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Editorial

Welcome to the first issue in Volume 3 of the International Journal of HRD Practice, Policy 
and Research. For some years now there has been growing recognition of the impact of HRD 
beyond its traditional settings and aspects of focus. From an overtly ‘practice’ perspective let’s 
just look at Standards for a moment. Standards are a prevalent feature of the contemporary 
organizational environment. But as perceptively argued by Valerie Anderson (2017) standards 
are ‘no respecter of disciplinary specialisms’ and many of them have implications of our work as 
HRD professionals. From a more research-oriented perspective Jim Stewart (2017), following 
a review of HRD in terms of the UK research assessment, argues that it is likely that HRD 
has played a much wider role in achieving impact than might be suggested by examining only 
directly HRD related case studies. Jamie Callahan, in an article in 2012, takes the argument about 
perspectives on HRD a step further. “I don’t want the field to be satisfied with what we think we 
‘know’ is HRD. Let’s take some risks and think creatively about how to see different kinds of 
social collectives as ‘spaces’ for HRD so we can continue to shape our identity as a field that is 
relevant to the engagement of learning in ‘organizations’”. In lending the Journal’s support to 
such positions, I highlight three of the articles in this latest issue of IJHRDPP&R, which seem to 
me to reflect, albeit modestly, this wide-lens perspective on HRD. The first is the article by Steven 
Chase, Director of People in the Thames Valley Police Force in the UK. Its focus is individual 
and organizational fairness in policing. HRD, implicitly, is drawn into this examination as the 
author explores opportunities to promote a culture of learning in this increasingly important and 
politically sensitive context — and which relates not just to policing. In the second, an account of 
practice in relation to the leadership and management of change within a chemical manufacturer, 
a word search reveals no mention of HRD and only a handful of references to training. Yet what 
is ‘shared leadership’ if not a critical HRD construct with potentially huge practice implications 
for inclusive organization development? Alina Waite, Indiana State University, USA, examines 
experiential learning using graduate-level research. In one sense experiential learning might 
be regarded by many as pretty ‘mainstream’ HRD. However, her research is notable in two 
key respects. Despite its prominence within HRD practice evidence-based data on its use and 
practice in organizations remains limited. Secondly a glance through the settings and contexts 
of the research studies explored by the author provides further support for the Journal to take 
a wide-lens perspective in considering what can make a valued contribution to IJHRDPP&R. 

Elsewhere in this issue Vivienne Griggs (University of Leeds) and Jenny Allen (NHS England) 
provide an excellent example of collaboration between academia and practice. Their article 
addresses informal learning in the context of a professional group. A template for HRD 
practitioners wishing to develop professional learning communities in their organizations results 
from the collaboration. Importantly, it is also an excellent template for the Journal in terms 
of contributions of HRD scholarly-practice. Finally, I note a valuable, rather more policy-
oriented, article on training in SMEs from researchers at the Human Resource Development 
Fund, Malaysia. My personal interest in training and development in SMEs began some 20 
years ago. The apparent paucity of training in SMEs training providing an excellent basis for my 
own research and teaching. It is interesting to find not dissimilar problems still taxing the minds 
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of policy makes on a global basis. Whilst the programme explored in the article, to encourage 
SMEs to train, might best be described as partially effective issues remain in relation to such 
policy interventions, not least those of the ‘measurement’ of impact. 

I am indebted to Sarah Minnis (Texas A&M University, USA) and Ann McSorley (Scottish Social 
Services) for two viewpoint articles in the HRD Forum section; focusing on HRD scholarly 
practice and quality apprenticeships respectively. This section is complemented by a review 
of The Human Workplace a book addressing ideas about the people-centred organizational 
development. All three provide the basis for ongoing discussion and debate and indeed further 
substantive articles. 

A few thoughts about the remainder of the year and into 2019. I have little doubt that the Journal 
is close to a level of maturity where it warrants a Special Issue. Indeed, three themes are being 
actively considered for such an initiative — ‘HRD in Africa’, ‘HRD Impact’ and thirdly, an 
issue drawing together the best of the inputs to the Practitioner Day at the forthcoming UFHRD 
Conference in June. To achieve all three this year is overly ambitious but it is certainly a target 
of mine that at least one will see the light of day in the next 12 months. Two other developments 
are usefully highlighted here. Firstly, an application to Scopus is imminent. According to 
Elsevier, its owner and host, Scopus is the largest abstract and citation database of peer-reviewed 
literature. Recognition by Scopus will be a further milestone in the Journal’s development. 
Secondly, there is a need to strengthen the Journal’s support network and by this I mean both its 
partners — UFHRD and IFTDO — and its Editorial Board and Editorial Advisory Board. All 
connected with the Journal need to be active in helping source material and aiding and extending 
the promotion of the Journal and its dissemination worldwide. As regards the Editorial Board 
important steps have already been taken and I should like to welcome to the Board Jenny Allen, 
from the National Health Service in the UK, and from the USA Sarah Minnis (Texas A&M 
and Anthology Consulting) and Darren Short (GoDaddy Inc). Both Sarah and Darren have 
strong links with the Academy of Human Resource Development (AHRD) — indeed Sarah is 
the former chair of the AHRD’s Scholar Practitioner Special Interest Group – and thus reflect 
an important closer relationship between the Journal and the AHRD. Some changes are also 
underway and planned with the Editorial Advisory Board. Let me use this opportunity to say 
thanks to those leaving and issue a warm welcome to those who have recently joined and will join 
in the near future. Together, this loose community of Journal champions, can do two vital things: 
support and invigorate those involved with the Journal in a day-day, week by week capacity and 
secondly, sustain the longer-term development of the Journal as an outlet for scholarly-practice 
contributions — we are only at the tip of the iceberg here. 
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In Search of Individual and Organizational 
Fairness in Policing

Steven Chase, Director of People, Thames Valley Police

This paper considers individual and organizational fairness in policing and explores the opportunities 
to promote a culture of learning, drawing on organizational justice research literature, together with 
practice reflection. An attempt is made to synthesize the two into a working model of fairness in 
organizations. The paper examines how leadership style might influence such an ambition and how 
adopting a culture of learning and fairness might produce more organizationally just outcomes 
in Human Resources policy and practice, such as misconduct and performance procedures. The 
paper concludes that further research through the lens of ‘organizational story telling’ would add a 
richness to the research to date much of which has tended to be quantitative in nature.

Key words: policing, leadership, organizational justice, fairness, learning, culture

Introduction

The aim of this paper is to provide a scholarly-practice consideration of how organizations might 
begin to construct pathways to promote a culture of learning in the context of the increasingly 
important and politically sensitive dimension of organizational fairness and justice. The paper is 
situated within UK police practice and draws, critically, on extant research and the experience of 
the author from 20 years in Human Resource Management within a UK police force. The paper 
makes no claim to be an empirically based ‘answer’ to the problem of fairness and justice within 
organizations. Rather it provides a discussion platform from which organizations might seek to 
develop and sustain their own policies and practice. 

A number of high profile, serious issues — some historic like the tragic events at the Hillsborough 
football ground in Sheffield in 1989, some more recent events such as failings in child sexual 
exploitation investigations and misconduct by a small number of individuals — have led to 
reputational damage. They have also led to criticism of the police service in general and of 
some forces and individuals in particular. Readers should be clear from the outset that this is far 
from a clean landscape within a straight forward context. Politicians, the media, Her Majesty’s 
Inspectorate of Constabulary (now Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire and 
Rescue Services), the Independent Police Complaints Commission (now The Independent Office 
for Police Conduct), as well as police forces and the criminal justice system more broadly, also 
tread this ground. In the interests of public confidence and policing legitimacy, it is hard to 
imagine a more important theatre to stage Human Resources interventions which promote a just 
culture within the policing family.

As a result, there has been a growing interest in concepts of procedural justice and their 
association with improved public confidence, trust in policing and policing legitimacy (Hough 
et al., 2010). Concepts of organizational justice and fairness have received far less attention 
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in policing organizations. This article attempts to take a small step in shining a light on these 
concepts and postulates a relationship between leadership style and organizational justice, which 
in turn feeds procedural justice and policing legitimacy.

Despite an extensive academic literature around organizational justice, fairness, and blame 
— see the academic research context section of this paper for a brief insight — and some 
attempts (Syed, 2015) to bring research into practice, the practical world of people management 
remains relatively underexposed to these ideas as elements of leadership style and their links to 
organizational learning and organizational fairness. Whilst it has been argued that leadership is 
an essential organizational success factor (Alvesson et al., 2017) there is often little consensus 
about what constitutes good leadership, policing being a good example of where this debate 
flourishes. At best, it is a ‘contested concept’.

How employees perceive concepts of justice and fairness within organizations are increasingly 
seen as barometers of organizational climate and organizational culture (Schneider et al., 2013). In 
the language of ‘employer of choice’ they have become integral elements of employee attraction 
and retention. In the everyday parlance of our workforces, the words ‘justice’ and ‘fairness’ are 
used interchangeably and likely to feature in the people strategies, policies, and procedures of 
many organizations. Increasingly, leaders strive to position themselves in a supportive, coaching 
role and the Human Resources professional seeks to position themselves as genuine business 
partners, driving business change through people centric, fair process activity.

For this writer at least, in trying to illustrate the explicit relationships between leadership, 
fairness, organizational justice and organizational learning, there are four key pillars of debate. 
First, how do we understand concepts of fairness in organizations? Second, how do we foster a 
leadership style and an organizational climate where we create opportunities for learning from 
mistakes, avoiding the rush to tag such mistakes as blameworthy events? Third, how do we turn 
near misses — that is, events that might have happened, but did not for reasons of good fortune 
or positive interventions — into organizational learning opportunities? Fourth, how do we know 
our organizational climate is moving towards a fairer and more just working environment?

In an attempt to address these four areas of debate, this paper aims to examine concepts of 
justice and fairness in an organizational context, discuss some of the academic literature around 
organizational justice and fairness and seek to illustrate the relationship between organizational 
fairness and organizational learning in pursuit of a more just culture. The narrative will then 
proceed to a model of organizational justice and a shorthand mnemonic for organizational 
fairness, before looking at how they might be used to gain some sense of fairness in practice if 
the models are applied to leadership interventions and to Human Resources policy and practice. 
The concepts apply across a wide range of people management activity, including recruitment, 
progression, career development to name a few. For the purposes of this narrative, misconduct 
and performance procedures provide the exemplars. Finally, some summary thoughts are 
presented about whether the ambition outlined above has been achieved before adding some 
reflections about opportunities to take this work forward.

Academic Research Context

In academia, research and writing on conceptualizations of organizational justice are not new. 
Well over 50 years ago, Homans (1961) explored ideas around distributive justice theory in 
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organizations with a particular focus on interpersonal relationships and a reactive approach to 
the fairness of outcomes, i.e. how workers respond to fair and unfair outcomes. Distributive 
justice theory was later embellished by Leventhal (1976) as he added a proactive element to 
the judgement on the fairness of outcomes, i.e. how workers attempt to create fair outcomes. 
Around the same time, Thibaut and Walker (1975) and Leventhal (1980) were developing 
the concept of procedural justice with a primary focus on the fairness of process rather than 
outcomes. Folger and Greenberg (1985) took the conceptualization of procedural justice a stage 
further with Greenberg (1987, p. 15) commenting about the “proliferation of research and theory 
about organizational justice”. A third conceptualization of organizational justice — interactional 
justice — emerged from the work of Bies and Moag (1986), see also Cropanzano et al. (2001). 
The interest in organizational justice and organizational behaviour has continued to grow through 
the first decade of the 21st century and which has seen the construction of a fourth justice type, 
informational justice (Colquitt, 2008).

In more recent years, some commentators have suggested that this singular focus on the effects of 
specific types of justice may not capture the depth and richness of individuals’ justice experiences 
and that overall justice mediates the relationship between specific justice types and employee 
attitudes. Moreover, these authors suggest that an overall fairness rubric might broaden the 
focus of research questions in this area (Ambrose & Schminke, 2009, p. 491). Colquitt (2012) 
picks up this theme noting the potential merits of aggregating justice conceptualizations rather 
than differentiating them. This idea also permeates fairness heuristic theory (Lind, 2001) which 
suggests that the various dimensions are absorbed by individuals into a “fairness heuristic” 
which guides future behaviour (Colquitt, 2012). The “simplicity” of fairness theory, when seen 
to integrate the various elements of organizational justice theory, can offer a way through a 
complex field whilst aligning with human responses such as “that is not fair” and “I recognize I 
have been treated fairly” (Komodromos, 2014).

There is also some support for the idea that ‘managerial responsibilities’ in respect of fair decision 
making overlap the strands of procedural and interactional justice (Colquitt, 2001). Folger and 
Bies (1989) categorized these managerial responsibilities as follows: adequate consideration of 
employees’ views, suppressing bias, consistency of decision making, timely feedback, justifying 
the decision, being truthful and treating employees with respect. This list could easily feature in 
a ‘how to manage people guide’ under a generic heading of ‘fair’ treatment.

Finally in this section, I return to the birth of the term “organization justice” (Greenberg, 1987) 
to remind the reader that even at this stage, Greenberg was referring to ‘just’ and ‘unjust’ events, 
systems and processes. Ideas that remain at the heart of any discussions about ‘just’ organizations 
and ‘just’ cultures. As this narrative unfolds, an indication of the relationship between fairness, in a 
just culture, and the opportunities for learning emerge. It is to learning that my attention now turns.

Concepts of Organizational Justice and Fairness

It is important to share the definitions of organizational justice I will rely on. I have opted for the 
four dimensional justice types explored in recent research, rather than the three dimensional justice 
types of distributive, procedural and interactional identified in earlier research (Cropanzano et 
al., 2001). They are summarized in Figure 1 below.
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Organizational Justice

The subjective perception a person has of how fair their organization is.
Distributive Justice

Fairness of the distribution of  
organizational resources.

Procedural Justice

Fairness of the decision making processes  
within the organization.

Interpersonal Justice 

Fair and respectful treatment of individuals  
within the organization.

Informational Justice

Fair amount and timeliness of  
shared information.

Figure 1: Definitions of Organizational Justice (Source: Colquitt, 2001)

The four elements of organizational justice outlined above have been the subject of considerable 
research in their own right, but there is a growing body of interest in a single conceptualization 
of fairness, rooted in organizational justice (Ambrose & Schminke, 2009). It is important to 
recognize that the rubric of fairness does not stand outside the organizational justice framework 
and, indeed, has a relationship with the four strands — see Figure 2.

