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In a knowledge economy, sustained success for any organization will depend not 
only on effective participation in economic markets, but, just as importantly and 
with many of the same players, on knowing how to participate in broader social 
learning systems. (Wenger, 2000:245) 
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ABSTRACT 

The thesis focuses on workplace development programmes (WPDPs) that opera-
tionalize national policies on workplace development. WPDPs are time-limited 
and they provide support to organizations that aim to improve their operational 
performance or employees’ work conditions. The support that such programmes 
provide to organizations consists of competence-development activities provided 
through networks, courses or hands-on coaching. The supported organizations 
aimed at changing work practices to increase their operational performance. 
 Departing from a workplace-learning perspective, the overall aim of the thesis 
was to contribute to knowledge about learning in workplace development pro-
grammes and the supported organizations when realizing policies on workplace 
development. A qualitative multiple-case study design was used and a total of 115 
interviews and notes from meetings are included in the data material. Four sub-
studies made up the empirical base. 
 The findings revealed that realizing policies on workplace development re-
quired continuous learning among stakeholders at different levels of the WPDPs. 
Thus, conditions that enabled learning were important throughout the whole 
WPDP, which was seen as a large, complex social learning system. Learning be-
tween different levels of the WPDP was especially important, which required 
stakeholder representatives with the appropriate qualifications or characteristics 
that enabled them to take on roles as brokers between the stakeholders involved in 
realizing the policy. The overall conclusion pointed towards the dynamics of real-
izing policies of workplace learning, which cannot be achieved by a one-size-fits-
all model for learning. 
 The findings imply that funders and other authorities that make policies on 
workplace development through WPDPs should scrutinize how learning among 
stakeholders that enter into partnership to operate WPDPs is to be facilitated. Lin-
ear plans that are not complemented with careful explanations of how such learn-
ing is to be facilitated may constitute warning signs. Furthermore, the findings im-
ply that organizations looking for external support to develop the innovative capa-
bilities of employees must be careful in choosing their support. A WPDP may con-
sume the resources of an organization without providing any benefit, if it does not 
provide the appropriate support. On the other hand, a WPDP may be a great source 
for learning, particularly if it includes support in designing the change effort, and 
help in developing an internal support infrastructure that will continue supporting 
workplace development after the programme ends.    
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1. INTRODUCTION 

This thesis focuses on three publicly funded workplace development programmes 
(WPDPs) in three different sectors: higher education (teacher education), the man-
ufacturing industry (small and medium-sized enterprises – SMEs) and the pub-
lic-service sector (municipalities and hospitals). A WPDP is a type of programme 
that operationalizes national or regional policies.1 The programmes may have mul-
tiple stakeholders with an interest in the organizations of a particular industry or 
sector. European, national and regional funders are such stakeholders.2 Other ex-
amples of stakeholders are labour market organizations, research and development 
(R&D) institutes, regional authorities, education providers, consultants, etc. (Hal-
varsson Lundkvist, 2013). WPDPs are time-limited and they provide support to 
organizations that aim to improve their operational performance or employees’ 
work conditions (Alasoini, 2016).3 The thesis focuses mainly operational perfor-
mance. However, operational performance was perceived differently in the sectors 
that were studied. In the education sector, increased operational performance was 
perceived as better educational activities. In the manufacturing industry, increased 
operational capacity was perceived as better production capabilities. In the public 
sector, the perception was that more efficient work practices increase operational 
performance.  
 The support that WPDPs provide to organizations consists of competence-de-
velopment activities provided through networks, courses or hands-on coaching. 
The coaching may directly support employees, persons who coach the employees 
(such as change leaders or internal coaches), or top-level management. Inde-
pendently of the target of the coaching, the competence-development activities 
provided by WPDPs are intentional pedagogical practices (Billett, 2004), which 
are planned or structured and designed to change work practices in the supported 
organization. The idea is that employees and others learn through participating in 
the competence-development activities that make up the support, and thus become 
better equipped not only to perform but also to develop their work. Thus, the thesis 
focuses on learning in supported organizations by means of WPDPs. Nonetheless, 
                                              
 
1 In other parts of Europe, WPDPs are referred to as ‘organization development programmes’. 
2 Among Swedish funders are Sweden’s innovation agency (Vinnova) and the European Social Fund 

(ESF), the Swedish Association of Local Authorities and Regions (Sveriges kommuner och landsting – 
SKL), the Swedish National Agency for Education (Skolverket) and the Swedish Knowledge Founda-
tion (KK-stiftelsen). 

3 Some of the organizations supported by the studied WPDPs also aimed to improve employees’ working 
conditions. This aspect has been studied by other researchers in the projects in which material for the 
thesis was collected (i.e. Brännmark & Holden, 2012; Lindskog, 2016). 
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it focuses also on learning in WPDPs. The term ‘learning in a WPDP’ refers to 
learning among the stakeholders that develop or realize the policy, that is, the over-
arching and operative levels of a WPDP. This type of programme requires a pro-
gramme plan that defines neatly described steps that are to promote the develop-
ment of the particular programme. Such a plan was long seen as sufficient to real-
ize also complex WPDPs. However, although plans are necessary, some research-
ers recommend complementing the plan by organizing learning among stakehold-
ers (Elg et al., 2015).   

 Throughout the thesis, the WPDPs are viewed from the perspective of the pol-
icy maker or the supported organization. The two perspectives alternate, and each 
is intermittently placed in the foreground. This is in line with Felstead and col-
leagues (2009), who advocate that our understanding of workplace learning has 
relied too much on research conducted at only one of the levels that affect such 
learning.4 Regardless of the perspective used or the part of a system described, 
learning theory and concepts from the field of workplace learning play important 
roles in describing, analysing and discussing the thesis’ findings.  

 However, the workplace-learning field encompasses a wide range of theories, 
models and concepts that originate from different perspectives on learning (Hager, 
2011). Regardless of the perspective they adopt, researchers in the work-
place-learning research field consider learning to be a key for organizational de-
velopment because learning and development are understood as closely connected 
to each other (i.e. Ellström, 2010a; Engeström, 2014), or even mutually intertwined 
(i.e. Billett, 2004; Evans et al., 2006; Fuller & Unwin, 2004). In the thesis, a situ-
ated learning perspective (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998) informs the 
workplace-learning perspective. Accordingly, learning is defined as a social and 
participatory process embedded in work activities (Wenger, 1998). The workplace 
is considered to be a central site for learning (Billett, 2004; Evans et al., 2006; 
Fuller & Unwin 2004), which is recognized in both research and policy (Kersh & 
Evans, 2017). Thus, the thesis is based on the assumption that learning and organ-
izational development are closely intertwined and almost impossible to separate. 
 Organizational development includes the improvement of work practices. The 
improvements may be made continuously, or there may be a need for a radical 
change effort to implement a partially or completely new work practice (Elg et al., 

                                              
 
4 Fuller et al. (2007) and Felstead et al. (2009) introduced the concept of ‘productive systems’ into the 

workplace-learning field. A productive system encompasses the social relationships between various 
stakeholders or functions that influence the production of a commodity. The authors argue that by taking 
into account the relationships in and between the different structures or stages in a ‘productive system’, 
a more accurate account of what promotes learning in the workplace is possible. According to Felstead 
et al. (2009), the concept of ’productive systems’ has been used in the analyses of major economies to 
understand their historical trajectories, and the concept has informed some sector-based studies. WPDPs 
do not produce commodities, but they can be seen as production and development systems that (ideally) 
produce new or partly new work practices in supported organizations (Alasoini, 2016).  
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2015; Ellström, 2010b; Fuller & Unwin, 2004). Thus, the end goal of a WPDP may 
well be for the supported organizations to implement continuous improvement. 
Nevertheless, the road to achieving continuous improvement may require a more 
radical change effort to introduce the concept to an organization’s employees. Two 
of the thesis’ four sub-studies describe learning in WPDPs that support organiza-
tions during change efforts. The other two sub-studies describe the change efforts 
made by organizations to implement continuous improvement, by means of 
WPDPs. At this point, it is important to emphasize that WPDPs provide support 
(packaged as different types of competence-development activities), but do not as 
a rule take over and manage the change effort as such. 

Furthermore, developing work practices requires the use of employees’ inno-
vative capabilities, because only employees enact work activities, in which they 
confront new challenges and respond to them (Billett, 2012). This type of innova-
tive work may result in what the European Union (EU) refers to as ‘workplace 
innovation’ (European Commission, 2014). Clearly, this type of innovative work 
does not refer to such innovation as major breakthroughs in technology or the im-
plementation of other life-changing ideas. Indeed, workplace innovation would 
probably have been called ‘improvement’, ‘development’ or ‘change’ some years 
ago (Gustavsen, 2001). Some see workplace innovation as something that builds 
bridges between leaders’ ‘strategical knowledge’ and the more ‘tacit knowledge’ 
of employees (Gold et al., 2012). Others see innovation in the workplace as some-
thing that can only be employee-driven, but may need support from other functions 
in the organization (Evans, 2015; Høyrup, 2010, 2012). Consequently, learning is 
necessary in organizations that seek to improve their work practices by utilizing 
employees’ innovation capabilities (Billett, 2012; Ellström, 2010a; Evans, 2012, 
2015; Høyrup, 2012; Price et al., 2012; Saunders et al., 2013). Nonetheless, utiliz-
ing employees’ capabilities to innovate is an underdeveloped area in organizations 
and more research is needed (Aasen et al., 2012; Evans, 2012; Hansen et al., 2012; 
Møller, 2010; Teglborg et al., 2012).  

Altogether, by focusing on learning in both WPDPs and the organizations they 
support, the thesis provides insight into what may contribute to the success of 
WPDPs, without referring to effects in the supported organizations. An important 
reason for this approach is that it is immensely difficult to measure the effects of 
development programmes, WPDPs included (Riché, 2013). It is also difficult to 
measure the effects of innovation policies (Vinnova, 2012). Not surprisingly, 
WPDPs and similar development programmes have often received criticism for 
not contributing to the anticipated effects in the organizations they support (e.g. 
Alasoini, 2016; Brulin & Svensson, 2012; Göransson & Sundin, 2006; ITPS 
A2004:028; RiR-report 2005:6). As mentioned above, the thesis takes a particular 
interest in realizing national and regional policies directed towards increasing the 
operational performance of organizations.  
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Aim 
The overall aim of the thesis is to contribute to knowledge about learning in 
WPDPs and in the supported organizations when realizing policies for workplace 
development. Four sub-studies are included, the aims of which are the subordinate 
aims of the overall study (the thesis).  
 

1. To demonstrate the need for learning-oriented models to steer complex 
change programmes (the complex change programmes being WPDPs)  

2. To investigate the development of a WPDP targeting SMEs by focusing 
on the people who acted as brokers providing cross-boundary connections 
between its collaborating partners  

3. To explore the conditions (internal and external) that enabled or con-
strained employee learning during the introduction of continuous improve-
ment into employees’ everyday work in a WPDP-supported social welfare 
department 

4. To investigate how the formal competence development activities pro-
vided by the WPDP in the manufacturing industry were interwoven with 
everyday work activities, and to identify the conditions that enabled learn-
ing and employee-driven innovation that contributed to production im-
provements in SMEs. 

 
Sub-studies 1 and 2 were studies into learning in WPDPs, and these studies inves-
tigated learning at the overarching (policy) and operative levels of WPDPs. Sub-
study 1 is a peer-reviewed book chapter that summarizes a licentiate thesis that 
aimed to contribute to knowledge about programme development, the dynamics 
of, and conditions for, such learning (Halvarsson Lundkvist, 2013).5 Sub-study 2 
is a published peer-reviewed scientific article.  
 Sub-studies 3 and 4 are studies into learning in supported organizations by 
means of WPDPs. Both sub-studies are published peer-reviewed scientific articles. 
Chapter 5 describes how the sub-studies are connected.  

The thesis outline 
The thesis outline is as follows: Chapter 2 expands on WPDPs. Chapter 3 com-
prises the conceptual framework, departing from the perspectives that guide the 
analysis. Chapter 4 gives an account of the research settings. Chapter 5 elaborates 
the research methods and ethical considerations. Chapter 6 presents summaries of 

                                              
 
5 I have chosen to enclose the book chapter instead of the customary licentiate thesis. The licentiate thesis 

is in Swedish and it contains 160 pages, not all of which are necessary for the purposes of the thesis. 



 

8 
 

the sub-studies. Chapter 7 holds the main discussion, which includes some critical 
reflections on the study. Conclusions are drawn in Chapter 8, which also describes 
practical implications and suggests lines for future research. 
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2. WORKPLACE DEVELOPMENT 
PROGRAMMES  

This chapter describes WPDPs as workplace-learning drivers, by elaborating on 
WPDPs and European policies on workplace innovation and the stakeholders of 
WPDPs. Furthermore, the chapter elaborates on what distinguishes WPDPs from 
other types of programme, and identifies possible stumbling blocks. The chapter 
ends with two contributions to knowledge about Swedish WPDPs, and explains 
why we need more studies on them. 

European policies on workplace innovation and 
WPDPs 
European policy makers are gradually recognizing that ‘workplace innovation’ is 
important to increase the operational performance of organizations, and funds are 
consequently being allocated to facilitate workplace innovation, through, for ex-
ample, WPDPs (European Commission, 2014; Pot et al., 2016). The concept of 
workplace innovation refers to “the organizational level (workplace as an estab-
lishment or – virtual – organisation) and not to individual workplaces” (Pot et al., 
2016:15). Nevertheless, the individual workplace is important, because this is the 
main space for employee learning (Billett, 2001; Ellström, 2006; Evans et al., 
2006; Høyrup & Elkjaer, 2006).  
 Policies that aim to increase organizations’ operational performance are grow-
ing in numbers (Pot, 2011). However, workplace innovation policies stem from 
isolated policy platforms, such as platforms for competitiveness, employment and 
social inclusion, or innovation in a broader sense (Pot et al., 2016). Nevertheless, 
the European Commission underlines that organizational structures that promote 
workplace innovation is necessary to reach the full potential of ‘the knowledge 
triangle’ (Pot et al., 2016). The knowledge triangle is the interplay between 
knowledge, innovation and education, which, according to the European Commis-
sion (2014), drives a knowledge-based economy’s productivity growth.  
 However, comparisons between different countries’ WPDPs, including what 
types of policies they operationalize and what types of support (i.e. competence-
development activities) they provide, are difficult, because national systems differ 
(Alasoini, 2009). For example, while East Asian workplace development pro-
grammes tend to effectually operationalize national policies that aim to increase 
the operative performance of organizations – mainly in industry and mainly in 
terms of productivity, European WPDPs, especially Nordic ones, are not as tightly 
connected to national policies (Alasoini, 2016). Swedish policies on workplace 
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development and the operationalization of them consist of fragmented, often re-
gional attempts (Alasoini et al., 2017). However, the strengths of the Swedish 
WPDPs often lie in combining consideration of the quality of working life with 
operational performance (Alasoini, 2016).  

WPDP stakeholders 
Throughout the thesis, the WPDP label includes stakeholders at the overarching 
and operative level that have an interest in developing support to organizations that 
(presumably) are looking to increase their operational performance. The supported 
organizations are also stakeholders, albeit as receivers of WPDP support, rather 
than developers of it. Nevertheless, from a systemic view, a WPDP ought to gen-
erate as much value as possible for its stakeholders, and this constitutes a great 
challenge: it requires the integration of all stakeholder interests in the process of 
creating value (Freeman et al., 2010).   
 Among the Swedish funders with an interest in WPDPs are Sweden’s innova-
tion agency (Vinnova) and the European Social Fund (ESF), the Swedish Associ-
ation of Local Authorities and Regions (Sveriges kommuner och landsting – SKL), 
the Swedish National Agency for Education (Skolverket) and the Swedish 
Knowledge Foundation (KK-stiftelsen)6. In addition to funding organizations, 
stakeholders at the overarching (policy) level may be social partners, in the form 
of employer’s organizations and trade unions. Publicly funded WPDPs need con-
sent and assistance from the social partners, because public intervention in areas 
that are traditionally associated with work organization and management is a deli-
cate ‘business’ (Alasoini et al., 2017).  
 Research and development (R&D) institutes, education providers, consultants, 
etc., are stakeholders that may be looking to make a profit by supporting organi-
zations in a certain industry or sector. It is often this type of organization that re-
ceives funding to operate WPDPs, if the funder or funders do not operate the 
WPDP themselves (Halvarsson Lundkvist, 2013). When funders operate the pro-
grammes themselves, supported organizations may receive funding to organize 
competence-development activities or purchase them from others. In such cases, 
the funder may organize networks for organizations in the same programme. To 
define WPDPs more closely, the following explains what distinguishes WPDPs 
from other types of programme.    

