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a b s t r action
Exploring micro-practices of organisational learning
in a department of anaesthesiology

Silvia Jordan, Johannes Lugger1
Innsbruck University School of Management
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Abstract:

‘Abstraction’ as micro-learning-process is rarely used to analyse practices of organisational
learning. In this paper, we portray abstraction as a basic learning process that prevails even in
contexts characterised by high degrees of uncertainty and heterogeneity, that is, in high
reliability organisations (e.g. La Porte, 1996; Rochlin, 1996; Roberts, 1990; Weick, 1987).
We discuss several flavours of abstraction and use them as heuristic devices to analyse how
organisational agents apply abstractions to cope with new and unexpected situations. For this
purpose, we present an empirical case dealing with work experiences of novice nurse
anaesthetists. Based on this case, we argue that the way abstraction is built and applied has a
major influence on whether novel situations can be handled ‘mindfully’ (Weick & al., 1999).

“Simply manage to act rather than re-act. In other
words, I have to be one step ahead. I have to use my own
mind, I need to imagine what I could be facing.”

Experienced nurse anaesthetist

Introduction

‘abstraction essential is.’

What you can see here has potential. One might use the once acquired basic structure of
the English language (subject — verb — adjective/object) to put the words into the order
‘abstraction is essential.’. Others would add a question mark and get ‘is abstraction
essential?’. By playing with the potential of those three words and the punctuation (or with
those 22 letters and the punctuation), one can create a sheer endless combination of different
meanings (or no apparent meaning at all). One might mix the letters in other combinations:
just think of anagrams like ‘abtsrat cioneses ntialsi’, ‘satan trials obscenities’, ‘trentos asiatic
lesbians’ and so on.

The statement ‘abstraction is essential.’ is itself highly abstract because no context has
been given — yet.

Abstractly speaking, the aim of our paper is to explore the notion of ‘abstraction’ with
regard to its relevance for learning in organisations. We will argue that abstraction or rather
‘abstracting’ is a basic and necessary learning process which should not be confused with
abstract information as e.g. provided by certain company mission statements or written
standard operating procedures somewhere hidden in a database. The ‘constitution of practice’,



in our view, is inextricably bound to abstracting and to applying abstractions to concrete
situations. This double movement is akin to what Giddens (1990) referred to, on a macro-
level, as processes of ‘disembedding’ and ‘reembedding’. Such processes of disembedding,
reembedding and abstraction do not feature prominently in the literature on organisational
learning, however. Abstraction is rarely used to analyse social behaviour (Call, 2003). In
research on organisational learning, there might be at least two reasons for this. First, there is
a general lack of studies focusing on micro-processes of learning, as Easterby-Smith and
Araujo (1999) confirm: “In our view there is a particular shortage of studies that attempt to
induce theory from existing practice, use a small sample of in-depth cases, focus on micro-
practices within organizational or trans-organizational settings and study processes leading to
learning outcomes.” Second, an important stream of the literature is highly sceptical of the
idea that abstract(ed), context-independent knowledge has a relevance for actual practice at
all.” These practice-based studies, which are in good currency in research on organisational
learning (e.g. Brown & Duguid, 1991; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Gherardi, 1999) share an
emphasis on the situated nature of learning processes. These seem to be equated with concrete
experiences and activity disregarding any form of concept-building that might follow.
Noticing this puzzle, Gherardi (1999, p.116) states: “Learning in practice and learning a
practice are always situated forms of learning at a pre-reflexive level, but reflexivity is a
characteristic of all order-producing social activities.” Thus, practice-based learning theories
stress the importance of experiencing concrete situations of or in work practices. It is argued
that workplace learning has to be conceptualised as situated in the specific social and
organisational context in which it occurs (e.g. Lave, 1988; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Brown &
Duguid, 1991; Tyre & Hippel, 1997). Earlier cognitivist approaches to organisational learning
as well as contemporary simplistic approaches to ‘knowledge management’ are criticised by
authors writing from a practice-based perspective as being based on an ‘ontology of
possession’ (Cook & Brown, 1999) and as ‘reification of knowledge’ (Gherardi, 2000).
Practice-based studies regard knowledge as socially constructed and unstable, rather than
invariant and objective, as much of the mainstream knowledge management literature does
(for a critical view to the concept of knowledge management see also Alvesson and
Kérreman, 2001). While we do agree with this critique of simplistic images of knowledge,
materialised e.g. in attempts to render knowledge explicit and thus accessible for distribution
by databases etc., we do not share the wide-ranging neglect or disdain of processes of
abstraction. In our view, the value of abstraction is often deemed small for the wrong reasons.
The process of abstraction is confused with the problematic notion of objectified (e.g. written
down), disembedded knowledge thus regarded as being in conflict with the logic of practice
which relies on the contextualised social construction of (often tacit) knowledge’. Contrary to
this view, we argue that abstraction in terms of day-to-day processes of theory-building and
sense-making may serve as a relevant heuristic device for analysing learning processes in
organisations. E.g. in order to participate in and to reproduce a practice, knowledgeable agents
(Cohen, 1989) need to perceive the underlying pattern of a practice so they can act according



to this pattern (Becker & Brauner, 2003). Furthermore, even in cases where processes of
abstraction account for some sort of learning myopia, it is still (or maybe all the more so)
relevant to explore the way abstraction takes place, what kind of effects it exerts and how it is
dealt with.

There is at least an analytical distinction to be made between abstraction as a research
method and abstraction as a research object. By asking how abstraction is applied in day-to-
day organisational learning” we focus on the latter.

We consider abstraction in organisational learning from a social-constructivist view put
forward by Piaget and von Glasersfeld, among others, and from a semiotic perspective put
forward by Ch. S. Peirce. Within this perspective, we will distinguish between several aspects
of abstraction, namely, reductive and creative aspects, abstraction as process or result, and
abstraction viewed as potential or restriction. We will illustrate these different facets by
presenting and discussing empirical material drawn from a study at a department of
anaesthesiology. The example of a high reliability organisation may serve as a case in point to
show that abstraction is a basic feature of learning processes, even in a context characterised
by high degrees of heterogeneity, uncertainty and thus novel situations. Weick and Sutcliffe
(2001) argue that in such organisations mindful behaviour is of major relevance. Since
abstraction can both foster and impede mindfulness, we will also include ‘cacophonies’ in our
analysis, discussing possible shortfalls of abstraction. Looking at the way abstractions are
built and applied, rather than solely looking at abstraction as an outcome, reveals a variety of
processes of abstraction, situated in practices.

The structure of the paper is as follows. In the first part of the paper we will present several
definitions and connotations of abstraction with a particular focus on constructivist and
linguistic views. In the second part, we will briefly review the notion of mindfulness and
discuss its interrelation with abstraction. We will illustrate our arguments by presenting and
analysing interview material and observation data concerning the introductory period of
novice nurse anaesthetists, based on an ethnographic study at the University Hospital of
Innsbruck, Austria.

II. Flavours of Abstraction

So who’s afraid
of a little abstraction?
Rush — roll the bones

When you look at a map you are looking at an abstraction of an object’s surface which is
located in a three dimensional space. Cartographers have developed several different
techniques to represent the surface of earth on a two-dimensional plane; thereby cartographers
do the same as distillers’. They abstract certain features deemed relevant for the sake of
essence. Both kinds of ‘abstraction’ can be useful, just think of Luis Borges’ story of the
value of abstraction due to the absurdness of a 1:1 map (Borges, 1960/2000).



There has been a long philosophical and linguistic discussion on the ontological status of
abstract objects, most prominently represented by Aristotle’s ‘Metaphysics’ and George
Berkeley’s ‘Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge’ (Frege, 1918; Hale,
1987, Zalta, 1983). We will comment on these issues only insofar as we adopt a constructivist
(and late-Wittgenstein-inspired) position, suggesting that the meaning of a term/concept is
constituted by its use (Wittgenstein, 1977). In this paper, we will restrict our analysis to the
definition of abstraction as the process of formulating general concepts by recognising shared
properties among a number of individuals. ‘Abstraction’ as a result of this process of
abstraction then, is conceived here as a general concept (name or relation®) arrived at by
extracting common features from specific examples (e.g. Locke, 1690). This allows one
among other things to apply a name to an object while disregarding its actual spatiotemporal
position or to ,recognise’ a causal relation in a specific event, irrespective of multiple other
features of this very event.

HISH TAKASHIMADAUA
rres

Figure 1. ‘unrealistically useful’: Tokyo underground

Borges’ example shows several facets or (as we will label them) ‘flavours’ of abstraction.
First, there is the element of reduction and simplification: a lot of features of the surface are
left out or ‘abstracted from’ in a map. This is probably the characteristic of abstraction most
referred to. Second, through this process of extraction or distillation a new element is created
and named, a ‘map’ which didn’t exist before. A map exhibits qualities other than the
phenomenon it was abstracted from. Figure 1, a map of Tokyo’s underground system, may



illustrate this characteristic very clearly: the map suggests that stations are almost equally
distant to each other - a ‘lie’, but what a useful one! The divergence between the resulting
abstraction and the phenomenon it was abstracted from leads us to the differentiation between
‘abstracting’ (process/practice) and the resulting ‘abstraction’ (thing/idea). The process of
creating a map (including measuring distances, observing the star constellation, making notes,
calculating scales and drawing the map, ...) and the map as an objectified result itself differ.
Furthermore, one can look at an abstraction in terms of its potential when applied to
concrete (new) circumstances. A map can be restrictive in the sense of restricting one’s range
of sight or seducing one to accept what is represented. On the other hand, as Borges claimed,
a map holds a great potential of orientation and guidance. In the following, we will analyse
these flavours of abstraction in more detail, starting with the pair of distillation and creation.

Distillation & Creation

Following Piaget one could argue that abstraction is the art (not the technique) of
ignoring/overlooking difference by distilling certain features which can be recognised in
several objects or events or in the ‘same’ object or person at different points of time. His
famous term ‘object permanence’ stands for a child's ability to understand that objects still
exist even if they are no longer in sight (Piaget, 1950). Possessing this ability enables children
to look for hidden objects and to recognise an object as identical with the one being searched
for, it is a precondition for the symbol function and language acquisition.

As opposed to the construction of ‘individual identity’ — the construction of an object’s or
person’s identity - one can also look for similarities between different objects/persons/event
and construct what von Glasersfeld (1987) calls ‘equivalence identity’. Comparing objects or
events on a certain dimension (like height, time, uncertainty, ...), implies the abstraction from
other perceived features. Imagine the following scenario: A police car chases another car,
having activated the siren on its roof. There are several features that could be imagined as
typical for this scenario. Focusing on the siren, that could be e.g. the optic signal of the
flashing blue light on the roof, or the increase and decrease of the siren’s volume/pitch. Based
on these perceptions, we could construct that the optic and the acoustic features of a siren
have something in common. Thus, we could abstract the characteristic feature of ‘rhythm’, of
recurrence of similar stimuli, from their optic or acoustic instances in a specific situation. This
enables one to represent such a scenario differently within or depending on the medium (e.g.
movie/comic). In a comic, the idea of ‘rhythm’ has to be represented in a static way, e.g. by
multiple similar objects in a row (Figure 2).



Figure 2. Comic and film’ scene from Frank Miller's Sin City, 2005:
the idea of the rhythm of a siren, represented differently.

Having abstracted certain dimensions and giving them names like ‘thythm’ or ‘sweetness’,
constitutes the construction of a new object according to Charles Sanders Peirce (1902).
Peirce illustrates this creative aspect of abstraction when he argues that the construction of an
abstract dimension enables new meaning to emerge. Peirce demonstrates this with the
example of the term ‘sweetness’: “It facilitates such thoughts as that the sweetness of honey is
particularly cloying; that the sweetness of honey is something like the sweetness of a
honeymoon.” (Peirce, 1902, p.235).

Peirce (1902, p. 364, quoted in Zeman, 1982) distinguishes explicitly between ‘distillation’
— in the sense of abstracting from certain features deemed irrelevant - and ‘creation’ — in the
sense of abstracting a new object/concept — by naming the first ‘prescission’ and the second
‘hypostatic abstraction’:

“A decrease in supposed information may have the effect of diminishing the depth of a
term without increasing its information. This is often called abstraction; but it is far better
to call it prescission; for the word abstraction is wanted as the designation of an even far
more important procedure, whereby a transitive element of thought is made substantive,
as in the grammatical change of an adjective into an abstract noun.”

Closely related to naming are the processes of classification and generalization, as John
Locke (1690, quoted in von Glasersfeld, 1995, p.91) put it:



“This is called Abstraction, whereby ideas taken from particular beings become general
representations of all the same kind; and their names general names, applicable to
whatever exists conformable to such abstract ideas.”

According to Piaget (1959), through the processes of assimilation and accommodation
cognitive ‘schemata’ are developed; they mediate our perception of the world. Schemata are
conceived as physical or mental actions or processes that are used repeatedly to attain goals or
solve problems, e.g. the grasping of infants or the isolation of variables in economics. In the
course of a child’s development, he/she moves from a few broad, very generally applied
concepts to multiple more differentiated, in a sense more concrete, ones.® Again, this kind of
generalisation comprises elements of reduction as well as creation. Certain aspects or
perceived relations are drawn from specific concrete instances and then generalised to new
instances by similarity (e.g. Colunga & Smith, 2003). The generalised aspects or relations
then, are often treated as new objects on their own, think of notions like ‘gravity, ‘abstract
expressionism’ or ‘walkman’. In this respect, Thornton (2003) states that the reductive aspects
of abstraction are especially related to the elimination of all factors relating to time and place.
He views the constructive aspect of the process as a necessary by-product, since an
abstraction is always an abstraction of something, thus an identification of a phenomenon. For
a succinct view of the concepts presented see table 1.

a b stracti o n

Distillation Creation
Prescission Hypostatic Abstraction
Abstraction from (abstracting from) Abstraction of (abstracting)

Table 1. Flavours of abstraction — Distilling & Creating

Cognitive psychologists assert that different groups of people tend to prefer different levels
of abstraction. Experts prefer ‘lower-level’ categories (finer grained, narrower categories) as
compared to novices who prefer ‘higher-level’ categories (broader, more ‘abstract’ categories)
(Tanaka & Taylor, 1991; Love, B., 2000; Barsalou, 2003; Hampton, 2003). This is congruent
with Piaget’s theory of schemata-development.

High level category Novice ‘woof-woof’
(broadly applied by children to
all kinds of moving creatures)

Low level category Expert the term ‘Lassie’
(narrowly applied to one kind of
dog, or to an individual dog)

Table 2. Levels of abstraction’




As Zimmer (2003) argues, this leads to a gestalt-inspired theory of perception in which the
abstract is perceived first and the particular derived later. This seems to oppose our
conception of abstraction as extracting common features from specific examples. The gestalt-
theoretical argument, though, does not concern the direction of a single abstraction process (it
is not suggested that we abstract the concrete from the abstract). Rather, it is asserted that as a
novice in a certain area, we first tend to construct and apply fairly general concepts which are
then — in the course of participating in a practice — refined and narrowed (Table 2). As an
illustration of this idea, consider the following statements taken from our field study material.
The first statement stems from an experienced nurse anaesthetist, the second one from a
novice: "

Quotation 1: “But when I know someone is new [in the department], then I don’t bother
him with too much conditional knowledge like specific preferences of different Chief
Anaesthetists, because you can’t absorb everything at once. The differentiation of
knowledge has to increase day by day.”

Experienced nurse anaesthetist, twelve years of work experience

Quotation 2: “So far, for me there are ’big surgeries’, 'medium surgeries’ and ’small
surgeries’. For me, they are grouped in this way. With the first group, I need [to prepare]
everything, with the third [group] just a ‘venflon’ [a sort of syringe] and with the second I
might need some technical additional devices. These are my sub-categories, and what |
need to do. And this is all I am capable of doing so far. Certainly, there will be much
more to be learned later on.”

Novice nurse anaesthetist, second month

The emergence of new objects by abstraction has also been discussed in mathematics.
Ferrari (2003, p.1227) gives the example of the ‘ratio’ (as an ‘invention’ by Euclid) or
‘numbers’:

“From the cognitive perspective, numbers have been regarded as abstracted from the
process of counting. For young children, numbers are the actual process of counting all
elements of a set of objects actually available, and this process becomes an object only
later. [...] The definition of new objects is a basic feature of abstraction.”

Having already alluded to the significance of abstraction to language creation and use, we
will refer to this relation now more explicitly, since we view the use of language — being a
social practice — as a major vehicle for learning within organisations'. Von Glasersfeld
(1987) argues that language (artificial signs) developed from natural signs: Natural signs
come into being if we interpret an event that has repeatedly co-occurred with another event as
a sign for the latter (e.g. smoke is a sign for fire). This kind of recognition of one event as
signalling another one can only be done, if we abstract specific attributes from a certain
situation. Otherwise every situation would be experienced as completely unique. Artificial



signs, then, are arbitrarily (de Saussure, 1916) constructed events which are purposefully
correlated with relevant events. Again, one would not be able to name something, say an
apple, without recognising that the red round thing on the table possesses some common
characteristics with the yellow wormy one lying in the grass or the one in the Garden of Eden.
In short, one has to distil characteristic features of an event/object/phenomenon in order to
understand and use any form of language. Von Glaserfeld (1978, p.62) also stresses the
constructive aspect of language in denoting it as a ‘combinatory system of signs’:
“It is not crucial that language convey rules of how to combine signs (syntax), but that

through this combination further meaning is created: this is inherent to the nature of

language as a communication system and the so given creative freedom to the user.”'?

Metaphors (e.g. Niedermair, 2001) offer a million litres of water in an ocean of adopted
meaning, just think of ‘skyscraper’, ‘money laundering’, ‘fishing for compliments’ or
‘friendly fire’. Abstraction necessarily underlies such creation of meaning, enabling the
broadening of one’s application and interpretation of terms, irrespective of certain situation-
specific instances.

Process & Result

The pumpkin is breathing hard:
Huffa puffa Huffa puffa .....what a pumpkin
Mothers of Invention - Soft-Sell Conclusion

As mentioned above, the process of abstracting, of constructing a general concept, and the
result of this process, the abstraction, differ. In teaching and education, abstraction (as result)
usually plays a major role. Generally applicable ‘theories’ or skills are deemed most relevant
to be taught. However, the acquisition of abstraction can proceed in divergent ways. One can
adopt an abstract concept without ‘abstracting’, e.g. by learning the formula ‘a®> + b?> = ¢*’ or
the rule ‘a + b = b + a’ by heart. One can also adopt abstractions by abstracting, that is, by
experiencing or imagining concrete instantiations of an abstraction. This could occur either
prior to the adoption of the concept or afterwards by ‘reconstructing’ the abstraction. By
retracing the history of an abstraction one gets to know objects or ideas better. This
archaeological process sometimes helps the individual to get a broader
meaning/understanding of certain routines or behaviour. Or as Ferrari (2003, p.1229) states
concerning different pedagogical approaches in teaching mathematics:

“Proposals of teaching ‘abstract’ (meaning ‘decontextualised’) mathematical concepts
directly, in the frame of the so-called 'new maths', in the 1960s and 1970s, proved an utter
failure. According to such proposals, pupils were taught elements of set theory, or
algebraic structures, or even topology, under the expectation that they could learn the
basic concepts more quickly and then apply what was learnt to any context. This, of
course, hardly happened for pupils other than bright ones. [...]. In the past decades,
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research has focused on the role that meanings, goals and contexts have in mathematics
learning, and has taken into account other factors that influence learning.”

This quotation illustrates that an awareness of the process of abstraction might be useful
for the sensible use of abstract concepts. Immediacy constitutes a certain quality; in other
words, there is a different quality in the experience of hot coffee by being told that it
possesses heat (method 1) and/or burning ones tongue (method 2). Certainly, ‘method 2’ may
not always be convenient (see also March, Sproull & Tamuz, 1991), but strictly speaking, no
abstraction as a process happens if someone adopts an abstract concept without the experience
(or at least the mental image) of concrete instances. In this vein, Peirce (1931/1956, 4.463)
claims that all hypostatic abstraction must be interpreted in terms of what it would or might
(not actually will) come to in the concrete (Zeman, 1982).

‘Why did you call him Tortoise, if he wasn’t one?” Alice asked.
‘We called him Tortoise because he taught us,’ said the Mock Turtle angrily:
‘really you are very dull!’

Thus, the process of abstracting can take several forms: one could build a ‘theory’ or a
‘name’ from observing/experiencing/constructing/dreaming/... regularities by oneself, one
could reconstruct such regularities, or one could also imagine them, in a sense ‘preconstruct’
them. Merely adopting built abstractions (e.g. ‘new math’, ‘tortoise’, ‘democracy’, ‘love’, ...)
without any form of reference to particular cases does not, in our view, involve any process of
abstraction (from/of). Related to learning, we regard this differentiation as being of major
relevance.

Restriction & Potential

“I say, never trust anyone”
Garbage, The trick is to keep breathing

Furthermore, one can also look at abstraction with regard to its potential. By discarding
irrelevant variation along other dimensions, abstraction holds the potential to provide for the
rapid and easy processing of information. In addition, by creatively ‘playing’ with abstraction,
new understanding and meaning can be created (as illustrated above by the use of metaphors).
The downside of this can be that we fail to notice or record details of a specific situation,
which may prove to be relevant should the task or situation change (e.g. Hampton, 2003).

If one can use a formerly built abstraction to recognise an event as a sign for another, one
might be able to react more quickly, e.g. by trying to prevent the signalled (undesirable) event
from actually taking place. This very ability is of high relevance in so-called high reliability
organisations, as we will discuss in the next section. For another example of this kind of
potential of abstraction, consider the convenience of certain everyday theories, e.g. when
interacting with strangers or how laborious ‘simple’ interactions may be in a foreign culture,
when we can no longer rely on certain taken-for-granted expectations. A further illustrative

11



example originally put forward by Polanyi (1962, p.101) and given by Tsoukas and
Vladimirou (2001) describes a medical student puzzled by his first confrontation with an X-
ray picture. After some time, the student refines his ability to read the picture through his
exposure to the relevant material and the specialised language he is taught to apply. They
state: “In other words, knowing how to act within a domain of action is learning to make
competent use of the categories and the distinctions constituting that domain.” (ibid., p.978).

But potential of abstraction lies not only in the performance of such kind of routine
behaviour abstraction holds potential. In dealing with new/unknown problems or situations
one can experiment with perceived similarities and thus find out whether regularities
abstracted elsewhere can be applied to the new situation, whether they have to be modified or
whether they are not applicable to the specific situation at all.

‘Potentiality’ can also refer to the possibility of an abstraction being instantiated in
multiple concrete ways that are not a priori determinable. In this sense, Peirce uses the notions
of ‘hypostatic abstraction’ and ‘substantive possibility’ equivalently. In doing so, he points
explicitly to the relation between abstraction, denoted as (abstract) qualities or relations, and
potential:

“[...] qualities and relations are possibilities of a peculiar kind. In a secondary sense a quality may
be said to exist when it has, as it were, a replica in an existing thing. But strictly speaking a quality
does not exist. For to exist is to be a subject of blind compulsion. [...] The being of a quality consists
in the fact that a thing might be such or such like.” (Peirce, 1931/1956, 6.485)

‘Potential’ in a Peircean notion is ‘potentia esse’, the potency to existence. Potentiality
does not exist per se, it merely states the direction different crossroads inherit. The idea of a
spoon, for example, might be related to the idea of a pot or a catapult (illustrated by Figure 3).
Still it is the Observer/User/Subject who constitutes meaning. This may also be illustrated by
the fact that generality or the level of abstraction cannot be objectively assigned to an
expression (e.g. Ferrari, 2003, p.1228), since some expressions may look general in principle,
but can be used in a very specific way. Or the other way around as Piaget’s example shows,
an expression may look specific (woof-woof), but can be used in a very general way (applied
to all moving creatures).

Figure 3. potential of abstraction exemplified: pot & catapult"
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In the next section, we will relate the ideas on abstraction developed so far to the case of
learning within high reliability organisations. We will first discuss the concept of
‘mindfulness’ (Weick & Sutcliffe, 2001) with regard to abstraction and then analyse
‘concrete’ instantiations of abstraction in the introductory period of novice nurse
anaesthetists.

Abstraction & uncertainty: the case of anaesthesiology

Ambiguity in the light of mindfulness
Do you think this is air you are breathing?
Morpheus

Organisations that operate in fields like air traffic control, nuclear power generation, fire
fighting or emergency medical treatment are studied by organisation theorists under the label
of ‘high reliability organisations’ (HRO) (La Porte, 1996; Rochlin, 1996; Roberts, 1990;
Weick, 1987; Weick, Sutcliffe & Obstfeld, 1999; Weick & Sutcliffe, 2001). These
organisations have to perform at high levels of reliability and safety, because otherwise
people might die. Furthermore, their members rather ‘routinely’ have to deal with unexpected
events, since “their technologies are complex and their constituencies are varied in their
demands — and because the people who run these systems, like all of us, have an incomplete
understanding of their own systems and what they face.” (Weick & Sutcliffe, 2001, p.3).
Nevertheless, the fact that these organisations rarely fail is, according to Weick and Sutcliffe
(ibid.), due to mindful behaviour prevailing under such circumstances. It is assumed that it is
impossible to completely avoid unexpected events or to gain full knowledge of interactions in
the system. Therefore, ‘mindfulness’ (Langer, 1987, 1997) alludes to raised awareness of the
fact that every situation might be slightly different and that even small deviations might have
unforeseeable fatal effects. The processes of preoccupation with failure, reluctance to simplify
interpretations, sensitivity to operations (situational awareness), commitment to resilience
(containment of errors, coping with surprises) and deference against expertise (decision
making migrates along with problems) aim either at averting the unexpected by detecting it as
early as possible or at dealing with it once it has occurred. These concerns are tied together by
their joint capability to induce a rich awareness of discriminatory detail and a capacity for
action, which Weick, Sutcliffe and Obstfeld (1999) labelled ‘mindfulness’.

“By mindfulness we mean the combination of ongoing scrutiny of existing expectations,
continuous refinement and differentiation of expectations based on newer experiences,
willingness and capability to invent new expectations that make sense of unprecedented
events, a more nuanced appreciation of context and ways to deal with it, and

identification of new dimensions of context that improve foresight and current
functioning.” (Weick & Sutcliffe, 2001, p.42)
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March, Sproull and Tamuz (1991) argue that in most organisations (not only in HROs) it is
hard, impossible or at least highly undesirable (e.g. aircraft crashes) to learn from large
samples of similar events. However, learning does occur nonetheless, and this, in our view,
necessarily entails some kind of abstraction. The ambiguity of this is probably most articulate
in HROs, since the assumption of stability from which abstraction is derived (e.g. von
Glasersfeld, 1995) can be problematic under changing conditions. Thus, ‘illusory’
expectations antagonise mindfulness:

“People in HROs try to weaken the grip of this invisible hand of expectations so they can

see more, make better sense of what they see, and remain more attuned to their current
situation.” (Weick & Sutcliffe, 2001, pp.41 f.).

This alludes to the restrictive flavour of abstraction, as discussed above. Abstraction, as
general concept, and the process of abstraction can be regarded as vehicle for building
expectations. Thus, abstraction might be a ‘stooge’ to detrimental blind reliance on
expectations. However, abstraction is also a necessary means to ‘see’ and make sense of
phenomena. This is what makes up its potential, allowing for quick response as well as
handling of novel situations by means of inventive ‘translation’ from one situation to another.
Therefore, abstraction appears highly ambiguous in the light of mindfulness.

Weick, Sutcliffe and Obstfeld’s (1999) considerations in this respect are also quite
ambiguous and opaque. On the one hand, they stress the importance of continuous refinement
and differentiation of existing categories, thus pleading for caution in applying
generalisations. In a strict sense, this appeals to processes of continuously abstracting,
desisting from any application of formerly built abstractions. In other words, it is all right to
construct properties and regularities in a specific situation, but further on, you should not
generalise certain perceived relations to other contexts and situations. They state e.g.: “People
who simplify reluctantly pay close attention to the details of complexity rather than abstract
them away and see more components that can be rearranged in more ways to avoid tight
invariant sequences.” (ibid., p.105). On the other hand, they emphasise the importance of
generalising rather than localising failures, in order to draw lessons from failures or near
misses and apply them to other contexts. Furthermore, it is argued that mindfulness is fostered
by existing diversity in assumptions (e.g. by diverse backgrounds of team members, job-
rotation and so on), so that assumptions per se are only viewed as detrimental to mindfulness,
if they are rigidly taken for granted (see also Schulman, 1993). As Ryle (1979, p.129, cited in
Weick, Sutcliffe & Obstfeld, 1999, p.101) put it: “There must be [...] a union of some Ad
Hockery with some know-how.”

Abstraction in the foreground of mindfulness, has the potential of creatively coming to
grips with novel situations, but the application of abstraction also carries with it the risk of
simplification and reduction, ignoring relevant aspects of novel situation. Below, we will
explore the flavours of abstraction in one high reliability organisation, the surgery area
including the emergency treatment in a hospital, focusing on the way novice nurse
anaesthetists are introduced during their first months of work.
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Abstraction concretised: nurse anaesthetists learning to handle novel situations

The Department of Anaesthesiology studied here is part of the University Hospital of
Innsbruck. With its 85 workplaces (defined job-positions), 130 anaesthetists and 90 nurse
anaesthetists (these include 6 to 15 novice nurses) it is among the biggest departments of its
kind in Europe. The data presented below stem from a detailed study on the introductory
period of nurse anaesthetists, conducted from 09/2003 to 10/2004 by one of the authors. The
novice nurses have no special training in anaesthesiology when they start working or learning
respectively; theoretical training starts after three years of practice. In the hospital studied,
these nurses (amateur and expert nurse anaesthetists) constantly rotate through the diverse
subsections and workplaces. Their job mainly consists in assisting the anaesthetist before,
during and after a narcosis in operating and/or emergency rooms. In their work, anaesthetists
as well as nurse anaesthetists are exposed to high degrees of uncertainty and heterogeneity
mostly due to constantly changing work teams and the unforeseeable behaviour of complex
human beings (constituting the most important ‘object’ of their work). The research process
was strongly based on ethnographic methodology (e.g. Geertz, 1973), exploring how learning
processes unfold under such circumstances. Six novice nurse anaesthetists were accompanied
during their first six months of work. Besides participative observation (one work day per
novice each month), narrative interviews were conducted with both novice (at the end of each
month) and experienced nurses. Altogether 56 interviews were conducted, thereof 36 with
novices at different stages of their introductory period. We will particularly focus on how
newcomers as well as old hands deal with abstraction, as elaborated above, in their everyday
practice.

Distillation & Creation: from broad to finer grained categories

When exposed to a multitude of new experiences, novices initially ‘enact’ their new
environment by constructing broad categories. By building these broad categories novices get
a feeling for the qualities of their environment. By applying them to different situations they
increase their ability to work on their own. By handling concrete situations and applying the
broad categories every novice has created on his/her own, they are able to revise their earlier
assumptions. In the course of becoming an expert, the novice takes into account more context
variables, thereby constructing finer grained categories. Consider the following examples
from the same novice, which illustrates a typical change in interaction patterns:

Observation protocol 23-09-03:

1" month  Novice: (question): “How is the tube prepared again?”
Expert: (statement): “I always do it like this” —
[action: shows her how she does it]
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Observation protocol 10-11-03:

3 month: Novice: (question): “How do you prepare the tube in this department? With gel?”
Expert: (statement): “Yes, and I put it there immediately, because [...] but with children I
use the spray.”

The nature of the question has changed. In the first month it can be translated to “How is
this done in general?” (aiming at broad categorisation). Two months of work experience later,
the novice’s question can be translated to “How do you do this?”. This change could be
interpreted as a sign of concept building/abstraction of the form: I cannot rely on my own
knowledge so far built and there might be different solutions in different departments, rather
than one true solution. That means caution in applying broad generalisations increases. By
looking for the conditions of perceived differences, categories are refined according to
situation specific circumstances. In the following, we will illustrate these processes in more
detail, focusing on the nurses’ sensemaking as displayed in the interviews.

- Broad categorisation in the beginning

In quotation 2 (section II) we have referred to a novice, explaining how she tries to deal
with her new tasks by separating all the various kinds of operations into three broad
categories. In this respect, not only the form of the categories made in the beginning are of
interest, but also the novice’s awareness that these categories are not objectively existing
entities. The nurse views them as a vehicle, a transitory stage, on her way towards a more
differentiated understanding. As such, it helps the novice in the beginning, but is deemed
inadequate at a later stage of work. Experienced nurses, when asked to talk about their own
introductory period, also refer to their initial tendencies to generalise broadly, abstracting
from specifics. They stress the emotive, motivating aspects of early sensemaking. This gives
the novice a certain sense of achievement (even if the categories are revised later on), thus
enhancing the passion for learning:

Quotation 3: “You want to have a red thread to orient yourself. By getting more and more
experience you increase your ability to filter out certain things: ‘I leave that out’, ‘I
intensify that’ ‘I do that differently’; The red thread is important for not getting lost at the
beginning: It can be hard for a beginner when there are different opinions on one and the
same issue. That’s why I have a positive memory of having one chief anaesthetist and one
experienced nurse at the beginning for a certain period of time. It helped me to slowly
realising the differences in opinions in the hospital.

Experienced nurse, twelve years of work experience

In their reliance on broader abstraction in the beginning of their career, novices are
supported by their working environment. Instructing (experienced) nurses are aware of the
need to start training with rather general categories, stressing generalities in the very
beginning and leaving out the details for later stages. In our case, this strategy took, for
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example, the form of allocating novices first to those departments which have more stable
work routines and thus allow easier detection of the ‘red thread’ of work. Consider the
following quotation on that score:

Quotation 4: “In the beginning I don’t bother the newbies with the machines. I begin with

the basics and when I see they can handle certain things I increase everything. I believe

this is a good strategy because it motivates the newbie. I remember well, the first time I

held the Laryngoscope correctly I just felt good. Same thing with the drugs: by increasing

your performance you start to see your progress. And then you are happy that you can

keep progressing.”

Experienced nurse, twelve years of work experience

- Finer-grained categories along with more experience

Consider the following quotations, both by the same novice, made four months apart:
Quotation 5: “Every department is slightly different from the previous one (people,
methods,...). This made me wonder what is important. It is the idea of Anaesthesiology
and that is important. The details are interesting but not vital for me in the beginning. [...]
What has to be done when there is an emergency in any department? I guess in this
respect all the departments act the same way.”

Novice Nurse, second month

Quotation 6: “In the Department of Neurology, I'm experiencing standards that are
different frome those in the Department of Urology. I guess this has to do with the
different position of the patient on the table. For example Neurology uses gas most of the
time, while Urology applies intravenous narcoses mostly. When you ask someone in
charge about the difference (processes, methods, medication, use of machines, etc.) you
hear about different sets of standards, personal preferences, experience or results of
scientific research. There is no non-plus-ultra.”

Novice Nurse, sixth month

By getting to know his environment, the ability of this novice to set up his own theories
increases. From building general theories (second month) he moves on to realising differences
(sixth month) and then setting up general theories concerning these differences. The working
environment, as mentioned above, supports this learning process. Still, there are certain
surgeries that demand a higher reliability (e.g. everything involving children) than a
‘standard’ surgery:

Quotation 7: “Interviewer: Are novices involved in paediatric surgery at a later stage?”

”Yeah, because children’s surgery is an area where revision of opinion happens very fast.
Of all patients, children are at least predictable [The children’s age makes a huge
difference. The difference between a 25 and a 62 year old patient is far smaller than the
difference between a three week old infant and a three year old child. Ed.]. Whenever
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there are complications you have to be fast while doing something you have to be aware
of doing.”

Experienced nurse, 12 years of work experience

Process & Result

- Difficulties in dealing with other people’s abstraction: standard operating procedures
The composition of Standard operating procedures (SOP) is deemed an instrument to
facilitate certain process sequences. By abstracting essentials from everyday procedures,
SOPs might guide and offer orientation in order to enable reliable and stable performance.
Novices are confronted with a whole set of written SOPs. Thus they are confronted with other
people’s abstractions, or according to our considerations above, with abstraction as a result. In
the case of nurse anaesthetists, that seems to be problematic to novices:
Quotation 8: “Well, all those standard operating procedures are horrible to read. They all
sound so pseudo-intellectual to me. If I were a nursery scientist I would love those
standards. Still, those standards waste too much time on stuff that is not essential. E.g. all
the patient specifics are not mentioned. I can’t imagine a standard that could possibly be
aware of those specifics. I read them ... I go through them ... but in the end they seem
rather useless to me.”

Novice nurse, first month, with six months of experience at a smaller hospital

Experienced instructing nurses are aware of the limited potential/use of standard operating
procedures as well: they stress the purely guiding nature of SOPs, being wary of the dangers
inherent in simplification-by-abstraction. Consider the following quotation:

Quotation 9: Interviewer: “Do you use SOPs when introducing novices to
anaesthesiology?”

“Not really. I mention various SOPs but not mainly. I tell them that those standard
operating procedures are not to be used like a recipe but as a general orientation. I tell the
novices that they have to adapt to the doctor in charge and not to SOPs. The more the
doctor and the nurse talk to each other, the better — anaesthesiology is teamwork.”

Experienced nurse, 26 years of work experience

- Result as process: the routine of mutual checking and questioning

A lot of talk about practice occurs in practice (see quotation 9, last sentence) and therefore
constitutes an important part of the practice itself. The most discernable pattern in verbal
interaction of nurse anaesthetists (novices as well as experienced nurses) concerns the mutual
questioning and checking between nurses and anaesthetists (frequent use of phrases like:
‘Have you already...?” ‘Can I start the machine now?’ ‘Shouldn’t you first...?” ‘Do you know
how to...?” et cetera). The specific circumstances of constantly changing work teams'* might
play a role in this respect, enhancing the awareness of uncertainties, e.g. concerning the
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colleague’s experience, knowledge and/or preferences. Therefore, nurses as well as doctors

are aware of the necessity of checking and discussing while in action:

Quotation 10: Interviewer: “Why do you think talking between nurse and doctor is so
important?”

“If you believe it is important to know how to do everything, you are wrong. You can
prepare all the instruments but the most important thing is to inform the doctor about the
measures taken, your status quo concerning this very surgery (e.g. haven’t done this in a
long time, what has changed) and to consult him on this or that (e.g. do you need

anything else?).

Experienced nurse, 17 years of work experience

We were able to observe a lot of discussion that went on during work and dealt with

different ways of doing things, different work styles, priorities and preferences. This culture

of asking questions in contrast to a culture of taking commands (just think of low rank

military) can be interpreted as a kind of ‘mindful routine’. What is routinised here is a ‘not-to-

be-taken-for-granted’ attitude. The following sequence and quotation 11 underline the value

of this kind of dispute over routines.

Observation protocol 29-09-03:
Experienced nurse and novice (male, second month) prepare for a surgery together. It is the

novice’s first day in this department:

Expert:

Novice:

Expert:

Novice:

Expert:

Novice:

Expert:

Novice:

Expert:

(Statement/reason concerning the handling of a technical device): “I always leave this to
the anaesthetist, because...”

(Question): “What kind of drugs do you use in this department?”

(Statement): “The Chief Anaesthetist normally uses ... and with the tubes, she prefers...”
[Action: preparing the drugs]

(Question): “How do you handle ... over here?” [Action: helping her with the
preparation]

(Statement): “Me, personally, [ usually do ...”

(Question — more detailed): “Do youdo ...?”

(Statement): “No, not me. Others might.”

(Question — more detailed): “And do you do ...?”

(Statement): “Yes, we still do it this way. The Chief Anaesthetist prefers ... (a special
technical device) ...”

Quotation 11: Interviewer: When you happen to be in a new department and all the

doctors are new, what is your plan?”

“It’s always the same program: you have to orient yourself, you have to ask some

questions, you have to adapt and to be flexible.”

Novice nurse, fourth month
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In other words, workplace discourse can be viewed as a ‘learning routine’. This routine
enables nurses and doctorss to quickly gather specific information about certain departments
or the surgery at hand.

How can novices get into this routine of questioning? Novices are explicitly advised by
experienced nurses and doctors to ask questions. Furthermore, through the frequent rotation of
staff, novices are confronted with constantly changing work teams from day one. That fosters
their awareness of multiple ‘truths’, and in turn, their adoption of the above mentioned
questioning routine. Consider the following quotation:

Quotation 12: “Yesterday, I fixed the endotracheal tube like Ann [experience nurse] has
done it the day before. Margret [experience nurse] agreed. The anaesthetist said that this
was b|_[11S$h!t, so then I did it the way the doctor wanted it to be ... and today I watched
how Susan [experience nurse] does it and that was again in a different way! So I decided
the best thing would be to simply ask the person in charge: How do you want to do this?

Novice Nurse, 2nd week

- Reconstruction of abstraction in teaching & learning practices
If a novice is told the story behind (the making-of) an abstraction, he or she more easily

realises its practical value. If only given e.g. written SOPs or a book on anaesthesiology, the
novice might only see its ‘academic’ value (see quotation 8). Whenever abstracted rules were
used during instruction, we noted a strong tendency to relate those abstractions to concrete
instances, be it by story-telling and explanation (quotation 13) or by encouraging novices to
practice something by themselves to get their own experiences (quotation 14).

Quotation 13: “I have never done a /insert wicked technique here/ on my own; once there

was an experienced nurse who did it and I watched her. Afterwards we talked about the

importance of this and that, the dangers and risks.”

Novice nurse, first month, with 6 months of experience at a smaller hospital

In this case, the experienced nurse not only let the novice watch her performing a
technique, but helped him to make sense of his perception by talking about her own
abstractions on this technique (e.g. on what she usually pays attention to, etc.). It is
noteworthy that this is not done separately in a sort of ‘classroom’, but is closely related to
tasks at work, similar to what Lave and Wenger (1991) termed °‘legitimate peripheral
participation’. The strong focus on taking part in ‘real’ practices while learning, is expressed
accordingly in the following quotation:

Quotation 14: “I can explain something but the most important thing is that the novices
do it too. When novices tell me they understand it after I explain it, I usually don’t
believe them. It’s not until I have seen them do it successfully that my job is done.”

Experienced nurse, 26 years of work experience
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- Process & Potential
In enabling the reconstruction of an abstraction (from the concrete to the abstract and vice

versa), reason plays an important role. An archaeology of applied practices can shed light on
‘hidden’ contexts. Being aware of those contexts allows for a more flexible use of
abstractions, making them applicable in more situations. Therefore, as we hypothesise, this
archaeology enhances the potential of an abstraction when applied to new situations in
practice. Quotation 15 below expresses the novices’ appreciation at being offered abstraction
and context, whereas quotation 16 already gives a hint as to what makes up the potential of
this connection.

Quotation 15: “I really appreciated it when Markus [experienced nurse] not only told me

how he did something but also why he did it that way and that there were numerous other

ways to achieve the same goal.”

Novice nurse, first month, with 6 months of experience at a smaller hospital

Quotation 16: Interviewer: “You said you want to understand it. Why so?”

“It simply provides security. If I understand something and feel safe doing it, I can deal
with stress better. As long as everything goes smoothly, it’s all right anyway. But if
something goes wrong, if things get critical, when actions have to be taken quickly, then
the knowledge of the ‘how’ and the ‘why’ decreases my stress level.”

Novice nurse, first month, with six months of experience at a smaller hospital.

With this statement, the novice expresses very well, in what cases rule-following (acting
according to a specific rule) without knowing the archaeology of that very rule is deemed
problematic. For instance, if the novice perceives any changes in a situation compared to the
situation in which the rule was adopted, it is very hard to judge whether the rule is still
appropriate if you don’t know the considerations on which it is based. This applies even more
in a critical situation, when procedures have to be quick and appropriate because of the
patient. According to Weick and his colleagues (1999) it is mainly the rigidity that constitutes
the danger of assumptions, expectations and rule-following behaviour in an HRO. Therefore,
it is highly relevant to explore the conditions leading to either rigid application of abstraction
or to a more flexible and mindful one. Based on our analysis, we propose that it is the way an
abstraction is adopted that constitutes one major condition in this respect. If novices are
encouraged to reconstruct an abstraction (relate it to several concrete cases and/or state
reasons, e.g. by telling stories about situations in which something didn’t work), they not only
adopt the abstraction (as a result), but are also enabled to understand them via abstracting (as
a process). This understanding (reference to concrete instances and circumstances), in our
view, fosters a more flexible application of acquired abstraction which is vital when people
have to handle novel situations. We do not believe — and our empirical data does not suggest —
that novel situations can best be handled when people are free of any assumptions or
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expectations (which is also hard to imagine). However, when rules are applied based on
certain assumptions, it is of major relevance to adapt them flexibly to situation-specifics on
site. Having constructed or reconstructed an abstraction by himself, an actor has at his
disposal more context factors which might serve as multiple reference points for the
application and/or revision of an abstraction when trying to make sense of
unknown/unexpected situations. Therefore, we view the process of abstraction (abstracting) as
an important factor affecting its potential in handling novel situations.

Potential & Restriction

In section II, we have discussed potential and restriction as flavours of abstraction. In the
light of mindfulness, this differentiation depicted the ambiguous role of abstraction in HROs.
At this point in the discussion, we are now able to concretise the notion of potential as it
applies to abstraction. First, for a novice in a certain field, broad abstraction holds the
potential to provide orientation and motivation in the very beginning. Second, applying
abstracted rules enables one to focus the attention on specific other, probably more relevant
and/or less standardisable things/events. However, this is only a reliable strategy as long as
the regularities on which the abstraction is based do not change. Third, sign recognition
(based on abstraction) enables quick and early responses, again only if the sign reliably stands
for other specifica. Change is a defining characteristic of high reliability organisations.
Therefore, all of these potentials may quickly turn into restrictions, as long as one still relies
on an abstraction, even though the circumstances are suddenly not the same anymore. Before
discussing conditions of either mindless (restriction) or mindful use of abstraction (potential)
in HROs we will further illustrate the latter two facets of potential (attention focus and sign
recognition) having already discussed the first (broad categorisation) above.

- Attention focus

The following quotation shows how the attention of a nurse is affected by certain perceived
stabilities (e.g. standard equipment in different operating theatres'”, see figure 4). Applying
abstraction based on these perceived regularities enables the nurse to focus on the spots where
uncertainty is dominant. Regularities, however, are not a matter of course. Certain stabilities
are not only enacted in order to help novices, but also to facilitate the work of experienced
nurses. In the hospital studied, for instance, it is deemed more important to be equipped
everywhere with the same model of anaesthesia machine than to have the latest model. In
quotation 17, the novice refers to this enacted regularity:

Quotation 17: “There are certainly things you have everywhere, like how to handle the
anaesthesia machine, the equipment of the machine, how to check it, and so on; the other
technical devices are the same in each operating room, too. After some time you know
what’s going on if there is a certain alarm or malfunction. [...] These are the things which
become routine. They are basic things and are the same everywhere - that’s fairly clear -
and you can either play with it or relax. But the rest, the things that are tuned to one
specific situation vary considerably. You have to focus on and adjust to these things”
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Novice nurse, fifth month
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Figure 4. Enacted Stability in an uncertain terrain: standard equipment

- Sign recognition & Imagination
Quick decisions are vital in surgery. I trainees learn to interpret certain signs as early

indicators for upcoming events, they can take certain associated actions in order to either avert
the indicated event or to prepare for coping with it. Quotation 18 illustrates this potential in
terms of preventing undesired events by reacting (or as the nurse says: ‘acting’) quickly
enough to early signals. Quotation 19 shows that a similar effect can be produced by mentally
imagining certain possible scenarios of an uncertain future (in the absence of information
about an incoming emergency patient).

Quotation 18: “You can reach your goal in various ways, even via detours. In a lot of

cases, it doesn’t matter in the end, which path you had pursued. But I think there are more

and less elegant ways.”

Interviewer: “What do you mean by ‘elegant’?”

