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Introduction
Any attempt to understand learning at work has to consider the wider context in which a particular workplace exists. The primary function of any workplace (in both the private and public sectors) is not learning, but the production of goods and services (Rainbird et al., 2004). Furthermore, organisations have to function within the boundaries of a broader political economy (Unwin et al., 2007; Hall and Soskice, 2001; Ashton, 2004). These factors influence the extent to which organisations feel they are more or less constrained in their approach to workforce development, including, for example, whether they should commit to long-term programmes such as apprenticeships. Such considerations pose considerable challenges to national vocational education and training (VET) systems which rely heavily on the sustained participation of employers. National systems are also faced with the challenges posed by the impact of globalisation through, for example, such practices as relocating production from the developed to emerging economies. Brown et al. (2004) argue that policy-makers still have choices to make in the way they react to the strategies of businesses, including multinational companies (MNCs). For example, they suggest that, in Germany, globalisation might be treated as a threat to its long-established dual system of apprenticeship, whereas the UK would see globalisation as a rationale to further champion the need for flexible labour markets. 
Research interest in learning at work has been accelerating over the past 20 years or so and its study engages researchers across the fields of work psychology, labour economics, labour process, organizational studies, human resource development/management and, more broadly, education and sociology. There are three main reasons for this growing attention: first, new forms of work organization have been viewed as potential catalysts for learning, second the workplace is firmly recognized as a site for learning; and, third, governmental concern to increase workforce skills and capacity for innovation to compete in the global market place. 
This chapter is organised in six sections in order to explore a range of themes raised by these factors. Section one, focuses on the importance and nature of workplace context. The second section discusses the relevance of changing forms of work organisation to understandings of learning at work. Section three concentrates on the workplace as a site for learning and introduces theorisations of workplace. This is followed in section four by a discussion about the role of the individual and in section five by a focus on organisational learning. The final section provides a concluding discussion. 
Workplace Learning in Context

The factors shaping the workplace are wide-ranging: they include the underpinning political and economic context, sectoral characteristics and institutional arrangements, as well as organisational features such as size, ownership, history and culture (Fuller et al 2003). Conditions underpinning the workplace reflect the economic model employed by the state. In the case of advanced industrial countries this relates to the form of capitalism being pursued and the extent to which competitive trends in production are shifting patterns of work organisation from and between Fordist and post-Fordist models (inter alia Ashton and Green 1996, Brown, Green and Lauder 2001, Ashton 2004). The Anglo-Saxon model of capitalism, often characterised in terms of short-termism, skill polarisation and flexible (often casualised) labour markets has been linked to the prevalence of organisations in the UK that compete successfully within what Finegold and Soskice (1988) termed a ‘low skills equilibrium’ (see also, Keep and Mayhew 1999).
Ashton (2004) distinguishes three different ways in which the relations between state, capital and labour are configured (‘free market’, ‘corporatist’ and ‘developmental state’). He argues that these can be associated with the ways in which nation states create their VET systems and, by extension, the ways in which workplaces organise work and their production structures. The extent to which the state plays an interventionist/developmental state (e.g. Singapore), supportive/corporatist (e.g. Germany) or laissez-faire/free market (e.g. USA, UK) role in the creation and shaping of the VET system is seen, on one level, to reflect the model of capitalism in operation. On another, it can be seen as an indicator of how far the state reaches into organisations themselves. For example, and in contrast with the USA and UK, the state in Singapore:

…retains a high degree of autonomy from both capital and labour…the power of capital is fragmented and does not form a coherent block that can exert continuous pressure on the government. Labour has been co-opted by the government into supporting the government’s agenda (Ashton 2004: 32).  

