
 OeconomiA 
copernicana 

 

2017 Volume 8 Issue 2, June 
 

p-ISSN 2083-1277, e-ISSN 2353-1827 
www.oeconomia.pl 

 

ORIGINAL PAPER  
 
Citation: Cierniak-Emerych, A., & Piwowar-Sulej, K.  (2017). Employee epowerment – 
terminological and practical perspective in Poland. Oeconomia Copernicana, 8(2), 301–316. 
doi: 10.24136/oc.v8i2.19 
 
Contact to corresponding author: aemerych@wp.pl, Wroclaw University of Economics, 
Komandorska 118/120, 53-345 Wroclaw, Poland,  
Received: 1 December 2016; Revised:  4 February 2017; Accepted: 1 March 2017 

 
 
Anna Cierniak-Emerych 
Wroclaw University of Economics, Poland 
 

Katarzyna Piwowar-Sulej  
Wroclaw University of Economics, Poland  

 
 
Employee epowerment — terminological and practical  
perspective in Poland 
 
 
JEL Classification: M12 
 
Keywords: employee empowerment; human resource management; employee participation 
 
Abstract 
Abstract 
Research background: The 1980s saw popularization of the management paradigm requir-
ing that employee intellectual potential should be noticed and used. The subjective approach 
to employees is fully reflected in the empowerment process. The definition scope of the 
analysed notion has not been unambiguously delineated to date. In narrow terms, empower-
ment means delegating power in the decision-making process and is considered a manage-
ment method. In broad terms, in turn, the idea is at times called even a management concept. 
Purpose of the article: The aim of this paper is to provide answers to the following re-
search questions: 
1) Can empowerment be called a separate management concept? 
2) What is the awareness of the essence of empowerment among contemporary employees? 
3) What are the barriers to implementing empowerment assumptions in enterprises? 
Methods: The research process was based on literature studies and empirical research that 
was conducted in Poland under two separate research projects. One, carried out in the period 
2006–2015, was oriented towards assessing the level of interest in employee participation 
and identifying the approach to implementing such participation in enterprises. The research 
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covered over 300 respondents. It used structured interview complemented with free inter-
view and analysis of the provided documents of the respondents’ enterprises. The results of 
the research encouraged a closer look at the category of empowerment. Pilot empirical 
research on the category of empowerment was conducted in 2016 with questionnaire sur-
veys. The research sample was 63 employees.  
Findings: It was found that empowerment should be perceived as certain expansion of 
employee participation rather than a separate management concept. It consisted in sharing 
not only information but also power with employees. The results of the empirical research 
permitted the ascertainment that interest in lower participation forms prevailed among the 
respondents. Barriers related to applying empowerment were sought in this context. The 
pilot research allowed a conclusion that the barriers should be sought primarily in the failure 
to prepare (also mentally) employees and employers for using empowerment. Although the 
presented results of the research are not representative, they encourage further in-depth 
research within the discussed area. 
 
 
Introduction 

 
The dynamic changes for enterprises, both within and without, that occur 
nowadays require a modification of the traditional approach to organisation 
management. The eighties have standardised a management paradigm that 
values and uses employee potential (Piwowar-Sulej, 2010, pp. 233–244), 
and human resources management (HRM) was born. It can now be said that 
new ideas were formed from that initial idea, such as human capital man-
agement (HCM), or high-performance work systems (HPWS). M. Fortier 
and Albert (2015, pp. 1–12) propose a new, individualised approach to 
employee management, which they call persons management, and they 
insist that every employee is a stakeholder. A person retains individual 
autonomy and freedom. Many modern ideas of organisation management 
emphasize the importance of people. Employees are expected to be profes-
sional, pro-active and creative, and are often given a broad field for deci-
sion making. The empowerment approach is one to fully reflect a personal 
approach to employees. 