“Simply to manage to act rather than re-act. In other words, I have to be one step ahead. I
have to use my own mind; I need to imagine what I could be facing. That applies to
nurses as well as doctors. If I anticipate what will happen next, then I am one step ahead
of the patient’s problem, and then you will get a smooth narcosis. In contrast, if I’'m only
reacting, then I’'m always one step behind. Suppose there’s an abdominal operation: Then
I ask myself: Is he dehydrated? Does he have a problem with his kidneys? Does he have
[...]? You can’t find these things in a book, this is a matter of feeling. You can acquire
and pass on this ability only at work, through experiencing concrete cases and thereby
getting a feeling for discriminatory details, like the colour of the patient’s urine.”

Experienced nurse, twelve years of work experience
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Quotation 19: “What I like in this job is that I need to act very flexibly; when I have a
feeling of security I feel better.”

Interviewer: “So you think, you are able to handle most of what you might be facing?”

“Yeah, I’d go so far as to put it like that. Nevertheless I am still tense from time to time.
When they say, ‘something’ is coming [a new emergency patient, e.g. by helicopter] and I
do not get any further information, I imagine the worst-case scenario: in this case I would
need this and that. I plan in advance: if the incoming patient has this problem, these
actions will have to be taken, and I think to myself: I will be able to manage that. And if
the worst case doesn’t happen, super-cool, it’s not that serious, which is good for the
patient and for me as well.”

Experienced nurse, five years of work experience

- Ambiguity: Restriction & Potential
As alluded to above, every abstraction is inherently ambiguous. Under changing
circumstances, the rigid application of abstraction may rather restrict than enhance one’s
problem solving capabilities. The following quotations not only represent typical examples of
the possible restrictive flavour of abstraction in HROs, but also show the nurses’ awareness
concerning the dangers of too much reliance on certain assumptions.
Quotation 20: “First, I’ve prepared everything and then I come back and the surgical
assistant tells me: “You know that everything [the surgical scheme] has been changed
again, don’t you?’ That means that I’ve prepared for the wrong surgery, because I relied
too much on the plan from the morning. First, it was a standard preparation and then I
needed to prepare for a more complex surgery [...]. Running the risk of a delay is
problematic. Maybe the patient has already arrived or the anaesthetist or the surgeons are
waiting [...] and then they say that this delay is my fault. I have learned that I need to
check the surgical plan regularly for any changes in the computer and I do this early
enough. You just have to be up-to-date.*

Novice nurse, first month

Quotation 21: “Once, with a child, the maxillofacial surgeon told us that he would only
extract two teeth, but in the end it was five. You cannot always rely on what they say.
And the anaesthetist didn’t intubate the child. That is dangerous, because the blood can
run down and close the airway. That’s exactly what happened, and it’s a life-threatening
situation. In the beginning, I had advised him to intubate, but he didn’t want to. He told
me that it had worked out well the last time, at that time, it had been also just two teeth
being extracted ... of course he couldn’t know that it would be five teeth this time. But
whenever I can do some troubleshooting, I do it, especially with children, even if it takes
more time. That time, I called for help, and fortunately the kid survived.”

Experienced nurse, twelve years of work experience
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Quotation 22: Interviewer: “How do you prepare?”

“I look at the schedule, I get to know the patient, and then, you talk to each other, to your
colleagues. Then you can decide: this and that will be needed. And if you assume that you
do not need to discuss things, then it could very well happen that everything suddenly
changes and you will need different things. This causes stress which is avoidable.”

Novice nurse, second month

Reviewing our arguments, it seems that we are caught in a dilemma: Stability and reliance
on stability are necessary to evoke the potential of abstraction, allowing us to generalise
broadly in the beginning (providing orientation and motivation), to focus attention on other
things and to react to signs early. But at the same time, trusting ‘blindly’ in stabilities and
rigidly applying abstracted rules, can be detrimental, especially in HROs where lives may be
at stake. Why so? Stability in HROs can not be produced nor enacted completely. Even with
relatively stable working machinery this is not the case. Only by considering the momentary
perceived stability as an enacted product of the team at work and not as a constant entity can
nurses apply abstraction in a mindful way or enact the mindful routine of mutual checking
and questioning. What do we mean by a mindful application of abstraction? In some cases
even ‘blind’ reliance might be appropriate. Based on our analysis, we view it as the ability to
judge whether or not a certain abstraction is adequate in one specific situation and what
constitutes its mindful use. This very ability is linked to the way abstractions are built. If
encouraged to construct/reconstruct abstractions by themselves, novices not only adopt
abstracted rules, but also get to know the context factors which allow them to mindfully apply
abstractions to new situations.

IV. Refrain & Chorus

Wallagadagalladilallalalalalla!
La Linea (upset)

This paper aimed at exploring the role of abstraction in organisational learning.
‘Abstraction’ was defined here as the formulation of general concepts by recognising shared
properties among a number of individuals. First, we discussed several flavours (try to define
the taste of salt) of abstraction (distillation & creation, process & result, restriction &
potential). The flavours of restriction and potential designate the ambiguous role of
abstraction in the light of ‘mindfulness’ in high reliability organisations. Discussing the case
of novice nurse anaesthetists, we explored the use of abstraction in an environment
characterised by heterogeneity, uncertainty and possibly death. For this purpose, the flavours
of abstraction were used as heuristic device. This led us to ‘see’ a variety of ways, in which
abstraction is built and applied in day-to-day organisational learning. This variety can be
connected to the social and organisational context of learning (e.g. to the talk of experienced
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nurses about their work practice taking place in practice, the perceived (enacted) regularities,
or the perceived change in regularities fostered through constant staff rotation). Novice nurses
in their very first months displayed a stronger tendency to generalise experiences and to apply
abstractions broadly to a lot of concrete instances. Even if this use of abstraction can be
interpreted as less mindful, it holds the potential for early sensemaking, guidance and
motivation. When discussing abstraction as process or result, we found that novices have a
hard time being confronted with other people’s abstractions, represented e.g. by standard
operating procedures. They quickly ‘realise’ the restrictive value thereof. In this respect,
experienced nurses used such standard operation procedures as well as their own abstractions
in teaching practices mainly in relation to concrete instances at hand. Abstractions were
utilised during work, enabling novices to reconstruct them for themselves. In doing so, the
aim was not for them to learn abstracted rules by heart. Instead, novices were encouraged to
experience relevant context factors leading to diverse abstractions. They were given reasons
(stories and explanations) for the application of certain rules and were encouraged to ask
questions about different ways of doing things. By doing so, they adopted a routine of mutual
checking and questioning, a routine which itself constitutes an abstraction. We termed this
sort of routine ‘mindful routine’ or ‘learning routine’, which aids actors to stay attuned to the
specific situation at place. When applied in uncertain terrains, our empirical material suggests
that the use of abstraction might serve as a way to focus attention on other relevant things.
Furthermore it enables a person to react more quickly thanks to early sign recognition.
Nevertheless, these potentials can easily turn into restrictions, as soon as one relies ‘blindly’
on them, even under changed conditions. Based on our analysis, we propose that the mindful
judgment whether an abstraction is still appropriate or not is linked to the way an abstraction
is built. Strong reference to concrete instances in teaching and learning practices emphasises
the reconstruction of abstraction. This offers flexibility when confronted with novel
situations; thus enhancing a mindful use of abstr a ¢ t 1 o n.
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E.g. Lave & Wenger (1991, p. 37): “Further, coming to see that a theory of situated activity challenges the
very meaning of abstraction and/or generalization has led us to reject conventional readings of the
generalizability and/or abstraction of ‘knowledge’.”

In this vein, Gherardi (1999, p.116) states: “Disembedding knowledge is an act of reflexive logic which
betrays the logic of practice. It inserts distance, reflection and separation between subject and object where
previously there was no distinction between subject and the world; both were totally present and caught up
by the ‘matter in hand’.”

We use the term ‘organisational learning’ as a heuristic device to study how knowledge is socially
constructed in practices within organisations, not assuming that such a process literally exists (see e.g.
Gherardi, 1999, who proposed the neologism ‘learning-in-organising”).

The term “distillation’ is applied here in the sense of an illustrative metaphor only.

E.g. the name ‘apple’ (assigned to objects irrespective of their differing size or colour) or the relation of
‘gravitiy’ (if an apple or other object is dropped, it will fall to the ground).
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0401792/; found at http://www.filmrot.com/images/sincity-comparisons/-
/sincity.html [April 2005]

He gives the example of a one-year-old child applying the expression ‘woof-woof” to all moving creatures.
(Piaget, 1959)

We are still confused by the weird use of ‘levels’ in science. As if science was a building and knowledge an
elevator. Just consider Enrico Fermi who is said to have put it levelwise too: “I am still confused, but on a
higher level.” (Alan L. Mackay (1991). A Dictionary of Scientific Quotations. Institute of Physics
Publishing)

Further details concerning the empirical study will be given in the second part of the paper.

Consider e.g. Vygotsky (1978, p.28): “The specifically human capacity for language enables children to
provide for auxiliary tools in the solution of difficult tasks, to overcome impulsive action, to plan a solution
to a problem prior to its execution, and to master their own behaviour. Signs and words serve children first
and foremost as a means of social contact with other people.”, or more precisely Gherardi (2000, 216)
referring to Czarniawska-Joerges, 1991): “Having a concept means that one has learnt to obey rules within a
given practice. Speech acts, as units of language and action are, therefore, part of a given practice rather
than descriptions of that practice. It is in this sense that language is not only the expression of social
relations but also the medium for their creation.”

Translation by the authors.

Found at: http://www.iapht.unito.it/giocattoli/it/catapulta.html and http://www.communitydrugteam.org.uk/-
/druginfo_cocaine.htm [April, 2005]

It is not unusual for nurse anaesthetists to work together with different doctors each day, sometimes also
with several different doctors in several places during the course of one working day.

A splendid metaphor?
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Abstract

High-reliability Organizations (HROs) are those organizations in which even a minor error
in their processes may seriously hinder the very existence of the firm, together with the safety
of external actors (Roberts, 1990). Past field studies have shown that HROs encourage the
reporting of errors and near misses, exploiting these accidents to improve their operative
processes. We label this practice as a no blame approach to error management, arguing that it
enhances organizational learning.

In this paper, by taking a cognitive perspective of organizations (Weick, 1979; Grandori,
1984), we draw on existing contributions on HROs to discuss the characteristics of the no
blame organization. We mainly build on Weick’s theorizing to highlight the following,
apparent, paradox: why is it that HROs, which can not afford to commit errors, do not blame
operators that spontaneously report them? In this paper, based on two possibility cases, we
delineate the theoretical grounding of a no blame approach to organizational learning. The
existence of no blame practices suggests that the exploitation of information deriving from
error-reporting may prove beneficial in environments where issues of learning and reliability
are particularly relevant. In the final section of the paper we appraise costs and benefits of
adopting a no blame approach.

Introduction

During a conversation with one of the authors, a commercial flight commander presented
us with this revelatory example:

“Consider the relationship between me (the commander) and the first-officer, my direct
subordinate. Nowadays, any divergence in interpreting an indication from the air-traffic
control tower is verified. In case of misunderstandings between us, he or she has to openly
contradict me, in case he or she believes that obeying my instruction could lead to a situation
of danger. On my turn, as commander, I have to constantly bear in mind that errors may
happen to me anytime and, thus, verify the situation with the tower before making any
decision. In such situations, I am not supposed to take advantage of hierarchical relations.
What is novel is that only 20 years ago this would have been unimaginable because, under
that rigid hierarchical organizational design, a co-pilot would have never dared to question
the commander”.

In airline operations, errors are usually managed while performing other delicate processes,
simultaneously, and a lot of attention is devoted to error reporting and resolution. The
National Transportation Safety Board (NTSB), which is entitled to supervise air traffic in the
U.S., was founded on the assumption that errors are inherent to the nature of human activity.
Many airlines operators explained to us that this is mainly due to the architectural complexity
of their environment, where the cost of committing an error is often unbearable.
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Recent organizational studies have investigated functioning dynamics and structures in
high-reliability organizations (HROs) as air traffic control systems, nuclear plants, airlines,
and hospitals (Perrow 1984; Roberts 1990; Roberts and Bea, 2001; Haunschild and Sullivan,
2002). These organizations are “highly reliable” in that they experience extremely long time
periods characterized by operative safety and organizational smoothness. They are high-risk
firms that remain basically “invisible” until the occurrence of an error leads to the collapse of
the system in which they operate. For HROs, a minor error in organizational processes may
hinder the very existence of the firm, as well as the safety of external actors (Roberts, 1990).
In recent years, several contributions analysed the organizational dynamics of HROs
(Roberts, 1990; Weick and Roberts, 1993; Carroll, 1998; Marcus and Nichols, 1999; Morris
and Moore, 2000; Haunschild and Sullivan, 2002; Ramanujam, 2003). These studies showed
how, albeit constantly facing high levels of risk, HROs manage to achieve both operative
safety and technical efficiency.

Most interestingly, investigation of no blame practices in HROs reveals a paradox.
Organizations such as nuclear power plants, alpine rescue units, air-traffic controllers, etc.
should not afford to commit errors, since these “could lead to destruction of the organization
and/or a larger public” (Roberts, 1990: 160). As a consequence, these organizations “require
nearly error-free operations all the time” (Weick and Roberts, 1993: 357). In everyday
operations, though, HROs have developed and maintained a no blame approach, encouraging
and valuing the spontaneous reporting of errors and near misses. We broadly define ‘errors’
as unintended deviations from planned courses of actions (Rasmussen, 1988; Ramanujam and
Goodman, 2003). We define ‘near misses’ as situations where corrective actions prevent
deviations from provoking adverse organizational outcomes (Tamuz, 1994, Ramanujam and
Goodman, 2003).

The paradox lies in the following question: how is it possible for organizations which
should apparently “fear” errors the most not to blame operators who admit such mistakes? By
paradox we mean an “apparently self-contradictory statement, the underlying meaning of
which is revealed only by careful scrutiny” (Encyclopadia Britannica, 2005). We underline
that we do not refer to a strictly logical or semantic (epistemological) paradox, as discussed in
the realms of philosophy (see Ramsey, 1931).

Among the different studies that have investigated the organizational characteristics of
HROs, we hold that especially Weick’s contributions to organizational design and cognition
illustrate how to illuminate this issue. Weick has been among the first scholars to investigate
organizational practices of HROs and has introduced a number of theoretical arguments that
provide organizational and cognitive groundings for practices of HROs (Weick, 1987; Weick
and Roberts, 1993; Weick and Sutcliffe, 2001, 2003). His descriptions of mindful activities in
HROs, as well as the attention he devoted to continuous organizational change, stand as a
crucial reference for a no blame approach. More prominently, we argue that the idea of
organizations as scientific communities (Weick, 1979) is the theoretical notion which
provides the ultimate rationale for a no blame approach to organizational learning, exploiting
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a cognitive perspective of organizational practices (Grandori, 1984; 2005). Nevertheless, we
believe that we can expand and extend Weick’s contributions by developing additional
theoretical insights regarding no blame practices in HROs, and by outlining the organizational
traits that sustain a no blame approach.

Our main purpose is to illustrate an approach to error management, defined as “no blame”,
which ultimately fuels organizational learning. In this respect, we try to extend Weick’s
approach, which is mainly descriptive, towards a more prescriptive usage, and to extend and
stretch out theoretical considerations that, albeit suggested, have not been explicitly
developed. Our effort to investigate the theoretical basis of no blame practices may prove
beneficial in order to shed light on such phenomena, as well as to provide a starting point for
discussing the potential applicability of these practices within more “traditional”
organizations (non-HROs). Although some contributions suggest the potential extendibility of
high-reliability practices (Roberts and Bea, 2001; Weick and Sutcliffe, 2001), we perceive a
lack of theoretical framework from which to derive precise research questions. In the final
part of the paper we move in this direction, by trying to derive from Weick’s contributions an
exercise of organizational design aimed at elaborating the essential traits of a “no blame
organization”. Finally, we discuss the potential dark sides of adopting a no blame approach.

In this paper we draw upon qualitative evidence based on one semi-structured panel
discussion held in April 2004 with HROs participants (air-carrier commanders, clinical
surgeons and anaesthetists, managers responsible for air traffic control in airports,
commanders of alpine rescue units and of fire brigades). The focus of the panel was on the
importance of safety in operative processes and on the organizational practices adopted in
order to achieve it. The aim of the panel discussion was to obtain first-hand advice for
subsequent research. The arguments that emerged from the discussion stimulated our attention
toward the issue of blame in organizations and inspired a series of open ended semi-structured
interviews with managers and operators of different types of organizations, which were
carried out by two of the authors. The organizations included an air-traffic control tower, the
intensive care unit of a research hospital, a retail bank, a financial service operator, a
telecommunication firm, a manufacturer of selenium chips. In these interviews we requested
respondents to describe how their organization managed to achieve safety in operative
processes. We then asked them to comment about the general attitude toward blame in their
organization and describe whether and how this was reflected in everyday operations. For
each organization, we interviewed the head of Operations and the head of Human Resources.
The cases described in this paper are based on two of these interviews. The other materials
from the interviews are still elements of an ongoing research project.

The paper unfolds as follows. Section 2 illustrates no blame practices and serves as a basis
for the successive conceptual development. Section 3 highlights the theoretical building
blocks that are instrumental in providing a theory of the no blame organization. Section 4
outlines the implications for organizational design and evaluates the potential downturns
associated with this approach. Section 5 concludes.
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From the practices of HROs to a no blame approach
to organizational learning

The idea of focusing on issues of blame originated from the observation of error
management practices in HROs. The two short cases that we describe in this paragraph
provide an opportunity for contextualizing no blame practices in the everyday dynamics of
organizations. We later confront these cases with the existing literature on learning from
errors in organizational settings.

Commercial Airlines

Commercial airlines present a case where no blame practices have been institutionalized by
the industry regulatory board. The National Transportation Safety Board (NTSB) has
removed blame from all events in which criminal liability does not apply. Consequently,
commercial airlines have adopted and internalized this rule and some have recently launched
additional programs to create a more serene atmosphere of collaboration and exchange among
pilots. Examples are given by programs as the Cockpit Resource Management, which aims at
training crews to reduce “pilot errors” by making better use of human resources on flight-
decks (Cooper et al., 1980; Helmreich et al., 1999). The citation that opens this paper provides
evidence of how such programs affect collaboration within aircraft crews.

The pilots we interviewed agreed that the sources of these practices are connected with the
specific nature of the activities they perform. Flight environments are extremely complex, so
that any information reported by colleagues or technicians is helpful to gain a better
understanding of airplane conditions, meteorological developments, and so on. Chatting with
colleagues to discuss individual flight experiences is a beneficial habit that is peculiar to the
aeronautic world. Moreover, pilots are specifically trained to pay attention to radio
conversations of other flights. Gathering as much information as possible during normal
operations is regarded as indispensable, especially at the beginning of one’s career, in order to
quickly learn the details that derive from experience and are not part of official manuals.

Pilots recognize the role of the NTSB in institutionalizing these practices by requiring
formalized error reporting. Pilots and technicians must report, by filling in a specific form, all
irregular or unusual facts noticed during operations, including their errors, independently of
the consequences of such situations. In addition, specific information systems record every
activity on the airplane, so that the failure to report errors or any malfunctioning can
eventually be prosecuted by the airline operator. Individuals are then actively involved in a
systemic investigation of the features and determinants of the errors they reported. If the
investigation identifies an individual shortcoming, this is not prosecuted, unless it falls under
the domain of criminal liability. A specific team - that may or may not include the person
reporting the error - is then appointed to examine opportunities for improvement and
correction. Finally, corrective measures are communicated to all personnel through novel
recommendations or formal procedures, depending on the gravity of the issue. When
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necessary, procedures and manuals are amended on the base of the investigation. Crews
recognize the usefulness of such practices to prevent the occurrence of errors and increase the
safety of their working environment.

Intensive-Care Units

The doctors we interviewed worked in the intensive-care unit of a metropolitan teaching
hospital. In this case, a structured process for reporting errors has traditionally been absent.
Only recently, the hospital managers introduced in every department an experimental practice
called the “book of errors”. Doctors and nurses anonymously - and voluntarily — write stories
related with mistakes and near misses into this book. Every month, managers review and
analyse these entries in order to identify corrections to issues that have been raised.

Besides this procedure, though, doctors and nurses claim that is extremely difficult to talk
about errors in their environment. The dynamics of everyday work heavily rely on the
interactions within the team of people working together. Within this group, relevant
information is openly shared and it is common to admit and discuss errors - including the
narration of past experiences - to advise other members. This exchange of information usually
occurs during day-time, when working rhythms are more relaxed, or during shifts, when it is
usual to make a colloquial report of what has occurred during the day or night.

On the contrary, it is highly unlikely to share information with medical staff from other
teams, within or outside the department. In this case, doctors and nurses recognize that
information about errors does not flow freely, as collaboration is essentially driven by
interpersonal relations of trust and respect. No ad-hoc procedure is designed to exchange and
discuss information on errors and near misses, as doctors and nurses are afraid of incurring
legal responsibility for their conduct.

Learning from errors through a No Blame approach: interpretation of the cases

The notion of a no blame approach to learning from errors can be traced to a variety of
theoretical and empirical contributions. These studies argue that every human activity is
characterised by a certain probability of error, which can be attributed to a wrong
interpretation of a certain situation, to problematic interactions among people, to a
challenging coupling between technology and individuals (Perrow, 1984; McCormich and
Sanders, 1992; Roberts and Bea, 2001). In general, learning from errors refers to the notion
that organizations can effectively learn from experience, achieving improvements in
performance outcomes such as plant productivity, service timeliness and survival rates
(Argote et al., 1990; Reason, 1997; Baum and Ingram, 1998; Argote and Darr, 2000). As
opposed to traditional organization theory, however, learning from errors aims at gaining
precious insights from negative experience, or failures (Sitkin, 1992; Hodgkinson and Wright,
2002), instead of engaging in a search for excellence that might result in self-complacency
(Weick and Sutcliffe, 2001), or in a “success bias” (Miner et al., 1999). Organizational errors
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can be a crucial factor in enhancing learning (Sitkin, 1992; Kim and Miner, 2000), as they
shift the attention focus from superficial to latent relationships of causality, leading to more
profound analyses of problems (Reason, 1997). This idea runs against a common managerial
perspective that argues in favour of minimizing errors through codified and standardized
procedures within and across organizations (see Weick, 2002).

The relevance of near misses and critical incidents is particularly crucial for HROs. March,
Sproull and Tamuz (1991) discuss the difficulties in the learning processes of organizations
that cannot extensively rely on past experiences. Learning from a sample of one or fewer is a
great challenge that asks for alternative learning strategies (March et al., 1991, Grandori,
1992) to all those organizations that, due to the very nature of their core activities, cannot
afford a learning approach that exploits the lessons coming from the resolution of a sequence
of past errors. For HROs, even an apparently insignificant error can escalate to become a
major threat to the survival of the firm and of external actors (Roberts, 1990).

Albeit the high potential impact these organizations have on the environment in which they
operate, there have been limited attempts to study their approach to learning from experience
(Perrow, 1984; Shrivastava, 1986; Roberts, 1990; Vaughan, 1996), or the lessons that other
firms might learn from them (Weick and Sutcliffe, 2001). These studies suggest that HROs
are extremely effective in managing their operations and processes because, among other
reasons, they

“[...] design their reward and incentive systems to recognize costs of failures as well as
benefits of reliability” and “[...] consistently communicate the big picture of what the
organization seeks to do, and try to get everyone to communicate with each other about how
they fit in the big picture” (Roberts and Bea, 2001:71).

These organizations learn to be effective because, among other reasons, they adopt a
proactive attitude toward potentially threatening situations, such as errors and near misses,
engaging in thorough and systematic analyses that go beyond simple “blame the operator”
interpretations (Perrow, 1984; Haunschild and Sullivan, 2002). In these firms, organizational
culture plays a major role in defining individual attitudes toward knowledge-sharing and,
ultimately, organizational learning (Weick, 1987; Cook and Yanow, 1993; Weick and
Sutcliffe, 2001; Tucker and Edmondson, 2003).

Drawing mostly on the works of March et al. (1991), Reason (1997), and Weick and
Sutcliffe (2001), we define as “no blame” an organizational approach characterized by a
positive vision of errors. This means that, by relying on a particular set of organizational
tools, errors and near misses committed by individuals while completing their tasks are used
as a basis for organizational learning. A no blame approach underpins a shift in the attention
focus from the identification of blame as mere mismanagement of tasks at individual or group
level, to its conceptualization as an operational lesson which might enhance future firm
performances. Based on the assumption that no system is entirely flawless, a no blame system
represents a structured approach to managing organizational errors. This view highlights the
importance of signalling errors and potentially hazardous situations by creating
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“[...] an atmosphere of trust in which people are encouraged, even rewarded, for
providing essential safety-related information — but in which they are clear about where the
line must be drawn between acceptable and unacceptable behaviour” (Reason, 1997: 195).

We use the cases illustrated above to identify three dimensions of a no blame system,
which are defined according to the terminology proposed by Weick and Sutcliffe (2001).
Table 1 sketches these dimensions with reference to commercial airlines and intensive-care
units:

Reporting Culture. Widespread reporting of errors and near misses is encouraged and
rewarded. Individuals signalling these situations must not fear to incur in organizational
blame and punishment, especially if disruptive effects were avoided because of stand-alone
initiatives. People are willing to exchange their opinions without feeling under constant
judgment. Therefore, operators proactively ask for others’ opinions without feeling that they
are showing individual weaknesses. A reporting culture drives these assumptions and is
essential to communicate errors and near misses.

Debriefing: Individual reports trigger purposeful organizational analyses of possible
explanations, based on the interrelations between different elements (people, processes,
technologies, culture, and environment). Individuals and groups having experienced errors are
actively involved in the process of investigation.

Narrative Enactment. Corrective actions and guidelines for future prevention and/or
treatment of similar situations are identified, tested and conveyed by structured organizational
processes. These imply, for example, the diffusion of the “story” of the error through
narrative mechanisms, in order to share the experience.

Ilustrative cases
Civil commercial airlines Intensive Care

Standards forma to be filled | “Books of error” and
P
§ Reporting in after flights or informal practices of
=) maintenance operations narration
2 Carried out by a specific Socialized within teams,
3 ) commission, involving during normal operations
2 Debriefing T . .
S individuals that reported (no debriefing outside the
= issues team)
£ . Managed by a specific Unstructured information
a Narrative . .

commission that sets new exchange during pauses and

enactment . )
recommendations and rules | shift changes.

Table 1. The essential dimensions of a no blame approach to organizational learning.

The organizational and motivational side of the system - the no blame approach- is the
ground for the architecture of procedures addressing error management and error resolution.
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In the last decades, production engineers have designed numerous powerful methods aimed at
achieving error-free processes and products. Quality control systems and continuous
improvement techniques (e.g. Statistical Process Control, Six Sigma) have succeeded in
introducing significant improvements in this field (Ishikawa, 1976; Pande et al., 2002).
Nonetheless, these methods have two significant limitations. First, they do not entirely
account for the “human factor” in production, as errors cannot be easily traced to single
individuals or groups directly responsible for them. Second, they do not intercept near misses,
or critical situations that are managed locally through exceptional decisions and actions but
that, if replicated, may have serious impact on the organization. We argue that these
limitations can be overcome by favouring an organizational design that helps systemic
interventions, i.e. actions that involve different levels (people, technologies, processes and
culture). The no blame approach allows for the enactment of these systemic interventions by
removing blame from operators and encouraging their participation. Thus, the no blame
approach is a motivational instrument that supports a systemic perspective of error
management and learning.

A systemic analysis moves away from a simple “blame the operator” diagnosis, and can
trigger constructive conflict in groups, resulting in better understanding and responses (Jehn
et al.,, 1999; Haunschild and Sullivan, 2002). Attribution theory argues that, when analysing
causes and effects of relevant issues, investigators tend to posit attention to the person, rather
than to the situation as a whole (Nisbett and Ross, 1980; Fiske and Taylor, 1984; Marcus and
Nichols, 1999; Morris and Moore, 2000). When the inquiry is about errors and accidents with
serious implications, this tendency is further reinforced, resulting in “blame the operator”
explanations (Perrow, 1984). This cognitive shortcoming can seriously hinder the possibility
for an organization to learn from its own experience (Sagan, 1993) as, once the operator is
replaced or transferred, it is assumed that the problem has been removed from the system
(Haunschild and Sullivan, 2002). A no blame approach can be an effective tool for
overcoming such limitations. In fact, no blame is about “nurturing” small errors and near-miss
incidents in a continuous, incremental process which might prevent overwhelming accidents,
thereby eliminating the need for radical, traumatic learning. In this sense, a no blame
approach might be regarded as a means of making the 7ow and why of organizational learning
more explicit (Edmondson and Moingeon, 1996).

3. The theoretical building blocks of a no blame approach

In this section we focus on Weick’s theoretical contributions, with the aim of showing that
Weick’s theorizing provides a number of rationales for a no blame treatment, albeit he has
never explicitly mentioned this issue (see Weick, 1987; Weick and Roberts, 1993; Weick and
Sutcliffe, 2001). These building blocks, moreover, have not yet been exploited in a
comprehensive rationalization of the attitude towards errors in HROs. We review them in
order to unravel what we label the “no blame paradox™: how is it that organizations which
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apparently should fear errors the most — HROs - are those that develop and maintain
organizational cultures and operational practices that embrace the possibility of errors and
encourage their reporting?

Out of the works of Weick, three theoretical arguments rationalize and validate the concept
of a no blame approach: mindfulness, continuous organizational change and the idea of
organizations as scientific communities with self interests. Although the three arguments are
undoubtedly intertwined, we first present them separately, in order to elicit their peculiar
features. We subsequently recognize and discuss their affinities, in order to outline a more
comprehensive framework that ultimately supports the no blame approach as a cognitive
strategy of organizations.

Mindfulness

In different works devoted to HROs, Weick and Roberts (1993) and Weick and Sutcliffe
(2001) discuss the notion of mindfulness (Langer, 1989) in HROs. Mindfulness is defined as

“The combination of ongoing scrutiny of existing expectations, continuous refinement and
differentiation of expectations based on newer experiences, willingness and capabilities to
invent new expectations that make sense of unprecedented events, a more nuanced
appreciation of context and ways to deal with it, and identifications of new dimensions of
context that improve foresight and current functioning” (Weick and Sutcliffe, 2001: 42).

Mindfulness is conceived as necessary for the effectiveness of organizations facing highly
dynamics environments. In these contributions, HROs constitute the main reference setting, as
they are the organizations which have developed the highest level of mindfulness.

Achieving mindfulness at the organizational level enables organizations to ‘complicate,
rather than simplify their process of attention’ (Weick and Sutcliffe, 2001: 9) and, thus, to
safely and promptly manage unpredictable complexities. A core aspect is the avoidance of a
narrow set of expectations which limit the scope of individual attention, in accordance with
part of the cognitive psychology literature (e.g. Tversky and Kahneman, 1974).

The elements through which mindfulness is constructed are different, including structural
and cultural elements, such as the development of heedful interrelating among operators
(Weick and Roberts, 1993). The authors acknowledge that, if on one hand the development of
mindfulness is the central purpose of an organization, on the other hand it is crucial not to
reject the existence and the possibility of mistakes. HROs are not error free. They organize as
to admit the possibility that errors are impossible to prevent but necessary to manage (Weick
et al., 1999; Weick and Sutcliffe, 2001). In these organizations, where ‘real’ errors are
unbearable, any smallest failure is a window on the system. Therefore, the recognition and
discussion of errors and near misses is necessary to construct a complex representation of the
environment, which enlarges the set of expectation of operators.

In this line of thought, the choice not to blame the operator is not explicitly discussed from
a theoretical standpoint, but rather taken as an assumption, that motivates employees: its
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evidence derives from the ongoing practices in airline operators and nuclear power-stations.
This is coherent with the overall logic of collaboration in HROs, where operators interact
closely. In these organizations, it is recognized that only front-line operators possess full
representation of reality, and that their collaboration is a necessary condition in order to
develop the best possible representation of potentially harmful situations. Weick, together
with Roberts (1993) and Sutcliffe (2001), illustrates how the presence of insider experts and
the recognition of experience are crucial elements of a HRO.

Continuous organizational change

A number of other contributions authored or co-authored by Weick investigate and discuss
issues of learning and change (among others: Weick, 1991; Weick, 1995; Weick and Quinn,
1999). The main idea linking these works is that the traditional linear model of episodic
change, characterized by the sequence of “unfreeze, change, refreeze” (Lewin, 1951), coupled
with the fundamental role of inertia and of intentional intervention, does not fully account for
the patterns of organizational change and learning. By recognizing the relevance of ongoing
action and improvisation in organizations (Weick, 1995; Crossan, 1998), and by evaluating
theoretical and empirical contributions describing non linear and unplanned patterns of
organizational change (e.g. Porras and Silver, 1991; Crossan et al., 1996; Moorman and
Miner, 1998), Weick and Quinn (1999) discuss the additional paradigm of continuous change.
Continuous change is conceived as an ongoing, evolving and cumulative phenomenon based
on the different sequence of “freeze, rebalance, unfreeze” (Weick and Quinn, 1999: 379).
This sequence builds on the assumption that organizational learning consists of the
development of knowledge linking actions and outcomes (Weick, 1991), and that the portfolio
of routines, together with their reframing, ‘s the site for learning’ (Weick, 1991: 117). The
reframing process sustains the “freeze, rebalance, unfreeze” sequence of continuous change
(Weick and Quinn, 1999: 379-380):

“Freeze is to make sequence visible and to show patterns in what is happening, [...] to
capture sequences by means of cognitive maps, schemas, or war stories [...]. To rebalance is
to re-interpret, re-label and re-sequence the patterns so that they unfold with fewer
blockages. To rebalance is to reframe issues as opportunities, reinterpret history using
appreciative inquiry [...]. Finally, to unfreeze after rebalancing is to resume improvisation,
translation and learning in ways that are more mindful of sequences, more resilient to
anomalies and more flexible in their execution”.

According to this paradigm, thus, learning is achieved through a series of small changes in
an ongoing and incessant process of updating the organizational response repertoire. Here, we
believe, it is possible to derive another rationale for no blame practices, in that attention to
operations reveals the recognition of a set of organizational repertoires which are attentively
monitored (“preoccupation with failures”, Weick and Sutcliffe, 2001), so that every small
error or near miss leads to discussing the connection of action and outcomes, as well as to the
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continuous enactment of solutions. No blame practices, therefore, help sustain the sequence of
“freeze, rebalance, unfreeze”.

Organizations as scientific communities with self interest

In 1979, Weick discussed the relationship between business organizations and scientific
communities, providing a third element on which to build a theoretical framework for a no
blame approach to organizational learning (Weick, 1979). In his paper, which provides a
cognitive description of organizations, Weick theorizes that an organization is a “body of
thoughts” (Weick, 1979: 42) endowed with epistemological processes to acquire knowledge
about its surroundings. Knowledge and the environment are constructed by participants’
interactions. Under this representation, the ‘collective omniscience of the organization’
becomes the focal object of interest for its description (Weick, 1979: 43), in a way similar to
that of scientific communities, where the advancement of knowledge is the main objective of
the community.

As subsequently stated by Grandori (1984), the metaphor of scientific communities allows
to represent decision making processes of business organizations with the same heuristic rules
of scientific research. Consequently, the logic of falsification is regarded as the main engine
for the advancement of knowledge (Lakatos, 1999; Popper, 2001). Therefore, the falsification
of an existing hypothesis is valuable to the growth of knowledge as it permits to discard the
validity of existing hypotheses and to develop new ones (Grandori, 1984). Accordingly, no
blame practices find their theoretical justification in the decision-making realm, as a necessary
tool to advance the collective knowledge of the organizations. As the falsification of
hypotheses (current routines) is crucial to advance this knowledge, then, the organization
should search for all those events that stimulate enhancements. As their main objective lies in
achieving reliable activities and actions, HROs activate no blame practices as a medium to
investigate the environment. Relationships between the central relevance of reliability and no
blame are, thus, reinforced.

This enables us to solve the initial paradox: since errors (which may hide a lack of
knowledge about the overall system) are most harmful for these organizations, it becomes
crucial to strengthen the logic of learning trough falsification, which is activated on small
errors and near misses by no blame practices. This consideration acquires growing validity
and robustness in dynamic environments which are too complex to allow for a complete
modelling.

Commentary: the No blame approach as a form of epistemic rationality

Although the three lines of thoughts share an underlying consistency, we still miss an
explicit discussion about their connections. We want to cover this point, in order to delineate
the theoretical foundations of a no blame approach.
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From a descriptive perspective, we hold that these three concepts, and relative practices,
are complementary, i.e. the application of one set raises the value of the application of
practices in another set (Milgrom and Roberts, 1990; Ichniowski et al., 1997):

These three practices share the main goal of developing knowledge about the causal links
between actions and outcomes. The main concern is the challenge of actual knowledge, so
that expectations (on which routines are based) are regarded as hypotheses waiting to be
tested (Weick and Sutcliffe, 2001). Therefore, even if the parallel with scientific communities
is drawn in the 1979 contribution only, this view seems to underlie successive arguments as
well.

These three practices are not designed to simplify the world, but to complicate it. Weick
conceives a successful organization as an entity that continuously questions and tests the
outside environment, a concept that is conceived in the notion of “enacted environment”
(Weick, 1979, Daft and Weick 1984). Weick encourages the analysis of organizational
practices that allow for the complication of reality (Weick, 1979; 2004). The underlying
assumption is that the ability to set up and maintain these “complexity-enhancing” practices
explains more of successful organizations, if compared to practices that economize on
information processing. In 2001, Weick and Sutcliffe restated this notion, by arguing that “it
takes mindful variety to assure stable high performance” (Weick and Sutcliffe, 2001: XV).
There is a manifest link, thus, between the existence of “complexity-enhancing” practices and
the operative performance of organizations.

Weick does not deny the utility of organizational routines and schemata. However,
differently from an information-processing view of organizations, in which routines are used
to economize on the representation of the environment and to represent a plan and a set for
action (March and Simon, 1958), Weick conceives routines as a source of improvisation and
enactment. Organizational routines provide the basis for rationalization, acting as a repository
for the existing knowledge that links action and outcomes, although they are not meant to
constrain the action of actors.

Moving from a descriptive perspective to an interpretative one, the notion of organizations
as scientific communities ultimately provides the rationale for a theory of the no blame
organization. Looking at an organization as an epistemic actor, it is possible to align the three
previous elements, thereby exploiting a cognitive perspective of organizations (Grandori,
1984, 2005). Rules and norms display cognitive reduction properties (Grandori, 1997),
resulting in economies of bounded rationality (March and Simon, 1958), to face ambiguity
and uncertainty in dynamic environments. In the case of HROs, the focus is on the
development of useful knowledge, out of weak signals, in an environment so complex and
ambiguous that does not allow for fixed rules of behaviour. The problem of knowledge
development, thus, is solved by exploiting the small signals deriving from near misses and
incidents, which are socialized and rationalized in the organization. By relying on no blame
practices, therefore, HROs display a form of epistemic rationality (Grandori, 2005), i.e. they
enact an epistemic model of rational discovery and problem modelling in front of ambiguous
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and uncertain environments. The movement towards knowledge development, via
falsification, provides the more general framework. Mindfulness and continuous learning are
two vicarious mechanisms that support the effort of knowledge development. A no blame
approach helps organizations deal with systematic distortions in their learning processes that
are due to attribution biases and knowledge stagnation among different units.

By changing their approach to problematic situations and errors, organizations might
subvert their tendency to look for reassuring evidence rather than falsification (Grandori,
1984), their inclination to look for a major, single cause rather than for interdependencies
among events (Carroll, 1998), their temptation to search for explanations in proximity and
similarity rather than for remote, structural causes.

4. Discussion: traits and dark sides of a no blame approach

In the following paragraphs we delineate the organizational traits of a no blame approach
to organizational learning, in order to move away from a purely interpretative approach
towards an organizational design perspective. We first present the organizational design
characteristics as derived from the previous two sections. In order to provide a comprehensive
discussion, we then highlight the potential obstacles the adoption of a no blame approach.

Organizational traits

In section 2, we described the no blame approach as composed of three prominent
elements: reporting culture, debriefing processes, narrative enactment. Here, using an
organizational design perspective, we theorize on the organizational traits that support the no
blame approach. We contend that from an organizational design perspective this is an
expressive concept, supported by the organizational traits reported below. We find that
organizational literature considers that similar organizational arrangements (lack of
segmentation between activities, few hierarchical levels, distributed and open decision
structures) are shared by all organizations oriented toward learning (Burns and Stalker, 1961;
Cohen et al., 1972; Volberda, 1999). The elements that we consider as peculiar to a no blame
organization are the following:

Loose hierarchy with specialization (Weick and Sutcliffe, 2001: 74). No blame
organizations recognize that repeated experience with different problems provides the
necessary repertoire to deal with new events mindfully. They value the experience of “old”
operators and turn to them when investigating novel issues (though this does not imply formal
hierarchical control). Experienced operators, on their turn, are trained to recognize the
incessant complexity of a system. They are conscious of its continuous complexity and are
ready to experiment novel solutions. Experienced operators do not always pretend to apply
the “good old way out” to new problems. Therefore, in a no blame organization, formal
hierarchy is present but it is loose enough to shift operative responsibility on specific issues.
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People with expertise on peculiar dimensions take operational decisions, while organizational
superiors rarely interfere. An example of this is in the existence of bronze, silver and golden
rules, as discussed by Flin (1996) and Weick and Sutcliffe (2001), in which managers
distinguish different operational spaces (operative, tactical and strategic), allocating and
delegating responsibilities accordingly. For example, the improvement of operative
procedures may be more effectively proposed by operative personnel, rather than by
administrative units. As an instance of this principle, operators should have the opportunity to
participate in the investigation and resolution of errors they have reported.

Commitment to resilience (Weick and Sutcliffe, 2001). Actors adopting a no blame
approach do not assume their behaviour to be error-free, as they are aware of the impossibility
to foresee every potential outcome. On the contrary, they are trained to recognize that errors
and near misses do occur in their daily activities. From an operative point of view, the
practices of a no blame organization enable individuals to recognize and to be constantly
aware of the level of operational complexity. Examples can be found in the design of
operative procedures (e.g. by admitting that the operator can act between certain boundaries
instead of believing that the operator should stick to a “best solution™).

Skills variety: variety across the skills of people and differentiated paths of experiences
within the organization are necessary to fuel different interpretations of signals, to foresee
possible unexpected consequences, and to strengthen the opportunity of learning. By
exploiting this characteristic, a no blame organization renders it possible to develop and share
an extended repertoire of histories and cases during debriefings. However, this variety must
be balanced against an effective system of socialization of everyday activities, in order to
allow for a degree of common understanding and language-sharing across individuals. In air
traffic control units, for instance, this is achieved by training all the personnel on different
tasks, so that everyone has an understanding of the activities and of the problems of his or her
colleagues.

Potential costs and barriers of a no blame approach

From a theoretical standpoint, organizational benefits associated with a no blame approach
might appear as naturally cogent and logically driven. Unfortunately, the implementation of a
similar knowledge-diffusion model is not straightforward. Its harmonious adoption is
potentially hampered by a variety of organizational and environmental obstacles. Besides
design and implementation purposes, awareness of such limiting factors is crucial in order to
understand if, and how, a no blame approach is a valuable means of organizational learning
for all organizations, or for HROs only. At present, this question remains open, as it is not
clear whether the implementation of a no blame system could imply a substantial investment
in redundancy (Roberts, 1990). In this case, organizations would face a trade-off between the
costs (in terms of financial, human and temporal resources) of adopting such a system and the
benefits (in terms of learning and performance) it would carry. Nonetheless, recent
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contributions advocate that all organizations would benefit from adopting a proactive view
towards error detection and a shared understanding of corrective actions (Weick and Sutcliffe,
2001). According to this view, “/[...] neither the sausage maker nor the chemical-plant
manager is immune from errvors that can have far-reaching consequences” (Roberts and Bea,
2001: 76). To our best knowledge, no contribution has tried to empirically measure the impact
of a no blame approach on organizations other than HROs.

Here, we try to outline the barriers that might hamper the implementation of a no blame
system. These include firm-related restraints, which apply at the organizational level, and
environmental barriers, which refer to cultural and regulatory issues pertaining to individual
countries. These factors are consistent with previous findings on motivational prerequisites
and organizational barriers to learning (Sutcliffe, 2001). As one of the managers we
interviewed told us, “/...] unfortunately, valid and reliable knowledge doesn’t come for free”.

Competitive pressures on economic and temporal issues

Short—run emphasis on costs efficiency and lead-time containment, albeit operationally
effective, may hamper the adoption of a no blame approach, which requires additional
investments not immediately related with key productive activities and operations (Roberts,
1990). Together with rethinking aspects of its culture, an organization willing to implement a
no blame system should engage in an investigation of its operational, communication and
control procedures, in order to identify areas of improvement. Under competitive and
temporal pressures, thus, organizations might choose to ignore warnings that would imply a
slow-down or a revision of core activities. Increasing the ability to explore, to process and to
evaluate significant information may lead to a decrease in the speed at which a correct
interpretation is achieved and established (March et al., 1991). Under such conditions,
organizational errors may be regarded as “profitable” for organizations to commit (Singer,
1978) and may, accordingly, be tolerated.

Cognitive costs: the dilemma of learning

Emphasis on economic matters leads to a discussion of the costs of investigating the inner
dynamics of an organization, in order to assess and redesign better processes. In other words,
how much does it cost to hold back and reflect? An illustrative example from Einhorn and
Hogarth (1981: 38) may help outline the discussion on the opportunity-cost of investing in
learning in order to verify or falsify current assumptions and beliefs:

“[...] consider a waiter in a busy restaurant who believes he can predict those customers
most likely to leave generous tips; the quality of his service reflects this prediction. If the
quality of the service has a treatment effect on the size of the trip, the outcomes confirm the
prediction. With awareness of the task structure, the waiter could perform an experiment to
disentangle the treatment effects of quality of service from his predictions; that is, he could
give poor service to some of those judged to leave good tips and good service to some of
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those judged to leave poor tips. Note that the waiter must be willing to risk the possible loss
of income if his judgement is accurate, against learning that his judgement is poor. Therefore,
there is conflict between short-run strategies for action that result in reasonably good
outcomes versus long-run strategies for learning that have potential short-run costs. That is,
would you be willing to risk loss of income by doing a real experiment in order to learn? ”.

The situation depicts a potential dilemma of learning, or a trade-off between the rewards of
investing in learning and the costs of experimenting. In case these costs are viewed as
disproportionate, an individual or an organization may simply decide not to learn. However,
as the environment grows evermore uncertain and equilibrium states become unstable,
organizations face the issue of improving their ability to research, to improve and to explore
radically novel courses of action, rather than comparing known alternatives. This makes
investments in research comparatively more attractive, if not necessary.