All this said, there is no escaping the subjective, social constructionist nature of ‘fairness’, and 
the conclusion that ‘fairness’ is a multi-faceted conceptualization. Additionally, I suggest that the 
introduction of organizational “fairness stories” into the debate, drawn from workers’ experiences, 
provide a body of evidence for potential critical discourse analysis or other forms of narrative 
analysis and an alternative to the emphasis placed on quantitative approaches in research to date.

Organizational Justice

Distributive  
Justice

Procedural 
Justice

‘Fairness’

Interpersonal 
Justice

Informational 
Justice

Figure 2: The Relationship of Fairness with the Four Strands

I am drawn to the overall fairness approach in seeking to improve the understanding of fairness 
in my own organization, particularly as influenced by leadership style and organizational climate 
and to highlight how the sense of fairness is reported by individuals in their working lives. I also 
accept that by trying to equate justice with fairness, philosophically speaking at least, I might 
be on dangerous ground at the more academic level of debate. Nevertheless, it may help to 
better understand the relative influence of fairness — characterized by the organizational justice 
paradigm — if employee satisfaction and motivation are expressed in the everyday language of 
the worker; a sense that this is a ‘good place to work’ and ‘I am treated fairly at work’. Even more 
pragmatically, an understanding and application of the single concept of ‘fairness’ may assist the 
busy manager in reaching conclusions to differentiate learning opportunities from blameworthy 
events without resorting to the more theoretical ideas expressed in the academic literature. It 
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may also go some way towards addressing the issue of the ‘use value’ of research: that is, to be 
relevant as well as rigorous (Gold, 2017). This is particularly important in trying to overcome the 
‘this is too academic and doesn’t apply in real life’ syndrome.

Gold was, of course, building on Pettigrew’s earlier work on the use value of research:

Research without scholarly quality will satisfy no one and will certainly disable our capacity to 
meet the double hurdle of scholarly quality and relevance (Pettigrew, 2001, p. 61). 

For me, there is a third hurdle; application of research in an applied manner across a range of 
contexts and environments. For the manager, this equates to making their respective industry 
more successful and their daily tasks easier to undertake. 

I attempt to locate the practical application of the principles of organizational justice — as a 
single fairness concept — in organizational practices by applying an organizational fairness 
model, to police leadership interventions and to misconduct and performance procedures by 
way of examples. Attention to the historical academic context and the contemporary search for a 
‘just culture’ based on learning rather than blame, as exemplified by Syed (2015), underpins this 
research into practice endeavour. It is not, however, an attempt to conduct an empirical study, 
more a suggestion that the dynamic and inter-relationships exposed here might present fertile 
ground for such study. My focus is on attempting to simplify a complex landscape in the interests 
of those trying to operate in the everyday hurly-burly of organizational life. See Figure 3 below.

Organizational justice  
literature

‘Fairness 
stories’ ‘Fairness’ A just 

culture

Organizational justice 
model

Figure 3: Organizational Landscape

Leaving to one side the academic research journey for a moment, it could be argued that the 
works of Matthew Syed, particularly Black Box Thinking (2015), have raised the profile and level 
of interest in individual and organizational learning to new heights. By drawing a stark contrast 
between the aviation industry and health services, Syed highlights the need to look at failure 
a-fresh and to consider human actions as part of systematic activities within organizations. The 
language of near-misses, learning from mistakes and moving away from a culture of blame has 
become common currency in leadership and management discussions in many organizations. 
Policing is one arena where such debate has taken hold and is attempting to develop the culture 
of UK policing by moving from blame to learning and organizational fairness. However, this is 
not simply a matter of ‘flicking a switch’ or indeed moving between two simple conceptions.

On occasion, it seems we need a catastrophe to trigger learning in policing. Avoiding catastrophe, 
let alone responding to it, is hardly a strategic ambition. At the same time, a tendency to seek a 
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culprit to blame has fostered a ‘climate of fear’ in some areas and a reluctance to declare near 
misses and to learn from mistakes. All of which influences leadership style at all levels. In this 
climate, it is not easy to promote learning and create a more ‘just culture’. To be clear, I am in 
no way defending serious organizational or individual failings involving serious misconduct 
or gross negligence. These matters need to be dealt with appropriately through transparent 
procedures to retain public confidence and the professionalism of the police service.

The way organizations respond to significant failings is, of course, a subject in its own right 
(Chase et al., 2015) and can have a significant bearing on organizational reputation in the eyes 
of the public and the workforce. Organizations, and particularly the leaders and spokespersons 
for those organizations, are quite capable of escalating public antagonism over a blameworthy 
event to a crisis by what they say and do. However, it is worth pointing out that media stories 
are not necessarily the same as public opinion. The latter can be more understanding than the 
media would have us believe and, in general terms, public confidence in policing remains high. 
On the inside of organizations, and if calls for a scapegoat become louder, employee voice is 
often subdued and learning opportunities remain hidden. Research around blame is clear that 
blame can range from very mild to calls for resignation, and everything in between (Hood, 
2010). The appropriate response will have a big impact on how staff trust their leadership, the 
organizational climate that pervades and how Human Resources policies and procedures are 
regarded and operate in practice.

Under the banner of the “logic of failure” Syed (2015) reminds us that we are quick to blame and 
quick to disguise our own failings thus limiting our ability to learn and move forward. He also 
makes the point that we have a tendency to move easily from a complex set of circumstances to 
a catchy soundbite, although this is not an inevitable consequence. I am struck by the number of 
occasions we hear the phrase ‘don’t overcomplicate things’ when the more thoughtful recognize 
the complexity of the issues we are dealing with in organizations like police forces (Rhodes, 
2017). We also have a tendency to seek certainty as well as simplicity — a double challenge — 
in a complex and uncertain world. The more we engage with information around us, including 
research, the more likely we are to promote evidence — based decision making. As Syed (2015, 
p. 235) puts it “we have to engage with the complexity of the world if we are to learn from it”.

As noted earlier, one of the aims of this paper is to explore whether it might be possible to 
promote cultures of learning and organizational fairness rather than of blame by connecting the 
organizational research literature with Syed’s work and to synthesize the two into a working model 
of fairness in organizations. My focus is to encourage and promote this culture of organizational 
learning and to create a climate where staff feel comfortable to report near misses and mistakes. 
It is also about encouraging managers to spend the time to fully understand events and rationally 
differentiate between a tendency to seek someone to blame and the truly blameworthy situation. 
In other words, an aspirational attempt to bridge the divide between organizational theory and 
organizational practice.

Accordingly, the sections which follow will focus on an attempt to illustrate an organizational 
model of fairness and to show how such a model might influence aspects of policing practice. As 
acknowledged earlier, it is problematic to equate justice with fairness at the philosophical level. 
However, for busy managers, the fairness shorthand may represent a more graspable idea and, 
perhaps, a pointer to trust in organizational practice. The term a ‘just culture’, might also seep 
into the language and practice of our organizations.
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Organizational Justice Model

Sparrow et al. (2013) make the point that viewing fairness through the lens of organizational 
justice is only one of a number of options for the Human Resources profession and for line 
managers, but it is probably the best known and most used. The writers also confirm the 
complexity of thinking about fairness in an organizational context. As practitioners, though, we 
need to be in a position of confident, informed decision making and apply a model or approach 
in ‘live’ situations. The development of the organizational justice model at Figure 4 below is an 
attempt to help us do that.

Unintended Action 
Unintended Consequences

Intended Action 
Unintended Consequences

Intended Action 
Intended Consequences

Seriousness of consequence 

Lapses in concentration 
Minor errors / mistakes

Routine / minor breach 
of code of ethics 
Breach for 
organizational gain

Clear breaches of 
ethics 
Repeated poor 
behaviour 
Reckless 
Personal gain

Corruption 
Operational dishonesty 
Deliberate / targeted 
discrimination 
Overt racism / sexism / 
homophobia

Local managers Local managers Professional 
Standards 
Department / Anti 
Corruption Unit

Professional Standards 
Department / Anti 
Corruption Unit

Unsatisfactory performance and local management 
action

Emphasis on learning / development

Misconduct and Gross Misconduct 
Proceedings

Discipline and learning

Accountability 

1. Clarify which behaviour the alleged actions initially fall within then consider consequence and 
accountability. 
2. Would peers of a similar experience, training, and competence have behaved in the same way under 
similar conditions? 
3. What would be the public/organizational perception of these actions and the action required? 
4. How have we dealt with similar incidents in the past?

Figure 4: Organizational Justice Model (Source: Hampshire Constabulary)

In the model, developed by colleagues in Hampshire Constabulary and based on previous work 
undertaken in the aviation industry, we see an attempt to draw a clear distinction between unintended 
and intended action and unintended and intended consequences in respect of misconduct and 
performance procedures. This in itself, requires careful thought and understanding of events 
before the key decision about whether a blameworthy event has occurred or not is reached.

As part of cultural change programmes in the policing environment, the organizational justice 
model has featured as a ‘mechanism’ for looking at misconduct and performance differently, 
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with a focus on the opportunities for learning. It has also been used to promote a more supportive 
leadership style, backed by ethical considerations. In Thames Valley Police, we have run 
workshops with colleagues at all levels across the Force and incorporated the thinking in many 
of our learning events and coaching interventions.

An important part of trying to highlight the concepts and benefits of organizational justice has 
been the involvement of our Staff Associations (the Superintendents’ Association and the Police 
Federation) and our Trade Union (UNISON) from the early stages of our thinking. It is working 
with them over a wide range of operational and organizational issues that leads to joint outcomes 
and cohesive working relationships, ultimately allowing us to deliver a better service to the 
public of the three counties of Berkshire, Buckinghamshire and Oxfordshire. In conjunction 
with our main collaborative Force — Hampshire Constabulary — we have developed a shared 
understanding of organizational justice across two organizations working together.

Whilst we are pleased with how the organizational justice model has been received by our staff, 
concerns remain. The model provides examples of incidents ranging from minor error at one end 
of the scale through to corruption at the other end of the scale. This does not address sufficiently 
well how we help managers to take a step back on the receipt of initial information about an 
incident or issue, to properly understand what has happened and give thoughtful consideration 
to a proportionate response before jumping to a blameworthy event conclusion and associated 
formal process. Similarly, the model stops at the point where learning has been shared and/or 
disciplinary/performance actions taken. It remains silent on how we observe what happens to 
individual and collective behaviours and the mood and personality of the ongoing organizational 
climate. The fairness model in the next section seeks to explore these issues and to offer a few 
thoughts on how we might construct these vitally important pre and post stages of decision 
making.

Organizational Fairness Model

The appreciate, sort, learn, observe (ASLO) organizational fairness model at Figure 5 has 
been developed by the author in an attempt to simplify the decision making process by asking 
three questions at the outset of our thought processes and to influence our leadership style as we 
respond:

• Is this a reported near miss?

• Is this an identified mistake or error?

• Is this identified misconduct or negligence?

With a career in the Royal Air Force prior to working in policing, I am very familiar with the strong 
emphasis on reporting near misses in aviation. As Syed (2015) has eloquently described, near 
miss reporting needs to be in the bloodstream of the organization to allow learning and changes 
to technology, machinery or practice to take hold. Even in the Royal Air Force environment, 
though, I do not recall much evidence of reporting of organizational near misses as opposed to 
those directly related to aviation. I would argue that the same is true in policing. In the latter, we 
are good at record keeping, case reviews and post-incident debriefing to review our actions, but 
often we move to the next incident before we have the opportunity to promote learning. This is 
particularly so in response policing where officers tend to move onto the next incident as soon 
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as they are free to leave the previous one. We are also less good at looking closely at near misses 
as a matter of routine.

Report near miss? Identified mistake 
or error?

Identified misconduct 
or negligence?

Appreciate Understand  
incident / event

Understand  
incident / event

Understand  
incident / event

Learning opportunity Learning opportunity Blameworthy  
incident / event

Sort Change  
practice

Change  
practice

Implement 
performance 

or misconduct 
procedures

Sanction if 
appropriate

Learn Share experience

Reflect on your 
leadership style  

and impact

Share experience

Reflect on your 
leadership style  

and impact

Share outcome

Reflect on your 
leadership style  

and impact

Observe

Figure 5: Organizational Fairness Model

When something has happened, the differentiation between identified mistake or error and 
identified misconduct or negligence becomes crucial, particularly at the pre-managerial response 
stage and at the early stages of any misconduct or performance procedures. We do have to 
recognize that, in some cases, we might know at the outset that an incident is blameworthy, but 
more often than not, we won’t. We also have to look at how our processes, police misconduct 
being a good example, start off and, therefore, set the direction of travel for any formal procedure. 
If we start with an assessment of likely level of misconduct, we pre-determine the nature and 
type of investigation. A subsequent finding of no misconduct does little to undo any damage 
inflicted by the investigative process. The appreciate stage of the ASLO model is, therefore, 
fundamental if we are to arrive at just outcomes, learning and organizational trust. There will be 
more on this in the fairness in practice section of this narrative.

The sort and learn elements of the ASLO model are not dissimilar in concept to the organizational 
justice model in Figure 4 so there will be little further coverage here. Suffice to say that learning 
and changing practice will be seen by the workforce as fair outcomes in all but the more serious 
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cases of misconduct or negligence. Few will regard heavy sanctions for minor infringements as 
fair. Equally, they will expect serious matters to be dealt with appropriately. This is the balance 
that leaders and Human Resources professionals seek to achieve.

The importance of the observe element of the ASLO model should not be underestimated. 
Whilst the corporate memory can be quick to fade in our fast moving worlds, myths and stories 
linger on, gathering ‘truth status’ over time, particularly in organizations which generally retains 
its workforce for many years and has relatively low turnover of staff. Policing falls into this 
category. Until recently, the police service had a fairly ad hoc approach to understanding their 
workforce ‘climate’ with individual forces engaging with a wide range of staff survey providers 
and, in some cases, not conducting a staff survey at all. These surveys no doubt provided some 
value to the respective forces, particularly if they tracked changes over time and the leadership 
of the Force responded to the findings in a positive manner. Too often though, the survey findings 
— and not just in policing — generate long action plans and become shelf bound quite quickly. 
As a result, staff lose confidence in their impact and relevance.

Perhaps more concerning around many staff surveys is the lack of academic and theoretical 
rigour underpinning them and the quality of the analysis of the findings. Free text is often 
included without appropriate codification and parameters which makes it difficult to analyse 
and even more difficult to draw generalized conclusions. We should be seeking to link research 
evidence and underpinning theory, the lived experience, the context of the organization and the 
resulting practice. Such a combination provides real opportunities for organizational insight and 
an improved working environment.