Empowerment is a term of interest in many scientific fields. There are 
various profits of implementing the idea that has been empirically tested 
(Shah et al., 2011, pp. 8558–8566; Alazzaz & Whyte, 2015, pp. 21–37; Ha-
naysha &  Tahir, 2016, pp. 272–282). Employee empowerment is essential 
in this era of globalisation to enable an organisation to respond quickly to 
any changes in the environment and reduce employee turnover (Ongori, 
2009, pp. 9–15). Nevertheless, it should be said that the definition of em-
powerment has not hitherto been precisely delimited in management sci-
ences. As remarked by Jain and Jain (2014, pp. 32–49), empowerment is an 
umbrella term in the literature often used to indicate different factors. The 
narrow definition of empowerment means power delegating and treats the 
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term as a management method. The broad definition sometimes even calls 
empowerment a management philosophy. Empowerment is also close to 
the employee participation idea. This ambiguous nomenclature is one of the 
barriers to implementing empowerment in organisations. 

Taking all this into account, we have established the goal of this article: 
an attempt to answer the following questions: 
− Can empowerment be called a separate management concept? 
− What is the awareness of the essence of empowerment among contem-

porary employees? 
− What are the barriers to implementing empowerment assumptions in 

enterprises? 
 
 
Research methodology 
 
The research process was conducted according to the pattern presented in 
Figure 1. The procedure included such stages as formulating the research 
problem, establishing the research goal and questions, choosing research 
methods, establishing research tools, conducting research, analysing the 
resulting data and information, drawing conclusions. Thus, we have: 
− Interpreted and criticised the existing literature on the subject. We made 

an attempt to arrange the existing knowledge on empowerment in the 
light of some of the modern ideas on management and employee partic-
ipation. 

− Used the results of our original empirical research conducted between 
2006 and 2015, which aimed at evaluating the interest of Polish enter-
prises in employee participation ideas. 

− Performed a pilot inquiry into the empowerment idea awareness, and the 
extent to which it is used in Poland. 
Empirical research into the interest of Polish enterprises in employee 

participation was conducted using structured interview, which was further 
complemented by unstructured interview and an analysis of the documenta-
tion of chosen enterprises (64 entities). Among these enterprises, represent-
ing various business branches, the most numerous were manufacturing 
enterprises. 20 companies were funded with Polish capital exclusively. 
Interviews were conducted with 311 respondents, 183 being employees and 
128 employers (interviewing two people representing the employers was 
the goal for each firm). The interviews made use of a questionnaire, pre-
pared by one of the authors of this article, which offered immediate an-
swers, as well as semi-open questions. Two variants of the questionnaire 
were made, one for the employees and the other for employers. Interviews 
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were anonymous and confidential. The results of those were complemented 
by an in-depth interview and an analysis of documentation. The main crite-
rion for choosing the respondents was their consent to participate in re-
search. 

The results of this research inspired us to take a closer look at the em-
powerment category. Pilot empirical research on empowerment was 
conducted in 2016 using surveys, and questionnaires with immediate an-
swers, semi-open and open questions, anonymous and confidential. The 
sample was 63 professionally active people, chosen on the basis of their 
consent. They were 41 women and 22 men, 33 employed on open-ended 
contract, 16 on a fixed-term contract, 8 employed on civil law contracts, 6 
running their own enterprises, and 3 currently unemployed. Thirty seven 
respondents indicated the age below 30, twenty — the age between 31–40, 
three — between 41-50, and three the age over 51. In terms of their func-
tion in the company, 10 respondents indicated being lower or medium 
management.  

The results of this empirical research cannot be considered significant 
from the statistical point of view and should be seen as an initial check of 
the correctness of our assumptions, and a basis for forming further research 
goals. 
 
 
Literature background — the idea of empowerment 
 
According to the research procedure presented in Figure 1, the first phase 
was literature research. As we have mentioned before, empowerment is an 
idea interesting to various scientific fields, such as social politics. The word 
is understood here as a process enabling individual people to have more 
control over their lives, and the factors and decisions that shape their lives. 
The process aims to build the capacity of a given person to take this con-
trol. Empowerment is an iterative process build of key elements, including 
an environment that encourages participation in decision-making processes 
— participation that helps to achieve such goals as reducing poverty, social 
integration, and dignified work for everyone, as well as sustainable devel-
opment. This definition was created on the basis of the research by the 
United Nations (http://social.un.org/empowerment; http://www.un.org/...). 