Cultural Restraints

Knowledge is subject to segregation and, eventually, stagnation, for a wide array of
reasons (see Szulanski and Cappetta, 2003). Organizational culture is a focal determinant, as
it translates into the way division of labour, specialization and hierarchy are defined
(Vaughan, 1996). Different obstacles pertain to cultural aspects. Many organizations prove to
be extremely rigid and hierarchical, with the consequence that communication flows
downward only. Other organizations lack what we define as a “culture of risk”, or the
awareness of the potential fallibility of every system. This results in a passive, fatalist, and
ultimately punitive attitude towards errors, instead of resulting in a commitment to active risk-
seeking activities (Weick and Sutcliffe, 2001). In other situations, employees do not report
individual errors because they fear that these would be perceived as instances of individual
weakness or fault, which would be blamed on them. Moreover, further obstacles emerge in
the form of unidirectional corrective loops, or situations in which operators reporting errors
are not involved in the subsequent definition of corrective actions. Together with losing
potentially valuable suggestions, this situation affects individual willingness to signal further
errors. Finally, many organizational settings are dominated by “do it first, fix it later”
strategies of coping with problems. In such situations, a drawback of empowerment practices
results in the fact that front-line operators — those agents more often exposed to dangerous
situations, or the organization’s “sensors” — are entailed to solve problems on their own,
without alarming managers or superiors (Tucker and Edmondson, 2003). This leads to an
absence in communication that prevents organizational learning, as the same situation might
happen again to other individuals unprepared to solve it. As one of the managers we
interviewed put it:

“Most problems tend to discourage operators, who individually endeavour to clear out
challenging situations. There is a widespread tendency to fix errors as soon as they become
evident, hardly ever involving the upper levels of the organization or other departments. This
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occurs for two reasons. First, there is a clear difficulty to recognize external causes, or those
events that originate in activities operators are not accountable for. Consequently, solutions
are searched for locally, within known boundaries, losing sight of the interaction and
complexities of the entire system. Second, errors are universally regarded as personal
defeats, as individual fallacies or lapses. Operators fear them and become easily discouraged
if they manifest themselves publicly, thereby avoiding to involve or to communicate with
colleagues. This is a drawback of the capability to take responsibility for one’s actions and
outcomes which results in a distorted personification of individual mistakes”.

Regulatory constraints

Consistently with previous theoretical contributions (Tamuz, 1988; Morris and Moore,
2000), we found that the understanding of critical situations is hampered by legal constraints
which impede relevant, yet self-interested, interpretations. Spontaneous reporting and
discussion of individual information and experiences is either significantly reduced or subject
to biases, omissions or distortions. Legal accountability can trigger information processing
strategies of “defensive bolstering”, which is the tendency to avoid complex or self-critical
thoughts (Morris and Moore, 2000: 742). In addition to that, accountability leads to blame-
deflecting strategies that occur via the filtering and manipulation of information
communicated within the organization (O’Reilly and Roberts, 1974). In many countries,
finally, most HROs face a regulatory system in which human errors are subject to criminal
liability. Under this legal regime, individuals are often refrained from signalling errors as they
fear to be criminally prosecuted. Consequently, many potentially dangerous situations remain
latent. This situation triggers a dangerous paradoxical problem, as those organizations that
have a pressing need to learn from errors or near misses are impeded to do so by the legal
systems in which they operate. Moreover, similar legal regimes force organizations to over-
invest in control and safety systems, multiplying financial and human resources beyond
necessary. Finally, as stated by Vaughan (1999: 287), “employees and organizations devote
enormous resources to prevent incidents of routine non conformity from being publicly
defined as mistakes. [...] The social organization of clean-up work also has social costs that
eventually are paid by the public”. By shifting blame from organizations to individual
operators, institutions preserve their social and public legitimacy.

Conclusions

In this paper, we proposed a no blame approach to learning from errors which, in our view,
can encourage and facilitate the communication, transmission and sharing of knowledge
within organizations. In an attempt to illustrate our approach, we outlined two representative
cases and assessed the role of Weick’s contributions in constructing and designing our
theoretical framework and argumentations. By looking at different theoretical arguments such
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as the notion of mindfulness, continuous learning, and organizations as scientific
communities, we were capable of solving the paradox initially posed, as well as to endow no
blame practices with stronger theoretical foundations. We argued that the no blame approach
represents an instance of epistemic rationality, in which organizations rationally look for a
way to structure their actions in ambiguous and complex environments. Building on that, we
explored the organizational traits of a no blame approach and discussed the potential dark
sides of such approach.

In conclusion, we maintain that a no blame approach is a valuable means towards
“designing an organization for variability” (Weick, 2003: 94), in order to grasp the nuances
of complexity, instead of the patterns of uniformity and standardization. A no blame view
could help unlock schemata-reinforcing processes that ignore disconfirming evidence and
subvert the over-simplification of thinking practices (Weick, 1979). Organizations would be
less exposed to a “root cause seduction” trap, or the assumption that one single cause satisfies
all problem-solving activities (Carroll, 1998). Firms often restrain employees from engaging
in an exploration of multiple causes and chain of events, as the awareness of causal
interdependencies may lead to a discomforting feeling of architectural complexity. On a
cultural level, this approach is translated into “do it first, fix it later” guidelines.

We hold that the main limitation of our study lies in its preliminary stage. We present only
two representative cases of HROs that, in different ways, address the issue of error
management. These organizations have devised extremely different organizational solutions.
While commercial airlines adopt formalized procedures, the intensive-care unit relies on
voluntary, socially-constructed processes. However, both examples provide day-to-day
insights on the essence of a no blame approach to learning from errors.

Future contributions would benefit from empirically addressing a series of issues and
research questions. Some of these refer to the organizational antecedents that favour a correct
implementation of a no blame system. Others refer to its potential consequence on
organizational dynamics. Dimensions such as organizational identity, styles of leadership,
openness to upward and downward communication, trust relationships, governance structures,
and dynamics of power distribution may determine the success or failure of a no blame
system. At present, it is yet not clear how. Moreover, research should assess if, and how, a no
blame approach may be regarded as an intangible asset driving a firm’s overall value.

However, we hold that the explicit recognition of no blame practices, and of their linkages
with environments of higher learning intensity and reliability, may provide a contribution for
the appraisal of modern organizations. A no blame approach embodies the potential of
unlocking the organizational knowledge that resides within the interactions and
interdependencies among individuals, units and functions, which are regarded as valuable
repositories of information (Carroll, 1998; Ramanujam, 2003). A no blame approach may
assist organizations in learning from rare events, by widening and enriching the capabilities to
grasp the rewards of unique — yet exceedingly valuable — experiences. These unique events
would not immediately be dismissed as irrelevant because they represent a ‘“‘sampling
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variation within existing theories” (March et al., 1991). Finally, a no blame system relies on
assumptions of distributed cognition (Hutchins, 1991; Weick and Roberts, 1993).
Accordingly, this approach could be regarded as a means of making entrenched knowledge
available to other levels within the organization, thereby projecting locally-available
information into globally-shared guidelines and working practices. We believe that the ability
to process and communicate information translates into an intangible asset that can drive an
increase in a firm’s ability to generate value.
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Introduction:

Dramatic changes in the global business environment, brought about by advances in
technology and politico-economic competitive pressures over recent decades, are
foregrounding the need for organizational transformation. However, structural inhibition of
change in organizations seems to persist, in spite of the well-documented role of structure in
culture creation and thus mission accomplishment. Almost thirty years ago Mintzberg (1979:
xii) stated that 'structure seems to be at the root of many questions we raise about
organizations'. Similarly, over the past decade, other authors have targeted organizational
structure as the critical factor in organizational performance in the digital era (Dell, 1999;
Foster & Kaplan, 2001; Miles et al, 1997; Peters, 2003). The role of structure has been
highlighted in such areas as the capacity of an organization to innovate (Dougherty, 1999;
Leonard-Barton, 1995; Barley, 1986); enact strategy (Davies, 1993); become more
entrepreneurial (Miles ef al, 2000); construct new knowledge (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger
& Snyder, 2000; Dovey & White, 2005); and meet customers' needs more effectively (Zuboff
& Maxmin, 2002).

At the same time, there has been growing recognition in the literature that success in the
new era of knowledge capitalism depends upon the creativity of knowledge workers, their
passionate identification with the purpose and goals of the organization and their full
commitment to enacting its core strategies (see, for example, Boyett & Conn, 1991; Gee et al,
1996; Peters, 2003). The capacity of organizations to innovate is increasingly seen to result
from collaborative learning and knowledge construction practices that grow out of and fuel
the development of intangible capital assets such as social capital (resources such as trust and
voluntary cooperation between all those who hold a stake in the mission of the organization —
see Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998) and morale capital (resources such as the passionate
identification with, and commitment to, the purpose of the organization — see Dovey &
Singhota, 2005). The mobilization of these resources, however, requires specific structural
and cultural forms - especially with respect to power relations and opportunities for
enterprise-wide inter-subjective communication, collaboration and learning (see Dovey &
White, 2005).

While leaders in organizations are increasingly realizing that survival in the era of
knowledge capitalism requires radical change, their articulation of change often remains at the
rhetorical level and seldom addresses the kind of structural change that is necessary for the
transformation of everyday work practices. As a consequence, attempts to implement change
are often carried out on an ad hoc basis within the existing organizational arrangements.
Through the case of an Australian financial services company, we explore such an attempt to
introduce a set of innovative work practices without transforming the existing organizational
structure and culture. The case provides an illustration of how the prevailing functional
hierarchical structure inhibits cultural transformation, perpetuates old practices, and thereby
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undermines the successful introduction of new, mission-pertinent, work practices. Drawing on
Weber’s (1970 ed.) analysis of the functional hierarchy (or classic bureaucracy), we show
how this structural form - that is still a characteristic of most large organizations — has
embedded in it the strategic intention of control. We argue that the rational-legal culture
perpetuated by this structural form effectively prevents the development of the passionate
commitment to creative, learning-rich, work practices required of workers for organizational
success in the era of knowledge capitalism.

The key implication of our findings is the need for the re-conceptualization of leadership in
organizations. We argue that an important role of leaders in today's dynamic business context
is that of structural architect. This requires an understanding of the relationship of structure to
mission accomplishment, and the ability to transform an organization accordingly. This
means addressing the cultural legacy of previous structures, and making explicit and
transforming inappropriate mental models and cultural practices in the interests of mission
accomplishment. Thus, the most important strategic task for this new leadership is the
envisioning and development of a new form of enterprise logic — the 'overall logic shaping a
firm's strategy, structure, and management processes into an effective whole' (Miles et al,
1997: 7) whereby the focus of the organization shifts from control to results and power is
managed in the interests of mission-pertinent innovation.

Learning and Knowing in the Era of Knowledge Capitalism

It is widely recognized that, in the global knowledge economy of the 21% century,
organizational performance depends increasingly upon the capacity of organizations to learn
and to innovate. This, as Gee et al (1996: 19) argue, requires new collaborative forms of
working and the passionate involvement of workers,

who can learn and adapt quickly, think for themselves, take responsibility, make
decisions, and communicate what they need and know to leaders who coach, supply, and
inspire them. ... Workers must now take responsibility, usually in teams, for whole and
meaningful tasks which they understand and seek to improve ... (and) throw themselves
heart and soul into the work of the company in very risky times.

The distributed nature of knowledge in organizations requires that collaborative learning
and knowledge construction activities be facilitated, cherished and celebrated. Making this
point, Gee et al (1996: 58), state that,

in the new capitalism it is not really important what individuals know on their own, but
rather what they can do with others in a collaborative way to effectively add ‘value’ to the
enterprise.

Of particular importance in this respect are intangible forms of capital that are generated
and leveraged 'in community' — in particular, social and morale capital. Social capital is a
form of capital that is collectively owned by members of a 'network' characterized by strong
relationship bonds and multiplex connections to other 'networks' (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998).
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This 'capital' consists of social resources that are constructed and leveraged through network
relationships and without which the network would not be able to function at an optimal level.
The most critical of these resources is trust as it underpins the capacity to leverage many of
the other resources potentially available to the network either through its members or through
its partner networks (connections). Learning and knowing are social capital resources because
they are developed and leveraged through specific kinds of relationships (Leonard-Barton,
1995; Choo, 1998; Wenger, 1999; Lave & Wenger, 1991). Once trust, and the social norms of
reciprocity and voluntary cooperation that go with it, is established, network members have
access to vital human capital (knowledge and other resources that are embodied in individual
members) and morale capital (resources such as passion, commitment, motivation, courage
and resilience that are rooted in, what Nahapiet & Ghoshal (1998) call, 'identity resources').
From our perspective, the processes of learning and knowing depend heavily upon the
availability of these intangible forms of capital within a network and upon the capacity of
network members to leverage them. The unique aspect of these forms of capital is that they
are not depleted but re-generated through their exploitation.

The Role of Structure in Organizational Performance

The development of these intangible but essential capital assets requires an organizational
structure that facilitates a culture (organizational discourse) characterized by a strong sense of
ownership among all stakeholders of the organization. Such ownership is underpinned by a
passionate commitment to the mission of the organization; the shared values of its
stakeholders; and to creative participation in its everyday activities. Fundamental to such a
structure, are lateral, as opposed to hierarchical, power relations [what Gee et al (1996: 58)
refer to as ‘non-authoritarian’ distributed power bases]. In such an environment of
decentralized authority, risk is managed through the socialization of all members to cultural
norms that dictate the framing of all decision-making by the mission and values of the
collective and that ensure that learning is viewed as an obligation to the collective. As
learning involves personal risk and potential vulnerability, it is highly sensitive to power
management practices and flourishes under the supportive nature of the lateral power relations
structurally embedded in 'co-owned' organizations.

Recent global political events have highlighted, in a dramatic way, the effectiveness of
such an organizational structure. As Friedman (1999) points out, we are currently witnessing a
new form of military/political competition in which a 'super-empowered' individual/group,
using a decentralized, virtual, organizational form that effectively leverages exceptional levels
of social and morale capital, and the new information and communication technologies, in the
service of a passionately owned mission, has consistently trumped a global superpower,
hamstrung by its hierarchically-structured military and government organizations. The
effectiveness of 4/-Qaeda in surviving the best efforts of the USA to defeat it over the past
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decade, has led Tom Peters (2003) to claim that this new global military conflict is not one
that will be decided by weaponry but by organizational form.

Functional Hierarchical Structures

After several centuries of dominance, the functional hierarchical (bureaucratic) structure
remains the most common organizational form (Jacques, 2003). Over a century ago, Weber
(1970 ed.) showed that this form was designed for control, not results, and was intended to
denude the organization of individual passions in the interests of rational-legal administration.
He states that, within a bureaucracy,

the 'objective' discharge of business primarily means a discharge of business according to
calculable rules and 'without regard for persons'. ... When fully developed, bureaucracy
also stands in a specific sense, under the principle of sine ira ac studio (without anger or
passion). Its specific nature ... develops the more perfectly the more the bureaucracy is
'dehumanized'; the more completely it succeeds in eliminating from official business love,
hatred, and all purely personal, irrational, and emotional elements that escape calculation.
This is the specific nature of bureaucracy and it is appraised as its special virtue (Weber,
1970 ed.: 215-216 — translation of the Latin phrase inserted by the authors)

Weber (1970 ed.: 216) goes on to say that the bureaucratic structure thus requires
personally detached and strictly objective experts — functionaries who are unmoved by human
passion and who perform their function without emotion, gratitude or favour.

The functional hierarchical form was well suited to organizational needs during the
industrial capitalist era of previous centuries. Created to transform traditional forms of
administration, such as honorary and avocational services performed by members of ruling
elites, into specialized administrative functions operating according to purely objective
considerations, the functional hierarchical structure enabled the first wave of globalization
and the era of industrial capitalism that underpinned it. In that era, when results were more-or-
less guaranteed for Western organizations who had easy access to the world's resources
(through their colonies) and who could rely on growing, prosperous home markets to absorb
whatever they produced, control was of paramount importance and thus the functional
hierarchical structure was appropriate to their purpose. In discussing the mass-production
model of the industrial capitalist era, Zuboff and Maxmin (2003: 20) make the point that

it required a new managerial hierarchy with a relentless internal focus on the control and
measurement of production and distribution. Managers and engineers inherited the task of
planning and overseeing a minute division of labour to accomplish the standardization,
increased throughput, and reduced unit costs necessary to meet the new demands of mass
consumption.

However, fuelled by advances in technology and new competitive pressures, profound
political and economic change has occurred globally over the past three decades and radically
different criteria for organizational success have emerged. As Boyett & Conn (1991: 109)
point out (supported by Gee et al, 1996: 19-21; 58-61), workers in the current era of
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knowledge capitalism are required to have a different psychological and emotional orientation
to their work organization where the goal is to,
attach people mentally and emotionally to the workplace — to make them feel intimately
connected to the corporation even if in reality that connection is transitory.

While this kind of intimate connection is a necessary condition for learning, creativity and
innovation in the current era, it is seriously inhibited by the authoritarian power relations,
rooted in positional power bases and serving functional and individual purposes, that
characterize organizations structured as functional hierarchies.

Case Study of a Failed Attempt at Organizational Transformation

In order to explore these issues against the backdrop of everyday practices in an
organization, we present a study of a failed change initiative at a large Australasian financial
services company (hereafter “the Company”). The case consists of a brief ‘strategic story’, in
which the Company’s attempt to transform itself is outlined, followed by an interpretative
analysis in which we apply our argument to explain how structurally-induced defensive
behaviour by the Company’s leadership undermined the learning and innovation required to
transform the Company.

The Company

Like many organizations operating in today's dynamic business context (see Fenech &
Dovey, 2005), the Company has adopted a 'management by projects' approach whereby much
of its work is organized as a series of simultaneously executed projects. This approach has
facilitated the Company's aggressive new product development program that is focused on
information products delivered through communications technologies. A key challenge in
such a multi-project management environment is the fact that the demand for projects usually
exceeds the resource capabilities of the organization.

Historical Context

The Company came into existence as the result of a merger driven by the threat of entry
into the Company’s market of a much larger, better resourced, global business. While the
parties to the merger possessed distinct histories, cultures, processes and systems, both found
themselves in a similar predicament. After computerizing their operations during the 1980s,
custom-building at great expense the core business applications that enabled them to leverage
economies of scope and scale that their local competitors could not match, it became possible,
post Y2K, to replicate these core business applications relatively cheaply. Thus, while
technology initially gave each of the parties the means to create the barriers to entry that made
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their markets secure and profitable, soon thereafter technology razed those barriers leaving
both parties vulnerable to attack from larger players.

Six months after the merger, fears of a much larger and resource-rich overseas competitor
entering the market were realized and the Company’s share price lost more than 40% of its
value as investors anticipated market share to come under increasing pressure. At this time,
the Company announced a bold new mission to become the ‘leading provider of choice’ in
Australasia. The Company’s strategy outlined a vision of operational excellence (with
statements such as ‘achieving lowest cost best practice’; ‘world class IT enablement’; and
‘building organizational capability’) and signalled intentions of cultural transformation (with
slogans such as ‘passion, values and recognition’; ‘performance-based rewards’; and the
‘encouragement of innovation’).

Organizational Structure

The Company restructured itself into five strategic business units focusing on different
market segments, and five functional silos (Group Finance, Group IT, Human Resources,
Legal and Administration, and Group Sales). Group IT was sub-divided further into four
functional silos (Client Services, Infrastructure Services, Product Services and Practices).
Product Services, the area primarily responsible for project management and the undertaking
of project-based work (predominantly of a cross-functional nature), was also structured as a
traditional functional hierarchy consisting four sub-departments (Solution Delivery, Solution
Design, Solution Development and Solution Assurance).

History of Failure to Execute Innovative Strategies

Driven by the need to accelerate the integration of the two merged businesses and to
engage its new competitor by rapidly developing new products and services, the Company
extended itself well beyond its organizational capacity, by over-committing to projects. The
Company failed to complete a series of projects that aimed to accelerate the integration
process — known as the Quick Win Projects— within their scheduled six-month time-frame
(some of these projects were still active eighteen months later). With most projects
experiencing slippage against plan, the ‘hump’ of project work that needed to be surmounted
was pushed back month after month as new projects were approved and initiated. Estimates
for key projects were reported as ‘highly at risk’ due to an inability to secure the human
resources required to undertake critical project tasks. Several of these key projects failed to
meet their delivery dates with the result that their anticipated contribution to the Company’s
EBITDA for that financial year was not realized, and the Company was criticized, with
respect to its profit predictions, in the financial press after twice lowering its earnings
forecast.
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A Bold Strategic Initiative and its Collapse

At this point, the Company responded by undertaking a program (the Program), initiated
by the manager of its Program Management Office (PMO), aimed at extending the function of
the PMO to include a more proactive and strategic role in the Company’s project selection
decisions. Specifically, the PMO would manage the legislative framework created by a
Program Governance Board (Steering Group) comprised of senior executive managers and the
manager of the PMO, with the purpose of ensuring an explicit and transparent basis for
project selection and investment decisions. The framework was based on a project portfolio
selection methodology (PSM) whereby a portfolio of projects would be selected 'from
available project proposals and projects currently underway, that meets the organization’s
stated objectives in a desirable manner without exceeding available resources or violating
other constraints’ (Archer and Ghasemzadeh, 1999: 208);

This methodology, recognized globally as best practice with respect to managing
investment decisions in a multi-project environment, produced significant business benefits
over the six months that it was in operation. These included:

« increased project throughput compared to the previous twelve months;

 increased return on investment in projects compared to the previous twelve months;

 stopping several projects that were of dubious value resulting in cost savings and the

freeing up of resources to work on more valuable projects;

o establishing an overall plan that sequenced projects over a six-month period according

to relative value, subject to organizational and environmental constraints;

o reducing the Company’s portfolio of major projects to a more manageable number —

from fifty down to twelve;

 building project management competency in project teams.

Despite this success, after six months of operation the Company announced the
retrenchment of the PMO Manager and the disbanding of the PMO on the grounds of
'reducing a management overhead'. Without the PMO there to drive it, the project portfolio
selection methodology was from that point no longer followed and the Senior Executive
Managers ceased meeting as a Steering Group.

Subsequently, over an eighteen-month period, the Company failed to deliver a $15M
program of work aimed at re-engineering its core business applications and processes (the
largest it had ever attempted), spending most of its capital budget in the process, and the CEO
was replaced by the Board. Thereafter, the Company re-established the PMO function,
expending significant effort and cost on hiring new personnel, retrieving and reviewing the
disused project portfolio selection and related process documentation, and attempting to re-
introduce the abandoned work practices.
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Resistance to the Program

At the outset of the Program, project owners and project managers viewed the new
requirements to provide information about their projects to the PMO as ‘more red tape’ and as
‘preventing them from doing their real job’. In the past, such requirements were spoken of as
‘snake oil’ and exhortations to ‘just do it’ would be made, even in the case of large
international development projects, with the consequence that contracts were signed that
committed the Company to delivery dates without prior feasibility planning. This attitude was
reflected in extremely poor reporting, both in quality and timeliness. However, within three
months of the introduction of the Program this resistance had dissipated. A training session
provided by the PMO was well received by project owners and project managers and one
particularly ardent and vocal critic, who had previously refused to comply with the project
portfolio selection methodology, became a champion of the process. By the fifth month of the
Program's operation, the standard of reporting by project owners and project managers was
excellent and, without exception, they had become passionate supporters of the project
portfolio selection methodology and the expanded role of the PMO.

In contrast, resistance from functional managers was much slower to arise; however, when
it did arise it effectively led to the termination of the Program. Initially, functional managers
accepted the Program, following the lead of the CEO who endorsed it at a rhetorical level as
‘the way we now do things here’. However, as they became aware of its implications for
power management practices within the organization, the new work practices and the mandate
of the PMO were challenged, with some managers encouraging their staff to refuse to
cooperate. Ironically, the project portfolio selection methodology began to be criticized as
being ‘bureaucratic’ and ‘prescriptive’ by those who had helped define it and the PMO
labelled a ‘roadblock’ by those who had participated in setting its Charter. Over time, human
resources were unilaterally re-allocated from projects by their line managers contrary to
project selection decisions made by the Steering Group. Line managers began ignoring
meeting requests, telephone calls and emails from project owners and project managers
seeking information about human resource availability. In one particular conflict between a
project manager and a line manager, the latter asserted ‘the right to pull [the resource] off any
project, regardless of the project impact’. Personal attacks were made on the PMO Manager
and, in contrast to the training sessions delivered to project owners and project managers,
training sessions delivered by the PMO to functional and line managers were openly
sabotaged.

Reassertion of Positional Authority.

During the operation of the Program, the functional managers of the Product Services
Department released new project management and systems development methodologies that
contradicted those introduced through the Program. At the expense of best practice in project
management and systems development, these methodologies sought to embed into process
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standards — by enshrining rational legal processes governing the conduct of all project
activities and decision making — power relations that favoured functional and line managers
over project managers. A ‘waterfall’ model was imposed in which project activities were
organized into phases that corresponded to the functional boundaries of the Product Services
Department, and, rather than entrust projects to autonomous cross-functional teams led by
project managers, a serial assembly line process was imposed which required each department
to perform its ‘phase’ of project activities in isolation before handing over to the next
department. Under this model, authority for prioritizing activities, allocating specific human
resources and approving deliverables lay with functional and line managers, with project
managers stripped of the decision-making authority delegated to them by the Program.

Retreat from Transparency.

As functional managers began to understand the implications of the Program for their
personal and functional power bases, they increasingly reverted to covert and sectarian
strategies - recreating an atmosphere of secrecy and mistrust in the process. An example of
this is provided by an excerpt from the Observations Journal of the PMO Manager that
relates to his request to obtain a copy of the new project management and systems
development methodologies shortly before their release:

I then requested a copy of the document from the Group IT Manager (Product Services)
explaining that the CIO had given me his approval. He directed me to the Solutions
Assurance Manager who was in possession of the master documents. I then sent an email
to the Solutions Assurance Manager. He replied by email directing me to a Consultant
who was coordinating the process definition activities, with the suggestion that it was not
appropriate for the document to be released outside of IT while it was in draft form. This
reply was copied to the Consultant. I then emailed both the Consultant and the Solutions
Assurance Manager and explained that I had been given authority to access the document
by both the CIO and the Group IT Manager (Product Services). The Consultant then
called me to discuss how I would use the document and to extract an assurance from me
that I would not let the document be seen by anyone either inside or outside the IT
function; specifically asking me not to let the document be seen by any of the project
managers. To this I agreed. A copy of the document was then sent to me by email by the
Solutions Assurance Manager with a covering note emphasizing ‘FOR YOUR EYES
ONLY’ and ‘ONLY A DRAFT".

To Learn or Not to Learn

Shortly before the disbanding of the Program, semi-structured interviews conducted with
senior functional managers, project owners and project managers revealed significant
differences in attitudes toward the Program and the learning gained from it. Despite the
business results obtained through the new work practices, senior functional managers
expressed a preference for the traditional approaches to managing projects (approaches that
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had been proven inadequate in the Company). For example, there was a strong preference for
the traditional functional organizational form and its sequential assembly line approach to
managing projects, over the autonomous cross-functional team approach supported by the
Program and generally recommended within a multi-project environment. Preference was also
expressed for curtailing the autonomy of project teams and integrating them back into the
functional operational structure. Significantly, a number of responses by executive managers
reflected an apparent lack of understanding of basic procedural aspects of the project portfolio
selection methodology that they had been participating in over the previous six months.

In contrast, at the project team level, project owners and project managers questioned the
need for strong functional line management — such as that imposed by the Product Services
Department through its project management and systems development methodologies — in an
enterprise where most work is organized as projects and where these projects are prioritized,
scheduled and coordinated by a Steering Group. Consistent with best practice, they favoured
greater autonomy for tightly-knit cross-functional teams, and resented intrusions by functional
and line management. They exhibited a sound understanding of the project portfolio selection
methodology, the roles of the PMO and the Project Governance Board, and possessed strong
opinions about these approaches being superior to what had previously been in place in the
Company.

Analysis of the Failure of the Company to Introduce an Innovative Management Practice

The case of the Company illustrates how, rather than foster lateral power relations and
engage in enterprise-wide mission-pertinent learning, functional managers were able to
undermine the innovative practices introduced by the Program. Initially, while still unsure of
the Steering Committee's commitment to the Program, they operated on an ad hoc basis,
making arbitrary decisions to reallocate resources assigned by the Program to project teams.
However, as the reluctance of executive managers to face the political consequences of the
Program became apparent, functional managers more aggressively re-claimed authority with
respect to project decisions. They did this via two specific methods of power management:

o Managing power ‘downwards’ by re-asserting bureaucratic protocols and procedures
that have been taken-for-granted in the Company for decades. The 'logic' of these
practices appears to be so embedded in the cultural life of the Company that few
employees protested the actions of line managers in arresting the change process at the
expense of superior business performance and recognised best practice. Similarly, there
was no protest from staff at the destruction of the nascent culture of trust and
enthusiasm that the Program was beginning to foster, by the re-introduction of these
protocols and procedures. By leveraging the structurally-induced mental models of staff
with respect to power and its sources of legitimacy in organizations, functional
managers were able to sabotage the new work practices in open defiance of the new
democratic decision-making processes that had been introduced through the Program.
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o Managing power ‘upwards’ through the threat of political disharmony. The re-
instatement of traditional strategies-in-action (bureaucratic protocols and procedures
and traditional project management methodologies) by functional managers exploited
prevailing cultural values regarding competitive individualism, short-term thinking, and
the pre-eminence of individual and sectarian interests. At the same time, it effected a
revival of the cultural phenomenon of false consensus in functional hierarchies. In this
‘game’, all members of the enterprise (wittingly or unwittingly) participate in the
charade of strategic planning while tacitly knowing that the prevailing strategies-in-
action are the way ‘the world really works’. In functional hierarchies, the process of
formulating 'espoused strategies', which cannot be executed, is as much an accepted part
of management routine as are the 'strategies-in-action', which are usually not made
explicit, but which are easily executed courtesy of the enterprise logic. This results in a
situation of strategy-contradiction. When faced with an open rebellion from functional
managers, the executive management of the Company very quickly chose political
harmony over business transformation and superior results. As salaried leaders, they
appear to have viewed such a strategy to be in their own interests. Interestingly, this
reversion of the entire executive management contingent to the traditional order
occurred without questions about the legitimacy of their strategic turn-around from
anyone in the Company other than the PMO manager”.

The constraints imposed upon strategy execution by the taken-for-granted structure and
culture of the organization are invisible because of the socialization of staff within a
functional hierarchy. The socialization process reifies structural and cultural conditions, so
that they are perceived as ‘natural’. On this point, Zuboff and Maxmin (2003: 21) argue that,

the standard enterprise logic has become so deeply taken for granted that it is no longer
visible. People do not question assumptions that they no longer see. ... Change
management would not be the industry it is if organizations were changing. Change
management is huge precisely because organizations are not fundamentally changing. ...
the standard enterprise logic is organized to reproduce itself at all costs, even when it is
commercially irrational to do so. It is through these processes, so often undiscussable,
that organizations defy change, even when they say they are changing.

As the explicit logic of the Program contradicted the tacit enterprise logic of the Company,
its validity in the minds of all staff was tenuous at best. A consequence, therefore, of the
functional hierarchical structure is an organizational culture wherein the link between
espoused strategy/values and strategy/values-in-action has been mystified, enabling leadership
failure to be easily rationalized (see Sarason, 1972; Gardner, 1965). In this kind of
organizational culture, salaried executive managers are able to protect their self-interest
through risk-averse and conservative practices.

Functional managers, at first guided by assumptions that the change initiative would fail as
many previous change programs in the Company had failed, tolerated the new order until it
became clear that this change was being driven by someone (the PMO manager) who was
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resolute about its implementation. From our observations, once measured business benefits
began to be explicitly documented and tabled at the Steering Group meetings, the moment for
open rebellion by functional managers had arrived. At that point they realized that unless
stopped immediately, the Program would permanently transform the old order of the
Company. Through veiled threats by some, and less subtle forms of aggressive confrontation
by others, line managers initially attempted to persuade the PMO manager to allow 'greater
flexibility' in the operation of the new practices — a tactic that would have undermined the
integrity of the Program and thus destabilized the new order. When this failed to stop the
progress of the transformation, the only remaining action left was to sabotage the Program
and ensure that the PMO manager was retrenched. Thus, because the logic of the Program
could not be resisted on rational business grounds by the executive management of the
Company, it brought into play the full range of insidious defensive mechanisms available to
those who have a vested interest in undermining change in organizations structured as a
functional hierarchy.

Transforming Structural Form in the Interests of Learning

In spite of the increasing signs that functional hierarchical structures are inhibiting
mission-pertinent learning in organizations, this organizational form persists and functional
'experts' — who Sullivan (quoted by Peters, 2003) describes as 'very expensive microchips' —
continue to dominate decision-making in organizations. Statements, such as that of Deprez &
Tissen (2002: 1) that 'the organizations we created have become tyrants. They have taken
control, holding us fettered, creating barriers that hinder rather than help our businesses' have
had little effect, and the prediction of Boyett & Conn (1991: 109) that 'in Workplace 2000,
rigid hierarchies will be dismantled, as will ceremonial trappings of power', seems naively
optimistic in retrospect. As Jacques (2003: 137) points out, over 85% of the workforce in
economically developed nations is still employed in hierarchically structured organizations.

The transformation of the ‘deep structure’ of organizations - change that ‘alters the basic
structures and therefore affects every premise, assumption and activity that derives from or
depends upon those structures’ (Zuboff and Maxmin, 2003: 19) is clearly a difficult task. The
relatively recent introduction of the so-called matrix structure with the claim that it offers ‘the
best of both worlds’ by preserving ‘the benefits, such as information sharing and continuity,
of the functional department structure, while enabling cross-functional coordination on a
project basis’ (Payne, 1993: 240) seemed for a while to offer organizations a way to 'have
their cake and eat it'. By combining functional specialization with cross-functional business
product or project specialization, and superimposing a product or project structure on an
existing function-based structure (with resources assigned from vertical units to horizontal
units - see Alsene, 1999 and Van Der Merwe, 2001), it was hoped that the constraints of the
functional hierarchical structure could be overcome. However, as the case study demonstrates,
functional silos continue to dominate decision-making and power management practices in
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such hybrid structures (Alsene, 1999; Bishop, 1999; Miles et al, 1997; Payne, 1993). As
Bishop (1999: 9) argues, ‘it is the functional departments (that often control the resources and
information vital to the success of the cross-functional team) that can and often do sabotage
the efforts of the cross-functional team’. Thus the emergence of the matrix structure can be
seen as an example of ‘adaptive’ rather than 'deep' change, enabling leaders of functional
hierarchies to successfully accommodate pressure for structural transformation without
fundamental change to the political status quo.

With suitable frames of reference regarding the relationship between structure and mission
accomplishment, leaders need to explore the range of organizational forms that are emerging
as appropriate alternatives to the functional hierarchy. Such forms include cellular (Miles et
al, 1997); federal (Handy, 1994); hypertext (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995); communities of
practice (Wenger, 1999) and network (Lipnack et al, 1994) structures. At the core of each of
these alternative structures is the concept of stakeholder co-ownership and an emphasis upon
lateral power relations between them. These principles, however, may constitute the biggest
challenge for leaders groomed in hierarchically structured organizations as they require them
to sponsor the process of their own disempowerment — to empower others by transforming the
structure of the organization in ways that facilitate the development and liberation of the
entrepreneurial capabilities of all staff (Foster & Kaplan, 2001; Boyett & Conn, 1991). The
political culture embedded in organizations historically structured as functional hierarchies,
makes most business leaders deeply suspicious of such a strategy. In a study of the
introduction of cross-functional project teams in functionally and hierarchically structured
organizations, Bishop (1999: 7) argues,

.. in many cases, the culture of the firm encompasses decades of established business
practices and formal functional reporting structures and ... going to a team culture could
be personally counterproductive for [it’s] leaders, who are the very people who need to
sponsor the activity to change the organizational culture!

We have argued that in functional hierarchical organizations control is a more powerful
need and entrenched mental model than the need for business results. Thus, it may take
dramatic events and crises in organizational performance, such as those predicted by Peters
(2003), before such mental models are re-visited. In addition, it may require the same level of
publicity and transparency of the results of business organizations as is the case with elite
sports teams, for business leaders to elevate the need for results above that for control. Even
with the (cognitive) support of the leader, structural transformation is difficult, in that, at the
first sign of a crisis, the leader's old mental models about structure, authority and control are
likely to be re-asserted and the inappropriate power management practices that emanate from
them, to be re-enacted (Kim, 1993; Kets de Vries, 1993). In this respect, drawing on
Sarason's (1972) concept of an 'external critic', Dovey & White (2005) argue the need for a
extra-organizational role through which the power of those with formal authority in business
organizations can be mediated effectively in the interests of relevant organizational
transformation.
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Conclusion

In this paper we have argued that the role of structure in mission realization needs greater
scrutiny in organizations attempting to survive in the challenging global business contexts of
the 21* century. In particular, our argument has focused upon the irony that the factors that
made the functional hierarchy so successful as a structural form in the industrial capitalist era
— namely the ‘de-humanization’ of the workplace through the principle of sine ira ac studio;
the functional division of work; and the establishment of hierarchical power relations — are at
the heart of its inhibition of the creativity and learning required for success in the era of
knowledge capitalism.

Transforming this legacy structure (and the control-focused culture that it creates) will
require new forms of leadership — leadership capable of structuring the organization in ways
that facilitate the development of a social environment in which passionate commitment to the
goals of the organization is the norm; and in which workers are empowered in ways that
enable them to participate effectively and creatively in collectively-reflexive strategic
leadership practices aimed at the production and delivery of innovative products and services.
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Endnotes

Bryan Fenech, Director: Panthalassa Consulting, Sydney, Australia

Ken Dovey, Director: Information Technology Management Program (ITMP), University of Technology,
Sydney, Australia

In the Australian context, the pervasive assumption of hierarchical structures as 'the way the world works' is
an unfortunate consequence of the colonial history of the country and the fact that most large organizations
in Australia are still externally owned (see Mintzberg, 1983).
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Abstract

The paper considers the relationship between leadership and trust in developing and
supporting learning processes needed for knowledge development. Two qualitative research
projects are analysed considering how leadership, trust, learning and knowledge are affecting
each other. The importance of trust was clarified but, more importantly, the notion of trusting
as a differentiated set of behaviours was identified. The paper concludes that developing trust
is not enough, leaders need to ensure that the theories-in-use and the espoused theories of trust
are in line and that, in order to engender trust, leaders must initiate trusting behaviours.

Introduction

There is much written about the role of leadership in the success, or otherwise, of
organisational learning (Altman and Iles, 1998; Buckler, 1998; Coad and Berry, 1998; Farrell,
2000; 11 et al., 2000; Montuori, 2000; Poole, 2000) and it is generally agreed that there needs
to be top level support of learning processes within companies if there is to be successful
knowledge sharing. There is also much written on learning and trust (Kalies, 2004; Mason
and Lefrere, 2003; Chakravarthy and Cho, 2004; Baltrusch, 2001) with authors arguing that,
unless there is trust by the employees that they will be supported by the organisation, there is
likely to be less innovation, experimentation and knowledge creation than the organisation
would like. Different levels of trust are recognised within the learning relationships (Mason
and Lefrere, 2003; Chakravarthy and Cho, 2004); trust needs to be developed at the level of
individuals (especially between peers), between employees and their managers and between
different parts of the organisation, if new knowledge is to be successfully created, shared and
utilised within companies.

It is argued that trust is a key part of learning and knowledge because the role of trust is to
create an environment in which employees feel safe to take risks, are sure of no blame, being
encouraged to develop the commitment to the organisation that will support learning and
knowledge sharing (Crookes and Froggatt, 2004). It is, therefore, logical that there must be a
relationship between the behaviour of leaders and the development of trust. This in turn will
impact upon the success or otherwise of knowledge development within an organisation. It
can be argued that if leaders behave in a way that engenders and supports trust relationships,
then the learning processes, especially as they pertain to the transfer of knowledge, will be
more likely to be effective. Figure 1 shows a model of knowledge acquisition and highlights
the learning processes that will need to be established if there is to be effective knowledge
utilization.
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Figure 1. Model of Knowledge Acquisition - Source: Blackman, 2001

What can be seen is that the processes of acquisition, interpretation and transmission will
be vital for the success of knowledge development. Only if the individual is prepared, ready
and able to share the newly acquired knowledge will organisational competitive advantage be
encouraged (de Geus, 1997). Moreover, the organisation must be ready to accept the new
ideas and must be open to stimuli from the environment (Blackman and Henderson, 2004).
Blackman (2001) and Coopey (1995, 1996) both argued that a dominant coalition, for
example strong organisational leadership, could alter the potential for organisational openness
by predicting and preempting what is to be learnt. It is argued that such a dominant coalition
may, potentially, prevent the effective development of effective learning as the processes will
begin, not with new ideas but with preferred behaviours and ideas determined by senior
members of the organisation.

This paper considers the relationship between leadership and trust in supporting
appropriate learning processes, particularly considering the impact of the leadership voice and
the difference that this makes in the belief that espoused theories-in-use of trust will be
translated into theories-in-action (Argyris and Schon, 1996). The argument will be made that
clear leadership behaviours are required, but that the role must be clearly defined in terms of
enabling trusting and learning, not merely developing trust per se.

Methodology

The paper is based upon two projects undertaken in Australia, both of which were
concerned with developing further understandings of the state and nature of learning. There
were two reasons for using both data sets. Firstly, in both cases the role and importance of
leadership was considered and the data sets proved to be complementary, with the themes
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emerging from the analysis stressing the central role of leadership and trust. Secondly, one of
the companies in Project One was the same as the company in Project Two. This enabled an
interesting comparison for verifiability.

Project One

The first project sought to determine the nature and possible success of organisations in
terms of becoming Learning Organisations. The objectives of the study were: to understand
how organisations prepare for and meet the challenges of an increasingly complex,
competitive and globalised world; to understand how organisations prepare their members for
these challenges and to compile an inventory of the key enablers, as well as barriers to
learning organisation development. Because it was determined that there was a need to
understand the nature of the problem being researched and the cognitive structures within the
organisations, a qualitative approach was adopted (Cresswell, 1994). Data was collected from
nine case companies ranging in size from 5 to 4000 employees (although this large company
is split into divisions and only one product and area were researched), of which some were
owner run and managed, whilst others were major corporations. It was the location of the
companies that was of initial interest in order to consider how learning and knowledge were
being developed in Western Sydney, Australia. Accordingly, the sample was mixed, as it was
thought that different patterns might emerge in different sizes and types of company and that
such differences could then be explored. Interestingly, however, the patterns were very similar
across all the organisations. In order to get as broad an understanding as possible of a range of
voices, the method was designed to get a picture of the views held throughout the
organisations. 27 semi-structured interviews were undertaken, each lasting approximately an
hour, with employees from differing levels within the companies and 4 focus groups were
also undertaken in order to consider if discourse changed when employees were in groups
rather than being interviewed independantly. The data was then entered into NVIVO and
coded for themes.

Project Two

In the second project, the purpose of the study was to determine whether the individual
elements of a learning organisation as defined by Slater and Narver (1995) and Senge (1990)
were present in a specific organisation [Company 2 from Project 1) and, if they did exist, how
did the managers and staff who were interviewed operationalise them? The organisation in
question is a not-for-profit Christian welfare organisation, which employs in excess of 3000
people, has an annual turnover of approximately 120 million australian dollars and provides a
diverse range of community, health and counselling services across NSW. The research was
conducted as a qualitative case study, with evidence being triangulated from three sources:
firstly, in-depth interviews with ten professional managers and twenty staff from two of the
business areas; secondly, the researcher’s direct participant observations at meetings and,
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thirdly, documentary evidence drawn from official minutes, plans and communications from
the two business areas. The qualitative case study methodology was considered the most
appropriate for the research for several reasons: the work was exploratory in nature seeking to
discover ideas not to confirm theory and, therefore, the richness of qualitative data was
needed; “case studies are widely used within organizational research” because they enable the
complex phenomena to be explored within their context (Locke, 2001, p.15); cases are
concerned with providing a description of individual or multiple incidents, which enable the
comparison of data (Bartlett et al., 2000); a further consideration was that case studies were
particularly useful when the number of variables was large (Burns and Groves 1997; Yin
1994), as in this case, where there are at least 10 elements said to reflect a learning
organisation.

Two distinct strategies were employed to canvass subjects for the study. The first strategy
targeted 23 of the organisations most senior managers, 10 of whom expressed interest in
participating in the research. The remaining 20 subjects were self-selecting in that the
researcher canvassed for volunteers via the company weekly organisational newsletter posted
electronically to all staff. The criteria to be included in the study were that the staff must have
frontline positions, being in frequent contact with clients/patients/customers, be fulltime, have
completed the company induction and orientation programme and have worked for a
minimum of twelve months. For this paper, the interview data will be the primary source of
evidence. The interviews were transcribed and then analysed for codes and themes within the
NVIVO package, thus enabling the two projects to be compared and jointly analysed for this

paper.

Analysis and Findings

In all cases, the interviewees were asked how their leadership, processes and structures
supported their new learning and knowledge creation. A series of themes within both projects
were identified as affecting the propensity of the leaders to enable and support trust and
learning. These were: the type of leadership undertaken; the role of the leaders within the
organisation; the level of risk and entrepreneurial activity encouraged; the role of the leader as
a communicator and the impact of the organisational leadership upon the credibility and
perceived expertise of the organisation itself. These are all explored in turn for the two
projects, identifying the issues affecting learning development within the organisations.

Type of Leadership Observed

The leaders in both projects were analysed in terms of whether they were transactional or
transformational (Charbonneau, 2004). A transactional leader focuses upon linking job
performance to rewards, ensuring that employees have the necessary resources to succeed in
their work whilst applying contingency leadership theories in a way that focuses upon
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achieving the task in hand. Transformational leaders work to change the organisation to fit the
environment. Their focus is upon developing employees to be able to undertake their work in
an autonomous way. Their tools include open and enabling communication and the ability to
enact and share a vision (Charbonneau, 2004).

It can be argued that trust is easier to develop with transactional leadership as it is
negotiated and more direct; however, it is also much easier to break as the parameters are very
clear, so that critical incidents affecting the psychological contract are easily observed
(Crossman, 2002). Leaders are often seen as being synonymous with the organisation, so if
either a leader or the organisation is perceived to break their word, trust is lost. Thus, if there
is a mismatch between the espoused theory and the theory-in-use, trust will be lost.
Transformational leaders would also be seen as synonymous with the organisation, but the
psychological contract will be quite different because the trust will not be about actual tasks
but about their role as a leader and supporter. The employee will have differing expectations
which will be linked to some of the sections considered below.

There were very few discussions about actual vision within the interviews for Project One,
even though one of the questions was “How do you prepare for the future” and there were
discussions pertaining to both developing knowledge to maintain and develop competitive
strategic advantage and preparing to outdo the competition. Only company 2 stood out as
having staff who thought that their leadership was inspirational, which was the company
researched in Project Two. The other companies were more directly focused upon job
performance and this was correlated by the way that development programmes were seen to
need to be linked closely to skills and job knowledge development rather than creativity or
novelty. However, even in company two differences were noted “I think my present manager
is transformational. I think the leadership ... is transformational like up the higher echelons.
... Idon’t see any transformational leadership from Head Office”.

What was argued in both projects was that where there was transformational leadership
relationships were less formal, being more likely to support change, whereas where the
leaders and/or managers were focused on the day to day business there was less likely to be a
culture of innovation and risk. It was also mooted that managers and leaders said they wanted
innovation but when risks were perceived as being taken, it was made clear that this was not
actually acceptable. Thus, the leaders’ theories-in-use prevented learning processes of
acquisition which might lead to radical change.

Leader as a developer/mentor/coach

One of the questions in Project One was ‘Does this organisation encourage you to gain
new knowledge and skills? If so how?’ This led into a conversation regarding how employees
were supported to develop themselves and then transfer that new knowledge to the
organisation.
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All the companies in Project One had systems for encouraging learning and knowledge
development but they were the traditional models of appraisal and training. Only two
interviewees (both from company 2) mentioned the concept of coaching and one of these
mentioned mentoring. It was clear from the responses that the senior members of the
organisation saw their role as encouraging learning, but not always in ways that would
facilitate growth rather than skills development.

In Project Two, however, there was a greater feeling of leaders needing to develop others
more generally: “One of the joys of leadership for me is to allow people to develop and
encourage people to develop and then to see them develop and that sometimes means that you
lose them because they move on to bigger and better and greater things”; “I could go to
either of my managers and say “Well I feel I have a weakness here” - for example I said to
one of my managers “I still get very nervous with public speaking” even though once I get up
there and I'm fine with it I'm still a mess before, so 1'd like to go and do Toast Masters, even
though having been a teacher, I'm used to doing it in front of kids but in front of adults it’s
different. So, ahem - and yeah and things like if I, if I have ever identified a need where I've
had a shortage whether it be learning or otherwise it’s always been encouraged and always
been supportive”. Nevertheless, for many, development was still seen in terms of training and
appraisal processes that were unlikely to lead to real personal development.

