage about the specific conditions of innovation in the Inland region of Southeast Norway that serves as a case in the paper. 

The organising of innovation implies that a great number of people are engaged simultaneously for a long time in the processes. The efforts of innovation will be diffused to other people who do not participate. The organisers are creating difference by the composition of the actors in the enterprise network and the development coalition. Difference is the engine of conveying experience, mutual learning and change. The members of the coalition manage expertise on their field and have a partial competence and loyalty that are brought together. The social relationships of the actors are complementary. 

The main purpose of the paper is to explore the role of participation at the national, regional, network and enterprise level in Norway. The present paper will focus in particular on unique characteristics of participation at these levels and the regional development coalition that may

be of interest to an international academic audience. The uniqueness is the central role of the parties of working life at all levels of participation and sparsely populated regions.

The following research questions will be addressed in the paper: 

· How to create broad participation aiming at involving different actors at different levels at a large scale?

· How to co-ordinate and integrate broad participation by the regional development coalition?

The empirical part of the paper is from the pilot project of Value Creation 2010 (VC2010) of the Inland region of Southeast Norway. It deals with the efforts of organising a regional development coalition and the background of a project on absenteeism. The empirical part is based on minutes, reports, programme memos and research proposals. The writing person is working at the Department of Business Administration, Social Sciences and Computer Science at Rena and the project was conducted in association with two other research institutes. The time devoted to the pilot project was three months and the results are preliminary. The Research Council of Norway has accepted the regional development coalition of the Inland region for joining the main project of the VC2010. The main project will start up in August 2002 and will be closed according to the schedule in year 2010. 

In the present paper we start with the national level of participation and address the institutional arrangements for workplace development: The Agreement on Development between the parties of working life and the role of development research in national research and development programmes. A description of the VC2010 will follow pointing to the background, goals and organisation of the programme. The next section is devoted to the region as a framework for participation addressing the problems of a variety of actors, learning regions, and the impact of education and research for value creation. In the second half of this section, the unique characteristics of Inland region are elaborated. The context of VC2010 in the Inland region is a weak business structure. The next two sections deal with participation at the enterprise and network level based on the research literature. The regional development coalition will follow and results from the pilot project. And finally, the background is given for a planned development project on taking absenteeism as a point of departure for enterprise development.

2. The infrastructure at the national level

The meaning of infrastructure is the established institutional arrangements for workplace development and how they have been changed over time. The parties of working life in Norway have played a prominent role in the development of these arrangements that is rare compared to other European countries, Gustavsen et al (2001). The institutional framework is seen as social relationships between actors preparing and encouraging regional and local development efforts. The social relationships will be subject to change as they learn, for example, from national research and development programmes.

The parties of working life agreed upon an Agreement on Development in 1982 that was added to the Basic Agreement, Gustavsen et al (2001) and Gustavsen (1992). The Agreement was a reaction against the previously centrally initiated reform programmes by the social partners. The employer side attained decentralisation of the development activities and the employee side attained the demand for broad participation by the workers. The participants were supposed to take part at the local level in the planning of new forms of co-operation and the development of work organisation. The social partners provided financial support to projects, conferences and co-ordinators. 

The Agreement on Development implied in principle that the practice of participation changed from the representatives of the parties of working life to the individual employee. Workers were expected to perform to a larger extent a more proactive role in the development of the enterprise. The former reactive orientation focused on the negotiation of wages, pensions and other benefits and the parties viewed each other as adversaries. The destiny of the enterprise was from now on no longer solely the responsibility of the shop floor steward and management. Workers in general were expected and allowed to influence the value creation of the enterprise. Managers and workers alike have a common interest in securing the sustainability of the enterprise that has been triggered in the 1990-ies by increased international market competition.

The Agreement on Development was revised in 1991, Gustavsen et al. (2001). The major changes were that broad participation by employees was more clearly linked to value creation of the enterprise. Participation could otherwise turn to be delusive if the practice was not directed at the primary activity of the enterprise. Further, the trend was to activate many companies simultaneously rather than single firms. Activating the employer associations and unions at the intermediate level launched branch-based development programmes.

The previous arrangement appeared to inhibit the exchange of experience and learning from single projects. Finally, the parties decided providing more money for development activities and to extend the co-operation with other potential actors such as researches. 

The development described above anticipated and served as salient conditions for organising the national development programme Enterprise 2000 that was launched in 1994, Gustavsen et al. (1997) and Gustavsen et al (2001). Before that various types of development coalitions emerged organised on the basis of branch, regions and programmes cutting across industries.

We will now turn to institutional aspects of research in work place development and its impact on broad participation, Gustavsen (2001), Gustavsen (1998), Gustavsen et al. (1997), Gustavsen (1996) and Gustavsen (1992).  By institutional aspects we refer to the experience and development of research influencing the contemporary design of national development programmes.  The basic problem is the relationship between theory and practice and the latter is emphasised today. The meaning of theory and practice are defined by the language used by the actors ‘inside’. Practice is not simple, observable work operations, but complex tasks performed in work groups. The relationship between theory and practice is mutual: Practice can inform theory and the opposite.  Theories have to be related to specific workplace processes and are introduced at a later stage in the project. They can be connected to many partial processes at different times and places. Theory is viewed as a process and practices are highly complex because many actors and institutions are participating in projects simultaneously. 