Ashton goes on to explain that this agenda includes the will to create a virtuous economic circle generated through high added value industries, forms of production and work organisation and facilitated by a highly skilled workforce. Focusing on the organisational level, Keep and Mayhew (1999) draw attention to the relationship between management decisions and employers’ demand for skills. They distinguish between ‘first order management decisions’ relating to competitive strategy and product market and ‘second order management decisions’ relating to work organisation and job design. This focus is relevant to understanding the workplace, as the level and pattern of employers’ demand for skills is an important influence on the nature and culture of the organisation and, hence, how it is experienced by employees. The identification of product - (or relatedly service -) market strategy is also useful in that it draws attention to a dimension of decision-making with which all managements have to engage. However, the rationale for and nature of product market decisions will be structured by the sector  and organisational context within which they are operating. For example, sectors may set regulatory conditions with which organisations have to comply, and organisations themselves will be subject to the requirements of their owners.
In their study of workplace learning across eleven sectors of the UK economy, Felstead et al (2009) highlighted the importance of locating workplaces (and their corresponding groups of workers) within their productive systems in order to build a much more holistic picture of the factors shaping the relationship between workplaces and learning. The concept of a productive system comprises all the constituent stages and structures of production (see Wilkinson 2002). The stages of production (spread out across a horizontal axis) in a typical manufacturing plant, for example, would include the raw materials, the processes involved in turning those materials into products, the packaging of the products, the marketing and advertising required for display, the distribution and sale of the products, and, ultimately, the consumption of the products by customers.  The structures of production (spread across a vertical axis) would start at the top with the owner of the plant (e.g. an MNC, government, or a family) and flow through such levels as ‘head office’, regional offices, departments, and so on.  The more complex the ownership and activities of an organisation, the more intricate will be their productive system. Felstead et al (2009) argue that researchers who want to investigate workplace learning in relation to particular groups of workers need to locate those workers within the productive system of their organisation in order to appreciate the extent to which their particular workplace has the discretion to create optimal conditions for learning. It may be, for example, that a particular workplace is under considerable pressure to meet certain targets, demonstrate it is meeting externally imposed quality assurance requirements, or is having to adapt changing demands from customers or a new owner.  
Forms of work organisation 

A debate about ‘high’ and ‘low’ performing work organisations and what distinguishes them has grown out of broader analyses of trends in contemporary capitalism, and questioning of whether there has been a paradigm shift in the nature of contemporary economies (Lloyd and Payne 2004). Visions associated with such a shift to a ‘knowledge economy’ (inter alia Guile, 2003; Foray and Lundvall, 1996; and Florida, 1995) include post-Fordism (Amin 1994), flexible specialisation (Piore and Sabel, 1984), and the information society (Castells 1996). Such developments are seen to have occurred in response to increasing global competition and technological innovation particularly in the areas of information and communication technologies. In relation to competitive pressures, advanced industrial economies are viewed as vulnerable to the cheaper labour costs available in developing countries and so need to find new ways to compete based on high added-value production and services.  The introduction of new technology is seen as key to increasing competitiveness and as providing opportunities for the reorganisation of capital and labour to produce competitive edge over ‘lower tech’ rivals. 

One strand of the academic debate has revolved around whether new forms of production are leading to the upskilling or deskilling of the workforce (Warhurst, Grugulis and Keep 2004). Another is around employee management and particularly the extent to which new forms of working foster employee involvement and are: a) central to improved organisational performance; and b) are experienced as empowering and developmental by (sections of) the workforce.  In this regard the debates relate, on the one hand, to the relationship between the organisation of work and production, the way employees are managed and organisational outcomes and, on the other, to the nature of the workplace from the perspective of those who work in it. Butler et al (2004) have reviewed the conceptual and empirical literature in these areas
. In terms of the relationship between forms of work organisation and performance, the assumption is that a ‘high performance management’ approach will lead to improved organisational outcomes.  As Butler et al observe, there is little agreement about what specific practices constitute such a management model, but there is a growing consensus that it requires the implementation of ‘clusters’ or ‘bundles’ of practice (McDuffie 1995).  The goal of implementing such bundles of human resource management practices is to facilitate new forms of working which are associated with better organisational performance. Butler et al explain:

Here [in relation to work organisation] it is argued, there has been a trend towards production activities based on knowledge, cognition and abstract labour. The sine qua non of this aspect of the new model is teamworking, the medium whereby tacit knowledge shared amongst the work group is developed into explicit knowledge (Butler et al 2004: 4)

It follows from the point made by Butler et al that a workplace in which knowledge is distributed, shared, and jointly created requires a model of employee relations in which workers feel committed to a joint organisational purpose and enjoy a high level of trust within and between teams. The assumption is that under new technological and global conditions, organisations need to reconfigure their work processes and management styles so as to engender much greater emphasis on employee involvement, the development of higher levels of skill and knowledge creation, and their capacity to innovate. 

