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I n some European countries, the role and func-
tions of productivity centers have been usurped 
by another national body. Austria is a case in 

point. Austria is built on a structured system of 
partnerships developed immediately after World War 
II in 1946, as a sort of productivity center in macro 
form. Thus, all the main interest groups in society 
are constituted into self-governing “chambers,” in 
which membership is compulsory and to which 
mandatory fees are paid. There are chambers of en-
terprise (for companies), of workers and employees, 
and of farmers. This “social partnership” system of 
cooperation has not, however, precluded the parallel 
development of free associations of interest groups 
in the form of trade unions and employers. The 
ensuing neocorporatist principle of tripartitism has 
produced an enduring climate of compromise, con-
sensus, and socioeconomic “wellness.” 

“WIFI’s educational 
role is continuously 
evolving, reflecting 
both new insights into 
learning and teaching 
approaches... and the 
changing skill needs 
of enterprises and 
entrepreneurship.”

In 1950, those chambers jointly established the 
Austrian Productivity Centre. Fully financed by 
US Productivity Finance and national counterpart 
funds, its aim was to provide information and 
training in productivity concepts and techniques. 
But within five years its purpose mutated as it was 
required to develop self-f inancing training and 
information transfer activities, although claiming 
then and now that it is a not-for-profit association. 
During the 1970s, it merged with the national 
work-study body to become the Österreichisches 
Productivitas-und-Wirtsschaftlichkeits-Zentrum. 
As such, it has created its own national niche for 
training and networking experts in marketing and 
financial management.

On the other hand, the broader functions of a 
national productivity body have been carried out 
by the Economic Development Institute of the 
Chamber of Enterprises (WIFI). WIFI has a staff of 
45 at its headquarters in Vienna and 660 in its nine 
regional offices spread throughout Austria. It is 
known as the nation’s prime continuing vocational 
training and development organization. Through its 
regional centers it provides 20% of the country’s 
certified training, broken down into some 300,000 
participants, 11,000 trainers, and 25,000 courses 
annually in 80 establishments, each with constantly 
updated facilities and equipment. Every year 20% 
of its (mainly modular) courses are developed anew 
and presented in its annual program book, pub-
lished in a print run of 500,000 copies. Total annual 
turnover is €137 million.

WIFI’s educational role is continuously evolving, 
reflecting both new insights into learning and teach-
ing approaches (it has trained 300 “e-coaches” for 
6,000 e-learning participants) and the changing skill 
needs of enterprises and entrepreneurship. Thus of 
late it has nudged (for example, through language 
competitions, information campaigns, fairs, and 
films on careers) schools to come closer to industry 
and has developed academic institutes providing 
university-level education (MBA courses) with a 
strong practical bent. More action will be needed 
in this respect in the future if Austria is to achieve 
the high-tech status it seeks, since today only 18% 
of the working population have higher educational 
qualifications, well below the OECD average of 
25%.

From its inception, WIFI has also been involved in 
awareness and information, research, and business 
consultancy activities. As competition grew, WIFI 
propagated the tools, knowledge, and attitudes that 
enable firms, especially SMEs, to produce more, 
better, and more cost-efficiently. One particularly 
effective tool was a “productivity bus” that continu-
ously toured the length and breadth of the country. 
With time, more emphasis was attached to the prob-
lems of specific industries, such as tourism, vehicle 
maintenance, and electronics. Later still, in the 
1970s, WIFI led efforts to introduce new technolo-
gies by pushing flexible automation and robotics. 

“...it realized from the 
‘regime change’ period 
starting in 1990 the 
mutual economic and 
societal potential of 
providing European 
countries to its east 
with a helping hand in 
enterprise training.”

Over the years, WIFI publications have presented, 
in a pithy, reader-friendly manner, the pressing and 
continuing issues involved in business life, such as 
quality assurance, managing indirect labor costs, 
lean management, etc. It has also sought to provide 
a positive spin on Austrian enterprises, at home and 
abroad, especially an ongoing policy of participa-
tion in the world’s major trade fairs and its “Made 
in Austria” campaigns. Its business consultancy 
activities have experienced the greatest amount of 
abrupt change. Until 2000, headquarters continued 
to provide a thriving consultancy service of its own. 
But already from the 1980s, membership had its 
qualms in the wake of a surge of privatizations in 
the extensive state enterprise sector. Private con-
sultancies, moving into an expanding market, saw 
WIFI as unfair competition from the very organiza-
tion of which they were members and financiers. 
Then, as Austria was experiencing the full force of 
European competition after joining the EU in 1995, 
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Comment board

