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L’Office Luxumbourgeois pour l’Accroisse-
ment de la Productivité (OLAP), the produc-
tivity center of the EU’s smallest member 

state of Luxembourg, was established almost a 
decade later than its neighbors. Thus it celebrates 
its half-centenary in 2007, an age that only its 
German counterpart has been able to reach. The 
original French, Belgian, and Dutch productiv-
ity centers were all “put to rest” in the late 1960s 
and early 1970s, with their places taken by bodies 
focusing on the social side of productivity, i.e., the 
humanization of work.

“Focusing on training is 
justified by the country’s, 
a n d  E u r o p e ’s ,  b e l i e f 
that enhancing human 
resources i s the key to 
future competitiveness.”

Longevity has not been its only distinguishing 
characteristic: during its first decade OLAP was 
as concerned with agricultural as with industrial 
productivity until the agricultural unit was spun 
off to the appropriate ministry. Subsequently, as 
Luxembourg has deindustrialized (its key steel-
maker was bought up by India’s Mittal) OLAP has 
come to focus on improving the Grand Duchy’s 
service enterprises, the prime facets of Europe’s 
most productive and wealthiest economy. Thus, for 
the country’s service sector it arranges training ac-
tivities to the virtual exclusion of the information, 
consultancy, and research activities present in the 
palette of other productivity centers. Focusing on 
training is justified by the country’s, and Europe’s, 
belief that enhancing human resources is the key 
to future competitiveness. If, in an open economy 
like Luxembourg’s, there are information, con-
sultancy, and research services galore, there is a 
genuine need for a publicly sponsored body that 
focuses on the learning needs of smaller enterpris-
es, while participating in the open training market 
to keep its eye on the ball and broadly propagat-
ing knowledge of the supply side of training. The 

quarterly olapnews, dealing primarily although 
not exclusively with training for productivity, has 
a print run of 4,500 copies, or one copy for every 
100 Luxembourgers.

“ O L A P h a s g ra d u a l ly 
found its productivity niche 
as a national networker 
and organizer of training 
programs.”

Like other centers, or perhaps even more so, 
OLAP continues to operate within a consensual 
setting between employers, employees/workers, 
and government. Bi- and tripartism imbue the 
whole country: all major corporate restructuring 
exercises or closures are accompanied by tripartite 
action to redeploy redundant workers. The consti-
tution requires that all employers, craft workers, 
and farmers must belong to their own specific 
chambers, as must all employees (state and pri-
vate sector separately) and workers. All employer 
chambers are fee-paying members of OLAP. The 
trade union representatives are also OLAP board 
members, as are three governmental representa-
tives, albeit the latter only have consultative status. 
This consensual stance has ensured OLAP’s sur-
vival over the changes of the last decade or more, 
generated by two major environmental changes.
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“The external and in-
company programs offered 
by OLAP cover a range 
of subjects concerned 
with management and 
administration.”

First, as elsewhere in Europe, government finance 
has been declining. The reduction in OLAP’s case 
has been particularly severe: from €260,000 in 2003 
to €120,000 in 2007. Since the state, in this case the 
Ministry of Economics, accounted for roughly one-
half of the center’s annual income, the only viable 
means of balancing the budget was to reduce costs. 
This was achieved by not replacing the secretary 
general and making greater use of part-time staff. 
But also essential during the crisis years was the full 
backing of the center by the trade unions (which, 
like employers’ associations, are voluntary bodies 
paralleling the above-mentioned chambers).