The role of the researcher is to organise the development projects in the enterprise and provide new, relevant knowledge to workers and management. The practitioners are, put simply, responsible for the topic while the researchers are working with the development processes. In the beginning of the project the researcher should keep open the relationship between theory and practice. The problems presented by the parties in the enterprise are focussed on at this stage. The challenge is to provide theories that will fit the present context of the company. The researcher has to translate and discuss with the practitioners the implications of theory for action and avoid giving lectures. The aim of the research strategy of national programmes is to ensure workplace-based communication and learning and gradually involve more and more actors as the projects evolve. Researchers and practitioners are working together by designing projects step-by step at the regional level. The establishment and extensions of enterprise networks will lead to the spread of practical knowledge. The programme ED 2000 was based on participative action research aimed at solving practical problems in the enterprise by the co-operation between researchers, management and workers Gustavsen et al (1997). A common research agenda was agreed upon and the researchers were allowed to use many strands of theory and methods. The meaning and practice of particpative action research varied therefore among the modules in the programme. The theoretical and methodological pluralism was intended to foster learning between the researchers and how they could do research better by increasing the flow of theories within and between modules. A general perspective on theory and methods is feasible to achieve by agreement by the researchers. Prior to agreement, they have to create arenas of dialogue for debating these issues.

The parties of working life are providing economic support and legitimacy to development programmes at the workplace. Co-operation with the researchers is an integrated part of the Agreement on Development. 

3. The VC2010 at the national level

Norway has historically been dependent on fisheries, forestry and mining. The industrial structure has been further developed mainly on the production of raw materials as waterpower, aluminium, oil and gas. The richness of natural resources has been an important basis for the development of the well-fare state. Social equality and economic safety have on the other hand created a kind of conformity towards creativity and value creation. Available raw materials will be limited in the future and Norway has to count on knowledge based industry in order to survive on competitive international markets. 

Value Creation 2010 is a tripartite development program financed by The Research Council of Norway (the State), The Confederation of Norwegian Business and Industry, The Norwegian Confederation of Trade Unions and The State Fund for Business and Regional Development, Programme memo (2001).  As a rule it is a requirement that a company participating in the programme is a member of The Confederation of Norwegian Business and Industry, but exceptions can be made. The programme is based on Enterprise Development 2000 (ED2000), but the range of enterprises has been extended to the service sector and to small and medium companies (Programme Memo, 2002). The activities in the regions will be reinforced by the fact that the regional development coalition will be paid more attention to. The major task in ED2000 was concentrated on learning networks with companies and researchers collaborating on topics such as competence, management development and the organisation of local based development work.

The primary objective of VC2010 is to contribute to, develop further and elicit the potentials of innovation by the participation of the parties and development coalitions, within the company and in networks, in particular, at the regional level. Simultaneously, the scientific knowledge base is to be strengthened.

Examples of intermediate goals of the programme are:

· Reinforce the effects of collaboration on productivity, value creation, innovation, competence, the work environment and more attractive places of work

· Strengthen the scientific base of the processes of development and innovation

· Strengthen the effects of the efforts of the public and private agencies of innovation by improved collaboration

· Strengthen the effect of industrial policy by the formation of strong development coalitions. They are based on the collaboration between companies and the agencies of innovation. The coalitions can be located in a region, a branch of business, co-operation with partners abroad or other constellations. 

Relevant topics of the VC2010 are organisation, management, productivity, competence, work environment and including working life (absenteeism and early pensioning). The development topics are broad because the intention is ensuring the participating companies will solve problems together of a sufficient general character. If the opposite is the case, the potential for exchange of experience, mutual learning and change is less likely. 

The backdrop of Value Creation 2010 is the major challenge of industrial policy in Norway to secure in the future continued economic growth in private business, Programme memo, (1999).  The number of places of work will be reduced despite the fact that the production will increase. Expansion of economic activity occurs frequently abroad through investments and acquisitions of companies. Investments in the oil and gas business on the Continental Shelf in the North Sea will be lower and the contractor industry will have reduced assignments. The peak of the oil revenues has been reached and a decline will occur in the time ahead. Norwegian economy is exposed to fluctuations of the oil prices on the world market and lower prices will reinforce the anticipated negative trends. 

Public sector has gone through a high expansion the last ten years at the community level, for example investments in homes for old people. The options for further expansion in the public sector are limited because there is not available money left. The planned economic growth has to take place in the private sector. The size of private business is too small and the rate of value creation is too low for sustaining the wealth of the country. Seen in the perspective of 20 years, estimates suggest that the uncovered gulf of value creation makes up 300 billion NOK (app. 35 billion US dollars). 

Value creation will take as point of departure existing industries and their competence. The growth has to be regained in industries exposed to international competition and innovation has to be stimulated in new industries. The industrial policy must be directed to the activities from the production based on raw materials (for example oil and aluminium) to the production based on competence (telecommunications and computers). Private sector has to create more places of work than the places that will disappear. The distribution of age suggests that the number of old people in the working populace is increasing that can affect the financing of pensions. Immigration of work can remedy this problem to some extent, but not sufficiently. Young workers have to be educated and trained for mastering the jobs in the new economy.  The means for achieving these goals are increased emphasise on industrial competence, improved understanding of international markets, competent venture capital and

new forms of organisation and management.

VS2010 is a national, tripartite development programme scheduled to be closed by 2010. The programme is an extension of ED2000 by the fact that more research groups are taking part and more actors in the regional development coalition. The arguments for launching VC2010 are that the industrial sector is too small and the level of value creation is too low.

4. Framework at the regional level

The concept of region is not used consistently by researchers, Finsrud (1995). It may comprise of one or two counties or larger geographical areas. The population of the regions and the density of industry are usually much lower in the Scandinavian countries than regions on the European continent, Gustavsen and Ennals (1998) and Gustavsen et al (2001). Regional actors have become more important in the organisation of innovation processes because the nation state is less able to integrate the efforts leading to economic growth. The structural fund of the European Union is a similar trend that Norway is affected by in a partial way only, because she is not a member of the EU. As far as innovation programmes are concerned, ED 2000 was organised i seven modules consisting of researchers and enterprises located in various regions of Norway. 