A very different model of employee management is associated with workplaces organised along what are termed, ‘Taylorist’ lines, where knowledge is seen to reside at the level of management and technical specialists, and jobs are designed to maintain a highly fragmented division of labour. These ideas, based on the scientific management theories developed in the late 19th and early 20th centuries by the American industrialist, F.W. Taylor, were widely adopted in the 20th century in the UK and the US.  Their aim is to increase workforce and production efficiency through economies of scale and they were pursued with vigour by Henry Ford in his car manufacturing plants. The term, Fordism’, came to epitomise a style of management and production that reduced work tasks to strict routines that could be performed day in, day out on assembly lines, and, hence, deskilled workers (see Braverman, 1974).  This was the antithesis of the high performance model’s focus on the facilitation of problem solving and knowledge creation (key components of high performance) through flatter hierarchies, teamworking and highly involved and committed workers. In this model, the style of employee management and quality of worker – manager relations are perceived to have a significant influence on organisational performance.

In their review of the relationship between high performance management practices and organisational performance, Ashton and Sung found strong empirical evidence to support the link: ‘Put plainly, investment in these practices and the skills associated with them pays off on the bottom line’ (2002: 17). However, while Butler et al’s (2004) literature review of the area revealed support for Ashton and Sung’s conclusion, they listed a number of caveats including: a) ambiguity about the notion and practice of teamworking; b) the direction of causality – is it that organisational success allows the introduction of such innovative HR practices?; and c) the generalisability of the finding from its base in manufacturing industry to other sectors.  Drawing on Wood (1999), they suggest: ‘the debate is whether high-performance systems will universally outperform all other systems or whether the optimal system is relative to the circumstances of the firm.’ (Butler et al, 2004: 13 original emphasis). Put another way, the effectiveness of the high performance management model is likely to be contingent on the organisational context. An important aspect of this is the relationship between the organisational context and the way in which employees experience new forms of working.  

The logic of the high performance narrative assumes what is referred to as a unitarist understanding of the interests of managers and workers. In other words, that managers and workers share the same goals and assumptions about work.   The strength of the labour process perspective has been its critique of this assumption. Hence, writers such as Smith and Thompson (1999) and Edwards 2001) acknowledge that new forms of working can lead to productivity and performance gains, but that these are achieved by finding new ways of squeezing more effort from the workforce. From this perspective the superficially benign rhetoric surrounding teamworking is reinterpreted as work intensification leading to increased stress and responsibility (usually without any accompanying improvement in remuneration). The (only) positive outcome following reorganisation is that the worker still has a job. Rainbird et al’s (2004) case study of a housing department confirms the relevance of this analysis to a group of public sector workers. 
Much of the evidence base for the benefits of HPW is in the form of case studies. More longitudinal research is required to assess the extent to which causality can be established in the light of the considerable number of variables involved and the different interpretations of the actual practices themselves (see Wall and Wood, 2005; Vidal, 2007). Evaluation is also problematic due to the differing lists of the practices and their adoption in an ad hoc incremental manner (see EEF and CIPD, 2003). A distinction needs to be made between high-performance work organisations (HPWOs) and high-performance work practices. The former implies the integration of the practices as opposed to using them in a more piecemeal way, without the level of integration and mutually-reinforcing properties found in HPWOs.

In summary then, the high performance work organisation literature has found that the way work is organised contributes to organisational performance and materially effects how the workplace is experienced by employees. The debate about the universality and direction of the high performance workplace and its ‘laggardly’ low performing counterpart continues. Much more research is needed on the workplace contexts in which different models of performance management have been introduced and how these are experienced by employees, and on methods for assessing the causal relationship between forms of management, employees’ experiences and outcomes. The labour process/political economy perspective finds that the way work is organised can contribute to productivity gains and the development of skills, but has emphasised the (inevitably) negative experience of change for workers. This is an important antidote to the optimism of the high performance management model, but it needs to be tested to distinguish how experiences of employee groups may differ and to uncover the organisational and sectoral conditions influencing their negative or more positive perceptions.  

The workplace as a site for learning
Given the stress in the previous sections on the importance of context, it is clear that workplaces create different types of environments for learning. In using the term ‘workplace’, we have to be aware of the changing ways in which people carry out their work. There has been growing research interest in recent years of the impact that new technologies are having on people’s ability to work on the move (for example, on trains and from hotel rooms) and from their homes (see Felstead et al., 2005). From the educational perspective, the workplace is increasingly being seen as an important and interesting location in which learning occurs. Theoretical and research interest revolves around questions of why, what and how people learn at work and the ways in which this differs from the learning that takes place in formal educational settings or other non-specialist educational settings, for example, in the community and in the home.  This focus is drawing on social and situated theories of learning, and builds on the work of writers such as Lave and Wenger (1991) to theorise learning processes.  The metaphor of ‘learning as participation’ reflects this conceptual perspective. Of particular interest to researchers (see inter alia Billett 2001; and Fuller and Unwin 2003, 2004) is the extent and type of opportunities to participate available in contrasting workplaces.

