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Empowerment in the open 
innovation concept

Pachura Aneta

A B S T R A C T
The aim of this study is an attempt to interpret the concept of „empowerment” in the 
perspective of open innovation issues. The text consists of a brief introduction, four 
sections, and summary. The main background of the research is related to the 
importance of the social reality of the organisation to evolving paradigms of innovation. 
In the face of globalization challenges, the innovation management could be 
interpreted as a specific system based on interdisciplinary analysis of an organisation’s 
social potential. 
The methodology involves desk research and theoretical deliberations. As the results, 
this study distinguished attributes and role of empowerment in the social development 
process. The possibilities of an adoption of this concept to management in the open 
innovation context provide the theoretical contribution.
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Introduction

 The primary objective of this article is to make 
reflections on the significance of empowerment in 
the face of changing innovation paradigms based on 
the approach of open innovation systems. The first 
part takes the issue of social context in organisations 
up against the management process, the further 
second section focuses on epistemological 
foundations of empowerment, and the next part deals 
with the open innovation approach. The closing 
fourth section concentrates on propositions to 
implement empowerment in the range of open 
innovation environments. 
 In general, the theory of management studies and 
the dynamic network of social relationships reflect 

the picture of a modern organisation. The foundation 
of an organisational structure is a social network with 
the following attributes (Krannich & Sworowska, 
2009, p. 53): 
• increasing subjectivity of a human being,
• increasing awareness of cooperation in a network 

of relations of social links,
• awareness of co-creation, impact and agency in the 

area of network relations,
• high level of trust in knowledge teams and network 

structures,
• high ethical standards in knowledge teams and 

network structures.
 Building a strong internal social potential in                
a system of complex network relations leads to the 
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search for new directions that could strengthen this 
potential. In this area, an interesting concept                       
of strengthening social potential is „empowerment”. 
  The methodology applied in this article is based on 
a systematic review of the existing knowledge in the 
field. Deductive reasoning was the basic logic                  
of investigation presented in this paper. Theoretical 
frameworks have been determined, especially around 
the social context of an organisation and the open 
innovations as a binding model of organisational 
practice. This theoretical analysis is interdisciplinary 
in nature and leads to systematizations, 
generalizations, and syntheses.

1. Organisation as an area for 
recognition of empowerment

 The humanistic approach in management studies 
identifies the need to reorient the philosophy of an 
organisation in the direction of accepting the 
subjective role of a human being and creating                    
a friendly organisational environment. Thus, a strong 
emphasis is placed on the issues of human experience 
and fate in organisations (Kociatkiewicz & Kostera, 
2013, pp. 9-19). This perspective closely corresponds 
with the concept of a social human being in the light 
of the development of behavioural approach (Kożuch, 
2011, p. 162). It is accepted that „interpersonal 
relations are a very strong source of motivation for 
the behaviour of humans, who strive for their value 
being recognised in their work environment, being 
guided not only by material considerations, but also 
feelings and emotions” (Kożuch, 2011, p. 162). The 

evolution of the concept of a social human being gave 
rise to further intensification of the level of self-
realisation and co-participation, shaping, thus, an 
„active” attitude in the work environment (Kożuch, 
2011, p. 162).
 Attention directed to a human being concentrates 
not only around recognising his/her subjectivity or 
primacy. Creation of favourable organisational 
climate and organisational awareness in the context 
of the development and use of social potential also 
refer to such issues as formalisation and 
bureaucratisation of structures, style of management, 
flow of information, knowledge, skills and experience, 
dynamics of the environment, etc. The holistic 

approach in the new paradigm of management 
studies allows looking for properties of the social 
potential of an organisation (Tab. 1). 
 The identified properties of social potential incite 
the reflection on the issues of managing people in an 
organisation. This issue seems particularly important 
especially in the context of managing people with 
high potential, talents, knowledge workers or trust 
strengthening. Given these properties, social potential 
often requires looking for an unconventional 
approach by building a free, flexible and dynamic 
organisational architecture. Moreover, it entails the 
need to improve the concept of leadership in the 
direction of strengthening an employee subjectivity 
and agency. 
 Analysis of selected interpretative bases                              
of leadership leads to a view that this concept is most 
often associated with the issues of power, 
responsibility, dominance, abilities, selection                           
of a leadership style, emergence of leadership and 