We will focus on the relationship between the region as a unit of innovation and economic growth, hence value creation, and the implications for participation, Gustavsen et al (2001). Compared to the enterprise and network level, the region represents even more various actors, topics and social development processes. The topics may range from work organisation, regional development to globalisation of the economy. The strategy of development programmes is to incorporate more and more actors and topics over time in order to preserve and enhance difference as a basis for exchange and learning. The researchers are first and foremost facing the challenge of complexity when organising innovations and the role of 

social relationships and co-operation are essential. 

Learning regions are paid attention to within the theoretical tradition of constructivsim, Shotter and Gustavsen, (1999). The concept implies the potential of becoming 

self-researching and self-developing and the researchers use the method of democratic dialogue for this purpose. The regional actors are discussing topics of common interest and the focus is on the particular and relational possibilities for developing the region. The discourse is intended to elicit the discovery of potentials, obstacles and new issues for development by paying attention to social relationships that have previously been unnoticed. The aim is a practical and internal understanding of the region based on the involvement of 

the participants. 

The concept of learning regions as suggested here is opposed to that of the researcher as an external expert. The latter will focus mainly on external, ‘objective’ relationships and ‘social facts’ and point to implications of industrial and regional policy, Maskell et al (1998). Learning processes are cumulative and occur in the context of time and space. Learning is knowledge found in scientific reports and practice that is suggested in local routines. Skills are also comprised of the learning processes related to technology, finance, organisation and social interaction. The implications for regional policy is that the perspective is on change, restructuring and dynamics and the major challenge of the enterprise, industries and regions are to create, accumulate and utilise knowledge. 

Related to the learning regions is the role of higher education and research and the anticipated implications for participation in innovation efforts. When the regional college was established in Norway from the 1970ies, the politicians stressed the importance of research relevant to the region where the college was located. It turned out, however, that the goal was only partly fulfilled. The regional college was organised to a much larger extent according to the principles of the university concerning tenures, curricula and research. The idea of research relevant to the region has been taken up by contemporary public reports and suggested measures to twist the grants towards these end.

The relationship between higher education, research and economic growth is well documented, Hægeland and Møen (2000). Empirical studies, mainly from the USA, suggest that technological progress is dependent of a labour force with higher education. The employees have to face recurrent restructuring caused by technological change. Workers with higher education will manage to cope better with change compared to those with lower education because it is easier for the former to learn new skills. These relationships are equally valid to skilled workers and vocational training should have the same priority as higher education. 

There is strong empirical support for the relationship between higher education and economic growth. The relationship is strongest when higher education is understood as a special factor of production. Investigations support that the relationship is also valid for the Inland region, Research proposal, main project (2002). The level of education is one of the lowest in Norway and research and development follow fairly the same trend. 

There is beyond doubt that research conducted at universities and colleges has a decisive impact on economic growth, Hægeland and Møen (2000). The interplay between universities, colleges and private business represents a major impact on economic growth. Business firms located close to these institutions can benefit from having well qualified employees and new knowledge is spread by the ‘freshmen’. The companies can hire members of the faculty as consultants and business and research can co-operate on projects. The employees can get further education of high quality and finally companies can benefit from using resources as library, laboratories and special equipment. The context of research and development in the study is large institutions at the same size as the universities located in Oslo, Bergen and Trondheim. It is contended that research of high quality is dependent of large institutions. Public grants should not be distributed (or redistributed) on more institutions than have been the case in Norway. 

A recent study suggests how business funded research and development is distributed geographically in Norway, Gundersen (2002). The units of analysis in the study are the branch unit and economic region. The former is an enterprise with its divisions and the latter are small town areas as Hamar, Elverum, Tynset, Lillehammer and Gjøvik. The research and development activities are concentrated in regions with an well-educated population and a large amount of high tech business. In these regions more people are usually working in large enterprises. In the Kongsberg region companies are spending 50 000 NOK (app. 6250 US dollars) and more on R&D per employee each year. 

The Inland region as a whole, with few exceptions, has the lowest score on research and development. The companies are spending less than 5000 NOK ( app. 625 US dollars) as an average per employee a year. The level of education, industrial affiliation, location and the size of the production units explain the results from the study.

The policy of the ED2000 has been to do research on and with larger companies, Gustavsen et al 2001 and Gustavsen et al 1997. They are usually a part of a larger business environment located in regions with cities as Kristiansand, Stavanger, Bergen and Trondheim. These business environments fit well with the results from the study on R&D previously. The exception from the rule is the Oslo area that has not participated in ED2000 or VC2010. A large company in Norway is small when compared to those in Central Europe and the USA. The general rule has been 100 employees or more for selecting enterprises to the programme. When a large enterprise is located with other enterprises in the same area, it is more likely that innovation – be it product, service or organisation – will be spread to more people within and outside the company. The problem is denoted in the research literature as the problem of ‘mass’ or ‘scale’. The large company is viewed as an ‘engine’ in innovation pulling gradually other companies with them. Innovations will usually not be copied or imitated, but absorbed and combined in new ways on the basis of existing knowledge. 

The same idea applies when ED 2000 was designed and organised at the national level: About 100 enterprises participated in the programme related to seven research groups counting about 40-50 researchers, Gustavsen et al. (2001). Enterprises and researchers were organised in modules scattered all over Norway. A large part of the social researchers in the country have been involved in the programme.

The region as a unit of innovation and value creation has gained in importance because of problems of governance at the national level. Properties of a region can be viewed as external, objective relationships or internal, subjective relationships having impact on participation. 

5. Characteristics of the Inland region

The region is defined as comprising of the Hedmark and Oppland counties, has 370 000 inhabitants and is located in the inland region of Southeast Norway. In public reports regions are referred to within the county borders such as the Hamar region, Glåmdal, Sør-Østerdal and Nord-Østerdal. The concept of region is a point of departure rather than a fixed empirical concept. The way in which the participants of the programme view the region does not necessarily follow the borders of counties, pertaining to innovation and business development. The meanings expressed by the participants may be changed and affect the selection of enterprises, the maintenance and development of networks and development coalitions. In the present paper the conditions of the regions is considered as unique, Shotter and Gustavsen, (1999).