In 2014, we attempted to buck this trend in policing by working with Durham University Business 
School to develop an organizational climate survey based on sound academic and evidence-
based principles. From small beginnings, three forces working with Durham University Business 
School, we have progressed to agreement on a National Survey model for individual forces 
to subscribe to, endorsed by the National Police Chiefs’ Council. We now have 32 participant 
forces and are building a consistent picture of themes and trends. We have always argued against 
any form of ‘league table’ of forces’ performance based on the survey and this fundamental 
principle has been a foundation of the success. For the first time to this writer’s knowledge, 
forces are able to gain an insight into the observe element of the organizational fairness model in 
the relative comfort of their own data and findings. Moreover, they can hold more sophisticated 
conversations about areas where potential opportunities for improvement are highlighted.

By way of example, and particularly pertinent to this text, we have been using the climate survey 
to understand the impact of leadership style on the levels of discomfort felt by staff and the 
relationship to blame. Insights have been gained through collaborative research into the impact 
of the different styles of leadership. See Figure 6 below for an example.
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Culture of Learning from Mistakes

A culture of learning from mistakes refers to the extent to which individuals perceive their 
organization, and people within the organization, as viewing mistakes or errors as opportunities 
to learn and develop. Mistakes or errors are considered as a source of feedback for improvement 
in daily work, and are treated as learning opportunities throughout the organization throughout a 
series of discussions, analysis, and information-sharing (Gracey et al., 2017). 

The Importance of a Culture of Learning from Mistakes in Policing (working paper) 

Figure 6: Culture of Learning from Mistakes (Source: Durham University Business School)

The research findings confirm that ethical leadership decreases employee discomfort and 
authoritarian leadership increases employee discomfort. Moreover, we suggest that an 
authoritarian leadership style leads to an increased perception of a blame culture and a reluctance 
to make decisions for fear of being blamed. Conversely, we suggest an ethical leadership style 
promotes openness and learning and creates a climate for more confident decision making. We 
plan to test these hypotheses in the climate survey collaboration between Thames Valley Police 
and Durham University Business School as part of the annual climate survey (Gracey et al., 
2017). The research findings also demonstrate that ethical leadership has a positive impact on job 
satisfaction, emotional energy and engagement, whilst authoritarian leadership has a negative 
effect on these factors (Graham, 2017). All of which chimes with the commentary provided by 
the College of Policing in that “a command style of leadership risks disempowerment of people 
and is the greatest obstacle to achieving a positive culture” (College of Policing, 2015). All that 
said, we cannot ignore the need for command in certain police contexts, public order situations 
being a good example. Conscience and compliance have their place!

Organizational fairness also has potential links with ethical guidelines, which are used by most 
public services to describe, to both members of the organization and the public, what behaviour 
is to be expected from their employees. Ethical guidelines are likely to be instrumental in 
determining what incidents might be categorized as problematic or blameworthy, and which 
are not. One issue facing ethical guidelines is that if they deviate from what members of the 
organization believe should be expected from them, then it is possible that they could be 
problematic in terms of perceived organizational fairness. Moreover, the ASLO model requires 
that an incident is reported and reporting could be affected by whether employees believe their 
organization to be fair and to possess a code of ethics they think is appropriate and applied.

In terms of policing, Pike and Westmarland (2016) found that, on average, police staff believe 
the likely punitive outcomes of infringements to the code of ethics are more severe than they 
should be. This could result in staff not reporting problematic incidents. Ensuring that ethical 
guidelines reflect beliefs about organizational justice could therefore be an important element in 
being able to use the ASLO model and in moving away from ‘them and us’ cultures of blame. 
There is, of course, a broader canvas for ethics in policing: the ethics of resourcing decisions 
and prioritization of crimes, for example. Here ethical decision making, based on wisdom and 
reason, in meeting the public interest is perhaps where we should be putting our effort and 
dragging ourselves away from ethics resting as the sole preserve of misbehaviours.
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Fairness in Practice

So far in this text, there have been numerous references to the word ‘blame’ without explaining 
what blame means. It is important to do so before venturing deeper into this fairness in practice 
section. What we should remember, though, is that in more philosophical writings, blame is far 
from a simple construct and its meaning is widely contested. Lupton and Warren (2016), for 
example, list four different philosophies of blame: 

• Blame viewed as a sanction to shape future behaviour.

• Blame viewed as a judgement on relationship impairment.

• Blame viewed as an emotional reaction to someone having been wronged.

• Blame viewed as part of a social system of power relations.

What we understand by blame and ‘no blame’ has a significant impact on how we identify 
blame and, more importantly, how we deal with it. It seems to me that to look for blame or 
seek to deflect blame, inherently undermines open individual and organizational learning. We 
also need to understand that individual feelings are driven by perceptions more often than 
rational outcomes. This is also important when trying to gauge ‘blame avoidance’ activity and 
the negative consequences of such activity. Not all blame is negative, of course, as Hood (2010) 
points out there can be positive consequences from the fear of blame such as reduced rule 
breaking and allegiance to public service values. This ‘positive blame’ has relevance in some 
aspects of policing, as it does in other emergency services.

Even in such symbolic organizational practices as misconduct and performance procedures, 
‘no blame’ can be “characterized by a constructive attitude towards errors and near misses” 
(Provera et al., 2010, p. 1058). It is not characterized by tolerance of deliberate acts of 
misconduct, gross negligence or unacceptable behaviour. Moreover, there are some who would 
question “no blame” in organizations and that what we are really talking about if we wish to 
promote organization learning, is changing our blaming practices. (Lupton & Warren, 2016). 
That is, how we identify and label blameworthy events in the first place and how we address 
them once identified. As we saw earlier, this formed a key part of my ASLO model. It also 
involves a shift in emphasis, and indeed management energy, from looking for the person(s) 
responsible to consider wider systematic change to prevent a recurrence (Shilling & Klung, 
2009). It has been suggested (Weick & Sutcliffe, 2001) that changing blaming practices might 
involve:

• ‘Safe’ error reporting procedures.

• System reflection and learning.

• Processes to identify and implement improvements in a transparent way.

In sum, this plays to the appreciate element of the ASLO model discussed earlier.

Shifting from a blame paradigm in policing involves confronting a deep rooted and pervasive 
focus on blame as an element of our legalistic processes. From the earliest stages of training 
and practice, the police officer or police staff member dealing with any form of investigation 
is encouraged to seek points to prove in criminal cases and thereby attach responsibility to the 
perpetrators. These traits are reinforced through our misconduct and performance management 
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processes which are applied and interpreted in a blame-attaching mode. This can lead to a ‘retreat 
and deny’ frame of mind.

We should also recognize the absence of candour in some police misconduct procedures where 
explanations are only offered as part of legal process. The very opposite of the aviation industry 
where candour has contributed significantly to improving safety in an inherently dangerous 
activity. Volunteered explanations in police misconduct procedures offer a number of potential 
benefits: ‘releasing’ officers providing satisfactory explanations, satisfying complainants 
more quickly and avoiding expensive and potentially damaging misconduct hearings. More 
importantly, learning would ensue at a meaningfully, early stage. In Thames Valley Police, we 
have eschewed formal misconduct procedures in all but the most serious cases, seeking the 
learning and marginal gains to nudge the shift to a more just culture. For the individual, this 
involves admission, contrition and a willingness to share the learning. For the organization, this 
involves confidence and respect for policy and practice.

Final Reflections

The most I can claim is to have made a start in understanding organizational justice and fairness 
and how its application can impact positively on organizational climate. We are beginning to 
unpick the decision making processes that lead to notions of blame and to see the benefits of 
decisions leading to learning and changed practice. We have more to do, but the momentum is 
growing.

I am acutely aware that this article only skims the surface of a complex, and challenging 
organizational development and cultural body of knowledge. Indeed, in seeking to create some 
form of bridge between science and practice, I may have muddied the waters still further. To 
address this, an empirical study of the ASLO model would be timely and, potentially, insightful.

In terms of understanding how leadership styles impact on feelings of fairness, we are already 
working with Durham Business School on new measures to provide such insight through our 
staff climate survey. We have high expectations that the new measures will add to our knowledge 
in this area and allow us to consider more thoughtfully how we turn this evidence base into 
working practice.

In researching this article, I was struck by the volume of literature on organizational justice and 
fairness. I was also struck by, but not surprised by, the paucity of research in this area conducted 
in a qualitative mode. It seems to me that further research through the lens of ‘organizational 
story telling’ would add to the use value of the body of research and help the busy manager to 
better understand the impact of fairness in the workplace.

Two areas of potential further research emerged in this narrative and have been highlighted earlier. 
First, an empirical study of the ASLO model from evidence-based and theoretical underpinnings 
through to managerial practice. Second, an interpretation of our climate survey results around 
the new measures we have developed which seek to help us better understand the impact of 
leadership styles on feelings of blame in contrast to the impact of leadership styles on fairness 
and learning. From a personal perspective, I would like to see this further research undertaken 
using mixed methods and through a critical lens to add further layers of sophistication to the 
research undertaken hitherto.
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Examining Experiential Learning and 
Implications for Organizations

Alina M. Waite, Indiana State University

The scholarly literature on experiential learning has soared since the 1980s, yet evidence-based 
data on its use and practice in organizations remain limited. The goal of this study was to fill the 
research void by examining empirical graduate-level research using a bounded qualitative meta-
synthesis framework. Forty documents were retrieved by an unlimited date search of the ProQuest 
Dissertations & Theses (PQDT) Global™ digital database using the terms “experiential learning” 
AND “management” to answer the overarching research question: What can we learn by examining 
doctoral dissertations and master’s theses on experiential learning in the context of organizations 
between 1991 and 2015? Analysis of the coded data revealed three central themes: (a) learning 
from experience, (b) experiential learning interventions, and (c) experiential learning outputs. An 
integrative framework highlights the significance of experiential learning for organizations from 
a human resource development perspective. Practical implications are offered around individual 
competencies, learning processes, and learning outputs.

Key Words: experiential learning programmes, organizations, reflection, action research, leadership 
development, performance improvement 

Introduction

Experiential learning, simply defined as the process of learning by doing (Kolb, 1984), has 
continued to gain broad acceptance and respect in a wide range of situations over the last several 
decades. As experiential learning has become more prevalent, a field of related scholarship has 
also evolved (Illeris, 2007; Lewis & Williams, 1994; Moore, 2010). Despite the history and 
breadth of the experiential learning literature (Dewey, 1934; Kolb, 1984; Seaman et al., 2017), 
particularly in the context of education, evidence-based data on its use and practice within 
organizations remain limited (Gitsham, 2011; Holmqvist, 2004; Larsen, 2004). Moreover, to the 
author’s knowledge, studies reporting results of graduate-level research examining experiential 
learning in the context of organizations are nonexistent. While it is recognized that doctoral 
dissertations and master’s theses produce empirical results and are generally considered worthy 
contributions, their works are seldom disseminated through peer-reviewed journal publications 
(Park & Timmons, 2008). The oversight by graduates to report original research diminishes 
opportunities to contribute new knowledge, inform practice and policy, and help advance a field 
(Maynard et al., 2012; Rocco & Hatcher, 2011).

To draw on the untapped potential of such contributions and thereby address the gap in the 
literature, this paper begins by briefly reviewing experiential learning. Second, it examines 40 
dissertations on experiential learning by using a bounded qualitative meta-synthesis framework 
to answer the overarching research question: What can we learn by examining doctoral 
dissertations and master’s theses on experiential learning in the context of organizations between 
1991 and 2015? Third, the paper describes three emergent themes: (a) competency development, 
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(b) experiential learning interventions, and (c) learning outputs, revealing how empirical, 
graduate-level research might add to our understanding of experiential learning. These findings 
are based on input from a range of newly hired and experienced professionals — team members, 
managers, senior executives, fire chiefs, medical officers, and human resource development 
(HRD) practitioners, who represent several types of organizations located in different countries 
— see Appendix for an overview of the dissertations’ degree granting institutions, methodology, 
and brief abstracts. An integrative framework highlighting the findings illustrates experiential 
learning as a learner-centered process within the organization. Fourth, it articulates the 
significance of experiential learning for organizations by offering actionable interpretations to 
HRD scholars and practitioners, OD consultants, management professionals, trainers, and others 
interested in learning and development. Last, final remarks underscoring the powerful potential 
of experiential learning for organizations are provided.

Experiential Learning

Experiential approaches to learning have received substantial attention from scholars since 
the latter half of the twentieth century. The essence of experience originated in part from John 
Dewey’s (1934) work: “Those situations and episodes that we spontaneously refer to as being 
‘real experience’ ... It may have been something of tremendous importance ... or it may have 
been something that in comparison was slight” (p. 205). In 1946 Kurt Lewin and associates 
pioneered action research as a new form of collaboration between researchers and community 
leaders that involved a two-week workshop to help improve civic policy (Seaman et al., 2017). 
David Kolb’s 1984 book proposed an experiential learning theory (ELT), which was inspired 
by the Lewinian Experiential Learning Model of creating and recreating knowledge (Kolb & 
Kolb, 2005). Learning as an emergent process is also consistent with Jean Paiget’s description 
of cognitive development (Kolb & Kolb, 2005). ELT is identified as a holistic approach to 
learning, which follows an active and adaptive process. Through this process, individuals 
construct knowledge by transforming experience through perception, cognition, and behavior 
(Kolb, 1984). Recognizing the critical nature of experience, Kolb (1984) posited “Learning, the 
creation of knowledge and meaning, occurs through the active extension and grounding of ideas 
and experiences in the external world and through internal reflection about the attributes of these 
experiences and ideas” (p. 52). Reflective practice moves beyond alternative human actions that 
yield a similar result (i.e., single-loop learning) to recreation of social structures in light of the 
appropriateness of the intended result (i.e., double-loop learning) (Greenwood, 1998). Today, 
experiential learning practice is widespread and proponents continue to introduce its various 
forms to diverse professions.

Different forms of learning with an embedded experiential component include action learning 
(Yeo & Marquardt, 2015; Yorks et al., 1999), action research (Maurer & Githens, 2010), and 
corporate adventure training (CAT) programmes (Gass et al., 1992). Although workplaces 
take advantage of experiential learning with the goal of increasing individual, group, and 
organizational performance, there remains a dearth of related evidence-based data reported in 
the literature to help inform practice and further research beyond that of theoretical papers and a 
few case examples (Matsuo 2015; Pless et al., 2011). Searching reports on completed graduate 
research provides a viable alternative to peer-reviewed journal publications, especially if one 
considers the numbers of postsecondary degrees conferred continue to rise. According to The 
Condition of Education 2017 report by the National Center for Education Statistics, for example, 
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the number of doctoral degrees awarded between 1994-95 and 2004-05 increased by 17.6%, 
from 114,266 to 134,387 (McFarland et al., 2017). Moreover, the number of doctoral degrees 
awarded between 2004-05 and 2014-15 jumped by 32.9% to 178,547 (McFarland et al., 2017). 
Graduate degrees typically culminate in a capstone experience and for a doctoral degree, most 
research is prepared as dissertations and reviewed by committees. 