Learning at work arises from, and is embedded within, everyday workplace activity and the technical and social relations of production (Hoyrup and Elkjaer, 2006; Billett, 2001; Lave and Wenger, 1991). It can take many forms, including structured training away from the site of production, instruction on-the-job, and the sharing of knowledge and techniques between colleagues. The degree of separation between on- and off-the-job varies, with some workplaces blurring the boundary through the use of methods such as e-learning, portfolio building, and guided learning. External regulation (including ‘license to practice’) can promote learning,  particularly in the professions (e.g. law, accountancy and medicine) where regular updating is required (Fuller et al., 2003).

For those whose primary interest is in theorising learning, any putative relationship between learning and organisational performance is likely to be seen as of lesser concern, or at least as being problematic. The difficulties relate in particular to the methodological challenge of capturing and then measuring the effectiveness of workplace learning (Colley et al 2003, Hodkinson and Hodkinson 2004). More positively, Stasz (2001) suggests that finding ways of assessing what and how people learn at work could provide an important counterweight to the conventional economists’ focus on quantifiable ‘attainments’, which ignore the contribution of learning through ‘everyday’ participation in work. Stasz (2001) suggests the potential of the socio-cultural perspective on learning to provide a new approach to assessing the effectiveness of learning at work.   This approach provides a framework for capturing the complex pattern of social relations and organisational factors which influence how people learn at work and how this learning is valued, fostered or limited. The ‘measurement challenge’ has been taken up by Felstead et al (2005) who are seeking both to better understand the nature of workplace learning and its relationship to forms of work organisation. They have recently developed a module of questions designed to capture ‘everyday’ workplace learning in a survey of adult workers. Their paper presents and discusses the promising results of this ‘experiment’ to generate quantitative data on how and the extent to which different groups of employees learn at, and through participation in the social relations of work .

In recent years, learning theorists with backgrounds including cultural historical activity theory (e.g. Engeström) and cognitive anthropology (e.g. Lave), as well as education, have been developing what may be summarised as a ‘social theory of learning’.  An important motive underpinning this effort has been dissatisfaction with cognitive and behaviourist theories (Beckett and Hager 2002).  Engeström (2004), for example, indicates that cognitivist explanations for the development of expertise are grounded in assumptions of individualism (the individual as autonomous learner) and stability (the acquisition of codified and stable bodies of knowledge and skills). Following Lave and Wenger (1991), he goes on to argue that the ‘proper unit of analysis of skilled human activity is a community of practice rather than an isolated individual’ (ibid p.147).  Lave and Wenger’s work has challenged conventional learning theories in at least two important ways. In using the insights gained from research in to apprentice learning, they have used the metaphor of ‘participation’ to draw attention to the importance of learning processes and the umbilical link between learning and identity formation. In so doing, they question the conventional view of learning as product, where individuals acquire ‘packages’ of skills and knowledge. 

Second, their analysis of apprentice learning drew attention to the social and relational character of the learning process. Hence, they argued that newcomers become mainstream members of a ‘community of practice’ (e.g. workforce, sport club, hobby group) by having the opportunity to learn through participating in the social relations of the community.  For Lave and Wenger, then, the ‘proper unit of analysis’ becomes the community of practice, consisting of the social relations of production, in which learning by and through the collective, is embedded. Eraut (2000, 2004, et al 2000) has also argued strongly for a situated learning perspective that conceives learning as a process which is embedded within the activities, tasks and social relations that constitute social settings (such as the workplace). He has pointed out that from the situated learning perspective the idea of learning transfer between settings is problematic. He argues that explicit support should be given to people (e.g. newly qualified professionals) entering the workforce to help them contextualise the knowledge gained in one setting (e.g. specialist educational institution) in the new setting (e.g. the workplace). 

Conceiving learning as a social process is powerful not only because it can account for learning which takes place in diverse settings but also because it provides a basis for understanding learning at the collective level.  This is particularly important in relation to studies of workplace learning where the extent and quality of the opportunities for participation (learning) available are influenced by the character and structure of the social relations being produced and reproduced by the organisational context.  

