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Abstract: Organisational welfare is a complex private system that offers advantages to a company
and its employees. However, when occupational welfare is largely implemented as an “economic”
strategy, there is a high probability that it would not necessarily be capable of guaranteeing a profit.
The risks and possibilities associated with the implementation of a welfare programme incur further
challenges if applied to the context of SMEs. Thus, SMEs are organisational realities characterised by
specific emotional and relational dynamics. As such, welfare in these realities takes on deep value and
significance and so it potentially impacts processes of valorising human resources. With our study, we
analysed welfare practices and representations within specific organisational realities (SMEs) in order
to understand how welfare could impact organisational processes of valorising human resources.
Based on our results, we realised that welfare can be seen as a sort of magnifying glass that allowed
for the detection of the themes that led the organisations to reflect on their rooted values and identities.
We suggest that SMEs should think about welfare as a process rather than a product, strengthening
their awareness of factors, dynamics and processes that define the complexity of the quality of life
in organisations.
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1. Introduction

Nowadays, as well as compared to relatively recently, it can be said that the quality of organisational
life and care in human resources are widely debated topics, not only in academia but also, and especially,
within companies’ parameters [1,2].

An emblematic example of this is organisational welfare. On a general common-sense level, we
can obtain a certain degree of agreement on the definition of organisational welfare as an umbrella
concept that comprises different services and benefits offered by an organisation to its employees; we
can also agree on the importance that this holds [2—4].

It is legitimate to ask whether this interest is the result of conforming to a trend or if it is grounded
in an organisational vision of human resources, in terms of human capital in whom to invest in for a
return of productivity and competitiveness [5-7].

Within this debate, this paper aims to analyse welfare practices and representations within
specific organisational realities (SMEs) in order to understand how welfare could be impacting on the
organisational processes of valorising human resources.

1.1. Organisational Welfare: Lights and Shadows of a Complex Topic

Organisational welfare is recognised as a “complex private system ( ... ) that, limited to workers
in a certain company and their families, impacts the same needs that are satisfied by the mandatory
public welfare system, or that preserves and safeguards other needs with additional and different
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services compared to public ones” [8] (p. 103). This type of private welfare, also called second level
welfare, has recently seen new development for various reasons. The first reason is linked to the
range of services guaranteed by the national welfare system and, in particular, to issues of financial
sustainability in the health and social security system [8-10]. The second can be linked to the alteration
of socio-economic circumstances and new welfare needs determined by the ageing of the population,
by the “nuclearization” of families and by the increase of female participation in the professional
world [8,9]. Finally, another element that contributed to the re-emergence of organisational welfare
is the affirmation of the idea that organisational welfare politics are represented as mechanisms to
incentivise and increase employees” loyalty, aimed at reaching better performance [1,2,9-13].

We certainly find ourselves in a historic time in which organisational welfare, in addition to
offering an economic advantage to the company and the employee, also has a protective function
against social risks—especially in nations where the State has progressively reduced its involvement in
social politics. In other words, organisational welfare measures produce positive externalities as they
bring advantages not only to employees, but to their families and wider community.

In addition to this, organisational welfare measures offer companies an advantage in terms of
their image, reputation and trust; organisational welfare can be seen as a tool for the implementation
of a company’s social responsibilities [14-16].

However, there are a number of critical elements in the Italian context that are worth paying
attention to.

The first one concerns performance bonuses that, per employees’ choices, can be received in the
form of welfare not subject to tax. For this reason, one of the possible objections to organisational
welfare is that it is carried out with employees” money [10].

Another issue linked to the performance bonus being received as private welfare concerns the
risk of inequality between workers. In fact, when the award mechanism uses contractual levels as a
criterion (as opposed to employees’ needs), the welfare amplifies, instead of offsets, the differences in
remuneration as people with lower remuneration (that could therefore struggle to set aside part of their
salary for private welfare needs) also find themselves receiving a smaller share of organisational welfare.
Another matter also related to this argument is the change in the demanded work “quality” [8-17].
On the one hand, there is the increase in the demand for creative professionals, with social skills
that are responsible and proactive; these workers tend to ask for more innovative and personalised
services. On the other hand, however, in our country there is still a large portion of less specialised
workers (usually blue collars) who prefer to receive money in their wages instead of benefits and
services. Therefore, our country is characterised by an employment structure that is quite “polarized”,
thus accentuating economic and social inequalities.