Tab. 1. Place of a human being in the new management paradigm

Observation and           
decision-making          

perspectives
Social context in the new management paradigm – selected characteristics

Organisation

−	 fulfilment of responsibilities in the environment of friendly organisational relations,
−	 respecting a human being in the environment of friendly organisational relations,
−	 satisfaction of individual needs, etc. in the environment of friendly organisational 

relations,
−	 cooperation, trust and freedom,
−	 common values

Knowledge

−	 learning, improving qualifications,
−	 improving skills, gaining experience,
−	 creativity, entrepreneurship,
−	 pro-innovativeness,
−	 decision-making, responsibility,
−	 activity and flexibility

Safety
−	 vigilance, assertiveness,
−	 prevention,
−	 dynamism,
−	 defensiveness

Source: own study adjustment based on (Domański, Kotarba & Krupa, 2014, pp. 36-37, 39).
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shaping of leadership qualities, attitudes and 
behaviours (Mrówka, 2005, pp. 16-17). Thus, 
leadership can be perceived in terms of relations, 
process, abilities/skills, qualities or impact (Aftyka, 
2014, p. 114). In this context, the concept                                           
of empowerment may represent a very interesting 
proposal of a detailed description of the issues                       
of leadership in a modern organisation. 

2. Epistemological 
foundations of empowerment
 
 Leadership in an organisation in a broad sense can 
be examined at four levels: education, purposefulness, 
practical implementation of a strategy and 
achievement of efficiency/effectiveness of the 
leadership process (Aftyka, 2014, p. 115). 
Empowerment is a part of the multi-faceted 
perception of leadership, where knowledge, 
qualifications, abilities, innovativeness, good business 
practices as well as openness, activity and flexibility 
are regarded as key attributes of a modern 
organisation.
 The idea of empowerment appeared in the 80s. 
Academic literature indicates that „empowerment is 
both a value orientation for working in the community 
and a theoretical model for understanding the process 
and consequences of efforts to exert control and 
influence over decisions that affect one’s life, 

organisational functioning, and the quality                              
of community life” (Zimmerman, 2000). Based on 
management studies, the fundament of the 
characterisation of social potential, organisational 
culture and system architecture of an organisation 
rests on the search for key properties of this concept 
(Tab. 2). Properties for the description of social 
potential focus in the first place on individual 
characteristics of an individual, presented attitude, as 
well as how an organisation operates. Thus, the 
following properties are named, among other things: 
creativity, unconventionality, involvement, 
responsibility, honesty, autonomy, freedom and 
discretion of action. The identified properties                   
of social potential represent a valuable attribute            
of a modern organisation that determines its 
functioning in the space of social relations. 
However, the social potential in this dimension 
requires an organisational culture that is focused 
on acceptance of dissimilarity and diversity, 
development of cooperation, free exchange of 
knowledge, trust as well as the permission to make 
mistakes and the proactive use of information 
feeds. Meanwhile, in the light of the analysis of the 
foundations of empowerment, the system 
architecture of an organisation is mainly 
constituted by openness, the flexibility of structures 
and minimisation  of bureaucracy. 
 The concept of empowerment is based on the 
subjectivity of an employee, his/her self-awareness, 

Tab. 2. Empowerment – epistemological perspective

ITEM AUTHOR   SELECTED CHARACTERISTICS OF EMPOWERMENT

1. R. Zemke & D. Schaaf
 (1989)

−	 acceptance of involvement and initiation of activities
−	 reinforcement of creative behaviours
−	 inspiration for fantasy

2. D. E. Bowen & E. E. Lawler
(1992) 

−	 flows of information and knowledge streams
−	 power distribution
−	 information, knowledge and power sharing as the basis for deci-

sion-making
−	 rewarding bonuses for effectiveness

3. S. H. Appelbaum & K. Honeggar 
(1998)

−	 freedom to initiate activities
−	 the feeling of the need to get involved 
−	 the possibility of exceeding the standard scope of responsibilities