                                              
 
6 The websites of Swedish WPDP funders reveal differences in the terms used for WPDPs and whether the 
programmes are operated directly by the funder, by another organization, or by several organizations.     
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What distinguishes WPDPs from other types of 
programme  
Viewed traditionally, a programme is a temporary organization (Packendorff, 
2003; Sahlin-Andersson & Söderlund, 2002) or a temporary system (Miles, 1964) 
that holds together several action-oriented projects by way of a linear, pre-planned 
set of actions (Ferns, 1991; Gray, 1997; Pellegrinelli, 2011). However, pro-
grammes can also be vehicles for more complex change efforts that require learn-
ing and development throughout the programme’s duration (Artto et al., 2009; Pel-
legrinelli, 2011). In such development programmes, stakeholders and managers 
make incremental changes as the programme progresses to adjust goals and initiate 
new projects or plans throughout its duration (Brulin & Svensson, 2012). Persons 
who work in such complex programmes must also cope with emerging contextual 
conditions that affect the ongoing operative work. Therefore, they must negotiate 
with each other (Elg et al., 2015; Rijke et al., 2014; Ritson et al., 2011).   

Alasoini (2008; 2016) identified three constituents that distinguish a WPDP 
from other types of development programme:  

• Development is guided by a shared framework that applies to several or-
ganizations simultaneously    

• The content of the framework has been accepted by the management and 
staff of the work organizations in question and by other major stakeholder 
groups, such as the central government (or other policy makers), social 
partners, and researchers, consultants and other experts 

• The involved work organizations engage in exchange of information inter-
action and cooperation (Alasoini, 2008:63). 

 
These three constituents are a result of stakeholders’ negotiations and joint devel-
opment work (although this is not explicitly stated by Alasoini). Furthermore, 
based on neo-institutional theory, Alasoini (2016:109) suggests that WPDPs 
should be regarded as “open, dynamic and learning production and development 
systems” and he sees ‘learning networks’ as the best way to impact the policy level 
of WPDPs. However, learning theory is not central in Alasoini’s work, although 
he does mention that two important ‘mechanisms’ for learning are evaluation and 
external influences, such as new research or new social problems7. On the other 
hand, joint learning among the stakeholders of WPDPs is not a given (Brulin & 
Svensson, 2012), because there are difficulties that concern their management. 

                                              
 
7 Alasoini’s dissertation (2016) is rich in findings from WPDPs and consists of several parts. In one part, 

he builds a ‘typology of transition pathways’ that illustrates how different types of WPDP may benefit 
from different types of approach from the stakeholders. He concludes that WPDPs may play different 
roles in achieving change, depending on the transition pathway. 
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Three major stumbling blocks for WPDPs and 
how to avoid them 
One general problem faced by development programmes, WPDPs included, is that 
some managers or directors look upon the programmes in a traditional, linear, way 
– that is, as if the development of the programme can be meticulously pre-planned 
(Brulin & Svensson, 2012). Researchers in various fields criticise this type of lin-
ear programme management model for WPDPs or similar programmes and pro-
jects (e.g. Cavanagh, 2012; Jenner, 2010; Lycett et al., 2004; Pellegrinelli et al., 
2007; Platje & Seidel, 1993; Russ, 2011; Styhre, 2002; Thiry, 2002). A motivation 
for the criticism is that when stakeholders negotiate their different interests in com-
plex systems, such as development programmes, WPDPs included, it is necessary 
to adjust the goals along the way, to consider the needs of all stakeholders (Brulin 
& Svensson, 2012; Elg et al., 2015; Laestadius et al., 2007; Majone & Vildavsky, 
1984).   
 Not only managers and directors, but also some funders view WPDPs as if 
they are traditional programmes of a linear character rather than complex systems. 
Consequently, such funders demand that programmes stick to the original, some-
times detailed, plan (Brulin & Svensson, 2012, Svensson & Brulin, 2013). The 
funders’ view may exhort WPDP managers to take a linear management approach 
in the development of a WPDP (Brulin & Svensson, 2012). Nonetheless, some 
funders, such as the European Social Fund (ESF) and the European Structural 
Funds, encourage ongoing evaluation8 to enable plans to be adjusted (European 
Commission, 2007; 2013; Sjöberg et al., 2013). Some funders also take part in 
meetings with programme operators, and engage in discussions about the pro-
gramme development (Ehneström & Molander, 2009; Halvarsson & Öhman Sand-
berg, 2009).   

Important contributions on learning among 
stakeholders of Swedish WPDPs 
Brulin and Svensson (2012) use concepts derived from the field of workplace 
learning, and concepts from other research fields, such as sociology, ergonomics 
and political science. Their focus is sustainability, in the sense that development 
programmes should not consume more resources (economic and social) than they 
generate. They refer to many studies by others and themselves, and conclude that 
collaboration among stakeholders, developmental learning and active ownership 
                                              
 
8 The main purpose of ongoing evalutation is to continuously follow “the implementation and delivery of 

an operational programme and changes in its external environment, in order to better understand and 
analyse outputs and results achieved and progress towards longer-term impacts, as well as to recom-
mend, if necessary, remedial actions” (European Commission, 2007:6). 
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from those who have the resources required to further develop programme results 
are key to achieving sustainable change through development programmes.  
 Furthermore, Brulin & Svensson (2012) conclude that active ownership, pro-
fessional steering, competent management and engaged participants are crucial for 
sustainable programme development. Active ownership is associated with the in-
terest in the programme shown by policy-makers (national, regional or local), and 
their ability to take care of results and further develop them. Professional steering 
requires a specific group that represents the stakeholders and negotiates the strate-
gic decisions that must be made at the operative level of the programme. Compe-
tent management contributes to learning among the different functions and en-
gages the participants who make the actual changes. This type of chain of functions 
is important at both the programme and local levels (i.e. the supported organiza-
tions), and the authors advocate that all of the functions in a programme and their 
interactions should be studied when studying or evaluating development pro-
grammes.   
 Building on Brulin and Svensson’s (2012) ‘chain’ of functions necessary for 
the sustainable development of programmes, Öhman Sandberg (2014)9, used a 
framework originating from the third generation of activity theory (Engeström, 
2001). She identified four dimensions of sustainable programme development. The 
first dimension is delegated ownership, i.e. that funders (at the top of the chain) 
should delegate the ownership of programmes to the stakeholders, and that all 
stakeholders must accept ownership of the development work. The second is arte-
fact-mediated depth, which holds the content dimension of a programme. Some-
what simplified, knowledge about the content, in this case ICT, is important for 
expansive learning to occur. The third dimension is the importance of a partly 
shared object (in the sense of a shared goal for the activity). The fourth is a re-
quirement that the development work is truly necessary at each level.  

More on why studies on WPDPs are needed  
The study by Brulin and Svensson (2012) and that by Öhman Sandberg (2014) 
concluded that learning among stakeholders takes time. Commonly, WPDP stake-
holders have only 2-3 years to: 1) develop a framework and provide the activities 
that make up the support, 2) allow the organizations to carry out their change ef-
forts, and ideally, 3) produce effects in the organization (Brulin & Svensson, 
2012).  
                                              
 
9 The study is a doctoral thesis (Öhman-Sandberg, 2014) based on extensive studies in the WPDP for 

teacher education, which is one of the WPDPs included in the present thesis (see introduction). The the-
sis aimed ‘to develop meanings of sustainable programme development’. Empirically, the findings re-
vealed that the WPDP had great problems with steering during the initial years, and that all stakehold-
ers were not let in to develop the programme. The funder finally intervened to demand collaboration 
and better strategic steering. 
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 In addition, there is always the issue of sustainability for the programme itself, 
which requires that stakeholders at the overarching level continue or increase sup-
port to organizations. This may involve finding new resources, which calls for 
more research on WPDPs and similar programmes (Brulin & Svensson, 2012; 
Alasoini et al., 2017). There are also sustainability issues in the supported organi-
zations, that is, the question of how to reach results and effects without consuming 
more resources than are invested, and without jeopardizing employee health. To 
understand these general dynamics (obstacles or mechanisms) that lie behind the 
implementation of WPDPs, more research is needed (Brulin & Svensson, 2012; 
Pot et al., 2016). However, few studies have considered learning at the overarching 
and operative levels of WPDPs. Most studies into WPDPs search for the effects of 
WPDPs, rather than investigating what makes them work (Alasoini, 2016). Fur-
thermore, studies that have contributed to knowledge concerning the reasons that 
some WPDS produce change in the organizations they support, or in society, while 
others do not are often rich in content but mainly descriptive, and do not present a 
systematic conceptual framework (Alasoini, 2016). The following chapter expands 
on workplace-learning concepts to build a conceptual framework. 
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3. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

This chapter introduces some concepts useful for understanding learning in 
WPDPs and the organizations they support. Following a brief introduction to the 
workplace-learning field, the concepts of ‘large social learning system’ and ‘com-
munity of practice’ are introduced. The chapter subsequently explores conditions 
that may enable or constrain learning in social learning systems. 

A workplace-learning perspective 
The thesis is based on a workplace-learning perspective. The workplace-learning 
field encompasses a wide range of theories, models and concepts that originate 
from different perspectives of learning (Hager, 2011). Regardless of perspective, 
scholars of the workplace-learning field generally agree that learning is something 
that takes place mainly in work activities that are of an informal character (e.g. 
Billett, 2004; Ellström, 2011; Evans et al., 2006; Fuller & Unwin, 2004; Høyrup 
& Elkjaer, 2006). It is also generally agreed that organized competence-develop-
ment activities are more useful, in terms of contributing to the development of 
work practices, if they are integrated into the everyday work activities of partici-
pants (e.g. Billett, 2012; Ellström, 2010a; Evans, 2012; Fogelberg Eriksson, 2014; 
Price, 2012). However, what everyday work offers in terms of learning opportuni-
ties, and how much the employees of an organization choose to engage in them, 
differ (Billett, 2004, 2009; Solomon, 1999). Furthermore, the people in an organi-
zation may choose not to take the opportunities for learning that are offered, and 
the affordances that an organization provides will remain unused (Billett, 2004; 
Gustavsson, 2007). 

 The workplace-learning perspective used in the thesis is informed by a situated 
learning perspective (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998), in which learning is 
defined as a social and participatory process through which both humans and the 
practice they share are developed (Wenger, 1998). Consequently, the situated 
learning perspective challenges the idea that learning can only be understood from 
solely an individual or solely a collective standpoint. Situated learning theory has 
contributed meaningfully to conceptualizing the learning that takes place outside 
formal, educational institutions (Gobbi, 2010, Farnsworth et al., 2016). Neverthe-
less, as advocated by Fuller and colleagues (2005), and agreed on among research-
ers in the field, investigating the circumstances or conditions that surround learning 
is paramount. 

The affordances offered by the organization may be seen as various conditions 
that shape the environments in which learning takes place (Ellström, 2011, gives 
an overview). However, before expanding on different types of conditions that 
may affect learning in organizations, it is important to introduce some concepts 
that more broadly characterize the environments in which learning takes place. 
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Several useful concepts have been developed in the framework of situated learning 
to analyse learning as a social process integrated into work practices. Here, the 
concept of large learning system provides the means to analyze the social processes 
in WPDPs and supported organizations.  

Large social learning systems 
The concept of ‘community of practice’, coined by Lave and Wenger (1991), was 
originally developed to describe learning in analyses of the practice of a shared 
activity and of identity formation. The concept has been further developed by 
Wenger (1998, 2000, 2010a, 2010b) and by Wenger-Trayner and Wenger-Trayner 
(2015) into an analytical tool to help to understand not only a single community of 
practice but also large landscapes or systems of multiple, interrelated, communities 
of practice in which people move from one community to another. Thus, a single 
community of practice may be seen as “the simplest social learning system” 
(Wenger, 2010b:193).   

A shared interest holds social learning systems together and builds bounda-
ries between them 

Members of a community of practice share the same interests, and they build 
their community in a joint activity with mutual engagement. With time, the mem-
bers of a community develop a shared repertoire of common resources or artefacts 
(e.g. ways of talking about things, routines, tools, etc.) (Lave & Wenger, 1991). 
Eventually, the process creates a unique history of learning for the community 
(Wenger, 2010b). Thus, the community of practice defines competence within it. 
To have competence within communities of practice is to understand the enter-
prise, being able to engage productively with others in the community, and to have 
the ability to use appropriately the repertoire of resources available to the commu-
nity (Wenger, 2010b). This learning history of a community of practice emerges 
when the community’s members challenge the community’s expertise and make 
changes (Wenger, 2010b). With time, a community’s history of learning creates 
socio-cultural boundaries to other communities of practice, and people who engage 
with a new community must cross these boundaries to be able to engage fully in 
the practice (Wenger, 2010b).  

Learning potential when boundaries are crossed 
Crossing boundaries may be difficult but rewarding, and boundary crossing 

brings great potential for learning (Wenger, 1998). Wenger (2010:183) explains 
why acting and learning across different communities of practice may be reward-
ing – or challenging: 
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Without a shared history of learning, boundaries are places of potential 
misunderstanding arising from different enterprises, commitments, val-
ues, repertoires, and perspectives. In this sense, practices are like mini-
cultures, and even common words and objects are not guaranteed to 
have continuity of meaning across a boundary. At the same time, 
boundaries can be as much a source of learning as the core of a practice. 
The meetings of perspectives can be rich in new insights and radical 
innovations. Still such new insights are not guaranteed, and the likeli-
hood of irrelevance makes engagement at the boundaries a potential 
waste of time and effort. (Wenger, 2010b:183)   

 
People continuously move from one community of practice to another. In some, 
they merely touch the periphery, while in others, they move to the centre. When 
people do this, they may connect communities (Wenger-Trayner & Wenger-
Trayner, 2015). They may be the links themselves, or they may develop shared 
artefacts that bind the communities together (Wenger, 1998).  

Shared artefacts as means to influence other communities of practice 
 Communities of practice are often connected into large, complex, social learn-

ing systems by shared artefacts (Wenger, 2010b). The shared artefacts may be re-
sources such as tools, policies, plans or abstract concepts (Wenger, 2010b). The 
strategic plans of an organization, for example, connect the practice of top man-
agement with the practice of first-line managers and employees. The artefacts, cre-
ated by the first practice, would function as ways of steering or influencing the 
latter. 

As described by Wenger-Trayner and Wenger-Trayner (2015), social learning 
systems may consist of practices that try to ‘colonize’ others, or perhaps (on a more 
positive note) try to steer them in a direction that they find beneficial for all. 
Wenger-Trayner and Wenger-Trayner (2015) explain how various practices may 
try to control or influence other communities by introducing shared artefacts:    

 
Various practices have differential abilities to influence the landscape [of 
multiple communities of practice] through the legitimacy of their dis-
course, the legal enforcement of their view or their control over resources. 
Regulators produce national policies and verify compliance with auditing 
practices. […] All these practices represent attempts to colonize the field 
of practice in various ways. And practitioners sometimes comply with 
mandates and demands and sometimes shrug it all off as too disconnected 
to be relevant. Sometimes they even create an appearance of compliance 
while doing their own thing. (Wenger-Trayner & Wenger-Trayner, 
2015:15) 
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Other scholars (Hodkinson & Bloomer, 2004), consider communities of practice 
to be surrounded by an inner social framework that they form together with other 
communities of practice that are easy to influence. In the case of closely connected 
communities of practice, a framework forms, outside of which an outer social 
framework exists that is considerably more difficult to influence (Hodkinson & 
Bloomer, 2004). Communities of practice that make laws, regulations, and other 
types of policy lie in the outer framework.  
 Nevertheless, for one practice to persuade another practice to change what it 
does is difficult, because none of the practices that are involved (e.g. policy mak-
ing, managing, coaching or frontline work) represents the whole (Wenger-Trayner 
& Wenger-Trayner, 2015). Wenger-Trayner and Wenger-Trayner (2015) show 
that all practices are local, with their own internal logic, depending on what they 
produce and what their learning history is. Independently of the directive or man-
date the members of a community of practice has been given, the internal logic and 
claim to knowledge of a practice are never replaced, only influenced.10   

Shared artefacts may call for a shared activity or practice 
No matter what level of steering, governance or attempts to influence other 

practices, shared artefacts may start to function as boundary objects that reside in 
between the communities of practice (Star & Griesemer, 1989; Star, 2010; 
Wenger, 1998). Boundary objects have been described as organic infrastructures 
that the stakeholders have in common, which make it possible for different com-
munities of practice to share an activity without fully merging, and without having 
to build consensus regarding their own practice (Star & Griesemer, 1989).  Bound-
ary objects that rest between communities of practice may eventually develop into 
an ‘in-between’ practice (Wenger, 1998). In such joint practices, the boundaries 
between the communities of practice may lead to misunderstanding or confusion 
(Wenger, 2010b). However, as described above, when members of different com-
munities cross the boundaries, opportunities for learning may arise (Wenger, 1998; 
Engeström, 2001).  

Nonetheless, as noted by Fuller and colleagues (2005), learning is about mutual 
engagement in activities that involve negotiations of meaning not only inside, but 
also beyond, a primary community of practice. Thus, collective brokering is one 
way to sustain the connections, whether they are between communities of practice 
with no or few boundary objects, or within an established in-between practice 
(Wenger, 1998).   