In light of these challenges, it seems appropriate to state that if occupational welfare is to be
mainly implemented as an “economic” strategy, there is a high probability that the result will be its
minimisation to a simple administration practice, a commodity that would not necessarily be capable
of guaranteeing a return in terms of profit.

To avoid these risks during the implementation of a welfare programme, the literature highlights
the importance of paying attention to certain process elements.

This means, firstly, to pay particular attention to the welfare planning. Thus, needs should not
be identified a priori and instead only from upper management. Spending time and attention on
the analysis and understanding of people’s needs and on the definition of company objectives is
fundamental to trace the line set out in the design [10]. Indeed, to support the welfare implementation
process, it is preferable to start from the inclusion of the beneficiaries themselves [2,8,18]. Once the plan
has been designed on the basis of the needs analysis, in addition to having transparent communication
surrounding it, it is essential to activate monitoring and evaluation actions.

To support this type of approach, in addition to converting performance bonuses, organisations
can choose to provide unilateral welfare. In other words, the company offers forms of welfare not
because they are tied to contractual obligations but as a voluntary and contextualised decision.
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This formula is considered to be particularly appealing, not just because from a fiscal and
contributory point of view it is equivalent to the contractual one (as services are not subjected to
taxes and contributions), but because it leaves freedom of action to companies and facilitates a direct
relationship without any sort of mediation between the company and its employees [10].

That is, we can state that all the suggestions for a successful implementation of welfare proposals,
presuppose the centrality and enhancement of human resources and their well-being [6,19].

1.2. Organisational Welfare in SMEs

The reflections reported thus far regarding the opportunities, risks and possibilities that a welfare
programme implementation have for a company, incur further challenges if applied to the context of
SMEs [12]. SMEs are in fact characterised by several specific challenges related to the enhancement of
human resources and social capital.

Assuming the notion that organizations make choices depending on the reference point of
their dominant principals, for SMEs, where emotional ties and affective bondings are inextricably
intertwined with organisational history, a key factor is to encourage increasing levels of consonance
and intersystemic resonance, to always preserve and enhance the advantages of flexibility and
adaptability, therefore overcoming the limits of their smaller size and limited financial, human and
technological resources [20-25].

Other than receiving indications on the style of communication and on the welfare formula to
implement, to find a real answer to issues that SMEs raise in regards to an efficient implementation
of the welfare system, it is necessary to interrogate ourselves on a deeper organisational level, as
concerning its deeper “human” connotation the meaning that this can carry is significantly more
blurred. In fact, as demonstrated in previous papers [2,13,26,27], organisational welfare guarantees a
return when it is perceived as an integral factor of the quality of organisational life, and when it is
coherent to an organisational culture that pays attention to investing in order to take care of its human
resources. In other words, there is an implied need to abandon the welfare logic to leave room for a
vision of capitalisation of the value of human resources.

That is, as suggested by Ko & Choi [28] if SME employees experience act of caring in response to
the suffering of others, they would feel authenticity and form positive emotions with other employees
and thereby make a stronger affective commitment to the organization itself.

For SMEs, the crucial aspect then becomes “how” organisational welfare is depicted, designed and
achieved. It is in this process itself that organisational welfare can be defined as a top down policy
(that is ineffective in terms of returns) or as the manifesting of an organisational culture that chooses
to dedicate time and attention to the understanding of human resources (and is efficient in terms of
returns).