It seems, therefore, that where leaders do display mentoring and coaching behaviours
focussed upon development rather than competences, there is likely to be more diverse
knowledge creation. However, this is not the common set of behaviours at this time; although
it seems that the senior members of the organisations were likely to believe they were
developing employees, their employees did not feel this was occurring, other than via a not
particularly effective appraisal system.

Leaders encouraging risk and entrepreneurial activity

The data from Project One made clear links between the culture of the organisation, the
leadership and the propensity for risk “No not really, we’re not encouraged to take risks;
basically the organisation is owned by [CEO] as I said if any risks that needs to be taken
that’s probably him that needs to take it. Generally speaking most of us employed here are
fairly conservative, in cultural terms, low on consensus high on intensity, where by basically
try not to put ourselves in positions where we're going to make mistakes [Company 8]; “/
have been encouraged [to take risks] since day one to be initiative, creative to push the
barriers, shove the envelope, challenge processes, all of those things, without consequences.
Without negative consequence I should say” [Company 2]; “If problems arise, we can’t let
them sleep. Our staff are encouraged to deal with problems, not to hide them, or put them
away, but equally important to consult on those problems, this goes to risk; but it’s not a
culture where there’s a great deal of tolerance towards people, in a maverick way, going off
and doing what they think best” [Company 4]. In the case of Company 2, where it is a one of
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a set of companies, the interviewees made it very clear that risk taking and innovation were
encouraged for their company where there was a culture of support and guidance, but that the
other parts of the company did not show such tolerance and support of risk.

There was a clear link expressed in the data between risk taking and problem solving “Not
necessarily take risks; certainly solve problems based on experience and willingness to get a
project over the line for budget and to fill the requirements that are listed down by the
specification” [Company 8]; “Yes, indeed we are encouraged to resolve any problems
ourselves and it’s only when we can’t resolve it, whether it’s through risk or whatever that we
either resort to back to New Zealand so that we can get help with this particular problem,
whatever it might be. Yes, there’s an eminent risk that” [Company 9]; “I have to say at the
lower end of the scale, yes, but we re very restricted as regards taking risks. We don’t have
the free reign as I think a lot of us would like. We're encouraged to solve problems within
our own areas. Yes, often you’ll have a situation, sort of say well think of a best way and fix
it, because we are not changing, so there is usually if we’ve given some initiative to solve
problems within our own areas.” [Company 9]; “think they encouraging the risk taking,
[areas manager] particularly sort of says, ‘if you think it will work, give it a go and comeback
to me’. Problem solving and critical thinking, I think it’s encouraged at the two tier level
which I’'m involved in which is the management level, and the actual site level” [Company 2].
This is an important mental model as problem-solving and risk-taking are not the same thing
and, if confused, may lead to leaders believing they are supporting innovation when, in fact,
they are merely encouraging incremental improvement.

The role of the leader in setting the culture of risk taking was also identified: “/ [Managing
Director] try to encourage risk taking, but I don’t know that the other managers always
encourage risk taking with their staff, because they may feel what’s going to be the
consequence of these, and what risk and how do you evaluate that risk. We are looking at the
moment at risk management strategies of identifying what is risk and high risk, low risk, a
catastrophic risk, and all that. I don’t know what we do in that strategically methodology,
logical way to reassure people, but they need that if they are going to do it” [Company 2];
“No, taking risk is part of life, taking risk is what you do ,they keep [the organisation] in touch
with reality” [Company 6].

In the same way as the differences between parts of the company were seen to matter for
Company 2 in terms of culture, the role of leader in that culture was clearly identified as well.
It was posited that there were problems at higher levels but that “we are well supported by
[regional manager] who always cares and defends his staff. It is safer for us to take risks and
encouraged to explore new opportunities as he makes this a key function of who we are and
what we do” [Company 2].

Interestingly, the lack of the discretion to take risks was sometimes seen as a disincentive
“we have to have the approval from New Zealand ... Personally I find it’s quite frustrating”
[Company 9];
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The importance of leadership acting in a way that encourages novelty was also recognised
in Project Two. Moreover, the feeling that the culture permits experimentation was also
shown clearly in the level of risk that is permissible: “Our leader is an entrepreneur and is
always out there way in front of the rest of the pack of entrepreneurs often are. He’s usually

’

4 or 5 years ahead of the rest of us I think in his thinking and in his action.”; “I mean pretty
much I'm left to be an entrepreneur to develop my staff, to do whatever [ want to do with
those programs, and 1 feel trusted and if I make a mistake I feel very open that I can admit to
that mistake and say “Oh well I made this mistake for these reasons, and, and in future I’ll do

2

it this way or whatever,” but there’s never any persecution or punishment or anything like
that”; “My General Manager does encourage me to provide innovative ideas for, for strategic
management in learning and development ”.

What is seen here is that if innovation and experimentation are encouraged then effective
learning processes will be supported and new knowledge created. The key appears to be
whether the organisation is prepared to trust its employees to take real risks and have the
interests of the company at heart. If this is so, then the organisation will encourage knowledge
utilisation and, potentially, sharing because the employees will feel safe to continue.
However, where all risk is seen in terms of problem-solving, as seemed to be the view in the
majority of cases in the interviews, this will not encourage new knowledge as the focused

nature of the responses will prevent radical solutions (Blackman and Henderson, 2004).

Role of the leader as a communicator

Responses from both projects stressed the importance of communication in developing and
sharing new ideas and enabling change: “I think good communication and team work is our
culture” [Company 5]; There was considerable emphasis on the role of communication as a
way of sharing organisational goals and visions, as well as being a key element of enabling all
employees to feel involved, thereby facilitating participation in decision-making: “Dialogue
and discussion is common, in the group, and they often, they run a lot of their meetings by
themselves without me being there and I, I come half way and I come in the middle of a
discussion and they don’t even look at me they just continue on with their discussion and I'm
thinking Oh, I don’t get any recognition, but then I think well that’s good, because I shouldn’t
be the focus of attention the minute I walk into that meeting, that it should just continue on as
business as usual” [Project 2].

Overall it was argued that open communication leads to open discussions and greater
possibilities of the learning processes remaining effective: “Communication is key to share
the information so it can be learnt and become knowledge. Withholding information enables
power bases to develop and reduces knowledge development” [Company 2]. Thus, a key role
of leadership must be to ensure that communication acts as a conduit for learning rather than
merely information sharing (Smith et al., 2003).
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Leader as a source of expertise (seen as a face of the organisation)

There were elements of this seen in Project One in that many of the managers in particular
felt that their role was to develop strategic plans and directions, so that preparing for the
future was a key element of their role. Therefore, their need to be experts in their given field
was seen as an important part of their identity.

In Project Two, however, the senior managers’ roles are so broad that they cannot be
expected to have the full range of knowledge required to develop strategies: “if I try to tell
them how to do their job they will be extremely offended so I think its about having a very
flexible approach where you can assess what each manager needs”. The skill of appointing
experts, then enabling them to do their job, was deemed as the critical role. Rather than be
seen as needing to lead with expert power, their trust and credibility was seen to be developed
by enabling the experts to work autonomously. This supports Clutterbuck’s view (1999 in
Crookes and Froggatt, 2004) that effective change needs leaders whose expertise comes, not
from day to day management, but from enabling others to act in the organisation’s best
interests.

The latter notion, which implies deep seated trust for the experts and their ability to
develop long term strategies for the organisation, would seem to be more likely to engender
innovative knowledge acquisition, if only because the encouragement of new ideas from a
range of minds cannot but help to increase the knowledge present. The trust, however, is vital
or the new ideas may be acquired by the experts but not shared with the organisation. This
logically means that what is meant by leadership expertise may need to be reconsidered.

Discussion

What can be seen from the above are two recurring themes emerging from the data, these
were the need for innovative leadership and the need for trust, which enables leaders to
support learning and knowledge creation processes. In some cases, there was a great deal
more innovation and this was directly attributed to a feeling of trust in the organisation that
emerged from a feeling of complete trust in the manager. In one case, the responses were the
same at all levels of the organisation, with all interviewees citing the role of one manager as
fundamental to the success of learning and innovation in the organisation. It was stated that he
“will always take care of you and would never let anyone else in the organisation punish you
for a mistake” and the “of course the real thing is he trusts us and we trust him”. In other
cases there were differences between the responses of interviewees at different levels of the
organisation. Whilst senior management argued that there was trust and leadership support,
the employees were less convinced and indicated that management would punish mistakes
and did not really support learning as they indicated. There was a feeling that the rhetoric and
the reality were not the same. It seems, therefore, that in terms of trust all employee voices
need to work together, all having the same message and believing that trust is truly possible
throughout the organisation. Where there is dissent amongst the voices on the subject of trust,
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it will inhibit learning and knowledge creation. The paper concludes by outlining how
managers need to understand the elements of trust, in order to ensure that the messages that
are sent throughout the organisation are believed by the employees, thereby engendering trust
in the leadership and, therefore, trust in the organisational commitment to organisational
learning and knowledge creation.

This supported current theories of their importance but identified a difference between trust
and trusting that warrants further discussion and may explain some of the differences between
the responses at different levels of the organisations.

Trust and trusting

The elements identified that related to the central theme of trust in terms of encouraging,
supporting or threatening it, were:

o Culture

o Climate

o Honesty

 Information and Knowledge Sharing

« Right Moral Position

« Doing what is Right

o Opposing what is not right

o Integrity

However, the elements identified as being related to the theme of ‘trusting’, were:
o Demonstrated loyalty or commitment

 Passion for what you do

» Competence and a willingness to learn

« Preparedness to take risks

« Taking personal responsibility for your actions

Whilst these notions of trust can be seen widely within the literature (McShane and Von
Glinow, 2005), and this research supports these findings so far, the notion of trusting as being
derived from different sources and behaviours emerged as a critical element within this
research. The difference appears to transpire for two reasons. Firstly, from a disparity between
leaders’ perceptions of how trust develops and is engendered, versus the observations and
judgements made by employees considering espoused theory, the organisational ideal and the
theories-in-action, which demonstrated what was actually permitted and encouraged. Where
there were differences between these notions, trusting was unlikely to develop, no matter how
many elements of trust appeared to be in place. Secondly, many discussion on trust focus
upon the employees trust for the leaders. This research indicated that there must, initially, be
demonstrated trust in the employees by the leaders, for the reciprocated trust to develop which
is requisite for effective knowledge sharing.
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Matching espoused theory and theory-in-action

In both projects concerns were raised that the gap between rhetoric and the reality present
reduced the effectiveness of the organisation in general and the trust relationships in
particular. This was seen to affect the trusting behaviours ‘demonstrated loyalty and
commitment’, ‘preparedness to take risks’, ‘passion for what you do’ and ‘taking personal
responsibility for your actions’.

Loyalty and commitment: Leaders within the studies indicated that they demonstrated

loyalty and commitment in trusting their staff to do their work well and without constant
supervision, which reflected the espoused culture: “It’s more that trust they know what they
doing, I don’t know their job and I don’t understand it enough. I don’t think I'd be skilled
enough to say, as far as tendering that, that’s what those guys do. That’s their job.[Company
2, Project 1]. “When you come in, it’s like you walk into this big family and they say, “‘come
in, we’ll take care of you. You do what you got to do, we trust you know what you are doing”
[Company 2, Project 2]. “That has to be fostered in sort of team environment if you like, so I
think there is varying degrees of mistrust, and suspicion, of ego, of competition and all of
those things, I think they all exist. Probably existed everything in line you know to some
degree. I wouldn’t like to sort of say, “oh, no, we all get together, everybody opens up,
discloses and all of that.. I tend to think that to varying degrees they do” [Company 2,
Project 1]; “Culture wise there is a great loyalty to the company. Many of our staff have been
here, like, I've been here for 13 years, many been here long term, and I thing that’s because
generally speaking within our job roles to kind of balance what I said earlier, within the job
roles there is a fair amount of freedom to do so once we set up a job role in a job profile, then
individuals have fair amount of freedom to work within that. Within the company norms that
actually work” [Company 8, Project 1], “My staff are all very loyal because I look after
them” [Company 1, Project 1]..
It is clear that trusting is seen to need to be reciprocal.

Preparedness to take risks: It is evident from their commentary that, for managers to

relinquish control, they have to have confidence in their employees. This confidence often
extends beyond that of professional competence and involves a significant degree of personal
trust: “well I try and encourage learning. I think learning leads to growth. Training leads to
repetition perhaps - I don’t know if you can be that glib about it, but and I'm quite happy. |
think if a, if a good degree of learning takes place in experiencing failures and mistakes, and
whatever I'm quite happy for that to happen. Usually the mistakes are not devastating so
there’s plenty of room to do it” [Company 2, Project 2]. However, some staff felt that there
was a difference between what was said and what was done: “We do bits and pieces of it, we
don’t follow it right through, that’s a bit of a dilemma, that we re having any moment and I'm
trying to workout how we can do that. 1 suppose it’s because its something that, I think leads
to a good way both empowering people and getting them involved, which is a little bit foreign
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to the holding company’s view on how we should operate. And that’s because they are
holding company views such that this knowledge and asking around, I think we’ve got this
fear that we’ll be going to go off on a tangent and lose our way. Always feel like, I'm sort of
every now and again going to sort of [innovate] slightly someone’s going to crack a wipe or
something, “get back in line”, sort of thing” [Company 9, Project 1]. Where such differences
were identified it reduced the propensity for innovation and new knowledge development.

Taking personal responsibility for your own actions: It was stated that, despite claims that

the organisation welcomed creativity and diversity, in fact the case was very different “that
culture, I guess, has been in this organisation for so long that we don’t trust anybody to do
anything so we centralise all functions and we’ve got a long way to go in trusting our people
enough to decentralise” [Company 2, Project 2]. This links with the point above that although
staff were told they could take responsibility, many times this was not actually supported.
This automatically violated the trusting relationships.

Passion for what you do: This passion extends beyond just a commitment for what is done,

it is about an overall passion for the organisation, its culture its traditions and its purpose: “/
liked the vision and values, and I was irritated when people wanted to change it mainly for
marketing purposes. South Sydney wouldn’t change their colours, and so why should we
change something that was made a hundred and fifties or something years ago where I see
myself as the CUSTODIAN of the Missions values and beliefs, not as the owner of it. It’s
presumptuous of those people in that room to try and change it.” [Company 2, Project 2]. The
passion is not only expressed in terms of enthusiasm and motivation, but has a much deeper
feeling that “/ would defend my organisation and what it stands for against threats to its
values and beliefs” [Company 2, Project 2].

Overall, it was clear that trusting behaviours were less likely to emerge where
discrepancies between espoused theories and theories-in-action could be clearly delineated.
Managers and leaders will need to consider the source of such trusting behaviours and
actively seek to eliminate violations, whilst developing relationships and processes which will
support learning via such behaviours.

Leaders initiating trusting behaviours

Schein (2002) argues that if there is a lack of trust between employees and their leader
there will be ambivalence towards learning and the development of new ideas. However, this
is usually interpreted as needing to develop trust on behalf of the employees. In this research
we argue that, initially, the leaders need to demonstrate trust in the employees via trusting
behaviours which will set the precedent and develop stories which will frame the norms for
trust in the future. Employees see this demonstration of trust and, from this, feel safe to push
the boundaries further: “Just let’s you go, sort of, and puts trust into but if you don’t do it
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right I think he’ll call you back in” [Company 2, Project 2]; “mistakes are seen as personal
opportunities or growth opportunities. However, if the mistake is repeated I've found that the
tolerance then will become less for the same mistake which is fair enough” [Company 2,
Project 2]; “but the thing was that I focussed on supporting them, not managing them. So [
don’t tell anyone what to do much, cos what'’s to do is fairly obvious, and apparent and you,
you don’t need to tell people what to do, and so all I need to do is get out of the way, give you
the tools and the room to move and things to do” [Company 2, Project 2].

Time plays an important role at this stage. Relationships involving trust often are
developed through painful experience, the key is that all parties are given the opportunity to
test and experiment until trusting emerges. This is why there must be demonstrations of trust
in both directions and why, to initiate trust development, the leaders may need to demonstrate
trusting behaviours before the employees will reciprocate.

Personal Responsibility for your actions: Leaders that we spoke with indicated that they

valued highly demonstrated loyalty and commitment in their employees. It is acknowledged
by at least some of the managers that this needs to be fostered and developed and should not
be automatically assumed: “Encouraging employee commitment and sense of purpose and
feeling of family. I think that’s probably - didn’t happen overnight I don’t think, but I think
that across the whole of our organisation with our conferences we 've had and the way we talk
to people and do things. ...I suppose the bit about that is that we've got a lot of, lot of loyal
people that are working really hard for us” [Company 2, Project 2]; “The processes I guess is
a culture that we have tried to develop, culture that does not penalise mistakes and error, one
that encourages culture that encourages experimentation, how that actually operationalised if
you like, enacted is by the behaviour of Senior Management Team. It’s about inculcating a
culture of people being able to be truthful and not necessarily fear consequences of their
truthfulness and honesty. This is enacted through meetings and relationships” [Company 2,
Project 1].

In this sense, managers are taking the responsibility for creating a culture where
commitment and loyalty are valued; the expectation is then that the employees exhibit
behaviours which demonstrate their loyalty and commitment

Competence and a willingness to learn: Leaders recognized the importance of having a

skilled and competent workforce. It is unlikely that trusting would be developed unless
employees demonstrated at least standard competencies and or a capacity and willingness to
learn them. “some of the managers on the other hand are very expertise in gathering
information they have tertiary studies behind them and umm they’re more mature as in
they 've been around for longer they 're more likely experiences behind them”.

Preparedness to take risks: The acid test in the trusting relationship, according to most

leaders, centers around their preparedness to allow their employees to take risks and tolerate
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failure: “I think that my current manager has a lot to do with it because he invests so much
trust in me that he just lets me do what [ want and he knows that if [ need help I’ll come to
him, whereas if I was working under someone that was constantly looking over my shoulder [
wouldn’t be able to do the job that I'm doing so it sort of comes with the person and I think he
gets that, he has the same relationship with his manager”’[ Company 2, Project 2].

Tolerance, patience and courage are all traits valued by employees in their leaders; the
notion of unconditional support is often tacitly expressed by the leaders and their staff. It is
this supporting or trusting relationship that is the source of trust, enabling learning and
knowledge creation in organisations because openness will be maintained, as the processes
outlined in figure 1 are less likely to be undermined by senior leaders dominant cognitive
frameworks. It is because of the potential constraints that may emerge from ideas held by the
organisational leadership that employees will need to have real trust demonstrated via the
trusting behaviours, if they are to feel safe to learn, experiment and utilise their new
knowledge in an innovative and new way.

Conclusion

This paper has explored the relationships between leadership, learning and trust. The
theoretical importance of leadership in developing trust in order to support learning processes
has been supported by this research. More importantly, a difference has been identified
between the notions of ‘trust’ and ‘trusting’, with the latter being considered to be the core
behaviours necessary to support the learning processes of acquisition and transmission that
will lead to knowledge creation and utilisation. The paper argues that leaders need to
concentrate on developing trusting behaviours within the organisations, rather than merely
concentrating on the elements of trust. By doing this, they will be exemplifying trust rather
than expecting it. It can be argued that such an approach would change the processes needed
for learning and employee development, as the foci will not be upon certain aspects of trust
but upon developing behaviours that will engender trusting. The authors contend that this
different perspective needs further research in order to clarify the differences between the two
ideas and how to identify and develop strategies that will enhance long term learning and
knowledge creation.
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Abstract

The aim of the paper is to study the early stage of the project “Regional learning network
for tourism business in Eastern Uusimaa” as a process for organizing and constructing
possibilities for learning in multivoiced dialogue between different actors.

The learning networks represent a new form of project activity financed by the Workplace
Development Program of the Finnish Ministry of Labor. The purpose of the learning networks
is to increase the developmental expertise of the participants, to create and experiment with
new forms of development cooperation between research and development units and
workplaces, and to generate new, innovative solutions for Finnish working life.

The learning network analyzed in the paper is regional, united by the geographic area of
Eastern Uusimaa, situated about 50 km from Helsinki, and by tourism business there. The
first stage of the project was going on from 1.9.2004 until 31.1.2005, and, aimed to create the
learning network in collaboration with Porvoo - Borgd Unit of the Helsinki Business
Polytechnic Helia, Helsinki School of Economics (Unit of Organizations and Management),
University of Helsinki (Department of Education) and Helia School of Vocational Teacher
Education. Other actors consisted of companies, as well as other regional organizations
working with tourism business in the area. Porvoo — Borga Unit of Helia has coordinated the
project.

The common interest uniting the participants in this learning network was not taken as
given but is perceived as a common object at the first stage of the project, and, as an object of
learning, too. Three different forums have been created in order to enhance and create
dialogue between different actors and in order to perceive, what the new kind of learning
network could be. The first one of the forums, Helia’s internal work team, met every other
week. The second forum, the expert team that includes representatives of regional tourism
enterprises and organisations as well as researchers, met once a month. The third forum
combined all the actors involved in the project, including regional tourism enterprises that are
mainly small and medium-size enterprises in the Eastern Uusimaa area. This learning forum
was organised as an open seminar, based on the ideas from the interviews of the entrepreneurs
and on the planning done in the work team and in the expert team. In addition, in this paper,
also the interviews are perceived as learning forums. The different discussion forums and
interviews of entrepreneurs have been audio taped and written to memos that constitute the
main data of the paper.

In the process of constructing this regional learning network there seems to be a challenge
for perceiving and conceptualizing the region and the regional identity. An inspiring research
question will be how the region and the regional identity will be conceptualized in the
common dialogue in different forums. The concepts of region and regional identity have
arisen from the discourses in these three forums, but especially in the common seminar.
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The activity theory and especially the concept of a zone of a proximal development (ZPD)
provide a fruitful theoretical and methodological framework for the paper. Based on the
preliminary analysis of the data, the hypothesis is that in these different forums there is going
on a process of perceiving a ZPD on the regional level. Consequently, some inspiring
questions have arisen. What is Eastern Uusimaa as a region, and, how is it perceived and
presented in the discussions in the different forums? The paper will be an experiment for
using the concept of ZPD on the regional level. This framework enables to inspect the concept
of region and regional identity, both as a tool for perceiving and constructing ZPD as a
regional level and as an object of the learning network.

Introduction

The learning networks represent a new form of project activity financed by the Workplace
Development Program of Finnish Ministry of Labour (TYKES-FWDP). The purpose of the
learning networks is to increase the developmental expertise of the participants, to create and
experiment with new forms of development cooperation between research and development
units and workplaces, and to generate new, innovative solutions for Finnish working life.

The learning network analyzed in the paper is a regional network, which aims to enhance
research and development in tourism business in Eastern Uusimaa situated about 50 km from
Helsinki. The first stage of the project started 1.9.2004 and continued until 31.1.2005. The
purpose of the first stage was to create the learning network in collaboration with Porvoo —
Borga Unit of Helsinki Business Polytechnic - Helia, Helsinki School of Economics (Unit of
Organizations and Management), University of Helsinki (Department of Education) and Helia
School of Vocational Teacher Education. Other actors consist of companies as well as other
regional organizations working with tourism business in the area. The project is coordinated
by Helia Porvoo - Borga, and, it could be understood as an endeavour to take seriously the
challenge of doing regional developmental work that is the so called the third task of the
polytechnics in Finland.

The Finnish higher education system consists of two sectors: universities and polytechnics.
The polytechnics are more practically oriented, training professionals for expert and
developmental posts. The 29 polytechnics in Finland are mostly multi-disciplinary regional
institutions that place particular emphasis on cooperation with business and industry. The
polytechnics also carry out research and development relevant to their teaching subjects and
to actual working life. The polytechnics award professionally oriented higher education
degrees that take 3.5 or 4 years. (Ministry of Education 2005.)

Helia, Helsinki Business Polytechnic is the largest business polytechnic in Finland. It
offers degree programmes in business management, information technology, journalism,
tourism, and management assistant training and organizes vocational teacher education
programmes. Helia works closely with the business and industry to address recent challenges
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in working life. Helia’s business partners can also profit from an array of specialized services,
including customized training and marketing research services. (Helia 2004.)

The common interest uniting the participants in this learning network has not been taken as
given but has been perceived as a common object at the first stage of the project, and as an
object of learning as well. Different learning forums mentioned above were formed in order to
enhance and create dialogue between different actors and to perceive, what the new kind of
learning network could be. The main idea was that all the actors involved would be equal and
that the research and development topics would arise from the dialogues between the different
actors. Because of that, naming the different forums (the work team, the expert team) was
problematic and contradictory like; each forum presents expertise, not the expert team only. In
this paper, we will try to describe the learning network project as a learning process, based on
the preliminary analysis of the gathering stage of the project.

Different learning forums have formed a step-wise process that has resulted in the project
plan (named development plan) for the second stage of the learning network during 1.2.2005
—31.7.2006. The development plan was accepted by the Ministry of Labour (TYKES-FWDP)
4.4.2005.

Eastern Uusimaa as a context of the learning network

Eastern Uusimaa is a province of ten municipalities about 50 kilometres east of Helsinki
and the capital region of Finland. It has a long and rich history: a chain of 90 prehistoric
strongholds was established along the coast of the Gulf of Finland in the first millennium. The
stronghold of Linnamiki hill in Porvoo was founded as early as the Viking period in the 9"
and 10" century. The Great Coastal Road, later the King’s Road, meandering along the
Southern coast since the 13" century, was a route of national importance that connected in the
beginning the towns of Turku and Viipuri. Porvoo, the second oldest town in Finland, was
founded apparently in 1347, lies still on this road. One of the highlights in history of Eastern
Uusimaa is the Diet of Porvoo in 1809 when Finland was annexed to Russia after
approximately 700 years of Swedish rule. During the Diet Finnish estates took the oath of
allegiance to the Tsar of Russia. The results of the Diet were that Finland could keep its
Lutheran faith and the own legal system dating back to the Swedish era. One could say that
Finland was raised among the nations of the world as an independent Grand Dutchy within
the Russian Empire. The built environment in Eastern Uusimaa remains the oldest in Finland.
11 % of the buildings are constructed before the independence of Finland in 1917. Manor
houses, old iron works and traditional rural cultural landscapes are numerous in Eastern
Uusimaa. Not to mention older wooden centres of small towns and municipalities with grey
stone churches. Often manor houses are still in their original use as farming estates. Cultural
heritage lives strongly in Eastern Uusimaa. The home of Finnish national poet J. L. Runeberg
is located in Porvoo. Porvoo hosts in the summer series of concerts including among the
others Avanti!. Loviisa has its Sibelius days and Sipoo concerts for violin. Eastern Uusimaa is
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the second most industrialised region in Finland. About half of the regional gross national
product comes from the industry. The biggest industrial plants are the oil refinery in Porvoo
and nuclear power plant in Loviisa. Eastern Uusimaa produces also ice cream, electric goods
and chocolate. Touristical position of Eastern Uusimaa is connected to the vicinity of the
capital region, contemporary culture, cultural heritage, history, living countryside and
archipelago. Most of the visitors are one-day trippers or excursionists but the number of
overnight visitors is relatively high, also. We can divide Eastern Uusimaa to three different
touristical sectors that run through the region from East to the West: Archipelago, cultural
Eastern Uusimaa and countryside. (Mikkola 2004.) One challenge in this region is to combine
these different regions to one integrated Eastern Uusimaa.

The conception of learning as a framework of the learning network

When the gathering stage of the learning network started, there were discussions in
different forums about how the learning would be understood in this project. Quite soon, it
became obvious that learning should not be defined very strictly in the beginning, but taken as
a research object in the project. The question of what kind of learning processes will take
place in the learning network would be the essential research question for the entire learning
network -project. One aim of the project will be to conceptualize learning in network.

Hence, learning was perceived in this project as a quite open process and taking place as
multiple and being connected with new forms of cooperation. According to Toiviainen (2003)
learning in network can be perceived as a multilevel process. The levels are understood to be
the levels of activity. Such levels of learning could be for example an entire learning network,
an entity comprising some of the participants in a network, an individual workplace or an
expert organization, team, or individual. The levels are special and local, and, they can be
recognized based on the object of cooperation and on the outcomes, and, by studying activity.
(Toiviainen 2003; see also Alasoini 2004; Knight 2002; Vesalainen and Strommer 1999).

It is relevant to study, what is going on in the network. What will be produced? What are
the outcomes to be realized? The target of the cooperation and learning is to direct the future.
It is essential to question, how the network should be extended and how the learning results
and knowledge could be transported between the different levels. Is there a need for new
intermediate levels that would create connections? Partnership can be seen as a way of
making possible multilevel learning processes. (Toiviainen 2003, 2004)

Learning is related to what is tried to create and generate in cooperation. It is essential that
cooperation and learning have some objects in the network. In our learning network, the
challenge is basically to shape, what the common object/objects could be. (Ibid.)

During the process of gathering the learning network, we found fruitful the theoretical and
methodological framework of the Activity Theory and especially the idea of a collective zone
of a proximal development and expansive learning process (see Engestréom 1987, 2001).
Basically these ideas relate the learning processes in a network to the process of perceiving
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common object/objects of network. In the chapter 6, we will inspect more carefully these
ideas of expansive learning and collective zone of a proximal development. We will also
present preliminary assumptions of how the different learning forums support progress on the
way to the zone of a proximal development of the learning network. Before that, in the
following chapter 4, we will describe the different learning forums as working modes in the
learning network. (see also Hakkarainen 2005)

The gathering stage of the learning network

The aim of the gathering stage was to collect a learning network (by the end of January
2005), which would enhance research and development activity in tourism industry in region
of Eastern Uusimaa. All actors in the learning network were supposed to be learners and equal
partners. In the long run the aim was also to study and model new forms of cooperation
between companies and higher education institutions. The idea was that the learning network
would enhance innovations, which would benefit all the participative actors.

During the autumn 2004, the aim was to build a shared vision among the actors and
together with them on what a learning network could be and what could be the forms of its
cooperation. The core ideas of the learning network were flexibility and openness. The
network was intended to be open for new actors. According to the basic ideas of learning
networks in TYKES-FWDP, dialogue and new modes of cooperation could be a way to
respond to the innovation challenges in current Finnish working life.

Actors of the learning network

Porvoo — Borga Unit of Helia coordinated the project. Other higher education institutions
involved were Helsinki School of Economics (Unit of Organisation and Management,
University of Helsinki (Department of Education) and The Helia School of Vocational
Teacher Education. The Regional Council of Itd-Uusimaa and Posintra Development
Organisation represented regional knowledge and expertise. Porvoo Tours as a small tourism
company and Finnair as a national carrier presented the companies in the gathering stage. All
these actors participated in the work of the expert team.

The recruitment of other tourism companies and actors started 21.9.2004 with a press
conference and press release. During September — November 2004 altogether 15 company
interviews were gathered, and, the culmination of the gathering stage was the Learning
network seminar 22.11.2004. There were 36 participators in the seminar including 15
participators from the tourism companies and/or organizations.

The project was coordinated by a project manager and two project workers, who all were
employees of Porvoo — Borgd Unit of Helia. The actual project planning started with making
a schedule for the entire project. The schedule included the major forums in which the plan
was worked out as well as other prominent activities in Helia. The purpose was that the
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learning network project should be aware of other activities such as other projects and
developmental practices and progress, staying in dialogue with them.

Different learning forums as working methods

Different learning forums worked in dialogue between each other’s and consisted partly of
the same participators. The essential basis for the gathering stage was constructed by
company interviews that were planned in cooperation with the project workers and the
internal work team. Findings from the interviews were inspected in the work team and in the
expert team, as well as in the common seminar.

Basically the interviews and discussions on them constituted the basis for the seminar.
Further, the ideas picked up during the seminar were used as tools in the discussions of the
work and expert team, when perceiving the vision and ideas of the learning network and its
targets in the future.

The internal work team

The internal work team that consisted mainly of lecturers, acted as a support organ and it
was intended to be creative and dialogic by its nature. The work team met once in every two
weeks, seven times altogether. The aim was to integrate the learning network’s functions, as a
part of the polytechnic’s every day educational work. The internal work team was a learning
forum where important themes were discussed, such as the programme and working methods
for the seminar 22.11.2004 and ideas that were generated through company interviews. All
the meetings were recorded and documented as memos.

The expert team

Another important forum was the expert team, which met once a month, four times
altogether. The voices of tourism entrepreneurs, knowledge of the Eastern Uusimaa area and
regional development, tourism education, teacher education as well as research and
development were represented in the team. The first discussion was on expectations the expert
had in relation to the learning network project. The second meeting covered the ideas received
from the seminar. The last two meetings focused on planning the future and the development
plan for the second stage of the learning project.

The company interviews

During the autumn 2004, 15 tourism entrepreneurs and actors were interviewed. The aim
of the interviews was to find out what kind of research and development needs these
organizations had. The starting point for the interviews was to listen to the entrepreneurs, in
order to get a view of their business, needs and future expectations. This approach proved to
be fruitful, as the interviewees felt that they were able to have an influence on the content of
the learning network project.
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The interviews revealed many cooperation needs. Several interviewees wanted to take part
in the planning of Helia’s education and student intake. In the future, a big challenge for
service companies is to get personnel with the right service attitude. Therefore, cooperation
with educational institutions will be more and more important. Seven organizations offered
work placement for Helia’s students and five thesis contracts were made as a result of the
interviews.

Almost all the interviewees wanted the learning network project to coordinate and conduct
research and development work in the tourism field. This far, consumer behaviour and
customer profiles have not been studied thoroughly in the Eastern Uusimaa area. Foreign
tourists tend to associate the Finnish nature with Lapland. The archipelago and sea nature in
the Eastern Uusimaa offer a remarkable potential that has not yet been utilized enough.

Another focus area where help was required was product innovation work. Most of the
tourism companies in Eastern Uusimaa are entrepreneur centred with no or only few
employees. There seems to be a lack of time, energy and capability for development and
innovation work. New product ideas are needed especially for shoulder months in the winter
season. Also developing business processes would help the entrepreneur to survive.
Sustainable development is one of the corner stones of future business development. In a
small, entrepreneur driven company, this could mean getting another person to share the
responsibility.

Learning network that offers the participants a chance of learning to know each other and
deepening cooperation in the future was appreciated especially among the new tourism
entrepreneurs in Eastern Uusimaa region. There was also a need for forums that enable
dialogue between tourism companies and culture organisations.

At the moment, there are many different projects going on in Eastern Uusimaa, and many
of them compete for the entrepreneurs’ time and energy. Synergy and dialogue are needed
between these different development projects.

Helia’s role in tourism research could focus on processing and gathering existing
information and arranging forums where this information would be easily available for
tourism companies and organizations in the region.

The themes that arose from the interviews formed the basis for planning and executing the
Learning network seminar that will be inspected in the follow.

The learning network seminar

The Learning network seminar was arranged 22.11.2004. The content of the seminar as
well as its working methods were based on themes that arose from the 15 interviews of
tourism entrepreneurs and actors. The purpose of the seminar was to bring ideas of working
methods and concrete development plans under a deeper discussion. The discussion would
serve as raw material for the plans of the second stage of the learning network.

The learning network seminar was an important result of the work of two months and it
can be considered as one of the most important learning forums during the gathering stage of
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the project. 37 persons in all attended the seminar and 15 of them represented entrepreneurs or
other organizations in the tourism branch.

The aim of the seminar was to process further the ideas that had emerged from the
interviews. The themes were discussed in six workshops that were:

Research serving enterprises in the tourism branch
Innovative product development

Quality development

Development of winter tourism

Sustainable development

Dialogue and networking.

The students of Porvoo — Borga Unit of Helia participated the workshops and documented
the workshop discussions.

Research serving enterprises in the tourism branch

All interviewees mentioned the need for research data that would serve the needs of
tourism branch. Companies and organizations expressed need for information on markets and
customers in order to be able to develop business operations. Research and development
could support to innovate products and help to find new target groups. Further more, a need
for a deep cultural research data was recognized.

Research and development were considered the corner stone of the whole project.
Research could be conducted in several levels. Companies expressed their need for statistics
and profile studies, that is, market information. The network would need information on
tourism companies: what are the companies and what are the existing networks and projects
in this Eastern Uusimaa region. The discussions also revealed that a lot of research has
already been conducted, but the exact information on the findings is difficult to find.

In a learning network project, this kind of market research cannot be the only target. In this
learning network project, other important research targets are related, firstly, to the process of
building the network, modelling that process and learning about it, and secondly,
understanding better the region Eastern Uusimaa and regional identity for the basis of
development work.

Quality development

In discussions of the seminar, also the question of the quality of products and operations in
the tourism business enterprises came up, especially concerning quality certificates. Actually,
quality started to become one of the key issues in the seminar. The Finnish Tourist Board
(MEK) has announced that only those companies, who have participated in their quality
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improvement process (called Quality 1000), can benefit from MEK’s marketing and other
services in the future.

Quality can also been viewed from the point of creating quality products e.g. in a form of
deeper culture products. When quality is defined and conceptualised it becomes a concrete
matter. In a long run, it can also improve work-related well-being, when people can focus
their resources better. Hence, it is related also to the theme of sustainable productivity growth
that has wide applicability at Finnish workplaces (see Alasoini 2004).

Developing Winter Tourism

Porvoo is a well-known tourism destination with sufficient number of customers in
summer season. During the winter season, many entrepreneurs suffer from the lack of
customers. Porvoo is not a winter destination even though there are many products available.
The development of winter tourism should start from an assessment of situation analysis in
order to find out the supply-demand situation. The development work for winter tourism
should base on the market research and research of region Eastern Uusimaa. The research was
regarded as a basis to this development work. Winter tourism could also be developed as a
case project, which means documenting, modelling and linking the case to innovation
research.

Innovative product development

Predicting the changes in the travel market and developing new product ideas were
considered very important as well. Most of all, the tourism enterprises need help in
developing ideas and new products. From the research and development point of view,
innovation processes in the learning network could be studied and new innovative abilities
could possibly be developed. Research on cultural and regional identity can prepare ground
for innovation as well.

Sustainable development

Sustainable development is a theme that should be part of all development work. In the
learning network seminar, the discussion around this theme focused mainly on equal tourism.
In the learning network, sustainable development will be considered as a broader concept. It is
a part of work-related well-being, local food and the social sustainability of the region. It is
also a part of the changing role of a teacher. How do the changes in teachers’ work affect on
their work-related well-being? How does the learning network challenge Helia’s current ways
of activity? Making the obstacles visible through research was seen important.

The discussion on themes of sustainable development was the most difficult one of the
workshops and it remained superficial in the conclusion discussion. However, the shared
opinion was that this theme is worth of remembering in the future. In the expert team the
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conclusion was drawn that sustainable development is not a theme of its own but will be
included in the other themes.

Dialogue

Dialogue is seen the basic tool in the learning network that is purposed to be multi-voiced
and essential across all the areas. Creating possibilities for different voices to make
themselves heard in the learning forums has been one of the most essential ideas in the project
from the very beginning.

Based on the interviews, also, dialogue seemed a contradictory topic in the region of
Eastern Uusimaa. The need for dialogue is different depending on the background of the
entrepreneur. Thereas old enterprises regard it sufficient, new ones reported it to be
insufficient and them being out of the dialogue. Thus, the need for dialogue depends on the
background. As the companies are small and entrepreneur driven, dialogue plays an important
role.

Results of the planning stage and ideas for the future

The most important concrete results of the gathering stage were the learning network
seminar on 22" November 2004 and the development plan for the second stage (1.2.2005 —
31.7.2006) as well as a preliminary plan for the third stage (1.8.2006 — 31.1.2008).

Already the planning and writing processes can be seen as signs of a new companionship
between Helia Business Polytechnic, Helsinki School of Economics, and on the other hand,
between the higher education institutions and actors in the tourism field.

A significant result of the planning period is also the closer and persistent cooperation
partnership with the Regional Council of Itd-Uusimaa that is a central actor in tourism
development in Eastern Uusimaa. The cooperation between higher education institutions and
the Regional Council of Eastern Uusimaa has become very close when planning the future of
the learning network. The entire expert team has actively participated in creating, writing and
commenting the plan of the second stage of the learning network, which can be seen as a sign
of a partnership. As a sign of a new partnership can be seen also that nine tourism companies
have already committed themselves to the second stage of the learning network and the
development projects during it.

When understood learning in the network also as new modes of cooperation and practices,
it is worth to mention that there has arisen an idea in Regional Council of Eastern Uusimaa of
updating the regional Tourism Strategy without using external consultant firms but doing it in
cooperation with Learning Network and tourism companies, instead.

The second stage of the learning network will focus on making the challenges of research
and development work visible in the region, as well as constructing methodological tools for
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development work. The project for building so called “virtual knowledge platform™ has
already started. The planning stage of the quality improvement project has also started.

In the third stage of the project, it is essential to development further these tools in order to
make them applicable for the usage of enterprisers and actors in tourism business, as well as
to establish a new way of activity among actors and experts in tourism business. On the third
stage of the project, the development work will continue with the themes initialised in the
second stage, and new potential development challenges that will be grasped. The
development of winter tourism and innovations will take place entirely in the third stage of
the project.

The essential viewpoint on the background of the development work of the learning
network will be that the learning network aims at the creation of new knowledge and expertise
on sustainable productivity growth, which has wide applicability at Finnish workplaces.

Learning forums as tools for expansive learning process

The activity theory and especially the concept of a zone of a proximal development (ZPD)
and the model of expansive learning seem to give a fruitful theoretical and methodological
framework for the paper. Based on the preliminary analysis of the data, the hypothesis is that
in the different forums mentioned above there is an on-going process of perceiving a ZPD on
a regional level. Some very inspiring questions seem to arise for a closer examination. What
is Eastern Uusimaa as a region, and, how is it perceived and presented in common discussions
on different forums? The paper will be an experiment for using the concept of ZPD on the
regional level. This framework could also give a possibility to inspect the concept of region
and regional identity both as a tool for perceiving and constructing ZPD on regional level and
as an object of this process.

In the Activity Theory the idea of a collective ZPD is related to the model of expansive
learning (Engestrom, 1987). Expansive learning can primarily be understood as a process of
expanding the object and the motive. The object of expansive learning comprises the whole
activity system, and in our case, the whole learning network. The expansive learning process
can be seen as a collective and long-term process, not progressing linearly but in a cyclic way.
(Engestrom, 1987; 2000b). In the gathering stage of the learning network, the question was
about an endeavour to perceive, what the learning network would/could be, and, what the
object or objects of the learning network could be.

An expansive learning cycle represents an ideal type of learning that is a theoretical
reduction. In real-life activity, there may be many different kinds of learning and development
processes going on, both individual and collective, or processes related to some restricted part
of an activity or of a process. It is important to understand how the various learning processes
construct each other, what kind of interaction takes place between them, and how they
construct the whole learning cycle. (See e.g. Gherardi 1999 and 2001; Gherardi et al., 1998)
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Expansive learning can also be understood as constructing a collective zone of proximal
development. This can be seen “as a grey area between actions embedded in the current
activity with its historical roots and contradictions, the foreseeable activity in which the
contradictions are expansively resolved, and the foreseeable activity in which the
contradictions have led to contraction and destruction of opportunities® (Engestrém 2000a, p.
10). The idea of a collective zone of proximal development is based on Vygotsky’s (1978, p.
86) concept of a zone of proximal development.

In the learning network, there was a question about finding out the needs and expectations
of tourism companies through the interviews inspected earlier and about bringing these
findings into multi-voiced discussion in the other learning forums, as material for possible
object of the learning network. Progressing on the way of ZPD and the process of expansive
learning there is also question about making choices, in which process the other learning
forums besides the interviews had an essential role. From the perspective of expansive
learning, the challenge for the learning network is to find out essential tensions and
contradiction that could form the basis for development work and target to address.

In this learning network, we found very crucial the idea that each of these learning forums
has an important role in perceiving the regional zone of ZPD and the vision of the learning
network in the future. So, the vision for the learning network was constructed in the work
team as well as in the expert team.

In the process of constructing this regional learning network there seems to be a challenge
of great importance for perceiving and conceptualizing the region and the regional identity,
too. In the beginning of the project, the region of Eastern Uusimaa was taken somehow too
much as given. How the region and regional identity will be conceptualized in the common
dialogue in different forums will be an inspiring research question during the second stage of
the learning network.

These concepts of region and regional identity have arisen from the discussions on
different learning forums described in chapter 4.2., but especially in the common seminar on
the 22™ November 2004. In the discussions Eastern Uusimaa was not perceived as a region
with a clear identity or a profile. Yet a clear regional identity or at least a clear profile was
considered important. In the tourism business regions compete with each other, so it is crucial
that a region can be distinguished from other regions. Fragility of the regional identity of
Eastern Uusimaa or ambiguity of it is somehow paradoxical, because the region has strong
historical roots.

In the discussions of the work team and expert teams also a stimulating concept of
“learning region” turned up. A learning region can be identified with following
characteristics: identity and authenticity based; a common vision; horizontally and vertically
networked actors; developed information and evaluation systems; development strategies. In
the paper, we will try to conceptualize this quite loose concept as a tool of learning network
activity and as an object of this activity. A learning region can be regarded as a metaphor but
it can also be understood also as an ideal of regional development; a striven state of a region
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that continuously develops its practices and social capital. Later, in the project, it will be
possible to study, how a learning region and regional identity will be constructed in research
and developmental practices.

Regional identity as an object of learning network

The preliminary assumption was that regional identity has an important role in the regional
development. It is, according to its simplest interpretation, a combination of three elements:
history, economic or business life, and geography (Salovaara-Moring 2004). Regional or local
landmarks, architecture, dishes and accents are details in a regional identity (Building Design
2005, 4). In Finland, even regional co-operative associations and their local stores have a role
in maintaining regional and local identities (Neilimo 2004.) Very often, our worldview is
based on a local or regional identity that rises through our upbringing, education and
experiences. These three elements in their part are based on our mother tongue, culture and
history. (Stubb 2002.)

One way in which identity is connected to a particular place or region is by a feeling that a
person belongs to that place. It’s a place in which a person feels comfortable, or being at
home. A reason for this is that how this person defines him or her self is partly symbolized by
certain qualities of that place. (Rose 2000, 89.) On the other hand, it is a question of
identification, a tool to organize a person’s life (Luckmann 1983, 71).

In short, regional identity is based on a changeable amalgam of individual and group
loyalty and empathy for a region. It has a strong geographical expression through a sense of
place and belonging with a base on culture, language and history. Regional identity can relate
to the behaviour of inhabitants e.g. in their membership of regional associations and networks,
which can be linked to the existence of and adherence to civic and professional norms and
development of regional social and organisational norms and the development of regional
social and organisational capital in the broader sense.

The history of Eastern Uusimaa as a province is very short. The borders of the province are
not based on natural geographical or historical things but instead on the decision of the
Finnish Government to organize the local administration in a new way. Even if the province
in an administrative sense is new, Porvoo as a central town of the province is the second
oldest town in Finland and has rich cultural historical roots. Perhaps, therefore there are
different ideas even of how to name the region in the context of tourism business. Often the
question has also been expressed, whether it would be a better idea to name and to market the
region as for instance “Porvoo District” than “Eastern Uusimaa”.

On different learning forums, when trying to grasp what the learning network would be in
the future and when using the idea of regional ZPD as a tool for discussion, talk about region
and regional identity arose. Somehow, the concepts of region and regional identity seem to be
contradictory in the discussions. On the one hand, there seems to be a need for a common
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discussion on these themes in the region. On the other hand, some representatives of tourism
companies question the relevance of regional identity to tourism business.