Since the Inland region is far from the coastal areas of Norway, it has not benefited from the wealth of fish farming, oil and gas. The industrial structure is mainly based on agriculture, forestry and the related processing industry. These factors have to some extent caused that people are thinking in traditional ways with respect to innovation and new business activities. The Inlander is known for being too ‘slow’. The proportion of people having higher education is low and research and development activities in companies follow the same trend. Weak business development and a political governed business sector are remarkable by the region. In the new global economy of today, competitiveness of Norwegian agriculture has been considerably reduced because of the competitive disadvantage such as the climate and a high level of income. The need for value creation in this region is considerable in the future. 

In a report published by a regional research foundation two years ago (Birkelund et al, 2000), an analysis is presented of the transformation of employment from agriculture to public and private production of service. As a consequence of these structural changes the differences of income within and between counties are levelled out because of the redistribution arrangements provided by the State. The structure of industry in Hedmark County is based on agriculture and forestry, the related processing industry and public sector.  There are also commodity trade, building industry and cornerstone companies in remote areas. The latter contribute substantially to the local community in terms of income, revenues and culture, but will often dominate in the area and displace other types of business. The one-sidedness of these areas can not explain the same phenomenon at the regional level. The explanation is a low degree of diversification of the industrial structure, and strong concentration of agriculture and food industry, which receive large transfers and support from the State. Many small communities in the countryside have been very dependent of public places of employment, for example the care of old people. 

The researchers of the report conclude that the value creation of Hedmark County is the lowest in Norway compared to the national average. The statistics suggests that the neighbouring counties of Akershus and Oslo have the highest rate of value creation. The distribution of age suggests that Hedmark have the highest proportion of retired people in the country having a lower income than those who are employed do. Many places of work having employees who are lower paid and the capital income is lower than the average of the country.

A typical characteristic of the Inland region is the low percentage of companies having 100 employees or more. The proportion of the population employed in industrial production is significantly lower than the Rogaland/Hordaland region located in Western Norway. In the Inland region approximately 20 companies have more than 100 employees and will qualify as participants of VC2010. 

There are primarily the cornerstone companies in the Inland region that is of interest to VC2010. Many of them are old; members of the Confederation of Norwegian Industry and Business, and the physical work environment conditions can cause problems to the employees, for example strain injuries. There are attempts at the national level of the programme to let small and medium enterprises (less than 100 employees) join VC2010. These enterprises are usually not a member of the Confederation of Norwegian Industry and Business. These planned changes have not been put into effect to any extent and will imply a new institutional framework for tripartite development programmes and another strategy for diffusion.

In sum, the challenge is to carry out innovation measures that will succeed in the Inland region that has the lowest rate of value creation in Norway. The role of a development programme is to elicit and facilitate innovation and the measures from the programme will interact with the existing business structures of the region. It is presumed that the point of departure for innovation is the existing business structures of the Inland region that is in decline in general.

We have addressed the unique conditions of the Inland region. The level of value creation is the lowest in Norway. The same applies to research and education. Larger enterprise communities are rare and the number of larger companies is limited to 20 in the region.

6. The enterprise level

Before the researchers start to work on individual enterprises, the following conditions have to be present. The parties of the working life have to be represented by management and employees. The company requested to join a development programme belongs to a group of companies located in the same area and the size is 100 employees or more. Practical problem solving is the point of departure for the co-operation between researchers and practitioners. Relevant elements of theory will be adjusted and developed at a later stage in the project. Finally, last and foremost, the requested enterprises by the parties will show strong interest in participating in the programme. They have at an early stage made up their mind about relevant topics of development to work on and some ideas how to do that. 

Democratic dialogue will serve as an example of how to work on the individual enterprise in projects were the employees is supposed to participate at a broad scale, Gustavsen et al. (2001), Shotter and Gustavsen (1999) and Gustavsen (1992). The method has been used in Scandinavian workplace research and belongs to the strand of participative action research, also called development research. The point of departure is the interrelationship between communication and democracy. The general procedures of the democracy have to be specified to a work context. Participation will require for example freedom of expression; association and the employees have to be heard before management will make a decision.

Democratic dialogue does not prescribe specific solutions, but is focussed on the processes in the project and how solutions in pragmatic terms are attained. The absence of dialogue between people in day to day operations often lead to misunderstandings, distrust, perceived lack of support and use of power. The importance of talking with people in general is pointed to in the planned project on absenteeism in section 10 in the paper. If the method is used in a correct way, the use of power will be disguised and the aim is to enhance and change the consciousness of the participants. In order to change, for example, work organisation, work roles, technology and the work environment, it is necessary to construct a new language to grasp what is going on. Democratic dialogue enables the participants to understand how social phenomena are constructed and how they can be constructed in a new way. The limitations of the method are hierarchical principles of organisation where undemocratic dialogue is prevalent, games and the interpretations of motives rather than arguments. The limitations will be discovered when used in practice by trail and error. Democratic dialogue has to be used frequently and the ‘orientational directives’ can serve as a checklist for improving the use of method. 

There are 13 directives and some examples will be given, Gustavsen et. al (2001:96): 

· Work experience is the point of departure of participation

· All participants have the same rank in the dialogue arenas

· It must be possible for all participants to gain an understanding of the topics under discussion

· All arguments that are to enter the dialogue must be expressed by the actors present

· The dialogue should be able to integrate a growing number of differences 

· The dialogue should continuously generate decisions that provide platforms of joint action

Democratic dialogue can be used at the enterprise level as suggested here, but also at the network and regional level, Gustavsen (1998) and Shotter and Gustavsen (1999). In the beginning of a project the participants will be invited to a conference in order to discuss and decide topics of development. Seminars and conferences will be held later to follow up and evaluate the projects. 