                                              
 
10 The reader may have detected that the terms ’community of practice’ and ‘practice’ is used intermit-
tently. When the terms are used here, they are mainly used as written in the original source.   
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People acting as brokers    
 ‘Brokers’ are people who both constitute and create the connections between 
communities of practice (Wenger, 1998), and between practices that are part of 
large and complex learning systems (Wenger, 2010a) Brokers create the artefacts 
described above that communities of practice share, and brokers are connections 
in themselves. When acting as connections or links, brokers may take with them 
knowledge or elements from one practice to another (Wenger, 2010a). According 
to Wenger (1998) and Wenger-Trayner and Wenger-Trayner (2015), the 
‘knowledge’ that brokers and others carry with them derives from participation in 
various practices, and their knowledge can only come to life and be made use of 
in a practice.  
 To rely on brokers to build cross-boundary connections between organizations 
is not without risk, because such persons often work ‘at the edge’ of their own 
organizations with people from other communities, and thus they often have a pe-
ripheral position in their own organizations (Akkerman & Bruining, 2016; 
Wenger, 1998). This means that they are usually not central decision makers in 
their own organizations, and thus it may be difficult for brokers to influence their 
own organization to make the changes needed to create closer links with other 
communities (Wenger, 1998). Examples of persons at the edge of their own organ-
ization are consultants and coaches sent out to support other organizations. The 
value of these types of broker often goes unnoticed in their home organizations 
because they do not fully belong (Wenger, 2010a). 
 The role of broker may be political, as some brokers may be interested in gov-
erning the communities of practice they try to connect, while other may want to 
achieve a balance between the connected communities of practice (Hong & O, 
2009; Kimble et al., 2010). In addition, some brokers attempt to forge new learning 
partnerships in complex systems. Wenger-Trayner & Wenger-Trayner (2015) de-
note such brokers as ‘systems convenors’.11 Systems convenors see possible future 
connections between communities of practice that share the same interests, and 
which would therefore benefit from developing something together. On the same 
note, when building cross-boundary connections it is useful to ask whether there 
are potential brokers who are not providing cross-boundary connections when they 
ought to (Wenger, 2010a). Nevertheless, the social learning processes in which 
brokers participate are different, and depend on what they are trying to, or are able 
to, achieve.    

                                              
 
11 Wenger-Trayner and Wenger-Trayner (2015) refer to an unpublished dissertation (Smith, 2011) and 

Neal and Neal (2011) when introducing the concept of ‘systems convener’.   
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When brokers cross boundaries they do so in different types of processes 
In an extensive literature review, Akkerman and Bakker (2011)12 found that 

brokers engage in four different types of boundary-crossing process in which 
learning may occur. Two of the processes are identification and reflection, in 
which brokers make sense of their connection or reflect on a prior activity that they 
have in common. These two types of process do not automatically lead to action 
(a new joint activity). In contrast, the other two boundary-crossing processes, 
transformation and coordination, require action. In transformation processes, bro-
kers create new things “by virtue of their differences” (Akkerman & Bakker 
2011:152). In coordination processes, a dialogue is established that enables work 
towards a shared boundary object to continue without absolute consensus (Star, 
2010; Star & Griesemer, 1989). Thus, coordination and transformation processes 
are opposites, because transformation occurs when brokers are faced with socio-
cultural differences or other difficulties, and coordination is possible only when 
the brokers have overcome (some of) those differences (Akkerman & Bakker, 
2011).    
 Both Akkerman and Bakker (2011) and Wenger (2010b) remind us that a so-
cial learning system that encompasses multiple communities of practice may be 
harmonious or full of conflicts which, in part, derive from their different learning 
histories. Brokers may be systems convenors who take on the building of new con-
nections between communities of practice, and in this way form new social learn-
ing systems, or they may work to reconfigure or strengthen existing connections. 
Both these types of broker cross the boundaries of their respective communities of 
practice and when they do, they learn. Regardless of who learns, learning takes 
place in the learning environments of the social learning system (Felstead et al., 
2009).  
 The next section introduces some concepts regarding learning environments. 
These are helpful in analysing whether an environment enables or constrains learn-
ing and the development of work practices. 

Learning conditions  
As previously mentioned, several conditions contribute to shaping learning envi-
ronments. The conditions determine whether a learning environment enables or 
constrains learning. 

                                              
 
12 Akkerman and Bakker (2011) analyzed 187 peer-reviewed boundary-crossing studies to identify the 

four types. The studies used ‘boundary crossing’ or ‘boundary object’ as an analytical concept, and the 
studies had an interest in both learning and development (or change).   
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Learning environments may be expansive or restrictive 
 Based on studies of workforce development in organizations, Fuller and Un-
win (2004, 2011) proposed that a learning environment may be placed somewhere 
along an imagined ‘expansive-restrictive continuum’. Predominantly expansive 
learning environments have features that differ hugely from those of predomi-
nantly restrictive learning environments with respect their approaches to organiza-
tion and pedagogical practices, such as intentionally organized competence-devel-
opment activities.  
 In organizations with predominantly expansive learning environments, prob-
lem solving takes place in dialogue between different communities of practice. 
Further, multiple forms of expertise from various communities of practice are uti-
lized in the dialogue (Fuller & Unwin, 2004, 2011). Two other features of expan-
sive learning environments are that the goals of the employees are aligned with the 
goals of the organization, and that competence-development activities are a means 
to achieve this alignment (Fuller & Unwin, 2011; Engeström, 2014). In contrast, 
features of restrictive learning environments are communities of practice that have 
little contact with other communities, and the use of top-down instruction rather 
than dialogue to solve problems. In addition, organizations with restrictive learn-
ing environments offer employees mainly competence-development activities to 
learn their job, not to develop their work practices (Fuller & Unwin, 2011).13 How-
ever, people react to conditions in different ways, and they seldom perceive a learn-
ing environment in the same way (Felstead et al., 2009). Nevertheless, the features 
of a learning environment promote different types of learning (Fuller & Unwin, 
2011).   
 An expansive (enabling) learning environment is particularly important for the 
development of new work practices that require changes that go beyond the exist-
ing framework of an organization (Ellström, 2001, 2006; Fuller & Unwin, 2011). 
Such changes, which go beyond existing structures or beyond peoples’ beliefs and 
values (or, in other words, beyond the history of learning of the community of 
practice) require what is known as ‘developmental learning’. Developmental learn-
ing may be contrasted with ‘adaptive learning’. Adaptive learning is learning that 
stays within the existing framework (i.e. the existing repertoire) when making 
changes. The modes of learning should be seen as complementary, not contrary 
(Ellström, 2006). However, adaptive learning usually predominates when there is 
too much focus on producing services or products in an organization (Ellström, 
2001, 2006). 
 Furthermore, an expansive learning environment is more likely to support the 
creativity and innovation capabilities of people than a restrictive one (Ellström, 
2010a; Evans, 2012; Billett, 2012; Price, 2012; Fogelberg Eriksson, 2014). This is 

                                              
 
13  Fuller and Unwin (2004; 2011) give an in-depth account of the features mentioned, and several other 

features of expansive and restrictive learning environments.  
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why the conditions that shape learning environments into expansive or restrictive 
ones affect the development of work practices. Thus, when studying a social learn-
ing process, it is important to look closely at the conditions that shape the learning 
environment (Fuller et al., 2007). 

Various conditions shape the learning environment 
 Several studies (e.g. Billett, 2012; Ellström, 2006; Engeström, 2001; Evans et 
al., 2006; Fuller & Unwin, 2004; Gustavsson, 2009) have identified conditions that 
shape the learning environment, both internal to an organization and external 
(Ellström, 2011). Some of these findings are presented below.  

Organizational and contextual conditions affect learning in organizations  
 In the wider research community, an organizational culture that allows a high 
level of participation was early recognized as a factor that promotes organizational 
development (Armstein, 1969; Eklund, 1997). Studies within the workplace-learn-
ing research field show that a culture of trust, openness, and a willingness to take 
risks enable learning (Ellström, 2010b). Because most learning takes place in eve-
ryday work activities (Billett, 2001; Ellström, 2006; Evans et al., 2006; Høyrup & 
Elkjaer, 2006), the way in which the work is organized is important, and variety in 
the work tasks undertaken promotes employee learning, particularly if the work 
tasks are complex (Billett, 2002). This is, however, only the case if the employees 
have freedom to act (Ellström, 2006).  

First-line managers and other functions may facilitate employee learning, if 
they have suitable skills (e.g. Ellström, 2006; Gustavsson, 2009; Lancaster & Di 
Milia, 2015). Such facilitators become a condition for learning for others in the 
organization, but they need time and other resources if they are to facilitate others 
(Ellström, 2006; Gustavsson, 2009). Such resources include measures taken in the 
organization to support the managers in improving their roles as facilitators of 
workplace learning (Gustavsson, 2009). First-line managers who take on a role as 
facilitators of employee learning are important, if not indispensable for employees 
to learn at work, which make such first-line managers a condition for employee 
learning (Döös et al., 2015; Gustavsson, 2009; Lancaster & Di Milia, 2015), not 
least when they provide feedback and time for reflection (Ellström, 2006; Eraut, 
2007). All of the conditions described above are examples of internal contextual 
and organizational conditions. However, the internal conditions may be affected 
by external conditions (Fuller et al., 2003; Evans, 2015).   

External conditions affect the internal conditions for learning 
 Among the external conditions that underpin the organizational conditions are 
institutional factors such as laws and regulations, the general economy, the own-
ership structure, and the history of the organization (Fuller et al., 2003). Investiga-
tions into external conditions such as the general economy and the policies of the 
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EU, the Swedish government and regional authorities are important to understand 
the learning opportunities in the workplace available to managers and employees 
(Elkjaer et al., 2007). It is also important to consider these and other external macro 
contexts, in order to understand how employee learning may be supported (Rule 
et al., 2016). Competence-development activities provided by a WPDP may also 
be seen as an external condition for the supported organizations. As described 
above, having integrated such activities into everyday work is also a condition that 
enables learning (Ellström, 2010a; Evans, 2012; Billett, 2012; Price, 2012; Fogel-
berg Eriksson, 2014).  
 The research settings in which conditions for learning were investigated are 
described in the next chapter.   
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4. THE RESEARCH SETTINGS 

This chapter describes the research settings of the four sub-studies from which the 
thesis draws its empirical findings. The chapter also gives some background infor-
mation about the WPDPs examined14. Chapter 5 explains the connections between 
the sub-studies. 

The manufacturing industry WPDP 
One of the research settings was a manufacturing industry WPDP (MI-WPDP), 
which was a national programme. Three large funding organizations, two of which 
allocated resources from the EU, funded the programme. The aim of the MI-WPDP 
was to inform, educate and coach manufacturing SMEs in Lean production (Lean) 
and to continue to do so after the end of the first three-year programme period 
(Dec. 2007-Dec. 2010). It was unclear during the programme whether funding 
would be available after the initial period. The MI-WPDP supported 59 enterprises 
throughout Sweden during this period. It became clear that the programme would 
continue, and further enterprises were supported. Lean is a management concept 
that emphasizes long-term, sustainable and continuous work to reduce waste and 
improve production capabilities (Womack et al., 1991; Womack & Jones, 1996; 
Liker, 2004).  

The three funders initiated the programme together with the national Metal-
workers Union and a national employer organization. All of these bodies had 
worked together before, albeit in different constellations. The national stakehold-
ers appointed two organizations that they had previously worked with to operate 
the programme. One of these was a professional education school set within an 
industrial and technical university, the other a technical research and development 
(R&D) institute. The two organizations were closely linked in a number of joint 
activities and some employees worked or had worked in both organizations. An-
other three universities, from regions across Sweden, participated at the operative 
level in developing and operating the WPDP. Several meetings were held for this 
purpose. These included steering board meetings with representatives from the na-
tional trade union and the employer association, and coaching group meetings at 
the operative level, which developed a new coaching method that was part of the 
support to the SMEs.  

                                              
 
14 The background information on the MI-WPDP and TE-WPDP can be found in the aforementioned li-

centiate thesis (Halvarsson Lundkvist, 2013). The background information on the PS-WPDP was ob-
tained by informal talks with the programme director and at meetings with the WPDP’s network of con-
sultants and steering group (not used as data in the thesis).  
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The stakeholders had found that it was difficult to obtain coaching specifically 
designed for SMEs, and they therefore decided to develop a new, unique coaching 
method for the WPDP. The method was developed by some of the persons who 
later coached the supported SMEs. In addition, the subsidized support also in-
cluded a university course in Lean (7.5 ECT credits) for two persons per enterprise, 
provided by the professional education school. The course included several ‘home-
work assignments’, for the participants to carry out in their respective enterprises. 
The coaches assisted in some of these assignments, directed towards a pilot area 
or workgroup. All stakeholders at the overarching and operative levels of the 
WPDP, except for the three additional universities, were involved in writing the 
programme plan before the start of the WPDP.   

In addition, four SMEs that had been supported by the MI-WPDP were studied. 
The SMEs had differing contextual conditions, such as ownership, size and what 
they manufactured. The SMEs had been supported for 18 months by the MI-
WPDP, and they had left the programme 6-18 months prior to the studies. Sub-
study 4 (Chapter 5) provides a full account of the contextual conditions of the 
SMEs.   

The teacher education WPDP 
Another research setting was a teacher education WPDP (TE-WPDP). The TE-
WPDP was regional, and it had received funding from a national WPDP operated 
by the funder. It aimed to increase ICT competence in teacher education through-
out Sweden. The regional WPDPs were to initiate sustainable development work 
to increase the use of ICT tools among teacher educators, local school-teachers and 
students of teaching. This was to be achieved in cooperation with external actors 
in the form of the municipalities in the region. A national network, organized by 
the funder, provided a forum in which all regional programmes that had received 
funding from the programme met. In the meetings, they discussed problems and 
possibilities in developing the competence-development activities that were to 
make up the support units in teacher education schools and local schools. However, 
the three regional WPDPs that had received funding were self-governed.  

The funding of the TE-WPDP was for 5 years (2006-2011). The operative man-
agement of this WPDP was located at a teacher education school, which was part 
of a university. Employees at the institution who operated the teacher education 
school had initiated the regional WPDP, and the municipalities had not taken part 
in writing the application. They had simply signed it when it was ready to be sub-
mitted. The municipalities in the region, including a further 11 that contributed to 
co-finance the WPDP, were represented in a reference group and an operative 
group, led by a programme manager, which had been formed to develop the sup-
port.    

In addition, a steering group, with representatives from two university depart-
ments that made up the teacher education school and the teacher education board 
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were to make strategic decisions that involved the stakeholders. Other internal 
stakeholders, such as the university top management, were not involved in devel-
oping the WPDP, but had supported the application.   

The public service WPDP 
The final research setting was a social welfare department supported by a public 
service WPDP (PS-WPDP). Inspired by the MI-WPDP, the PS-WPDP aimed to 
introduce Lean into public service organizations (municipalities and hospitals).  
The programme set up a network for Lean consultants working in the public ser-
vice sector who offered courses in Lean to public service organizations. At the 
time, Lean was a new concept in public service organizations.  
 The PS-WPDP was initiated by a foundation owned jointly by all major labour 
market parties in the public sector. However, these stakeholders did not participate 
in the development of the WPDP. The foundation staff developed the WPDP. The 
WPDP was initially a national programme, but during the first year, the foundation 
that operated it was restructured. The restructuring eventually resulted in the for-
mer director of the foundation taking over the programme, and the WPDP becom-
ing a private enterprise. The public funds that had enabled the initial development 
and the promotion the WPDP were no longer available, and other public funders 
were not interested.  
 The support to public service organizations consisted of different blocks of 
theoretical courses in Lean and change management that the supported organiza-
tions chose. The consultants in the network were not part of the support, but the 
supported organizations were free to engage one or more of them should they wish 
to do so. 
 The social welfare department that was supported by the PS-WPDP had ap-
proximately 3,000 employees working in approximately 100 work units in four 
operations (care for the disabled, elderly care, social benefits and family support). 
The department engaged in a comprehensive change effort referred to as ‘the Lean 
investment’, which included the introduction of continuous improvement in em-
ployees’ everyday work. Sub-study 3 gives a full account of the contextual condi-
tions.       
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5. METHODS 

This chapter begins with an account of the research approach, and of the role of 
the researcher. The research design follows, and an account of the data collection 
and data analysis. This section presents some notes on methodology. Finally, the 
chapter discusses ethical considerations. Limitations of the study are highlighted 
throughout the chapter, while further reflections on the quality of the study are 
found at the end of the discussion (Chapter 7). 