Due to the limited number and “proximity” between top management and human resources,
SMEs are organisational realities characterised by specific emotional and relational dynamics [23,28].
Thus, the mutual bond is stronger and more personal. For these reasons, welfare in these realities takes
on an exceedingly deep value and significance and so it potentially impacts the processes of valorising
human resources. However, in literature, the tendency is to look at “what” is done in terms of welfare
proposals and the analysis of “how” is limited to the design phases and is not declined as an outcome
in terms of experiences and relational impact in human resources. With our work we intend to explore
these aspects starting from SMEs as they represent a really widespread and particular organizational
context in terms of human resources management.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Aims and Scope

This research has three main goals. The first is to outline a welfare proposal map in a number of
SMEs. The second is to explore representations related to organisational welfare, the meaning linked to
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the topic. Finally, the third is to delineate different elements about the process of welfare programme
implementations in SMEs.

2.2. Sample

Thanks to close collaboration with a trade union, it was possible to get in touch with 10 SMEs.
Specifically, the sampling was designed in reference to the SMEs of Brescia for their high concentration
in this Lombard territory.

An initial inclusion criterion was the number of employees. The companies to be included had to
have, regardless of revenue and profit, a minimum of 20 and a maximum of 150 employees. We decided
to establish these cut-off points because these ranges of numbers favour the creation of relational bonds
and emotional closeness and, therefore, in these kinds of enterprises the choice of welfare becomes a
crucial organisational investment in symbolic terms. Different sectorial categories were also included.
We chose to include 10 different categories as the focus was on SMEs and the dynamics that characterize
them regardless of the type of business. Specifically, the included companies operated in the following
sectors: mechanical (3), chemical (2), metallurgical (3), security (1) and manufacturing (1). Starting from
the assumption that different roles deal with varying aspects of organisational life, we decided to
include different organisational roles from blue-collars to middle-management; in other words, we
included professionals from administration, production, commercial, purchasing and human resources
departments. A total of 19 focus groups were carried out, with a total of 83 participants (see Table 1).

Table 1. Focus group participants.

Variable Variable Level Valid Frequency %
Gender Male >0
Female 33
20-32 years 24.5
Age range 3341 years 26.6
42-48 years 21.2
Production 57
Commercial 14
Professional role Purchase department 12
Human Resources 10

Administration 7

Each focus group was attended from 4 to 6 employees from the same organisation and attendance
was voluntary. In fact, the sampling procedure involved a random selection process of potential
participants. Once the proposal to participate was received, the person was free to accept or decline,
without giving explanations. In the case of refusals, another possible participant was randomly selected
until the number established for each group was reached.

2.3. Measures

The method of the present study has been characterised by in-depth analyses. We chose to collect
data using focus groups for their high and deep information capacity through the debate that is created
between the participants under the guidance of a moderator [29].

Focus group drafts provided two main points:

— To map organisational welfare proposals—in order to gather together all the initiatives under
macro categories;
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— To explore representations of welfare—in order to understand the meaning (described in
terms of the expressed norms, values, beliefs and symbols) associated with the term
“organizational welfare”.

2.4. Procedure of Data Collection

Data was collected via the active participation of organisations in order to understand their
experiences and feelings within their organisational environments. In operational terms, focus groups
were held at different levels of all the organisations involved. All such groups, lasting 90 min each and
audio recorded only after informed consent was obtained, were conducted by members of the research
team. We declare that the procedure met the international norms and ethical principles established by
the European Union 2016/679 Regulation, the Declaration of Helsinki established by the World Medical
Association (1964) and related revisions with written informed consent obtained from each participant.

2.5. Data Analysis

We worked with a hierarchical categorisation system combining top-down and bottom-up
logic. To categorise the text, using top-down logic we defined 3 macro-categories: namely,
welfare proposal mapping, representations related to organisational welfare and process elements of
welfare programme implementations.

After this, in order to identify the micro-categories for each of the macro-categories, we analysed
the text portions considered with bottom-up logic.

We combined these logics because, based on a literature analysis, we knew these areas needed
more detailed studies (top-down logic) and precisely because of these “gaps” we could not establish a
priori which specific aspects should be considered for each category (bottom-up logic).