Democratic dialogue is a method aiming at eliciting broad participation. The philosophical foundation is within the tradition of linguistics relying on the contribution of Wittgenstein and Habermas, Gustavsen (1998). Language is seen as a practical tool closely related to the practice of work. If the intention is to change the practice of work, then the participants have to create a new language related to work. Research has to establish an infrastructure of change. The purpose of the dialogue conference is to locate basic problems, goals and strategies to achieve them, Gustavsen (1992)  The researcher has a complementary role compared to other actors and can not in a dispute refer to his or her authority as a scholar.

7. The network level

A network of enterprises is defined as consisting of organisations being represented by various members, Gustavsen and Hofmaier (1997). They are usually built up on the basis of clusters comprising of 4 companies, Gustavsen (1992). In the cluster the enterprises or public institutions will try to find common topics of development and forms of co-operation that is later on extended to a network. The cluster is supported from outside by researchers while in the network the support is an integrated part, usually by a regional college. The establishment of a cluster is a step on the road to networks, Gustavsen (1998). Experience suggests that networks should not exceed 18 – 20 members and the purpose is to have diffused experience and learning across organisations and  also generate and support organisational change, Gustavsen (1992). The role of networks is also essential after a development programme is closed and the companies have to manage on their own. The limitations of diffusion, for example traditional organisation development, are that the consultant is working with single companies and the results of the projects are not public. If a company prefer to withdraw from the co-operation in the network, the project will continue anyway. The networks should co-operate on a broad range of topics in order to broaden the scope and difference. The experience and problems presented by the members point to many different theories of organisation rather than one because of their complex nature. The intention is to create figure- ground relationships among the members of the network because difference is the basis for the exchange of experience and mutual learning. The networks are horizontal social relationships and are organised by a local programme organiser, a local project organisation within each organisation and a series of dialogue conferences. The principles of democratic dialogue aiming at broad participation are the same as described in section 6. The philosophical foundation of the method is within the tradition of linguistics relying on the contribution of among others Wittgenstein and Habermas, Gustavsen (1998). Language is seen as a practical tool closely related to the practice of work. If the intention is to change the practice of work, then the participants have to create a new language related to work. Research has to establish an infrastructure of change and the purpose of the conference is to locate basic problems, goals and strategies to achieve them, Gustavsen (1992)  The researcher has a complementary role compared to other actors in the network and can not refer to his or her authority as a scholar. Networks serve as communities of experience and the size may vary from 6  to 20 enterprises as members. 

8. The regional development coalition

The Inland region is highly marked by agriculture and forestry and the related processing industry and has the lowest rate of value creation in Norway. The income of people and capital is lower than the national average and the level of education is one of the lowest in the country. The companies in general invest small amounts in research and development activities. The Inland region did not participate in the previous national R&D programme 

ED 2000. A weak business structure serves as an important context for the VC2010 when it was launched in the region.

The regional development coalition represents an increase in number of actors who are participating in VC2010 compared to Enterprise 2000, Gustavsen et al (2001). In the latter program, the typical network was a group of researchers, companies and the parties of working life. The intention of the regional development coalition is to serve as an operative, strategic body. The tasks of the coalition are to co-ordinate the efforts of innovation and value creation of the region and discuss political, economic and social aspects of strategies of innovation. Examples of new actors are representatives from public agencies and regional development programmes, Hafting (2001). The State Fund for Business and Regional Development is an economic contributor at the national level of VC2010. The Fund has a department in each county and should be represented in the coalition. The composition of representatives of other public agencies may vary according to the topic of the projects. Examples are the Labour Inspection, the County administration, The Social Security Service, the National Insurance Service and the Norwegian Employment Service. Currently the government is reporting on a merger with the three last mentioned services into what i called

The ‘new‘ National Insurance Service. 

There are for the time being 27 development programmes in the Inland region that have

been identified so far. The scope of the programmes varies from the regional level to the community. In addition, many business parks and gardens have been established, some of them with public support in the first years of operation. People from these programmes and activities can qualify for being members of the regional development coalition.

When the pilot project was presented to the common Labour Market Council of Hedmark and Oppland County Administrations, it was suggested from members that the Council could serve as a regional development coalition. The Council has approximately 50 members. It was argued that many of the same actors as mentioned above are already members of the Council and unnecessary bodies and councils could be avoided. The Council served as a reference group for the pilot project of VC2010, but the research group never used it because the Council as a reference group for business development is too big. The county administration has gone through major changes because of loss of tasks to the State. The majority of hospitals in Norway are being transferred from the county administration to the State from the 1 of January 2002. The limited time available to the pilot project meant that the researchers had enough to do by co-operating with the other reference group that was active.

The number of companies in the Inland region employing more than 100 employees are limited; the estimate is less than 20 companies. The observation may serve as an illustration of the strategy of innovation of the regional development coalition. Companies will usually participate in a project between 2-3 years and then the research group has to recruit new enterprises to the projects. The VC2010 is scheduled to be operative to the year of 2010. Let us presume that there are eight company members of the network in each period. If the strategy is to stick to major companies, after six years the research group may run into trouble. The amount of potential enterprises for the programme is very limited. A solution to the problem is to co-operate with the coalition of the neighbouring counties of Akershus, Oslo and Østfold. The coalitions will attain a broader spectre of enterprises exhibiting various levels of capital income and value creation. The differences can increase the potential for mutual exchange of experience and learning. The strategy for creating networks of enterprises implies in the long run the size of the region and the composition of members in the coalition. The population of the new region is about 2 million people, the amount of major enterprises is considerably higher and the rate of capital income and value creation is the highest in Norway. 