Methods

A bounded qualitative framework guided this study on graduate-level research around 
experiential learning in the context of organizations. The approach was initially employed by 
Banning and Kuk (2009) to explore student affairs organizations and has since been utilized by 
other researchers in a variety of contexts.

Sampling and data collection
A data set originated from the ProQuest Dissertations & Theses (PQDT) Global™ digital 
database by querying subject headings using the search terms “experiential learning” AND 
“management”. Adding the latter term effectively screened for experiential learning studies 
situated in an organization context. The unlimited date search yielded 68 English records between 
1991 and 2016; one duplicate was eliminated and four records published in 2016 were omitted. 
Excluding the four records that were published during the same year the search was carried out 
ensured the final data set accounted for all completed works submitted to the ProQuest’s UMI 
Dissertations Publishing group through to 2015. Scanning the records for relevancy narrowed 
the data set to 36 doctoral dissertations and four master’s theses (collectively referred to as 
dissertations hereafter). The study was thus bounded by (a) a category–experiential learning 
framed within an organizational context, and (b) a twenty-five-year period between 1991 and 
2015. Bibliographical data, abstracts, and complete records in PDF format were subsequently 
exchanged from EndNote™ to NVivo™ software for data analysis. 

Data analysis
Full-text dissertations were examined. Qualitative document analysis (QDA) as an emergent 
methodology framed this study (Altheide et al., 2008). Template analysis helped to organize 
and analyze the textual data (King, 2004). This set of coding techniques utilized a list of theme-
categories (i.e., template), some of which were defined a priori while others were induced. 
Inductive codes emerged using the constant comparative approach (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). 
Different strategies were considered to protect this study’s trustworthiness. Bowen (2009) cited 
several advantages to using documents including, but not limited to, lack of obtrusiveness and 
reactivity, stability, and exactness. 

Findings

This section is initially organized by three central themes discovered in the data (see Table 1): (a) 
learning from experience, (b) experiential learning interventions, and (c) experiential learning 
outputs. Each theme is discussed, drawing on examples from the reviewed dissertations. It ends 
by synthesizing the themes on experiential learning using an integrative framework that was 
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drawn from the data from a systems theory perspective. An Appendix that is organized by themes 
outlines the 40 dissertations by providing the degree granting institutions, methodology, and brief 
abstracts. All references cited in this section of the article are drawn from the said Appendix.

Three Central Themes Derived from the Data
Category Learning from Experience Experiential Learning: 

Interventions
Experiential Learning: 

Outputs
1 Developing Competencies Prior to Transitioning to 

Workplace
Leadership Competencies

2 Reflecting Critically on 
Events

After Transitioning to 
Workplace

Decision-Making

Table 1: Emergent Themes and Categories from Published Dissertations

Learning from experience
Commonalities among the data from the dissertations and specific to developmental experiences 
were induced into two categories:

1. Learning from Experience — Developing Competencies 

2. Learning from Experience — Reflecting Critically on Key Events

Developing competencies was dependent on context. In a phenomenological study, Sherlock 
(2000) defined professional context as the personal and sociocultural factors surrounding 
one’s position in an organization. He found a politically-charged environment where power 
imbalances existed, for instance, hindered what and how chief executive officers of nonprofit 
associations learned. Smith (2000) confirmed organizational and social contexts were integral to 
learning to think differently; that is, a safe (internal) environment where people were permitted 
to experience failure and could learn from one another cultivated a culture that supported change. 
In a study using a quasi-experimental, multiple time-series design involving graduates of a ten-
month, in-residence professional military education programme, Thompson (2003) reported 
significant positive relationships between level of on-the-job challenge and self-reported changes 
in leadership behavior and characteristics. He concluded a climate conducive towards learning or 
other forms of support, such as mentoring, was required for translating on-the-job challenges into 
leadership growth. Similarly, in a qualitative multiple case study, Jones (2007) found hardship 
and challenging on-the-job experiences resulted in personal learning and adaptability to change. 
He also suggested fire chiefs be given a safe external environment to learn and practice political 
skills. Finally, Terrell (2010) revealed cross-cultural, lived experiences overseeing others in 
multiple countries were critical in developing global leadership competencies, such as the value 
of cultural sensitivity and an improved curiosity to learn.

Reflecting critically on key events, such as stretch goals, adverse experiences, and projects having 
high stakes, positively influenced participants’ development (Demare, 2014). Global information 
technology project managers felt these challenges increased their capability to manage the 
volume and intensity of their work. According to chief medical officers, business mistakes 
while trying to initiate change represented growth opportunities in personal and interpersonal 
leadership skills and values (Nowill, 2009). Last, based on interviews with 19 human resource 
leaders in a grounded theory study, early childhood experiences and contexts had a persisting 
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influence on the development, nurture, and exhibition of leader competencies (Wilson, 2006). 
Reflection was one mechanism among others noted as having a possible connection to double-
loop learning (Ng, 2011).

Experiential learning interventions
Commonalities among the data from the dissertations yielded two distinct periods along the 
career pathway where experiential learning interventions influenced performance: prior to 
transitioning to the workplace (e.g., co-operative learning, interning) and after transitioning to 
the workplace (e.g., learning to learn, action research, collaborative learning, and community 
service):

1. EL Interventions — Exposure Prior to Transitioning to the Workplace

2. EL Interventions — Exposure After Transitioning to the Workplace

Professionals participating in a few of the research studies were alumni who had been previously 
exposed to different forms of experiential learning interventions while students. These studies 
offered unique insights into the impact of experiential learning on early career outcomes. 
For example, Dickerson (2007) found alumni from one of three hospitality management 
undergraduate programmes using a cooperative learning model with the greatest structure in 
support of experiential learning exhibited higher preparedness ratings, higher job satisfaction 
ratings, and higher starting and current salaries than two comparative models. Structure included 
integration of academic assignments with work experience, reflective components, programme 
monitoring, academic credit, and transcript recognition. Furthermore, this same model with 
the greatest experiential commitment, whereby students not only attended class but did so in 
conjunction with employment, resulted in the greatest job and industry retention. To the contrary, 
statistically significant results indicated alumni from the model having the least structure were 
more apt to leave the industry. Dickerson (2007) surmised a decreased understanding of the 
realities of industry workplaces resulted in career dissatisfaction, which prompted the turnover.

With respect to exposure of experiential learning after joining an organization, a breadth of 
additional types of interventions were similarly analyzed. In one particular quantitative study, 
participants were adult volunteers for a philanthropic service organization. Using a pretest–
posttest survey design, Crawford-Mathis (2009) demonstrated an international service learning 
programme significantly increased the volunteers’ capacities to adjust to the new culture in 
Belize based on the amount of time spent interacting with the local citizenry and sharing a meal, 
shopping in the market, and teaching. Findings from the study confirmed culture intelligence is a 
malleable capability, dependent on cultural exposure, experiential role playing, socialization, as 
well as possibly other experiences. In a separate qualitative case study, participants were attendees 
of an export assistance programme for leaders of small-to-medium-sized enterprises. Through 
interviews, Jackson (2008) showed action learning benefited participants in their training and 
development about doing business in Mexico. Conducting business abroad took the form of 
trade missions, visits to select businesses, and field trips, all of which increased participants’ 
confidence in their own abilities. Debriefings and reflection of participants’ experiences helped 
them internalize new knowledge and learn from others’ experiences.

Peer-to-peer gatherings offer stakeholders from different communities an avenue to exchange 
information and experiences surrounding common challenges and solutions. An example of 
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this type of collaborative learning was a fisher learning exchange (FLE) among fishermen, 
non-governmental organizations, and government agencies for the diffusion and adoption of 
management strategies concerning fishing. Thompson (2015) carried out a multiple case study 
to examine characteristics of successful FLEs; she found a clear purpose and flexible objectives; 
careful selection of members with diverse professions; mixed activities, from presentations to 
site visits to local fisheries; and follow-up support in terms of logistics and finances were key 
drivers for success.

In a more traditional organizational setting like a manufacturing plant, for instance, a training 
intervention in learning to learn was piloted. Matuszak’s (1991) qualitative case study involved 
newly hired technicians, who were responsible for planning and evaluating workplace learning 
projects, and their supervisor. The outcomes of the intervention were reported, noting the 
following topics and experiential learning activities, in particular: learning style profiling and 
interpretation of results, project planning and evaluation, learning resource and strategy selection 
procedures, and reflection on problem-solving strategies.

Experiential learning outputs
Experiential learning outputs from intervention activities, broadly speaking, fell into two 
categories:

1. Experiential Learning Outputs — Leadership Competencies 

2. Experiential Learning Outputs — Decision-Making

The initial emphasis pertaining to leadership competencies is described using two examples. 
First, Jones (2015) compared accountants enrolled in a leadership development programme to 
a control group without training using a replicated pretest–posttest survey design and found 
leadership experience influenced the results of formal training. Accumulated time allowed for 
more mental schemas to develop, which helped leaders having greater experience leading tax 
projects and audits utilize training but left novice leaders unable to glean insights. However, 
while more projects covering a breadth of situations helped seasoned leaders form beneficial 
mental schemas, leading for longer periods of time placed a ceiling constraint on their willingness 
to learn from additional formal training. Second, Gillis (2011) collected survey data from 177 
global leadership development practitioners, such as a Chairman, Chief Learning Officer, and 
Human Resource Strategist, of U.S.-based international, multinational, and global companies. 
Gillis (2011) suggested competencies of domestic and global leaders are similar although some 
for global leaders are more critical and predominate: networking skills (via global teams), self-
regulation (through reflection and via coaching), knowledge (via expatriate assignments), self-
awareness (through reflection via assessments), and social judgment skills (via experiential 
learning). He also concluded the learning and development method and associated budget 
prioritization were dependent on the global leadership competency to be developed.

The second area focused on decision-making, which is illustrated with two examples. In the 
first example using a qualitative case study, Braithwaite (2014) showed ethical decision-making 
of seasoned emergency response paramedics was facilitated through experiential learning in 
emergent situations involving communities of practice with peers and mentors as opposed to 
formal classroom teaching. Findings confirmed critical reflection about ethical dilemmas was an 
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essential ingredient of navigating the decision-making process. For the second illustration using 
narrative inquiry, though, whilst experiential learning was perceived as being more valuable 
than formal learning it was inefficient insofar as implementing strategy (Hinchcliffe, 1999). The 
approach to strategic decision-making was transformed from instinctive to systematic through 
organizational learning.

Integrative experiential learning framework
Adopting systems theory, the three emergent themes on experiential learning within an 
organizational context were synthesized from an input-process-output perspective (see Figure 
1): (a) learning from experience at the individual level; (b) experiential learning interventions 
at the process level; and (c) experiential learning outputs from intervention activities, which 
impacted performance at levels of the individual, group, and organization.

 
Figure 1: Integrative experiential learning framework.  

This figure illustrates experiential learning from an input-process-output perspective. 

Learning processes, aligned with programme goals, produced outputs. Common elements to 
successful interventions gleaned from the data included: (a) a safe environment for practicing 
(conflict management) skills and encouraging ongoing learning and continuous development 
(Clark, 2008; Clarke, 2003; Davalovsky, 2003; Smith, 2000); (b) a structure that provides 
dedicated time, tools, and language for the work (Clarke, 2003; Ng, 2011); (c) facilitative 
processes, such as ground rules and inclusivity (Clark, 2008); (d) a facilitator to help lead the 
way (Ng, 2011); and (e) flexibility in objectives and delivery of the training, careful selection of 
participants, and follow-up support after an event or activity, including information dissemination 
about lessons learned and next steps (Thompson, 2015); 

Individual learning outputs resulted in new knowledge, skills, and abilities (e.g., problem-
solving and decision-making) (Braithwaite, 2014; Ghaffarzadegan, 2011; Hinchcliffe, 1999; 
Yates, 2011). Examples of group-level outputs were interpersonal skills and communication 
skills, as individuals also learned from socially constructed experiences (Gillis, 2011). Archival 
production records showed individual- or group-level performance was positively associated 
with goal difficulty but not necessarily with repetitive goal usage (experience), although the latter 
finding was attributed to statistical difficulties in analyses (Graham, 2012). Structural equation 
modeling established project performance was directly influenced by firm-level experiential 
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knowledge and process-based (team) creativity and was indirectly influenced by team-level 
experiential knowledge (Suh, 2004). At the organizational level, quantitative depth of experience 
influenced performance in some models and qualitative breadth of experience mattered in other 
cases (Mannor, 2008). These mixed results stressed the importance of discriminating between 
depth and/or breadth in selecting experiential learning approaches best suited to achieve an 
organization’s performance goals.

In summary, individuals transform experiences through organizational learning processes to 
enhance competencies and business practices, which optimally translate to improved performance 
outcomes at the individual, group, and/or organization levels. The next section sheds further light 
on the different experiential learning approaches and their impacts depending on specific aims, 
contexts, and support mechanisms. 

Discussion and Implications to HRD Research and Practice

This study uniquely contributes to the HRD literature on experiential learning to help fill a void by 
answering the overarching research question about what we can learn from doctoral dissertation 
and master’s theses between 1991 and 2015 that is of interest to organizations. Leveraging the 
study’s findings of graduate-level research three central themes emerged from the data: (a) 
learning from experience, (b) experiential learning interventions, and (c) experiential learning 
outputs. Each of these three themes are developed using practical examples from the analysis. 
An integrative framework constructed from the data also synthesized results. The following 
discussion highlights the importance of experiential learning for organizations, future directions 
for research, and concluding thoughts.

Implications for practice
Implications for practice concerning experiential learning in organizations are organized into 
three main areas that involve HRD (see Table 2): (a) competencies of the individual learner, (b) 
learning processes, and (c) learning outputs. Discussion that ensues is not intended to capture 
every topic revealed by the data but rather stimulate thoughts and offer salient, actionable 
interpretations for management, HRD professionals, OD practitioners, and others having an 
interest in learning and professional development for performance improvement.