Consequently, we combined two kinds of content analyses. As defined by Hsieh and Shannon [30],
we applied the “directed content analysis” (codes are defined before and, eventually, during data
analysis) and the “conventional content analysis” (categories and names for categories flow from the
data). Additionally, during the top-down phase, the directed content analysis was applied looking for
the 3 main macro-categories previously defined. During the bottom-up phase, a conventional content
analysis was applied to discover the specific micro-categories. After these two phases, an interpretative
process was started to understand the meanings of the macro and micro categories.

Data analysis was conducted by three independent reviewers (the agreement was calculated for
each of the under-pairs of judges C.G & D.G.—C.G. & C.D.—D.G. & C.D. and after that the mean
value was calculated). Inter-rater reliability was good (Cohen’s K = 87%) and was calculated using
ComKappa software [31,32]. Cases of disagreement were considered and discussed until a consensus
was reached.

Having found a high level of agreement between the data of all the 10 SMEs, the cross-sectional
results are outlined below.

3. Results

3.1. Organisational Welfare Proposal Mapping

A first understanding relates to the abundant range of actions proposed and developed by SMEs,
which are possible regardless of economic components.

In fact, we move from those that traditionally fall within the economic benefits (i.e., good petrol,
good shopping)—present in all the realities involved—to those of a less ‘material nature’.

One of them is physical spaces caretaking that not only concerns the agreeableness and aesthetic
but also (mainly) the safety and adequateness of working spaces. It is vital to note that adequacy in
terms of safety is one of the most appreciated and safeguarded elements in all the realities involved
(this welfare category was identified in 10 out of 10 SMEs).
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“Let’s say that if there wasn’t that environment, the benefits would do little and nothing. In the sense,
yes... they would be a convenience... but it would end there. The environment is fundamental, if you
don’t have the environment you can’t do welfare, because everyone thinks of themselves and ended up
there.”

Another relevant dimension is the possibility of self-managing one’s time (10 out of 10). In particular,
the possibility offered by all the organisations in the sample to have a part-time job is greatly valued.
Linked to the optimisation topic, there are also all those services finalised to facilitate the conciliation
between personal and professional life; namely, all those services present in all the organisations even if
in different forms and variations—that fall into the category “work-life balance” that prevent the person
from feeling that they “have to compromise” (7 out of 10).

“They listen to us, and they help us... because even when 1 had my son, I had no one, neither [my]
mom nor dad... so I had no one [...]. They helped me with part time, with the schedule I wanted...
and it is not ‘granted’, because they could have said ‘no dear, if you are okay so if not that’s the gate’,
also because we're talking of 10 years ago...”

There are then categories that are not immediately linked to daily life in the company but that in
terms of impact are not to be considered less important. These categories include all those initiatives
linked to physical and psychological health promotion and prevention (4 out of 10), such as free cardiology
check or fresh fruit corners. We also found proposals for personal development (i.e., painting classes and
vernissage) not only as a professional but as an individual with passions and interests (4 out of 10).

Last but not least, the relationship between the individual and the company; in other words,
all those aspects aimed at strengthening the recognition of the value of the person (for example,
an employment anniversary dinner gift) and consequently their sense of organisational commitment
(3 out of 10 SMEs).

“So, a chance to satisfy in a more adequate way what are the needs today... a way of get[ting] in touch
with the territory, from sport, to a cultural need [...] and therefore to feel [that] life is improved for
aspects that were not touched [upon] before, therefore to increase well-being... also psychological.”

“They are very useful and also make you feel glad. You feel a little, in quotes, pampered.”
3.2. Organisational Welfare Representations

3.2.1. Positive Elements

By conducting an in-depth analysis of representations of these different welfare services, a first
understanding relates to the recognition of organisational welfare value that is not necessarily linked
to economic components.

When discussing the meaning attributed to the topic of welfare, an emerging and relevant topic
is the relational dimension. One of the first highlighted points concerns the importance of perceiving
closeness to the entrepreneur figure; so, welfare as proof of a real focus of the company on wanting to
safeguard, listen to and understand its employees. Indeed, in order to be able to fulfil its intrinsic
nature, welfare should be predisposed to meet the different (and ‘real’) demands of its recipients.