Psychological empowerment consists of four components: meaning, 
competence, self-determination, and impact. Meaning entails congruence 
between an employee’s beliefs, values and behaviours, and job require-
ments. Competence refers to confidence in one’s job performance abilities. 
Self-determination refers to feelings of control over one’s work. The impact 
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is a sense of being able to influence important outcomes within the organi-
sation (Spreitzer, 1995, pp. 1442–1462). Within the category of psycholog-
ical empowerment, authors concentrate on employee's perception (Peccei & 
Rosenthal, 2001, pp. 831–857). 

If empowering an individual is not reflected in their behaviour, several 
factors may be responsible, such as (cf. Kanafa-Chmielewska, 2012, pp. 
130–140): 
− weak perception of socio-political control (the individual does not think 

they can effectively influence the social and political system) 
− no critical awareness (the individual does not know what goal they want 

to reach, what resources are necessary for it, how to obtain and manage 
them) 

− no knowledge of social norms and values. 
In management sciences, empowerment is seen as a multidimensional 

process of transferring the right to control actions and decisions to the em-
ployees; of increasing their self-sufficiency and autonomy, raising their 
enthusiasm and involvement, making them feel they are valuable for the 
organization (see Zeffane & Al Zarooni, 2012, pp. 332–352; Story, 1995, 
pp. 81–90; Krawczyk-Bryłka, 2012, pp. 313–330; Sharma & Kaur, 2008, 
pp. 7–12). 

According to  Kanter (1977), empowerment results from decentralisa-
tion, a flattering of the hierarchy, and improved employee participation. 
The author believed that access to empowerment structures is associated 
with the degree of formal and informal power an individual has in the or-
ganisation. Formal power is derived from jobs that allow flexibility, visibil-
ity, and creativity. Formal power is also derived from jobs that are consid-
ered relevant and central to the organisation. Informal power is developed 
from relationships and networks with peers, subordinates, and superiors 
within and outside of the organisation. 
 
 
Literature background — empowerment in management concepts  
and its relationships with the theory of employee participation 
 
Budgol (2006, pp. 46–47) considers empowerment to be “in a sense” 
a management concept, which entails, among other things: 
−  increasing employee awareness, their faith in being more efficient than 

their co-workers, 
− delegating power and credentials for better efficiency and self-reliance, 
− human resources management ideas, 
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− a form of social contract, a psychological agreement between the em-
ployers and employees. 
According to Bratnicki (2000, p. 22), empowerment is a complex pro-

cess typical of management concepts, because it encompasses almost all 
aspects of organisation functioning. He refers to psychology, dividing the 
idea of empowerment to organisational and psychological empowerment. 
Organisational empowerment is a set of deliberate actions and managerial 
practices that increase the authority of subordinates, while psychological 
empowerment — as indicated earlier — is the feeling of being empowered. 
This means a cognitive state of seeing one's importance, one's role in the 
organisations and the resulting rights to make decisions. Berry et al. (1994), 
divide empowerment into three types, adding a managerial aspect to the 
organisational and individual (psychological) aspects. 

In our literature study, we have not found a typology of management 
concepts that would include empowerment among others, such as lean 
management (LM), total quality management (TQM), knowledge manage-
ment (KM), business process re-engineering, or benchmarking. What's 
more, ideas such as LM, TQM or KM do include the ideas of employee 
involvement into process and product perfecting. According to Randeniy et. 
al. (1995, pp. 215–220), empowerment should be a separate theory, coop-
erating with TQM. However, empowerment is not aligned with TQM phi-
losophy, which underlines employee involvement without changing organi-
sation structures, whereas empowerment requires the creation of a new, 
flatter organisational structure (related to re-engineering). 

As we have mentioned in the introduction, the ideas for people man-
agement evolve continuously.  Approaches such as HRM or HCM see the 
employee as a person and underline their development and self-reliance. In 
fact, it is said that the main idea of HPWS is to create an organisation based 
on employee involvement, commitment and empowerment (Sanders & 
Yang, 2016, pp. 201–217). However, Moczydłowska and Kowalewski 
(2014, p. 77), when using the term “empowerment approach”, do not see it 
as development, or continuation, of either human resources management or 
human capital management ideas. Following anglophone scholars (cf. Lee 
& Kohn, 2001, pp. 684–695), they state that empowerment should be 
considered as an elaboration of participation management and work en-
richment. The work of Emamgholizadeh et al. (2011, pp. 3504–3510) 
should also be mentioned here: they have examined the relation between 
employees' participation in decision-making and their empowerment in 
a telecommunication company. A Spearman's correlation analysis was used 
to investigate the correlation between staff involvement in decision ma-
kings and psychological empowerment among employees. 
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Empowerment is further linked to employee participation in Poland, due 
to the term being translated as upełnomocnienie (enablement, authorisa-
tion), or as passing the decision onto the employees (cf Kanafa-
Chmielewska, 2012, pp. 130–140), ideas that plainly refer to employee 
participation. 

