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How do we stimulate 
the entrepreneur in 
the employee?
An innovative society needs not only traditional entrepreneurship but intrapreneurship 

– or entrepreneurship inside the current organisation – as well. Intrapreneurship makes  

it possible for organisations (both for-profit and non-profit) to remain effective in a  

rapidly changing environment. A recent study by the Flanders DC Knowledge Centre at 

Vlerick Business School identifies and compares several success factors for intrapreneur-

ship in various types of organisations. 
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Adapting to a changing environment
In our knowledge society, it is crucial that organisations adapt 

to the rapidly changing environment. That is not easy: as an 

organisation grows, it becomes slower, more bureaucratic and 

less flexible – and it stifles entrepreneurship systematically. 

Still, intrapreneurship is necessary for organisations to 

achieve sustainable innovation: where existing products or 

services are improved or developed further, and new products 

and services are created. In addition, intrapreneurship refines 

and improves internal processes such as administrative 

systems and production, sales and marketing methods. 

International front runner

Although intrapreneurship is not a widespread phenomenon 

in innovation-driven economies, international research by 

the GEM (Global Entrepreneurship Monitor 2011) shows that 

Belgium (there are no figures specifically for Flanders) belongs 

to a clearly distinct leading group, together with Nordic 

countries like Finland, Denmark and Sweden. An explanation 

for this lies in the high level of employment protection and 

social security in these countries: employees with secure jobs 

choose to explore new paths within their existing job, rather 

than taking a chance on independent entrepreneurship and 

the risks that that route entails. 

Large-scale survey
In this study, Professor Miguel Meuleman, Jana Deprez, 

Eva Cools and Mathias Cobben of Vlerick Business School 

study the entrepreneurial profile of employees in Flanders, 

the degree to which organisations support intrapreneurship, 

and the degree to which employees think up, promote and 

actualise new ideas. 

Among other things, the study includes a large-scale online 

survey of employees from various types of organisations. For 

this survey, the Flanders DC Knowledge Centre not only selec-

ted as many people as possible from as diverse a selection of 

organisations as possible, the researchers also actively looked 

for hospitals, NGOs, governmental services and schools to 

take part in the study. This approach delivered more than 

6,000 responses – making it possible for the researchers 

to investigate success factors related to the employees and 

related to the organisation, and also to compare various types 

of organisations. 

Entrepreneurial employees

‘Innovative work behaviour’ – the definition of intrapre-

neurship in this study – consists of thinking up new ideas, 

promoting them (convincing others in the organisation of a 

new idea’s relevance), and then actualising them in practice. 

Employees with a proactive personality are open to change, 

go looking for new opportunities, show initiative and are 

motivated to bring changes to a good result. Thus, proactive 

behaviour consists of taking responsibility and scanning stra-

tegically: searching for chances to bring the organisation into 

“Well-crafted entrepreneurial 
organisational culture boosts 
employee innovation”
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better alignment with the changing environment. Employees 

with both a proactive personality and proactive behaviour 

display a greater degree of innovative work behaviour: they 

think up, promote and realise more ideas. 

Employees also differ in the way in which they assimilate and 

process information. Employees who are creative and love to 

experiment think up and promote more ideas. But innovative 

organisations need more than this. For example, they also 

need planners to implement ideas: employees who need 

structure and love to organise and monitor. 

Entrepreneurial organisations

In addition to the employees’ profile, the organisation’s 

culture is also a success factor for intrapreneurship. The 

more the organisational culture stimulates intrapreneurship, 

the more innovative the employees’ work behaviour will be. 

What is more: an entrepreneurial organisational culture even 

succeeds in inspiring employees with less enterprising profiles 

to exhibit innovative behaviour. In other words, the more 

entrepreneurial an organisation’s culture is, the less crucial 

the individual employee’s profile is. 

Intrapreneurship can be stimulated in a variety of ways. 

Reward and incentive systems can foster internal entrepre-

neurship. This is not about financial reward, but the degree to 

which employees receive personal recognition for launching 

new initiatives, and the degree to which new responsibilities 

are coupled to those initiatives.