Another alternative, and most probably more realistic, is to combine major and small enterprises in the network because the majority of enterprises in the Inland region are small and medium. On the other hand it is much more likely that these enterprises are not a member of the Confederation and the institutional framework of the VC2010 has to be changed. The national confederations organising the small and medium enterprises have to contribute economically to the programme if these enterprises are expected to participate at a large scale. Today the general rule is that the majority of enterprises are a member of the Confederation, but some companies can be allowed to participate without being a member.

Practical aspects of organising a regional development coalition in the Inland region are described. The limited number of larger enterprises is the point of departure for discussing how to create networks being a member of the coalition.

9. The VC2010 pilot-project of the Inland region

The pilot project of the programme VC2010 was carried out from November 2001 to February 2002. The Norwegian Council of Research (NCR) requested the Department at Rena to co-operate with a regional research institute and a national research institute in Oslo on a regional development coalition of the Inland region and a joint application for the main project.

When the pilot project started there were two research proposals. We will report from the proposal that the Department was responsible for carrying out in the pilot project. The other collaborating research institutes will be mentioned only when considered necessary for the

report.

The goals of the pilot project are: 

1. To base that colleges, the parties of working life and other actors of the region will participate in the main project of VC2010 

2. Investigate the basis for participation from enterprises, colleges/research institutes and other actors

3. Informing and mobilising for the programme by company visits

4. To arrange a dialogue conference by inviting a smaller group of motivated companies after having completed goal 3. 

The results of the pilot project were the establishment of a joint research group consisting of 13 researchers from three institutes. A common research proposal for the main project was submitted to NCR in the middle of February 2002. The research group is multi-disciplinary composed of sociologist, geographers, psychologists, educationalists and economists. The policy of the NRC is to encourage researchers to co-operate across subject areas and institutional boundaries in order to make the research environments larger and use the resources more efficiently. 

There are two main approaches present in the research group: 

· A macro-perspective on the structure and development of industries and clusters and

· A micro-perspective on the company stressing the role of dialogue and co-operation for

change

In section 10 of the paper an example of the micro-perspective is given by describing the background of a project on absenteeism. In the research proposal for the main project both perspectives are present as three major projects. 

The research group worked together with a reference group consisting of 6 members representing the parties of working life of the region, The State Fund for Business and Regional Development and a regional development programme. The reference group will form the basis for the emerging regional development coalition in the main project. During

the period of the pilot project the researchers met the reference group four times discussing the elements of a joint research proposal for the main project.  Three major projects were developed, two within industries and the third across industries: Light metal, forest and wood

and including working life. 

The department had carried out a survey of enterprises in the region interested in participating in VC2010. They are members of the Confederation of Norwegian Business and Industry and 69 companies completed and returned a simple questionnaire. A short introduction letter accompanied it. A sample was not used of all enterprises of the Inland region and the majority of the member companies did not answer the questionnaire. The purpose of the survey was to find those enterprises genuinely motivated for taking part in the programme and some of their characteristics. The idea is to start with these companies in the main project and later on attract those that are for various reasons less interested.

The results of the survey suggest that:

1. A half of the companies showed their interest in participating in VC2010

2. Enterprises having from 10 – 24 employees responded their interest most frequently in taking part in the programme

3. 19% of the companies participated in other development programmes

4. 36% of the companies participated in networks of enterprises

5. The most frequent mentioned topics of development are: 

· Training and competence

· Innovation

· Work environment/absenteeism 

The potentials are fairly good for having motivated enterprises to join the programme. The findings suggest that 35 firms are interested in participating in the main project of VC2010. 

A business network in similar programmes usually consists of 6 – 10 companies. The majority of firms in the network should consist of larger firms compared to the average size in the region. It is likely that those enterprises taking part in other networks and programmes are more motivated than those that do not are. The most popular topics of development in the

survey is in line with a previous survey done in the region, Indeks (2000).

During the pilot project a shift occurred from working on social relationships of enterprises to those of the members of the regional development coalition. The research group did not visit companies to the extent that was stated in the research proposal and a dialogue conference was not arranged. According to the plan, shopfloor stewards would visit the companies because they had the 'local' knowledge and could give legitimacy to VS2010. The shift was due to a change in strategy of the research group because of limited resources of time and money. In addition, the group had to make compromises on theoretical perspectives on innovation in the research proposal. The shift implied that the top-down strategy of change gained momentum at the expense of the bottom-up strategy. The majority of initiatives and contacts were directed towards managers of companies, shop floor stewards and leaders representing the parties of working life and the public agencies of innovation.

10. Absenteeism and enterprise development

Sick leaves and disability pension are an actual topic for the VC2010 of the Inland region. An intermediate goal of the programme is to create more attractive places of work that are related to the work environment, competence, productivity, innovation and value creation. In the programme memo of VC2010 the perspectives of working life in the future is described and analysed. The primary goal is to keep elderly employees longer at work; incorporate workers with reduced working functions and reduce the level of sick leaves.

The potential for increasing the value creation of the company resides in reducing the present high level of sick leaves and disability pensions in most business sectors of Norway. Estimates have shown that about 15 billion NOK (approximately 1 billion 750 million US dollars) is spent on sick leaves each year by the enterprises. Another 15 billion NOK is covered each year by the State. If the goal of reducing sick leaves and disability pensions is achieved; it represents considerable lower costs for the enterprise and for the State. For those who have been previously on sick leaves and disability pension, work will usually be more meaningful if they are re-employed. 

The parties of the working life have a responsibility for doing something with the problem in collaboration with the agencies of Insurance and Work. Unattractive places of work are marked by bad working conditions in terms of the physical and psycho-social aspects and the need for increasing the competence of the work force is considerable. When employees are facing that they do not master the work situation any longer, a higher level of sick leaves and disability pensions shows it. Investigations suggest that about 30 per cent of those who are disability pensioned in Norway have a major problem of illiteracy. The majority of the remaining 70 percent suffer from strains of muscles and the skeleton. When employees realise that they are not able of keeping up with the demands of work, they are loosing confidence in their own abilities.