Research approach 
The research approach was interactive (Aagaard Nielsen & Svensson, 2006; 
Caswill & Shove, 2000).15 In interactive research, researchers and practitioners 
collaborate in the first steps of the research process. The researchers and practi-
tioners together decide the focus of the study and the data collection methods to be 
used, which may be both qualitative and quantitative. Researchers and practition-
ers also make an initial interpretation or analysis of the collected data together, 
often with support from various analytical tools or concepts developed in other 
interactive research projects. Thus, the research results may contribute to 
knowledge directly in the organizations that take part. However, the researchers 
never play an active role in the organization’s development work. When the initial 
stages are completed, the researchers retire to continue analysing the data from one 
or more studies. The subsequent analyses are carried out by the researchers alone, 
although the same analytical tools and concepts used in the initial analysis with the 
practitioners may be used. New concepts or analytical tools may be added at this 
stage, or may replace the initial ones (Aagaard Nielsen & Svensson, 2006; Hal-
varsson & Öhman Sandberg, 2009; Svensson et al., 2007).  
 The interactive research approach involves decisions on focus and data-col-
lection methods being made in collaboration with central decision makers in the 
studied WPDPs.16 As customary in interactive research, the preliminary results 
were analysed jointly with all or part of the interviewees or respondents in what 
are known as ‘analysis seminars’ (Halvarsson & Öhman Sandberg, 2009). Initial 
sets of interviews in the MI and TE-WPDPs led to the development of analytical 
tools that were later tested, and further developed by researchers and the interview-
ees or other stakeholder representatives. Among such tools were the aforemen-
tioned chain of functions for sustainable programme development (Brulin & 

                                              
 
15 The licentiate thesis (Halvarsson Lundkvist, 2013) presents a full account of the interactive research 

approach in the TE and MI-WPDPs.  
16 The SMEs and the social welfare department, however, were not involved in decisions on focus and 

data-collection methods.   
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Svensson, 2012).17 The researcher, in this case the author of the thesis, then with-
drew from the studied WPDPs and completed the analysis presented in the afore-
mentioned licentiate thesis (Halvarsson Lundkvist, 2013, summarized in Sub-
study 1). New concepts were used in this.18 Furthermore, it was natural for me to 
choose to carry out a qualitative multiple case study (Yin, 2018), considering that 
the studies in the interactive research projects gave ample qualitative data for sev-
eral cases. Consequently, my study object, which is learning in WPDPs, was well 
covered by the data collected. I was able to study learning at both overarching and 
operative levels in two WPDPs, and to study learning in five supported organiza-
tions (as described below under ‘Research Design’).  
 Furthermore, the interactive research approach gave me access to the meetings 
between stakeholder representatives, and permitted both interviews and seminars 
with the representatives. It is important to get this close to a study object, in order 
to gather sufficient information to be able to present the case fully. This is only 
possible when the researcher is ‘let in’ (Yin, 2018). I was given access to the over-
arching and operative levels of both the TE and MI-WPDPs, but because I studied 
the MI-WPDP for a longer period, I approached more closely what later became 
the main case (see the section describing the research design). Furthermore, start-
ing the research process with an interactive research approach permitted a multi-
ple-source triangulation (Yin, 2014; Bryman, 2004). Data from interviews (tran-
scripts) and from meetings (notes) gave a rich account of learning in WPDPs.    

Researcher role 
My role as a researcher changed from being dependent on other researchers and 

practitioners to being able to make my own decisions when designing the thesis. 
During the data collection, I was employed as a researcher assistant by a research 
and development (R&D) centre.19 Together with other researchers, I communi-
cated with contact persons in the WPDPs and WPDP-supported organizations. My 
work tasks included planning data collection, constructing interview guides and 
questionnaires, conducting interviews and distributing questionnaires, carrying out 
the initial analysis, and writing research reports. I also planned, carried out and 
documented seminars, during which interviewees or respondents discussed the re-
ports. Thus, I was involved in the collection of considerably more data from the 
WPDPs and supported organizations than necessary for the work reported here. In 
addition, I had a coordinating role in the study of organizations supported by the 

                                              
 
17 The first version of a figure illustrating the chain of functions was published in 2009 (Halvarsson & 

Öhman Sandberg, 2009). Later it was developed further in various interactive research projects, includ-
ing the TE, MI and PS-WPDPs.   

18 However, the earlier developed chain of functions for sustainable programme development was used to 
describe stakeholder representatives’ views on weaknesses and strengths of the organization of the TE- 
and MI-WPDPs. 

19 Apel Research and Development, where I was employed from March 2006 until February 2015.  
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PS-WPDP. I contacted and prepared studies together with contact persons in four 
supported organizations and two organizations that were part of the WPDP net-
work.20 Furthermore, I maintained contact with the programme manager, the steer-
ing board and the consultant network. During the project, I and other researchers 
reported research results to a steering committee and a consultant network at reg-
ular intervals. I was also responsible for organizing two national seminars for par-
ticipants from the seven studied public service organizations connected to the PS-
WPDP. During the seminars, other researchers and I presented results from ques-
tionnaires and interviews that representatives from the organizations discussed. 
Subsequently, part of my researcher role was to assist in other studies, conducted 
by other researchers, both doctoral students and senior researchers (e.g. Brännmark 
& Benn, 2012; Brännmark & Holden, 2012; Brännmark & Eklund, 2013; Bränn-
mark et al., 2013; Eklund, Halvarsson & Lindskog, 2015; Lindskog, 2016; Öhman 
Sandberg, 2014). Because of this, the reader will find that I occasionally refer to 
reports from other studies written by my colleagues.  
 I designed the sub-studies (1-4) after collecting the data.21 I designed the li-
centiate thesis (summarized in Sub-study 1) first, and the three other sub-studies 
(2-4) 2-4 years after Sub-study 1.22 Thus, my researcher role had changed: I had 
initially participated in and coordinated interactive research projects connected to 
the WPDPs, whereas I subsequently took on a more independent researcher role. 
Because I had been involved in the various work tasks, I was able to choose which 
data to select and which data to discard. Among the discarded data is data that 
other doctoral students have used and data of a quantitative character (see the ref-
erences in the section above). I ended up selecting mainly data that I had collected. 
(More details are given below in the data collection section).  
 In summary, the circumstances described above have been both encumbering 
and advantageous in preparing the thesis (as will be elaborated further on). The 
following section describes the research design of the overall study (the thesis) in 
more detail.  

                                              
 
20 Another researcher maintained contact with a fifth supported organization. A total of seven public ser-

vice organizations were studied. 
21 Sub-study 4 was designed mainly by my co-author/principal supervisor, and I contributed to the proce-

dures used and to the construction of interview guides. In addition, three follow-up interviews were 
conducted – see the section below that describes data collection.   

22 More precisely, vis-à-vis the time frame of the WPDPs: sub-study 1 was designed at the very end of 
programme period 1 in the MI-WPDP and 3 years after the last data collection in the TE-WPDP. Sub-
study 2 was designed 6 years after the last data collection in the MI-WPDP; Sub-study 3, five years af-
ter the initial data collection (not follow-ups) in the social welfare department and Sub-study 4 before 
the data collection in the SMEs.  
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Research design 
The thesis has a qualitative multiple-case-study design (Yin, 2018), with a main 
case and two additional cases.   

The manufacturing industry WPDP is the main case in the overall study, and 
both the overarching and operative levels of the programme and supported organ-
izations were studied. The teacher education and public service organization 
WPDPs are additional cases, in which either the overarching/operative levels or 
the supported organizations were studied. Figure 1 illustrates this.  
  

 
Figure 1. The connections between the main and additional cases. 
 
Figure 1 illustrates the connections between the main case and the additional cases, 
and shows in which sub-studies they are included. The main case, which encom-
passes both the overarching and operative levels of the MI-WPDP (top black box) 
and four of the supported SMEs (bottom black box), is located centrally. Three of 
the sub-studies (1, 2 and 4) draw from data collected in the MI-WPDP. The first 
additional case is the TE-WPDP, in which the overarching and operative levels 
were studied (top dark-grey box to the left). Sub-study 1 uses data collected in the 
TE-WPDP. The double-headed arrow between illustrates a comparison and con-
trast of learning conditions between the overarching and operative levels of the 
MI-WPDP and the TE-WPDP. The second additional case is the PS-WPDP, which 
focused on the social welfare department (bottom dark-grey box to the right). Sub-
study 3 uses data collected in the social welfare department. The double-headed 
arrow illustrates a comparison between the social welfare department and SMEs 
supported by the MI-WPDP (i.e. a comparison between the learning conditions 
found in the social welfare department and the learning conditions found in the 
SMEs). The light-grey boxes indicate that background information was collected 
for the overarching and operative levels of the PS-WPDP and the local schools that 
participated in the TE-WPDP.   
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Design of sub-studies 
Table 1 summarizes how the sub-studies are connected to the main and additional 
cases, their design, focus, from where data was selected, and the factors that ena-
bled the data selection.    
 
Table 1. Design of sub-studies. 
  Sub-study 1 Sub-study 2 Sub-study 3 Sub-study 4 

Case(s) in over-
all study 

Main case and 
Additional case 1 

Main case Additional case 2 Main case 

Design of sub-
studies   

Qualitative multi-
ple-case study (2 
cases) 

Qualitative sin-
gle-case study 

Qualitative sin-
gle-case study 

Qualitative multi-
ple-case study (4 
cases) 

Focus Comparison of 
conditions for 
learning at over-
arching and oper-
ative levels of 
WPDPs 

The roles and 
characteristics of 
brokers in a 
WPDP 

Conditions for 
learning in the 
social welfare 
department  

Comparison of 
conditions for 
learning in the 
SMEs 

Selection of 
data collected 
at/in 

Overarching and 
operative levels of 
the MI-WPDP and 
TE-WPDP 

Overarching and 
operative levels 
of the MI-WPDP 

The social wel-
fare department 
supported by the 
PS-WPDP   

The four SMEs 
supported by the 
MI-WPDP 

Enabled data 
selection 

Closeness to both 
cases enabled by 
WPDP funders 

Access to vari-
ous meetings for 
a period of three 
years 

Casual contact 
with department 
for three years  

No selection 
made (regarding 
SMEs supported 
by the MI-
WPDP) 

Design of Sub-study 1 
Sub-study 1 includes the main case and Additional case 1. The approach was a 

multiple-case-study design (Yin, 2014) with two cases, encompassing the over-
arching and operative levels of the TE and MI-WPDPs. The selected data included 
transcripts from 31 interviews from the TE-WPDP (three interview sets) and 4523 
interviews with 32 persons from the MI-WPDP (four interview sets). The data in-
cluded also notes from eleven formal meetings, including seminars organized by 
researchers and meetings organized by the WPDP management or funders (see the 
section below that describes data collection). The data enabled the identification 
of learning conditions that seemed to enable or constrain the development of the 
respective programme. Sub-study 1 is not as firmly set in social learning theory as 
the other sub-studies24, and thus I only use the findings regarding conditions for 
learning in the present study.    
                                              
 
23 An incorrect number of 44 interviews was stated in the book chapter.  
24 The licentiate thesis (Halvarsson Lundkvist, 2013) described learning and changes made during the de-

velopment of the TE and MI-WPDPs, and I mentioned researchers such as Engeström (1987) in the 
Vygotskian tradition, and authors inspired by Dewey (1916) when conceptualizing this. However, I 
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The funders had, as previously described, placed certain conditions on the 
work, and this provided the close access I needed to select the data that enabled 
me to analyse the conditions for learning. I was also able to select the most im-
portant processes, and these were used as examples in Sub-study 2. The closeness 
also allowed note taking during or after both formal and informal meetings in the 
WPDPs, which gave me ample background information. Working with the initial 
analyses of the research reports gave me valuable insights in my selection of data. 

The licentiate thesis summarized in Sub-study 1 set the scope of the following 
sub-studies. I wanted to gain more knowledge about the roles of persons who acted 
as brokers between the communities of practice in the stakeholder organizations, 
and I wanted to learn more about conditions for learning in the supported organi-
zations.  

Design of Sub-study 2 
Sub-study 2 encompasses only the main case. It was a qualitative single-case 

study (Yin, 2014) covering the overarching and operative levels of the MI-WPDP. 
The data consisted of four sets of interviews (in total 45 interviews with 32 indi-
viduals), and notes from eleven meetings. The data enabled further inquiries into 
the roles and characteristics of representatives of the collaborating stakeholders, 
and into the negotiations between them. This was important to be able to say some-
thing about the social learning systems of WPDPs.  

The design of Sub-study 2 was possible because of the ample background in-
formation that helped to identify two major processes in the development of the 
WPDP. The first process was the development of the coaching method, while the 
second was scaling up and sustaining support to SMEs. Furthermore, the back-
ground information enabled the selection of notes from meetings to use as data. 
Again, the demands from the funders enabled me to get close to the research ob-
jects, and I became a familiar face in the MI-WPDP. WPDP actors paid surpris-
ingly little attention to the fact that I was there to study them. Because I had been 
‘let in’, I was able to get a sense of the development work at the overarching and 
operative levels of the WPDP, which enabled the selection of data.  

Design of Sub-study 3 
Sub-study 3 encompasses Additional case 2, and focuses on one of the organi-

zations that received support from the PS-WPDP. It was a qualitative single-case 
study, which enabled me to investigate the conditions for learning during a large 
change effort in the social welfare department. This case study included two sets 
of interviews. The first set comprised 20 interviews with key persons in the change 
                                              
 

found that the learning cycle I used presupposed set steps that followed each other, and although I 
found that various conditions affected whether a full cycle (change) was made or not, it was not possi-
ble to determine the roles played by the various persons involved in the process. (It was, however, clear 
that certain functions were important for something to happen.)               
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effort (their functions are described below in the section describing data collection) 
and four first-line managers. In addition, two follow-up interviews were conducted 
five years after the initial ones. The material from the first set of interviews enabled 
investigations into both learning conditions during the change effort, and the sup-
port provided by the PS-WPDP. The second set of interviews investigated how the 
change effort had progressed after the initial interviews. The follow-up interviews 
allowed me to obtain retrospective thoughts about ‘the Lean investment’ from two 
persons closely involved in it. 

The social welfare department was selected out of the seven studied organiza-
tions because it was a clear case of a predominantly restrictive learning environ-
ment. This distinction was possible because I had conducted interviews in six of 
the seven studied organizations, asking questions about what constrained and what 
enabled the development (or changes) towards continuous improvement.25 Fur-
thermore, contacts with employees in various work units had been established dur-
ing other studies. Those interviews focused mainly on the working conditions of 
employees, and consequently the transcripts were not selected as data for the sub-
study. In addition, I remained in contact with persons in the department for three 
years when conducting other studies. From this contact, I came to suspect that the 
Lean investment had slowly withered away, and this prompted the follow-up in-
terviews. The studies in the social welfare department did not allow the same close-
ness as that achieved in the MI-WPDP because I had no access to internal meet-
ings. The distance was somewhat mitigated by organizing a seminar in the depart-
ment in which a research report and the change effort were discussed.  

Design of Sub-study 4 
 Sub-study 4 lies within the main case as it encompasses four organizations 
supported by the MI-WPDP. It has a qualitative multiple-case design. Four persons 
in each SME and their Lean coach, who was employed by the MI-WPDP, were 
interviewed. Sub-study 4 was designed to investigate why some development in-
terventions contribute to the desired effects in SMEs and others do not. The con-
ditions for learning in each of the SMEs were identified, then compared and con-
trasted with the other SMEs. 

Sub-study 4 was intentionally designed for the thesis from the start. The sub-
study investigated the support that had been provided by the MI-WPDP (and an-
other WPDP not included here). As pointed out, the prior in-depth knowledge of 
the MI-WPDP enabled me to ask specific questions about strengths and weak-
nesses in the WPDP support. This case study was designed three years after having 
left the overarching and operative levels of the MI-WPDP. I no longer had contact 
with the WPDP and thus, collaboration between the researchers and representa-
tives of the overarching/operative levels of the MI-WPDP did not influence the 
                                              
 
25 As previously noted, learning and development are closely connected. 
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design. This chapter will now describe the data collection and data analysis carried 
out in the sub-studies. First, features relevant to all sub-studies are elaborated, then 
features specific for each sub-study.    

Data collection 
In Studies 1-4, data consisted of interview transcripts and notes from various meet-
ings.26 Table 2 presents an overview of the data collection.27 

Table 2. Overview of data collection. 

Sub-study 1 Sub-study 2 Sub-study 3 Sub-study 4 

First set TE-WPDP:  
13 interviews 
Persons involved in de-
veloping the TE-WPDP    
Second set TE-
WPDP:  
15 Interviews* 
Persons representing 
stakeholders within 
and outside the univer-
sity 
Third set TE-WPDP 
3 interviews 
Persons representing 
the funder organization 
 
+ All sets of inter-
views in Sub-study 2  
   

First set MI-WPDP:  
25 interviews, of which 
10 by phone 
Persons involved in de-
veloping the WPDP 
Second set MI-WPDP: 
8 interviews, of which 7 
by phone  
Persons involved in the 
development of the 
WPDP 
Third set MI-WPDP: 
11 telephone interviews   
Persons involved in the 
development of the 
WPDP 
Fourth set MI-WPDP: 
1 telephone interview 
(follow-up) 
Programme director 
 

First set social welfare 
department:  
20 interviews 
Persons involved in or 
indirectly influencing the 
change effort  
Second set social wel-
fare department:  
2 interviews (follow-ups) 
Persons in charge of the 
change effort and an in-
ternal Lean coach 

 

Only set SMEs:  
17 interviews 
In each enterprise, an 
operator, a Lean coordi-
nator, a production 
manager and the CEO 
(or similar) 
A Lean coach employed 
by the MI-WPDP 

 
  
 
 
 

Notes from**: 
5 meetings organized 
by programme manage-
ment   

4 meetings organized 
by funders 

7 seminars organized 
by the researchers 

Notes from: 
6 meetings organized 
by programme manage-
ment   

2 meetings organized 
by funders 

3 seminars organized 
by the researchers  

Notes from: 
1 seminar organized by 
the research group  

Documents:                            
Documents describing 
the ‘Lean investment’  

  

*2 group interviews were not noted in the book chapter, only in the licentiate these. The correct number is 
15 interviews.  
** As described in the licentiate thesis. The book chapter does not specify the exact number of meetings 
organized by the programme, and it defines three of the meetings organized by funders as ‘analysis semi-
nars’.   
 