4. M. Bratnicki
(2000)

−	 complexity and multidimensionality
−	 multi-subject scope 
−	 dynamism and continuity
−	 integration of organisational and psychological spheres
−	 cause and effect relationship between the effectiveness of activity 

and the level of an individual’s empowerment
−	 active communication
−	 intensification of the level of autonomy and responsibility

5. M. Bugdol
(2006)

−	 integration of organisational, psychological, pedagogical                         
and social spheres

−	 dynamism and continuity
−	 change of organisational roles
−	 the capability of systemic thinking
−	 identification with strategic objectives of an organisation

Source: own study adjustment based on (Brajer-Marczak, 2013, pp. 23-35; Bratnicki, 2000, pp. 22-25; Moczydłowska, 2014, pp. 71-78).
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self-esteem and organisational agency. Academic 
literature defines empowerment as „a construct 
that links individual strengths and competencies, 
natural helping system, and proactive behaviours 
to social policy and social change” (Perkins & 
Zimmerman, 1995, pp. 569-579). It means that 
empowerment enriches the set of traditional 
managerial techniques. In simple terms, it is the 
expansion of the classical view of management 
from the perspective of a delegation of powers/
responsibilities and participation of employees. 
Some authors describe „empowerment” as                               
a specific organisational strategy containing 
hierarchical goals such as: vision creation, 
communication channels, developing strong social 
relationships or building social networks (Erstad, 
1997, p. 326; Nixon, 1994, pp. 14-24).
 The strength of empowerment is based on the 
subjectivity of every employee and favourable 
organisational climate, understood in terms                                  
of organisational culture and system architecture                 
of an organisation. It seems obvious that there 
should be a shift from authoritative and formal 
models towards the development of democracy 
and liberalism for increased participation and 
involvement. However, in the area of social 
relations, dynamic and open network environment 
is a prospect for effective leadership in an 
organisation and for exercising power. Moving 
around such an environment and taking advantage 
of its attributes requires organisational awareness 
of the need for unconventional behaviour and 
attitudes in the sphere of stimulating involvement, 
free cooperation, active exchange of information, 
processes of mutual learning, etc. 
 Academic literature proposes the description                  
of the issues of leadership in the area of 
innovativeness using a detailed characterisation 
(Kruk, 2016, p. 412):
• of the profile of the leader, his/her characteristics, 

competencies and conditions,
• relations of the leader with the entities of an 

innovation environment (internal and external 
environment).

 Most often it is assumed that leadership is                          
a dynamic process and „leadership is not a function 
of level or position” (Prewitt, Weil & McClure, 
2011, p. 13). As noted by Raišienė, „the modern 
conception of leadership emphasises not only the 
leader as an individual but also the group he 
influences and joint results” (Raišienė, 2014,                      
p. 180). The issue  of leadership is also considered 

not as an individual action but a collective social 
process (Bolden, 2011, p. 251). It seems that the 
proposed perspective of the analysis of leadership 
may also refer to the concept of empowerment. 
However, in the light of the interpretation of this 
concept, the subject structure is indicated, i.e. 
empowering subject and empowered subject, 
which is one of the necessary conditions for 
capturing the essence of empowerment (Kanafa-
Chmielewska, 2012, p. 138). Meanwhile, from the 
perspective of the environment of the network of 
social relations, in which innovativeness is 
currently set, it seems highly valuable to conduct 
an analysis at the level of characterisation of all 
entities co-participating in the process of 
development and implementation of innovations.
 An important part of the practical 
implementation of the idea of empowerment is the 
issue of the assessment of organisational 
empowerment. One approach to the assessment of 
organisational empowerment is a diagnosis on the 
following key criteria: dynamic structural 
framework, control of workplace decisions, and 
fluidity in information sharing (Moczydłowska, 
2015, pp. 82-83). Generalizing, it can be assumed 
that the measurement of empowerment requires an 
analysis of many areas of an organisation related to 
knowledge of managerial staff and groups of 
employees, organisational culture, management 
style and trust, organisation’s ability to change, 
access to the information, etc. It seems that the 
issue of the empowerment measurement 
methodology requires a complex approach and 
should be developed in terms of theoretical and 
practical activities.