Fuller and Unwin (2004) have characterised this diversity of environments in the form of an ‘expansive restrictive continuum’ which encompasses approaches to work organisation and to workplace pedagogical practices. Their continuum (see Figure 1 below) identifies a set of features that, when taken together, indicate the extent to which a workplace can be said to sit more towards one end of the expansive-restrictive range than the other.

Figure 1: Characteristics of Workplaces as Learning Environments

	Expansive
	Restrictive

	Participation in different communities of practice is encouraged – job/team boundaries can be crossed
	Participation restricted to immediate work team/area – boundary crossing discouraged

	Primary community of practice has shared ‘participative memory’ 
	Primary community of practice operates without

reference to cumulative expertise 

	Vision of workplace learning – career progression
	Short-termism – get the job done

	Recognition of and support for workers as learners – newcomers (including trainees) given time to become full members of the community
	Workers only seen as productive units – fast transition from newcomer/trainee to fully productive worker

	Workforce development used as vehicle for aligning goals of the organisation and of the individual
	Workforce development used only to tailor individual capability to organisational goals

	Skills widely distributed though workplace – multi-dimensional concept of expertise
	Polarised distribution of skills – knowledge/expertise regarded as being confined to key workers 

	Planned time off-the-job for reflection and deeper learning beyond immediate job requirements
	All training on-the-job and limited to immediate job requirements

	Managers given time to support workforce development and facilitate workplace learning
	Managers restricted to controlling workforce and meeting targets

	Workers given discretion to make judgements and contribute to decision-making
	Discretion limited to key workers – no employee involvement in workplace decisions


It can be seen from Figure 1 that the continuum provides a framework for analysing and critiquing the nature of workplaces as learning environments. It presents two broad categories of expansive and restrictive features: a) those that arise from understandings about organisational context and culture (e.g. job design, organisation of work, and distribution of knowledge and skills; and  b) those which relate to understandings of how employees learn through different forms of participation. As such, the framework provides a broader conceptualisation of participation than that described by Lave and Wenger (1991) as it foregrounds both pedagogical and organisational features as being of relevance to the creation of expansive and restrictive learning environments.  
More expansive learning environments are ones that allow for ‘substantial horizontal,

cross-boundary activity, dialogue and problem-solving’ (Fuller and Unwin 2004: 136),

and which generate multi-dimensional, heterogeneous and reflexive forms of expertise. In

contrast, more restrictive environments have little diversity. Participation in learning is

limited to a narrow range of homogeneous tasks, knowledges and locations. In these

circumstances, learners acquire confined, hierarchical and unreflexive forms of expertise.

Furthermore, restrictive environments are associated with the concept of learning as a top

down process, in which legitimate knowledge is transmitted to novices by designated ‘experts’.

In an expansive environment, effective pedagogy (on-the-job) treats learning as part of work, supported by supervisory and managerial processes such as mentoring and coaching, and embedded within appraisal and other review procedures.  Fuller and Unwin (2004: 127) argue that:‘expansive rather than restrictive environments foster learning at work and the integration of personal and organisational development’.  Thus, expansive environments do not separate personal and organizational goals, but see them as integrated within a symbiotic relationship.
The Role of the Individual  

The previous section emphasised the importance of context to our understanding of workplace learning and the ways in which workplaces create different types of learning environment. Those environments are, of course, shaped by the individuals who work in them, just as much as they, in turn, are affected by the context.  The actions of each individual in the workplace will be partly influenced by their life history and their prior experiences in and outside work. Each individual will, therefore, exert their individual agency in terms of how far they decide to participate in (and help to shape) the opportunities that the workplace offers to them (see Field and Malcolm, 2006; Billett, 2004; Hodkinson and Hodkinson, 2004).   The recognition of the role of individual agency should not, however, be seen as existing in tension with the contextual perspective, but rather to remind us that the behaviour of human beings cannot be taken for granted.  
Fuller and Unwin (2004) argue that every individual has and has had access to a unique set of learning opportunities that comprise what they term, a ‘learning territory’. Each territory is divided into ‘regions’. For example, one region of an individual’s learning territory would cover their classroom-based learning experiences and qualifications, whilst another would cover their learning in a social environment (for example, as a member of a sports team or a neighbourhood club). It follows, therefore, that the workplace will be a key region for those employees in some form of organized work (paid or unpaid).  For employees working in a very restrictive workplace environment, there may be a considerable disconnect between their learning regions as they may find they cannot utilise their true capabilities in the workplace region. These ideas suggest that managers and supervisors in workplaces should be aware that they may be ignoring their employees’ skills and knowledge through workplace practices that render them invisible.
The dangers of treating employees as a homogenous group who can be expected to respond in a certain way to managerial expectation are highlighted in Kakavelakis et al’s (2008) study of the training of sales staff in a chain of private fitness clubs in the UK.  All new sales staff are sent on a five-day training course to learn how to sell annual gym membership to the general public.  The researchers found that, despite the strict demands from their trainers to follow the company’s sales rules, several of the trainees refused to accept or use what they saw as ‘hard sell’ routines. They regarded these techniques as unethical, but also inefficient as a means of persuasion.  Kakavelakis et al argue that one explanation for this reaction lies with the dispositions of the individual sales staff. Hence, those sales staff who came to the course with prior experience gained in a more ethical or ‘service’ based sales environment rejected the techniques being pushed on the course.  
.