                                              
 
26 In Sub-study 3, documents regarding the ‘Lean investment’ were also noted as data.  
27 See each separate sub-study for full descriptions of Sub-studies 2-4 and the licentiate thesis (Halvarsson 

Lundkvist, 2013) for a full description of Sub-study 1. 
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 Table 2 shows that 115 interviews are included in the data, of which I con-
ducted 10928. Some persons were interviewed more than once. The collected data 
derives from three sets of interviews in the TE-WPDP, four in the MI-WPDP, two 
in the social welfare department, and one in the four SMEs.  

The notes were taken at various meetings and seminars throughout the duration 
of the TE and MI-WPDPs, and at a seminar in the social welfare department. Notes 
from the workshop with the SMEs were not used as data. The observations of the 
meetings organized by one or more of the stakeholders were mainly of a non-par-
ticipatory nature, although I would participate in casual talk during breaks, etc. 
Observations from the seminars that the researchers (often me) organized were of 
a more participatory nature. However, when the participants discussed ongoing 
development of the WPDPs or the social welfare department, the role that I and 
the other researchers took was to lead the discussions, not to give advice. When I 
lead the discussion, other researchers took notes, and when others lead the discus-
sion, I took notes. The use of the analytical models in the discussions may have 
influenced future decisions regarding their respective organizations. The observa-
tions were always overt, albeit unstructured, in the sense that I had not designed 
the sub-studies when the notes were taken. Thus, the notes were not made explic-
itly for the sub-studies or overall study.   

In addition, field notes from meetings with persons working to develop 
WPDPs, which were not part of the main data, were used as background material. 
The field notes are of differing character. Some field notes were structured as per-
sonal reflections on meetings that I had attended. Others were notes to remember 
conversations with contact persons about various practical issues concerning data 
collection, etc. I also wrote minutes at researcher meetings and meetings with rep-
resentatives of the WPDPs or WPDP-supported organizations. The minutes were 
sent out to those who attended the meetings. In addition, various documents were 
gathered and read as background material. Figure 2 illustrates the original studies 
and the sets of interviews from which the data was selected.  
   

                                              
 
28 A doctoral student conducted three of the interviews in Sub-study 3. Another researcher (co-author of 
the article that makes up Sub-study 4) conducted six of the interviews for Sub-study 4, and a further re-
searcher interviewed the MI-WPDP coach for Sub-study 4.   
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Figure 2. Schematic illustration of interviews.  
 
Figure 2 shows schematically the time frames in which the data was collected. The 
arrows show when the WPDPs were studied, and the black dots indicate when each 
set of interviews was conducted. The grey dots are follow-up interviews. There 
were more sets of interviews, but the transcripts from these were not selected as 
data in any of the sub-studies. The meetings were observed throughout the research 
process, and seminars were usually organized after each set of interviews (not the 
follow-ups).   

All interviewees received information about the research projects and their 
aims before and during the interviews. At the start of each interview, the interview-
ees were informed that participating in it was non-compulsory and that they could 
terminate it at any time, should they wish to do so. They were also informed that 
their answers were confidential to some degree, but that other persons familiar with 
the development of the respective WPDP or change effort might be able to detect 
who had said what. 

Procedures during data collection for Sub-studies 1 and 2 
The number of interviews was not pre-set before the data collection in the TE 

and MI-WPDPs. Two reasons for this were: 1) that the interviewees were selected 
in collaboration with the WPDP director/manager, and 2) that problems, including 
discontinuities in the development of the respective programme, would direct the 
focus of future studies. Both of the directors were well acquainted with the ongoing 
development work. Only people involved in the development of the WPDP were 
selected as interviewees. This criterion was important, since it allowed me to get 
close to the study object.  

2006       2007       2008       2009       2010       2011       2013       2014       2015       2016
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Semi-structured interview guides (protocols) were used. The themes in the in-
terview guides were similar, but not identical, in the two WPDPs. In both WPDPs, 
questions regarding the interviewee’s role, which meetings they attended and who 
else attended them were asked, along with questions about ongoing collaborative 
processes and possible emerging risks in them.  

The average duration of an interview was 50 minutes. None was shorter than 
40 minutes, none longer than 80 minutes, and they had the nature of a conversation. 
The average length of the telephone interviews was lower than that of the face-to-
face interviews. During the interviews, the interviewees were free to expand on the 
questions as they wished. The interviewer mainly interrupted to ask questions 
when an answer needed clarifying or when the conversation strayed outside the 
themes. As a rule, the interviews were voice-recorded.29 

Slightly summarized transcripts of the interviews were sent to each interviewee 
less than a week after the interview and they were asked to add, rephrase or com-
ment on the transcript. Only a few changes were made, none of which changed the 
content, only wording, etc. Quotations used in the studies were used with the per-
mission of the interviewee.   

Notes were taken when the interviewees attended meetings in the TE and MI-
WPDPs. During the meetings, the development of the WPDPs was discussed 
among the participants, and several subjects came up, including the development 
of the support to organizations, and how to sustain and scale up this support. On 
most occasions, what was said was typed on a computer, in part verbatim and in 
part summaries. However, on two occasions, hand-written notes were typed out 
later the same day. These notes mainly contained summaries and only a few ver-
batim quotes. The notes varied in size from 3-10 typed A4-pages. Other research 
team members who had been present at a meeting contributed their notes.     

Procedures during data collection for Sub-study 3 
Procedures for Sub-study 3 differed slightly from the procedures for Sub-Stud-

ies 1 and 2. The person in charge of the change effort assisted in selecting inter-
viewees. The researchers set the criteria for selection, which were that the inter-
viewees possessed key positions in the social welfare department or were first-line 
managers in different types of operations. The first-line managers were to have 
shown an interest in implementing Lean. Five years after the initial interviews, two 
follow-up interviews were conducted. The representatives of the complete chain 
of command participated in interviews, from first-line managers to the municipal-
ity director.    

The interviews had durations of 60-120 minutes, and were held in the social 
welfare department. The interviewees were free to expand on the questions as they 

                                              
 
29 Seven interviews in the MI-WPDP were not recorded, because of technical difficulties.   
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wished. The interviewer mainly interrupted to ask questions when an answer 
needed clarifying or when the conversation strayed outside the themes. All inter-
views were voice-recorded and transcribed. The transcripts were in part summaries 
of the interviews, in part verbatim.  

In the follow-up interviews, the interviewees were asked to view the change 
effort in retrospect and describe major events that took place after the initial inter-
views. Questions about the support from the PS-WPDP were also asked. The ques-
tions were: Did you employ consultants from the PS-WPDP network or from else-
where? Did the PS-WPDP support you in any other way than through its courses? 
Do you have any other information about the PS-WPDP that you would like to 
share? (Table 3 describes the topics covered in other interviews.)  

The notes taken at the seminar in the social welfare sub-study were typed dur-
ing the seminar. The notes (7 A4 pages) were partly verbatim and partly summar-
ies. During the seminar, different aspects of the change effort were discussed. The 
major topics were employee and first-line manager participation in the change ef-
fort. Other topics were how to sustain any changes that were made, and whether 
there was learning between people with different functions at different levels in 
the department or not. 

Furthermore, documents that described plans for the ‘Lean investment’ and its 
organization were read. 

Procedures during data collection for Sub-study 4  
 In Sub-study 4, one of the Lean coaches employed in the MI-WPDP assisted 
in the selection of the four SMEs. The researchers set the criteria that an SME must 
have taken an active part in MI-WPDP activities and that SMEs from a range of 
contexts, such as types of product manufactured, ownership and size, must be in-
cluded. Another criterion was that the Lean coach must have assessed the coaching 
as successful, but not problem-free.  

The researchers selected functions from the SMEs to interview. The CEO (or 
similar), a production manager, a Lean coordinator (or similar), and an operator 
each SME were interviewed. It was important to cover the complete chain of man-
agement, from employee to CEO, and to interview those who were to facilitate 
employee learning, in order to gain information about the conditions of learning.   

Interview guides were used. Some of the themes in the guide for the SMEs 
were similar to those for the social welfare department, in that questions about 
contextual conditions during the implementation of continuous improvement were 
posed. However, the questions in the interview guide used for SMEs had more and 
deeper questions concerning the competence-development activities provided by 
the WPDP. Thus, more information about the WPDP was obtained from the SMEs 
than from the social welfare department.  
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The durations of the interviews were 40-70 minutes, and they took on a form 
similar to that of a conversation. The interviewees were free to expand on the ques-
tions as they wished. The interviewer mainly interrupted to ask questions when an 
answer needed clarifying or when the conversation strayed outside the themes. All 
interviews were voice-recorded and transcribed verbatim.  

Table 3 gives an overview of the content in all of the interview sets. 
 Table 3. Overview of contents in interviews. 

 

The next section describes the data analyses, beginning with the sub-studies. A 
few notes on the subsequent analyses applied to the overall study follow.   

Data analyses in the sub-studies 
All sub-studies rest on qualitative content analyses (Bryman, 2004), which were 
used to make a subjective interpretation of the data (the interview transcripts and 
the notes from seminars and meetings).  
 Conventional qualitative content analysis is a well-established method to find 
patterns and to codify them by a systematic classification process. The advantage 
of the method is that the data is sorted into categories that have not been predefined 

TE-WPDP MI-WPDP Social welfare department SMEs 

3 sets of interviews: 

About the WPDP 
organization and who 
‘owned’ and steered the 
WPDP. In addition, 
about what was 
developed and what 
were the expected 
results. Also about 
collaboration with 
partners outside the 
university    

 

About collaboration and 
learning between 
stakeholders of the 
WPDP, including 
conditions enabling or 
constraining the 
participation of different 
stakeholders in 
developing the 
programme and the 
specific purpose of ‘the 
reference group’   

About evaluations of 
programmes in general, 
about interactive 
research in the TE-
WPDP, How knowledge 
from evaluations and 
research is used when 
initiating new 
programmes 

4 sets of interviews: 

About programme 
content, organization 
and on-going processes   

About conditions for, and 
interest in, cooperation 
among partners at the 
operative level   

About the organization 
of programme activities 
and reflections about 
future collaboration   

About continued work in 
the programme and a 
retrospective view of the 
initial cooperation   

2 sets of interviews: 

About the organization 
of a change effort, 
including conditions that 
enabled or constrained 
it, and the immediate 
results from it   

About sustaining what 
had been built during the 
change effort, and a 
retrospective view of 
events that took place 
during it. Also, questions 
about the WPDP support    

 

1 set of interviews: 

About competence-
development activities 
provided by the 
WPDP, contextual 
conditions, learning 
opportunities, 
measurement and 
follow-ups, 
improvements and 
effects, and future 
plans/expectations   
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(Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). I expected to find in the analyses key contextual condi-
tions that were relevant to my cases (Yin & Davis, 2007), that is, the learning con-
ditions in which I was interested. Having identified the conditions, patterns were 
detected and the conditions were pieced together in different categories.   
 Furthermore, the patterns relating to learning conditions that emerged in the 
sub-studies were analysed utilizing the conceptual framework of the relevant 
study. The workplace-learning theory provided concepts, enabling an in-depth 
view of the learning in WPDPs and by means of WPDPs (i.e. learning in supported 
organizations).  In addition, social learning theory, the role of which is, according 
to Wenger-Trayner (2013), to propose conceptual perspectives, opened up new 
ways of viewing WPDPs.  

Data analysis in Sub-study 1 
The data analysis for Sub-study 1 was conducted when writing the licentiate 

thesis. For Sub-study 1, four research reports written for the TE-WPDP and six for 
the MI-WPDP were analysed, together with notes from seminars organized by ac-
tors in the WPDPs or by the research team. The original interview transcripts were 
consulted for more information about events or the roles of people in the WPDPs, 
when necessary. The procedure was the following:    

The first analysis step identified how learning activities (meetings) were orga-
nized in the TE and MI-WPDPs. In the second analysis step, learning activities 
were identified in which problems related to the organization of the WPDP or to 
collaboration between the stakeholders had been discussed. Third, meetings that 
seemed to drive the development of the WPDP forward, immediately or shortly 
after the learning activity, were identified and separated from those with similar 
content (discussions) that did not drive the development forward. Finally, condi-
tions that seemed to have affected the learning and development process before, 
during and after the learning activity were identified. Altogether, the analysis steps 
contributed to identifying some conditions that seemed particularly important to 
develop the WPDPs.   

Data analysis in Sub-study 2 
In the preliminary analysis of the research reports, two main developments had 

emerged (the coaching method, and turning the WPDP (or parts of it) into a more 
permanent organization). The 31 interview transcripts (which were the same as 
those used in Sub-study 1) were read again, now with a focus on who was involved 
in the meetings and in which groups they met. Through this, broker encounters at 
different levels of the MI-WPDP were identified, and the roles they had played in 
the development of the WPDP were described. To distinguish between when the 
brokers made sense of the development of the WPDP (identification or reflection) 
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and when they took action during the development (coordination or transfor-
mation), Akkerman and Bakker’s (2011) analysis model was used. This allowed 
us to identify different broker characteristics at different levels.   

Data analysis in Sub-study 3 
The qualitative content analysis in Sub-study 3 was based on interview tran-

scripts and notes taken at the seminar in the social welfare department. First, con-
ditions during the change effort were sorted into two categories – internal and ex-
ternal conditions. Second, the internal and external conditions were sub-catego-
rized as conditions that enabled or constrained the change effort, using the theo-
retical framework of expansive-restrictive learning environments (Fuller & Un-
win, 2004). Themes emerged during the analysis process that demonstrated key 
conditions for employees’ learning when the concept of continuous improvement 
was introduced into their everyday work. The themes were: 1) initial implemen-
tation, and top-management steering and monitoring of the ‘Lean investment’, 2) 
activities and support provided by the WPDP,3) activities and support provided 
by the internal Lean support team, and 4) first-line managers’ ability to facilitate 
learning for employees. The follow-up interviews (Table 2) provided information 
about a lack of documented effects of the change effort, and added a retrospec-
tive view of the change effort.  

Data analysis in Sub-study 4 
The data analysis, based on the interview transcripts, was carried out in two 

steps. First, the transcripts were read to obtain a general understanding of the ma-
terial and to define categories of the conditions for learning. The categories were: 
1) competence-development activities and support by the coach provided by the 
WPDP, 2) organizational conditions, 3) employees’ commitment and engagement, 
and 4) the development of an internal support structure. Then, the four enterprises 
were compared. The comparison consisted of investigations into how the WPDP 
support was interwoven with everyday work activities, and what had enabled em-
ployee learning and employee-driven innovation. This comparison revealed struc-
tures to promote employee learning and innovation that were to remain after leav-
ing the WPDP. The second step also gave insight into which part of the support 
provided by the MI-WPDP had contributed to strengthening the learning environ-
ments in the enterprises. 

Ethical considerations 
The research has been conducted according to Swedish law and according to the 
four ethical principles for social and humanities studies laid down by the Swedish 
Research Council. These concern information about the research, informed con-
sent, confidentiality, and the use of data. The description of data-collection proce-
dures above makes it clear how the ethical principles were applied. For the MI and 
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PS-WPDPs Swedish law did not require ethical committee approval. For studies 
in the supported organizations of the PS-WPDP, which included issues relating to 
health and the work environment, approval from the relevant ethical committee 
was obtained.30  
 Discretion was key when working with the overarching and operative levels 
of the WPDPs, because this is an essentially political arena. I made clear that I was 
not at liberty to discuss what others had said, other than when presenting the views 
of different groups or stakeholders in seminars organized for that purpose. Further-
more, all of the quotations used in Sub-studies 1 and 2 were used with the permis-
sion of the interviewees, after they had read the quotation. This was important from 
an ethical standpoint, because some of the material depicts personal views on the 
WPDP development. Indiscrete dissemination of these views in research reports 
would possibly have hindered negotiations between stakeholders.    

It is also important from an ethical point of view to balance different perspec-
tives properly. There were occasions on which I felt that I was walking along a 
thin line between depicting different views, doing the views justice, and not omit-
ting anything said in the interviews. From an ethical point of view, the presentation 
of those views must be clear and balanced, especially in the initial research reports. 
I selected quotations for the sub-studies with that balance firmly in mind. 