Individual competencies. The findings point to practical implications concerning individual 
competencies. While employees are supposed to be self-initiated in their learning, organizations 
can also benefit by helping them learn from their experiences. “Employees create value for the 
organization by committing their knowledge to perform work and develop innovative solutions, 
ultimately for mission attainment” (Jackson, 2011, p. 34). Organizations have an obligation to 
make work not only meaningful but also provide individuals with the kinds of stimuli they will 
likely need for sustained personal success (Alan, 2006; Davalovsky, 2003; Nicely, 2009; Wilson, 
2006). As such, there are steps organizations may take towards facilitating their employees’ 
professional growth and development.

A few examples include incorporating developmental experiences, especially for high potentials 
and those expressing a desire to improve their leadership skills (Navaratnam, 2014; Nowill, 
2009; Terrell, 2010); inserting opportunities to learn political skills in a safe and supportive 
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external environment (Jones, 2007; Sherlock, 2000); and increasing individuals’ abilities for 
meaning making and self-complexity (Akrivou, 2008; Wilson, 2006). Demare (2014) and Jones 
(2007) discuss placing individuals in challenging (stretch) assignments before they are 100% 
ready to enhance their performance. Organizations may consider organizing mission-focused 
community-based activities to convert tacit knowledge into explicit knowledge and foster ethical 
decision-making (Braithwaite, 2014; Jackson, 2011). Clarke (2003) considers experiential 
learning to raise team members’ awareness about managing conflict and help resolve problems. 
The last recommendation involves mixing international project teams with varying degrees 
of experience and cultural intelligence, such that experienced members can be performance-
driven while inexperienced members can focus on learning (Crawford-Mathis, 2009; Suh, 
2004). However, Suh (2004) suggests choosing individuals possessing high levels of cultural 
intelligence for shorter assignments unless the stay is part of an overall plan intended to elicit 
developmental experiences.

Findings Implications Significance to Organizations
Learning from 
Experiences

Individual 
Competencies

Developmental experiences:

• Stimulate learners’ experiences
• Promote thinking differently and systematically
• Encourage active self-development
• Instill a growth mindset
• Incorporate challenging job assignments
• Develop skills in political and ethical domains
• Consider global competencies among the others

EL Interventions Learning Processes:

• Characteristics
• Structural 

Supports
• Exposure (as 

indicator of career 
success)

EL programmes:

• Support, maintain, and invest in learning processes
• Nurture a culture supportive of learning
• Establish goals and set expectations in beginning
• Align strategic objectives, core capabilities, and needs
• Ensure flexible objectives and delivery of intervention
• Define a manageable list of target competencies
• Align competencies to job function and context
• Enable mechanisms so learners present authentic self
• Provide structure to support on-the-job challenges
• Afford protected time to ensure goal achievement
• Enhance reflective practices at work
• Cast safety nets in support of failure 
• Offer safe environments to learn (internal and external)

EL Outputs Learning Outputs:

• Translational
• Success Factors

Facilitate learning transfer via reflective practices:

• Ease adaptation of behaviors with mentors/coaches
• Bolster group interaction and knowledge sharing
• Assimilate new ind’l knowledge into org’l knowledge
• Surface and manage team conflicts expeditiously
• Use evaluation to monitor progress

Table 2: Significance to Organizations by Emergent Themes

Learning processes: Characteristics, structural supports, and exposure. The findings confirm 
a variety of internal and external factors exist that can either facilitate or impede knowledge 
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creation. Recommendations are offered to enhance learning processes, generally, and leadership 
development programmes, specifically. The significance of developmental experiences is raised 
as well.

Experience within the learning process may be centered by making use of scenario-based 
training, case study presentations, and simulation (Braithwaite, 2014). As regards ethics 
training, in particular, she highlights incorporating individual values, community-based ideals, 
and empathy. Sherlock (2000) and Yeganeh (2007) recommend embedding stimulating, albeit 
practical, experiences that are contextually meaningful; Demare (2014) adds, these experiences 
where possible should directly support on-the-job challenges and foster developmental 
relationships. Navaratnam (2014) advocates best practices to accommodate changing work 
environments, workplace composition, and new technologies. Others recommend the use of 
skilled and experienced facilitators, mentors, and coaches to maximize learning from hardship 
and challenging job assignments (Navaratnam, 2014; Ng, 2011; Nowill, 2009). Careful design 
and evaluation of learning development programmes are critical for gauging the progress from 
beginning to end (Matuszak, 1991; Ng, 2011).

As regards leadership development programmes, several researchers clearly stress the 
importance of enhancing (global) leaders’ and CEOs’ reflective practices of their current work, in 
general, as well as their past life experiences (Davalovsky, 2003; Dickerson, 2007; Gillis, 2011; 
Sherlock, 2000; Yates, 2011). Reflection helps an individual internalize his/her new knowledge 
and learning, which may also alleviate fear (Jackson, 2008). For executive and management 
programmes, Sloan (2004) suggests structuring coaching interventions around raising one’s 
basic tendencies to a level of awareness so that inefficiencies based on personality traits and 
unwanted learned behaviors can be offset. Similarly, it may be a good idea for global leadership 
development programmes to take a global leader’s predisposition in attitudes and behaviors into 
account since different competencies become more critical outside one’s local context (Gillis, 
2011; Terrell, 2010).

Last, results on the importance of early exposure to EL lend insights for managing human 
capital. Asked to reflect back on developmental experiences from their childhood or time in an 
education programme, data from adult participants (leaders) confirm elements of culminating 
hands-on learning serve as positive career success indicators (Dickerson, 2007; Jeurgens, 2012; 
Jones, 2007; Richmond, 2013; Thompson, 2003). As such, organizations might identify job 
candidates or high-potentials with diverse portfolios of experiences like internships, cooperative 
assignments, or extracurricular activities to help satisfy their talent pool strategy.

Learning outputs: Translational success indicators. The findings illustrate the importance of 
transferring learning back into the workplace in order for organizations to reap practical benefits 
of creating knowledge. Jackson (2011) suggested integrating experiential learning principles 
into company sponsored activities to translate previously acquired business knowledge 
(tacit knowledge) to enhanced competency areas (explicit knowledge). Reflection, though 
unequivocally emphasized throughout the extant literature for its pivotal role in the learning 
process, remains the most underrepresented part of the cycle in organizations (Clarke, 2003).

Future directions for research
Graduate-level research on experiential learning in the context of organizations initially surfaced 
in the PQDT database in 1991 following the publication of Kolb’s seminal book (1984). Although 
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graduate work in this area is trending upwards, appearing each successive year after 2002, the 
production level is still disappointing. This plus the paucity of related peer-reviewed journal 
publications, generally, leave ample space for future research. In particular, researchers could 
compare and contrast the many forms of experiential learning and explore its varied applications. 
Ultimately, researchers might investigate its impacts on performance at different levels of 
analysis and learn how the various approaches can best contribute to organizations.

Conclusion

Despite the obvious significance of graduate-level research, contributions from dissertations are 
largely overlooked as sources of new knowledge. This study is the first to contribute evidence-
based data on the benefits of experiential learning in the context of organizations to the HRD 
literature. Findings from the examination of 40 dissertations confirm experiential learning in 
its variety of forms deserves greater attention and resources. Experiential learning programmes 
benefit employees through enhanced professional development and growth, which positively 
influence job satisfaction and retention; support and help sustain a learning culture via optimized 
processes; and enable organizations to adapt to change. A learning culture tolerates failure and 
dedicates time and a safe environment for reflection so that learning can be transferred back to the 
workplace. Its effective implementation requires careful planning at the appropriate performance 
levels, customization, execution, and follow up to yield positive results; however, the effort need 
only involve embedding EL elements into existing routines rather than initiating new, large-
scale programmes. It is important to move beyond rhetoric to integrate experiential learning into 
organizations, evaluate results, and disseminate findings.
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Appendix

1. Central Theme One: Learning from Experience
Source & 
Degree

Degree 
Granting 
Institution

Study Design 
& Data 
Collection

Population & 
Setting

Sam
ple 

Size Brief Abstract

Demare 
(2014) 
Ed.D.

Univ. of 
Pennsylvania 
(US)

Qualitative 
Semi-
Structured 
Interviews / 
Critical Incident 
Technique

Incidents 
recounted 
by 19 global 
IT project 
managers

64 Examined competency 
development through on-the-job 
experiences.

Jones 
(2007) 
Ph.D.

Colorado 
State Univ. 
(US)

Qualitative 
Multiple-Case 
Study

Fire chiefs 
who had 
20+ years of 
progressive 
leadership

14 Examined specific experiences 
that produced change in 
leadership and management 
behaviors (i.e., developmental 
experiences).

Nowill 
(2009) 
Ph.D.

Fielding 
Graduate 
Univ. (US)

Qualitative 
Telephone 
Interviews

Chief medical 
officers 

10 Examined the key 
developmental job experiences 
and the lessons learned that 
had the greatest impact on 
improving leadership ability.

Politis 
(2005) 
Ph.D.

Lunds 
Universitet 
(Sweden)

Collection 
of Studies 
Interviews & 
Surveys

Swedish 
entrepreneurs 

291 Developed concepts that 
enhanced understanding 
of entrepreneurship as an 
experiential learning process and 
tested a conceptual framework 
that explained how individuals 
develop entrepreneurial 
knowledge through experiences 
acquired in their careers.

Sherlock 
(2000) 
Ed.D.

The George 
Washington 
Univ. (US)

Qualitative 
Phenomen-
ology ~3,000 
pages of 
interview data

Chief 
Executive 
Officers of 
nonprofit 
associations 

12 Explored learning experiences 
in a professional context (i.e., 
the personal and sociocultural 
factors surrounding one’s 
position).

Smith 
(2000) 
Ph.D.

Portland 
State Univ. 
(US)

Experiment 
Pre-Post Tests 
/ Qualitative 
Interviews

Manufac-
turing 
organization 
[62 students 
(31 per 
condition) 
and17 
managers]

79 A. Tested whether computer-
based simulation technology 
was more effective than a 
traditional classroom lecture-
based instruction in learning 
how to think more systemically.

B. Examined how experience 
provided learning opportunities 
that help people develop and 
sustain more systemic thinking.
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Terrell 
(2010) 
Ed.D.

The George 
Washington 
Univ. (US)

Qualitative 
Phenom-
enology

Senior-level 
leaders in 
6 global 
companies 

12 Explored the developmental 
experiences of global leaders 
in order to understand what 
they learned and how they 
learned and developed their 
competencies, motives, and 
mindsets.

Thompson 
(2003) 
Ed.D.

The George 
Washington 
Univ. (US)

Quantitative 
Quasi-
Experimental, 
Multiple Time-
Series Design

Alumni of a 
professional 
military 
education 
program (5 
cohorts) 

579 Examined the relationship 
between exposure to on-the-job 
developmental opportunities 
inherent in jobs and self-
perceived changes in leadership 
behavior and characteristics.

Wilson 
(2006) 
D.M.

Univ. of 
Phoenix(US)

Blended 
Grounded 
Theory 
Interviews

HR mid- to 
senior-level 
professional & 
other business 
leaders 

19 Described how personal and 
professional life experiences 
influenced the development of 
leader competencies.

2. Central Theme Two: Experiential Learning Interventions
Cilliers 
(2000) 
Ph.D.

Univ. of 
Pretoria 
(South 
Africa)

Qualitative 
Action 
Research

Dis-
advantaged 
employees in 
an industrial 
context

Unk Reported on the development 
of an experiential learning 
process to help in developing 
employees’ competencies.

Clark 
(2008) 
Ph.D.

Antioch 
Univ. (US)

Qualitative 
Case Study

Members of a 
management 
/ leadership 
team 

8 Analyzed an example of 
action learning around an 
organization’s efforts to change 
from autocratic leadership to 
a more collaborative working 
environment.

Clarke 
(2003) 
M.A. 

Univ. of 
Toronto 
(Canada)

Qualitative 
Approach of 
Ethnomethod-
ology / In-
Depth Case 
Study

Core team 
members, 
including 1 
leader, plus 2 
others

6 Explored how an experiential 
learning program can affect 
the ability of a work team to 
effectively manage conflict.

Crawford-
Mathis 
(2009) 
Ph.D.

Capella Univ. 
(US)

Longitudinal 
Quantitative 
Mixed-Mode 
Survey

Adult 
volunteers 
participating 
in projects in 
Belize

226 Explored the relationship 
between cultural intelligence, 
the capacity to adjust to a new 
culture, and self-monitoring 
personality, the ability to control 
or modify self-presentation.

Dickerson 
(2007) 
Ed.D.

Wilmington 
College 
(Delaware, 
US)

Cross-
Sectional, 
Comparative 
Study Mailed 
Surveys

Early career 
alumni 
from B.S. 
hospitality 
mgmt. 
programs

155 Compared the early professional 
outcomes of alumni from 3 
experiential learning models in 
post-secondary education.
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Jack 
(2011) 
Ph.D.

Western 
Michigan 
Univ. (US)

Quantitative 
Online Survey

Hospitality 
and Tourism 
Management 
[122 
undergraduate 
students, 39 
faculty, & 98 
professionals] 

259 Examined the perceptions 
of students and industry 
professionals as to the 
extent HTM undergraduate 
students actually develop key 
management competencies while 
participating in experiential 
learning components.

Jackson 
(2011) 
D.M.

Univ. of 
Maryland 
Univ. 
College (US)

Scholar-
Practitioner 
Approach to 
Evidence-
Based 
Research 

Literature 
Review Public 
Sector

--- Examined the impact of 
experiential learning initiatives 
(community service projects) 
on the level of intellectual 
capital to actualize strategic 
philanthropic potential.

Jackson 
(2008) 
Ph.D.

Univ. of the 
Incarnate 
Word (US)

Qualitative 
Case Study

Graduates 
of the San 
Antonio 
Export 
Leaders 
Program for 
SMEs 

10 Investigated action learning 
in the form of trade missions, 
visits to export businesses, and 
other field trips to train and 
develop attendees about doing 
business in another country.

Jeurgens 
(2012) 
D.B.A.

St. Ambrose 
Univ. (US)

Quantitative 
Online Survey

Early career 
MBA alumni 
working 
across 
industries

34 Examined how the perceived 
utility of experiential learning 
within a course at a nationally 
recognized MBA program 
affects graduates’ transfer of 
training. 

Matuszak 
(1991) 
Ed.D.

Northern 
Illinois Univ. 
(US)

Qualitative 
Case Study

Four newly 
hired 
technicians 
plus their 
supervisor in 
manufacturing 
plant 

8 A training intervention 
in learning to learn in the 
workplace was designed, 
delivered, and evaluated; it’s 
purpose was to increase newly 
hired employees’ ability to plan 
and evaluate such workplace 
learning projects.

Ng (2011) 
Ph.D.