The term employee participation is in fact defined in various ways. 
However, among its many definitions, we find, for instance, that participa-
tion is “execution of power, by employees or their delegates, as concerns 
decisions on their place of employment, related to modifying the placement 
and distribution of power among the employees themselves” (Pool, 1992, p. 
429). Błaszczyk (1988, p. 22), on the other hand, underlines that employee 
participation is a situation where employees take part not only in real pro-
cesses, such as manufacturing goods but also regulation processes. The 
authors of various definitions of participation stress, therefore, the im-
portance of power sharing, especially in the decision-making processes                
— a subject also important in empowerment terminology. 

Literature on the subject mentions that the idea of employee participa-
tion develops in certain forms and types (Cierniak-Emerych 201, p. 122): 
− types — direct and indirect participation (participation through dele-

gates) 
− forms — information, consulting, co-deciding, authorising – that reflect 

the extent to which employees participate in solving problems present in 
the company. 
The financial-ownership form of worker participation has been omitted 

on purpose here. 
Indirect participation can be realised through such entities as work 

councils or trade unions. In this type of involvement, delegates represent 
employees, which means the participation primarily takes on an advisory or 
consultative character. This kind of employee participation is, therefore, 
distanced from the idea of empowerment. 

Direct employee participation is understood as employees taking actual 
part in preparing and making decisions. (Mendel, 2001, p. 37; Ostrowski, 
2009, p. 132; Rudolf & Skorupińska, 2012) It can be realised through such 
entities as quality circles, or individual consultations with employees, direct 
(face to face consultation) or indirect (arm’s-length consultation). An 
especially important form of direct participation is authorisation delegating, 
usually divided into a delegation to teams and delegation to individual em-
ployees. (Rudolf & Skorupińska, 2012) This creates autonomous teams, or 
autonomous individuals capable of making decisions, both of which are 
important from the point of view of empowerment theory. 
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As it is easily demonstrated above, the employees' influence and power 
within these various types of employee participation varies significantly. 
Passing on information, directly or indirectly, is the lowest level of partici-
pation, as shown in Figure 2. The next level is consulting, both individually 
and in groups. The highest levels of this figurative house are the decision-
making aspects. Participation in decision-making entails the right to object 
or acquiesce, as well as the right to the two-sided preparation and deciding 
(Weiss & Kruger (Ed.), 1990). This approach to participation does not in-
clude — as one finds in a literature study — authorised participation in 
executing power. The peak level of the participation house shows authority 
delegation, understood here as encouraging the increasing employee auton-
omy, which is undoubtedly related to empowerment (Gableta & Cierniak-
Emerych, 2005, pp. 272–279). 

It would thus seem justified to say that empowerment, through equip-
ping employees with influence and power, is the highest form of employee 
participation. It is a form of moving power to specific spots where specific 
problems arise in the circumstances of the functioning of a given enterprise. 
It does not, however, mean burdening the employees with taking the most 
difficult decisions (Cierniak-Emerych, 2012, p. 141), because the right to 
make a given decisions should belong to the people who — due to their 
function in the enterprise — are placed closest to a given problem. Appro-
priate competencies are, of course, required of the employees (cf Brilman, 
2002, pp. 348–349). 

The literature on the subject presents other relations between employee 
participation and empowerment as well. Kanafa-Chmielewska (2012, pp. 
130-140), for instance, has a different idea of this relation: she does say that 
empowerment can be identified as any form or participation, especially 
direct involvement, but she also cites Wilkinson (1998, pp. 40–56), listing 
five types of empowerment which, as she adds, do not have to appear 
simultaneously. Apart from autonomy in task performing, attitude shaping 
and self-management, she lists solving complex problems and sharing 
information like types of empowerment (Kanafa-Chmielewska, 2012, pp. 
130–140). 