                                              
 
30 The Regional Ethical Committee of Linköping (no. 2011/226-31)   
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6. SUMMARIES OF SUB-STUDIES 

This chapter comprises summaries of the peer-reviewed book chapter (which re-
ports the major findings of the licentiate thesis (Halvarsson Lundkvist, 2013) and 
the three scientific articles that make up the thesis’ empirical base (Sub-studies 1-
4).  

Sub-study 1: Programme steering by learning 
The purpose of Sub-study 1 was to demonstrate the need for learning-oriented 
models to steer complex change programmes.31 The study focused on learning that 
took place in different meetings attended by persons who had different functions 
in the TE and MI-WPDPs (Additional case 1 and the main case).  
 The findings suggest that the MI-WPDP was developed more quickly than the 
TE-WPDP. Furthermore, many conditions were found in the WPDPs that have 
been identified as conditions that enable or constrain learning in other types of 
organization (e.g. Billett, 2006; Ellström, 2001; Fuller & Unwin, 2004; Kock & 
Ellström, 2011). The conditions were categorized into: 1) properties of the WPDP 
itself (its culture or structure), b) the traits of persons working to develop the re-
spective WPDP (which the book chapter described as conditions required for 
learning), and, most importantly, c) the conditions found in learning activities 
(meetings) that were especially organized to promote the development of each 
WPDP. The conditions for learning found during the learning activities seemed to 
be particularly important for incremental changes in the development of the 
WPDPs.  
 Tools, such as reports on progress, problems or any disagreements between 
stakeholders during the development process, and conceptual models framing the 
analyses of the current situation seemed to promote incremental changes in the 
WPDP development, but only if the persons involved in the particular process be-
ing analysed were present. In addition, if the incremental changes were to come 
about, distinct steering (through a sufficient plan that guided the change steps, or 
through a steering group/board that could make decisions on which path to take) 
was required. Thus, it seemed that a sufficient amount of organized learning activ-
ities was required. More precisely, four patterns of movement in connection to the 
organized learning activities and incremental changes in the development of the 
WPDP emerged:  

                                              
 
31 As mentioned in the introduction, the licentiate thesis aimed to contribute to knowledge about pro-

gramme development through learning, and about the dynamics of, and conditions required for, such 
learning. 
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1. immediate steps of action based on a plan and participants engaging mainly 
in adaptive learning (guided by the content of the written plan)  

2. immediate steps of action taken, or authorised, by a present steering board 
or steering group, which seemed to require developmental learning 

3. no learning (in regards to WPDP development) and, as a consequence, no 
steps taken because of a lack of guidance in the programme plan or a non-
functioning steering facility, or 

4. a delay (up to a year) before any steps were taken.  
 
In the case of pattern 4, the delay arose when a steering facility did not have a 
mandate to make decisions about future actions, or if members of the steering fa-
cility were not present at the meeting, and there was no guidance to be found in 
the programme plan. This was the case, even when there were signs of develop-
mental learning. Thus, the discussion from several meetings between persons with 
different roles in the WPDPs often had to be linked together.   
 Two examples illustrate particularly clearly why the MI-WPDP developed 
more rapidly than the TE-WPDP. The first is from the TE-WPDP. The teacher 
educators had no allocated time in which they could participate in competence-
development activities. Thus, an important incentive was missing. However, be-
cause the steering group did not have the authority to demand that the department 
managers allocate such time, nothing could be done about the situation, and this 
delayed the development of the TE-WPDP. The other example is from the MI-
WPDP. During the development of the coaching method, a problem with copyright 
arose. Although the coaches knew what would solve the problem, the actions re-
quired were out of their jurisdiction, and they needed help from steering board 
members to solve it. Some steering board members took it upon themselves to 
negotiate with the partners, applying pressure to waive the copyright.   
 A conclusion in the Sub-study 1 was that ‘steering by plan’ was sufficient for 
less complex issues, whereas ‘steering by learning’ was required in complex mat-
ters and in situations in which many functions were involved in the decision mak-
ing. The findings demonstrated a need for learning-oriented models to steer com-
plex WPDPs, and showed that the long-term endurance of a WPDP depended on 
obtaining constant results from incremental changes. Nevertheless, ‘steering by 
learning’ is time-consuming and thus costly, and thus a well-balanced combination 
of both forms of steering was suggested in Sub-study1.  
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Sub-study 2: The role of brokers in a workplace 
development programme targeting SMEs  
The purpose of Sub-study 2 was to investigate the development of a WPDP target-
ing SMEs (the MI-WPDP) by focusing on the people who acted as brokers provid-
ing cross-boundary connections between its collaborating partners. The study in-
vestigated two research questions: 1) In what meetings and for what purpose did 
brokers meet to develop the WPDP? 2) What roles did the brokers play at different 
levels in the WPDP to provide cross-boundary connections between the collabo-
rating partner organizations? The setting was the MI-WPDP (the main case).  
 Encounters in the form of formal meetings between persons acting as brokers 
took place in various groups at different levels of the WPDP (operative, strategic, 
and national). In addition, persons who formally had a broker role, or took on such 
a role, attended meetings of one or more groups in which they created cross-bound-
ary connections between the stakeholder organizations. The findings indicated that 
the characteristics of persons who acted as brokers were important, because the 
brokers enabled the collaborating partners to move forward from making sense of 
things (talking about how to collaborate or how to develop the WPDP) to taking 
action (making necessary changes to develop the WPDP).  
 Different sets of broker characteristics were required to move from making 
sense of things into the action mode, depending on the level of the WPDP at which 
the brokers built the cross-boundary connections. Brokers at the national level 
(which is referred to as the ‘overarching level’ in the thesis) provided monetary 
resources to operate the WPDP. Thus, the necessary characteristics for brokers at 
the national level was the possession of a mandate or authority gained through 
holding a central position as a decision maker in the organizations they repre-
sented. This enabled them to negotiate how best to allocate resources, and to sus-
tain and scale up the WPDP support, a task that at times involved politics. 
 The most important characteristics for brokers at the operative level seemed 
to be professional expertise, and a desire to work at the boundaries of their own 
organizations to create new ‘things’ with other brokers. These characteristics al-
lowed the brokers to combine elements of coaching into a new coaching method, 
unique to the WPDP. However, brokers at the operative level were at times unable 
to take the actions necessary to develop the coaching methods, although they were 
able to make sense of the problem that prevented them from doing so. This was 
because they did not have a mandate or sufficient authority to act. Thus, brokers 
who were members of a steering board at a strategic level (which was portrayed as 
a level between the overarching and operative levels) negotiated between the 
WPDP partners who operated the programme, so that actions at the operative level 
could be taken to develop the WPDP support promptly. In addition, brokers in a 
‘future group’, which had been formed at the strategic level, made sense of how to 
sustain the WPDP support, before turning to brokers at the national level to discuss 
this issue.  
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 Important characteristics for brokers at the strategic level were general bro-
kering skills, a sufficiently deep engagement, and, most importantly, a central po-
sition, or personal connections to persons in central positions, in the collaborating 
organizations that were stakeholders in the WPDP.  
 Some brokers provided cross-boundary connections not only between the part-
ner organizations, but also between the different levels of the WPDP itself. This 
type of broker seemed to be an identifier of boundaries between the collaborating 
organizations or between the different levels of the WPDP. They used their per-
sonal relationships with other brokers who had central positions in stakeholder or-
ganizations to be able to detect the boundaries and cross them. Furthermore, they 
had acquired advanced brokering skills through the years, and they attempted to 
build trust across the different levels. Such brokers had an interest in developing 
the manufacturing industry.  
 In Sub-study 2 it was concluded that the roles and characteristics of brokers 
were paramount to providing cross-boundary connections between the collaborat-
ing organizations within each level, and between levels. The latter connections 
were particularly important in scaling up the joint venture, which was necessary to 
ensure that the newly developed competence activities that made up the WPDP 
support to the SMEs could be used beyond the temporary WPDP. One important 
practical implication was that stakeholders in a WPDP must engage individuals 
who are adequately equipped and willing to take on a broker role and to make 
cross-boundary connections at single levels of a WPDP and between them.   

Sub-study 3: Learning conditions for continuous 
improvement in a public service organization 
The aim of Sub-study 3 was to explore the conditions (internal and external) that 
enabled or constrained employee learning during the introduction of continuous 
improvement into employees’ everyday work in a WPDP-supported social welfare 
department.  
 In the previously mentioned change effort entitled ‘the Lean implementation’, 
continuous improvement was to be integrated with the employees’ everyday work. 
The plan was for first-line managers to be key players in the ‘Lean implementa-
tion’, as they were to introduce and continue supporting the employees as they 
adopted to the new work practice. To be able to do so, the first-line managers at-
tended a course provided by the PS-WPDP. In addition, internal Lean coaches, 
also educated by the PS-WPDP but employed by an internal Lean support team, 
were to coach the first-line managers.  
 Four major categories of condition were found to have shaped the learning 
environment in the social welfare department. The conditions were related to: 1) 
the initial implementation and top management’s steering and monitoring of the 
‘Lean investment’, 2) activities and support provided by the WPDP, 3) activities 
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and support provided by the internal Lean support team, and 4) first-line managers’ 
abilities to facilitate learning for the employees. In each category, several con-
straining conditions were found. Thus, most of the conditions identified restricted 
the learning environment for the first-line managers. Thus, the plan failed, despite 
the good intentions of the social welfare department.   
 The reason that the Lean investment failed seemed to be because top managers 
had not taken part in designing the ‘Lean investment’, nor did they monitor or steer 
it. Instead, the manager of the Lean support team was asked to both design and 
steer the change effort – a job in which this person felt very much alone. The find-
ings of Sub-study 3 revealed that the top management had become decoupled as a 
consequence of a decision taken by politicians to split the department into two 
divisions: one to procure the services and one to be operative. In addition, the PS-
WPDP that supported the social welfare department provided courses that were 
generally not integrated into the everyday work of the participants (the managers 
and Lean coaches). The Lean support team could not support the first-line manag-
ers in introducing the continuous improvement for the employees. In addition, the 
findings show that first-line managers found themselves without sufficient re-
sources to allow them to follow through and provide sufficient support to their 
employees.  
 Overall, the Lean coaches and managers stated that they were not adequately 
educated or trained to introduce continuous improvement in the workplace (alt-
hough they did feel that they had learned some things). The assignment of the first-
line managers had been to facilitate the employees’ learning and to continue to do 
so. This meant that the same conditions also shaped the learning environment for 
the employees. In retrospect, the Lean support team manager expressed a lack of 
partners in both designing and operating the ‘Lean investment’. 
 In Sub-study 3, it was concluded that joining a WPDP does not guarantee a 
successful change effort in a public service organization, and that a WPDP may 
mitigate conditions that are unfavorable in the organizations it supports by helping 
them to organize the change effort and the internal support infrastructure. Thus, it 
was advocated that a WPDP should integrate its activities into the everyday work 
of the persons who participates in it, regardless of their function in the organiza-
tion. This way, the top management and other functions may contribute to shaping 
an expansive learning environment for both facilitators of employee learning and 
the employees.    

Sub-study 4: Conditions for employee learning 
and innovation  
The aim of Sub-study 4 was to investigate how the formal competence develop-
ment activities provided by the MI-WPDP were interwoven with everyday work 
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activities, and to identify the conditions that enabled learning and employee-driven 
innovation that contributed to production improvements in SMEs.32  
 The conditions for learning were categorized into four major categories: 1) 
competence-development activities and support provided by the WPDP, 2) Organ-
izational conditions, 3) Development of an internal support structure and 4) Em-
ployees’ commitment and engagement. An important condition that promoted 
learning, employee-driven innovation and improvement of production were that 
competence-development activities provided by the WPDP were interwoven with 
the everyday work of managers, facilitators of employee learning and employees 
by the WPDP Lean coach. As previously mentioned, a major form of competence-
development activity in the MI-WPDP was university courses for managers and 
internal Lean coordinators. The MI-WPDP required that top managers engage in 
the Lean implementation, and recommended that a Lean steering group be formed 
for that purpose. During visits to the Lean steering group (or the management 
team), the Lean coach integrated the content of the formal courses into the work 
of designing the change effort, which included continuous improvement. Hence, 
the assigned WPDP Lean coach was responsible for the interweaving of course 
content with the practical change work of the top managers. However, all Lean 
coaches employed by the MI-WPDP were instructed to be flexible and adjust ac-
cording to the contextual conditions in each of the enterprises. The contextual con-
ditions differed between the SMEs, making flexibility necessary.    
 Further, the MI-WPDP promoted the development of an internal support in-
frastructure for employee-driven innovation that was to remain in place after the 
enterprise had received support from the WPDP. Different approaches to em-
ployee-driven innovation emerged in three of the SMEs. The first enterprise de-
veloped a Lean coordinator approach, in which an internal Lean coordinator 
worked in the same way as the Lean coach from the WPDP. The Lean coordinator 
became a link between the ideas and knowledge generated by the operators (em-
ployees) and the management. The management of the enterprises reserved the 
right to accept or reject the production changes suggested by the operators. 
 The second SME developed an engineer approach, in which engineers sup-
ported the employees in their innovative work by: a) acting as a link between the 
operators and the management, who had the final say in how the operators were to 
improve the production, and b) providing expert knowledge as engineers in the 
improvements of the production. This approach built on already existing structures 
of the enterprise. 
 The third SME developed a fully operator-driven approach, in which the 
management passed increasing responsibility for production improvements to the 
operators. The operators eventually came to handle the continuous improvement 
                                              
 
32 Full title: Conditions for employee learning and innovation: interweaving competence development ac-
tivities provided by a workplace development programme with everyday work activities in SMEs.   
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activities by themselves, supporting one and other. Consequently, the managers 
needed training to develop a more coaching leadership role.   
 Sub-study 4 pointed to the need for internal support for first-line employees 
tasked with improving work processes, and made it clear that such support may 
take different shapes or forms. Employee engagement was also important. Em-
ployee engagement seemed to grow with time, as the employees began to under-
stand their roles in continuous improvement. The sub-study revealed that a WPDP 
with flexible work methods can build on already existing structures when support-
ing the development of an internal support infrastructure for employee-driven in-
novation. However, this requires that the WPDP activities are interwoven with the 
everyday work of employees, and requires other favourable conditions in the or-
ganization. The findings are discussed in the following chapter.  
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7. DISCUSSION 

The overall aim of the thesis is to contribute to knowledge about learning in 
WPDPs and in the supported organizations when realizing policies on workplace 
development. The four sub-studies discussed different aspects of learning among 
stakeholders of WPDPs. This chapter brings them all together by focusing on the 
connection between learning and the realization of policies for workplace devel-
opment. It begins with a general discussion of the need for learning in WPDPs. It 
then focuses on persons acting as brokers, and the need to enable learning condi-
tions that promote workplace development. The discussion ends with some notes 
on WPDP support and some critical reflections on the quality of the study.   

Realizing policies required continuous learning 
Policies of workplace development are policies that aim to increase the operational 
performance of organizations by utilizing the innovative capabilities of the em-
ployees. The final goal is that employees improve or change work practices. How-
ever, the findings revealed that realizing policies on workplace development re-
quired also the use of the innovative capabilities of people with various functions 
or roles in other stakeholder organizations, at different levels of the WPDP, which 
led to changes in their practices. Only then could the development of workplaces 
in the supported organizations take place. This required both adaptive and devel-
opmental learning (Ellström, 2001, 2006) among representatives of stakeholders 
at different levels (or parts) of the WPDP, which may be seen as a large and com-
plex social learning system (Wenger, 2010b).  
 The WPDP framework that connected the stakeholders in the MI-WPDP was 
the policy that was packaged into a programme plan, and further developed, before 
it reached the supported organizations in the form of competence-development ac-
tivities and further plans for changes in work practices. Thus, learning was neces-
sary because the original WPDP framework (Alasoini, 2008, 2016) had to be re-
shaped not only when new conditions emerged (Artto et al., 2009; Pellegrinelli, 
2011; Rijke et al., 2014; Ritson et al., 2011), but also for it to benefit or be of use 
to all stakeholders (Brulin & Svensson, 2012; Elg et al., 2015; Freeman et al., 
2010; Laestadius, et al., 2007; Majone & Vildavsky, 1984). This was a type of 
emergent governance (Wenger, 2010b) or ‘steering by learning’ (Sub-study 1), 
which incrementally re-shaped the framework. Nevertheless, the framework also 
made such learning possible because it comprised shared artefacts or possibly a 
shared boundary object, which were organic infrastructures that the stakeholders 
had in common although not always used for the same purposes (Star, 2010; Star 
& Griesemer, 1989). Some artefacts and boundary objects enabled governance of 
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the practices33 it touched that was more of a stewarding type (Wenger, 2010b). In 
other words, it enabled ‘steering by plan’ (Sub-study 1).     