“Any worker increasingly has to deal with both working and personal time management. Knowing
that the company in some way makes [services available] that facilitate you, in my opinion, is just a
recognition of the person. You know that you are not just ‘a worker””

Another element that characterises the representation of the worth of welfare concerns welfare
as a tool for recognising the value of work. Specifically, people seek a welfare proposition that shows
recognition as a symbolic and material “reward” of the professional and their contribution to the
company. This implies that the welfare system conveys a message of renewed knowledge and
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recognition toward the worker as a person in their entirety and not as a number or code in a wage.
Linked to this aspect is the representation of a worthy welfare; this is the result of a process with
several interlocutors that allows professionals to feel involved in organisational life.

Consequently, a necessary premise to guarantee the aforementioned points and the efficacy of
welfare proposals is that the choices are a result of a relational process, with discussions and sharing from
the different organisational actors.

3.2.2. Negative Aspects

The counterpart to these considerations concerns the critical issues that rose for what pertains
to the nature of welfare suggestions. A first matter relates to the lack of “welfare awareness and culture”
that sometimes characterises professionals working in SMEs. Moreover, communication is not always
perceived as clear and effective in highlighting the potential of organisational welfare plans, as well as
the benefits and advantages of the suggestions to balance what workers “feel like they’re losing”.

This is combined with the perception of the scarce possibility of receiving ad hoc plans for the real
needs and interests of workers. This concerns not the perception of restrictive options but rather a
limited margin of personal discretion in making free choices.

4

“Even for petrol vouchers, we didn’t have a company... what do I know... Shell... we had the distributor
near [the company]. For me who [lives] in the area, little changes... but for those who live in the lower
Brescia it is problematic... they are forced to [drive] kilometers to fill up... and on Saturdays it is only
open until 12, [then on] Saturday afternoon [it] is closed... that is, it is just a way to get around
for petrol”

These previous considerations evoke a final one. Thus, when digging into this issue even deeper,
the criticisms or doubts that arise toward welfare relate to the need to understand the sense behind
the activation of a welfare plan. Without clarity and sharing, welfare can be perceived as a purely
economically convenient choice that transcends from a value system.

In this regard, it is crucial to specify that talking about a value system does not imply referencing
a position of paternalism or “do-goodism”. In fact, when talking about a value system one refers to the
organisational choice of investing in human capital in terms of reciprocal growth.

“The sense of belonging, therefore, the quality and also the quantity of work. Unconsciously,
you certainly work better. I don’t notice it; but I think that all this makes me work better and makes
me want to go to work. No, not to go to work... to come here. That’s the point.”

3.3. Process of Implementation of Welfare Programmes in SMEs: Elements

Mapping organisational welfare proposals and exploring the representations connected to them
has brought to light the reflections of participants during the focus groups regarding several process
elements that allow greater or lesser effectiveness of these initiatives in terms of perception of the care
of human resources.

Welfare is deemed to be effective when people perceive it as a choice that goes beyond the
value of economic profit. Perceiving that the company awards value to its employees not only from
a professional point of view but that it is also attentive in taking care of them to guarantee a good
work-life balance; this promotes a sense of duty and responsibility towards one’s company regardless
of the economic remuneration alone. All this, in terms of process, translates into a fundamental first
step: the explanation of the logic and reasons why the organisation is developing welfare initiatives.

“Definitely to promote more employee well-being and then, in my opinion, an employee who feels well
is also more encouraged to work well and give all of himself in the job—therefore, you probably also
increase the job—you are more attached to the company, you are happier to belong to a company that
also looks to your well-being and not (as we said before) only to the technical skills or what you are
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bringing to the company [on] a technical level. Let’s say the worker is more enticed and feels more
appreciated, therefore, it is definitely a way to consolidate the job.”

“It is a sense of mutual responsibility: I am not a number for the company—the company counts
for me.”