The main difference between A. Wilkinson's ideas and ours is that Wil-
kinson counts the lowest form of participation — informing                        
— empowerment. However, if we accept that, as many authors state, au-
tonomy is a trait of empowerment, being informed does not seem to fit the 
requirements. We should perhaps emphasize that other authors see empow-
erment as development, an expansion of employee participation in deci-
sion-making processes. It entails sharing not only information but also 
power (cf. Bowen & Lawler, 1992). 
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Summarising our considerations so far, we can say that literature on the 
subject does not unambiguously answer our first research question. Some 
authors see empowerment as a separate management theory, others include 
it in, for instance, employee participation. We claim empowerment to be 
not a separate management concept, but the highest form of employee par-
ticipation and we have proven that elements of empowerment are present 
both in general management concepts and in modern people management 
concepts. Empowerment also lacks a broad range of methods and tech-
niques, its own tools, so to speak, which are characteristic for autonomous 
approaches. 
 
 
Empowerment from the point of view of employees — research results 
 
The next stage of our research procedure (as seen in Figure 1), was an anal-
ysis of the results of empirical research on the extent to which Polish enter-
prises are interested in implementing empowerment and employee partici-
pation ideas. 

These results allowed us to form the following conclusions: 
− Respondents do understand and identify the term employee participa-

tion, the majority of them can indicate the types and forms of participa-
tion, with the most widely known forms being informing, consulting and 
co-deciding. 

− Over 80% of the respondents were not able to define the term “empow-
erment”, but the term of authorisation delegating was understandable to 
them. 

− The most significant field in which the employees see participation ide-
as implemented is their own situation in the company, especially the 
workplace conditions, work organisation, ways of fulfilling tasks and 
employment conditions, including the form of contract, actual working 
location, and influence over their salary and social assistance forms and 
amounts. 

−  The respondents stated that implementing both direct and indirect em-
ployee participation was a good thing, preferring an individualised ap-
proach. 

− They were interested in further development of lower participation 
forms — informing and consulting — in their companies. 

− The employers answering our questions saw employee participation as 
a method of shaping desired attitudes and behaviours of their 
employees, while underlining the importance of lower forms of partici-
pation. 
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− Practical implementation seems concentrated on selected aspects of 
work conditions and organisation, while using lower forms of direct and 
indirect participation. 

− Respondents were not able to unambiguously explain their lack of inter-
est in empowerment ideas, mostly citing no wish of being held respon-
sible for decisions. 
Comparing this empirically formed image of employee participation 

with the theory described in the literature, and taking our research questions 
into consideration, we conclude that pilot research concentrated on the idea 
of empowerment itself is necessary. 

The results show that respondents do understand the term “empower-
ment” and associate it correctly with authorisation delegating and 
autonomous decision-making. These results are hopeful, in the context of  
broader research on employee participation. Their answers as to whether 
empowerment is a separate management approach, or an extension of em-
ployee participation, are also interesting, given the literature problems we 
have outlined. 85% of our respondents considered empowerment to be the 
highest form of participation, and in only three companies, all with some 
portion of foreign capital, the employees have experienced empowerment 
as a separate management approach. As seen in the unstructured interviews 
performed with the representatives of these companies, their approach was 
based on the customs of their enterprises. An important component seems 
to be training employees in modern management ideas. 

It should also be noted that 57 of the 63 respondents said that imple-
menting empowerment ideas can, in their opinion: 
− increase employee loyalty, 
− enhance their involvement in attaining the goals of the company, 
− improve cooperation between employees and their superiors, 
− improve business development. 

Respondents were then asked to indicate these areas of enterprise func-
tioning where, in their opinion, empowerment should be implemented, 
choosing from a list of 30 possibilities that was created after literature study 
and previous empirical research on employee participation. There was also 
the possibility of supplying additional choices they felt were significant and 
were not included in the list. An analysis of the results shows that none of 
the respondents wanted to add to the existing list of possible areas for im-
plementing empowerment in companies. 