As the above example illustrates, training (whether on or off-the-job) has to be responsive to the trainees’ existing expertise and professional values.  It has long been known that off-the-job training has variable success depending on the perceived relevance and on the extent to which employees feel they have been ‘sent’ for either ‘punishment’ or ‘reward’ reasons. In recent years, e-learning (broadly defined as the use of connected Information and Communication Technologies) has been promoted as a way to enable employees to participate in additional learning in ways that are more convenient for them and their employers, and for widening access to learning in the workplace. Wright (2006) has argued, for example, that in relation to the National Health Service (NHS) in the UK, involvement in e-learning could help to ‘anchor’ the learner in workplaces that are highly dynamic, stressful, and fragmented. The use of ‘virtual tutors’ and mechanisms such as e-portfolios and blogs would make it easier for learners to record evidence for accredited courses and to relate to other learners through virtual communities of practice. The increased availability and use of ICTs in the workplace and in everyday life may mean that employees are increasingly more likely to accept e-learning than in the past. Interestingly, in terms of workplace practices to promote wellbeing, teleworking (using technology to work more flexibly, including from home) has been shown to be the most commonly used (Fauth, 2007). 
Yet, research shows that e-learning has not been used as widely as was forecast for work-based learning. There is evidence that learner satisfaction correlates strongly with the quality of materials and support, but research sample sizes are regarded as too small for robust conclusions to be made about e-learning’s overall effectiveness (Lain and Aston, 2005). For e-learning to become more widely used and to increase an individual’s effectiveness, it has to be integrated with wider management and business strategies in the same way as any approach to workplace learning (see Wynarczyk, 2005).

Organisational Learning

Taking an organisational perspective raises the question of how workplaces can be reconfigured to foster more effective ‘organisational learning’ (inter alia Argyris and Schon 1978, Marsick and Watkins 1990). The focus on organisational learning links to the assumption touched on earlier, that that there is a (positive) association between certain forms of work organisation, learning and improved organisational outcomes. We suggest that an approach which seeks to combine insights from a social learning theory with a socio-cultural approach to organisational analysis could provide a fruitful way of re-conceptualising the workplace as site for both performance and learning. 

Originating in organisational psychology and management, the concept of organisational learning is highly relevant to this discussion in that, potentially, it helps to build conceptual bridges between learning in the workplace and organisational performance.  It also foregrounds the collective nature of workplace activity which echoes the earlier discussion of learning as a collective process:

Most contemporary researchers define learning as organisational to the extent that it is undertaken by members of an organisation to achieve organisational purposes, takes place in teams or other small groups, is distributed widely throughout the organisation and embeds its outcomes in the organisation’s system, structures and culture. (Boreham and Morgan 2004: 308)

Influential organisation theorists such as Argyris and Schon (1974, 1978) and Marsick and Watkins (1990) have directly addressed the question of what kinds of learning people engage in at work and the extent to which this learning is ‘effective’. The well-known distinction made by Argyris and Schon is between single and double loop learning. In the former, the learner (worker) simply reacts and adapts to organisational change whereas in the latter, the learner uses reflection to engage with change to develop novel solutions or to create new knowledge. Engeström (2001) has built on the work of organisational theorists, including Argyris and Schon, as well as cultural historical activity theory to develop his expansive theory of organisational learning. The important insight contained in Engeström’s argument is the connection he makes between new ways of configuring the social relations of production and new forms of (organisational) learning.  In this regard, the hallmark of organisations (or work groups) exhibiting expansive learning is the fostering of innovative collective endeavour achieved by bringing together people with different disciplinary and professional backgrounds to address (common) problems. Expansive organisational learning has been achieved where work practices and procedures have been transformed. Such transformations are embedded in, and evidenced by, the group’s production of new tools, concepts and processes to respond (more effectively) to the situations that were seen as problematic.