The parties of working life have in 2001 agreed upon reducing absenteeism by 20 per cent during four years. A voluntary arrangement on sick leaves was introduced in January 2002 that is based for a large part on the recommendations of a public commission headed by Mats Sandmann. The suggested measures from the commission have been called as a whole ‘The Including working life’.

People hired by the Agency of Insurance and the companies will collaborate on measures for reducing absenteeism and disability pensions in the individual company. The measures can be directed towards for example work organisation, management, motivation and attitudes of the workers. The collaboration is based on the parties of working life (the Confederation of Norwegian Business and Industry and the Confederation of the Norwegian Trade Unions) and the employees in the companies are supposed to participate at a broad scale.

Norway has the world record in sick leaves and disability pensions despite the fact of a high living standard and a well functioning health care. Absenteeism has increased with 35 per cent since 1994 and 200 000 man-labour years have been lost because of sick leaves. In the year of 2001 286 000 persons of working age were pensioned and additional 26 000 employees will be pensioned each year. Currently 800 000 people are on sick leaves, rehabilitation or disability pensions. The latter have recently increased among young people (age 20 -34 years old) and in the year of 2000 absenteeism were 9 percent which means 24 days of absence per employed as an average. Absence of more than 8 weeks has increased most while shorter absence has been unchanged. The distribution of sick leaves suggests that a small proportion of the employees represent the majority being ill. In 1997 more than 16 days of absence represented 80 per cent and was made up of 5 per cent of the employees.

The laws and regulations of absenteeism have been criticised for creating too many on sick leaves and disability pensions. The influence of the medical doctor is too high for deciding on whom are entitled to be on sick leave and disability pension. The focus has to be directed from illness to the ability of work. The authority of decision has to be transferred from the medical doctor to the employer and the employee in order to have more people at work who are currently on sick leaves and disability pensions. The parties have to co-operate on how people on sick leaves can get back to work as fast as possible.

The arrangement of sick leaves is favourable to employees because they are covered 100 per cent all days while they are ill. The arrangement is unique to Norway compared to similar arrangements in other Western European countries. The rules of disability pensions are designed in that way that those with low income will get relatively more when choosing to be disability pensioned. Groups with low income are in percent larger than groups with higher income. 

The development of working life and the work place influence the welfare and health of employees. The work place can enable the employee to personal growth and a sense of community. When the opposite is the case, the chances will be higher for a high level of absenteeism, many employees ill for a long time and disability pensions.

Investigations suggest that the working population is less physical active than previously. Workers having monotonous work are more exposed to strains in the muscles and skeleton. When they are ill, it is difficult for the employer to find substitutes because of shortage of labour. The work pressure will increase on the remaining work force and a vicious circle can

arise.

The percentage of older workers has increased in the working population of Norway. The chances of getting ill are higher for that group than young workers. That is a partial explanation of the remarkable increase in sick leaves in the working population since 1994.

Other factors affecting the high level of absenteeism are periods of growth, higher working speed and the use of overtime. When the economic prospects are good and it is easier to get a job, the level of sick leaves will increase. The way of reasoning is that if an employee is absent a couple of days, the business will make money anyway. In the periods of recession, however, the level of absenteeism is lower because employees are afraid of losing their jobs. Labour is an expensive factor of production in Norway compared to competing countries in Europe. The owners have rationalised the operation of the business in order to achieve higher productivity of work and efficiency. It is common that advanced machinery is operated by relatively few workers. Employers are reluctant to hiring more people because they are afraid of increasing the costs.

The demands for changeovers in working life lead usually to more work and stress for the employees. In such situations elderly and ill workers are more exposed being excluded from the labour market. Agreed upon pensions and disability pension is usually the solution to the problem. Other groups exposed to exclusion are women working with old people and more generally, professions dealing with patients, pupils and clients. Employees working in these sectors of service will be more frequently burnt out compared to other occupational groups.

What can be done in order to reduce the high level of absenteeism? How to get back in work those who have been on sick leaves for a long time and the disability pensioned?  High level of sick leaves and disability pensions is a complex problem and should be addressed by 

comprehensive measures in order to achieve constructive solutions. 

In the fall of 2001 the parties of working life in Norway have agreed upon reducing the level of absenteeism with 20 percent during four years. Right wing parties and the employers have suggested the introduction of patient payments when workers are ill and can not work.

The management and quality of work environment can affect the extent of absenteeism.

This pertains to workers in particular who perceive their work situation being controlled. 

The working methods of managers can be changed so that their subordinates perceive them more predictable. Co-operation, openness, supports and trusts are important factors for increasing well being at work. When employees perceive work as meaningful, and then it is more likely that absenteeism will be reduced.

Experiments have suggested that when workers are on sick leaves, they need contact and support from their employer. It is necessary to establish a dialogue with the employer and the workers need to be taken care of when they are ill. Simple measures of this kind will increase the chances of having more disability-pensioned workers back at work. Other measures are physical training and enhancement of competence of the workers that can counter absenteeism and disability pensions. The employers can make conditions favourable to employees for training at work or related to work. Investigations suggest that workers with low formal education are usually not able of keeping up with the changes within their area of work.  That makes them more vulnerable to stress and absenteeism in a rapid changing working life, and in serious cases, they are expelled from the labour market. The company has to be prepared by designing practical schemes aimed at developing the competence of the 

workers.

The anticipated consequences of the measures for reducing absenteeism and disability pensions are that both the employer and employee will benefit from them. A pilot programme was put into action in January 2002 introducing the extended self reported absence from 12 to 24 days a year, and more intervention and closer follow-up measures for those who are on sick leaves and disability pensions. 