Univ. of 
Toronto 
(Canada)

Qualitative 
Multiple-Case 
Study of 8 
Pilot Projects

Project 
leaders, 
nursing 
program 
managers, and 
direct care 
nurses 

32 Explored how pilot projects 
(organizational experiments) 
affect organizational learning.

Richmond 
(2013) 
Ph.D.

Capella Univ. 
(US)

Qualitative 
Phenom-
enology

Under-
represented 
business 
executives w/ 
≥ 2 summer 
internships 
as under-
graduates 

15 Sought to understand the effect 
of ≥ 2 summer undergraduates 
internships (career advancement 
lived experiences) on alumni’s 
career success.
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Thompson 
(2015) 
Master’s

Univ. of 
Washington 
(US)

Multiple Case 
Study

Organizers 
and 
participants of 
six successful 
FLEs 

21 Examined the key characteristics 
of successful fisher learning 
exchanges (FLEs). FLEs are 
peer-to-peer gatherings in 
which fishery stakeholders from 
different communities freely 
exchange information and 
experiences surrounding fisheries 
challenges and solutions.

3. Central Theme Three: Experiential Learning Outputs
Braith-
waite 
(2014) 
Ed.D.

North 
Carolina 
State Univ. 
(US)

Qualitative 
Case Study

“Seasoned” 
emergency 
response 
paramedics

13 Sought to understand how 
practicing paramedics 
perceive ethics in patient care, 
specifically the process of 
navigating ethical decision-
making in emergent situations.

Ghaffar-
zadegan 
(2011) 
Ph.D.

State Univ. 
of New York 
at Albany 
(US)

Three Essays 
& Simulation 

Randomly 
selected 
obstetricians 
and related 
decision data, 
govt. 

300 Examined behavioral decision-
making phenomena in the 
contexts of public management 
and policy analysis.

Gillis 
(2011) 
Ed.D.

Univ. of 
Pennsylvania 
(US)

Quantitative 
Online Survey

Global 
leadership 
development 
practitioners

177 Analyzed talent management, 
company types and job 
functions, personality traits and 
competencies, and learning and 
development.

Graham 
(2012) 
D.B.A.

St. Ambrose 
Univ. (US)

Quantitative 
Observations

Archival 
production 
records / 
manufacturing

774 Tested hypotheses for 
effects of goal difficulty and 
past experience as well as 
their interaction on current 
performance.

Hinch-
cliffe 
(1999) 
Ph.D.

Temple Univ. 
(US)

Qualitative 
Narrative 
Inquiry

Line staff. 
mid-managers, 
& executives 
in one 
company

14 Described the organizational 
learning culture in terms 
of formal and experiential 
organizational learning, factors 
fostering it, perceptions about 
it, and its effects on strategic 
decision-making.

Jones 
(2015) 
Ph.D. 

Univ. of 
Minnesota 
(US)

Quasi-
Experimental 
Online Surveys

Project 
leaders, 
subordinates, 
and managers 
in public 
accounting

131 Compared trained leaders to 
similar non-trained leaders 
to explain why leadership 
experience in terms of duration 
and exposure helps or hinders 
the effectiveness of leadership 
training.
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Mannor 
(2008) 
Ph.D.

Michigan 
State Univ. 
(US)

Three Essays Varied [e.g., 
559 films for 
Essay 3] 

Varied

Examined how organizations 
learn from different types 
of experience to create new 
knowledge and achieve superior 
performance.

Navarat-
nam 
(2014) 
M.A.

Adler 
School of 
Professional 
Psychology 
(US)

Systematic 
Review [1,706 
initial sources, 
reduced to 40]

Potential 
scholarly and 
practitioner 
sources on 
high-potential 
leaders.

40 Analyzed scholarly and 
practitioner literature to 
summarize perceived best 
practices in training and 
developing high-potential 
leaders.

Nicely 
(2009) 
Ph.D.

Oklahoma 
State Univ. 
(US)

Mixed 
Methods

Hotel 
managers 

154 Examined the impact of 
engagement in learning 
activities prior to and during 
employment on self-reported 
management work-related 
learning.

Suh (2004) 
Ph.D.

Saint Louis 
Univ. (US)

Structural 
Equation 
Modeling

Korean 
finance execs 
of multinat’l 
corporation in 
manufacturing  

156 Tested relationships between 
experiential knowledge, 
creativity, and consequential 
performance in context of 
international projects.

Yates 
(2011) 
Ed.D.

Columbia 
Univ. (US)

Multiple 
Methods 
Case Study 
Approach

Radiology 
technologists 
employed at 
six hospital 
worksites 

22 Sought to understand specific 
learning practices leading to the 
development of professional 
expertise, reflective judgment, 
and workplace culture that 
support complex problem 
solving.

4. Experiential Learning (General and/or Multiple Topics)
Akrivou 
(2008) 
Ph.D.

Case Western 
Reserve 
Univ. (US)

Quantitative 
Web-Based 
Survey

Mid-senior 
managers 
in global/
complex 
industries 

198 Explored the relationship 
between self-integration, self-
complexity, and integrative 
learning.

Alan 
(2006) 
Ed.D.

The George 
Washington 
Univ. (US)

Qualitative 
Interviews

Managers 
(graduates) 
from a 
leadership 
development 
program

8 Explored knowledge sharing 
through the learning styles of 
Experiential Learning Theory.

Barros 
(2002) 
Ph.D.

Case Western 
Reserve 
Univ. (US)

Qualitative 
Phenom-
enology

Members 
of two 
organizations 

28 Sought to understand three 
dimensions of the experience of 
wholeness.

Daval-
ovsky 
(2003) 
M.A.

Royal 
Roads Univ. 
(Canada)

Qualitative 
Action 
Research

Public health 
managers 
undergoing a 
restructure 

7 Explored how the 
implementation of a reflective 
practice process enhances 
managerial learning.
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Hitchcock 
(2012) 
D.B.A.

Capella Univ. 
(US)

Qualitative 
Semi-
Structured 
Deep 
Interviews 
using Critical 
Realism

Executives 
(business 
leaders / 
practitioners) 

10 Developed a referential 
framework from the language 
of executive experiences 
about higher level capability 
development for comparison 
to dynamic capabilities and 
Bloom’s (1956/1984) Taxonomy 
of Educational Objectives.

Sloan 
(2004) 
Ed.D.

The George 
Washington 
Univ. (US)

Quantitative 
Study 2 Mailed 
Inventories

Professionals, 
managers and 
executives 

93 Investigated whether 
particular personality traits 
or combinations of traits act 
to either help or hinder the 
acquisition of tacit knowledge, 
which in turn has bearing on 
managerial performance.

Yeganeh 
(2007) 
Ph.D.

Case Western 
Reserve 
Univ. (US)

Quantitative 
Online Surveys

Employed 
adults in 
various fields 
(completed all 
assessments) 

243 Explored the relationship 
between mindfulness and 
experiential learning and 
aimed to clarify whether or not 
mindful experiential learning 
is a metacognitive or sensory/
contextual process.

Note. B.S. = Bachelor of Science degree; FLE = fisher learning exchange (defined above);  
HR = Human Resources; IT = Information Technology; MBA = Master of Science in Business 
Administration degree; SMEs = small-to-medium-sized enterprises; Unk = Unknown.
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The Value of an HR Professional Group for 
Organizational Learning

Vivienne Griggs, University of Leeds, UK  
Jenny Allen, Formerly NHS Digital, UK 

This paper reports on the value of the HR Professional Group at NHS Digital. A partnership between 
an academic researcher and an HR practitioner was adopted to bring together organizational 
knowledge with extant research. The study examined the lived experiences of members of the HR 
Professional Group in relation to social learning activities. Thirteen interviews were conducted 
with members of the HR Professional Group. A thematic analysis was undertaken on the resultant 
narratives. Three key themes emerged from the analysis. These were: strategic direction and 
ownership; professional identity and knowledge sharing; reflection and transfer of learning. The 
findings suggest professional groups offer a means of developing an expert learning community 
through the integration of research, practice, reflection, and knowledge sharing. By offering 
development beyond current job roles it contributes to talent development within the organization. 
Drawing on the findings, a model is proposed for professional groups which offers both development 
for the existing groups at NHS Digital and a template for HRD practitioners wishing to develop 
professional learning communities in their organizations. The proposed outcomes relate both to 
action for the organization and a contribution to knowledge in this field.

Key words: organizational learning, HR, professional development, identity, community of practice

Introduction

This article offers a reflection on practice regarding an approach to professional learning at 
NHS Digital. NHS Digital is an executive, non-departmental public body and is the national 
(England) provider of information, data and IT systems for patients, service users, clinicians, 
commissioners, analysts, and researchers across health and social care. The organization’s role 
is to improve health and social care in England by putting technology, data, and information to 
work. NHS Digital has been positioned at the forefront of the government’s national agenda to 
radically reshape and digitize patient experiences within both the health and care system.

The HR Professional Group is a forum where HR professionals in the organization can collaborate 
and share knowledge around professional practice. Professional Groups were launched across 
NHS Digital shortly after the organization’s creation in April 2013 with the aim of building and 
sustaining a professional workforce developing individual capability in support of organizational 
strategy. As well as aiming to build vibrant professional communities across the organization, 
to share knowledge and develop standard ways of working, it was also hoped that professional 
groups would provide a clear view of relevant professional training requirements and support 
staff in shaping career paths with professional competencies and consistent job descriptions. At 
that time, these objectives directly supported NHS Digital’s strategic workforce ambitions to be 
more flexible, to develop staff, and to facilitate resourcing and recruitment into the organization. 
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It was also felt they would help to respond to feedback from the annual staff survey about 
professional development and equality of opportunity.

The purpose of the HR Professional Group is to develop members’ capabilities; to generate and 
exchange knowledge. Whilst most definitions of talent development focus on identified groups 
of workers, the definition by Garavan, Carbery and Rock (2012, p. 6) could encompass the more 
inclusive approach to talent development taken here:

Talent development focuses on the planning, selection and implementation of development 
strategies for the entire talent pool to ensure that the organization has both the current and future 
talent supply to meet strategic objectives.

Talent development as a means of building capability and flexibility has much to offer to an 
organization like NHS Digital which was going through a period of organizational transformation. 
Investment in talent development practices have been seen to have benefits to the organization 
broader than the intended learning outcomes, such as attracting talent to the organization 
(Kucherov & Zavyalova, 2012); affective commitment (Chami-Malaeb & Garavan, 2013). 
However, Human Resource Development literature has focused on identifying talent, talent 
pools, talent pool strategies (Lewis & Heckman, 2006) seeing talent development as an activity 
targeted at selected individuals rather than a strategy for a more collective form of organizational 
development. Garavan et al. suggest “talent development is a significantly under-developed and 
under-researched concept” (2012, p.14), with evidence suggesting organizations are designing 
customized talent development for their organization but often focused on leadership rather than 
broader workforce development. This study of the professional group approach at NHS Digital, 
therefore, offers a rare insight into the approach adopted by one organization to take an inclusive, 
group approach to talent development.

As a particular learning initiative, the Professional Group is less easy to categorize. Although the 
group fits within the broader concept of talent development it does not easily match the list of 
interventions cited in the literature. Whilst team learning has begun to attract more attention, the 
distinction between a team with interdependence and a group of this size with more diverse roles 
and a lack of interdependency is more elusive in the literature. Where large group interventions 
are explored, for example, appreciative enquiry (Cooperrider & Whitney, 2001) or open space 
technology (Owen, 1997), they are often seen as a more innovative approach rather than a more 
traditional form of workplace learning. The approach to professional groups seems more aligned 
to networks often developed in organizations to support the learning of particular groups e.g. 
female managers, BME groups, graduates etc. (see for example: Bierema, 2005; Friedman & 
Holtom, 2002; Cromwell & Kolb, 2004). 

Beyond the research around specific groups of workers the closest alignment to extant research 
for this more inclusive approach to development appears to be in the sphere of Communities of 
Practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991). The stated aim of the group aligns to some extent with notions 
of Communities of Practice and Wenger’s definition:

Communities of practice are groups of people who share a concern or a passion for something they 
do and learn how to do it better as they interact regularly (2011, p. 1). 

Other research on developing professional learning communities has been done in education 
and healthcare settings. Following a review of the literature in schools, Stoll et al. (2006) 
concluded that developing such communities had potential for building capacity and sustaining 
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improvements. De Groot et al. (2014) discuss how learning communities can support continuous 
development for autonomous healthcare professionals.

As such this examination of an inclusive approach to talent development makes an important 
contribution to the literature. 

Context of the Research

Background to the NHS Digital HR Professional Group
The NHS Digital’s initial initiative in respect of an HR Professional Group was originally led by 
the Head of HR within the organization, a senior member of the HR department leading 30 HR 
staff and responsible for the provision of HR services to the organization.

At the time of the study, the HR Professional Group had 48 members with 25 employed in the 
organization’s HR department and the remaining contingent largely operating as trainers and 
in training quality assurance roles across the organization. Shortly after the primary research 
associated with this study took place, the organization implemented a new operating model on 
1 April 2016 placing professional groups at the heart of the organization’s design and structure. 
With this most recent organizational transformation, selection into the relevant professional group 
is now mandatory i.e. if someone is employed within the organization as an HR professional 
as articulated in the definition above, they are now automatically assigned to this professional 
group.

Prior to 1 April 2016, the group had focused efforts in a number of areas including the development 
of standard job descriptions, agreement to utilize the CIPD professional competency framework 
and the development of a training and qualifications framework. Considerable effort had also 
been afforded to the establishment and running of a schedule of professional development 
activities and events which have included the introduction of external speakers to the group on 
a variety of HR and people related topics as well as the undertaking of self-assessment activities 
and analysis of those.

Study collaboration
The original Head of the HR profession is the co-author of this study and was the HR professional 
lead at the time the research was carried out. Subsequent to the study but not as a result of 
it, the leadership of the HR profession changed as the previous Head of HR secured a new 
position within the new organizational structure. It should also be noted that the Head of HR who 
collaborated on the research has now in fact left NHS Digital altogether.

Methodology

The aim of this study was to investigate the value of the HR Professional Group at NHS Digital, 
formerly UK Health and Social Care Information Centre (HSCIC) in “a spirit of collaboration 
and co-inquiry” (Shani & Pasmore, 1985, p. 439). An inductive philosophy underpinned the 
research. The intention was to gain an understanding of the ways people explain and make sense 
of their experiences at work so a qualitative research design was considered appropriate. One 
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to one interviews were chosen as a way of exploring the individual perceptions of members of 
the group. In line with the inductive approach, the discussions were very open, flowing from the 
participants’ comments rather than a set list of questions. The focus therefore was a discussion 
allowing the participant to freely express themselves rather than a formal interview structure. 