Professor of MBA-International Business Hi-
rohisa Nagai, University of Tsukuba Graduate 
School of Business Science, Japan.
Chief Expert, expert group meeting on Global 
Leadership in Singapore, 14−18 July, Singapore.
“Asia is one of the most diverse regions in terms 
of culture, language, religion, and ethnicity. 
Therefore, it is important for future Asian global 
leaders to have a diversity management perspec-

tive. In that sense, joint research on Asian-based Global Leadership Compe-
tency among experts from major Asian countries is very useful to develop 
successful Asian global leaders. I deeply appreciate the APO’s initiatives on 
this matter and organized the expert group meeting as a follow-up to its global 
leadership development study meeting held in December last year. The first 
expert meeting took place in Singapore last July. The experts confirmed the 
definition of ‘Asian Global Leadership,’ and reviewed the construct model and 
survey methodology intensively. Currently, the expert team is conducting an 
empirical survey by means of interviews and pilot questionnaire surveys on 
high-performing Asian global leaders. I strongly believe that the outcome of 
this survey will provide a firm source for fostering the next generation of busi-
ness leaders in the Asian context.” 

Senior Management Counsellor Asad Farooq Siddiqi, Pakistan Institute of 
Management (PIM), Pakistan.
Participant, study meeting on Expansion and Development of the Service In-
dustry in Asia, 17−20 June, Republic of Korea.
“Over the last decade, the service sector has been the largest contributor to 
GDP growth in Pakistan. As a faculty member of PIM, one of my responsi-

bilities is to conduct research and develop courses on issues that cater to the 
training requirements of industries in Pakistan. Given the impact of the serv-
ice sector on economic development, it has become essential to create training 
courses in this area. Therefore, the study meeting was important for my or-
ganization and my country, since it provided opportunities for exploring pos-
sibilities for the development and expansion of this sector. I was able to obtain 
helpful information on designing and conducting training classes, seminars, 
and other programs for the service sector. The meeting dealt with various top-
ics and issues through expert presentations, site visits, and group discussions, 
which I found very helpful and fruitful. The key factors to the success of the 
meeting were the informative presentations of resource speakers, great contri-
butions of participants, and the interactions among the participants.”

Senior Lecturer Dr. A.G. Thusitha Sugathapala, Department of Mechanical 
Engineering, University of Moratuwa, Sri Lanka.
Program coordinator, e-Learning Course on Energy Efficiency, 7−10 July 
(Phase 2).
“Energy efficiency and Green Productivity are very important areas under the 
present energy and environmental situations. Therefore, this kind of e-learning 
program is very useful for countries like Sri Lanka, which does not have many 
resources and facilities to conduct professional development programs for 
local personnel in these areas. Most participants were satisfied with the basic 
format of the course. They were in particular happy with the Q&A session 
after each lecture, incorporation of a case study in the curriculum, and ar-
rangement of site visits. However, some participants expressed difficulties that 
they had experienced in following the wide scope of information on energy 
efficiency and Green Productivity within four days. They suggested that a bal-
ance among different sections and topics be achieved in future projects.” 

chamber members decided on a one-third cut in fees. With finances reduced, 
the headquarters consultancy provision was drastically pared. Its efforts have 
subsequently focused on knowledge transfer and initiating economic develop-
ment programs for smaller enterprises in four areas: management; innovation 
and technology; energy and the environment; and work and health. Rather than 
impairing its operations, this restructuring has enhanced the value of WIFI’s re-
gional offices, which undertake some 15,000 consultancy assignments annually, 
drawing on a pool of 4,000-odd external consultants.

Internationally, although WIFI does not limit its knowledge transfer to the suc-
cessor countries of the former Hapsburg Empire (it has contracts with Saudi 
Arabia for a career information and advisory system to counter youth unemploy-
ment and is accredited as an official foreign training institute by the People’s 
Republic of China, for example), it realized from the “regime change” period 
starting in 1990 the mutual economic and societal potential of providing Euro-
pean countries to its east with a helping hand in enterprise training. From early 
training seminars provided jointly with local training providers, sometimes with 
franchises, the first WIFI center as such was launched in 2004 in Hungary, fol-
lowed by those in Poland and Croatia. The graduates have WIFI qualifications on 

which Austrian firms involved in expansion strategies in those countries can rely; 
in 2006, some 300 Austrian enterprises used this contract platform. 

WIFI is like no other productivity center in Europe. It also has a future like none 
other because it is “owned” by enterprise, serving a medium-sized economy 
of eight million inhabitants which has grown to become a European leader in 
wealth creation and where unit labor costs fell 38% in the decade up to 2005, 
making it Europe’s fastest-growing and fourth-richest economy with the benefits 
equitably spread among all groups of society. Austria has consistently low levels 
of unemployment. What more can WIFI want? Constant vigilance and adapta-
tion, if possible proactive, to emerging challenges will ensure its longevity.

by A.C. Hubert
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