Second, a series of laws on life-long learning start-
ing in 1979 culminated in 1999 in the establish-
ment of a national institute to implement a set of 
rules and regulations aimed at stimulating life-long 
education and training. These include scrutinizing 
the provision of financial support to individual 
enterprises with training policies and practices us-
ing the learning events, both external and internal, 
previously vetted by the institute. To rationalize 
the supply side, in 2005 OLAP became allied with 
the training units of the Chambers of Commerce 
and Handicrafts. The impact was immediately ap-
parent: participant cancellations plummeted from 
40% to 20%. As one of the bodies under which 
training has been authorized, course participants 
or their employing enterprises can usually benefit 
from state coverage of 10% of company/individual 
investments in life-long learning. The external and 
in-company programs offered by OLAP cover a 
range of subjects concerned with management and 
administration. It has made its reputation in practi-
cal domains such as computer techniques, using 
secretarial resources efficiently, effective use of 
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p-TIPS Cleaning up 
(Successful 5S) 

The beginning of the calendar year is a good time to start (or restart) a 5S 
effort. Sorting out the workplace, discarding unnecessary items, and mak-
ing all look shiny and fresh can give a significant productivity boost in the 
new year. The added standardization and self-discipline of a successful 5S 
initiative add to overall efficiency. Kevin McManus of greatsystems.com 
acknowledges that many organizations fail when trying to put a 5S process 
in place and offers tips on how yours can succeed.

1) Don’t see your 5S initiative as a stand-alone effort. Make 5S practices 
a part of all other performance and productivity improvement efforts. 
Don’t form a specific team, but let everyone know that they are ex-
pected to be a 5S actor.

2) Require management to set a strong 5S example. Managers should be 
the neatest and have the best-organized work areas. 

3) Require every supervisor and manager to enforce 5S practices on a 
daily basis. If they see a 5S violation and don’t point it out, that sends 
the message that the behavior is OK. They should also compliment 
order and cleanliness.

4) Incorporate 5S expectations into every employee’s job description. 
Let those expectations become part of the performance appraisal and 
give feedback if they are not met. Include the expectations in all work 
group meetings.

5) Clearly and visually define what each 5S workplace should look like. 
“Before and after” photos help people understand where problems 
exist and how they can be resolved. Other groups can visit high-
performing 5S work areas to discuss the differences they see.

6) Modify procedures and work instructions to keep 5S changes alive. 
Allow sufficient time for things to be cleaned and put away and for 
waste to be discarded safely.

7) Create a 5S punch list and show regular progress toward its comple-
tion. After getting started, those first major cleaning tasks won’t have 
to be done again. When tidiness is habitual, the necessary jobs can be 
punched off the list and improvement can be continuous. Post the list 
in conspicuous sites for easy review and quick checking of things to 
be done.

by Anthony C. Hubert............................................

the telephone, taking notes and writing reports, or corporate fiscal procedures. 
But it also provides courses on general management themes such as the new 
roles of managers, time and stress management, efficient delegation, and iden-
tifying core issues.

For in-company programs, all offers (under European Commission procedures) 
are subjected to open tender. Such programs aim to deepen the knowledge 
and capacities of a specific group of persons within a single company or ad-
ministration or to ensure specified results when implementing a new strategy, 
organizational design, or management style. In more complex cases, training 
needs to be accompanied by consulting to enhance the chances of success. 
Like the external training courses, in-company programs can benefit from the 
10% state grant. OLAP has been particularly successful with its programs for 
the post office.

In 2004, OLAP launched its “summer action” from mid-July when Luxem-
bourg’s enterprises and administrations close for vacation. Since the first trial, 
numbers participating in the four areas covered have tripled: personal efficien-
cy and organization; industrial relations; written and verbal communication; 

and purchasing and logistics. From 2007, an added attraction has been the 
organization of these courses in the brand-new training center of the Chamber 
of Workers in an exhilarating riverside location.

OLAP has gradually found its productivity niche as a national networker and 
organizer of training programs. This is bringing about a change in its ministe-
rial sponsorship in 2008 from economics to education. It has also meant that 
its recent alliance with the training actions of the Chambers of Commerce and 
Crafts is creatinging more efficiency and synergy. Since its image is so well 
established on the learning market, it is unlikely to drop the “p” from its logo, 
although the letter will in future be understood to mean “pedagogy” as much 
as “productivity.”

Anthony C. Hubert is President of EuroJobs, an organization he established 
to promote efforts to raise the quality of working life and productivity in 
Europe. He was formerly Secretary-General of the European Association of 
National Productivity Organizations. He writes regularly for this column.