The WPDP framework needed constant re-shaping to be accepted by the 
stakeholders 
 In the MI-WPDP, the re-shaping of the framework took place in all practices, 
from policy-making practices to work practices directly involved with the produc-
tion of services or goods in the supported organizations. With time, in-between 
practices were developed when stakeholders worked together at the operative level 
(Wenger, 1998), which was exemplified by the coaching practice. Changes to the 
WPDP framework were also made in the supported organizations, by the practices 
of managers or employee-learning facilitators. Sub-studies 1 and 2 provided ex-
amples of modifications or changes to the WPDP framework as it passed through 
different levels or parts of the overarching and operative levels. The steps of action 
taken when ‘steering by learning’ occurred exemplify this. Sub-study 4 provided 
examples of modification to the WPDP of each enterprise’s management practice 
(described in more detail in the next section). The constant re-shaping of the frame-
work was necessary throughout the duration of the WPDP, because each practice 
connected with the framework had its own internal logic (Wenger-Trayner & 
Wenger-Trayner, 2015).   

There was a visible line of guidance from policy to the development of work-
places, but it was not a linear one 
 The studies in the MI-WPDP suggest that for each new practice to be governed 
or guided by the WPDP framework, the framework was modified to suit the new 
practice (Wenger-Trayner & Wenger-Trayner, 2015). The modification was often 
made in conjunction with the practices that attempted to guide them. One example 
was the writing of the original framework (the programme plan), which was dis-
cussed between the policy makers at the overarching level and the operators of the 
programme. Another example are the adjustments of the framework made by the 
top management in collaboration with the Lean coach employed by the pro-
gramme. Modifying the framework made changes in the guided practice easier 
(Wenger, 2010b). Following the trail of the guider’s and the guided’s changes to 
the framework, it is easy to envisage that the ‘line of guidance’ was not linear, and 
that realizing policies may be difficult because of the many internal logics of the 
practices that are involved. Thus, the ‘learning-oriented’ models for programme 
management called for in the project- and programme-management literature 
(Cavanagh, 2012; Jenner, 2010; Lycett et al., 2004; Pellegrinelli et al., 2007; Platje 

                                              
 
33 I do not refer to whole communities of practice here (neither do Wenger-Trayner and Wenger-Trayner 

(2015) when discussing how practices try to influence other practices. A community of practice may 
entail more than one practice.  
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& Seidel, 1993; Russ, 2011; Styhre, 2002; Thiry 2002) are indeed necessary. How-
ever, as will be shown, making a ‘one-size-fits-all’ learning-oriented programme 
management model is probably not possible. Nevertheless, the thesis presents 
some practical implications for programme managers. 

Interaction and cooperation among stakeholders was essential to safeguard 
a dynamic framework   
 In the light of these findings, Alasoini’s (2008, 2016) suggestion that WPDPs 
have a shared framework accepted by all stakeholders that simultaneously applies 
to multiple organizations appears to describe something of a utopia, or at best an 
ideal to strive towards. Altogether, the findings of this study suggest that the stake-
holders of WPDPs do not have a shared framework accepted by all of them, which 
simultaneously applies to multiple organizations, because a WPDP framework 
needs to be dynamic and ever-changing as it passes through various practices 
(Wenger-Trayner & Wenger-Trayner, 2015).  
 Nevertheless, Alasoini (2008, 2016) makes a highly relevant suggestion when 
he suggests a third constituent of a WPDP, which is that organizations involved in 
the WPDP exchange information, interact and cooperate. The findings indicate that 
this is precisely what is necessary for the policies for workplace development to 
be realized34. However, the findings presented here also suggest that there must be 
a line of guidance (Wenger, 2010b). Thus, as advocated in Sub-study 1, there was 
a need to balance steering by plan (i.e. governance through a WPDP framework) 
and steering by learning (i.e. possibilities to adjust or change the framework). 
Based on the findings, the balancing of the two seems to be vital to realize national 
and regional policies. This is in line with both Elg and colleagues (2015), who refer 
to Weick and Quinn (1999), and to Wenger (2010b), who advocates that such a 
combination may maximize learning capabilities of a complex social-learning sys-
tem.   
 The findings suggest a constant interplay between what the policy makers 
could govern through the WPDP framework and what the practices being governed 
could influence by modifying the WPDP framework (Hodkinson & Bloomer, 
2004; Wenger-Trayner & Wenger-Trayner, 2015). The interplay required learning, 
which was achieved when stakeholder representatives interacted and cooperated. 
The main case (MI-WPDP) illustrated that the interactions and cooperation took 
place when stakeholder representatives participated in numerous groups at the 
overarching and operative levels of the WPDP, such as the funders’ group, the 
future group and the coaching group. The interactions and cooperation between 
                                              
 
34 An independent evaluation of the MI-WPDP first programme period showed an increased competitive-
ness compared to SMEs that had not participated in the programme. This conclusion was based on key 
indicators in the enterprises, which indicate that the policy was realized.  
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the operative level and the supported organizations took place in the support activ-
ities that the WPDPs provided in the form of courses and/or coaching. There was 
also interaction and cooperation between different levels or functions in the sup-
ported organizations, mainly exemplified by showing the lack of it (Sub-study 3). 
When the stakeholder organizations interacted and cooperated, their members 
crossed the socio-cultural boundaries between them (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011; 
Wenger, 1998).  

Not all boundary-crossing processes led to development of practices 
 The findings emphasize the importance of boundary crossing across different 
levels of a WPDP, when realizing a policy that is beneficial for all stakeholders 
(Freeman et al., 2010). The sub-studies give ample examples of boundary crossing 
promoting learning and development, both at and between the different levels of 
WPDPs (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011; Wenger, 1998, 2010b).    
 However, at times boundary crossing seemed to be a waste of time (Wenger, 
2010b), sometimes because there was too little of it to make a difference to the 
practices involved. The social welfare department (Sub-study 3) provided exam-
ples of this. The courses attended by first-line managers gave too little in terms of 
boundary crossing, as did the support they received from the internal Lean coaches. 
Furthermore, with the exception of encounters during courses, very few meetings 
took place between the operative level of the programme and officials in the social 
welfare department, and – indeed – between different functions in the department 
(Sub-study 3). Furthermore, the social partners at the national level pulled out, 
leaving the operative level without the assistance or support needed to gain access 
to top-level management of the public organizations (Alasoini et al., 2017). Over-
all, there were fewer opportunities for boundary crossing between different stake-
holders in the PS-WPDP than in the MI-WPDP.  
 Altogether, this indicates that just because members of different communities 
of practice meet, there is no guarantee for learning and development of pro-
grammes or the supported organizations (Wenger, 1998, 2010b). For boundary 
crossing to generate a potential for learning, it must occur to a sufficient degree, 
and it must be in line with the needs of those who engage in it. The example of the 
social welfare department also indicates that because of the lack of boundary cross-
ing, both between the operative level of the WPDP and between the department 
and different functions within the department, the ‘Lean investment’ failed.   

Some persons were especially important for re-
alizing policies  
The findings presented here suggest that boundary crossing among persons who 
represent stakeholder organizations is necessary, because a dynamic WPDP frame-
work is essential to realize the policies it is to operationalize. Some persons were 
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especially important, because they acted as brokers who maintained the balance 
between ‘steering by plan’ and ‘steering by learning’. Such persons achieved this 
by assisting in modifying the WPDP framework so that it would suit the internal 
logics of the practices involved. They were the persons who represented stakehold-
ers and acted as brokers. Through their boundary crossing, the stakeholder organ-
izations and the supported organizations were connected (Wenger, 1998, 2010a).  
 The most noticeable connections safeguarding a dynamic framework that re-
mained stable enough to steer towards workplace development were the ones made 
by brokers who moved between different levels of the MI-WPDP. Brokers in the 
future group and steering board connected the overarching and operative levels of 
the MI-WPDP, while the Lean coaches from the operative level connected the pro-
gramme with brokers who represented the supported organizations. Both cross-
boundary connections (Wenger, 1998) seemed to be vital for the realization of the 
national policy. This agrees with findings by Brulin and Svensson (2012), who 
suggest that there needs to be learning between people with different functions of 
a development programme. It agrees also with the suggestion by Öhman Sandberg 
(2014) that a shared goal among stakeholders is important, and that it may be ob-
tained only if there are actual needs for development work at each level.    

Social partners played a vital role as connectors of policy and operative lev-
els  
 In the MI-WPDP, persons who represented the social partners (the national 
trade union and employer association) connected the overarching and operative 
levels in a way that made it possible keep the policy dynamic. Their role was to 
make sense of the development of the programme, before presenting it to the policy 
makers at the overarching level (Akkerman & Bakker, 2016). Policy makers de-
pended on the information passed to them from the operative level to be able to 
make timely decisions on the policies and take action (Sub-study 2). Thus, the roles 
of some brokers was a political one (Hong & O, 2009; Kimble et al., 2010), in the 
sense that they had the interests of their own organization’s at heart when negoti-
ating (Freeman, 2010) to create the cross-boundary connections necessary to find 
and allocate resources for the WPDP.   
 Thus, the argument presented by Alasoini and colleagues (2017) that publicly 
funded WPDPs need not only consent (approval) but also assistance from social 
partners in interventions traditionally associated with the work organization and 
management, is not contradicted. However, the explanation presented by the au-
thors – that interfering with management practices is delicate business – is 
strengthened, by suggesting another reason that the consent and assistance of social 
partners are essential for WPDP success. This other reason is that they may act as 
brokers between the policy makers and those operationalizing the policy  



 

55 
 

Coaches played a vital role as connectors between the operative level and the 
supported organizations 

 The Lean coaches employed by the WPDP played a major role in connecting 
the operative level and the supported organizations. The findings of Sub-study 4 
show that this is where the major adjustments to the WPDP framework took place, 
making the framework useful for the actual practices that the policies aimed at 
changing. The main connections were made with the top management and facili-
tators of employee-learning when designing the Lean implementation together, 
and when building the internal support structure for employee-driven innovation 
(Sub-study 4). The integration of competence-development activities into these 
two functions’ work activities was important, because the internal structures were 
artefacts to stay and be further developed in the enterprises (Wenger, 2010a). This 
required knowledge from both coach and management, and thus the connections 
were valuable in regards to realizing the national policies for workplace develop-
ment. The findings also show that the modus operandi of the brokers depended on 
their personal characteristics (Kilpatrick et al., 2009). In the MI-WPDP, some bro-
kers were skilled Lean coaches with vast experience, which helped them assume 
their roles as connectors of the operative level and the supported organizations.   
 Conversely, Sub-study 3 suggests that when the internal Lean coaches of the 
social welfare department rolled out their support, they were too inexperienced to 
assume the role of connectors between the operative level of the WPDP and the 
persons they coached, or between their own top management and the persons they 
coached. They were simply not educated and trained enough to cope with such a 
role. Overall, because of the aforementioned lack of boundary crossing between 
different practices in the social welfare department, there seems to have been far 
fewer connections between the different levels of the WPDP than the amount 
needed for a successful introduction of continuous improvement in the employees’ 
everyday work. As a result, the ‘Lean investment’ developed into something that 
was not integrated into, but lay parallel to, the ordinary work of both the facilitator 
of employee learning and the employees. A contributing factor may have been that 
most modifications to the PS-WPDP framework would have been made unilater-
ally by the different practices, leaving them to interpret the WPDP framework on 
their own. This was exemplified by the sole responsibility for the ‘Lean invest-
ment’, which burdened the Lean support team manager.  

The characteristics of persons acting as brokers may determine which type 
of boundary crossing is possible 
 As noted in Sub-study 2, the necessary or appropriate characteristics for bro-
kers, in terms of experience and knowledge, brokering skills (Fortuin & Busch, 
2010; Morse, 2010; Wenger, 2010b) and ability to use personal relationships to 
move things along differed, and depended on the work tasks and work practices in 
the WPDP. If persons that were supposed to act as brokers did not have the appro-
priate characteristics, the boundary crossing did not result in action, only in making 
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sense (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011, Sub-study 1). In the worst-case scenarios, it 
was a complete waste of time (Wenger, 2010b). This suggests that locating poten-
tial brokers with the appropriate characteristics in WPDPs is important, if not vital, 
to realize policies on workplace development through WPDPs (Akkerman & Bru-
ining, 2016; Wenger, 2010a). However, whatever the characteristics of the brokers 
who crossed the socio-cultural boundaries of their respective practices were, the 
findings revealed that the other conditions also made a difference.  

Conditions for learning that are important to re-
alize policies for workplace development 
The findings clearly reveal that various conditions shaped the learning environ-
ments in which the boundary crossing between various brokers took place (Fuller 
& Unwin, 2004). This suggests that the result of the brokers’ boundary crossing, 
in terms of development of the programmes or supported organizations, depended 
on various conditions that either enabled or constrained learning among the stake-
holders (Billett, 2001; Ellström, 2001; Evans et al., 2006; Felstead et al., 2009; 
Fuller & Unwin, 2004; Gustavsson, 2009).  

Conditions that enabled or constrained learning at the overarching and op-
erative levels   
 Sub-study 1 revealed a number of conditions that shaped the learning environ-
ment at the overarching and operative levels of WPDPs, and a comparison between 
the TE- and MI-WPDPs was made (Sub-study 1, Table 6:1, p. 87). The comparison 
revealed that there were more enabling conditions in the MI-WPDP. As stated in 
Sub-study 1, it was an interesting finding in itself that the same conditions previ-
ously identified as shaping learning environments in more permanent organiza-
tions were important also in the WPDPs. However, there seemed to be a greater 
degree of continuous participation in meetings for various stakeholders (Armstein, 
1969; Eklund, 1997) in the MI-WPDP than in the TE-WPDP, and persons with 
authority or a mandate to make actual changes attended these meetings more often 
(Brulin & Svensson, 2012; Sub-study 1). However, tools, such as reports on pro-
gress and problems or other information that would support reflection (Ellström, 
2010b) or making sense (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011) among the stakeholders, 
were also mentioned as an enabling condition in Sub-study 1. Altogether, such 
conditions (both expressed and unexpressed) shaped the learning environments 
during broker encounters and in turn, this affected the speed with which the WPDP, 
including the competence-development activities that made up the support, could 
be developed (Sub-study 1).   
 Furthermore, the various meetings seemed to generate more work activities in 
the different groups of the MI-WPDP than the meetings in the TE-WPDP gener-
ated. As shown in Sub-study 2, the brokers at the operative level of the MI-WPDP 
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had been assigned specific tasks that required actions in the form of transformation 
or coordination. According to Öhman Sandberg (2014) and Halvarsson Lundkvist 
(2013), the TE-WPDP was struggling mainly with what can be categorized as iden-
tification and reflection processes at the time (see also Akkerman & Bakker, 2011). 
It is generally agreed that work activities provide many opportunities for learning 
if the conditions for learning are favourable (Billett, 2004; Ellström, 2011; Evans 
et al., 2006; Felstead et al., 2000; Fuller & Unwin; 2004; Høyrup & Elkjaer, 2006). 
This suggests that realizing policies on workplace development requires meetings 
in which representatives of stakeholders perform work activities together, not just 
meetings to identify what each of them can do or reflect on the ongoing processes. 
This suggests, in turn, that a sufficient number of meetings must be held, especially 
if the stakeholders have not previously worked together.    

Conditions that enabled or constrained learning in the supported organiza-
tions 
 Many studies have shown that various conditions shape the learning environ-
ments of organizations (Ellström, 2011). The learning environments of the SMEs 
were shaped by mainly enabling conditions that were divided into four categories 
(see the summary of Sub-study 4)35. One of the most important conditions identi-
fied in Sub-study 4 was personal engagement from the employees and other key 
persons. The aforementioned building of an internal support structure for em-
ployee-driven innovation enabled learning in the enterprises, not least because the 
Lean coach employed by the MI-WPDP assisted in this process, as did the compe-
tence-development activities provided by the programme.   
 In contrast, as depicted in Sub-study 3, the conditions in the social welfare 
department were far from favourable. Most of the conditions, such as the lack of 
motivation of first-line managers and the absence of the top management, con-
strained learning, which contributed to shaping a restrictive learning environment 
for the employees (Fuller & Unwin, 2004, 2011). This resulted in few connections 
between the top-management practice, the coaching practice, and the work prac-
tices led by the first-line managers.  