Inductive analysis means that the patterns, themes, and categories of analysis come from the 
data; they emerge out of the data rather than being imposed on them prior to data collection and 
analysis (Patton, 1980, p. 306). 

Thus with the adoption of a qualitative research design, members of the group were invited to 
an interview to reflect on their engagement with the HR Professional Group. Participation was 
voluntary and conduct of the interview complied with research ethics guidance. A participant 
information sheet and consent form were presented at the outset of the interview.

Exploratory interviews were conducted with thirteen members of the HR Professional Group at 
NHS Digital. These included staff at different levels of seniority and crossing both HR and OD 
responsibilities. 

A thematic analysis was undertaken to identify themes emerging from the individual narratives. 
“Thematic analysis is a method for identifying, analysing, and reporting patterns (themes) 
within data” (Braun & Clarke, 2006 p. 6). The inductive codes were derived bottom-up from 
the researcher’s reading of the data; this data driven approach was appropriate for this study 
without trying to fit information into a pre-existing theoretical coding frame. The analysis 
thus sought to identify important patterns in the participants’ views and experiences. This was 
done by constructing mind maps for each individual interview highlighting the key topics and 
connections between different areas of the discussion. Through consideration of a number of 
individual mind maps repeated issues began to emerge and a concept map was developed. This 
enabled further analysis to be guided by the concept map to identify relevant data in relation 
to the identified themes. Themes were refined, additional themes or unique ideas were also 
recorded.

Limitations
The interviews were conducted with volunteers who agreed to take part. This may not be 
representative of the full HR Professional Group and indeed may exclude some of the more 
adverse viewpoints. Further, although the interviewer was not a member of NHS Digital, the 
participants knew that the research was conducted in partnership with Head of the HR professional 
at the time and although anonymity was assured this may have influenced some responses. 

The researcher approached the analysis with some pre-existing knowledge and therefore as 
noted by Braun and Clarke (2006, p. 6) “data are not coded in an epistemological vacuum”. 
Interpretive analysis is subjective and open to bias and a different researcher may have classified 
the themes in a different way.

We were also reliant on data from a single interview with each participant; a longitudinal study 
collecting views following several HR Professional Group meetings might provide a richer 
account than a general overview of experiences. 
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Findings

Six themes initially emerged from the interviews with the members of the group; these were: 
professional identity, teamwork, personal development, the nature of learning, leadership, 
and learning transfer. These were later refined to three key themes: professional identity and 
knowledge sharing (which included teamwork); space for reflection and development (which 
included personal development, the nature of learning and transfer), strategic direction and 
ownership (this incorporated leadership). The three resulting themes are closely integrated and 
whilst there are areas of overlap they provide three significant components of the professional 
group. The findings below set out these key themes. 

Strategic direction and ownership
The group was perceived to have strong leadership with a clear vision and setting of 
direction from the HR professional lead. Members talked about it being “set up in line with 
organizational objectives”, and there were references to the HR professional lead setting 
the vision and driving the group. Some members referenced other professional groups in 
the organization where the leadership had not been as strong and where as a consequence 
the group was far more immature. The leadership extended to determining what would be 
appropriate topics and setting the agenda. The evident commitment and importance placed 
on the group meetings resulted in members seeing it as high priority and feeling there was 
an expectation they should attend. Some members spoke about involvement in setting the 
direction with one interviewee suggesting it was an opportunity to discuss what the service 
should look like going forward, another spoke about how the group had evolved and “I’ve had 
a part to play in that”, and another spoke about “an ideas committee” talking about what might 
be of interest to the group. However, although most felt they could contribute to the content 
and schedule of events the majority appeared to be passive in this regard. Certainly some felt 
they had collective responsibility to develop the profession and contribute their expertise but 
in reality the content was determined by a small number and the encouragement to contribute 
was not enacted. Some members felt this was something that needed to change going forward; 
suggesting more people needed to feed into setting the agenda, that is needs more collective 
responsibility and engagement, and that everyone should have responsibility to contribute if 
they want to be involved. One commented it “should be embedded not her group” and another 
“too much push rather than pulling”.

An aspect of the strategic direction of the group which was more contentious was the 
membership of the group. This related to two particular groups of people: the trainers and the 
HR administrators. At the outset the group members self-selected but as things have developed 
in the organization there have been clearer guidelines on membership and everyone is expected 
to align to a professional group. The HR Professional Group has wider membership than the HR 
team and this was valued by many of the participants. The group nominally has two strands: 
HR and Organizational Development and Learning. The latter strand incorporates a number of 
trainers working outside of the HR team in the organization. Although no trainers took part in 
the interviews, some of the other participants raised concerns about whether the content was as 
relevant for them. There were some examples of how building relationships in the group had led 
to working together on projects and the trainers were viewed to have a shared skill set and shared 
interests with other members of the group. It was suggested, however, that their attendance was 
less frequent. This may be due to location and the nature of their roles but raises an interesting 
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question about the link between attendance/engagement and the individual’s personal alignment 
with the group. 

Whilst inclusion of the trainers was commented upon, exclusion of the HR administrators was also 
remarked on by a number of participants. As groups were determined on professions rather than 
departments, the HR administrators were aligned to the Business Administration Professional 
Group. There was a difference of opinion about whether the administrators were welcome to 
attend the HR Professional Group meetings but it was clear that they were not viewed as official 
members of the group. Some felt this did not reflect the administrators’ aspirations to pursue a 
career in HR and by excluding them from the group when they were part of the HR team could 
lead to them to feeling they weren’t valued.

The distinction made by some members between a Community of Practice and a Community 
of Interest also addressed the issue of membership, with the core group having the potential to 
evolve into a Community of Practice, and the wider group representing anyone with an interest 
in the profession.

Professional identity and knowledge sharing
There was a strong focus on the group creating professional identity for the HR professionals. 
One member described this as “sharing good practice to develop you as a professional”. It was 
seen as a “community and we look at best practice”, and a way to “represent myself within 
the profession”. This linked to consistency, clear expectations and raising standards through 
coming together as part of a professional group. For example “to raise standards and ensure 
consistency across the profession and making sure that we are all up to date with our professional 
knowledge” and “it’s about bettering our performance as a team”. This was a common response, 
as one member put it “a group of like-minded professionals coming together to discuss pertinent 
issues”. but with a strong focus on learning and development: “part of my cpd” “forum for 
people to come along and learn”. The external focus of some of the meetings was seen as an 
important contributor to this by offering different perspectives, challenging the current ways of 
working and demonstrating best practice as demonstrated in the following comments: “helpful to 
know what’s going on outside”; “understanding the bigger picture and trying to put into context 
what it is we do as a profession”; “opportunity to underpin our operational practice with some of 
the theory that’s important”. Some participants referred to the group as a Community of Practice 
or a Community of Interest, suggesting the professional group more closely aligns with the 
latter concept and other work groups, such as case conference meetings and which offer more 
a practice orientation, noting a “distinction between the department and the profession”. There 
was recognition of professional standards through alignment with the Profession Map from the 
Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD); one member even referring to the 
group as being like a “sub CIPD”.

Building appropriate networks both internally and externally was seen as a valuable part of 
the group. This also linked to developing and harnessing expertise. The group was seen as 
an important aspect of teamwork within the profession. Building relationships, networking at 
different levels and across work teams, getting to know people, bonding time, an opportunity 
to challenge each other, open debate, understanding people’s roles, collective development, and 
collaboration were all referred to as positive aspects of the group. One member described it as a 
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routine, regular opportunity to learn from each other, and others discussed the value of “getting 
to know colleagues better — know who to speak to about issues”.

The nature of learning taking place at the HR Professional Group meetings emerged as a 
distinguishing feature of the group. The external speakers introduced a theoretical underpinning 
and an expert view of subjects which encouraged colleagues to adopt an evidence-based 
approach to their practice. This was seen as important for “opening our eyes to what’s going on 
out there” and “getting a broader perspective”. Most members felt the group addressed relevant 
and contemporary issues and through a variety of formats which would appeal to different 
learning styles. The value of informal and emergent learning was acknowledged, for example: 
“challenging each other from a peer to peer perspective”, “we have some healthy debates”, and 
“made me think about ways of approaching things we’ve done”.

Knowledge sharing was a prominent theme in the dialogues although at times the meetings 
were viewed as more of a presentation rather than a forum for sharing experience. The active 
engagement of participants is perhaps an area for consideration going forward. This was 
acknowledged by some participants, for example: “could have done a bit more of sharing our 
own expertise” and a feeling that some “sit back or feel quite reticent to share themselves”. 

Reflection and transfer of learning
The time and space for development afforded by the group was clearly valued by participants. 
It was seen as an opportunity away from the day job, where they were given time to think and 
reflect. One member described it as “headspace” and another commented on the chance for 
“challenging our own expectation”. Despite similar membership to other HR meetings the HR 
Professional Group was viewed as having a different emphasis with a distinct focus on personal 
and career development rather than work performance. Although not always seen as directly 
related to work it was viewed as improving performance in a broader sense so there was talk 
of learning new things, helping people think more broadly, and developing greater personal 
insights. 

One interviewee commented that engagement with professional body (CIPD) meetings often 
requires a commitment out of working hours which can be difficult with childcare commitments 
so the option to access development during the working day raises an interesting matter about 
equality of access. The positioning of the HR Professional Group meetings affords everyone 
the opportunity to attend and demonstrates that the organization places importance on the 
development of their staff.

The examples of where people had applied knowledge from the meetings to their work related 
to specific business areas such as talent management or employment law. Often in relation to 
transfer participants spoke about developing a wider perspective rather than specific transfer of 
knowledge. It can be difficult to demonstrate direct transfer in relation to broader development 
opportunities. Indeed some of the comments implied this was inappropriate, referencing 
no specific transfer but rather the development of a wider perspective, or reflection on how 
systems change, and often linking transfer to better networks and understanding what each other 
does. However for others there appeared to be some missed opportunities in this area. Some 
participants commented that reflection on learning, and as one person put it “closing the loop”, 
was not apparent. Although one member referred to discussing the meeting with her manager 
afterwards questioning “is there anything we can do differently as a result of it … we do think 
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about how we can apply it”; for others they “don’t take time as a group to reflect before moving 
onto the next topic” and there is no consideration of whether the learning is embedded. The HR 
Professional Group was portrayed as a series of presentations/meetings and there was minimal 
testimony of feedback, reflection or further discussion beyond the actual meetings themselves. 
Some interviewees stated that they would prefer a stronger link to current work issues (although 
this perhaps contradicts some of the stated value of the broader professional development focus) 
but for others it is more about the consolidation of learning rather than moving from one topic to 
another, “allowing more time for reflection”.

Discussion

We commence this discussion with a detailed practice reflection from the original lead of the HR 
professional group. This is followed by a set of scholar-practice considerations through which 
we seek to position and advance our understanding of this particular type of HRD practice as 
evident within NHS Digital and as a basis for conclusions and implications for HRD practice 
more generally.

Reflections on findings from a practice perspective: comments from the NHS 
Digital former lead of HR professional group

I really welcomed the opportunity to work on this research project investigating the value of the 
HR professional group at the NHS Digital. This work was undertaken at a particularly timely 
moment as the organization was transforming to a new Operating Model which placed professions 
at the centre of the organizational design and business. Prior to the research, the group met on a 
monthly basis for two hours and there were some members of the group additionally involved and 
engaged in other professional group activities in and around this session. Given the time, resource 
and effort which had gone into establishing and maintaining the business of the group, it was 
really important to understand the value of the group to individual members for whom in effect 
the group operated prior to the new Operating Model introduction. Additionally as we have now 
organizationally moved into an arena where professions are much more important in NHS Digital 
business, there is some invaluable learning for not just the HR profession but other professions 
across the organization.

My personal reflections centre mainly on the feedback regarding the effectiveness and leadership of 
the group. I completely recognize that you don’t always gain the level of honestly set out in the report 
of findings if you as a leader ask the question individually of staff or members of any group. The HR 
professional group was acknowledged as having strong leadership and I appreciate and welcome 
this feedback. Equally I welcome the feedback that effectively some members of the group felt more 
engaged and able to influence the direction of the group than others. Engaging with individuals and 
groups of staff to work towards a common and shared goal is something I am passionate about and 
do try to engender, however, there are some subtleties around this in terms of continuing to check 
in during the lifecycle of the work on how people are feeling and bringing out the contributions 
of those who are less vocal. This is a really important and timely reminder for me.

Professionally, I think it is very encouraging that there is a shared recognition revealed in this research 
that the HR professional group is an established forum and part of the fabric of the organization. 
Additionally, I welcome that the HR professional group members recognize that a professional 
identity for HR has been established in the organization and embedded in the consciousness of HR 
professionals in the NHS Digital. The acknowledgement of the CIPD profession map is also very 
positive as the recognized set of standards for HR professionals in the organization.
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The research has also helpfully confirmed that individual members of the group welcome the focus 
of the profession on personal and career development and that the topics covered in the monthly 
development sessions were relevant to their working lives and there was significant learning from 
these. Some of the group members acknowledged the theoretical underpinning of these sessions 
aligned to particular topics – this was the very intention of many of the sessions. The development 
of any professional expertise and eventually then practice within it needs to have an awareness of 
key theory and underpinning best practice. This was a deliberate move on my part to ensure that 
some of that theory and best practice was integrated into professional group sessions to ensure that 
breadth of thinking amongst HR professionals within the organization.

Whilst all of these observations are excellent foundations for the HR professional group as we are 
in the early months of the new Operating Model, it is also clear that there is some amendment and 
adjustment needed to the focus of the group as we move forward. Some of this is necessitated by 
the objectives of professions established by the organization in our new model but equally it is 
important not to lose the learning into practice from this research. Specifically, the discussion and 
findings relating to transfer of learning are key — in some respects is it arguable that there is no 
learning if this does not happen and some feedback from the research undertaken indicates that 
there is not always the application in practice following on from the HR professional group session 
or closing of that loop.

Finally, there is a specific and outstanding question to be addressed regarding membership of the 
group. It is clear and widely understood that Learning and Development professionals from across 
the business and not just from within the HR department should form part of the HR professional 
group. However, I and members of the profession have observed some apparent tensions within 
this including in terms of content of sessions, and relevance of the sessions to some learning and 
development professionals’ working practice. The question of whether or not the HR Administrators 
should be formally part of the HR profession remains open or at least is still perceived to be 
open following on from the research and it is acknowledged that potential further discussion and 
engagement with those staff impacted on the rationale is required going forward.