A same sort of tension was also noted earlier related to regional image, when the Tourism
Strategy of Eastern Uusimaa for years 2001 — 2006 was generated. It was agreed that there
was not any coherent regional image in Eastern Uusimaa. The opinions about the need for the
coherent image were contradictory. On the one hand, the entrepreneurs expressed their need
for the coherent image and one source that would market the whole region. On the other hand,
the need for a coherent image was questioned (Posintra 2002).

Nevertheless, the region and regional identity were matters that were captured in the
different discussion forums of the learning network. In a long run, it would be interesting to
analyze, whose voice would be listened, in what context that would happen, and, what that
listening would mean in the context of regional development.

In the seminar, held on the 22™ November 2004, the questions of region and regional
identity were raised by participants especially when discussing marketing the region as a
tourism region at the winter season. It was agreed that marketing and innovative product
development should be based on more profound knowledge of the region and regional
identity. Also, the question of authenticity was picked up in the discussions.

In the following chapters, we will inspect some questions that have arisen from the
preliminary analysis of the data. In this stage, quite soon after the collecting stage of the
learning network, there seems to be more questions picked up than ready-made answers to the
questions. In the future it will be important to conceptualize the findings theoretically, also.

What on the earth is the region of Eastern Uusimaa — difficult to perceive?

It is difficult to see Eastern Uusimaa as a whole. It seems that its meaningfulness as
coherent or united region should be analysed at different levels in the learning network. From
the perspective of tourism, the province seems to be scattered in small pieces.

What on the earth is this Eastern Uusimaa? What is this region when pointing out
tourism? How is it defined? And who does define it? Does it cover from Helsinki to St.
Petersburg or Sipoo (neighboring commune)? Those mean just different things ...
(Researcher, Helsinki School of Economics)

I haven’t got a very distinct general view on Eastern Uusimaa after I have moved
here. Instead, Eastern Uusimaa seems to divide into the archipelago, culture and
countryside. Why is Eastern Uusimaa divided into three parts? Could it not be all of
these? (Principal lecturer, Helia)

That’s true. You can see it also in the projects of tourism. (Project manager, Regional
development program)

(Seminar 22™ November 2004, Research and development workshop)

What the earth Eastern Uusimaa? When I was yesterday walking around the
old Porvoo, I thought that Porvoo is unique. (Principal lecturer, Helia, Seminar
22" November 2004, Summary discussion)
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7.2. Is Eastern Uusimaa a unique attraction or a part of a journey?

The question can be raised what the province is like as a tourism attraction. Is it an
attraction on its own right or is it only one step in the way somewhere else? Which bigger
tourist destination could it be connected with?

Is Eastern Uusimaa only a part of the highway? (Project manager, Regional
Development Program)

Or is it an essential part of Turku — Porvoo — Savonlinna —wholeness? (Researcher,
Helsinki School of Economics)

And for whom does Eastern Uusimaa exist?... Is this region too near of Helsinki? Is it
worth for stopping here when going to Helsinki or coming from there? That’s an
interesting question. (Principal lecturer, Helia)

(Seminar 22™ November 2004, Research and development workshop)

How could we get money to Eastern Uusimaa from people’s pocket travelling between
St. Petersburg to Helsinki? (Entrepreneur N1, Seminar 22" November 2004, Summary
discussion)

St. Petersburg is really closed and it is the second biggest tourist attraction in terms of
city tourism in Europe. Our talk is very Helsinki-centered in Eastern Uusimaa.
(Entrepreneur N2, Seminar 22" November 2004, Summary discussion)

Authenticity of the regional identity — or cloning Lappland?

On the one hand, Eastern Uusimaa was compared with Lappland in the discussions. On the
other hand, a serious demand for the authenticity of the regional identity was acknowledged.

Eastern Uusimaa is also quite a small region compared with Lappland for example ...
Anyway, Levi —fell and Ruka —fell have constructed successful brands and products and
they are same-sized as Eastern Uusimaa as a sphere of influence... It would be important
to make the image and objectives of the region coherent. Also, some companies are
needed as crowd-pullers, like in the Lappland. (Principal lecturer, Seminar 22"
November 2004, Research and development workshop)

We have to base on the elements we really have here. We can't clone Lappland. We
have to think what is the identity, image or brandy of Eastern Uusimaa. The idea of
authenticity is very essential. The innovative product development should be based on
authenticity. (Lecturer, Helia, Seminar 22 November 2004, Summary discussion).

From what perspective are we inspecting the identity?

1t is quite interesting that cultural identity for example ... Porvoo has a strong cultural
identity and all the province is regarded as a cultural province. For example, Pori (other

city) is not in any significant cultural place, but when comes to Pori Jazz Festival and
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comparing with what we have to offer in our province...Okay, we have Avanti! (classical
music festival) and something... It’s exiting that we have much stronger cultural image
than what we really are in action. (Regional designer, The Regional Council of Eastern
Uusimaa, The meeting of expert team, 15" December 2004)

8. Conclusion and ideas for future research

In this paper, the gathering stage of the learning network has been considered as a process
of constructing possibilities for learning. In the end, the paper was focused on perceiving the
region and regional identity as an object of the learning network. The discussion on the
regional identity has been analysed as an example of a discussion purported being multi-
voiced, targeted at shaping conceptions of the region and the regional identity, as well as
purported to make tensions and contradictions visible.

The regional identity is not perceived in the paper as a kind of object of the learning
network that could be developed in a short time. Instead, the development of regional identity
is understood as a stepwise, long-term process. The role of the learning network is to make
more visible, how the region and regional identity are understood and conceptualized in the
discussion forums. The preliminary hypothesis is that these conceptualizations contain
essential and contradictory elements related to the regional ZPD. "The learning region” can be
conceptualized as a region that becomes more conscious about its regional characteristics, and
contradictions within, which provides a basis for regional development work. In the learning
network, making tensions shared and visible was taken as a challenge.

Perceiving the learning network as progressing at the regional ZPD enables that the
construction of learning network can be analysed as a process of recognizing tensions on the
region. The object of the learning network can be seen as evolving through the multi-voiced
discussion. The ZPD as the theoretical-methodological framework has supported the idea that
progress takes place through such multi-voiced, tensed discussions. The research and
development work of our learning network has an important role in finding out and making
visible the developmental tensions and contradictions related the tourism business in the
region of Eastern Uusimaa. As a consequence, it will be important that research and
development work are progressing hand in hand in close dialogue. In future, it will be
necessary not only to carry out development actions but also to conceptualize the phenomena
we are working with. The research related region and regional identity will be one of the
main themes in the second and third stage of the learning network.

During the gathering stage, promoting open dialogue among actors and projects in tourism
has proved to be one of the essential challenges in the area. As a matter of fact, enhancing
multi-voicedness has been one of the main goals of the learning network for tourism business
in Eastern Uusimaa. In the future, it will be important to study the dialogue through the
methods of discourse analysis carefully. It will be essential to understand, whose voices will
actually be heard, and how we can support the learning forums to grow more dialogical.
Studying and developing the learning forums will be the core task for the learning network.
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The region and regional identity were matters that were captured in the different forums of
learning network. In a long run, it would be interesting to analyze, whose voice would be
listened, in what context that would happen, and, what would that listening mean for the
regional development. In this stage, after the preliminary analysis of the data, there seems to
be more questions picked up for future study than ready-made answers to the questions. It
will be of interest to analyze future efforts on how the region will be identified through
discussions, and what forms discussions may actually take. It is important to find out how the
shared process of perceiving and conceptualizing the region and its identity does contribute to
constructing Eastern-Uusimaa as a learning region.

A learning region can be regarded as a metaphor but it can be understood also as an ideal
of regional development; a striven state of a region that continuously develops its practices
and social capital. Later, in the project, it will be possible to study, how a learning region and
a regional identity will be constructed in research and development practices.
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Introduction

This research links the passion for knowledge creation to task solving in temporary
organizations; that is in projects. Both organizations under study here are created to solve a
specific task. They are temporal, aimed to last the time required for solving their task. It is
assumed by the project itself that external stakeholders hold the power to terminate these projects.
Their existence is also threatened by the competing interests of stakeholders. Thus the
organizations must continuously work to renew and maintain themselves. They do so by
engaging in relational work which takes the form of translation of content, such as activities and
products. The translation of content is a process where knowledge is created through interaction.
By this knowledge creation, the organizations align with the voices of heterogeneous
stakeholders in their further pattern of actions, and this becomes part of the basis for content
translation. Through such continuous translation and thereby knowledge -creation, the
organizations take on a new identity, where the multivoicedness is incorporated. We assert that
the organizational identities are negotiated as the organizations observe their own actions (Weick
1979).

Through empirical samples we study how these translation processes occur and how
knowledge is created. More over we point to how this translation aimed at maintenance also
makes the organizations reconstruct their identity. By applying the anti-essentialist way of
thinking presented in Actor-network theory (ANT) to the study of knowledge creation, we hope
to produce a fresh input to the connection between knowledge creation and identity formation.

Projects

Within contemporary writings of project management the discussion of whether projects are
best understood as given units or as social constructs of form, is central. Traditional project
theory considers projects as units with specific goals and a certain time frame. Projects are
established to solve a task that is quite unique compared to the daily operation in an organization
(Pinto et al. 1995, Kerzner 1997, Meredith and Mantel 2000). Projects are said to contain work
processes characterised by planned, rational and object-oriented activities that progresses
linearly. They usually have a specific mandate, and its authority is not expected to exceed the
borders of this mandate. It is an action unit, not a decision unit (Lundin and S6derholm 1995).
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Assuming identity creation as relationally determined

We assume that “collective developments occur when people reinterpret their environment
through their actions, rebuild their activities and reconceive of themselves" (Blackler et al.
2000:297), and emphasize that rules and regulations of collective actions are socio-historically
developed (Engestrom 1987/1999/2000). We present this collective development of projects from
‘just a mandate’ to becoming an action unit with identity. More over, we look for the
organizational knowledge creation and learning in these collective developments. Organisational
learning might be regarded as the acquiring, sustaining, and changing, trough collective actions,
of the meanings embedded in the organisation’s cultural artefacts” (Cook and Yanow 1993:384)

ANT is not a learning theory and therefore not an obvious choice for looking at knowledge
creation. One applicable framework is the analytical framework of Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995).
Their presumption of collective learning as a tension-free process (Engestrom 1987) did,
however, not fit our observations. Situated learning theories, such as activity theories, embrace
tension of learning and knowledge creation. The predefined ideas of actor and artefact, and the
presumption of humans as the only actors, were, however, incompatible with our observations.
Thus, we apply ANT due to its’ anti essentialist thinking where technology and tools are not pre-
destined to hold only the position of being an artefact. Rather technology or systems can become
actors in themselves.

A salient presumption of this paper is that all things — including organizational identity — are
produced, maintained and changed in relations. This identity formation is a sense making process
where the patterns of interaction determine its outcome (Weick 1976/1995). Therefore, identity is
regarded as fluid and continuously in ‘the becoming’, rather considered predefined (Callon and
Latour 1981).

We find ANT to be suitable for understanding this unfolding sense making process. ANT is a
methodology for observing and analysing texts, actions and the factors that influence actions.
Being based in anti-essentialist thinking, this framework rejects that anything has inherent
qualities, and proclaims that everything is constructed simultaneously through actions, in which
their identities are defined relationally through negotiation and action (Latour 1998). The basic
considerations of ANT are how elements are stabilized and how they change in relation to other
elements. Hence, characteristics of an actor, such as size, ‘psychological make-up’, etc. are co-
constructed over time through actions (Callon 2004). The processes where human and non-
human actors are tied together and become a stabilised system to appear as a unit are under study
here (Latour 1992). The process of “tying together” implies translation — or reinterpretation — of
content. The content is presented in different ways to make others accept it — and become allies.
An organization can stabilize its identity by aligning heterogeneous actors in a network (Callon
and Latour 1981, Latour 1986).
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Translation and knowledge creation

The perspective of “communities of practice” is rooted in social learning theory. In a work
context, the communities of practice are communication channels and fields for interaction.
Communities of practice are ‘“‘significant repositories for the development, maintenance, and
reproduction of knowledge” (Seely Brown and Duguid 2001). People continuously reconstitute
their knowing over time and they modify it as they change their practices. Improvisation in
practice is a powerful means of increasing organizational innovation, learning and change.

Knowledge is created through collective reflection. In this context, knowledge creation does
not only point to the big inventions. Most knowledge creation is incremental, takes a long time
and includes long processes. In the cases under study here collective reflections take place for
example during process mapping, problem solving and decision making. This interaction reflects
the stakeholders’ interests and demands, which become part of the knowledge creation and part
of the identity formation (Wenger 1998). This is alignment. When the project groups meet new
and problematic situations, either in choosing trajectories or in sense making, identities are
shaped through this confrontation with the unfamiliar (Wenger 1998). This means that
knowledge creation is influenced by the adjustment to stakeholder interests, and these translation-
and alignment processes develop and change the identity of the organization.

Empirical inquiry

Our main aim in the present study has been to combine two complementary theoretical
frameworks in an analysis of two single case studies. It is not a comparative case study. These
cases are sampled from very different contexts, and this may serve the purpose of using the same
theoretical framework on two contexts and two sets of actors with presumably fundamentally
different epistemological basis. In the first case the context is from the engineering field, which is
situated in the quantitative field with emphasis on exact and certain knowledge, and actors
socialized in a rational and scientific environment. In project work they are forced to use a
different knowledge basis in how they align with their stakeholders. They adjust their message
according to which stakeholder it is given to. For the second case it is the other way around. The
context is a hospital, and the majority of the actors are nurses. There is reason to believe that they
have a different view of knowledge, being familiar with and having meta knowledge on tacit
knowledge, intuition and creating knowledge in situated interactions. When they meet the
balanced score system, different knowledge views meet, since this system is quantitative and rest
on a different knowledge perception.

This study is closely linked to the interpretative approach (Lincoln and Guba 1985). It is
designed to be qualitative, both in the way data are constructed and the way they are analysed.
Inspired by ethnography, the research is longitudinal and explorative (Hammersly and Atkinson
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1993). The aim is deeper understanding of the concepts and phenomena under study. The tools
used for data construction are systematic observation and semi-structured interviews (Kvale
1995, Kvale 1996). The aim for further development of this paper will be concept- and theory
development.

Empirical presentation
Case one

The second project we study is the GSM-R project, where the task is to build an emergency
communication system for railroad, combining advanced technology development with railway
construction work. GSM-R is the acronym of Global System of Mobile Communication for
Railway. It is one of the largest contemporary projects in Norway, holding a budget of 200 000
000 US dollars and a duration of five years (2002-2007). The core project team consists of more
than 50 people. There are two major sub-contractors. When The Railway Inspectorate signed an
EU agreement the milestones for the implementation of the system were established. If they
failed to reach these milestones, they would no longer be allowed to operate. During the three
years of operation, the project has continuously been questioned. Additional problems exist in
funding, since money was only granted for part for the railway line at the start of the project.
Further funding through the national budget in 2005 left in the open. This funding was necessary
in order to continue the construction of the planned Phase 2. Our data shows how the project
work hard to position itself — step by step — to influence this decision. This was for example done
by getting central actors to speak on their behalf, and by actively contribute to the discourse of
safety. Money was granted for Phase 2 constructions, and the first line of this second construction
phase opened in the beginning of May 2005.

Our data shows that the GSM-R project develops competence in technical matters and in
handling its’ stakeholders. Through this gradually evolving interwoven competence it comes to
be not only the task solving action unit it was established to be. It becomes a powerful actor that
decides for itself and in many ways influence the decisions of others. It manages to extend its
zone of operation. It takes on authority, exceeding the level of influence it was originally granted
by its initiators, and makes itself indispensable in the discourse of emergency communication
system. Thus we claim that this project by acting and observing its own action, takes on a new
identity. To show how the project manages to do so, we look into central characteristics of the
project at four different periods in time, here constructed as epochs. Across these epochs (E1-E4)
we study variations in the project activity considering central elements such as task, competence,
the relational work and the work with decisions. This is summarised in table 1, shown in the
appendix.
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Task. Starting up, the task is regarded as specified and straight forward (E1). As the project
works to solve the task it increases in complexity, it appears as complicated and ambiguous
(E2). This is solved through exploration and trial and error. The task goes from being
characterised as clear but demanding time wise, to be regarded as innovative, pioneering
and adventurous (E3). The technical solution starts to live a life of its own infused with
troubles.

Competence. As a result of the presumption about the character of the task, a high performance
team was established (E1). As the complexity of the task is revealed, competence is built
through trial and error. The project characterizes its development as ‘a steep learning curve’
(E2, E3). There is no emphasis on relational competence from the initiators and owners of
the project. The project team expresses quite early in the project that relational competence
is revealed as important. Acknowledging this, the project starts exploring how to act in
relation to other actors through trying out different alternatives and reflecting on the effects.
In epoch 2, there is extensive relational activity, much due to major problems to meet the
deadline, and thus facing a real threat of being terminated. The project team gradually
develops efficiency in relational work (E3). The acquired learning on technological
development and relational work is gradually embedded in routines (E3, E4).

Relations. Normatively speaking, projects are not supposed to work to influence external
relations. From the start the project under study had no guidelines for such work (E1). It
started out by identifying stakeholders and establishing a distant relationship with the
project owner, assuming the owner would provide them action space. As the project
manager says ’In order to get things done, we had to get them (the owner representatives
and the other stakeholders) at arm’s length”(April 04). In E2 relational work is emphasised
and become more efficient. Due to tight deadlines from the beginning and problems with
the technical solution the project needs to pressure the actors in the desired direction. The
following observations from a leader team meeting (March 04) illustrate how it works. At
this meeting different participants of the leader team report on progress and on problems
for the specific core processes they are in charge of, and these are discussed.

Pm: “Does the inspectorate mean anything about this?”

E.”Not really”

PM:”What strategy have we made to make sure that this decision is made the way we want it
and on time? Who owns this process at HK? And to whom do they report?”’

E.:"The project (themselves) have asked HK to come up with X. So it is actually we who play
this part. We define the premises here — and kind of just inform them”

Pm: “So we are at the lead here — making the decisions?!”

Jp: "Hm, good this is about cost and progress?”
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Pm:"Yes. — — So, this is a critical week for us! We need to communicate that to
everybody!”.

Gradually, in E2, the project establishes routines which help influence the decisions of others.

It engages in dialogues with its stakeholders, emphasising that due to its’ great competence on
this quite unique task — it should be allowed to contribute in the decision making processes. In
these dialogues it describes its own task as well as the processes it activates to solve the task. The
task- and problem-solving processes are claimed to be unique compared to the other activities of
JBV, but also unique compared to other tele-communication projects. Through this work the
project gets to provide the information required, to map different alternatives and to suggest ‘the
best solution’ in numerous decision making processes related to the GSM-R. In these interactions
with certain actors, such as the project owner, a practice gradually seems to establish itself at the
end of the second epoch where the project, without fighting for it in each case, gets the role of
information- and decision supplier. Routines of contact between the project and other
stakeholders who make decisions seem to unfold. These are in the form of regular meetings,
where the project team is asked their opinion in matters where the premise providers assume that
they hold an opinion. Finally, an interaction pattern develops where the project informs ‘just
informally’ about matters they consider important for their task solving process. Here the project
also gets a chance to ask for clarifications due to the need ’to get on’ with its task solving.

“(...) Often, it is the case that one needs a clarification, then the project does not possess the

mandate to take this decision. Then the staffs holding this mandate do neither have the

competence nor the resources — or the head where it should be. So they cannot make it either.

But then we can’t make the decision ourselves, so then we have to make sure that we have the

right persons involved so they can make this decision and that the decision they make is ours

— so that we can live with it. That’s what often happens, we have to make sure that those

providing the premises make decisions at the right time and that they make the right

decisions”.

The following quote from a leader team meeting (August 04) may indicate that the project has
turned into an institution with quite some influence in E3. This is part of a discussion on whether
money for phase 2 will be granted or not. The project manager says he has positive signals about
it. He says “We work with the big bosses” referring to a certain person that used to be related to
JBV before, and is now centrally located at the political scene. ”He is creative when it comes to
raising money in alternative ways”. The Project manager goes on (August 04):

“We are not supposed to know anything about this. And we are not going to talk about this —
but you guys have been around for such a long time that you understand. However, we
obviously know too much about this and therefore I was called into a meeting at HK today.
The message I got was that about this issue the project does not officially mean anything —
until we are asked!”
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Mechanisms for working with relations

As indicated above, the project works with relations, through purposefully talking about the
project, its contribution and importance. It specifies what it needs in order to work efficiently,
and what it thinks would be ‘the better’ or ‘the only possible solution’. In this relational work
they are very conscious about what they say and to whom — in order to get them to play along.
When they fell behind schedule for the first milestone and needed the inspectorate to prolong the
dispensation for train operation without GSM-R, the discourse on safety was played out and used
consciously. As the project manager says (April 04.)

“We focused on how it had not been foreseen the difficulties of testing the system in use. We
focused on how safety would be reduced and that safety must be the number one priority. The
Inspectorate bought in to this and the dispensation was prolonged to 01.01.04.”

When they are not able to deliver at the next milestone it is dramatic. Having ‘staged a western
show to assure that it was completed four months earlier, this was a troublesome situation’(PM
15.04.04). The project team’s existence has from the start been questioned and this milestone is
set at the same time as the national budgeting process of Phase 2 is conducted. The project needs
to cover up the delay and keep up the production to reduce the delay to a minimum. For this
purpose they translate the fact that it is delayed into stories. We identify how five stories are told
simultaneously, and the effect seems to be that the other actors to act in the desired direction.
These stories are slightly different depending on the stakeholder it is directed to, even avoiding
the embarrassment of being revealed since the stakeholders are interrelated independent of
contact with the project team.

The last example of translation to be mentioned here is the milestone autumn 2004. The
project has not yet obtained control over the technical solution. They by-pass this problem by
removing “functionality” from the delivery specifications, and instead constructing
“functionality” as a new milestone labelled the functional phase. 1t is argued that such a step-wise
development would increase safety. Through such translations of the project and its’ deliveries,
the GSM-R project manages to reproduce itself gradually taking on the identity of an
indispensable actor in the GSM-R discourse.

Case two

The second case is from a hospital in Southern Norway. During a six month period the project
team under study worked on a pilot project aiming to introduce a balanced control system, or
balanced score card system. The pilot project consisted of process mapping, development of
measure indicators and implementation of some minor measurement projects in the maternity and
gynaecology ward. 815 women gave birth at this hospital in 2004.
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The hospital as a whole is going through a process of organizational change with a Business
Process Re-engineering approach called Patient-focused-Redesign. ”The central tenet of BPR is
that organizing business activities around processes rather than functions will generate major
improvements in operational effectiveness, customer satisfaction and cost reduction, and so will
enhance competitive advantage” (Newell et al. 2000:240). The patient focus means that they are
trying to focus the medical staff around the patient and the main treatment processes, and not vice
versa. The purpose is to decrease waiting time and inconvenience for the patient, in order to
increase staff cooperation and to increase efficiency in general.

The mandate of the pilot project in the maternity ward was “to consider and clarify the
possibility for implementing a system for scorecards based on registration of events in the
medical treatment processes, selected measurement indicators for quality, and registration of
economic data in accordance with the core treatment processes in the hospital” and “The project
team is asked to consider the possibility of using the data in a system for economical analysis
after the principle: cost per patient — CPP.” (Report from a preliminary study to the pilot study).
A condition for moving this project from a pilot project to a full sized project, for this ward and
later for the whole hospital, is that the scores are linked to the accounting system of the hospital.
Due to lack of funding this condition has not yet been fulfilled, and the system is presently “in a
drawer”.

The passion for knowledge is easily observed in the ward under study. Employees on all levels
in the hierarchy demonstrate eagerness to interact in knowledge sharing and creation. In this
project the passion for learning and the professional epistemological platform meet the economic
and efficiency demands represented by the balanced score card system. These two systems
represent different and sometimes contradicting voices on learning, and when they meet — a
translation process takes place Knowledge is created and this has impact on the identity
formation.

The project team consists of six midwives, three children’s nurses, two doctors and three
supervisors. The supervisors are support staff from other departments, internal to the hospital,
external to the ward. The project team acts on order from the top management. The order, or the
mandate, is facilitated through the internal consultants. “We are going to try to make the whole
house co-ordinated with the emergency ward. So that we know how much a gynaecology patient
costs — so that we can have control of the economy” (consultant in her presentation of the
system).

There are at least two major learning processes in this pilot study. One is learning the system
and accepting the epistemology underpinning the system. “You need to improve your
competence in statistics, monitoring, and in choice and development of the right measurement
indicators” (consultant).
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The terminology used and the epistemological underpinning of the system, which is
quantitative and emphasizing the explicit and countable dimension of knowledge, represents a
contrast to the apprehension of knowledge and learning in a hospital setting. “That which is not
documented has not happened, been said, done or planned” (consultant).

The contradicting knowledge view may be difficult to recognize for the participants, due to the
tools used, like for instance process mapping (Newell et al. 2000), but when adopted it shapes
identity. Further this must be seen in the context of the strained economy in the organization and
the new competitive situation for the hospital. In this new market situation, hospitals and regions
compete for the patients, and their funding depends on how successful they are at attracting them.
The regional health corporation and the management represent stakeholders here, and the
introduction of the system is legitimized through an economic argumentation.

The other learning process is when they apply the system to their practice. They describe their
practice through mapping the two main processes on the ward: the “normal” birth and the main
gynaecological process. The mapping becomes a description of an expected course of the
treatment- and care process. The collective reflection and learning process in the discussion is
fertile, and often exceeds the mandate. The discussion around the indicator “incoming telephone
calls”, unveil potentially contradicting goals that the different stakeholders may have in this
project. What the staff wants to demonstrate is that they use vey much time on incoming
telephone calls, and they want to use this score as a way to document the need for a ward
secretary. In a period of bad economy and budget shaving, it is unlikely that a new secretary will
be employed.

One of the sub-groups report on a variety of measures, collected from the patients’ medical
records. These measurements are met with great enthusiasm, although they predominantly show
normality: “We were surprised by how much normality we have” (midwife in one of the sub-
groups). The team moves from a rather passive and trying attitude when the project is initiated, to
discussions on how to analyze scores in. And there is a quite lively discussion around the
possible covariance between the duration of a delivery and to what degree the mother has been
stimulated. What these numbers are to be used for is not touched on very much. Obviously they
can be used both for and against stimulation. If a delivery takes less time it costs less. But is it
also safer?

In the data from observation of the project team meetings, the collective reflection, storytelling
and active listening are examples of the translation process. The project members become
ambassadors for this system through the learning process they go through in the pilot project.
This is necessary in order to “sell” the project to their colleagues, in order make them participate
in the measuring and counting performed on the ward.

The minute from the last meeting in the project team (written by the consultant) describes
what the project group has learned in this project (i.e. what the consultant interprets): “The
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members in the working groups and in the project team have developed their competence in the
form of “having an eye” for what exists of data/possibilities for measuring in the processes. This
is also a process, and there are continuously new ideas on what should be measured. The
members of the project group have developed their competence on monitoring, and the midwives
find some of the measurements that are tried out interesting enough to be presented in their
professional journals” (Minute from meeting December 9™ 2004, our translation). “Having an eye
for” points to intuition and tacit knowledge, which underlies the consultant’s analysis here. This
intuition and tacit knowledge is used in the score card system.

The system as an actor initiates the interaction which leads to knowledge creation, either in the
project group itself through process mapping, or in the process of introducing the score cards to
the rest of the staff when the measuring project is initiated. This way constructing this control
system means enrolment of other actors. The system is stabilized through the project team’s
adoption the balance score card system, which represents the stakeholders’ ideas.

Tentative analysis

ANT emancipates us from the rational and functional belief embedded in normative project
theory, and enables us to keep focus on how projects relate to stakeholders in their context
(Latour 2004). The projects develop from actants to actors. They start out as actants, as abstract
structures sketched in a mandate. Through their actions they become concrete; they become
actors bending space around themselves (Latour 1992, 1998). The projects develop voices of
their own and take on changed identities. In order to do this, they need to active listen and
incorporate the voices of their stakeholders. ANT states translation as an important mechanism
for aligning interests. Our empirical material shows how the projects engage themselves in
translation. In case one there are numerous examples of such translations occurring as creation of
illusions, stories, re-scaling of the system establishing new phases and labels and framing oneself
as an actor with unique competence in mapping alternatives and suggesting a better alternative.

In case two translation processes takes place when they map their core processes and literally
translates the system into their own terminology, or when they discuss how to analyze scores and
use them to document their needs.

Both of these project teams are communities of practice. The sharing and creation of
knowledge that takes place in them is situated and closely connected to the specific tasks.
Translation seems, in our cases, to be related to knowledge creation in a recursive manner. This
means that knowledge is created in translation, and translation is conducted as knowledge is
created. The voices of the stakeholders become incorporated in the knowledge creation and form
the basis for further knowledge creation and translation. How knowledge creation is influenced
by the mandate for the project, vary in proportion to how well the team sticks to the original

125



mandate. In case number one the project team exceeds the limits of the mandate through the
translation process and the identity changes radically. The identity is marked by the
transformation processes and the forming of it is marked by an agenda parallel to that of the
stakeholders. In case number two there are some traces of using the scores in manners that
contradict the original intention, but this is more open.

Organizations that engage in transitory relationships with their stakeholders, reinvent
themselves (Scott and Lane 2000). In this paper we have begun to show how the identities of
these organizations are formed as they align with the voices of their stakeholders.
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Appendix 1
Epoch 1 Epoch 2 Epoch 3 Epoch 4
The technical task
is clear, "just to The technical

conduct as stated
in the EU spec.’
The process of
how the project is

It is great will to solve the
task and number of actions
undertaken for doing so. It is

The task is perceived as
complex and
complicated. It is stated

development and
innovation is
mostly completed.

Task . still perceived as quite clear, | to be challenging The task is less
to be carried out . . . . .
dh db but difficult to solve. The involving pioneer work, | complex at this
and how an . ) ; .
hom th ty technology is infused wit exploration and stage and more in
whom the system . . . . .
4 troubles on a life of its’ own. | innovation. the form of being
should be o
. .. repetitive.
implemented is in
the open
The participants
are specially The trial and error .
. o Little competence
recruited to solve competence building is
. . . . . development
this task. Action alternatives are still present. It is less required
. uired.
In regard to developed and reflected on. | related to the technical q .
Competence is
presumed core One argues back and forth development and — more .
Competence embedded in

processes required
to solve the
technical task, the
project team is put
together to be a
high performance

about ‘the better solution’.
It is learning by trial and
error.

to routines of operation
between the actors
involved in present and
future operation of the
GSM-R system

routines, little
learning through
trial and error is
observed.
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team

Relational
work

Sub-contractors
are assigned and
contracts worked
out to regulate the
interaction with
these and patterns
of interaction
gradually unfolds.
The tone is
friendly tough the
interactions
characterized by
testing out the
boundaries of
responsibility and
authority between
them.

The projects works
to get the owners
and other
stakeholders an
arm-length away
- to get things
done. It tries to
gain influence over
decisions, but
obtains such with
various success

The relation with sub-
contractor is troublesome.
GSM-R tries to involve, to
hold back info, apply
incentives and to help. The
work in phase one to obtain
more influence on decisions
seems to manifest itself. It
emphasizes that due to the
uniqueness of the task, the
project must be asked about
decisions regarding them.
Routines unfolds where the
project is asked advance, or
it gets to inform by small-
talking, get to map
alternatives and suggest
solution or just act and get it
accepted in retrospect

The relation with sub-
contractor is still
troublesome. It applies
harder methods to force
the sub-contractor in the
aimed for direction. It
obtains extensive
authority placing their
people in the org of the
sub-contractor, getting
the authority to verify the
people they employ,
getting extensive
resources and focus.
The influence external
stakeholder is manifest,
the project is a strong
voice in the discourse of
GSM-R

Less critical
decisions are
made. They have
been granted the
money required,
the system is
accepted and

Less noise, it
seems accepted the
solution itself and
that it has come to
exist.

The project

seems to have
established it self
as a strong voice
in the discourse of
GSM-R,
influencing
decisions about
GSM-R.

They have gained
control over the
technology and the
sub-contractor and
the sub-contractor
is given and takes
more
responsibility
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at, or across, the boundaries of culture
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Preamble

As with so much research and work in science, technology and management studies, the
vast bulk of new work published in the literature on learning within an organisational context
is “Western™”. Research findings are developed from within ‘western’ paradigms and embody
western ways of thinking, learning and effecting change. Such a domination of the field is not
wrong, per se, and most people would agree that the rest of the world can often gain from
following some of these precepts and creating new learning and knowledge using these
western frameworks.

But in another part of the world, other cultures embody their own paradigms of education
and life-long learning and pursue their own ways of developing human potential. Once again,
it is not appropriate for westerners to label this as right nor wrong; it is just different. Each
society can happily exist within their own zone of the planet and, within their individual
frames of reference, maximise the potential of their own peoples. There is an honourable
tradition in many Asian countries of producing excellence in all fields of human endeavour
and the educational level of skilled people in these cultures can equal or exceed that of
employees in western companies. Articles regularly appear in the popular press bemoaning
the fact that “Asians” are performing far better than “Westerners” in standardised tests.’

So people in both cultures can happily continue their learning activities, unsuspecting that
others may not agree with their methods, unaware of each other’s viewpoints perhaps, and
progressing non-competitively. The trouble starts for practitioners at the boundaries. Where
‘East’ meets ‘West’; possibly for the first time. To which ideas and frameworks can a
practitioner turn to seek guidance in such situations? How can a management trainer
maximise their chances of success if they are asked to operate at, or across, cultural
boundaries?

This paper explores some of the theoretical structures that an enlightened practitioner
might utilise and addresses some concrete situations where boundary management will be
critical. It explores some of these issues through the medium of real-life case studies:

- Bringing western methods of working to branches of a state owned bank in mainland

China

- The integration of local Thai staff with expatriate staff through training and

development in a joint venture oil refinery on the Thai coast

- The introduction of ‘modern’ adult learning principles into a traditionally-run Bank in

Bangladesh

The perspective of the paper is unapologetically that of the reflective practitioner and does
not claim to represent academic break-through thinking in the domain of learning theory. It is
much more about the application of learning theory in real-world settings which may be far
from the contexts in which the theory was developed and tested. The paper shows how the
reality of promoting and enabling learning across the boundaries of cultures does, of itself,
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produce learning for the practitioner who is prepared to reflect, reconsider and amend their
working style. Building on the learning points arising from the cases, some implications for
effective interventions are suggested. To reinforce the focus on praxis, some practical “Hints
and Tips” are given: designed for practitioners working on learning-based assignments across
cultural boundaries. Finally, some opportunities for empirical research are suggested.

Western paradigms and learning theories

There is a well-established literature relating to andragogy, the science of adult learning,
upon which organisational learning and management development efforts have drawn over
the last decades of the 20™ and the first years of this Century. Core writers within the canon,
for example Warren Bennis, Chris Argyris or Kurt Lewin are well-established and their work
may even be reviewed or perhaps critiqued during this conference. The aim of this section is
not to provide a comprehensive literature review; that can be left to others in the field: rather,
these paragraphs illustrate part of the theoretical base from which an informed practitioner
might develop specific, practical, solutions. Whether these solutions will fit other cultural
settings still needs to be assessed. The theories of andragogy are well-delineated in Knowles
(1980, pp35-72) and Burns (1995, pp225-253). In particular, the work of Malcolm Knowles,
although somewhat dated now, remains essentially “true” for this practitioner and this volume
is a valuable source of comparative models and ideas. The paradigms of adult learning in the
west share a number of distinctive features with which practitioners are familiar: perhaps so
familiar that they may no longer have real meaning for them and they are no longer
challenged as inherently “correct”. For a “western” practitioner who is keen to extend the
depth of organisational capabilities through learning and growth of the people in that
organisation (developing core capabilities through enhancing individual competencies as it
were), some of the familiar concepts that they can draw upon include:

o Incrementalism. Linkages are necessary and desirable for helping adult learners make
connections between new ideas and their existing knowledge. Learning theory moved
on from the simplicity of the tabula rasa, where educators had a smooth and uncluttered
mind to work upon, and progressed to accept another reality: of building on top of, and
within, complex, self-sustaining networks of knowledge and attitudes into which new
knowledge or attitudes had to be fitted.

o Challenge and engagement. Effective learning occurs when the adult can engage in a
dialogue with the “teacher” (who of course is more likely today to be called a facilitator
or coach) and if the training is delivered in flexible, appropriate ways, Smith (2002).
The notion of engaging the learners in the experience is now a tenet of learning design
that is ineluctable. In a normal western setting, this is not a problem at all. We design
events with this in mind: the students (“learners”) expect it, we deliver it and the
process proceeds smoothly to its planned outcomes. The problem will be shown to be in
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cultures where, rather than being ineluctable, such an approach is simply
incomprehensible.

o Relativism: All learning is considered to be contingent and relative. What you
understand from a new concept can depend, to a large extent, on your own personal
circumstances. An understanding of the learner’s existing knowledge and frame of
reference is needed to help a trainer develop suitable learning events.

o The context of learning. In an analogous way, the context of the learning that needs to
take place is also important. This paper takes as a focus learning that takes place in a
work environment. Such learning is often associated with the introduction of new
technologies, new ways of working or as part of organisation transformation efforts.
The context of the learning will identify the other factors that have an impact on the
learning and which may need to be managed by the practitioner. Klein and Sorra (1996)
provide a wider perspective on some determinants of success in implementation: in their
case the implementation of “innovation”, but the comparison with successful
implementation of learning can also be made.

All of this theory has worked well for western companies and generations of students of
management have developed within this set of ideas. In particular the idea of relativism, the
realisation that your personal circumstances might affect the nature of the ideas to be
“learned” has enormous attractions for a society based so strongly on individualism. The
value to the reflective practitioner of these various ideas on management learning are clear: as
well as being intuitively comforting and comfortable, they provide a coherent and integrated
set of concepts and practices that will enable a practitioner to design, pilot, deliver and
evaluate learning events, or stimulate the learning of others in their work. It has certainly
worked for the author, and has enabled him to engage with learners within a range of
organisational contexts and with differing personal situations.

But it can be a chastening experience to find the very basic building blocks of practice
challenged or misunderstood by others. An awareness of the differences in cultures and how
these differences might influence the design and implementation of learning events is
essential and useful background is given by the well-established writers in the field. Hofstede
is widely-known and often cited. His work has been influential in enabling managers and
practitioners to share a vocabulary for discussing differences in cultures found in organisation
from different parts of the world. His four factor model (articulated in Hofstede (1980' and
1980%) and expanded in later works (1983, 1984) has been a foundation for many attempts to
“understand culture”. His work has been criticised for the questionnaire methodology used
and the sampling design: his technique of using the consistent organisational setting of IBM
to uncover differences in working that could be traced to “culture” is elegant, but also flawed
as suggested by McSweeney (2002) and Bond (2002). His analysis of the data was also
criticised by McSweeney, who postulated that quite different cultural groupings might have
emerged if Hofstede had made different decisions on how to deal with the concepts of Power-
Distance and Individualism-Collectivism. Despite these criticisms, his work has remained
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influential in understanding the impact of national and ethnic cultures at work. The work of
Fons Trompenaars in the early 1990s also put forward a series of bi-polar attributes and his
work can be seen as illuminating the issues of culture in the work setting from a different
angle. The models described at length in Trompenaars (1993) also enable the practitioner to
understand some ways of characterising differences in culture. Neither model, however,
necessarily addresses the day-to-day reality of creating learning events that will work
effectively in another culture.

East Asian paradigms and learning styles

On another part of this planet, other ideas have been long established and societies have
developed other ways of working and learning. In particular, this paper looks at some of the
ideas that underpin learning in East Asia* and how they might differ from those that might be
experienced in the west. For example, a Chinese educator may typically not distinguish
between “School learning” and “work learning”: any learning in adult life will be achieved
using many of the same principles by which the individuals’ developing years were shaped.
Some of the core concepts around which learning efforts might be designed include:

o One-way transmission of knowledge. The teacher has knowledge and will impart it to
the students. The students have the obligation to absorb the lessons. These core
assumptions create the drivers for many of the physical and organisational arrangements
of Chinese-medium learning: regimentation (to use a western term of disparagement), a
class-room / lecture hall environment, a raised dais for the teacher and the pupils
making dutiful, careful and scrupulous notes throughout the lesson. Here, the tabula
rasa approach may still have some adherents; certainly the concept of the empty vessel
waiting to be filled by the wisdom from the teacher is alive and well. Such thinking
extends to the workplace and influences the design of training events even today. Chan
(1999), provides a useful review of the “Chinese Learner” and the implication for
western educators

o Acceptance and conformity. Students will conform to the expected patterns of
behaviour and they do not expect to challenge or question the information they are
being given: nor will they challenge the way that it is being taught. Along with
accepting the wisdom of the teacher or trainer, an attitude is fostered amongst Thai
schoolchildren of obedience and support of the teacher/father figure. It is just not part of
Thai schooling to challenge the viewpoint or to raise uncomfortable alternatives. Later
in their life, at work, the same assumptions are, of course, maintained - unless the
organisational setting has been internationalised to the extent of allowing ‘western’
ways of working

o Uniformity, cohesion and “absolutism”. A typical way of learning for individuals
within an organisation would be to receive the company regulations and a set of
instructions. These rules would be standard and absolute for the whole of the country.
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Even over such a vast landscape such as mainland China, these regulations would be
promulgated from the capital city and distributed to every Province: they would be
absolute and unchanging and take no account of local conditions and certainly would
not encourage responding to personal preferences. In such a setting the western use of
“Bureaucracy” as a term of disparagement, would not be endorsed. It appears to be a
legitimate way of running a vast business organisation, but it also extends into the more
intimate space of an individual’s learning. Receipt by a manager of the Regulations
from the Central Bank in Bangladesh, for example, is taken to mean that the new
procedure has been learned.

o Deference towards those in charge or with power. Hofstede’s well-known articulation
of cultural dimensions included Power Distance (Hofstede 1980) and this has a
practical ramification in learning settings, since the discussion around a table, even
amongst an intact group of senior executives, will be unavoidably influenced (one might
even say ‘skewed’) by the presence of senior figures. The author has witnessed many a
situation where, without any verbal contribution, an authority figure has made clear his
disagreement with the particular idea or concept being proposed. Expecting an open
discussion (“What do we all think about this idea then?’) without taking appropriate
preventative measures is of no value at all.

The reality of working at, or across, the boundaries of cultures

What, then, for a practitioner who is asked to go into such a situation and help create
understanding and learning for individuals from another culture? Three case studies are used
to illustrate some of the challenges that can be faced and to identify some learning points that
emerged for the writer, which can be generalised for a wider context. These illustrations are
not intended to showcase leading-edge learning methodologies or educational technology; far
from it: the approaches and objectives will be very familiar to any practitioner working in
more advanced economies and organisations. Rather, they are used to illustrate some of the
difficulties of achieving routine outcomes in an alien setting. The learning is in the process
that was needed rather than in the learning goals themselves.

Case Study 1: Creating management awareness in provincial China

Setting: China Construction Bank in Wuhan and Shenyang

Objectives: A multinational team was conducting a detailed operational review of the
structure and operations of provincial branches of this Bank, one of the ‘Big 4° State
owned banks in the Peoples’ Republic of china. The writer was leader of the team
responsible for assessment and critique of the Corporate Governance structures and
processes, along with more general HR and People matters. Part of the assignment

136



required us to “sell” our ideas to the management teams in each Province and to gain
their support for the recommendations

Challenge. Having completed a detailed Diagnostic, it was necessary to go back to each
province and spend time with the management teams developing their understanding
and to gain their commitment to the ideas. The meetings that took place revealed the
sort of characteristic of the Chinese management teams already alluded to in earlier
sections. At the meetings arranged for us to present and convince the management
teams, we were greeted by the executives of the Branch sitting in formal splendour,
pens at the ready. How could we maximise the likelihood of success in these sessions?

Solutions used: The medium of dialogue had to be Mandarin, although most managers had
reasonable English. The approach used was to prepare detailed tables giving an analysis
of the issue, examples of best practice and specific recommendations to close the gap.
At the meetings, the ‘key note speakers’ were all foreigners, using English to make the
key points and to provide a foundation for the local trainers. These trainers had achieved
temporary authority (despite their youth and obvious lack of experience) through
association with the prestigious international consulting firm and by close identification
with the “International SMEs”. Normally, of course, the social fabric of provincial
China would not have allowed them to spend as much time in direct face-to-face
interaction with senior staff. Prior exposure to the ideas had enabled the Chinese
managers to understand the principles under discussion and to appreciate the way in
which the recommendations had been developed. The evidence from “Current Best
Practice” served to underline the expert status of the consultants. The discussions that
took place in the extended meetings were therefore around the practicalities and
implementation issues rather than with the underlying reasoning. The discussion took
place in a mixture of Mandarin (translated where necessary into English) or English
alone. The outcome was acceptance, albeit reluctantly at times, of the new ideas and
endorsement of the recommendations. At a certain level, it was possible to say that they
had learned about new ways of working.

Learning points: It was fortunate for the practitioners that there was a willingness to listen and
to learn from international consultants, which had arisen from the pressure for change
within the organisation. What was lacking was an acceptance of the new approaches.
The learning necessary for them to agree was achieved, in part through the use of
techniques with which they were already familiar: very logical, complete and detailed
documentation, this enabled them to make the connection to their current situation. The
wisdom and intellectual power of the advisors (a source of deep and sincere respect for
the Chinese) was established through liberal use of “international best practices”. A
willingness on the part of the trainers to let go of the training process through the use of
native-speaker colleagues, without the safety net of simultaneous translation, aided the
flow of the events, although it significantly increased the ambiguity of the process and
stress levels on the monolingual westerners. The ability to manage the fine distinction
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between demonstrating expertise and hectoring was a measure of the success of the
practitioners in each session.

Case study 2: An oil-refinery merger in rural Thailand

Setting: A new operational alliance between two Western managed refineries

Objectives: To create and implement the organisational and people aspects of the Alliance.

Challenge: A series of intense development, learning and culture-building activities had been
designed to support the move towards an integrated workforce and shared ways of
working. A typical Thai learning framework might have similar characteristics to that of
a Chinese medium environment, with a strong emphasis on the specific location of
wisdom and knowledge in the ‘teacher’ and the learner’s obligation to learn from older,
wiser, more knowledgeable teachers. A Thai participant on an internal Thai programme
would not expect to be asked to give much in the way of his or her own opinion and this
made it difficult to run the sort of joint, cross-cultural events that were needed.

Solutions used: In this case the preferred strategy was to move the Thai workforce more
towards a Western style of learning and group development. This was not to suggest
that this model was inherently superior, but as both Refineries were part of large
multinational corporations, training events and learning materials from within their own
organisation would, of course, be developed around western concepts and designs. Pre-
event coaching was introduced for two distinct populations. Participants from the Thai
workforce were coached in what to expect from the farang bosses. At one level they
knew most of this, naturally enough, having worked there for some time. But the
realities of various situations were discussed and alternative behaviours were explored.
The most significant issues were around participation and disagreement. When there
was a mixed group for a learning event, participation did not happen spontaneously. The
Westerners did not leave many gaps in the verbal traffic and the Thais were reluctant to
jump into what few gaps emerged. The coaching was to develop some basic behavioural
skills around assertion and effective contribution. We had no mandate, nor any desire,
to overturn hundreds of years of Thai culture, but it was possible to give them
permission to be different and to give them the courage to attempt it. Expressing
differences of opinion was also encouraged through the coaching of specific ways of
putting across a point of view in a way that was forthright, without being seen as rude or
unacceptable by fellow Thais. At the same time, coaching was going on with the
farangs, to help them deal with the frustrations of the ever-smiling, ever-agreeable, self-
effacing, Thai colleagues, from whom no real change or action was ever seen. The
expats also learned more of how their own behaviour might be viewed by others. Once
again this was ‘known’ at a certain level but not articulated well enough to influence
their behaviours. At the events themselves, there was a judicious mixture of same-
culture group working and shared discussion. “Appropriate behaviours” on both sides of
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the cultural boundary were praised and rewarded. The outcome was a successful
‘merger’ of two different corporate cultures involving the multi-national expat
management team, the Thai workforce and accompanied by a rapid localisation of
management positions once the Operating Alliance was functioning.