Facilitators of employee learning were the last link in the line of guidance, 
and an important condition 
 In line with other studies, a particularly important condition found in the sup-
ported organizations were the facilitators of employee learning (Döös et al., 2015; 
Eraut, 2007; Gustavsson, 2009; Lancaster & Di Milia, 2015). The reason is that 
such persons were the last connection in the line of guidance between the policy 
makers and the employees who are to change or develop their work practices. As 

                                              
 
35 For differences between the studied enterprises, see Sub-study 4. 
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such, they too may be seen as brokers if they take on such a role. The main ap-
proach to promote employee learning has long been to employ managers and de-
velop them (Eraut et al., 1999). In the enterprises supported by the MI-WPDP, the 
facilitators of employee learning worked in direct connection with an experienced 
Lean coach employed by the WPDP, which seemed to provide them with the skills 
they needed. Furthermore, their roles as facilitators were sanctioned by the top 
management, who had participated in designing the internal support infrastructure, 
with support from the WPDP Lean coach.  
 In contrast, in the PS-WPDP, the only connection the facilitators had with the 
WPDP framework was a three-day course. They were then to be supported by in-
ternal Lean coaches who had received only slightly more education, and who were 
virtually inexperienced as Lean coaches. Furthermore, most first-line managers 
were subject to other pressing conditions, including a lack of general resources 
(Ellström, 2006; Gustavsson, 2009), which meant that they had to be more perfor-
mance-oriented and less oriented towards facilitating employee learning to de-
velop the workplace (Wallo et al., 2013). It is, thus, not surprising that the Lean 
investment failed in most parts. Furthermore, the competence-development activ-
ities for first-line managers became disconnected from the goals of the department 
(Fuller & Unwin, 2004) as a consequence of the change of focus, prompted by new 
politicians. As a result, the overall ‘Lean investment’ failed.     
 The decisions taken by politicians mentioned above provide an example of 
external conditions affecting internal ones (Elkjaer et al., 2007; Evans, 2015; 
Fuller et al., 2003, Evans, 2015; Rule et al., 2016). Other external conditions were 
the general financial constraints within the municipality, which in turn, gave the 
first-line managers too little resources to both carry out and develop their work 
practice. The external PS-WPDP did not have the power to mitigate the unfavour-
able external conditions that affected the internal conditions in such a devastating 
way.  
 The sheer size of public-service organizations, which can be seen as complex 
social learning systems in themselves (Wenger, 2010b), and the fact that they are 
governed by local politicians may make it particularly difficult to realize any na-
tional policies for workplace development. Perhaps this makes the consent and 
support from social partners particularly important in public organizations. Never-
theless, the findings revealed that WPDPs can make a difference in both public 
and private organizations, but only if they are given ample resources, both mone-
tary and in the form of competent persons.  

WPDPs may contribute to shaping an expan-
sive learning environment in organizations 
The findings identified many favourable conditions that a WPDP may provide to 
help shape an expansive learning environment in the organizations it supported. 
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However, to do so the WPDPs need resources and competent persons. A compar-
ison between the MI- and PS-WPDPs provides some clues to how WPDPs may 
contribute to workplace development.  

Table 5 provides an overview of the differences in support that the enterprises 
supported by the MI-WPDP and the social welfare department supported by the 
PS-WPDP received.  
 
Table 5. Support received from the PS- and MI-WPDPs. 
Type of support 
 

Social welfare department 
(PS-WPDP) 

SMEs 
(MI-WPDP) 

Designing the Lean imple-
mentation 
 

No Yes 

Courses for employees 
(the persons to carry out 
continuous improvement) 
 

No                              
(by choice of the social 
department) 

Yes 
 

Courses for facilitators of 
employee learning  

Unsubsidised 3-day 
courses for unit managers  

Subsidised university 
course 7.5 ECT credits   

 
Integration of course con-
tent in the em-
ployee-learning facilita-
tors’ everyday work 
 

 
Not noticeable  
  

 
Yes  

Additional courses for in-
ternal Lean coaches or 
coordinators 
 

Additional unsubsidised 
courses (in total 15 days)   

Not included, but provided 
at extra cost 

Help to organize an inter-
nal support structure for 
the facilitation of em-
ployee learning to stay af-
ter the WPDP 

No Yes 

   
Table 5 reveals that the support from the MI-WPDP was more substantial than that 
from the PS-WPDP. The latter relied more on traditional courses. Thus, it was 
more difficult for the operative level of the PS-WPDP to govern or guide the sup-
ported organization than it was for the MI-WPDP, because fewer opportunities for 
boundary crossing arose.   
 A closer look at the support provided by the MI-WPDP reveals that it con-
sisted of several parts, which each contributed to shaping an enabling learning en-
vironment with many connections between different practices in the enterprises. 
The first practice that the coaches targeted was the top management. The coaches 
integrated the more formal Lean courses into the top-management practice when 
the managers designed the Lean implementation. The coaches tried to ensure that 
the top management were engaged and took ownership of the Lean implementation 
(Brulin & Svensson, 2012; Öhman Sandberg, 2014), which was a way to ensure 
the shaping of an enabling learning environment. Thus, the findings expand prior 
research (Billett, 2012; Ellström, 2010a; Evans, 2012; Fogelberg Eriksson, 2014; 
Price, 2012) by pointing out that competence-development activities must be inte-
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grated into ‘everyday work’ (work practices) at different levels in supported or-
ganizations, not just for the persons who participate in the courses. These other 
practices at various levels in an organization shape the learning environments for 
its employees. This was also important because the internal facilitators of em-
ployee learning needed support from other functions to be able to take on such 
roles.  
 The findings show that a WPDP may contribute to workplace development in 
the organizations it supports, or it may drain resources from them without really 
contributing to workplace development. Many conditions interplayed to determine 
which would be the case. However, this study suggests that it is essential for actors 
in WPDPs to work towards shaping favourable conditions for learning in both the 
overarching and the operative levels of the programme and in the organizations it 
supports. Then, the much-needed balance between steering by learning and steer-
ing by plan may be achieved, which would seem necessary incrementally to re-
shape a WPDP framework on its ‘journey’ from the policy makers to the work-
places. The study has shown that the realization of policies on workplace develop-
ment is anything but linear (Cavanagh, 2012; Jenner, 2010; Lycett et al., 2004; 
Pellegrinelli et al., 2007; Platje & Seidel, 1993; Russ, 2011; Styhre, 2002; Thiry, 
2002). It confirms the point that Alasoini (2016:109) makes, when he suggests that 
WPDPs should be regarded as “open, dynamic and learning production and devel-
opment systems”. The thesis has provided some insight into why this is the case. 
Nevertheless, it has both strengths and weaknesses, which are discussed below 
before drawing some conclusions.  

Critical reflections on the study 
As mentioned in Chapter 5 (Methods), the circumstances during the initial data 
collection have both been advantageous and encumbering while conducting the 
research presented in the thesis. The main strength of the study is that the multiple 
case study design enabled a unique, comprehensive and holistic depiction of 
WPDPs as large and complex learning systems. I was able to show that learning 
among various stakeholders at all levels played a vital role in realizing policies of 
workplace learning, even though I was not able to study all levels or parts in all of 
the studied WPDPs in detail. However, keeping in mind that social theorising is 
not about generating statements that are true or false, but on organizing a perspec-
tive of the world (Wenger, 2013), the data was sufficient. The material from which 
I could select data was huge. The interactive research projects gave opportunities 
to collect data for a long period, especially in the MI-WPDP. This provided me 
with plenty of material to choose from. Nevertheless, the downside of having much 
material is that the analyses were time-consuming and had to be carried out in 
several steps in order to be able to identify the conditions that shaped the different 
learning environments throughout the WPDPs. On the other hand, the abundance 
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of data assisted me in the selection of important processes to focus on in the over-
arching and operative levels of the WPDPs. In the supported organizations, this 
was not an issue. The two studies that resulted in Sub-studies 3 and 4 had one set 
of data collection, with the exception of the two follow-up interviews in the social 
welfare department (see Data collection).   

Furthermore, getting close to the study object is paramount for the quality of a 
case study (Yin, 2018). Few, if any, studies in the workplace-learning field have 
depicted the delicate balancing of what I termed ‘steering by learning’ and ‘steer-
ing by plan’ throughout a social learning system. This was only possible because 
I was given access behind the scenes of the overarching and operative levels of the 
WPDPs (Eikeland, 2006). I was there because I was useful for the practitioners as 
a data collector, writer of reports, and facilitator of discussions among stakehold-
ers. In this sense, I was also a broker who affected to a certain extent the decisions 
of the policy makers and operators. It was my lengthy, close and active presence 
that made the work presented here possible.    

A circumstance that at first glance may seem a weakness are the differences in 
both complexity and organization of the WPDPs that were studied. However, that 
the WPDPs were of different magnitudes and organized differently is not surpris-
ing. As mentioned in Chapter 2, WPDPs come in various shapes and sizes. Fur-
thermore, the main point of the comparisons was not to evaluate the WPDPs as 
such or compare the organization of them. It was to investigate learning in WPDPs 
and in the supported organizations when realizing policies on workplace develop-
ment. 
 Nevertheless, a multiple case study increases external validity (Yin, 2018), 
that is, how valid the findings are for other WPDPs. Furthermore, in qualitative 
studies, clarity in the arguments is essential for quality (Bryman, 2004). I have 
tried to mitigate the complexity of the argumentation by systematically making the 
comparison and contrasting in separate sections, enabling the reader to follow the 
argumentation. Even though the complexity of the study objects makes both the 
analyses and the argumentation challenging, it would have been a waste to refrain 
from comparing and contrasting the WPDPs ‘as they presented themselves’, be-
cause the material is unique in that it includes three large WPDPs and some of the 
organizations supported by them.   
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8. CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICA-
TIONS 

 
 
The research field of workplace learning has contributed to opening up a new way 
of understanding the realization of national and regional policies on workplace 
development operationalized by WPDPs. Concepts and theoretical standpoints 
generally agreed upon within the field, which prior to this study have mainly been 
used to depict the development of single workplaces or more permanent organiza-
tions, have here been combined with Wenger’s theory of social learning. WPDPs 
were seen as large and complex social learning systems, in which the stakeholder 
organizations were connected through artefacts and people acting as brokers. The 
combination contributed to opening up the ‘black box’ of learning, as a national or 
regional policy makes its way to the supported organizations and finally to the 
workplaces in which employees may change work practices to increase the organ-
ization’s operational performance. 
 The first conclusion to be drawn is that it is probably not possible to make a 
‘one-size-fits-all’ learning-oriented WPDP management model, because the vari-
ous practices that need to be governed or steered by programme managers have 
different internal logics. Nevertheless, learning among stakeholders is imperative. 
The findings illustrate that policies of workplace development that are to be oper-
ationalized by multiple stakeholders require plans and other artefacts that connect 
the stakeholders. However, steering by plan must be combined with steering by 
learning, because the connecting artefacts are developed over time when realizing 
a WPDP. This became evident when viewing WPDPs as large and complex social 
learning systems in which the stakeholder organizations take joint actions to real-
ize a policy. Because the original policy was developed further by those who op-
erationalize the programme, the original WPDP framework (i.e. the policy) was 
re-shaped, and slightly modified for each practice it touched. In this process, per-
sons acting as brokers between the different practices that the WPDP touched were 
found to be important – especially those who connected the different levels of the 
WPDP and the supported organizations.     
 The next conclusion is that connections between stakeholders can only be de-
veloped if persons acting as brokers cross the socio-cultural boundaries between 
the stakeholder organizations. It is not sufficient that they are skilled brokers: they 
must also have the characteristics necessary for the level(s) at which they act as 
broker. They also need to have the mandate or authority and freedom to develop 
the framework as it moves along an envisioned line of command from policy to 
the employees’ development of work practices in supported organizations. This 
requires not only a mandate from their own organization but also one from all of 



 

63 
 

the stakeholders involved at a specific stage of policy realization. If there was no 
mandate, learning occurred mainly in processes of identification and reflection that 
did not lead to actions that maintained momentum in the realization of the policy. 
When momentum was maintained, a potential for learning and development of 
both the programme and the supported organization arose, provided that sufficient 
boundary-crossing took place. Nonetheless, identification and reflection processes 
were also necessary. Furthermore, the most important brokers identified were so-
cial partners who connected the operative level with the overarching level, coaches 
who connected the operative level with the supported organization, and facilitators 
of employee learning (first-line managers or others) who connected the WPDP and 
the internal top management with the employees.      
 The final conclusion drawn from the findings is that conditions that shape ex-
pansive learning environments are key in the entire WPDP, from the overarching 
level to the workplaces in supported organization, in which employees are to de-
velop their work practices. Consequently, WPDPs that find ways to shape the 
learning environments of both the overarching and operative levels of the WPDP 
and the supported organization into expansive ones may have a better chance of 
realizing policies on workplace developments. 
 In summary, the three conclusions describe the dynamics of realizing policies 
on workplace development, which cannot be achieved using a one-size-fits-all 
learning-oriented model for WPDP management. On the contrary, it is dependent 
on the creation of a sufficient amount of boundary-crossing opportunities, the skills 
and characteristics of the persons who act as brokers, and the conditions that shape 
the environment in which they encounter each other.    

Practical implications 
The findings presented here imply that funders and other authorities that make 
policies on workplace development through WPDPs should, when they examine 
programme plans of potential WPDPs, scrutinize how learning among stakehold-
ers that enter into partnership to operate WPDPs is to be facilitated. Linear plans 
that are not complemented with careful explanations of how steering by learning 
is to be facilitated may constitute warning signs. Operators that do not show an 
understanding for the dynamics and complexity involved in realizing workplace 
development by WPDPs, should not be granted the means to operate them. Fur-
thermore, because conditions that enable learning at the operative level is impera-
tive, funders should ask the operators how they will work to provide such condi-
tions. Consequently, it is essential to provide operators with sufficient resources to 
allow for steering by learning in an expansive learning environment. In addition, 
it is a good sign if the organization of the proposed WPDP suggests that there will 
be various groups with distinct purposes, i.e. work groups made up of representa-
tives of different stakeholders, because learning is promoted in such groups, where 
boundary crossing is necessary. Nevertheless, it is also a good idea for the policy 
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makers to identify persons who can act as brokers between themselves and those 
who operate the WPDP, so that steering by learning is made possible for the dura-
tion of the programme.    
 An organization looking for support to change or develop work practices by 
engaging employees should search for a WPDP that caters to all key functions of 
the organization not just to single work places or single practices. Competence-
development activities for top-level management and for facilitators of employee 
learning are particularly important. However, it is not enough to send persons with 
these functions on courses: the content needs to be integrated into their practice 
(their work). Thus, if the supporting WPDP does not provide coaching, any inter-
nal coaches who are to support the top management, the facilitators of employee 
learning, or other functions must be well-educated and preferably experienced. 
Furthermore, the top management of the supported organizations must sanction 
and support the roles of the coaches. This is not to say that participating in an 
occasional or ad hoc course or network with others is worthless, only that to expect 
major changes to work practices by means of such courses is probably not realistic 
unless the overall learning environment in the organizations is a fully developed 
expansive one. From the perspective of the WPDP-supported organizations, there 
is no guarantee for successful change efforts from joining a WPDP. Organizations 
looking for external support to develop the innovative capabilities of employees 
must be careful in choosing their support. A WPDP may consume the resources of 
an organization without providing any benefit, if it does not provide the appropri-
ate support. On the other hand, a WPDP may be a great source for learning, espe-
cially if it includes support in designing the change effort and help in developing 
an internal infrastructure that will continue supporting workplace development af-
ter the programme ends. The structure must fit into already existing structures, and 
the WPDP support must, therefore, be flexible.  
 Finally, a note on EU policies on ‘workplace innovation’ that are realized 
through WPDPs. As aforementioned, few recent studies on WPDPs that take a 
stance in a structured conceptual framework have been conducted. This may be 
because programmes that are to promote workplace innovation are scattered into 
different platforms and thus isolated from each other. Another reason may be that 
evaluations of EU-funded WPDPs have been mainly concerned with capturing re-
sults and effects, which, as mentioned above, is difficult. Learning evaluations 
have contributed to much empirical knowledge about what makes WPDPs work, 
perhaps mainly for the practitioners and the evaluators. However, the workplace-
learning field can contribute with concepts that help to identify the learning con-
ditions that are necessary to realize policies on ‘workplace innovation’. More use 
of such a conceptual framework would also contribute to more knowledge about 
the knowledge triangle, and what really drives productivity growth in an economy. 
For me, there is no doubt that learning among stakeholders of a WPDP can con-
tribute to an economy’s productivity growth. 
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Future research 
Research is needed so that funders and other policy makers may better understand 
how to assess and make a priori evaluations of presumptive WPDPs that take into 
consideration how steering by learning is to be organized. The work presented here 
provides some guidance about what to look for, but not how to assess applications 
in terms of steering by learning. This would be a complement to research on pro-
gramme logic or theory-based evaluations. In addition, more studies on learning 
environments at the operative and overarching levels in which the connections be-
tween stakeholders are created are certainly needed. Such studies may include in-
terviews and observation of meetings between stakeholders to identify other ena-
bling conditions for learning, and to further investigate the roles and characteristics 
of people who act as brokers. This would make a much-needed complement to the 
content analysis of policy documents, which is the mainstream method to analyse 
what lies behind a certain policy. Furthermore, studies on how evaluations may 
contribute to learning among stakeholders at the overarching and operative levels 
of WPDPs are valuable. In addition, it would be interesting to investigate in depth 
the roles of social partners and other mediators in making policies and in realizing 
them.   
 Future research that focuses on brokers and other connections between the 
operative level of a WPDP and the organization it supports is also necessary. 
Among remaining research questions are: Under what conditions is it possible to 
rely on brokers who are internal to the supported organization? Under what condi-
tions is it necessary to employ coaches or other types of broker in the WPDP to 
make the connections between the operative level and the supported organization? 
However, more knowledge about facilitators of employee learning is also needed. 
How may they become connections between top management and employees, and 
under what conditions?  
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