In some similarity with the concept of high performance management (which assumes more effective organisational learning), the concept of organisational learning also calls for critique. First, it is overly reliant on a benign view of management – employee relations and on the idea that workers throughout an organisation or work group have or want to have shared interests and purposes. There has also been relatively little elaboration of what the learning processes actually consist (what is learned); how learning processes are distributed throughout the workforce, and how they are experienced by (different groups) of employees. Put simply, there is a need for more detailed studies a) into the contested nature of organisational learning; b) how organisational learning takes place; and c) for research which gives voice to the experiences of employees (at all levels and in different types of organisational context. 

Boreham and Morgan (2004) use a socio-cultural analysis of organisational learning to address some of these issues. They have extended the application of socio-cultural theory beyond its use as a theory of learning, to focus on its relevance to understanding the relationship between organisation, organisational learning and performance.  They employ the perspective to analyse the findings from an empirical study of an ‘oil refinery and petrochemicals manufacturing complex’. The study presents rich qualitative evidence on the organisational context, culture and character of the workplace which sheds light on the opportunities for learning which are created by this company. It also links the analysis to the changing forms of work organisation that have been introduced and hence provides much needed empirical evidence on the relationship between work reorganisation, learning and performance. 

One promising feature of this study and the detailed theoretical discussion in which it is grounded, is the connection Boreham and Morgan make between organisational learning theory and the analysis of organisational change.  They conclude that ‘there must be a common object of its [the organisation’s] collective activity’ for organisational learning to occur (2004: 321). This condition exists in the case study they report:

…the 850 company employees had adopted the common object of improving their collective performance against the targets in the site plan (this was a genuinely ‘common object’ because all levels of employee participated in setting the targets). (ibid)

The example of organisational learning presented by Boreham and Morgan is enabled by employees’ shared collective purpose and was embedded in, and fostered by, workplace interaction or ‘dialogue’. The dialogue through which organisational learning occurs was structured within explicit relational practices, such as the involvement of all employees in rewriting the company’s standard operating procedures.  Employees at all levels were able to link the new forms of working (and opportunities for dialogue) tracked in the research to improvements in organisational outcomes. 

However, the implication of Boreham and Morgan’s work is that learning ‘as an organisation’ cannot occur without the harmonious cultural and organisational conditions and reinforcing social practices their research highlights. Given the frequently conflictual nature of the workplace, it is questionable whether many cases of genuine (whole organisation) organisational learning may be found. Research is needed to investigate whether the conditions for ‘organisational learning’ outlined in Boreham and Morgan’s study are applicable to smaller workgroups sharing a common purpose but located within contested organisational contexts. 

Discussion and Conclusion

This chapter has provided a broad introduction to some of the influential concepts and theories used by researchers to study workplace learning and organisation. It has argued that the workplace is a more understandable phenomenon when it is perceived in relation to the context in which it has emerged. In this regard the multiple factors influencing the character of the workplace context are seen as central. Hitherto, interest has focused particularly on the relevance of macro political and economic features, including models of capitalism and on debates about the transformation to new models of production and the implications for skills. At the more micro levels, there has been some attention to the relationship between forms of production, models of management and performance, but these have been largely conducted within the manufacturing sector.  There is scope for much more empirical research into the nature of these relationships in contrasting product and service sectors, in organisations of different sizes and forms of ownership, and with different product/service – market strategies.