3. Open innovation in the 
direction of a new view          
of the internal social 
potential of an organisation 

 In „Innovation paradigm shift from a closed to 
an open model” (Chesbrough & Crowther, 2006,             
p. 229) and as noted by Conger & Kanungo, 
empowerment is the „construct used by theorists 
to explain organisational effectiveness” (Conger & 
Kanungo, 1988, p. 471). The concept of open 
innovation reflects the holistic approach on the 
issues of development and implementation of 
innovations. Its essence is  a new view on the 
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innovative potential, in particular with reference to 
possibilities of gaining it and using in an own 
innovation strategy (Odrobina, 2014, p. 461). The 
development and implementation of innovations 
in an open environment takes place in a network of 
relations. These relations reflect the interactions 
existing in the network that can take place at the 
level of cooperation, communication, conflict, etc. 
(Bogdanienko, 2016, p. 25). It is, however, worth 
bearing in mind that these interactions take place 
in the space of social relations. The space                         
of social relations is very complex and dynamic. 
The foundation of its development is the need and 
willingness to communicate. Communication is 
regarded as a factor in the development and 
maintenance of relations, which determine 
coexistence of organisations (Janowska, 2016,                  
p. 252).
 The general theory of innovations emphasises 
knowledge, development of technology, research 
and development, information and communication 
technologies, participants of innovation process as 
well as institutional, technological, social and other 
factors (Sundbo, 2001, p. 72). As noted by Sisodiya 
et al., „an open innovation is the sustained and 
systematic practice of engaging in the search for 
and then integrating new product inputs from 
sources that cross firm boundaries and, often, 
technology boundaries” (Sisodiya et al., 2013, p. 2). 
In the approach open to innovation, various forms                                 
of cooperation and commercial transactions in the 
area of knowledge and technology are used 
(Odrobina, 2014, p. 462). In this respect, active and 
free cooperation between innovation entities is                    
of particular importance. Moreover, in a mixed 
open innovation there is a two-way flow of 
knowledge and information, a network has                           
a decentralised form, and „every participant has 
equal access to the effects of the cooperation” 
(Sopińska, 2013, p. 291). Thus, it seems that social 
potential, which is dynamic and open to 
cooperation, will significantly support innovation. 
 Academic literature shows that in open 
innovation, the power distance is shortened and 
cross-organisational task teams are formed (Olko, 
2009, p. 164). Thus, open innovation not only 
expands the subject structure of innovations, 
creating the climate for active engagement of the 
external environment, or modifies the form of this 
engagement in the direction of cooperation, co-
decision and co-responsibility. 
 At the basis of the interpretation of the 

importance of internal social potential for the 
development and implementation of innovation is 
the intellectual and creative potential of employees 
and knowledge resources (Rynkiewicz, 2014,                     
p. 129). From the perspective of open innovation, 
the following attributes become highly desired: 
creativity, flexibility, freedom, dynamics, 
unconventionality, diversity and responsibility. In 
the light of these characteristics, the issues of 
managing, leading and participation go beyond the 
classical standards. They require an innovative 
approach to the internal social potential   of an 
organisation, aimed at strengthening the potential 
of a human being. In this respect, the following 
needs are indicated, among other things, in the 
area of management (Olko, 2009, pp. 164-165):
• identification of networks, including social and 

informal networks, for processes of mutual 
diffusion of knowledge,

• allocation of knowledge employees in networks,
• the motivation of employees and coordination              

of their actions in knowledge processes,
• departure from classical prescriptive decisions 

and control measures,
• building authority on the ability to create and 

stimulate cross-organisational network 
relations,

• the increase in mutual trust between participants 
of the network as a result of knowledge sharing. 

 Thus, an employee’s subjectivity and the 
organisational agency are regarded as the 
foundation of the development of a new philosophy 
of an organisation oriented towards open 
innovations. 