The parties of working life succeeded in having launched the new program for reducing absenteeism and disability pensions. The companies are participating on a voluntary basis in the programme and the Agency of Insurance has been granted a considerable number of positions for assisting the companies with intervention and follow-up measures.

A sketch of the planned project will be given on absenteeism. The project will be related to enterprise development and the design has not been finished. The purpose is to improve the working ability of the employees by implementing measures for example at work organisation, work environment and the social life outside the company. The VC2010 of the Inland region has established a co-operation with two enterprises, located close to each other in the region and have in common a high level of sick leaves and disability pensions. Strain injuries and injuries caused by accidents are frequent. There are working more than 200 employees in each company and both have the production technology of mass production. The parties of working life are represented at the enterprises and they have voluntary agreed upon joining the arrangement called ‘ Including working life’. Another partners of co-operation are the company health service in the area, the local National Insurance agency, the labour inspection and a competence centre in the region. The strategy of the company health service has changed from traditional tasks of control to development. The service will give more priority to preventive occupational medicine and create a centre of competence. The changes in tasks will also apply to some extent to the labour inspection. The role of the local National Insurance agency is to provide people who have been recently hired to assist enterprises with reducing the scale of sick leaves and disability pensions. A pilot project with the two companies will start up autumn 2002 and more enterprises will be requested to join the programme.

11. Discussion

In the present paper we have used to a large extent research literature based on participative action research. It is marked by that no hypothesises are tested but they are searched for and developed as the project proceeds. The role of theory is played down at an early stage because practical problem solving is put centre stage. This is to ensure relevance to practical problems and theories are a guide for seeing not explaining organisational phenomena in working life. Participation, action research and democratic dialogue are also key concepts in the literature.

In a book review of ‘Beyond Theory’ by Toulmin and Gustavsen it has been pointed to that the key concepts in the reports are not used sufficiently specific, Nylehn (2000). Further, the reports are often weakened by the fact that the reader does not get enough information on instruments, data and changes that have occurred in the organisations involved. The researchers should report more on the use of methods and data, how they were processed and interpreted. The usefulness of action research is frequently stated, but more seldom fully documented. The relationship between science theory and action research is weak because general problems of social science are dealt with rather than related specifically to action research. Finally, the action researchers are taking for granted concepts as action, participation, equal partners and democratic dialogue without reflecting on them in a self-critical way. Whatsoever, action, participation and democratic dialogue are a good thing.

The scientific requirements for documenting data, methods and changes in action research are the same as for other types of social research. The ontological and epistemological challenges in action research are not qualitatively different or less scientific than those in other research traditions. By reading the reports from Enterprise 2000, Gustavsen et al. (2001), Gustavsen et al. (1997) and. and the LOM programme in Sweden, Gustavsen et. al. (1996), however, I agree with the critique to some extent that the reports are missing important information on methods, data and observed changes. As a general rule in the reports the identity of the enterprise is kept anonymous, but I do not think that this fact will substantially inhibit the quality of the reports.

The communicative perspective in action research cited to in the paper has been criticised for not being sufficiently developed at the inter-organisational level, Finsrud (1995). Finsrud contrasts the communicative perspective to that of the socio-ecological perspective by Trist and Emery. The purpose of the comparison is to judge how well they grasp the complexity of regional industrial development in action research. The socio-ecological perspective by using concepts as domain, referent organisations and networks are better suited to capture the complexity of regional industrial development. The merits of the communicative perspective are at the intra-organisational level. The unit of change in the socio-ecological perspective is the interrelationships between organisations and their environments.

Examples of practical considerations of action research will now be paid attention to. Researchers working together with individual enterprises and networks represent much time, resources and the risk of failure. If a company is running into financial trouble and is threatened by bankruptcy, the management and the union have not any time any more to talk with the researchers. If there is a change in management of the company, the management can decide to close the project. 

We have devoted much space to the specific characteristics of the Inland region and they are viewed as being unique. There are not however, a simple one-to-one relationship between these conditions and the involvement of the enterprises and the potential success of Value Creation 2010. The challenge is developing a strategy for handling the specific problems of business weak regions and identifying those companies that are genuinely interested in taking part in the programme. 

Many different people are brought together on new venues while working with networks and regional development coalitions. Most people will agree on that these new arenas represent a positive challenge for dialogue, exchange of experience and learning. On the other hand, in the research literature there is not paid sufficiently attention to that the same arenas have the potentials of creating conflicts between the actors that are difficult to solve. 

The parties of working life have played a central role in tripartite development programmes – the State, the unions and the employers - in Norway. The Confederation of Norwegian Business and Trade and The Confederation of Norwegian Trade Unions have had a dominant role as confederations, but that situation is about to change. The number of places of work in private industry has been reduced substantially over the years. New confederations have emerged and people with higher education and those working in a growing public sector are the new members. There are attempts at the programme level of VC2010 to invite new confederations to join the programme, for example, the confederation of retailers and service,

but the latter rejected the proposal.

The majority of development programmes cited to in the present paper is long-term (between 6 and 10 years) and is relying on the government granting money each year to the research groups. When new political parties are in power, the priorities can be changed and the grants can be reduced. The research groups have to face the possibility that they will have less money at their disposal in the future.

12. Conclusions
The organising of innovation processes and the roles of participation have been dealt with at the national, regional, network and enterprise level. In the present paper a business weak region and a national development programme have served as a case. If the goal is broad participation by a variety of actors, then the people responsible for the programme have to work at all levels of participation. The levels are conditioned by each other either working ‘bottom up’ or ‘top down’. The variety of actors and hence participation has been increased by the introduction of the regional development coalition. The task of the coalition is to pursue polices and strategies of industrial policy of the region. The policies of innovation have been delegated from the national to the regional level and participation has become more complex. 
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