Learning points: It became essential to build into every significant event enough time and
space for the Thai workers to gain confidence and courage to participate fully. The
time-scale for this to occur was frustrating at first, since our designs and time-lines had
all been developed with an expectation of far more rapid progress and movement.
Allowing significant opportunities for same-language discussions (even around the table
as the presentation unfolded), was seen to be an important part of getting a higher level
of ‘engagement’ and participation.

Case Study 3: Modernising management training in Bangladesh

Setting: A large Nationalised Commercial Bank is undergoing a programme of stabilisation
and radical reform over the period 2005-2007, to address legacy problems and to
become capable of operating in an international environment.

Objectives. A number of very significant changes to the way that the Bank is organised and
managed have been recommended. These need to be systematically implemented over
the coming years and this implementation will invariably involve a great deal of
“Training and Development”. Such actions will promote the learning of new ways of
working, the acceptance of new responsibilities and the encouragement of a more
commercial attitude. At the same time, recommendations have been made for the
transformation of the Training and Development function towards some good practice
standards.

Challenge. A Bangladeshi trainer is more likely to have been exposed to Western ways of
working: specifically the continuing influence and impact of the British post-colonial
relationship and of the USA through aid programmes and the US-based educational
system found in many Universities. However, the day-to-day training activities in
organisations are still designed around a framework that can be described as
“traditional”: class-room style layout for 60 participants; lectures delivered to large
groups of silent students; long courses lasting up to 6 weeks covering everything to do
with banking; no use of audio-visual aids; little or no measurement of training and
learning beyond the use of a simple reaction-level questionnaire. The challenge is to
gradually transform the function and move it towards international good practices.

Solutions used. In the initial stages, the approach has been similar to that described in the first
case study. Learning events need to take place at a pace that allows for adequate
comprehension and absorption. Parallel work with the Training Faculty involves
stretching their perception of the learning process and developing a greater repertoire of
skills to deploy. This is work in progress, but continues to be a source of great
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fascination (and frustration) in attempting to introduce First-world thinking to a Third-
world setting, or more accurately, ideas from developed economies, into an organisation
that is firmly part of a developing nation

Learning points. This assignment is continuing and so any commentary has to be seen as
work-in-progress. Despite the very great differences in cultural landscape, political
environment and economic wealth, the situation found in everyday Bangladesh
meetings is sometimes similar to those that were found in China. The willingness to
listen and learn is genuine and intense, but the perceived gap between the good practices
and their organisational reality has been revealed as so wide as to appear un-bridgeable.
We are encouraging learning by means of such approaches as: realistically small steps
to be taken at each stage; modification of the good banking practices to suit a reality of
partial electrification and no computerisation; distillation of the essence of a work-
practice without a rigid application of specific procedures; clear articulation of a loose-
tight philosophy. In this latter instance there will, for example, be ‘zero tolerance’ of
corruption and mismanagement of bank funds, but there may be a far more lenient view
taken towards the continuation of old-fashioned, manual work processes, even though
they are clearly not good practice. The timescale for achieving change has to reflect the
reality of life in Bangladesh.

So what? Some lessons learned

What are some of the lessons that can be drawn from these situations? If the explicit
challenge for the practitioner is to establish “learning” and a personal agenda might include
encouraging a passion for knowledge, how can these be achieved across the boundaries of
culture? It is readily acknowledged that the range of “learning experiences” covered by these
examples is limited. They are all set within an organisational context; most of them were
concerned with the transmission and learning of new knowledge or management skills; the
examples did not involve more profound behavioural change or deep learning about personal
relationships. It may well be that these lessons could apply to those more intense learning
experiences and perhaps that is a topic for more rigorous research. This paper makes no claim
for universality or generalisability: the limitations of the sample are recognised and accepted.
But it may be that some of the lessons learned can be relevant for other learning associated
with change, reform and organisational transformation. Some of the ideas that emerge from
these experiences are summarised below and can be expanded upon in the conference session
if required.

Lesson 1: Meet expectations and conform to stereotypes

This was one of the behaviours that caused most anguish at first. A western management
trainer working in a way one hopes is informed, reflective, enlightened and reasonably
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progressive will be striving to avoid clichés, stereotypes or predetermined mind-sets.
However, in establishing a relationship with a client or with learners in a SE Asian setting, it
is often effective to at least conform to their stereotypes. Personal experience of “confronting
preconceived ideas” with a group of Chinese managers at the outset of a training session has
revealed that such a confrontation, whilst ethically pleasing and consistent with my personal
principles of effective adult learning, might not be the most effective route to gain their
‘engagement’. A pragmatic solution is to start from where the learner expects you to be: a
westerner with new ideas; an expert with something to teach them; a person who might be
expecting something different from the group. But the trainer will still be seen as the authority
figure, a person with knowledge to decant into the waiting, empty, vessels. Standing on the
dais behind a large lectern decorated with a suitable banner, microphone in hand, translator at
one’s elbow, an ineffective start would be to announce proudly that “We are all going to learn

2

together today .......

Lesson 2: Become adept at working beneath and beyond surface behaviours

It is not enough to know that the stereotypical Thai worker will sit quietly, smiling at the
trainer, or that the Chinese student will be writing down everything that is said. Those
statements are true, and until the organisation has progressed somewhat, will remain an
unavoidable reality. However, a deeper truth lies beneath the surface that has to be uncovered.
What does the smile actually reveal, or more tellingly, what does it conceal? What is being
written down so assiduously by those Chinese bankers? What questions are not being asked
by my Bangladeshi colleagues? Some examples of ways that seem to work in breaking
through these surface behaviours to enable western tools and techniques to take root were
alluded to in the case-studies. They include: encouraging mild and safe experimentation
amongst the learners; formalising small-group discussions as a means of generating
“feedback” and “discussion”; encouraging anonymous commentary through the use of a
spokesman; issuing written materials ahead of time; keeping to a strictly defined agenda and
timetable; when possible, delivering some pre-learning coaching to the participants to show
the types of behaviour that will be allowed. This latter example is most relevant where diverse
cultures will be working in the same group, since the participants will react in different ways
and individuals from less-demonstrative ethnic groups will participate least, unless coached
beforehand to move out of their cultural comfort zones.

Lesson 3: Recognise relative speeds of learning and act accordingly

This insight conveniently ignores some very profound issues around the nature of
development and what we can realistically define as “learning”. Taking a limited,
organisational focus, and using “learning” to refer to the mastering of new work-related skills,
knowledge or attitudes, it is possible to draw some conclusions about what may work best in
this type of setting. I have found the relative speed of learning is a function of, inter alia, the
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language skill (of the trainer, the participant or the interpreter as appropriate), the degree of
“foreignness” of the concepts and the intrinsic motivation to learn that arises from the
situation. The impact of language skills is self-evident. Learning in one’s second, or quite
possibly third, language, requires significant additional time for processing of ideas and
reflection on their significance. It may be necessary to break down the learning into far
smaller units than we might want, driven as we are by the inevitable constraints of project
timetables and limited availability of the learners. The ‘foreignness’ of the concepts relates to
the need to understand how alien the ideas are likely to appear, and how much the learners
may be pre-disposed to consider them. Enabling a group of middle managers to learn how to
make a new Appraisal system effective may not present too great a challenge. They already
know about the principles of performance review, and now realise that, with only an old-
fashioned system in place, better methods are surely available. They are likely to be willing to
hear my ideas for improvement of the system and of developing their skills in conducting
performance reviews. On the other hand, educating line managers on the subtleties of the
western notion of Accountability, presents far more problems. Firstly it is a concept that does
not sit happily in a culture of conflict avoidance or of upward-delegation. Secondly, it
presents the learners with profound challenges and a radical change in the nature of their
relationship with the organisation and their boss. Learning in this situation will be slow, at
best. Repeated exposure and frequent reinforcement through other means may be a method to
overcome this initial hostility and incomprehension.

Lesson 4: Strive for culture-free design of learning and development

This appears axiomatic, but the practicalities of implementation remain an issue. So much
work of experienced trainers and facilitators becomes ‘second nature’ (thus freeing the
facilitator to deal with the more challenging issues around process and group dynamics) that
the underlying assumptions upon which their practice is (or should be) grounded, are
overlooked. The lesson here is to reappraise the basis for some of the designs and
interventions we use and to consider the way that they might be amended to be less culture-
specific.

‘Hints and Tips’ for practitioners in the field

What practical and personal advice can be offered to a practitioner faced with the challenge
of stimulating and developing knowledge, insight and learning in another culture? It is hoped
that the real-world illustrations given in this paper will encourage the practitioner to undertake
challenging work in foreign cultures by showing, despite the real differences and apparent
difficulties, that learning can take place. Indeed the sense of achievement and pleasure in
helping to achieve this learning is considerable. To support those ambitions, based on the
learning from these very different settings and from an understanding of current thinking
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about effectiveness in cross-cultural settings, it is possible to distil some personal, possibly
somewhat idiosyncratic, “Hints and Tips” to guide and support future praxis.

Tip #1: Know your subject

This appears obvious, and indeed it is a fundamental requirement for an effective advisor
in any field. However, the intention is to remind the practitioner of the need to thoroughly
understand all aspects of the subject under discussion, and the process to be used. This is
particularly important within the context of some Asian cultures, and certainly within the
developing world, because the client is often seeking “expert assistance” and not the “process
consulting” or “learner-centred” approaches with which many of us are familiar. For example,
in a situation where the aim of the practitioner is to enable learning about a new management
technique, it is likely that the client will demand to know:

o The source of the recommendations. “Who has suggested this?”’; “Where did these ideas

come from?”

o The reasoning behind the detail of the recommended changes

o Other companies doing things this way. This seems to be a common request amongst

Asian companies: “Who else is doing this?”

o Past experience: “Where else have you done this type of training, and what did you

learn by doing so?”

All of these are examples of the sort of preparation that might be necessary and appropriate
before embarking on a “training programme” in an East Asian setting. The education system
through which the employees grew is likely to build teachers to be the experts to be listened
to and respected. It is difficult for the learners in an organisational setting to change that
mind-set in an instant; therefore the onus must be upon the practitioner to at least demonstrate
mastery. Of course, it is also essential to thoroughly understand the analytical models and
tools you are using, particularly if this is the first such implementation of the technique you
have done. Being seen as an expert becomes a necessary element of establishing an
environment that is conducive to learning. Demonstrating personal mastery of the topic will
enable the trainer to move to deeper, more satisfying levels of work. Without establishing that
status at the outset, it may be impossible to move to learning experiences that are more intense
and demanding for the participants.

Tip #2: Know your client and get into the organisation

Again, this may appear self-evident, but the implication behind this tip is to make sure the
practitioner thoroughly understands the client structures and the social settings within which
one is attempting to create “learning”.

o Who are the key opinion-leaders and influencers? These individuals will not always be

at the top of the organisation chart, and may owe their power to membership of the
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ruling party or their role on the Communist Party District Committee. Family
relationships are a natural source of power in many societies, but these relationships
may not appear obvious to a newcomer.

o How does the informal structure work? What natural groupings of workers might form
reasonable groups for learning? Can the trainer exploit the informal networks to achieve
some ‘quick wins’ in the learning programme by successful interaction with these
influencer groups?

o Which key individuals do you need on your side in negotiating changes to internal
control and interaction processes? This is often a precursor to the actual training events
and so, in some situations, will need to be handled carefully.

Being able to understand the non-formal and the un-written aspects of the organisation
may make all the difference as at the outset of a series of significant learning events.
Successful implementation of Tips # 1 and 2 will earn you the right to work at an appropriate
level and in an effective way, within the organisation.

Tip #3: Conform to stereotypes before moving on

The client will inevitably have a pre-conceived idea of the role of an external consultant /
trainer and they will have already formed a view about working with an international expert.
For example, they may have a (mistaken) belief that the practitioner has a pre-determined set
of successful solutions to be applied in any situation and they may not be comfortable with an
approach that emphasises discussions to find out the “best” solution. My tip is to go along
with the expectations for the early part of the assignment. If the leaders want to be told the
right answer to a situation, or to be given unequivocal advice, give it to them. The time for
discussions with a less strong ‘expert-led’ focus can come later; after the right to operate
under different circumstances has been earned.

Tip #4. Stay focussed, but allow for distractions

The ideas that I have put forward here do not do justice to the complexity of learning in the
real world, and the implementation of a training and development programme will face
challenges and set-backs. During a long assignment there will be many events that will be
perceived as a distraction by the results-orientated consultant: frequent public holidays, the
impact of religious observances (running demanding training events during Ramadan is
always a challenge), political strikes and demonstrations curtailing the working day, the
impact of extreme weather and so on. The impact of these on the training programme and
scheduling need to be acknowledged and respected, but the effective consultant will remain
committed and strong and will demonstrate modest, but undeniable, self-belief throughout the
course of the design and implementation of the training.
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Tip #5: Live with ambiguity

Work across culture boundaries is bound to involve considerable confusion, ambiguity and
lack of knowledge. Unless one is particularly gifted or very fortunate, the work will be
conducted within an environment that uses a foreign language, where even the signs by the
lifts identifying the floors are incomprehensible and where all documentation is written in a
script that you cannot read. Asking for everything to be translated so the westerner can
understand the organisation is ponderous, expensive and slow. It may be better to coach some
local consultants to understand what it is that you want to find out and have them read the job
descriptions and organisation charts with a view to providing you with a summary of the
training needs. This can often be enough detail for you to proceed. Sitting in a focus group
being conducted in Mandarin won’t allow me to understand the detail, but assuming that I
have coached the local facilitator in the process and the questions to be asked, I can gauge
reasonably accurately how the meeting is going. I try to take any chance that arises during the
session to have a private conversation with the facilitator to help resolve any difficulties that
emerge. It is imprecise, messy and ambiguous, but that might just be the price that has to be
paid for working there.

Tip #6. Pick your fights carefully

Not all of the ideas that the trainer wants to put across will be readily welcomed or even
accepted. Be clear which are the ones about which you are going to be ruthless and
unbending. Stick to your guns on these since it is, in part, your reputation on the line.
However, there may be some recommendations, perhaps those relating to ideas from outside
that are ‘suggestive’ rather than ‘prescriptive’. Here you might be a little more permissive and
allow the client to amend the way that you have put forward for working (as an example). By
only getting involved in the fights you really need to have, you might save a great deal of
mental and physical energy. Incidentally, of course, I do not actually advocate ‘fighting” as an
effective client management strategy, but the intention of the adage should be clear.

Tip #7: Coach a local team to take over from you

No-one is indispensable and you will need to move on sometime. Pick the people you think
can carry on the training work after you have gone. Coach, train and support them. Develop
their understanding of your western ways, and then build them up in the eyes of the rest of the
organisation so that your exit strategy can be implemented at a time of your choosing. I have
found that by the time this work has been done, even those trainers who appear to be very
‘small’ or ‘low’ in the organisation will have become more acceptable to the client groups
through their association with the international trainers.
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Ideas for further research

The perspectives in this paper are offered up with a strong practitioner focus and genesis.
However, there would also be significant value in exploring these concepts with a more
rigorous, academically-sound methodology. Some potential research questions might include:

« To what extent can commonly accepted models (such as “Learning styles” or Emotional
Intelligence) be applied to specific cultural settings? Indonesians may have different
preferences and characteristics from Filipinos, who in turn are very different from
Bangladeshis. And does it matter in practice?

o In what ways might these differences be manifested in behaviour: either during the
learning or in the application of learned behaviours at work?

« Do insights developed from working at the level of cognitive change, also apply to more
complex learning in situations such as problem-solving, creativity, interpersonal
relationships, personal development? If so, to what extent?

o How far do learners working outside their own cultural upbringing experience cognitive
dissonance? And how do they cope with it if they do?

Deeper, more objective, research on certain areas should prove valuable in creating the
theoretical underpinning that this important topic deserves. In the meantime, it is hoped that
these personal insights might stimulate, guide and encourage other practitioners in their work
as they facilitate learning at, or across, the boundaries of cultures.
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Endnotes
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Empirical data in support of this statement is not given here, but examination of the most frequently
displayed Journals in any Library will bear out the assertion.

For example, see article on Maths performance of US vs Asian students in Christian Science Monitor,
December 16 2004

Using “Asian” as an adjective is, of course, a gross over-simplification, and it is intended to look at only a
few examples from this rich and diverse group of nations and cultures that covers one-third of the world.
Incidentally, the use of the qualifier East Asia effectively rules out any discussion of Western Asia
(Pakistan/Afghanistan) or North Asia (Japan and Korea). South East Asia is taken to include the countries
of ASEAN. One of the cases in the paper comes from Bangladesh, and in normal usage, this country would
be considered to be part of the Indian sub-continent, or South Asia.
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Abstract

In the following paper is described how learning and development in complex organiza-
tions can be conceptualized. The program developed portrays learning as dialectics between
practicing and reflecting — according to the activity theoretic principle of reification and ap-
propriation. It has been applied in a two level program where operational practice is reflected
on a learning platform and the outcomes of the platform are realized in operational practice.
The following considerations that are based on a qualitative empirical study do not only focus
the learning individual but also mutual effects between learning individuals, affected working
communities and the organization as a whole.

Introduction

Learning in practice is illustrated in social theories of learning such as Legitimate Periph-
eral Participation (LPP) by Lave and Wenger (1991). They describe the process how an indi-
vidual becomes able to act within a social system well known as community of practice.
However this and related learning models neglect, despite their important contribution, the
aspect ‘acquisition of knowledge’ through ‘reification of practice’. A facet that activity theo-
retic models of learning (e.g. Engestrom 1987; 2001) or Deweys concept of experience and
inquiry (e.g. Dewey 1938/1988; Elkjaer 2004) recognize. Both consider the appropriation of
theoretic knowledge and the reification of practice through reflection.

All of these models consider learning not only as acquisition of knowing and knowledge
but emphasize the aspect of development of the learning individual and the social system, the
individual is embedded in. Although the majority of these concepts are related to school edu-
cation (e.g. Chaiklin 1999) or processes in social life (e.g. Lave 1993), I consider them as a
promising basis to describe individual learning and collective development in complex or-
ganizations such as large companies. However the object of study should from my point of
view be extended from the individual and the surrounding community of practitioners towards
a complex system of mutually influencing communities under the roof of an organization
providing formal rules and structures. One should take into account that within organizations
there exist numerous interacting and competing communities. Furthermore within such a
complex and dynamic system, different views come together and newcomers are not really
novices but they carry elaborated experiences from different contexts with them.

The question arises, how learning in organizations can be realized under that framework
conditions, bearing in mind the aspect of individual and organizational development. Activity
theoretic approaches (e.g. Raeithel 1998; Engestrom 2001) emphasize both: reification of
knowing and appropriation of knowledge. Reification is done through reflecting on practice
and distinguishes the expert from the experienced actor (e.g. Schon 1983; Dreyfus/Dreyfus
1986). However it has no meaning for practicing if this theoretic knowledge is not applied
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again in specific situations. Hence the ideal learning process provides a dialectic relation be-
tween reification and appropriation between the development of knowing through practicing
and the generation of knowledge through reflecting. In organizations this can not be seen as a
singular relation but as an overlapping and woven process of interacting individuals and
communities. Hence for conceptualizing and describing the learning process the question
arises, who should reflect on what and how? Providing input and exchange on the organiza-
tional level the reflection process should go beyond single communities of practice. On the
other hand since CoPs represent operational practice as real cooperation relations, outcomes
of the reflection process can only be realized within each single community. Key successful
factor for reflected learning I see in the intelligent amalgamation of reflecting and practicing
on individual and collective level.

In this paper I argue that situated and activity theoretic learning approaches in combination
provide a considerable contribution to describe learning in social practice. However they do
not sufficiently meet demands of individual and collective learning in dynamic and complex
organizations. Therefore I conceptualize in the following learning as dialectics between com-
prehensive reflecting on operational practice, and applying reflection results in practice. I start
with a theoretic view onto the terms knowing and knowledge since apart from knowing — the
ability to act — knowledge coming out of the reflection of knowing, becomes growing impor-
tance in working processes. Then I will consider the learning models mentioned above more
detailed. Levels of consideration are the individual, the community and the formal organiza-
tion. In a case study the realization of the model is described as well as empirical findings of
its application.

What has to be learned: The characteristics of knowledge and knowing

Some theories considering learning as a social practice, overemphasize the meaning of
knowing as the only source of practicing. However, I see as mentioned above, a dialectic rela-
tion between (practical) knowing and theoretical knowledge. Before this position will be dis-
cussed further the characteristics of the two terms shall be defined.

Knowledge and knowing

Either from an activity theoretic or situated learning view, acting within a social situation
primarily requires the ability to do, which is a practical type of knowledge. This can be de-
fined as ‘knowing how’ (Ryle 1949) or ‘knowing-in-action’ (Schon 1987). ‘Knowing’ under-
lies the process of doing something, the dynamic quality of knowing (ibid.). This type of
knowing is intuitive and tacit; the acting subject himself is not aware of its knowing during
the action (Polanyi 1969), because, according to Polanyi’s analysis of the process of action,
the focus of the individual is concentrated on the goal or on the general intention of the action
rather than on its single elements. he/she clearly distinguishes between explicit knowledge,
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such as theories, and practical knowing, which is considered specific and tacit (Neuweg
2001). Theoretical knowledge can be gained from practical knowing by means of reflection
and analyses. Therefore, knowing can be made explicit to some extent, but it can never suffi-
ciently describe practice (Polanyi 1966)', Polanyi presents an individualistic view; he/she
conceptualizes the process of acting and the relation between knowing and theoretic knowl-
edge in a very detailed way. Therefore, I see it as a basis for considerations of collective activ-
ity and organizational processes.

To summarize, according to Polanyi (e.g. 1966) and Ryle (1949) it can be distinguished
between three different facets of knowledge:

a) background knowledge which is of tacit character and influences the way of acting

b) tacit knowing that is directly linked to the process of acting

c¢) theoretic knowledge that is explicit and not directly related to a specific situation.

Acting and reflecting

As Dreyfus/Dreyfus state, theoretical background knowledge is not necessarily needed to
act (1986), a fact that some ethnographic and activity theoretic studies confirm (e.g. Luria
1986; John-Steiner/Mahn 1996). The integration of theoretical background knowledge into
the performance of an action, however, distinguishes the expert from an experienced actor.
The latter concentrates on the best performance of his/her action, but the former reflects on
his/her action in the light of his/her experience and knowledge (Dreyfus/Dreyfus 1986). Ac-
tion without the use of theoretic reflection may lead to ‘implicit blindness’ (Margolis 1987),
since practice is carried out without rethinking its performance. Unreflected action neglects
environmental conditions and the evaluation of action results what may lead to failure of
knowing. Therefore, change in the way an individual thinks and acts, as a result of failure, is
almost impossible. With growing experience, the actor will become a more or less experi-
enced actor, but the expert level will not necessarily be reached (see figure 1).

Level of knowing : Way of acting: Actor’s focus:
Inexperienced actor Aware, rule based Action oriented
l ””””” Aware, context based | l
Experienced actor m"""Ih_t[fit_i\_/é_,_éb_r{t_e_)it_ based | Focus on effects of action
: Intuitive, context oriented but also :
v reflected open for change H
Expert Focus on optimized action

Figure 1. Experienced acting vs. reflected acting (Dreyfus/Dreyfus 1986, Neuweg 2001)
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Theory can be regarded in two different ways. Members of an organization develop and
share background assumptions on how the organization works. These ‘theories in use’ (Argy-
ris/ Schon 1978), convictions and values are brought about by means of cooperation and
communication. Since they rely on a specific context, they can be considered as ‘local theo-
ries’ and actors are normally not aware of it (Elden 1983; Baitsch 1996). Background assump-
tions are visible in the way people speak and act. Explanatory or scientific knowledge, how-
ever, is part of an ‘espoused theory’ (ibid.), which is developed by means of the reflection of
processes and of the theory in use. The espoused theory is explicit and abstract, and presents a
general type of knowledge.

Concerning the reflection process, Schon distinguishes between two levels (1983/1987).
On an operational level, reflection is carried out without interrupting action. Contents of this
‘reflection-in-action’ are mainly closely related to actions and provide an alternation between
acting and reflecting. This process can be caused by diverse contradictions in action. If the
flow of action is interrupted by reflection, Schon talks about ‘reflection-on-action’. The pri-
mary activity is overlaid by a secondary activity that reflects the primary one. Reflection-on-
action often questions general principles on activity. Reflection-in-action can be seen as pri-
marily influencing the theory in use. The development of an espoused theory out of practice,
however, can be considered as an activity itself, based on reflection-on-action.

Bearing in mind the relation between explicit knowledge and knowing learning activity can
be seen as dialectics between reification and appropriation: Knowing in practice is reified
through its reflection. The espoused theories coming out of this process are applied through
practicing. The tacit knowledge of the acting individual in terms of theories in use and convic-
tions provide the basis of this process (see figure 2).

Reification through
reflection

Tacit
knowledge

individual or

Explicit knowledge collective Knowing
shared

background

Appropriation through
practicing

Figure 2. developing of knowledge and knowing through acting and reflecting
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Knowing and knowledge in organizations

Activities take place within a social system; therefore the other individuals of the system
are also affected. This kind of social system is in organizational learning studies generally
depicted as community of practice (CoP) (Lave/Wenger, 1991: 98; see also Brown/Duguid
1990; Swan et.al. 2001). CoPs can be seen as the context of activity. The expression context
in a theory of practice view should, however, be considered not only as a framework of space
and time but also as a system of corporate activity that includes action, relations and corporate
understanding (Engestrom 1990; Rogoff 1995). Tacit knowing and background knowledge
are strongly related to that context. However many of the works based on the community of
practice concept neglect, that they are frequently embedded in organizations that provide a
structural framework and formal rule system (Contu/Wilmott 2000). Therefore activity should
not be considered as only related to a CoP but also to formal framework conditions influenc-
ing it. Furthermore Engestrom et al. mention in their work of networks of activity systems the
importance of regarding the interrelation between the systems (e.g. Engestrom et al. 1999;
Kerosuo/Engestrom/ 2003). Since the concept of activity systems is to some extent compara-
ble to CoPs this aspect should be taken into account.

Within an organization, there exist a number of communities of practice. They are over-
lapping (Lave/Wenger 1991) and competing within organizations. Considering the knowledge
aspect, the communitarian base of shared background knowledge is overlaid with a more gen-
eral commonly shared background understanding (theories in use and convictions) related to
the organization as a whole. This understanding is, however, strongly associated with organi-
zation specific attitudes, whereas the communitarian shared background knowledge comprises
activity-related aspects (Schulz 2005 in press). Espoused theories as explicit knowledge are
not related to a specific level of consideration. They include aspects relevant either for indi-
viduals, communities or organizations as a whole. Espoused theories are accessible as infor-
mation throughout an organization but its understanding requires (tacit) background knowl-
edge either profession-specific (e.g. scientific theories) or context-specific (e.g. work orders).

Therefore it may be useful to supplement a third level to the individual and the community
of practice: the formal organization as a structural framework and formal rule system where
the other levels are embedded in. I consider an organization as a system of such explicit rules
and structures, that are however influenced by the external environment and the internal ac-
tivities of its actors. Individuals are formally assigned to the organization which is addressable
by them and from the environment (e.g. Scott 1995). In terms of CoPs it should be recognized
that they likely go beyond organizational borders, and individuals may be members of differ-
ent communities at the same time (Lave/Wenger 1991).

Learning as growing into practice

Lave and Wenger describe the process of an individual that grows into an existing commu-
nity of practice. They call this apprenticeship model ‘Legitimate Peripheral Participation’
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(LPP) (1991; Lave 1993), which is a theory of situated learning and can be seen as a general
principle of the development of knowing and theory-in-use in a social context. Considering
this process in detail the importance of the dialectics between knowledge and knowing, be-
tween practicing and reflecting is shown. The authors describe how individuals begin to par-
ticipate within a community, starting from a peripheral position. They state that the most im-
portant aspect of learning is to provide the newcomer access to the community — to legitimate
his/her participation. Learning itself is carried out without a didactical program, directed by
actual requirements within the community (1991). Although the authors do not clearly distin-
guish knowledge aspects within their model, the first steps can be considered as an appropria-
tion of theories in use and convictions of the community members by the newcomer. Sec-
ondly he/she develops knowing based on his/her former personal background and the aspects
of the theories in use he/she appropriated. Espoused theory, which the authors call general
knowledge, is not of primary importance for their learning model (ibid: 33-34). This means,
according to Dreyfus/Dreyfus (1986), the process of growing into a context remains on the
level of the experienced actor.

Although the model provides a significant contribution to understand processes of learning
through growing into practice, in terms of activities within complex organizational contexts it
may be considered as being incomplete. It should be taken into account, that newcomers who
enter new communities usually gained experience in other contexts. Though their work in
general is comparable, context-specific activity may vary (Raeithel 1983). Additionally the
newcomers are, due to their experience, in a position to reflect context-specific activity in
light of theoretic knowledge. Therefore the learning process starts from a different level and is
not restricted to appropriate existing practice, but also challenges it.

These facets have a tremendous impact on organizational aspects of learning. Lave and
Wenger consider the reproduction of the community of practice as a major effect of LPP.
Newcomers replace established members step by step. This effect goes along with change
since social practice is never reproduced one by one. An experienced newcomer is likely to be
a challenge for an existing community since he/she can question existing practice through
reflecting the new activity in light of his/her former experience. In that case the tacit or ex-
plicit comparison of the two working systems may cause contradictions. This is very often the
case in organizational mergers in which two effective types of practice are confronted with
each other (Schulz/Peréz 2003). If the community fully legitimates the newcomer, the contra-
dictions may cause a discursive process that reifies tacit background knowledge and its effects
on practice (Brown/Duguid 1991; Orr 1996). Effects of this process can vary between the
entire rejection of new ideas, up to full acceptance. However, even in case of the complete
acceptance the new ideas exist only as concept that has to be realized through practicing.
Hence first result of the corporate reflection process is the development of theory out of prac-
tice. Therefore, practice can be reified in theoretic knowledge, an aspect that Lave and
Wenger and other ethnographic-based learning theories neglect (e.g. Resnick 1991; Rogoff
1995; John-Steiner/Mahn 1996). Activity theorists regard the dialectic of knowledge and
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knowing as the dialectics of reification and appropriation (Engestrom 1987; 2001; Raeithel
1998). This means theoretic knowledge provides the basis for the development of knowing in
a specific context. On the other hand knowledge can be developed out of knowing through the
reflection of practice. Despite this dialectical process, it should be born in mind that commu-
nities are not independent systems but embedded in formal structures and overlapped by oth-
ers. Therefore they influence each other. Further, CoPs follow similar processes in parallel,
and change within one system always affects others as well. Thus, change and development of
a community of practice is, as mentioned before, includes aspects of power. It is a competi-
tion with other communities trying to reproduce and develop at the same time.

Hence, learning as dialectic relation between practicing and reflecting, should not only be
considered on the dimension ‘learning individual’, it should also take into account the dimen-
sions community of practice and formal organization. They may also be affected by the reifi-
cation of practice and application of theoretic knowledge. Since reification creates explicit
knowledge out of practice which is more or less accessible throughout an organization as a
whole?, espoused theories normally diffuse from one community throughout the organization
to several others. The reverse process, the appropriation of theoretic knowledge is done
through practicing and therefore individualization process (see also Raeithel 1983; 1998).

How these aspects can be considered in a learning program in a complex organization is
described in the following.

A conceptual model of learning
as dialectics between practicing and reflecting

To overcome the aspects criticized in the above learning theories, a conceptual model has
been developed that fosters learning through the amalgamation of the two aspects reflecting
and practicing. It consists of two levels. On the level of ‘secondary activity’ operational prac-
tice is reflected, reified and discussed. This is called the ‘learning platform’. On the level of
primary activity knowledge and experience from the secondary activity is realized through
application at the workplace. On the learning platform representatives from operational work
communities meet for corporate activity which is closely related to their primary activity.
There exists a variety how the secondary activity can be designed and what type of process or
organization the participants represent (e.g. Schulz 2004). The representatives may meet on a
regular basis in parallel to their operational work or sequential for a certain period of time.
However, following aspects are identical, apart from each single application: The participants
of the learning platform should represent different views of a complex process (e.g. the prod-
uct development process). The learning platform is characterized through corporate activity in
the work life context, hence discussion or instruction are part of the process. The learning
platform has to be conceptualized in a way, that direct interrelation with operational commu-
nities is ensured (figure 3).
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In contrast to common ‘Continuous Improvement Processes’ (CIP) the general intention of
the conceptual model presented, is to enable collective and organizational development
through the learning of individuals. Furthermore not only working contents within one com-
munity of practice is considered but operational practice as a whole and from different views.
Additionally, reflection is not an abstract action to work out a given agenda, but it is embed-
ded in corporate activity. Due to the fact that learning and reflecting takes place in the real life
context, reflection topics emerge during corporate activity.

In the above theoretical considerations to knowledge and knowing the meaning of tacit
background knowledge and shared convictions is described. This knowledge aspect indeed is
of high importance in the learning and reflecting process. If analyzing activity systems or
communities of practice in the sense of Engestrom or Lave and Wenger, they can be consid-
ered as working units whose members bear in mind shared activity related convictions and
theories in use. This understanding however differs from community to community, depend-
ant on activities and personal backgrounds. Corporate activity on the learning platform re-
quires rule based acting from participants since it is to some extend a new type of action for
them. Hence the way how to act has to be discussed and therefore different views come about.
Over time this discursive process together with reflecting on the operational practice leads to
a shared understanding between the platform participants. Due to the variety of views and the
process depicted, the background can be seen as much more comprehensive as the one, par-
ticipants had before. Once they are back at their work place, the cooperation partners are con-
fronted with the new theories and understandings. A discursive process may start about the
operational practice, questioning the existing long-established understandings. Change of
shared understandings is crucial either for individual learning and collective development. It
is especially the awareness of key aspects of the social and logistic processes of production.
Participants are for instance able to explain backgrounds and coherences of their work

Reifying, reflecting and
discussing operational
practice

Level of secondary
activity: learning and
reflecting platform

Ay

____________________________________

Discussing, adapting and realizing new ideas
about operational work activity

Figure 3. Relation between primary and secondary level
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When developing this theoretic conceptualization towards a realization model, especially
the transfer of ideas and convictions from the learning platform into operational communities
provides several hurdles. However, this aspect is crucial for realization and therefore organ-
izational development. Participants return to their operational parent community with new
experiences and understandings. As mentioned, the community can accept, modify of reject
the new ideas (see also Baitsch, 1996). Engestrom (1987; 2001) says, that development of an
individual may come about if the learning platform participant sees his/her operational prac-
tice as contradictive to his/her new experience. The learning platform can produce such ex-
perience. Furthermore, change in the activity of one individual affects the whole community.
Therefore, the colleagues finally “decide” whether a community member can realize new ac-
tivity or not. This does not mean that single actions cannot be changed without the acceptance
of the community but if activity develops the whole activity system change (ibid.). If it is not
only the individual that develops but the entire community, a consensus about the necessity
and benefits of change is essential within the community (figure 4).

To summarize, following aspects have been recognized within the conceptual model:

- learning and working context have to be identical

- learning should include practicing, instructing and investigating

- apart from developing knowing, knowledge in terms of espoused theories should be
generated

- views from throughout a whole process should be included in the learning process not
only from a single workplace and the surrounding experience

- different perspectives from throughout an entire process should be included in learning

- participants should gain a collectively shared understanding of an organization as a
whole

- apart from individual learning, organizational development should be the focus of the
learning process.

- Especially reflecting operational practice plays a leading role in the learning process:

- knowledge should be created through reflection of practice, experiences, investigations
and discussions

- intuitive practicing should be reflected and reified

- learners should become experts (Dreyfus/Dreyfus 1986) or reflected practitioners
(Schon 1987)

How these aspects are realized in the learning conception is either shown in the case study.
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Figure 4. Relation between primary and secondary activity and knowledge (Schulz, 2005 in press)

Developing a learning program out of the conceptual model

In the ‘operations’ area of a global acting pharmaceutical company, which includes logis-
tics, production, and quality control, the question occurred how the company can cope with
frequent organizational change. Especially the combination between staff qualification, ‘in-
creasing a corporate understanding of the process chain’ and ‘developing operational practice
further’ has been aspects that should have been covered with a learning program. The pro-
gram I developed entirely orientates on the above conceptual model: dialectics of practicing
and reflecting between the two levels operational practice and learning platform. It can be
seen as a complex process simulation taking place in the original working context. At the
learning platform a group of approximately 10 to 12 people, originally working in different
processes of the process chain, meets to plan, manufacture and check an original for-sale
product within two days. They have to carry out all necessary activities at the original work-
ing places (offices, laboratories, shops), using original devices. Since in general each partici-
pant represents one production step he/she is the expert carrying out this step. He/she should
guide his/her colleagues through these activities. However the expert role changes from proc-
ess to process; therefore activity can be described as a permanent changing learning — teach-
ing relation. Since the process is nearly identical with operational work, unforeseen events
may occur. The participants act self responsible, they have to solve real-life problems and
take care that they can finally deliver the product in time in the right quantity and quality.

Acting of the participants is mainly rule based and explicit, since they likely know the
process in general but not its single activities. Even the ‘expert’ acts rule based, since he/she
has to coordinate the group through the process. Consequently, reifying actions and instruct-
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ing on how activities can be carried out play besides practicing an important role in the proc-
ess. Permanent reflection-in-action (Schon 1983) takes place during practicing. Besides the
manufacturing activities the concept of the process simulation provides time and space for
questions, discussions and viewings. Based on the process experiences, together with the
background knowledge of the participants intensive reflection on the operational work activi-
ties emerge. Together with the ‘multivoicedness’ of the participants knowledge their back-
ground assumptions are likely to be changed and expanded. Apart from new theories in use
emerging, many of these theories are made explicit through the collective reification, reflec-
tion and discussion. The following example illustrates these effects:

During the In-Process-Control — a quality check that takes place right after chemical pro-

duction — participants realize how complex, manually complicated and time consuming

this analytical activity is. Planners become aware that it makes sense to reduce lot sizes,

to reduce efforts of analyses. This is however in contradiction to assembly workers who

would prefer smaller batches that exactly represent finished product lots. Yet they realize

that their additional effort is low compared to quality control. On the other side manufac-

turers and quality controllers can mediate consequences of short-term changes of the pro-

duction program to planners.

participants coming from different
functions and communities

improved communication through
knowledge and knowing

learning platform

Logistics
Planning [

Production
Scheduling .

Production

Quality
check

Assembling [+~

Figure 5. Diffusion of enlarged understanding through successive performances

Back at their workplace, participants are confronted with the existing theories of use of
their operational communities. Their new convictions and proposed consequences for the ac-
tivities of the community have to be communicated to colleagues. They may accept, ignore or
reject the ideas. It is part of the whole learning program to provide a climate of acceptance.
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This is done on two levels. Firstly, discursive processes within working groups® are brought
about and formalized through frequent talks about the consequences of knowledge coming up
from the learning platform. Secondly, and more important, the diffusion of the spirit and ex-
periences from the process simulation is fostered (see Rogers 2003). Consequently, the proc-
ess simulation takes place frequently with different participants. Hence experiences and the
enlargement of background assumptions distribute under the members of working communi-
ties. However since colleagues participate at different dates with other partners, outcomes
may differ but the general understanding is nearly identical. This enables corporate under-
standing within operational communities but also enforces discussions and change. Thus it is
likely that new ideas will be realized. Furthermore results of this operational development
deliver new input for the learning platform since they are communicated there by participants
(figure 5)

Empirical results

In parallel to the performance of the learning program, I carried out a qualitative empirical
study, to investigate the activity on the learning platform and effects of the process simulation
on operational practice (Schulz 2005, in press). The process simulations were systematically
observed, especially the ways participants act and learn, and reflection processes: there emer-
gence, contents, contributors and results. Furthermore, participants and managers were inter-
viewed about their appreciation of the process simulation on operational practice, either from
an individual and an organizational perspective. It was especially investigated whether the
learning platform influences change in operational work practice, and whether these effects
are mainly singular, or affect entirely working communities, or the organization as a whole
(ibid.).

Secondary activity: learning and reflecting on the learning platform

Observation results confirm that learning processes can be described in different facets.
They can be seen as ongoing interaction between instruction, appropriation, reflection-in-
action and reification. However performance of action remains rule based, participants do not
become experienced actors since time horizons for each single action is too short for develop-
ing knowing. However participants develop knowing in recurring administrative tasks. Since
action is highly reflected, explicit knowledge is of importance in this learning process.

The corporate activity and experiences of the participants together with the visual impres-
sions of the working context provide the basis for reflection-on-action. Breaks between proc-
ess steps or observations and instructions bring about discussions between participants. There,
they reflect impressions in the light of their own background. Sometimes reflection emerges
by chance through talks between participants about their operational work. The following
scheme is typical for the reflection on the learning platform:
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- One participant raises a topic due to his/her actual impression combined with his/her
(implicit) background assumptions.

- Other participants that are interested in the subject contribute to the discussion. As a fur-
ther step different views on the subject are exchanged. Thus theories in use are made
explicit.

- In a discursive process explanations or solutions are searched until a satisfying result is
found.

- Finally the contributors to the discursive process figure out the consequences of the re-
sults for their operational work.

Following example shall illustrate such a process:

A laboratory assistant from quality control sees how the product she checks are assem-
bled and indicated. She realizes that a delay in delivery of the product data coming out of
the quality control process causes delays in the labeling. Together with production work-
ers a discussion starts whether the labeling could be done later or the data could come
earlier. A worker from logistics planning contributes. Analyzing the quality check and
production process the discussants find out that opportunities to influence the process it-
self are rather limited. However, the current process to transmit the data is inefficient and
limiting. The group works out how this could be optimized. The laboratory assistant and
the production workers bear in mind what has to be coordinated once they are back at
their workplace that the idea can be brought into life.

During the ongoing realization of the learning platform an effect occurred that was not in-
tended and completely neglected at the beginning of the process: The learning platform has
become more and more a forum where new cooperation relations are created or former formal
relations are brought into life. As a result new operational working communities have
emerged with an ongoing performance. At present this is seen as one of the major benefits by
participants: In advance lists of contributors are searched and discussed in operational com-
munities to find out beneficial cooperation partners. The emergence of new cooperation rela-
tions causes shifts in two directions. First, more direct communication, cooperation and coor-
dination occur; it makes deviations over hierarchy redundant. Second, new cooperation part-
ners change the map of cooperation relations in the organization significantly since relation
building is a declared objective of participants.

Effects of the learning platform on operational work activity

Comparing interviews from the beginning of the learning platform program with later
ones, statements differ significantly. At the beginning typical effects from external seminars
and trainings were visible: Learning remains on an individual level, the surrounding commu-
nity reacts with ignorance and rejection due to lack of understanding. With an increasing
number of colleagues having participated in the learning platform there exists a collectively
shared understanding of the whole production process®. This provides a basis and positive
atmosphere for discussions on change of work.
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Developing shared background understanding — in terms of theories in use and work con-
victions — can be seen as one of the major aspects of the learning platform. Interviewees state
that they have hardly profited for their direct work but many of them said that their under-
standing about the process as a whole and especially features and constraints of other activi-
ties changed and extended significantly. Hence benefits show above all in communication and
cooperation, mainly to administrative tasks. This aspect is substantiated by managers inter-
viewed. They mention that they have realized an increase in direct communication, self re-
sponsible acting and decision making of workers. Furthermore internal complaints about
product quality and late deliveries have reduced significantly. The following statement illus-
trates that fact:

113

.. our interface between logistics planning and planning of chemical production has
been affected through the learning platform. One of the logistics worker and our planner
both participated at the same simulation. ... Since they took part, they have regularly met
to discuss their daily work problems and to explain their work instruments to each other.
It is remarkable that they sat together with their instruments and difficulties to give help
and feedback to each other. To see what can I improve, how do I work, how can I get ac-
cess to effects of my work on succeeding activities,....” (Head of department of chemical
production).

The share of changed background assumptions should be considered as the prerequisite
that reflection about primary activities can take place in operational communities. Interview-
ees state that mainly with other participants from their community, a discursive process starts
what the simulation experiences mean for the own collaborative work practice. They say, to
non participants experiences can hardly be mediated. The discursive processes are however
mainly related to optimizations of activities, or new non-operational activities are developed.
Central operational activities are hardly changed through the input from the learning platform.
Interviewees state that they consider the production process itself as normative and highly
complex. So they do not feel in a position to influence and change operational processes. One
example for the newly developed secondary activity is the understanding of learning as inher-
ent principle of operational work. Therefore participants of logistics planning department de-
veloped a concept, how their activities can be systematically explained to people working at
interface functions. Overall within the operational communities reflecting over work in-
creased significantly. This aspect is fostered through the reification of practice on the learning
platform. Theories in use and background assumptions become explicit there. Participants
thus can give reasons for their acting and on the other hand they realize benefits of using es-
poused theories in communication:

“The use of theories does beforehand not change the situation itself but it generates un-

derstanding from cooperation partners and therefore makes it easier. Additionally coop-
eration is smother since the others know what is going on.” (Worker logistics planning)

As mentioned, developing new personal relations through participating at the learning plat-
form is considered as being most important for operational work. Hence this aspect is fre-
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quently mentioned by interviewees. They pronounce that these direct relations change coop-
eration activities significantly. Observations over a longer period of time show that these rela-
tions remain stable if they are combined with primary activities. Therefore a modification of
communities of practice can be identified. However that does not mean that existing struc-
tures will be changed on the short run but existing relations are made reluctant. Therefore new
activities are brought about through novel cooperation relations that on the long run influence
organizational structures and rules.

In the whole process of realizing new ideas and concepts on the operational level leader-
ship plays an important role. It can only be successful if supervisors and managers at mini-
mum allow, better actively support these activities by means of providing space for reflection
and discussion and considering the learning platform as a forum that gives important input for
practicing. Empirical results show significant differences in terms of realizing new ideas and
developing of activities between working groups where discursive processes are supported or
not by leadership.

Organizational aspects

Organizational aspects, in terms of influencing the formal structures and rule system, can
be seen, as mentioned above, (implicitly) as change of an overall understanding of the organi-
zation by its workers and (explicitly) as change of structures and regulations. Both aspects
have been proved directly and indirectly with empirical results. Additionally an aspect
whether organizational development has been taken place can be seen in the dialectics be-
tween operational and platform level. Since information transfer is unidirectional from the
learning platform into operational communities, effects may remain singular or restricted to
one specific community. If input in the learning platform, be it methodical or content related,
comes from operational communities (as a result of discursive processes there), the effect
should be seen as affecting the whole organization. In that case other participants on the learn-
ing platform are influenced, who carry this discursive process further. One example for such a
process is the employment of the learning platform as a contact forum to personalize or build
cooperation relations. This aspect goes along with reflecting, who may cooperate with whom
to what benefit, and it is followed by the appropriation of the cooperation relations afterwards,
which provide effects on the whole organization.