This discussion and analysis of the workplace also reinforces our view that empirical work is needed which gives voice to the employee perspective (from all grades and levels within the workplace). Without this, it is too easy to read off the employee experience from the assumptions which contrasting perspectives (e.g. knowledge economy optimists and sceptics) make about the changing relationship between forms of work organisation, skills and learning. In this regard, Adler (2004) contrasts what he terms the ‘new-marxist’ and ‘palaeo-marxist’ perspectives on the forces of production. The Neo-Marxist perspective hypothesises that given the (inevitably) exploitative effects of capitalist modes of production, that (all) employees will experience the changing nature of work as a source of deskilling (reduced task complexity and individual autonomy) and work intensification/exploitation.  In contrast, the Palaeo-Marxist perspective hypothesises that there are progressive forces underlying the social relations of production and, consequently, at least some employees will be experiencing the changing nature of work (e.g. teamwork) as a source for increasing their skills and collective autonomy (e.g. via self-directed teams).  This perspective chimes with that advanced by Hennessy and Sawchuk (2003) in their analysis of the way Canadian public sector employees developed new skills through they subverted the instructions for using new technologies introduced by management to reorganise their work process. Whereas this reorganisation appeared on the surface to be leading to deskilling, Hennessy and Sawchuk found that both deskilling and upskilling were happening in tandem.   .
Researchers working in the disciplinary tradition of the sociology of work have long drawn attention to the ways workers subvert management through the work process. Through his ethnographic studies of manufacturing plants in the US, Darrah (1996) showed that in order to perform their jobs, progress, and survive in the workplace, employees have to gain an understanding about the cultural norms, sources of power, accepted levels of behaviour and other invisible, but highly important, characteristics of their organisation. This learning may lead employees into practices which, in an industrial relations sense, are of benefit to them (e.g. making sure no-one works too quickly) and which might mean poor and inefficient ways of working are sustained and reproduced as workers come and go.  By agreeing to acquiesce in such practices, employees acknowledge their loyalty may be more to their fellow workers than to the organisation. In this sense, there may be a number of communities within an organisation, each with its own culture and characteristics.  These communities may reveal their differences through such activities as initiation and ‘rites of passage’ rituals, which are still found in workplaces, from manufacturing plants to hospitals and offices. Their underlying purpose is to socialise the new recruit or graduating apprentice into becoming a fully accepted member of the workplace community. As Vaught and Smith (2003) show, through their study of American coal mines, these events, which can often be degrading for the victim, also reinforce the sense of worker solidarity, particularly in occupational settings which are highly pressurised and dangerous. 
There is relatively little research on the role of the trade unions vis-à-vis workplace and organisational learning. In the UK, researchers have contested the extent to which there is evidence to suggest that employees are more likely to have access to formalised training in unionised workplaces.  Recently, Kersley et al (2006) have argued there is evidence, whereas Hoque and Bacon (2008) say it is, at best, weak. Stroud and Fairbrother (2007) argue that trade unions should show an interest because there are benefits to be gained (for both employees and organizations) when the skills of any workforce are improved and expanded. These benefits relate to greater security of employment and improvements of the organization’s position in product or service markets. As Stroud and Fairbrother (2007:9) acknowledge, however, unions have not always been willing or able to set the agenda when it comes to learning at work. Firstly, unions are faced with ‘an employment and educational terrain that is largely defined by the employer’. Secondly, unions have tended to show more interest in labour (trade union) education rather than workplace learning. From their research into the activities of trade unions across Europe, Stroud and Fairbrother (2007) are concerned that they are failing to influence workplace-learning agendas and, hence, are not serving their members’ needs at a time when the importance of learning in the workplace is at the forefront of policy and economic agendas.
We also need to understand more about the nature of the learning in which employees are engaged. Here, the research evidence is much more limited. Work organisation and job design affect the extent to which employees have access to knowledge and are able to create new knowledge in the process of their work (Boreham et al., 2002; Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995). Activity theorists such as Engeström (2001) have developed the concept of boundary crossing as a means for employees from different professional backgrounds (e.g. in the health and finance sectors) to acquire new levels of professional knowledge by collaborating on a horizontal level (within and between agencies and organisations in the same sectors), rather than regarding the acquisition of new knowledge as a process of vertical advancement. Thus, knowledge is not just deployed, but is also acquired and created in workplaces (see also Eraut, 2004).

The use of so-called ‘soft’ skills and emotional labour, particularly in the personal services sectors, demands new thinking about the meaning of vocational knowledge (Hughes, 2005). Also, new theories reflecting the relationship between knowledge creation and innovation in the contemporary workplace are required (for a detailed review, see Guile, 2003).
Workplaces are dynamic, multi-faceted organisms that adapt to and are changed by a number of economic, political and social forces, some of which are out of their control. They constitute rich environments for learning, but our understanding of the nature of that learning is still in its infancy.  In order to enhance and expand that understanding, we need to develop more sophisticated research methods to enable researchers to unlock the secrets of places and spaces whose primary purpose is to produce goods and services. This primary purpose means that the researcher who is interested in learning has to engage closely with and develop an understanding of the production processes in order to ‘see’ the learning that they engender. As Hoyrup and Elkjaer (2006:29) note, “In a workplace the most important sources of learning are the challenges of work itself, the organisation of work and the social interactions at work”.
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