‘Decision freedom’ allows employees to take responsibility 

and use their own insights in the organisation. The study 

shows that freedom to take decisions has a strong positive 

impact on the degree to which employees generate and 

implement ideas. 

So, support from management is crucial in the promotion and 

implementation of ideas. Managerial support can consist of 

various forms of financial support, but being kept informed 

of new ideas and quickly putting newly developed working 

methods into practice are excellent forms of support as well. 

Finally, employees need to have sufficient time to think 

about new things. However, when the pressure of work is too 

great, this valuable time is not available. Time is an especially 

important factor for promoting ideas. 

Old + big = sluggish? 

From the comparison of various types of organisations, 

older and larger organisations appear to have more difficulty 

stimulating intrapreneurship. Respondents in these organi-

sations gave ‘support from management’ a significantly lower 

score than respondents in younger and smaller organisations. 

This in itself is not surprising, given that young and small 

organisations are typically founded by proactive individuals or 

teams who see opportunities in a changing environment. Still, 

the stimulation of intrapreneurship remains a point of special 

attention for older and larger organisations, which seem to 

stifle internal innovation in their drive for greater efficiency. 

Break out of yourself

Another finding from the study is the relatively low scores for 

strategic scanning. Strategic scanning is actively exploring the 

outside world, on the lookout for new opportunities for the 

organisation. Only when an organisation and its employees 

are aware of external changes can they adapt themselves to 

them. Which is precisely the problem: it appears that we are 

too preoccupied with ourselves and thus lose sight of the 

changing outer world. This is especially the case in govern-

ment, education and the non-profit sector.

The government as outsider

When comparing sectors, the differences between the organi-

sational culture and between the profiles of the employees are 

relatively small. But there is one big exception: the govern-

ment – which is an outsider in all areas. The respondents who 

work for the government score lowest on the entrepreneurial 

profile. And government comes in last with regard to orga-

nisational culture too. These employees give lower scores to 

management support as well as to decision freedom. They do 

have more time – but that does not necessarily lead to more 

innovative work behaviour. 
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Recommendations
The right business culture stimulates entrepreneurial 

behaviour in employees, even when the employees have a 

less enterprising profile. This presents an important task 

for management, which needs to give employees sufficient 

freedom to take decisions, a necessary condition for stimula-

ting and implementing ideas. So, in order to promote ideas, 

employees need support from management and sufficient 

time. This can be done through very simple measures. For 

example, a company can allow employees to spend 5% of their 

time on their own projects. 

Managers would do best by looking closely and critically 

at their organisation, so that they can make the necessary 

adjustments. Of course, this requires a certain mindset. 

Larger and older organisations, in particular, need more 

intrapreneurship, but all organisations need to be aware of 

the possibilities. Furthermore, the entire workforce should 

be involved. Innovation can indeed come from an unexpected 

source. 

Organisations also need a mix of profiles. To bring an 

innovation process to a successful result, you need people 

that are good at thinking up ideas as well as people that are 

good at planning. An organisation can increase its innovative 

potential by keeping this in mind when recruiting. 

Strategic scanning of the external environment, a weak 

spot for many organisations, can be encouraged by having 

employees attend international congresses, implementing 

best practices and tracking trends, preferably within formal 

structures. The right training can also stimulate entrepreneur-

ship among employees by making them aware of the ways in 

which they can contribute to innovation.

 

The government would best go a step further than promoting 

traditional entrepreneurship. Via campaigns, they can urge 

existing companies and organisations to stimulate more 

intrapreneurship or to make full use of present potential. 

Not only R&D deserves encouragement, each individual can 

contribute to a better performing organisation. This aware-

ness can be fostered via education, which need not be limited 

to stimulating traditional entrepreneurship. Best practices 

around intrapreneurship, gathered and disseminated by the 

government, also create more awareness and knowledge in 

this area.

Finally, measurement is a key part of the process. By formula-

ting specific objectives and then starting to explicitly measure 

employee profiles, the business culture and the number of 

new ideas, the effectiveness of management’s actions can be 

subsequently evaluated. 
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