They were also asked to give answers taking into consideration work on 
the basis of employment contract, and civil law contracts. 20 respondents 
considered it a good idea to implement the highest form of employee par-
ticipation — empowerment — for workers with an employment contract. 
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Only 11 respondents found it a good idea to empower the employees hired 
on civil law contracts. 

Among those who did consider it right and possible to implement em-
powerment as the highest form of employee participation in a company, the 
most popular fields for that implementation were: 
− establishing the employment conditions, including the kind of contract 

and the working location, 
− improving the health and safety at work, 
− establishing the extent and forms of offering social assistance to em-

ployees. 
An interesting — and alarming — fact is that 43 of the 63 respondents 

did not indicate any aspect of company functioning in which they thought it 
a good idea to implement empowerment for staff with employment con-
tracts. They have explained this by pointing to lower forms of participation, 
and possibly co-participating in decisions, as sufficient. Similarly to earlier 
research on employee participation, in this case, respondents were appre-
hensive of being responsible for decisions, especially of being held ac-
countable for decisions that the management was not willing to shoulder on 
its own. Factors such as insufficient information flow in the company, or 
employees not knowing the general strategy and overall situation of the 
company, were also cited as possible reasons for the employees making 
wrong decisions when empowered. Organisational barriers when delegating 
credentials were also pointed out, as well as the lack of trust in employee 
decisions, declared openly by employers. 

As for the staff working on the basis of civil law contracts, 52 of our 63 
respondents said they see no possibility of implementing empowerment 
ideas for that group. The reasons for this opinion were similar to those cited 
above, with the additional factors such as the fact that such an employee is 
only involved with the company for a limited time, and could possibly use 
the knowledge gathered in one company to the advantage of another. One 
respondent has even claimed there are legal limitations to such solutions in 
the Polish law, a statement which is not confirmed by an analysis of exist-
ing laws. This opinion can be seen as an expression of the lack of trust in 
employees and their decisions, also mentioned as a barrier to empowerment 
implementation in our research. 
 
 
Conclusions 

 
An organisation can fulfill its goals if it serves all the interested parties, 
especially the employees, who locate the most significant capital — per-
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sonal involvement — in it. The ongoing changes in business and economy 
bring the problems of individual humans and their work to the fore and 
serve as a test for the existing theories and ideas of management. 

A changing enterprise requires the necessary actions to be defined pre-
cisely and requires solutions that will match the faced challenges as well as 
possible. Managing people requires more attention to be paid to identifying 
and respecting the expectancies and interests of the employees — to creat-
ing reasons for which employees will be willing to put effort into attaining 
the company's goals. Employee participation is becoming more popular as 
a method of achieving this, including — as we have demonstrated — its 
highest form, empowerment. 

A study of literature leads to the conclusion that research is conducted 
into the nature and origins of empowerment theory. The term itself appears 
in many contexts, including psychology and management. Low awareness 
of the possibilities of implementing empowerment in Polish companies, 
both among the employees and employers, is, however, a worrying sign, as 
is the lack of understanding of the term itself, in some cases. This is due to 
the fact that there are few examples of implementing the idea in manage-
ment practice of specific companies. 

The results of research on employee participation, and of the pilot re-
search into empowerment itself, show that interest is principally concen-
trated on low forms of participation. This served as the basis for identifying 
barriers to empowerment implementation. The pilot research shows that 
these barriers are, first and foremost, a lack of organisational possibilities, 
but also a psychological “un-readiness” to use the highest form of participa-
tion — empowerment — by both employees and employers. Our research 
is not representative from the statistical point of view, but it may encourage 
further study in the field. An especially important subject is the personal 
policy of companies focusing on management using the highest form of 
employee participation — empowerment. Research into this field on a larg-
er sample, preferably statistically representative, would definitely be 
worthwhile. 
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Figure 1. Research procedure implemented for the goals of this article 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

initiating the research problem 

formulating research goal and questions  

analysis of literature  empirical 
identification of 

events 

creating research tools 

pilot research 

choosing research method  

drawing and presenting 
conclusions 

analysis of data gathered 

analysis of empirical 
research on employee 

participation 
 



Figure 2. “House of participation” - the ways of implementing participation on 
different levels 
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