Conclusions

About situated and activity theoretic learning models I criticized that they, apart of their
practice based approach, do not sufficiently recognize the situation in complex working con-
texts. Especially the aspect of overlapping and interacting social systems within the formal
rule based framework ‘organization’ is not considered adequately. This assessment led to the
above conceptualization of learning. However the point is not the principle itself but the ques-
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tion how it can be realized in complex organizations such as large companies. There questions
arise how the reflection process can be initialized and what range it should cover to provide
sustainability and benefits for operational practice. The learning program has been success-
fully applied in a pharmaceutical company since three years. In this paper especially effects
related to reflected development of knowing and knowledge and its succeeding application in
practice are described. However the explanations not only focus learning effects but also con-
sider it dependant from the different level individual, collective and formal organization. As a
central learning produce the creation of a collectively shared background understanding about
the entire process can be seen. It is created through a discursive process of different stand-
points o the learning platform and it provides the basis for any further learning effects such as
developing new activity. Figure 6 summarizes these learning effects on the different levels
distinguished according to operational work activity and the learning platform.

Level of consideration primary activity — practicing in secom.;iary activitly — reflecting on
operational context operational practice
change of structures and rules through input from operational communities,
formal organization changed activities and new cooperation develops intentions and methods of the
relations (long term diffusion effects) secondary activity further

discussing meaning of platform experi-
ences for operational practice within the discussions about activities including
collective (e.g. CoP) community; different views of participants;
possible development and realization of development of general solutions
new activities

changing of individual background as-
sumptions / developing new ideas for
own practice through acting, watching
and discussions in the light of the own
work experience;

developing personal relations

changed background assumptions lead to
individual change of actions;
realization of new cooperation relations

Figure 6. Learning effects: relation between level of consideration and activity type

Furthermore problem areas in the realization of the theoretic model have been identified.
Especially sustainability, diffusion and realization of new ideas are aspects that should be
recognized in concepts such as the learning platform. Particularly realization of new ideas in
operational contexts requires permanent support by workers and managers, to some extend it
is reached through a changed background understanding that is collectively shared. Diffusion
and sustainability can be reached through a positive climate about the process itself and fre-
quent performances with changing participants. In that case prerequisites for reflected learn-
ing followed by successful application are likely to be given.
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Endnotes

This view is in contrast to some frequently mentioned knowledge management theories such as
Nonaka/Takeuchi (e.g. 1995).

This however does not say that it is also understandable in other contexts.

Since communities in the sense of CoPs are no addressable units within an organization, level of considera-
tion in that case are working groups.

The diffusion process follows approximately the classical s-curve scheme outlined by Rogers (e.g. 2003).
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Abstract

Much has been written in recent years about the implications of both silence and voice in
organizations. However, the overwhelming emphasis has been placed on the assumption that
voice is, for the most part, desirable while silence is undesirable or something to be overcome.
We believe that many forms of silence and voice exist that are potentially either beneficial or
detrimental to longer-term organizational performance. This is most evident when silence and
voice are examined concurrently and when employee knowledge about silence and voice are
better understood. Using a non-dichotomous view of explicit and tacit knowing, this paper
explores silence and voice as purposive elements that compose an organization’s knowledge
context (Gerard 2001; Gerard 2003). Because managers are charged with safeguarding
organizational health, practical issues relating to their knowledge of organizational culture as
context are discussed. We also provide implications for future research.

Silence and voice may have positive and negative affects because they both depart,
constructively or destructively, from group, divisional, area and organizational norms (Warren
2003). We argue that it is rare, however, that silence and voice operate in relation to one-
another — one waxing while the other is waning. This is related to Van Dyne, Ang, and
Botero’s (2003) assertion that, “silence...is not necessarily the antithesis or absence of voice.
It is also less likely that silence is functional while voice is non-functional and more likely
that multiple forms of silence and voice operate with differential functionality, depending
upon the types of silence and voice simultaneously enacted. Likewise, it is less likely that
silence becomes detrimental when voice is beneficial and more likely that certain silence and
voice work well together operational or that when silence is detrimental, that voice is
beneficial.

We extend research by proposing an alternative way to view both silence and voice based
upon organizational context. That is, we propose that the act of knowing organizational
culture (e.g., climate, mood, structure) helps each individual frame when each is beneficial or
detrimental. Based upon knowing theory, we acknowledge the importance of explicit and tacit
knowledge in the production speech acts and non-spoken communication. We add to current
research by including beneficial silence as an important consideration in research on voice
and silence. We do this by contrasting three constructs - beneficial voice, detrimental voice,
and detrimental silence — with beneficial silence. We conclude with implications for
management.

Introduction

To better understand the choices an organizational actor makes to exercise voice or silence
within an organization is to explore the cognitive thought process in light of the factors that
influence and frame the choice. The ideal organizational member will learn to navigate the
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oftentimes complex, oftentimes implicit cultures of an organization. Learning these
complexities well will require the continued construction and reconstruction of knowledge
that occurs through their interactions with a variety of persons. These include knowing and
learning that occur as actions and reactions take place within the organizational context.
While a substantial body of literature exists tying an actor and their collected beliefs to a
mapping process (Eden 1988; Carley 1993; Laukkanen 1994; Markoczy and Goldberg 1995;
Bood 1998), this explains but one piece of a more complex puzzle of knowing. There are
other pieces important to knowing how what is said and what is not said impact an
organization. We focus upon the pre-intentional and intentional characteristics of knowing
that help shape what is known about an organization’s climate and various microclimates. It is
through this pre-intentional and intentional act of knowing that helps individuals determine
what the organizational climate may be. This act of knowing helps determine what silence or
voice may come to indicate for the individual and for various groups within the organization.
It is our primary aim, then, to discuss silence and voice within an epistemological (i.e., theory
of knowing) framework. The use of knowing theory permits a more holistic discussion of
organizational silence and voice and, indeed, requires it given its openness toward the fields
of psychology and sociology knowing theory preceded. Knowing theory also permits us to
include a more gestalt look at pre-intentional and intentional forces that help form our
understanding of silence and voice as a force in organizational settings.

Like any strategic resource, climate (i.e., organizational context) is as useful as it’s
relationship to a desired future outcome. Therefore, individual employee silence and voice,
and the value of that silence and voice, should be judged on its potential for helping to
achieve a desired future state. To successfully navigate the labyrinth of organizational culture,
an individual’s actor’s actions are determined by his or her own perception of the impact and
receptivity of silence and voice based upon a mix of dimensions. Actors must consider their
own multiple roles, other actors’ potential reactions, and their understanding of the
organization’s culture and climate.

Viewed through the collection of an individual’s beliefs, an actor is able to determine the
level of receptivity to silence and voice within the organizational climate. One key antecedent
is the actor’s state of knowing. Initiating with the individual’s instinctual or pre-intentional
states of human biological constraint, mental capacity, stance and attitude, and moving
through the intentional states of emotions, intentions and beliefs; an employee must measure
the relevance of the situation both qualitatively and quantitatively, and determine which act,
silence or voice, is fitting. The individual actor needs to assess the organizational environment
and its actors in concert to determine if the use of silence or voice is either beneficial or
detrimental to: (1) the multiple perspectives adopted by the individual actor, (2) that
individual’s understanding of other actors, and/or (3) the organization.

It is therefore important to understand what individuals think in order to accurately define
what that context is. In their research, Premeaux and Bedeian (2003, p.1538) state that “...by
identifying antecedents that influence employees’ speaking up behavior, and by understanding
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the process by which the decision about whether or not to do so is made” will lead to a better
understanding of the silence/voice dilemma. Therefore, we consider the same of other actor’s
beliefs and perceptions within the same organizational context. Just as the individual actor has
established an instinctual basis from which all acts of silence and voice flow, so have each of
the other actors. It is through the more apparent intentional states and the resulting acts that
each individual employee comes to understand, recognize and project the other actors’
actions. We therefore examine how an employee comes to learn, know and develop the
instincts required to successfully navigate the labyrinth of organizational culture and its many
actors’ behaviors.

On Silence and Voice

Morrison and Milliken’s pivotal research in 2000 explored the limitations on pluralistic
change and development characteristic of organizations rife with a “climate of silence.” Since
that time, managerial and organizational research on organizational voice and silence has
received growing attention. In their work, Morrison and Milliken define a climate of silence
as “one characterized by two shared beliefs: (1) speaking up about problems in the
organization in not worth the effort, and (2) voicing one’s opinions and concerns is
dangerous” (p.714). Morrison and Milliken’s exploration of silence and voice in the
organization positions voice as a positive agent of change and silence as a barrier to change.
Van Dyne et al’s (2003) research takes an opposing view of silence and voice, and introduces
a conceptual framework whereby silence and voice are ‘“separate, multi-dimensional
constructs.” They break silence and voice up into three motivational categories: acquiescent
silence and voice, defensive silence and voice, and pro-social silence and voice. The
framework we use builds upon this important multi-dimensionality of silence and voice while
paying closer attention to silence itself as a sometimes pre-intentional and other times
intentional act (versus a state of being). Knowing theory specifically informs our analysis by
providing a set of identifiable constructs that are assumed to be a part of the fabric composing
the knowledge at a given place and point in time. While it is simplified, the assumption and
centrality of a more gestalt view of knowing helps frame our discussion of that same
geometry between active, concurrently enacted silence and voice within an organization.

Knowing, Silence and Voice: A Conceptual Framework

Knowing is commonly conceived of as tacit when it is unvoiced and is conceived of as
more tacit the greater the difficulty in voicing such knowing. The same type of understanding
is generally believed to be explicit when it is voiced and is, conversely, commonly assumed to
be more explicit the greater the ease with such knowing is voiced. Less commonly understood
in organizational knowledge literature is the idea that explicit and tacit (Polanyi, 1958) are
inextricably tied to one-another. As a few Polanyian scholars point out (Prosch 1986; Sanders
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1988; Jha 2002), Polanyi did not discuss the explicit in his tacit knowing theory, but he does
not disavow explicit knowledge’s importance and ubiquity. The personal contexts (e.g.,
physiology, mental stances, moods, and attitudes) as well as the organizational contexts (e.g.,
macro and micro culture, divisional rules, interpersonal relationships, organizational
structure) all influence the generation of meaning. Competing conceptualizations lead us to
generate the written and spoken word, which we recognize as one form of voice. But the
generation of meaning also leads to the generation of words that remain contained within
individuals or groups. We refer to the absence, withholding, suspension, suppression, and
omission of voice — whether individually or collectively as a group - as silence. We also adopt
tacit knowing’s important assumption that acts of silence and acts of voice are represented
explicitly in a form rooted to a large pre-intentional and intentional tacit knowledge context.
Silence and voice acts therefore represent, to a greater or lesser extent, the greater body or
bodies of tacit knowledge that enable their expression.

Silence may therefore result when something is known and not transferred, known but not
well-known or articulable, and/or known but not consciously known (or a combination of
these states). Likewise, voice may be known and shared, known but not well articulated, or
even articulated without being consciously known, to draw some parallels.

Silence & Speech Acts  EXPLICIT

V'

Intentional States

Intentional/ Beh?fs
Intentions
Network Emotions

Pre-Intentional

Stances  Attitudes

Background
g Mental Capacities

Human Biological

Constraints TACIT

Figure 1. Tacit to Explicit Schema
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Giving voice to privy or proprietary organizational information to the inappropriate
recipient or audience can result in a weakened strategic or competitive position for the
organization. Knowing does not guarantee that the knowledge is either accurate or relevant.
Perhaps the reason to voice the knowledge is to fulfill a personal need. Furthermore, who is
the recipient of the knowledge? Is it appropriate for this entity to have this information? The
information may be contrived, incomplete, embellished or deduced from physical cues pasted
together to create a story. One must ask what the perspective of 1) the knowledge-source is
and, 2) the recipient of that knowledge? Likewise with silence, a trade secret and its keeping
are defined with greater and lesser accuracy in relation to various environmental actors,
serving in different roles and capacities, within sometimes multiple environments. Silence
also depends upon the perspective, the validity of the information, the beliefs, intentions and
emotions of the person or persons behind the enactment of silence. Any trade secret has the
potential to depreciate entirely if the secret remains privy to only one individual and that
individual cannot act or fails to act in its eventual sharing. A secret is therefore valuable
dependent upon how it is kept silent and how it is voiced, especially with respect to various
contexts (e.g., physical, temporal, and social).

The underlying and immense base of tacit knowledge is precisely that context that supports
pre-intentional and intentional silence and voice acts, analogous to the base of a large
pyramid. Explicit actions (e.g., speaking, writing, gesturing, remaining silent, withholding
voice...and timing their respective use) emerge imperfectly after filtering through first pre-
intentional states. Then they percolate up through more intentional states leading to voice acts,
represented in Figure 1.

As the figure depicts, pre-intentional states overlap with intentional states because stances
and attitudes may be less or more intentional. An individual may hold and exhibit an attitude
without knowing or that attitude may possess aspects that have been made quite explicit. This
is true of everything listed within the individual’s intentional network. Beliefs, intentions, and
emotions are among (but are not comprehensive of) other aspects of the intentional network
we know best as the expression of voice and not so well as the exercise of silence. Similarly,
stances, attitudes, mental capacity and other physiological constraints and, finally, those
limitations imposed by the unique condition of being human are not so well known to voice.
But they are more easily associated with silence because they are more difficult to express.
That is, they do not as easily lend their understanding and defy the exercise of voice. Figure
I’s schema suggests that the origins of all acts of voice and silence are embedded in the
intentional net, which originates from an individual’s pre-intentional net. We start our
discussion with these origins.

Pre-intentional Silence and Voice

According to the Dictionary of Psychology, an attitude is “some internal affective
orientation that would explain the actions of a person” (Reber and Reber 2001). Stances are,
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described using similar terms, an orientation or predisposition toward a class of attitudes,
emotions, intentions, and beliefs. A stance therefore identifies a network of pre-intentional
and intentional factors that could be used to predict or explain actions. Reber and Reber go on
to state that the affective orientation of attitude can be 1) cognitive, or “a consciously held
belief or opinion”, 2) affective or an “emotional tone or meaning”, 3) evaluative or “positive
or negative”, and 4) conative or a “disposition for action” (p.63). While attitude and stance
almost appear to be defined by one-another, attitude seems to be geared toward explaining
behavior and, thus, created with relation to a very specific outcome. Stances, on the other
hand, are dispositional states composed of a network of inputs, which include attitude. Lesser
and Prusak (Prusak 2001) comment that layoffs may encourage the overt or unconscious
withholding of knowledge, when employees feel that an implicit social contract has been
broken. The implicit social contract is, itself, an indicator of a stance accepted by the
employee. The conscious withholding of knowledge may arise from the evaluative attitude
that the organization has become hostile to the individual. The unconscious withholding of
knowledge, likewise, may occur because the conative attitude toward accomplishment within
the organization has disappeared. Van Dyne, Ang et al. (2003) identify an actor’s motivation
“to withhold versus express ideas, information, and opinions about work related
improvements...” (p.1360), indicative of a cognitive attitude concerning the information’s
relevance.

In Van Dyne et al’s (2003) reference to beneficial silence, such a categorization requires
the existence of an attitudinal stance that includes a network of simultaneously cognitive and
evaluative attitude (this nested within the beneficial term) and their predisposition not to share
proprietary information and trade secrets (p.1364), a conative disposition toward, in this case,
inaction. The Premeaux and Bedeian (2003) article, alternatively, combines trust, which is an
affective and evaluative attitude, with top management’s openness to communications from
below. This openness to communication may be more of a stance, but could also include the
conative attitude that facilitates communications from below (Bowen and Blackmon 2003;
Creed 2003). Openness to communication is also likely affected by the perceived importance
of an issue. This perception is likely influenced by a network of cognitive, affective, and
evaluative attitudes (i.e., a stance) because importance is often a consciously held belief (i.e.,
cognitive attitude), concerning the issue’s level of relevance (i.e., evaluative attitude), as well
as — especially with extreme lows and highs - the issue’s affective importance (affective
attitude).

Morrison and Milliken’s research (2000) references the importance of an employee’s
cognitive map, or thought process, in making choices about conducting acts of silence and
voice based upon external and collective belief systems. We agree that external stimuli, like
organizational culture and beliefs of other actors have great influence upon an actor’s choice
when employing silence and/or voice. However, we argue that these external forces are
secondary to the internal forces that shape an individual’s personal beliefs, intentions and
emotions in the decisive use of silence and voice. Therefore, we suggest that an individual’s

176



pre-intentional states, which serve as the origin of their intentional states, act as a more
exacting predictive and explanatory tool of silence and voice behaviors. The tacitness schema
underscores the importance of pre-intentional items as the innermost prevailing condition
impacting an individual’s perceptions, interpretations, and understanding of their
organizational reality. It is again helpful to reassert that the two assumptions rooted in tacit
knowing theory guide our understanding of silence and voice. First, the tacit to explicit
relationship anticipates that the network of pre-intentional factors, even though they are
apparently less malleable, exert different influence in different contexts based upon the total
overall state of the individual in question. More noteworthy is the assumption that everything
voiced or silent and within the realm of intentional factors must be tied to factors that precede
them at the pre-intentional level. This means that nothing expressed, otherwise
communicated, or achieved which is made explicit exists without origins in and extant ties to
a body of tacit knowledge — represented here in terms of more or less pre-intentional or
intentional factors.

Another important class of pre-intentional factors includes the personal, difficult-to-
change, and primarily intrinsic mental and physiological capacities possessed by individuals
exercising voice and silence. These include things like general cognitive ability (LePine
2003), social ability or other predisposition that often drive social life for people with
depression, anxiety, or other psychological disorders. These more physiological factors set
limits to call other-oriented behavior (Van Dyne, Ang et al. 2003) and other social
intelligence (Fiske and Taylor 1984). It is reasonable to expect that higher social intelligence
will relate to multiple perspectives including greater consideration of their social roles
(Melone 1994; Van Dyne and LePine 1998), referents (Katz and Hass 1988), shared group
cognition (Larson and Christensen 1993). In the layoff example above, the perceived breach
of social agreement weakens and severs many employee/organization ties. However, an
employee with a strong sense of loyalty to the company, or to a work ethic, or to a belief that
adequate compensation for knowledge requested has already been supplied. Additionally, the
employee may feel a sense of loyalty not to the organization but, rather, to a group within the
organization (Hollenbeck, Ilgen et al. 1998) dependent upon knowledge held in the
employee’s possession (Liang, Moreland et al. 1995). This may elicit additional sharing even
though a contradictory sense of anger, victimization, or sadness (Tiedens 2001) is felt for the
group’s parent organization. An individual may use knowledge and voice with a small,
familiar group while silence and selective withholding is enacted between the individual and
the parent company. Morrison and Milliken (2000) suggest that an actor may be motivated by
the preservation of the relationship, in this case with the small working group, while
withholding voice or engaging in silence that provides a “what they don’t know won’t hurt
them,” or “what they don’t know won’t hurt me (or us)” rationale. This could ostensibly
include silencing cognitive and attitudinal dissent (Graham 1986), perhaps for the sake of an
important set of relationships (Morrison and Milliken 2000), racial identification or
ambivalence (Thoits 1991), or heightened ethical awareness (Litz 1996).
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Personality is generally viewed as a stable individual trait composed of characteristics,
some of which were mentioned, alluded to, or related to variables listed above. Personality is
explanatory and predictive of voice and voice’s absence (Avery 2003; LePine 2003).
However, little has been done concerning silence and voice’s multidimensionality, nor have
silence and voice often been considered potentially complementary behaviors. We borrow
Barrick and Mount’s (1991) thorough meta-analytical review of the personality literature.
Without restating or reiterating too much, because it is beyond the scope and length restraints
of the paper, we do use aspects of the Big 5 Personality Traits (i.e., extraversion, neuroticism,
agreeableness, conscientiousness, and openness to experience) to provide some idea of the
importance of psychological characteristics with respect to the knowing schema. For example,
Barrick and Mount (1991) describe extraversion as relating to “sociable, gregarious, talkative,
and active” traits (p.3). The active trait, seen as a fairly stable individual state, is even more
intrinsically pre-intentional than an attitude or stance. Somebody described as being active
would also be predicted to the conative attitude above and would also be expected to hold
stances that were more ambitious in scope and perhaps more complex as well. Likewise,
somebody frequently engaged in self-monitoring behavior (Gangestad and Snyder 2000;
Premeaux and Bedeian 2003), which is more intentional, would also be less likely to exhibit
sociable and expressive traits indicative of an extraverted personality, which is more pre-
intentional. Thus, intentional clues can be used to indicate the presence of less obvious, more
pre-intentional factors and can even aid in their early identification.

The second personality factor, neuroticism, is also sometimes called emotional stability,
stability, or emotionality (Barrick and Mount 1991, p.4). This factor is more closely tied to
the affective attitude mentioned above and are commonly associated with anxious, depressed,
emotional, and insecure behavior, just to name a few. Again, persons exhibiting such
behaviors are more likely to express intentionally — through voice and silence acts — clues that
indicate the presence of the neuroticism personality factor. These may be tied to other pre-
intentional factors like the holding of many negatively skewed stances. Also, somebody
possessing a neurotic personality would more likely tend toward negative affective attitudes
as well as evaluative attitudes. Some authors point out that the sharing of personal and
introspective information (Bowen and Blackmon 2003; Creed 2003) is often a critical
predecessor to enacting voice (and silence). Somebody with difficulties in this personality
characteristic would likely have a difficult time “sharing” and so might also inadvertently
express a negative silence versus one that has greater positive potential.

While much time could be given to a discussion on personality or on the Big Five alone,
the ties of the remaining three factors (i.e., agreeableness, conscientiousness, and openness to
experience) must be discussed in greater detail in some other paper. Their descriptions,
however, may be helpful in identifying their basic place in the tacit knowing schema.
Agreeableness is often associated with likeability, friendliness, and sociability as well as more
intentional exhibitions of flexibility, trust, cooperation, forgiveness, and tolerance (Barrick
and Mount 1991, p.4). Conscientiousness is tied to conscience, conformity, dependability, and
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will to achieve. Persons with this type of personality are associated with behaviors described
as hardworking, achievement-oriented, and persevering and are likely to demonstrate
evidence of personal feelings of competence, capacity for self-discipline, and stances related
to order, sense of duty, commitment, and perseverance. Finally, openness to experience is
associated with imaginativeness, curiosity, and intellect. Persons with this characteristic are
often described as “imaginative, cultured, curious, original, broad-minded, intelligent, and
artistically sensitive” (LePine 2003, p.29). People who are open to experience enjoy
intellectual problems, which signify both positive affective and conscious cognitive attitudes.
They are also more willing to try new things (McCrae 1987, Kuncel, 2004 #776), which is
indicative of a flexible and adaptive stance.

Of course, personality is an indicator of human biological constraints, the last pre-
intentional factor, which is also referred to by Reber and Reber as the “physiological limit”
(Reber and Reber 2001) or the upper limit of performance dictated by biological factors (e.g.,
intelligence, drive, neurological processes). These include mental capacities that can be
reflective of levels of intelligence, thought, rationality, and “pertaining (broadly) to all those
operations subsumed under the label cognitive” (Reber and Reber 2001). This is, obviously, a
determinant of the last Big Five Personality Factor and tied similarly to all more intentional or
implicit factors from the tacit knowing schema.

Intentional Silence and Voice

The first factor in intentional silence and voice is belief. Reber and Reber (2001) define
beliefs as being generally used in the standard dictionary sense of an emotional acceptance of
some proposition, statement or doctrine.” We suggest that an individual actor’s beliefs with
regard to him or herself, other actors and the organization have a direct bearing upon the
actor’s choice in using silence and voice. According to Morrison and Milliken (2003), “[t]he
most frequently mentioned reason for remaining silent was the fear of being viewed or labeled
negatively, and as a consequence, damaging valued relationships” (Milliken et al 2003,
p.1453). In addition, Van Dyne, et al (2003) suggest that both silence and voice are defined
best by an actor’s motivation to withhold versus express ideas, information and opinions
(p.1360). Fear as a motivational factor is based upon an individual’s belief that using voice in
certain situations will result in an unfavorable outcome.

In forming beliefs, Baker and Jones (1996) suggest that organizational myths create
implicit rules with regard to keeping silent. Milliken et al (2003) are in agreement stating,
“employees learn to remain silent, at least in part, from talking with and observing peers”
(p.1466). Belief in organizational myths or from direct experiences can condition an actor to
believe that silence is an acceptable, perhaps even necessary behavior that will preserve or
benefit his or her career in the long run.

The second construct is that of intention. According to Reber and Reber (2001), “the term
[intentional] is used by most with the connotation that such striving is conscious.” In addition,
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they define intention as “any desire, plan, purpose, aim or belief that is oriented towards some
goal, some end state”. Acts of silence and voice can have a specific intent, particularly in an
organizational setting where an individual is judged based primarily upon the value of his or
her inputs and outputs. In this respect, an actor to project a desired image to others within the
organization can manipulate the use of silence and voice. In their paper, Van Dyne et al
(2003) make the point that “...employee behaviors at work are regularly interpreted by co-
workers, supervisors and subordinates” (p.1374). Therefore, the knowing employee would be
motivated to behave in ways that align his or her desires with regard to the organization. By
using silence and voice purposively and with conscious intent, an actor can position him or
herself in a way that aligns with the overall expectations of others. This is akin to self-
monitoring or being conscious of “the extent to which people observe, regulate, and control
the public appearances of self that they display in interpersonal relationships” (Gangestad and
Snyder 2000; Premeaux and Bedeian 2003). Additionally researchers point out the importance
of management’s openness to communication (Premeaux and Bedeian 2003), which sets the
overall tone with regard to communication within the organization.

Milliken et al’s study revealed “employees may choose to remain silent about issues if they
conclude that the context is unfavorable” (p.1455). This supports the strategic and intentional
use of silence. Van Dyne et al observed that “[w]hen speech does not occur, the absence of
behavior is not particularly obvious and does not attract attention” (2003, p.1364). However,
this does not always hold true. The obviousness of the act of silence is greatly dependent upon
the other situational actors and their familiarity, or intimacy level, with the individual actor.
Therefore, an act of silence, especially when not expected, wields significant power and can
be as apparent an act as that of voice.

Accordingly, the ontology of voice and silence dictates that both vary across group
identities and change with perspective. Unlike detrimental silence, which intentionally
withholds relevant information for a devious purposes, beneficial silence like Van Dyne et
al’s construct of pro-social silence, is also “strategic and proactive — conscious, purposeful,
and intentional — such as when employees protect confidential information by withholding it
from others” (Van Dyne et al, 2003, p.1365). We add to this research by suggesting that
beneficial silence result from the intent to protect oneself, as well as others from undesirable
involvement and situations, and serving as proof of one’s loyalty to others and/or the
organization when one is “in the know.”

The final construct we address is that of emotionality. According to Reber and Reber
(2001) emotional states are normally acute, relatively short-term, and momentarily
motivating. They are generally regarded as intensely experienced states that are frequently
disorganized and widely seen as “evolutionarily determined” and reflective of “species-
specific survival strategies.” In addition, emotional states “...tend to be non-habitual and to
result from particular constraints of an environment” (pp.236-237). Tiedens and Linton (2001)
consider emotions to be a cognitive appraisal or the personal significance of an event (Tiedens
and Linton 2001).
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Emotions can have a profound effect upon the use of silence and voice and is possibly the
most explicit form of knowing within the proposed framework. Van Dyne et al (2003) state
that with regard to covert behaviors “thoughts and feelings are not visible to observers”
(p.1375). However, emotionally charged silence and voice actions that are not tempered or
controlled can make apparent the thoughts and feelings of an actor. The emotion of fear has
been placed at the center of research regarding the use of voice and silence and the resulting
behavior.

Commenting upon the work of W.E. Douglas Creed, which explored the use of voice and
silence among gay and lesbian Protestant ministers, Morrison and Milliken (2003) observe,
“one can see the pain associated with silencing core aspects of one’s identity, yet at the same
time, the pain and risk associated with voicing” (2003, p.1357). In this situation, voice, while
personally liberating, could result in the loss of actor’s credibility to perform the functions of
his or her calling. However, to remain silent was to in essence live a lie. Choosing between
the option of silence and voice can be an emotionally crippling experience.

A study conducted by Morrison and Milliken (2000) suggests “if an individual is fearful
about speaking up, he or she will be more likely to think of information that confirms this
fear, and as a result, form exaggerated conclusions about the dangers of voice (pp.1468-1469).
While we agree that this condition may lead to an act of detrimental silence for the actor,
other actors and/or the organization through the withholding of relevant information, we
believe that it can also act as a form of beneficial silence, since the actor may be better served
by not expressing his or her opinion while in an emotional state, thereby avoiding a
potentially embarrassing situation that could result in an indelible and unfavorable
impression. Therefore, opting to remain silent to conceal one’s emotions may be detrimental,
but the benefits of doing so may be the wiser choice in the short and long run.

Implications

The implications of our research are numerous and multi-faceted. With the exception of
biological constraints, which are predetermined, each individual actor’s experiences forms the
basis — or pre-intentional basis of mental capacity, stances and attitudes - which flavors the
content of his or her production of silence and voice personality. Memorable experiences can
impact this state, allowing for dynamic shifts in stances and attitudes. When strongly
impacted, both attitudes and stances can become static and automatic in response to
seemingly familiar stimuli. Therefore, it is beneficial to understand that each and every actor
comes into an organization (or any new environment) carrying very specific personality traits
that are made apparent through actions and reactions to other actors, the organization, and
microclimates.

Our research extends the previous work on silence and voice and suggests that through a
better understanding of (1) the cognitive processes that affect an individual employee’s choice
in the use of silence and voice, (2) the overarching organizational culture in which the actor
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functions, as well as (3) the various shifting microclimates that frame the choice, management
can develop a more acute awareness about what is and is not being said and why.

We have introduced two overarching categories of silence and voice — beneficial and
detrimental - into which any act of silence and voice can be placed. These four constructs:
beneficial silence, beneficial voice, detrimental silence and detrimental voice may occur
simultaneously. They are also dependent upon the actor’s perspective (Kilduff 1990 Shah,
1998 #67; Gioia, Thomas et al. 1994; Melone 1994 Corner, 1994 #349), referents (Melone
1994; Boyd 1995; Shah 1998; Warren 2003), and perceptions regarding the specific
circumstances (e.g., context, timing). The tacit to explicit schema may then serve as a
framework upon which to compile what is known about the actor’s pre-intentional and
intentional states. Because it 1s more likely that information about silence and voice will be
evident with more intentional factors (e.g., emotions, intentions and beliefs) it is also more
likely that such evidence will be found. However, baring more explicit forms of evidence, the
knowing environment used to evaluate silence and voice’s capacity as a force for
organizational change can be assessed using only pre-intentional factors.

While organizational culture is slow to change, microclimates within the organization can
shift and change with every new set of organizational circumstances and actors. Instantaneous
reactions are required more often than not, which implies that making choices about what one
says or does not say is a consistent necessity. Individual reactions, while they can be
programmed to some degree, need to adjust along with these shifting microclimates and
actors. An actor may find that by becoming chameleon-like using silence and voice is an
effective strategy that achieves a future desired state.

We further suggest that beneficial silence is a strategic act that is as powerful, and perhaps
more effective, than that of beneficial voice. A pervasive climate of silence, as defined by
(Morrison and Milliken 2000), is an indicator of need for radical cultural change within an
organization, and that only management has the ability to effect such change. However, we
suggest that, because management is not immune to these conditions and circumstances, they
must also be capable of reprogramming their own contextual and tacit knowing mix. In fact,
with proper planning, implementation, and review, management may be capable of bringing
silence and voice into a more intentional and strategically aligned state of awareness.

Implications for Future Research

Microclimates come in a variety of forms. Further exploration of the types and causes of
microclimates would allow for a better understanding of actors’ use of silence and voice — i.e.
— an actor within a functional unit may be bound by the microclimate of that unit and
experience it as a macroclimate, thereby containing and controlling the reach of the actor’s
voice.

This makes predicting acts of Silence and Voice difficult, other than through the use of
wide categories about individual behavior and narrow contexts.
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Both Beneficial and Detrimental Voice can be lost in informal communication channels
because it is the only place that the actor feels his or her inputs have value and are heard.

In addition, our research suggests that pockets of silence are a more precise indicator of a
prevailing microclimate, and that while management may be better situated to invoke
organizational change, they too may be bound by relationships with other actors,
organizational culture and microclimates.

The reach of an actor’s voice can become stunted by any number of tacit or explicit
boundaries — like functional unit, perceived or actual organizational social circles, hierarchical
status within the organization, or personality of the self and/or others. For example,
Cummings (1995) wrote that Pericles, a Greek strategist who died in a plague in 429 A.D.,
spoke with credibility not just because of what was said but, “to an Athenians way of
thinking...restraint that, of all manifestations of power, impressed most of all” (p.25). It is
with respect to what Pericles said and did not say within the social context of ancient Athens
that made what he did say penetrate many of the logical and political boundaries of the day.
(Milliken, Morrison et al. 2003) suggest that “employees must develop a cognitive map of an
organization’s communication norms...what one can and cannot say” and its consequences
(p.1456). Alternatively, knowing what one should and should not say, when one should vocal
or silent restraint (i.e., the timing of what is said and what is not) becomes an important skill
that is developed by individuals with respect to the various contexts within which they
operate.

However, what may be a beneficial behavior for the actor may not be beneficial to either
the organization or the other actors. This is a learned behavior: learned through direct
experience (the actor is a situational player), indirect experience (the actor is situational
witness), or through legend whereby the actor is a recipient of situation specific information.
Learning the most acceptable delivery of silence and voice depends upon the evaluative
perspectives and organizational norms shared by colleagues (Premeaux and Bedeian 2003).
These perspectives lend insight into when fear or trust (Ryan and Oestreich 1998), anger or
sadness (Tiedens 2001), or other difficult to understand emotional issues impede decision-
making or dominate perception.

Instances of corporate corruption (Brief, Buttram et al. 2001) provide one example of
detrimental voice & silence working together. In collaborative efforts to commit fraud, for
example, rules are developed that prescribe what should and should not be said, stories are
constructed, what to leave out of these creative narratives are important because of how they
combine with what is shared. The big need here is for the concurrent balance of silence and
voice, the origins of silence and voice including pre-intentional and intentional antecedents.

While authors have paid some attention to the processes that give rise to silence and voice
acts, too little attention has been paid to these. Additionally, the benefits of silence, it’s
complexities, those factors that influence decisions leading to voice or silence acts or,
importantly, the timing of both in conjunction with one-another deserves greater attention.
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Silence can be viewed as an active accomplishment versus an unintentional veneer of
passivity (Bell, Meyerson et al. 2003)

In accordance with (Premeaux and Bedeian 2003, p.1560), we advocate greater
specification as to whether speaking up or voice are the intended focus of research. We add to
this by asking for such specification in silence. Is the intended focus of research silence as the
withholding of voice or its absence, suspension, suppression, or omission? In addition, active
voice and silence in management should be expanded beyond the individually and
organizational units of analysis to include various groups within the organization, various
organizational contexts (which we informally call microclimates). The confluence of
individual and organizational factors and the assumptions imposed by the tacit to explicit
schema, including the combination of pre-intentional/intentional factors, demand a
simultaneous and multidimensional look at silence and voice. It is this more holistic look at
both, we believe, that will help uncover instances when such communication is helpful or
detrimental to long-term organizational performance.
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Abstract

In this paper, I introduce an understanding of organisational learning as “an arena of many
voices” through notions of organisations consisting of social worlds made up by different
commitments to organisational activities, and an understanding of learning and organisational
learning as triggered by uncertainties. The case around which the argument is made is the
development of digital administration in a local municipality in Denmark. Here, I show that it
is possible to view organisational voices as tensions that open up and/or close towards
organisational learning. That is, tensions can be viewed as reaching out towards or shying
away from each other. The inherent assumption is that in order for tensions to be openings
there must be some way of bridging the gap, there must be some sort of communality in order
to explore the tension for example by way of joint organisational inquiry or critical thinking.

Introduction

Why keep grappling with definitions of organisational learning? Are there not sufficient
definitions already to choose from? The answer is both yes and no. “Yes2, because there is a
range of theories and models of organisational learning (see e.g. the two recent Handbooks on
the field, Dierkes, Antal, Child, & Nonaka, 2001; Easterby-Smith & Lyles, 2003). “No”,
because there is still a need to define and understand organisational learning that reflects the
complexity of both “organisation” and “learning” - at the same time. And furthermore, there
is still a need to develop an understanding of organisational learning that it is possible to use
as a foundation for research designs and possibly also to act as a basis for developing
guidelines for future practices (i.e. interventions to further organisational learning activities).
So, the intention with this paper is first to develop a line of reasoning that reflects both
organisation and learning as complex phenomena viewed alone and together. Secondly, it is
to present a way of dealing with this complexity through an empirical study and to provide
some possible guidelines for future actions reflecting this complexity.

In the paper, I will first present the understandings of organisational learning that is both
my point of departure and which I depart from (it would not have been possible to develop
my understanding of organisational learning without these other understandings, they need
each other, so to speak). These points of departure are what I in another paper have called the
“first” and the “second way” of organisational learning (Elkjaer, 2004). The first way has its
focus upon the individual as the learner in an organisational learning system whereas the
second way is a negation of this first way and directs its attention towards the access and
participation patterns in organisations understood as communities of practice. The way
introduced here, the “third way”, if you like, or a pragmatic understanding of organisational
learning, concentrates on the organisation as an arena consisting of social worlds made up by
commitments to - or engagement in - organisational activities. Learning is driven by the felt

190



(emotions are important) need to dissolve uncertainty into certainty by way of critical
thinking (another term for inquiry but a term accentuating thinking, ideas, concepts and
theories as tools for problem definition and solving). The individual and the organisation, the
subject and the social worlds are co-constructed but not in any a priori way but around the
empirically defined organisational activities. Entering an organisation with the intention of
researching into organisational learning, I expect to find a world full of differences created by
different commitments and tensions because these commitments are driven by engagement in
different organisational activities - and also tensions due to access - or no access - to
participate in certain organisational activities. So, what I try to do is to take some ideas from
the first way (thinking and cognition) and from the second way (patterns of access and
participation) and add commitment as well as tensions as the necessary prerequisite for
learning.

Next, I present an empirical study in which I have followed an organisational development
process in a local municipality in which the aim was to change into a digital administration.
Here, I try to discriminate different social worlds by way of different commitments to parts of
this organisational changing. I have done this by being an observer in a training programme
aimed at creating change agents and also through interviewing a wide range of participants in
the organisation. Some tensions are identified and I apply the terms “openings” and
“closures” to grasp whether the different social worlds creating the tensions are able to reach
out and potentially embrace each other or whether they are unbridgeable. The latter is very
much a discussion of possible avenues for furthering organisational learning understood as an
organisation in which tension between social worlds are needed in order to maintain a fruitful
foundation for critical thinking and through that, new organisational activities and, in turn,
learning. So, for me organisational learning needs the many voices in order to flourish. But
now [ am getting to my conclusion too fast.

The shoulders upon which I stand

Many years ago I made an interview with an American psychoanalyst and feminist,
Dorothy Dinnerstein (Dinnerstein, 1976) who had made her work based upon a critique of
Norman O. Brown’s non-gendered work (Brown, 1959). She told me how angry she
originally had been at the works of this colleague until it dawned on her that she could not
have made her work had it not been for Brown. Dinnerstein learned through her inquiry
(critical thinking) into her emotions (e.g. angriness) how academic work and the furthering
hereof rest upon the shoulders of each other. And so it is for my work on organisational
learning. Reading some of my older stuff I feel embarrassed about how angry it and its author
(me) appear to be. Today I know that my work could not have been done without the seminal
works of Chris Argyris and Donald Schon (Argyris & Schon, 1996), without the similar
seminal works of Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger (Lave, 1988; Lave & Wenger, 1991), and
without the works by many others (e.g. Cook & Yanow, 1993; Gherardi, Nicolini, & Odella,
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1998). It is not possible to be different if there is not anything to differ from. So, the following
is a brief introduction to the works upon which shoulders I stand - and also stand by.

Painted with bold strokes it is possible to view the field of organisational learning as
adhering to an organisation not as sums of individuals (because few will today openly ascribe
to this understanding) but as systems in which individuals are learning (the most prominent
proponent of this understanding is of course the above mentioned works by Argyris and
Schon, see e.g. Argyris & Schon, 1996). In this understanding learning is the detection and
correction of errors solved by individuals’ inquiry into surprises in organisations understood
as learning systems made up by the channels for information as well as the organisational
incentives for problem solving, which partly is made up by the degree of defensive and non-
defensive communication in organisations. The crucial problem regarding learning is the
transfer of learning outcome from the individual to the organisation even if individuals’
inquiry is made on behalf of the organisation.

Another way to understand organisational learning is to view learning as the process of
“legitimate peripheral participation in communities of practice” (Lave & Wenger, 1991), as
“practice-based” processes of knowing in organisations (Gherardi, 2001; Nicolini, Gherardi,
& Yanow, 2003). This understanding of organisational learning derives from a critique of
learning as cognition, i.e. as discriminate processes of thinking taking place in specific
institutions established to do so (e.g. schools). Learning is rather an unavoidable part of - or
ubiquitous to - everyday life and work that unfolds around participation in communities of
practice (e.g. in work organisations). The practice-based understanding of organisational
learning is also a critique of the idea that individuals are the prime subjects of learning. In
stead it is argued, learning takes place in and among participants, objects and artefacts (e.g.
new concepts of management and organisations).

I think that both the above ways have much to offer the field of organisational learning but
I also think that there are problems with both of them. In the Argyris and Schon
understanding of organisational learning, there is an unresolved problem regarding the
relation between the individual and the organisational. What is it to act on “behalf of the
organisation”? Is that unambiguous or how is that to be understood? Also, I think that the
transfer of learning from individual to organisation is a difficult concept to work from because
what is transferred and how is it possible to make this transfer? In the Lave and Wenger (and
subsequently Gherardi and Nicolini, Cook and Yanow) understanding, how is it possible to
account for diversity in e.g. outcome of participation in communities of practice? We
somehow need agency but not as pure and sole voluntarism - as if no organisational (power)
“structures” were in existence. Also, is it possible to differentiate participation and
socialisation from learning? Is learning a discriminate process?

I do not want to argue that there is a very sharp division between learning and socialisation
as I see the two as integrated and related processes (this means that it is not possible to have
one without the other). But from an educational - or interventionist - perspective, is it then
possible to point to “triggers” of learning and to aspects of participation that are more directed
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towards learning than to socialisation? Yes, I will argue, the triggers of learning are the
meeting with uncertainty (“surprise”), which is first and foremost a felt, an emotional,
situation. This meeting may or may not lead to learning. It is possible to stay in the emotional
situation, so to speak, no matter whether it is in the good or bad sense. It is for example
possible to enjoy a movie, a painting, a piece of music, sex, love, etc. But if learning is to
occur, thinking by way of applying ideas (why is this thing so enjoyable?), concepts (e.g.
genre, style) and theories (e.g. about bodies, emotions) as instruments for understanding, for
more enriched understandings, and for the possibilities of bringing these enjoyments to
happen again. The same goes for organisations. Participants are in a sense “thrown into” the
organisation, which is in existence not to learn but in order to do some kind of concerted
action (e.g. produce a product, sell a service, or both). Learning may or may not be a “side
effect” or “side benefit” of work (see e.g. Marsick & Watkins, 1990) but some kind of critical
thinking is needed to ground these side effects in organisational life and work, I argue. And |
believe that it is the relation between participants and organisations that holds the key to
understand organisational learning. It is to this issue I turn to now.

Arenas and social worlds

In an understanding of organisational learning as individuals’ learning in organisational
learning systems, it is possible to discriminate individuals on the one hand, and organisations
by way of learning systems on the other. The two are connected because when individuals
change, the organisational learning system change and possibly also vice versa (even if the
organisational learning always begins with the individual in the understanding of Argyris and
Schon). In organisational learning as participation in communities of practice, there is no
conceptual separation of the two, individuals and organisations. The unit of analysis is the
communities of practice, and the focus is upon newcomers’ trajectories or movements into a
position in the communities of practices. The term is not communities of practitioners but
communities of practice thereby stressing community and practice and not individuals or
professionals. Whereas one can talk about a causal relation between individuals and
organisations in the first version of organisational learning (see also Altman & Rogoff, 1987),
it is not possible to discriminate neither individuals nor organisations in the understanding of
organisational learning resting upon learning as legitimate peripheral participation in
communities of practice.

In a pragmatic understanding of the individual and the organisation, the subject-world
relation (see also Lave, 1997), it is not possible to have one without the other but the relation
is transactional, it is one of mutual constituency, so to speak (see also Emirbayer, 1997). This
means that they change together and also “learn” together. But the way units, social worlds,
are discriminated is through the engagement in organisational activities. l.e. there is some
kind of voluntarism brought into the picture, a voluntarism, I argue, that allows us to
understand why diversity in performance and outcome can be understood as not only
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externally or related to organisational structures of power determining patterns of access and
participation but also by way of different engagements, different feelings and emotions
towards organisational activities. For me this is the beauty of the term “social worlds” - it
holds both the organisational power structures and the subjects’ (more or less) voluntary
actions. Social worlds are defined as follows:

“Groups with shared commitments to certain activities, sharing resources of many kinds

to achieve their goals, and building shared ideologies about how to go about their
business.” (Clarke, 1991: 131).

In a social world perspective, there are “commitments”, “goals” and “ideologies” that
“belong” to somebody. There are not only “patterns of access and participation” even if that is
also there. The social worlds understanding encompasses agency but not at the expense of
organisational relations of power. Power relations are to be found in any history of
organisational activities. There is always a before, during, and after in the course of
organisational activities, and time as well as space will always shape that course (for an
interesting account of the term “space” with relation to organisational learning, see also the
works by Antonacopoulou, 2002). It is possible to elucidate this course or trajectory of
organisational activities through identifying the conditions (e.g. what, who and how affected
the activities) under which these activities unfolded.

Organisations as arenas made up by social worlds allows for identifying different
commitments to organisational activities. It is, I argue, the tensions between these that may
create avenues for questioning existing practices and for critical thinking and for reflection.
So in the following, I turn to an empirical study in which I looked for different commitments
to an organisational development project in order to be able to see tensions as openings and/or
closures for organisational learning. First I will make a brief presentation of the case study
and the story behind the study.

Digital administration in Middletown

The research cooperation with the municipality of Middletown began in the late summer of
2002 with the aim of investigating the municipal use of e-learning as a means to develop
individual and organisational competencies as part of developing digital administration. The
municipality of Middletown was just beginning to develop web-based teaching in the form of
on-line examples of digitalised work processes that can be learned by working on self-
instructed simulation cases. When the authority was contacted, they reported that the use of
these web cases would, however, not be launched until at least a year later. However, another
project was just being started, which had also been conceived as a contribution to digitalising
administration, namely an “Ambassador Programme” with the aim of training individual
change agents, i.e. to provide employees with the skills needed to become “Ambassadors” of
digital administration. After a couple of meetings, it was agreed that it would be a good idea
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to follow this educational programme in order to assess its value in promoting digital
administration.

The Ambassador Programme was developed in collaboration with and managed by the
local commercial college. The programme lasted 2-3 months (from the end of November
2002 to early February 2003). There were 16 participants, including 11 from Middletown.
The programme comprised nine meeting days and five project workdays, and the whole
programme was evaluated on the basis of the project the participants made during the course.
At the introductory meetings between people from the local commercial college, the project
leader and the research group, the Ambassador Programme was presented as a strategic
educational concept intended to equip specially selected employees to function as
Ambassadors of digital administration.

The observation period consisted of six meeting days and one project day. The
observations were undertaken on the basis of an observation guide, which was in essence a
check list for recording information about who was present, the physical environment and
how the teaching actually went as well as the participants’ reactions to it. As early as the first
course day, it became clear that the programme in practice did not have the strategic
importance intended. There were, for example, participants who felt they had been
“dispatched” without really understanding the relevance of the course to their work. In
addition, the management representatives who were to take part in the first course day and
propose specific projects of relevance for digital administration failed to appear. This meant
that projects participants worked on during the project work days were selected on the basis
of the participants’ own wishes and interests. It became clear later that this was not an optimal
way of choosing topics, and it was also criticised by the management leaders who took part in
the final evaluation day, when the participants presented the results of their project work.