Concurrently with what was just described, as there is no general formula or a pre-defined list of
welfare actions that can be adapted to single companies a priori, welfare can become the opportunity
for a process of exchange between the company and its employees. In terms of process, this means
“keeping professional inside” for the choice of which initiatives to develop/make available.

“At a certain point, you no longer differentiate between... [...] sometimes this is my home too. And I
care about it. If I Qo to the kitchen and see the dirty sink, I am not the cleaning lady, but automatically
I clean it... as if it were my home. Because this thing automatically enters you; this is because in all
these years they have given you all these attentions and spare parts automatically...”

However, in most realities, even if the involvement of workers is foreseen in a preliminary analysis
of needs, this often occurs through questionnaires and surveys and rarely through the activation of

discussion and comparison groups.
In terms of process, this element seems to highlight the tendency towards a dual interaction and
the loss of an opportunity for circular exchange between professionals.

“I think first of all you should have a good relationship between colleagues, because you work together,
you still spend 8 hours a day with them.”

“Many are wary... empowering people who must grow up now, they must make decisions motivating
their people, getting used to a logic of confrontation, not just a directive of ‘Do this, I told you to do
so. Move on’, or criticism of the neighboring department, instead of comparisons and collaboration.
This has always been very difficult, but we are implementing it, it is very slow to achieve but we’re
working towards it.”

Another element that is often lacking in the management of welfare plans concerns the monitoring
and assessment of said plans, leaving the perception that (even when present) they are not yet used to
their full potential.

“Now we have made some progress you know, but when you asked me what was the most difficult
aspect... participation. And then also have your say for fear of saying unimportant things...”

“Trivially... not thinking of giving feedback (even negative) on a service that was actually going
badly. If you feel part of the thing and you feel like being an active part, it is natural for you to give
constructive feedback; if, on the other hand, you feel the welfare plan is something that has been given
to you but you don’t know exactly where to put yourself, you’'ll just receive things and if you like
them, good, otherwise you go further.”

Combined, these elements comprise the perception of welfare as either formal or substantial.
These workers” emphasise, with respect to the importance of certain procedural steps, and clarify how
thinking of welfare as a process makes the difference between its perception as a formal choice or as a
substantial and effective choice.

“We try to explain to our colleagues, because they are always worried and suspicious, but it is normal
that when you change something, people are afraid of change.”

“It has emerged that it is very difficult to undo a classic mentality of this area, the result of a
strong culture in which workers find it hard to understand and believe in our model which is totally
different, participatory.”
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4. Discussion

An initial yet intriguing element that arose from the data concerned the fact that people—when
asked about welfare—in the majority of cases referred to a series of actions that do not necessarily fall into
the forms that are conventionally associated with the label of ‘organisational welfare’. Thus, among the
welfare initiatives reported by workers, we found the more classic ones concerning economic benefits
(which for workers seem less interesting and worthy of appreciation), initiatives aimed at improving
the quality of physical spaces in organisations, those that support the management of personal time,
combining it with working time and finally services and initiatives that promote well-being and
personal development. This result can be explained by the fact that in these kinds of organisations the
value attributed to welfare is never solely linked to the economic dimension. We can say welfare is
deemed to be efficient when professionals perceive that the company is focusing on the promotion of
their well-being, in addition to their personal and professional development.

In terms of representation, welfare is what promotes workers” well-being through a process of
care and perception of closeness to the entrepreneur/management. The representations and meanings
linked with welfare, in fact, refer to processes of identification, participation and co-construction of
meaning with respect to the connection of these initiatives with culture and organisational values.

This view of welfare recalls a circular process based on reciprocation (Levinson, 1965), which is a
constant process of satisfying expectations and reciprocal relation needs between the individual and
the organisation. This activates a complementary dynamic in which the individual and organisation
become part of the other due to a significant feeling of identification.