4. Perspective on 
implementation                         
of empowerment in the 
environment of open 
innovation 

 In open innovation, new knowledge is a highly 
valuable resource. The description of an organisational 
environment that is conducive to the creation of new 
knowledge includes creativity and originality. The 
development of these qualities more frequently 
results from recognition of autonomy, freedom, and 
discretion of activity at the level of social network 
relationships. Empowerment strongly highlights 
subjectivity of a human being. However, as a result               
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of the development of self-awareness, self-esteem, 
and agency, it complementarily strengthens the 
importance of an employee for an organisation. 
Empowerment in the direction of conscious and 
active co-participation in processes of knowledge 
creation, acquisition, and diffusion, results in 
increased involvement, responsibility, self-control 
and self-discipline. Often, it also leads to searching 
for new mechanisms of knowledge management. In 
this respect, one can point to the so-called 
communities of practice, which are characterised by 
such attributes as trust, factual knowledge, freedom 
of participation, mutual verification, cooperation, 
exchange of information, and experience 
(Mierzejewska, 2005, pp. 53-54). 
 The practical implication of the principles                             
of empowerment will require a reorientation of the 
process of leadership in the direction of the 
democratic and liberal form. Leadership in this 
respect will mean in the first place a reasonable 
partnership, developed in structures of informal 
network relations based on mutual trust. Classical 
participation is replaced by the focus on cooperation, 
agency and co-responsibility. 
 In the environment of open innovation and 
network of social relations, the concept                                                      
of empowerment strongly corresponds with the 
issues of talent management. Talent as a key attribute 
of an employee is subject to management processes in 
the context of creating an organisational climate that 
is conducive to self-development and self-realisation. 
It is, however, worth noting that strengthening 
individual social potential at the level of talent 
essentially refers to the sphere of organisational 
culture and system architecture of an organisation. 
Thus, it firstly requires the acceptance of otherness, 
diversity and feeling of trust as well as openness and 
flexibility of structures. 
 Undoubtedly, the issues of managing talents in the 
area of practical application of empowerment in open 
innovation strongly correspond with the issue of 
creativity and involvement. It is especially important 
in this respect to create an environment for individual 
involvement, perseverance and activity in work, 
motivation as well as new networks and structures              
of knowledge dissemination, formulation                                           
of hypotheses, etc. (Jabłoński, 2015, p. 38). It seems, 
thus, that the proposed complementary approach to 
the issues of talents that takes into account individual 
and organisational levels, is a chance for strengthening 
the force of social potential. However, it is worth 
stressing at this point that in the face of the 

development of innovation in an open system, it 
seems very important to support employees with 
higher than average talents and skills. An argument 
for this thesis can be the need of innovation and 
originality as well as the necessity of developing 
unique competencies. It is, however, increasingly 
stressed that „currently, talent development 
programmes do not mention only the best employees, 
but they are designed to ensure the development of all 
the employees of an organisation defined as its 
talents” (Kamińska, 2016, p. 308). The adopted 
cognitive context serves the implementation                              
of empowerment for the development of the internal 
social potential of an organisation in open innovation. 

Conclusions

 Analysis of the issues of open innovation shows 
the need for a new view of the internal social potential 
of an organisation. In the environment of complex 
network relations, we observe interdisciplinarity and 
holistic approach to innovation, free flows                                         
of knowledge and experience, active cooperation                  
of network participants as a result of free involvement, 
co-responsibility, and mutual trust. Moving around 
the space of open innovation increasingly requires        
a restructuring of classical organisational roles. 
Prescriptive and demanding leadership is replaced by 
the partnership. An employee’s subjectivity and 
agency underlie discussions on the improvement                
of management of social potential. 
 The epistemological discussion presented in this 
paper about the possibility of practical application               
of empowerment in open innovation prompts the 
following thoughts:
• the network of social relations changes the 

perspective on the performance of management 
processes in the direction of open, free, and 
dynamic systems,

• the concept of empowerment matches the 
characterisation of social potential, organisational 
culture and system architecture of an organisation,

• empowerment leads to the strengthening                          
of internal social potential in an environment               
of complex and dynamic network relations. 

 These suggest ideas for a further detailed research 
focused on empirical exploration. However, 
researchers need to be aware of many limitations in 
this area linked with the social dynamics in 
organisations and the society as well as the rapidly 
growing importance of technologies, especially ICT.
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