The aim of the research project was never to evaluate single means like e.g. e-learning or
the Ambassador Programme, which meant that the data collected were fairly widespread
throughout the organisation. In the spring of 2003, the bulk of the interviews were conducted,
including interviews with the chief executive and the five heads of administration plus a head
of human resource development; three managers at head of department level, including the IT
manager; and nine of those taking part in the Ambassador Programme, including the three
who together make up the internal Task Force - a group established to coordinate the many
projects initiated to promote digital administration in the local authority — as well as the head
of the training division of the local commercial college. Later, in the spring of 2004 a pilot
project on e-learning was observed and interviews were conducted with four participants,
some of whom had also participated in the first round of interviews. In the late summer of
2004 additional interviews were conduction with four other employees, who had on request
been pointed out as people who had not specifically benefited from the digital administration
organisational development project.

A slightly different interview guide was used for management and for rank-and-file
employees but in both cases I was interested in personal information (educational background
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and previous job experience, reasons for having chosen to work for the local authority),
information about work functions and about the individual’s assessment of the importance (or
lack thereof) of digital administration for his/her own job and for the organisation as a whole.
For participants in the Ambassador programme, the interview guide also contained questions
about reasons for taking part in the Ambassador Programme and an assessment of how it can
contribute to promoting digital administration, while the questions to management about the
Ambassador Programme and its potential for promoting digitalisation were of a more general
nature.

All of the interviews lasted between thirty and sixty minutes and were recorded on tape
and transcribed by a student assistant. A form of phenomenological text interpretation was
carried out (Giorgi, 1975), involving reading through all the observation and interview texts
in order to gain an overview of the individual interviews and of the interview material as a
whole. Key themes were identified in the material and subsequently used in a thematic
interpretation (Kvale, 1996) on the basis of the understanding of organisational tensions as
potentially creating closures or openings for organisational learning. The validation of
interpretations involves continuously questioning whether this actually provide answers to the
research question of whether it is possible to identify different organisational commitments to
the organisational development project of creating a digital administration, and in what way
tensions were created as openings and closures toward each other and, thus, paved a way for
organisational learning understood as triggered by uncertainties.

In the following, I present six examples of organisational tensions created by different
organisational commitments. I interpret the first three as closures to organisational learning as
the tensions appeared difficult to bridge and, thus, to be able to both live, so to speak. The last
three appeared more promising but they could turn out the opposite. First, I introduce the
trajectory through which Middletown saw itself as gradually appearing as a digital
administration. The chief executive in Middletown primarily tells this story.

From an industrial municipality to a digitalised one

Middletown is often thought of as one of the “spearhead” municipalities in Denmark when
it comes to information technology. Much of the credit for this is ascribed to Middletown’s
visionary chief executive (retired after the study was finalised). The historical background of
Middletown is that it was an industrial municipality until the early 1980s, when it had to
change its course because of the closure of a major workplace. Efforts were focused both on
turning Middletown into a commercial town - a goal that has been achieved - but also on
developing information technology in the local municipality.

The development of digital administration in the municipality of Middletown was
instigated as far back as 1991-92, with the aim of making it possible for citizens to go to one
place with their problems and to deal with one case administrator, instead of having to present
their case in many different administrative spheres, for example, the tax office, the school
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system, social services, etc. “The Service Shop” (now called “The Service Centre”) was
established, and the strategy of digital administration was “officially approved as early as
1995-96” (IW-1M).> Thus, the foundation of digital administration was laid, and the
characteristics of the division of labour were transformed from more specialised to more
generalised knowledge and skills, enabling case administrators to deal with a wide range of
citizens’ problems.

The decisive factor in the chief executive’s vision has been to ensure from the outset the
recognition of the fact that information technology to a great extent has to do with people and
with “how people work together and function together” (IW-1M). The chief executive’s idea
of organisational development is that “developments must take place inside our heads” (IW-
1M) as power and financial incentives will fall short if a municipality is to develop.

However, not everyone in the municipality of Middletown agrees that the greatest obstacle
to introducing digital administration is - at least, almost - entirely a “human problem”. Some
people think that a number of technical and legislation-related problems (e.g. the efficient use
of a digital signature) prevent swift and efficient development of digital administration. They
talk about systems that cannot communicate with each other, of information technology that is
not well-functioning in everyday working life, and of the information technology department
having been run by badly trained staff until quite recently. This creates a lack of belief in
digitalisation being just around the corner.

“Well, the Achilles’ heel when talking about information technology is that if we cannot

diminish the gap between what we are really able to do, technically speaking, and what
we would like to do, everything will lag behind” (IW-4M).

Thus, both human and technical obstacles to digital administration are found in
Middletown. These are not per se obstacles or closures to organisational learning in
Middletown. In the following, I identify three examples of what I have termed “closures”
towards organisational learning, these being different understandings of what development
and organisational development are - and, naturally, also different understandings of the
development project directed towards digital administration. The other closure is identified as
the fear of cuts and redundancies, and the third is the mental fatigue towards yet another
organisational development project.

Closures towards organisational learning

In this paper, organisational tensions creating an avenue for critical thinking or inquiry are
viewed as a prerequisite for organisational learning. This follows from the pragmatic
understanding of learning as being triggered by the encounter with uncertainty and from a
social world understanding of organisations as made up by commitments to organisational
activities. The expectation is that there will be elements of both closures and of openings and
that these may - if kept alive - contribute to an organisational arena in which it is possible for
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organisational learning to thrive. Therefore, examples of both closures and openings are
presented in the following.

Closures of the organisational arena to critical thinking are illustrated by three different
stories, the first of which illustrates the clash between two organisations, the project
organisation and the line organisation, and is thus very much a story of different
understandings of organisational development. The second story is about the closures that
derive from the fear of cuts and redundancies, and, finally, the third story tells of earlier failed
projects, which leads to a lack of energy for yet another organisational development project.

Digital administration and digital administration

In the municipality of Middletown it is possible to trace two conceptions of organisational
development: the “long haul” versus “the many balls in the air” - some of which risk ending
up on the floor. The former conception sees the emergence of projects as resulting from a
planning phase and a subsequent implementation of the results (see also Austin & Bartunek,
2003). The latter conception is based on the understanding of organisations as being
composed of many different people with ideas, and the belief that ideas can germinate at
many different points in an organisation (see also Senge et al., 1999). One of the
development-oriented mid-level managers says the following about this dilemma between the
“project-efficient managers” and her way of seeing the value of working more ad hoc when it
comes to development:

“If I try to understand them, it is because they have a different set of values, they have a

professionalism as leaders that is highly implementation oriented and project efficient,
(...) but at the same time, I would say that they have not clearly defined where the sector
they are responsible for should be in five or ten years’ time” (IW-10ML).

In recognition of the fact that much development is already taking place in the local
municipality of Middletown, many people at the managerial level as well as employees
question whether there should actually be so much development in a local authority where
there are problems involved in just getting operations to run efficiently. One manager says
that the many projects that are launched can seem disruptive, for “we have an operational
organisation in which we also have to ensure that daily operations work smoothly, especially
since we have citizens who require service” (IW-4M). An employee responds in a similar
way to the question of whether there is too great a tendency to have too many people involved
in development and too few in operations:

“At any rate, there’s something that indicates that attempts are made to move things,

sometimes panicky attempts are made to start some development to make operations run
smoothly” (IW-18E).

A mid-level manager feels the same and would like to question “whether we always have
to be at the leading edge of everything, whether we ought to not initially concentrate efforts
on making our operations second to none” (IW-9ML). One manager ascribes the high level
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of development to the charismatic nature of the municipal chief executive, who is felt to be
the leader of an organisation that cannot quite keep up:
“In my view, we seem from the outside to have come far, thanks to a very strong and very
technologically-oriented chief executive. But it reminds me a bit of Hagar the Horrible
arriving with his troops and rushing forward to the fortified castle and attacking it, and
when he gets to the bridge, his army is a couple of kilometres behind him” (IW-TM).

Other employees point out that not everyone in the municipality of Middletown can keep
up, which is essential if development is to be successful, because, as they say:
“You can’t implement genuine organisation development, one that really works, without
everyone from the most recently engaged trainee to the longest-serving boss agreeing on
the path to be taken. (...) That was actually the case when we started The Service Shop.
Everyone from top to bottom was in step (...), and a huge amount of development actually
took place in no time at all” (IW-15E).

The same employee emphasises the importance of following up words by action, for
example, in connection with the drawing up of action plans: “It’s all got to do with trust, with
having the experience that what is agreed on is what actually happens, e.g. in relation to
management principles” (IW-15E).

The two forms of organisation found in the municipality of Middletown, line and project
organisation, thus, employ different forms of logic, which some people find potentially
fruitful. As a mid-level manager says:

“Well, I often think if we only had the one or only had the other, what would be missing?
(...) Line organisation ensures that everything is in order that the budgets are drawn up
when they should be, etc. But sometimes line organisation produces inflexible roles for
management or employees, which means that one does not get the optimal result out of a
project organisation. If instead we only had the project organisation, it would (...)
perhaps (...) be pretence in relation to what I see as a reality of something that has to

work. (...) Maybe I see the clashes as actually being a path for action and interaction (...)
as space for clashes” (IW-10ML).

Others see this potentially constructive “space for clashes” as an expression of the fact
that “foo many cooks spoil the broth”, which makes it hard to get through with “clear-cut
messages” (IW-3M) that are, according to this manager, necessary to make an organisation
function as efficiently as possible. A ready response could be that in a public administration,
for example, in a local authority, a line organisation is a well-known form of organisation,
with familiar chains of command and a clear division of labour between management and
employees. This does not apply to a project organisation, which is based more on professional
expertise than traditional chains of command. It can be a problem for a project organisation,
however, to ensure some form or other of learning from the projects, so that one does not
have to start from the very beginning each time.

There are not just one or two understandings of what digital administration is, but many.
The differences between them can partly be ascribed to how far the administrative area
concerned has come with regard to digitalisation. The area of taxation is, for example, the
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most fully digitalised administrative sphere. Also, the different areas of responsibilities play a
role in the conception of digital administration. Thus, the person in charge of the economy
holds a conception of digital administration based primarily on the fact that the administration
has made a three-year agreement with the town council that entails fewer people in
administration, while the same assignments are to be solved:

“(...) better than they are today, with more resources being released for assignments

more closely linked to development - and demands are also being made regarding other

competences. This is a hard readjustment process, also because we have many employees

with many years’ experience but not much education apart from basic office training, so

it really means major readjustments” (IW-2M).

For others, digital administration is a process that will hardly be completed by the end of
the three-year agreement “because developments don’t stop simply because we have
digitalised all our work routines” (IW-12E). Efficiency and rationalisation will always have
to take place in an organisation, both with and without new technological aids. What sort of a
project, then, is the digitalisation of administration? One of the managers said:

“I first of all see digital administration as a sea of small projects. For me, digitalisation
is not some large, gilded solution. I also believe it is important to remember that digital
administration is not something we will have in two years’ time (...) because we have to
focus all the time on how we can make our work routines more efficient” (IW-3M).

Apparently, an interesting schism exists between “vision” and “reality”, as some people
feel there is too much vision and too little “realised reality”. In some cases, the project of
developing digital administration is actually felt to be untrustworthy, making “people lose
energy” (IW-4M). In other words, one should “make sure that both feet are kept on the
ground, so you don’t get carried away by all the visions” (IW-12E). This dilemma touches on
the problem of defining and understanding organisational development and particularly the
development of digital administration.

I regard this tension as that of closure but it does hold the potential of being one of opening
up towards inquiry and critical thinking as there is some form of an awareness of the need for
both understandings of organisational development and digital administration to be there. But
the present climate is not for the discussions of that - maybe because there are fears of cuts
and redundancies as well as certain weariness towards new projects in the municipality of
Middletown.

Cuts and redundancies and a certain fatigue

The story of cuts and redundancies is also one of closure - one of insecurity and fear,
which does not create openness towards organisational learning but rather the opposite. There
is hardly anyone in the organisation who doubts that digitalisation of administration has to do
with making operations more efficient and thereby being able to make do with less staff.
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Nobody is likely to be against making his or her work more efficient, but people are afraid of
losing their jobs:

“I can’t imagine an employee saying, ‘Hey, my job can be made, say, 10% easier, if we

do this or that.” Nor can I imagine an employee saying, ‘I can’t be bothered.” We are all

to a greater or lesser extent interested in doing our jobs as quickly and effectively as we

can, and, of course, as well as we can. (...) But if people in addition to carrying out their

jobs have to spend time changing their jobs, knowing all the time very well that what they

are really working towards is firing themselves, well, then I think enthusiasm may start to

flag” (IW-15E).

People’s opinions also vary with regard to how staff savings are to take place, for example,
through normal attrition or definite dismissals and the hiring of better-qualified labour. There
are also differences in the conception of the time frame for the development of digital
administration, especially given the technical problems involved, as discussed above.

The reason why digital administration creates fears of cuts and redundancies is ascribed to
how the project of digital administration was launched in the organisation. An employee says:
“What we have heard in the various departments about digital administration has been
linked to the cutbacks it can lead to. But it would never be seen as a positive thing to
throw people out on the streets, and it certainly wouldn’t make anyone work very hard on

a project, that’s for sure” (IW-15E).

There is a strong feeling - and apparently for good reasons - in the municipality of
Middletown that digital administration is about rationalisation of work, cuts and
redundancies. That this is also the case was shown earlier in an interview with one of the top-
level managers who views the project of digital administration through the lenses of an
agreement with the town council of fewer people in administration.

It is highly unlikely that it would ever be possible to launch a project that includes cuts and
redundancies without creating this organisational fear and what is here termed closures
towards organisational learning. However, maybe the feeling that the idea of digital
administration is “wildly exaggerated” (IW-24E) exerts a pull in the other direction - towards
openness of conditions or maybe towards indifference, which may be the worst enemy of
organisational learning in organisations. What creates a draw towards closures and maybe
indifference is the feeling that this is just another project in a long list of other failed projects.
An employee says:

“If people or a group of employees have had the experience of being completely
overwhelmed by a failed attempt at something or feel that something has been rammed
down their throats without yielding any results, it is hard to rouse their enthusiasm
again” (IW-12E).

To sum up, illustrations have been presented here of closures of the organisational arena
for organisational learning caused by differences in understandings of organisational
development and of digital administration, the fear of cuts and redundancies and the desire to
avoid repeating the experience of earlier failed projects and wasting time. In the following
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section, three illustrations of what is here termed openings of the organisational arena for
organisational learning are put forward.

Openings towards organisational learning

The three illustrations of openings - or partial openings - of the tensions that may pave the
way for organisational learning first and foremost demonstrate the notion that organisational
development and information technology per se create new possibilities; it is just a matter of
reaching out and grasping the possibilities offered. Second, they show how the municipality
of Middletown is open for citizens, which widens the perspective of the organisation, and
third, they describe the creation and continuous development of the Service Centre, which
allows citizens to obtain answers to their queries from one person, in one place and, thus, an
opening of employees from specialists to generalists.

“Digitalisation is a gift”

The opening of the organisational arena towards organisational learning through the use of
new technology and organisational development is clearly the aim of the executive director
who says that “the learning process that arises from being placed in a new environment with
new possibilities is no short process — it takes time” (IW-1M). He continues by saying:

“this situation does not only require management to create space (for development and
learning, BE). This would not be sufficient. It only becomes sufficient when the individual
is also prepared to help create the space or demand that it be created” (IW-1M).

Also, one of the employees calls digitalisation “a gift, a challenge” (IW-12E). When it
comes to e-learning as a tool, the notion is often expresses that it can be used during slack
time in a working day. However, one of the employees most geared toward information
technology and e-learning says that e-learning is not possible as there is no “time when we
can say that now were going to do something else (other than our usual daily work, BE)”
(IW-14E).

So, the story of the opening of the organisational arena towards organisational learning due
to technology and organisational development is very much also a matter of wanting to see it -
and maybe of the experience of how a working day in the Service Centre is organised, with its
lack of opportunities for doing anything other than regular work tasks.

Turning towards the outside world

Another story of an opening of the organisational arena towards organisational learning is
the one derived from the opening of the organisation towards the outside world. In other
words, thinking of work not in terms of clearly defined areas of expertise, but rather opening
up and relating to citizens. One of the middle managers says:
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“I think that the municipality should be thought of in relation to the citizen, and that we
should be saying, ‘What is it this type of citizen needs exactly?’ Then we should adapt the
organisation in relation to what the different types, pensioners, etc. really need. It
(thinking along the lines of clearly defined areas of expertise, BE) is a silo way of
thinking, as they say. We have to get rid of it and start thinking in new ways” (IW-8ML).

Another middle manager puts it this way: “As a municipality we are not just another
service office. We also have a responsibility toward ensuring local citizens’ well being” (IW-
10ML).

This way of thinking - not in clearly defined areas of expertise but rather, in relation to
different types of citizens is a development that has taken place over a number of years. In
one way, it is a “revolution”, as it represents a paradigm shift away from organising
knowledge and knowing in this kind of organisation into fields of expertise towards taking
point of departure in different types of citizens. This I regard as a third example of a tension
opening towards organisational learning but whether or not it does so, depends very much
upon how the loss of the previous experience from the clearly defined areas of expertise is
experienced.

The orientation towards citizens is reflected in the organisation of the Service Centre, but
this part of the organisation is not viewed as an attractive one for all employees to work in as
it requires generalists with all-round knowledge. Thus, an employee working in the Service
Centre says that the Service Centre is not an especially attractive workplace as “we work in
such a broad field. There are so many things we need to be up-to-date about and to know off
hand or at least find out where we can get help” (IW-16E). The same employee says in a later
interview that “In future, we may be able to do everything in the Service Centre ourselves,
because we will be able to go into the systems and help citizens or the citizens will be able to
help themselves more” (IW-16E).

Some people turn the loss of specialist knowledge into a problem, especially in relation to
the in-service training of newcomers. If everybody is a generalist and oriented towards
individual citizens, where will the specialist knowledge disappear? And is it possible to put all
the knowledge into expert systems and then spread it out thinly among all the generalists?

These illustrations of openings of the organisational arena towards organisational learning
- the “naturally” created openings of possibilities, the opening towards the citizens and the
resulting development from specialists towards generalists can, like the illustrations of closure
presented above, to some degree also be regarded as both openings and closures. Which each
illustration is — an opening or a closure - may be highly dependent upon where one is placed
in the organisation and from what standpoint organisational development and the changes are
viewed. The point is that all illustrations are examples of openings and closures and that the
development hereof may or may not be supported if there is awareness in the organisation of
the need to keep and maintain tensions that give rise to uncertain situations, which may
trigger inquiry and critical thinking and, in turn, lead to learning. However, this may depend
upon whether it is possible to keep these tensions alive or not, which, in turn, depends upon
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whether it is possible to see that both sides in a tension often will need each other through the
need to differ from something.

Conclusion and discussion

The idea of applying an understanding of organisational learning as “an arena of many
voices” is based upon a pragmatic understanding of learning defined as triggered by the
meeting with uncertainties that may, in turn, be the trigger of inquiry or critical thinking, and
also a pragmatic understanding of organisations as arenas consisting of social worlds made up
by different commitments to organisational activities. The understandings of learning make a
point out of differentiating socialisation from learning by way of thinking, i.e. through the use
of ideas, concepts and theories applied as tools for understanding, for richer understandings
and for the possibilities of bringing an experience about again (the notion of “transfer”, if you
like). This is not to say that there is no thinking in socialisation but to say that to discriminate
learning through the notion of thinking is also an avenue for interventionist practices by way
of joint or collective organisational critical thinking around the organisational tensions. I
prefer the term critical thinking as opposed to the notion of reflection because it connotes that
to inquire is to be critical of inexpedient organisational ideas and practices and also to be
critical of one’s own thinking whereas reflection can be just a “nice” process (although that is
clearly not always the intention with reflection, see e.g. the works of Vince, 2002).

The understanding of organisations as that of social worlds made up by commitments is to
remedy what I see as a lack of agency in the understanding of organisations as communities
of practice and, thus, learning as access and participation patterns. This understanding, I
argue, cannot help us account for different engagements and outcomes hereof. And it does not
allow us to see and to value diversity in commitment and engagement. So, the understanding
of organisations holds tensions as it holds the different engagements driven partly by
emotions, and as such it may be aligned with the understanding of learning as the meeting
with uncertainty.

The drawbacks of this understanding of organisational learning is that it may put and
overemphasis on voluntarism and not see the “structurally” determined relations of power and
influence. However, it allows us to see that the organisational tensions are created by different
voices, which do not necessarily speak from a traditional management-employee divide but
rather cut across the organisational arena. The different voices are related to commitment -
access and participation - as well as possibilities for critical thinking or inquiry into meetings
with uncertainties.
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Endnotes

' Learning Lab Denmark, Emdrupvej 101, DK-2400 Copenhagen NV, Denmark, E-mail: elkjaer@dpu.dk;
phone: +45 8888 9851; fax: +45 8888 9708

‘IW-1M’ means interview no. 1. M stands for “manager”, ML for “mid-level manager”, and E for
“employees”.
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Abstract

In this paper we describe the design process that has led us to the development of a
knowledge building and sharing community for the personnel of the University of Siena.

The design process was iterative and co-evolutionary among three design components:
user study, concept design, and theoretical framework.

Grounded on a shared vision, this design process allowed us to use principles and concepts
of Constructionism to drive the design concepts and development of two elements: a system
for the planning of institutional formative interventions and a conceptual community that
build and share the knowledge of the organisation.

The process we describe shows how a co-evolutionary design approach can envision and
guide the development of solutions that emphasize a tradition of user participation in design
(participatory design) as a fundamental element. The solutions developed in this way have
been seen to increase participants’ motivation and to facilitate the diffusion of knowledge
within a community. To this aim we describe the divergent and convergent phases of design
(context analysis and concept generation). We present the QB mock-up, describing it in
relation to the theoretical framework to which we refer. Finally, we report the testing of the
QB mock-up in a pilot course in Bio-Informatics Software and in the realisation of the first
full course designed using the QB method within the “Educational Plan for the Administrative
and Technical Personnel of the University of Siena: 2004”.

Introduction

Despite its relatively recent appearance in connection with e-learning, the concept of
“designing for learning” is far from being a new idea. In a traditional context, many teachers
and educators in general may consciously and reflectively engage in the process of learning
design in a general sense when preparing a lesson schedule (even starting from some
definition of user needs) or as part of everyday lesson planning. However, even when
designing for learning occurs in connection with e-learning environments the design process
is not carried out as an “interaction design” endeavour. In the following we present our
attempt to design for learning, adopting the methods and practices of Interaction Design and,
in particular, of the co-evolutionary design process [see Rizzo et al. 2003]. We adopted such
an approach since in designing for learning we want to face the design of all the artefacts that
mediate the learning activity: the contents, the timing, the Information and Communication
Technologies (ICT), and the environments. In most of the cases, these artefacts are part of
different design processes and teams. Furthermore, there are two fundamental drawbacks in
educational practices that instead of being overcome by ICT technologies are amplified by
them.
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I) Most of the educational approaches and associated ICT still assume a world of
independent individuals who "acquire" knowledge according to universal principles,
tempered only by individual differences in aptitudes and abilities. However, the reality
of classrooms and other learning groups is very different from this simplistic account.
More salient than what is universal in human learning and development is the diversity
that characterizes any class, school or group of learners, particularly as age increases.
Not only do students/professionals differ in gender and ethnic and social background, in
the language that they speak at home, and in their current levels of performance on
educational tasks, but they also differ in espoused values, aspirations, interests, and
experiences outside the learning environment. Learning theories and tools that fail to
take this diversity into account provide little help for teachers who, themselves, differ in
similar ways [Wells, 1999].

IT) The co-construction of knowledge in the learning process is relegated to pre-
established paths that follow an abstraction-instantiation loop. Most of our teaching is
done through abstraction. Mostly we study a topic until we think we understand it, we
abstract the general principles, and then we teach these general principles to students,
usually through lectures. Afterwards, students learn the principles by trying to translate
them to some practical reality, to some concrete lessons in their own heads, and then
they struggle to put sense to this and to form their own abstractions. Things do not
change a lot if you start with practical examples.

The pervasiveness of this educational practice makes it seem “natural” that the production
of educational assets (i.e. slides, textbooks, case study, exercises) is done by one side of the
educational process, the teacher. Only the teacher has the abstract knowledge and thus can
start the production of educational asset. The students are completely excluded from the
possibility to produce institutionalised educational assets, even when the theory goes that
proper understanding is achieved only by co-construction of knowledge [Fusai et al., 2003].

In our approach, we have attempted to extend the design process we adopt in other
contexts in order to construct a process of designing for learning.

The Co-evolutionary Design Approach Applied
to Professional Training: Dida

At the beginning of the Dida design process, development of the method proceeded in
three main strands, with designers working in parallel within three different Work Packages:
1. Analysis of the users and context: work conditions, formative needs, vision of
professional training (WP2)
2. Study of theoretical frameworks for education (WP3)
3. Production of design concepts (WP4)
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The team members involved in WP2 analysed the context, performing a capillary
investigation of employees’ needs with respect to their jobs and professional training. To
collect these data, the team organized focus groups and conducted interviews with University
of Siena employees at various levels. These sessions were then followed by the distribution of
questionnaires in order to collect information on a larger scale.

Ten focus groups were organized in order to receive direct information from employees
working in each of the ten main areas of the University. The instrument of the Focus Group
was used for its capacity to allow issues to emerge in a collective and dialogical way.
Discussion departs from real experiences of the participants in their own work context and
evolves as the comment of one participant stimulates the comment of another. The method is
effective for an initial exploration of context, as it “produces” a significant set of questions
and dialogues, which allow designers to begin to understand the users and their needs.
[Greenbaum and Kyng, 1991]

The results of these extensive focus group sessions consisted of a long list of needs and
proposals related to work activities, structures, professional training, and communication.

The WP2 team used this information in the design of a questionnaire, which was necessary
to widen the scope of the investigation, improve its accuracy, and ensure its relativity to all
employees of the university. At the same time the team used some of the suggestions that had
emerged from the focus groups to deepen the reflection on learning formats (WP3). The
questionnaire layout and contents were further refined through user testing, which helped us
to improve its usability and effectiveness.
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Role Playing Game

employees' motivation

exchangeable roles

The element of “play” is traditionally considered in opposition to work activities (as an obstruction)
Mixing game dynamics with professional training allows for a more enjoyable experience and helps to facilitate the

According to this vision, it is possible to think of the formative process as a role playing game, with dynamic rules and

Augments recognition of others, because they become related to their roles, interaction, and the reaching of objectives.

Enjoy
Recognition
Interaction

Key words Roles
Reaching Objectives
Mario, Annalisa and Cinzia are librarians in University of Siena. Mario (cataloguer) and Annalisa
(assigned to the shelves) work in the libraries but they have different occupations, while Cinzia
(cataloguer) has the same job as Mario, but in another library. Mario has to change the
catalogue code of a book, but he doesn’t exactly know how to do it. Additionally, he doesn’t
know were the book is located inside the library.

i If we fit this normal work situation into a role game setting, such as “The Lord of the Rings”, we

Scenario can imagine that Mario and Cinzia could belong to the same ‘race” (i.e. the “cataloguer
dwarves”), thus sharing the knowledge of their job and their category, while Annalisa (a hobbit)
lives in the same village as Mario and thus shares the knowledge and rules of the place (the
library). According to this representation, Mario could transform his problem into a game session,
in which he could enjoy finding the best tools (wizard objects) and methods (action) to reach his
objectives.
Messieurs les enfants
Domino

Links Chess

Fig. 1. Sample of a form describing the inspirational concepts

At this phase of the project the anonymous questionnaire ensured the “honesty” of the

users’ answers and permitted the collection of users’ opinions on more specific topics and

questions than could be dealt with in a focus group [Dumas and Redish, 1993].

1060 paper questionnaires were distributed among all work areas of the university. 556

were returned, or 52.45%, which should be considered a good response rate [Baruch, 1999].

The results of these questionnaires indicated several problems perceived by the employees

that can be divided into four main topics: communication, structures, knowledge and

professional training, competences and procedures.
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Fig. 2. The matrix for mapping concepts

The team also analysed the existing vision of learning and professional training at the
University of Siena by interviewing some representatives of the three main “categories”
involved in a professional training process at the university: the administration, the
instructors, and the staff (represented by trade unions members). From these interviews the
team was better able to understand the differences among them in order to develop some
possible solutions for convergence of the various views.

At the same time the project’s creative group (WP4) created a lot of inspirational concepts
in divergence, that is, without being influenced by the results of focus groups, questionnaires
and interviews. [Marti, Decortis, Rizzo, Moderini, Rutgers, 1999].
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These first-generation concepts were each represented in a common format with a title, an
evocative image, a brief description, some key-words, a scenario, and links to other concepts
(Fig.1).

This representation allowed them to be compared more easily during the following phase
of mapping and selection. In an intermediate convergent phase, teams from all three WPs
worked together to map all the concepts into a matrix. On the Y-axis design factors: space,
tools, people relations, and contents were inserted; on the X-axis, the four main topics
emerged during the analysis of users and context conducted by WP2: management, learning
supply, evaluation, vision (Fig.2)

This mapping permitted the team to see where the concepts overlapped, repeated, or lacked
certain aspects with respect to the project objectives, which were gradually being refined.

After this first convergence activity, the three WPs continued to work in parallel:

- WP2 refined the formal and informal inquiry methods in order to regularly monitor the
formative needs of University of Siena

- WP3 created a first paper mock-up of learning formats which could help instructors to
have information on alternatives to traditional learning methods and edit them on the
basis of their own teaching experience

- WP4 refined selected concepts

At the end of this project phase, the WPs passed through another convergent phase to
match the results of the context analysis with users needs, producing a second selection of the
concepts clustered in three main topics: training and assessment, communication, vision and
community.

The selected 7 concepts were:

1. The tailor (training): formative process as a dress made to measure for the employees

2. Marzullo (training/assessment): “Ask yourself a question and give yourself the answer,”
the question that Gigi Marzullo, a famous Italian TV anchorman, asks to each of the
guests on his show. The training process is a collaborative activity in which the
employees answer their own questions. The assessment is related to the employee’s
willingness to share his new knowledge with others.

3. Yellow Pages (communication): communication based on people’s needs and skills.

4. Medusa (communication): the organization “body” is transparent and allows the flow
chart and skills distribution to be quickly seen inside it.

5. Hotel (communication): as in a hotel floor, some information is shared among
everybody (the number of each room), while other information is private (closed inside
the personal room) or strictly reserved (closed inside the strongbox). The knowledge
flow has different levels of availability for each of the community actors, related to their
roles and position (the administrator could have the passepartout)

6. Prayer Tree (vision/community): all the answers and questions are collected and (even
visually) represent the knowledge of the community
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7. Linkiostro (training/community): knowledge sharing even in informal (neutral)
collective places of the University like gardens or cloisters. This will facilitate the sense
of awareness of the community members (employees, teachers, students) and make the
knowledge flow more “fluid”

These selections guided the design team to the prototyping phase along with another work
package (WP5), which was dedicated to the study of technical solutions. During this session
the creative concepts were synthesized into two primary mock-ups to be tested and
developed:

1. The Question Based learning method (QB vers.1.0), an iterative formative system for
the University of Siena based on questions produced by the community itself;

2. The Knowledge Tree (K3), a knowledge community which can easily collectively or
cooperatively produce, edit and share contents. This community would act on two
levels: the virtual interaction through a dedicated portal on the Web and the physical
interaction in spaces specifically designed for supporting knowledge building and
sharing.

According to this vision the QB mock-up can be considered the formal “soul” of the
learning process, while K3 is the informal one, which extends the concept of learning toward
the concept of a knowledge building community.

Theoretical Framework and Description of the QB Method

The concepts generated during the creative phase of the project express an important
element of the project’s vision: the centrality of the users. Thus, the participatory design
methods, applied through the participation of users in the whole design process, constitute a
fundamental element that seeks to increase participants’ motivation and helps to facilitate the
sharing of knowledge within a community.

The primary goal of the QB system is to sustain the design of learning experiences within
the community of the University of Siena in order to provide answers to the questions that
activate and feed the learning process, thus satisfying the stakeholders’ needs and promoting
the growth of the organisation.

The QB prototype shows the central role of the users through the - even visual - centrality
of the “questions”. These questions are considered to be the direct expressions of the needs
people have during their everyday lives, during their daily activities within the university
community, cognitively situated in their work environments.
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Fig. 3: Prototype Question Based Learning (OB version 1.0), DiDa, 2002
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These questions exist to activate a process (Fig. 3) of knowledge building as conceived
within a constructionist theoretical approach: the knowledge is constructed, not transmitted,
by and within individuals and groups. This knowledge construction is a process stimulated by
a problem, a question, a doubt, a dissonance [Bruner, 1997].

The context in which this process of knowledge building occurs is the community, which
actively constructs and shares knowledge in a dialogical and continual refinement of
circulating themes. This is consistent with Vygotskij (1986), which emphasizes that the
construction of meaning and thought is distributed across tools, cultures, and communities.
Vygotskij, in fact, affirms that cognition and intelligence are not properties of the single
person, but derive from the interaction of an individual within his physical, social and cultural
context [Vygotskij, 1978].

The institutional learning process within the QB system is conceived as the intervention of
the administration to bridge the gap between the employees’ knowledge needs (expressed by
questions) and the knowledge actually shared within the community.

The process of designing these learning interventions begins with the collection of
questions from all the stakeholders involved in this process of knowledge construction
(potential participants, administrators, experts, teachers, trade union members, etc.) through
the use of interviews, focus group sessions and questionnaires.

The cyclical shape, the iterative phases and the centrality of the questions collected make
the QB prototype a “tool” for the design of learning interventions as the result of the different
actors’ needs, which emerge within their authentic work contexts and activities [Brown et al.,
1989]
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In fact, according to constructivism, context is an important part of the knowledge one
constructs: knowledge will be as increasingly significant as its context is increasingly rich and
authentic [Lave, Wenger, 1991].

Moreover it isn’t possible to separate the knowledge from the experience that is the natural
context for interpreting that particular information and constructing meaningful knowledge
about it [Vygotskij, 1986].

Although the QB system is a cyclical, continual system, we can describe it by extracting
these four key phases:

1. Activation of the course

2. Course planning

3. Content supply

4. Assessment and evaluation

Phase 1 consists in the process of activation of the course. An institutional training

intervention (course) is activated:

a) When the questions asked by employees don’t find an answer in the community
(bottom-up procedure)

b) When the analysis of the workers formative needs (gathered with the questionnaire)
express the necessity of constructing new knowledge within the community (bottom-up
procedure)

¢) When the management directly determines the organizational formative needs (top-
down procedure).

During this phase the aim is to stimulate the expression of the stated needs in the form of
questions in order to create material for the following step of the design process: planning the
course.

Course planning is a real design phase in which the design team negotiates between two
primary theoretical approaches to learning design: traditional instructional method and the
constructionist approach. In fact, a set of real, concrete objectives is required (sometimes with
a defined standard of performance) to be reached by every participant: e.g. practical skills that
employees need to acquire in order to better do their work. These objectives are coupled with
the overarching goal of stimulating learning and growth within the community, through the
sharing of knowledge and the continued building of new knowledge, as is seen in the
constructionist approach to learning. The importance of this goal is addressed by Bruner, who
states that meaning construction is the process of learning by experiencing phenomenon
(objects, events, activities, process), interpreting these experiences starting from what we
know, reasoning on them and reflecting upon our learning activity [Bruner, 1990].

The main element of this mediation is that of the “question” which expresses formative
needs. It serves to sustain and stimulate a dialogical knowledge construction: in fact the
dialogic mode of interaction is pervasive in the life of such a community. “Dialogue
necessarily plays a central mediating role since it is the principal means of arriving at a
common understanding of whatever question is at issue.” [Wells, 2000].During the course
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planning phase, the main objectives of the course are defined with some referents (employees
who will participate in the course, their managers, experts within the course topic, potential
instructors), departing from real formative needs expressed as questions by the stakeholders
during the previous phase.

At the same time the course must be tailored to the participants’ working background and
activities. For this reason the QB method requires the gathering of this type of information
directly from participants and the direct use of it during the course planning phase with the
instructor.

Moreover, in order to facilitate the course planning with the instructor, a set of ten format
cards (DiDa format cards) were prepared with a selection of educational formats. The DiDa
format cards are flexible tools that every teacher can edit in order to customize the course to
meet the requirements of different specific learning contexts.

The format cards consist of five parts: description and application domain, didactical
objectives, description and assessment, contextual information, and references.

Thus, as logically follows, the primary meta-objective of the course is to produce answers
to the questions. These answers are constructed in a collaborative way during the course,
using the formats that best represent the content (text, images, video, etc.), and captured to
allow their reusability for knowledge’ management. The characteristics of reusability and
collectivity lead to the concept of the “Learning Object,” which can be defined in the DiDa
system as a paired unit of content (question/answer) produced collaboratively by the
participants in the course. In DiDa, “Learning Objects” not only become modular elements to
be integrated into future learning programs, as they are defined in other contexts [Wiley,
2002] but also demonstrations of the results of the training experience.

An additional outcome of the course is the set of new questions stimulated by the
knowledge collaboratively built during the learning process. In fact, the learning activities the
DiDa project seeks to realize must be developed and grown in a social and stimulating
environment [Resnick, 1996]. Furthermore, the learning environment has to allow and sustain
interaction among the participants in order to facilitate the construction and sharing of
knowledge within the knowledge community [Evard, 1996].

The answers constructed during the learning process will be joined with other answers
produced by the people who take part in the community, coming from inside as well as
outside of the organization: workers, teachers, students, researchers, public institutions,
professional trainers. The questions and their paired arrays of responses will then be termed
Knowledge Objects, elements that allow the knowledge building and sharing within the
community as a collective and participative process.

Thus, these two outcomes of the course, the new knowledge object stored and shared
within the community and the new questions, become triggers for new knowledge sharing and
new institutional learning interventions. Activities in the last phase of the process are geared
toward assessment and evaluation but in an iterative prospective the outcomes of this process
also constitute a propulsive element for a continuous learning process. The continuity of the
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system must be designed in order to construct new knowledge upon the experience in a
contextual manner with respect to what the learner already knows [Bruner, 1987]. In terms of
the Vygotskij Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), as the student learns and develops, the
ZPD moves, indicating the mastery of some tasks (at the lower end of the zone) and the
appearance of other tasks that can now be accomplished with significant help (at the upper
end of the zone) [Vygotskij, 1987]. Thus, the assessment phase is considered to be the
beginning of a new cycle of the learning process.

QB Testing and Refinement: the Design of a Bio-informatics Software
Course

The first phase of testing of the QB method was carried out at the University of Siena from
September to December 2003 before the issue of the 2004 educational plan for the
administrative and technical personnel. To assess the QB method designed by the DiDa’
team, a pilot course was defined for the technical personnel of several scientific departments.
In this initial test, the QB method began to lay the groundwork for fostering a participative
community of learners through the detection of instructional needs, the involvement of
participants in the planning of a formative activity and by providing instruments for continued
contact among community members.

Data Gathering

Analyzing the data acquired from the questionnaire used during the user and context
analysis phase (WP2), the design team was able to extract a common instructional need that
spanned multiple areas of the University. An outstanding instructional need was identified by
the intensity of the response from fourteen different departments of the medical and biological
area (i.e. molecular biology, evolutionary biology, environmental studies, human pathology
and oncology). This group was selected for the initial experimentation of the QB method due
to the unanimous expression in favour of a specific course in software applications for
analysis in research laboratories. This allowed the design team to identify a well-defined
context to test the effectiveness of the QB method in collecting the needs of a community and
in activating a participative process for designing a training intervention.

The main concern of the design team was to establish a privileged communication channel
with the employees in order to acquire visibility and act as an intermediary among the
personnel, the administration and the instructors in collecting information on needs and in
planning the formative intervention.
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Pilot Course

In order to orient the planning of a pilot course to test the QB method a selected number of
employees were contacted by mail. These employees represented potential participants in the
course in software applications for research laboratory analysis. This action aimed to acquire
a first set of questions to which the course should provide the answers.

The collected set of questions stimulated the process toward a following phase that allowed
the design team to involve the representatives of the medical and biological departments,
employees, and laboratory technicians in the planning of the formative activity. All of the
stakeholders’ contributions were needed in this phase for the following reasons:

- To identify a preliminary articulation of the course domain

- To extend the boundaries of the community addressed by the design team

- To validate the consistence of the first set of questions

- To collect new questions for which the course in software applications for analysis in

biology laboratories should provide an answer

- To negotiate a common view about the course

To pursue a more active participation of all the actors belonging to the community, a focus
group was organized. During the focus group the main objective of the design team was to
consolidate its role within the community by continuing the experimentation of the QB
method. The method was used to support the collaborative effort in planning the formative
intervention. In the team’s view some aspects were considered fundamental:

- Aims of the course

- Composition of the participants in terms of backgrounds and current occupations

- Formats to use in supplying the course

- Potential instructors within the representatives of the medical and biological

departments

- Questions to which the course in bio-informatics software applications should provide

answers

- Title of the course

By applying the QB method the questions previously collected were discussed and
organized on post-it™ notes with respect to the new questions produced by the stakeholders
at the beginning of the focus group. With respect to the questions, the group produced an
overall map of the subject domain addressed by the course. This activity allowed a
preliminary categorization of the course contents into different parts: a general section and
two specific sections. Furthermore, the DiDa team discussed the selection of educational
formats with the stakeholders (i.e. DiDa formats card), identifying potential format elements
to be exploited in order to enhance the learning/teaching experience. A blended format of
practical exercises/workshops and seminars was outlined as a relevant way to deliver the pilot
course. The definition of the objectives of the course led the stakeholders to redefine their
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previously stated course topic into a more representative one: bio-informatics software
applications.

The participants’ response to the focus group was considered successful. Moreover, four
potential instructors were identified among the representatives of the biology department. As
a result, the focus group produced a form defining a preliminary structure of the pilot course,
accounting for the six aspects mentioned above. The form expressed not only a set of relevant
interests shared by the stakeholders, but it also constituted the initial step for the next phases:
the planning and delivery of the pilot course.

Starting from the suggestions emerged during the focus group about the composition of the
pool of participants, we identified 22 participants for the pilot course and contacted them in
order to collect their own preliminary questions and a description of their daily work activity.

During face-to-face conversations, participants were asked to explain verbally the specifics
of the daily activity in her/his job and report them using a paper prototype profile form®. The
profile form was structured in three parts:

- work history internal and external to the University

- daily activities, including software and tools used

- educational history prior to and during employment with the University

The form allowed the design team to better specify the status of each employee in terms of
background and initialized the collection of data for the competencies database which would
eventually support the knowledge community (K3).

Furthermore, the analysis of the profiles allowed the design team to get an insight into the
actual practical requirements of each employee position. Through the compilation of narrative
elements the employees were able to phrase their needs by situating them into their actual job
activities.

The narratives revealed contextual aspects unavailable in previous references and atypical
in forms of this kind. Thus, the use of narratives provided the design team with the
opportunity to put the QB method into motion by eliciting questions directly from the
participants for which the bio-informatics course should provide answers.

The following phase of the QB experimentation was oriented to the planning and delivery
of the pilot course in bio-informatics software with the instructors identified during the focus
group. The design team met with the instructors to present the course form (produced during
the focus group), the list of all the questions collected, and the participants’ profiles. We also
proposed the DiDa format cards describing ten educational formats and their main application
domain. This attempted to broaden the instructors’ traditional view on teaching and learning,
and to ensure an offering of the course according to the plan provided by the stakeholders
during the focus group.

Using these elements, the instructors were able to organize a pilot course which consisted
of three days of classes in a computer laboratory in the biology department. The results
acquired during the pilot course experiment demonstrated the effectiveness of the QB method
in that:
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- the community was stimulated to negotiate a preliminary structure of the course
- relevant questions were produced which were answered during the pilot course

On the other hand the experimentation stressed the need to control the consistency of the
course contents with respect to the objectives defined during the focus group and the
questions collected. Considering the peculiarity of the topic the design team was not able to
guarantee this consistency control and proposed to directly involve some of the more
qualified stakeholders by assigning them the role of scientific advisor.

Final Course

After the refinements stimulated by the pilot course experimentation were implemented,
the QB method was used within the University Formative Plan 2004 for supplying the bio-
informatics software applications course that involved 63 participants and lasted 42 hours
distributed over four weeks.

To plan the bio-informatics course a new set of questions was collected via mail from the
participants and additional personal profiles were acquired through the project web site using
an on-line profile form. A new focus group was organized involving the representatives of the
medical and biological departments, staff, and laboratory technicians. The new questions
collected and the ones produced during the focus group generated a more detailed preliminary
structure of content that was used by the instructors to plan the course articulated into four
different sections.

The design team provided the instructors with the new personal profiles collected and with
the selection of educational formats (i.e. DiDa formats card). The design team asked the
instructors to use educational formats that could facilitate a collective construction of
knowledge and the generation of new questions. Presentation slides were laid out in
question/answer format, reinforcing the structure of the content. Practical exercises and
problem solving activity during the lesson provided an immediate question/answer
environment (participant-instructor, participant-participant). As part of each course session,
new questions were collected to allow the instructors to revise content and re-address
elements not previously understood during a subsequent session.

It was observed that the questions were an effective medium not only for determining
course content but also for determining the progress of participants during the course. The
activity of formulating questions also augmented the level of participation from the group of
participants, edging the course toward the ideal situation outlined in constructionist learning
theory.

An additional objective of the design team was to assist in the solidification of a growing
learning community, in an effort to support the continued activity of the course participants.
To foster this activity, a mailing list requested from the participants was formed. By using it
participants could reconnect with the instructor and their peers for the asking and answering
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of questions regarding the software studied. The list was noted to be used actively by
participants during the initial period of its existence.

Conclusions

The process of designing for learning and the production of the course for Bio-informatics
software produced various positive results and several challenges for the future. The process
of co-evolutionary design of the planning method that produced the central concept of
questions and answers in QB, and the process of design of course content conducted with the
participants themselves were each demonstrated to have a positive impact on the existing
educational plan for university employees.

The concept of questions and answers was seen to be both a viable method for constructing
course content and a useful tool for assessment and evaluation of the effectiveness of a course
— the questions give concrete, participant-generated elements that can be tracked, discussed in
groups, and organized by focus groups; and the answers, produced by instructors and
participants, are not only the beginning of a community that co-creates content but also
demonstrate the concrete results of a training course. It has been seen also, however, that at
the beginning of the course planning process, participants find it difficult to formulate
questions about an unfamiliar topic, even when the topic is directly connected to their work
environment. Further work must be done to bridge that gap in the initial phase of the process,
even though it can be seen that the cyclical nature of the method produces questions for
subsequent phases of training, making the primary phase eventually less of an issue as topic
categories begin to span the breadth of the university activity and overlap one another.

The process of co-evolutionary design as applied to the development and structuring of
course content was very effective in bridging gaps in the learning community, promoting
relationships among employees that otherwise would not have had the opportunity to work
and study together. The bottom-up elements of the process — participation of the “students” in
the design of a course — received positive feedback from individuals at all levels of the
community and resulted in an increase in peer-to-peer training and question-answering after
the course. This result was seen in the mailing list, which was very active in the period
immediately following the course. Further work must be done, however, to provide
additional, more effective instruments for the community members in their efforts to remain
connected to a knowledge-building network, as the activity in the mailing list was seen to
wane after a period of time.

An instrument to sustain multiple levels of activity; asking and answering of questions;
reviewing, modifying, and development of knowledge objects; and daily stimuli that foster
and maintain the community’s co-evolutionary design of knowledge must be developed in the
next phase of the project, earlier described as K3. Such an instrument or instruments must be
conceived and constructed in such a way as to sustain the vitality of the interpersonal
connections developed during course activities and focus groups. Only by humanizing the
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process of knowledge building can we expect to see a self-propagating learning community
develop.
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