In addition to the concept of identification, another key element is the sharing of responsibility
from both parties. It is critical that both company and employees take charge, allowing meaningful and
conscious decisions to be made. This means having an open dialogue and exchange of ideas between
both parties, where both are willing to question themselves in sharing their respective perspectives.
This is also a necessary premise to be able to carry out participatory processes even for what pertains
to monitoring and assessment. It is important to remember that these phases imply transparent and
clear management on behalf of the organisation, as well as all other players” ability to get involved and
take part in a critical monitoring process. This means assuming a proactive position in regard to one’s
role and to the system as a whole.

For SMEs, this means talking about welfare not as a product but as a process leading us to think
about wider organisational processes where elements of participation and circularity are connected to
the performance and quality of organisational life.

Clearly, the relational dimension is a necessary premise to all the elements discussed. When welfare
is thought out as a shared process that the organisation takes responsibility for, this can become a
powerful catalyst to give evidence and strengthen an organisational culture in which the group and
the quality of both horizontal and vertical relationships represent a valuable and powerful “tool” to
safeguard both the processes and the work. Welfare can then be formed as an opportunity to reflect on
whether organisational decisions are reinforcing just the value of the individual or the group as well.

Since talking about welfare as a process refers to meanings related to the quality of life in
working contexts, we can understand it as a magnifying glass over organisations’ cultural, value and
identification dimensions. This allowed us to define 3 possible organisational configurations related
to welfare.

“Welfare as a sensible choice”—coherent and efficient welfare (2 out of 10)

Welfare is perceived as an expression of attention towards professionals that contribute to the
company’s results; thus, in the organisational culture of these companies, human resources are depicted
in terms of human capital. Moreover, within such companies, the presence of participatory planning,
the attention to the relational side and the choice of transparent communication by management
create the premises for the actualisation of widely accepted and well-used welfare plans. In this type
of scenario, welfare is not only appreciated but is efficient in terms of its benefits for all parties of
the organisation.
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“Welfare with growth potential”—coherent but ineffective welfare (6 out of 10)

In these types of organisational settings, human resources recognise leadership levels in terms of
closeness and are attentive to the promotion and safeguarding of well-being. Thus, these realities often
come from a history of family management that affectively shaped their DNA. However, because of
that the choice of promoting welfare programmes—even if linked to the organisational culture—is not
particularly efficient in terms of profit as professionals experience it as a loss of more direct contact
with the entrepreneur. Indeed, these kinds of organisations are not yet equipped or prepared with a
proper communication strategy and usually lack the implementation of circular exchange processes
between professionals.

“Welfare as a poisoned gift”—incoherent and inefficient welfare (2 out of 10)

In these types of organisations, workers perceive the organisational culture to be strongly oriented
to profit and not attentive to its human resources. Professionals do not feel acknowledged for their
contributions and are not valued in terms of their personal and remunerational growth. For this
reason, when companies decide to activate welfare plans, this choice is perceived to be incoherent and
“self-serving”. Moreover, in these kinds of organisations, there is often a lack of explanation regarding
the logic and reasons why the organisation is developing welfare initiatives, in addition to a dearth of
needs analysis and participatory processes. Consequently, welfare proposals are not used and, even
when they are, they fail to contribute to strengthening the bond and commitment toward the company,
sometimes even fostering a sense of frustration.

5. Conclusions

As anticipated in the discussion, the challenging part of managing welfare in SMEs is to think
about it as a process and not as a product.

Indeed, to think of welfare as a process provides more efficient welfare management in terms
of profit, as it allows for the reading and understanding of the structure of factors, dynamics and
processes that define the complexity of the quality of life in organisations.

Therefore, with this study, we realised that welfare became a sort of magnifying glass that allowed
for the detection of the themes that led the organisations to reflect on their rooted values and identities.

A first finding concerned the fact that SMEs displayed experiences that are far richer than the
research and literature revealed on the subject [1,10,13]. Every company tended to be carrying out,
on a more or less conscious level, some form of welfare. However, in this respect it is worth pointing
out that often the most relevant welfare actions are those oriented to promoting relational closeness
between the company and its workers, fuelling organisational commitment, and, consequently,
promoting the productive and competitive ability of the company itself. Therefore, besides mapping
the more “conventional” forms of welfare, one of the first useful guidelines that emerged from this
study is that it is important to allow these more implicit dimensions to emerge and have an awareness
of them. It is also worth specifying that this does not just imply mapping and highlighting actions, but
also understanding the representations related to welfare and the connection with the organisational
life in which these actions collocate themselves [2,33-37]. The challenge that arises—especially for
SMEs—is to preserve what is known, “familiar” and that gives security, which maintains a stable
identity, and acknowledge the urge to change and evolve to respond to new internal and external
demands. This implies asking the question of how to value the history and the know-how that was
built in time to capitalise and re-define it in a new and innovative way.

This last consideration could also provide an explanation of why the majority of SMEs in the
sample fall under the “Welfare with growth potential” profile. Indeed, in these realities, the generational
and/or governmental shift is ongoing or is forming and due to be enabled soon, which means they are
in a delicate transitional phase between a history of family management—built on a predominantly
affective level—to a more managerial and structured one. This could explain why, in these kinds of
organisations, welfare proposals are recognised as being coherent with the company values but are not
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particularly efficient in terms of profit as professionals experience them as the loss of more affective
and direct contact with the entrepreneur.

We believe that these results have strong implications for management practices, in particular
for middle management, who are able to play a key role in engagement and productivity processes
through the implementation, management and monitoring of welfare plans [38].

Indeed, middle management without a doubt holds a highly strategic as well as delicate role,
collocating itself in a middle ground position with a top-down and bottom-up connection function to
promote circularity in the company. In this sense, middle management could be crucial to avoid the
risk of falling in the “welfare as a poisoned gift” profile, promoting awareness of the dynamics that
characterise the organisation and understanding—in a virtuous circular optic—if the richness of the
proposed actions is to be recognised and valued.

In this regard, middle management roles need the legitimisation and the possibility of assuming a
connection mandate between the parts. Translated into managerial terms, this means defining to what
extent the boundaries between autonomy, delegation and coordination can be permeable in order to
allow middle management to reflect on the management of communication, feedback, monitoring
and assessment.

When talking about this kind of processes, a fundamental assumption to keep in mind is that
it does not only concern the sharing of mere information but of processes of co-creation of shared
meaning for which it is necessary to enable participation in light of the responsibility and autonomy of
each organisational role. A precious recommendation for leadership roles and middle management
is to take care to constantly clarify one’s aims and development guidelines, especially with more
operating roles. Vice versa, more operating roles should legitimise themselves to clarify their need for
feedback or clarification.

In this regard, the group dimension is likely to be one of the most powerful but challenging
tools to foster the implementation of welfare plans. In fact, the group dimension can question top
management in relation to specific needs, to the promotion of specific actions, to define more clear
communication and evaluation processes, and to build and/or negotiate meanings on a horizontal and
vertical level. An important remark to make on this concerns the need to think from a systemic and
contextual perspective.

On a final reflection, all issues posed and lines of development delineated here should not be
considered to be separate from the other; however, it is necessary to identify priorities if not only for
the fact that the processes and dynamics involved require time and could imply difficult phases of
fatigue and resistance.

Consequently, the dimension of conflict should not be forgotten, as it is also a potential resource
if viewed and managed as being an opportunity to create a space and time for discussion to reach a
convergence toward a common point.

To conclude, in light of this study; it is possible to state that for SMEs thinking about welfare in
terms of process and not in terms of product could create a powerful organisational lever to enable
effective welfare implementation and—on a wider view—the promotion of internal relationships
and development.

6. Limits and Future Studies

Future studies could investigate these aspects through transversal comparisons between SMEs
located in different geographical territories and their business extension (local, nation, international,
global). Moreover, it would be interesting [39] deepening the comparison between SMEs with different
management models (i.e., family firms or with managerial structures), including SMEs based on
agriculture and the provision of services (which very often are even more connoted in family terms).

In light of recent events, it would also be important to explore and understand the impact of
Covid-19 in the use of social safety nets (such as welfare) to understand if and how its impact on
human resources should be reviewed and rethought.
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