Scholar–practice considerations
The Professional Group at NHS Digital offers a development opportunity for all members of 
the HR team. This aligns with the concept of generic talent as the potential of all employees 
(Nilsson & Ellström, 2012) and fits Wenger’s definition of “social communities and constructing 
identities in relation to these” (1998, p. 4). As an approach it has the potential to be adaptable, 
collaborative, and responsive to the work context. Some of the interviewees referred to the 
group as a Community of Practice (CoP). Others made a distinction between a CoP and a 
Community of Interest (CoI). It is acknowledged that the use of terms in organizations does not 
always match the theoretical definitions offered in the HRD literature (the myriad approaches 
to coaching and mentoring are perhaps one of the most obvious examples). However, from 
a conceptual viewpoint the professional group does possess some features of a CoP. Wenger 
(2011) identifies three characteristics crucial to a CoP. Firstly the domain, which in this case is 
the HR profession; secondly the community, coming together for joint activities, to help each 
other, share information, interact, and learn together and which closely aligns with the members’ 
descriptions of the professional group and finally the practice. This is perhaps the area at most 
divergence with the professional group where practice was seen to take place in smaller work 
teams. However, in a recent series of interviews Wenger-Trayner clarifies that the notion of CoP 
refers to a social process rather than a group per se and talks about a “learning partnership” so 
members may engage in the same practice without sharing a common team or task (Farnsworth 
et al., 2016). In this way the professional group seems to align with this notion. The development 
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of competence in a domain over time supports the vision of the professional group; “a mutually 
negotiated competence” (p. 143) seems particularly relevant. 

These three characteristics correspond, to a degree, with the three emerging themes from the 
interviews. Clearly there is a strong overlap between the themes, but the distinction is made to 
accentuate the components which are fundamental to the success of the group. The first theme 
highlighted in the findings is the strategic direction and ownership of the group. This is in part 
about setting the domain and raised some issues about membership. This was determined in line 
with the strategic identification of professions within the organization but raised some concerns 
about the exclusion of administrative staff who were aligned to a different professional group and 
inclusion of the trainers who felt tangential to the HR group. Whilst self-selection was initially 
a feature of the professional group, changes to the organization structure have led to directed 
assignment to the professional groups. The sense that there was a requirement to attend meetings 
further reinforced this aspect. This is conceivably a strength as the fact that everyone has to take 
part raises the importance of the group, demonstrates the level of organizational commitment 
and therefore importance attached to it, and for the emergent and incidental learning to take 
place people do need to participate. Nevertheless it removes a distinguishing feature of the group 
which previously set it apart from the department and work structure. So, in this new context, 
how does the group remain distinctive and offer something of value to the participants beyond 
their normal working practice? The characteristics of the group emerging from the interviews as 
valued by the members are essential. The group needs to maintain a focus on personal and career 
development rather than concentrate on immediate work issues. 

Leadership was seen as important in setting the direction and maintaining the momentum of 
the group. Research in online CoPs has suggested the role of the facilitator is important in 
maintaining learning over an extended period of time and enhancing the learning aspects (for 
example, Gray, 2004). This is also indicated in our findings where the leadership had been a 
driving force in establishing and maintaining the group. Whilst there was recognition by some 
that shared ownership ought to be a feature of the group it was clear that coordination and 
support from the manager had maintained the momentum of the group. Although CoPs were 
initially conceptualized as informal and organic, Wenger and Synder, (2000) develop this to 
suggest they can be nurtured by organizations by providing an appropriate infrastructure and 
bringing the right people together. This aligns with the approach at NHS Digital. However, 
the leadership does present a potential tension. Whilst, it demonstrates commitment from the 
organization and a vision of learning as important, and similarly supports research on online CoPs 
about the importance of facilitation to maintain and enhance the group, the counterpart is that it 
perhaps contributes to a lack of ownership amongst the team, a passive approach to developing 
the group, where members are happy to take part and enjoy the meetings themselves but are 
not contributing at a more strategic level. This passivity potentially impacts on the engagement 
and transfer of learning. Collaboration is also identified as an important characteristic of CoP 
in organizations, which “enable practitioners to take collective responsibility for managing the 
knowledge they need, recognizing that, given the proper structure, they are in the best position to 
do this” (Wenger, 2011, p. 3). So the challenge for NHS Digital is to maintain a senior figurehead 
and facilitator for the group but develop more collective ownership of the direction and itinerary.

The sense of professional identity was a distinguishing feature and a significant outcome for 
the group. Wenger-Trayner sees identity as a central concept to CoPs (Farnsworth et al., 2016). 
Identity construction is fundamental to understanding and explaining key aspects of organizational 
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life (see for example, Brown, 2015). A focus on professional identity is perhaps even more 
important to a profession such as HR which has fought to establish itself as a profession and 
still undergoes a degree of ambiguity and uncertainty about the domain. Pritchard and Fear 
(2015, p. 359) describe this as “HR professional insecurity”. Developing expertise and identity 
is therefore essential for professional credibility. Expertise is derived from learning and situated 
within practice. This professional standing is central to negotiating ethics and accepted codes of 
conduct for the group and building expert knowledge. The Professional Group in this sense is 
important for the development of the profession within the organization. As Brown and Duguid 
(2001, p. 202) state in relation to CoPs:

These groups of interdependent participants provide the work context within which members 
construct both shared identities and the social context that helps those identities to be shared.

Further, by creating a learning community which brings together external perspectives on theory 
and best practice with the opportunity to discuss how this applies in the organization the group 
has the potential to address the fragmentation of knowledge creating systems referred to by 
Senge and Kim (2013). Certainly their notion of capacity-building by linking research and the 
learning community were evident in some of the NHS Digital narratives.

However, the situated in practice aspect of the CoP warrants further examination for NHS Digital. 
At times the meetings were perceived as information giving rather than knowledge sharing. This 
balance between expert advice and active engagement of participants is something to consider. 
The nature of learning is interesting as it seems to traverse the formal nature of presentations, 
expert and theoretical knowledge with emergent and informal learning opportunities. But, there 
is a sense that the balance isn’t quite right yet with some missed opportunities at the informal and 
knowledge sharing end of the spectrum.

This links to the third theme and creates an opportunity to build on reflection of the formal 
learning and consider the application in a work context. This would address the perceived lack 
of transfer to work practice and demonstrate a stronger alignment with work and organizational 
priorities. Griggs et al. (2016, p. 1) suggest: 

A key attribute of reflective practice is its capacity for ongoing purposeful learning in relation to 
changing and demanding professional work.

and highlight the importance of workplace culture and organizational support to facilitate 
reflective practice. The meetings offer the HR professional time and space to step back from 
their normal work and enhancing the reflective elements of the process could generate improved 
outcomes as: 

Reflective practice … privileges the process of inquiry, leading to an understanding of experiences 
that may have been overlooked in practice (Raelin, 2002, p. 66). 

In the strategies Raelin suggests organizations can adopt to encourage reflective practice, both 
“building communities” and “learning teams” would fit with the scope of the HR professional 
group. By engaging in reflection with others there are two simultaneous conversations, one public 
and one private (Argyris & Schon, 1974). Although the meetings offered this opportunity which 
was valued by the members, some noted the missed opportunities here, so the focus was more on 
the transmission of knowledge and best practice or theoretical perspectives rather than a group 
reflection. Managers had opportunities to raise issues in other forums but wider sharing might 
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support an inclusive talent management approach rather than privilege knowledge for those in 
management positions. De Groot et al. (2014) suggest that critically reflective behaviour could 
help communities enhance their learning potential and Raelin (2002) suggests we need managers 
who can inspire reflection to generate new ways of coping with change. Perhaps this needs to 
be a more overt role of the group so that increasing the focus on reflection and application of 
learning from the group could enhance the link to work performance and capacity to respond to 
organizational change. 

On a related note, Wang-Cowham (2011) talks about how creating opportunities for social and 
collaborative learning can support talent development programmes. This raises a question about 
how the Professional Group aligns with other development activity in the organization. This may 
be an opportunity to integrate other development activity with the professional group, to share 
and consolidate learning and facilitate a more coherent approach to development.

Conclusions and Implications for HRD Practitioners 

Professional groups offer a means of developing an expert learning community through the 
integration of research, practice, reflection and knowledge sharing. By offering development 
beyond current job roles it contributes to talent development within the organization, through 
an attempt to ensure “everyone at all levels works to the top of their potential” (Redford, 2005, 
p. 20). Drawing on the experience of the HR professional group at NHS Digital and the lessons 
learnt from the research we propose a model for professional groups in Figure 1 below. 

Review and revise

Figure 1: A model for professional groups 
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Stage 1 Strategic direction and ownership
In the set-up of a professional group, the study suggests the senior management support and 
facilitation was imperative. As the group develops it may be that it could become self-facilitating 
but until it is established we would see the leadership and facilitation as a pre-requisite. The 
themes and topics for the group are set collectively by the members but are also aligned with 
professional standards and the organization’s strategy. This ensures the agenda is relevant 
and future focused. This worked well at NHS Digital and the challenge going forward is to 
engage members of the team in collective ownership for setting the direction and developing the 
professional group.

Stage 2 Professional identity and knowledge sharing
This stage reflects the importance of building professional identity and capability. It focuses 
on best practice and an external perspective, with value in both formal and emergent learning 
opportunities. This takes place in the meetings at NHS Digital but could also be done through 
online communities for other groups. 

Stage 3 Reflection and transfer of learning
This stage is concerned with how the learning from the group is sustained and transferred to 
professional practice within the organization. For the HR professional group at NHS Digital this 
is the most immature stage and would warrant further consideration.

Following stage 3 there is a feedback loop so that the process is circular rather than linear, 
and the group continues to evolve. This offers a way of organizing professional groups or 
learning communities in the organization that are responsive to organizational and professional 
requirements and offer both individual and organizational development opportunities.
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Conversations About Change: Leading and 
Managing Change at CaseX

Bob Morton, ODHRM Consultants Ltd 
Rick Holden, Liverpool Business School1

That organizational change is problematic and challenging is generally acknowledged. Yet there 
remains a dearth of real, industry, and organizationally based case studies addressing problems, 
pathways, and practice experience. This article provides a reflective account of practice in relation 
to the leadership and management of organizational change within one part of a global chemical 
manufacturing company. The context in which a major programme of change was acknowledged 
as necessary is explained. The article then focuses on the culture change aspects, identified as 
critical if a range of structural, technical, and process changes were to be achieved successfully. 
Drawing on the experiences of senior managers involved in the change process, together with a 
consultant engaged as an external change agent, the article provides a rich picture discussion of 
key issues and themes, tensions, and questions regarding the leadership and management of the 
change. Conversations about change were central to the programme of culture change, providing 
the basis for critical connections to be made regarding workforce involvement, values, learning, 
and knowledge flow. Importantly, the account presented reveals the significance of the leadership 
team and a scenario which over time saw the emergence of a more collaborative approach to the 
management of the change process. 

Key Words: culture change, workforce involvement, shared leadership, chemical sector

Introduction

This article offers a reflective account of practice in relation to the leadership and management of 
organizational change. Specifically, it focuses upon a change management journey taken by one 
UK plant within a multi-national chemical manufacturing company. Respecting concerns over 
confidentiality we cannot reveal the exact name of the particular plant nor its parent company 
and so will simply refer to it as ‘CaseX’ throughout this paper.

The article is in three parts. The first seeks to explain, in outline terms, the culture change journey 
taken by CaseX between 2013 and 2016. Part 2 draws on more reflective considerations and 
seeks to move the account from a record of the journey to a ‘rich’ picture discussion of key issues 
and themes, tensions and questions regarding the change. The third part presents an ‘Editorial 
Discussion’ which seeks to draw a summative interpretation of this account of organizational 
change. The paper is sourced from discussions with three members of the senior leadership team 
formed to drive the change at CaseX, the consultant involved as ‘external change agent’ with the 
change project from 2014 onwards, and relevant company documentation produced during this 
period. The paper reflects a joint enterprise between those involved in the discussions together 
with the Journal Editor. 
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Part 1: Background and Overview

Background
CaseX’s parent company operates in over 80 countries worldwide. CaseX is a large well established 
plant in the UK but one with a recent history of takeover and acquisition. When acquired by its 
current owner in 2009 it was a site with a workforce of approximately 950. The plant is engaged 
in the manufacture of products used to enhance industrial processing in various industries.

Whilst CaseX’s corporate head office (located in mainland Europe) acknowledged that the 
overall performance of the plant was poor and had been starved of investment, it recognized its 
potential and the site fitted in with its overall organizational strategy. Senior management at the 
corporate head office recognized that major change was needed. However, whilst investment and 
restructuring were deemed necessary, there was a level of uncertainty as to the detailed nature of 
the plant’s problems and thus no clear basis from which to develop a plan on how best to address 
the problems. 

A consultant led review of operations, led by corporate head office, had effectively identified the 
main technical and process needs for the site to be profitable. The question was the leadership 
and implementation of the plans. Senior management within the UK recognized that, in addition 
to these technical and process needs, and the significant investment plans, a different approach 
to implementation was required. The appointment of a new site director (SD) in 2013, recruited 
from another company site in the UK (also an acquisition in 2009), was both symbolically and 
strategically significant. It was an acknowledgement from the most senior levels of the company 
that change at CaseX required leading from someone experienced in the sort of site reflected in 
the case study plant. Strategically, the new SD established certain ‘modus operandi’ principles in 
negotiation with the corporate head office. The history and the current characteristics of the site 
had to be acknowledged and taken on board. Critically the SD and the leadership at CaseX would 
be given autonomy. Change would not be imposed via a consultant led, corporate approach to the 
organizational change needed. The SD would determine the most appropriate leadership team to 
operate over coming years and any change programme would be internally driven. CaseX would 
be the ‘masters of its own destiny’.

In the first quarter of 2013, a three-year operational improvement programme (and based on the 
technical review of operation noted above) was announced. This signalled the commencement 
of significant change at the site. The improvement programme’s objectives were to achieve 
a transformation of the site to become a lean and reliable supplier and successful cost leader 
(constantly improving the cost structure to keep ahead of competition) with the agility to respond 
to customer and market needs. A significant capital investment programme was earmarked for the 
site to replace outdated equipment, introduce new technologies, change operational processes, 
and make the site safer. The introduction of 365 day working combined with a significant 
headcount reduction was a further key element of the programme’s objectives and aspirations. 

Culture change
The weeks and months following the announcement of the operational improvement programme 
were an intense period of ‘conversations’ about change. The SD formed a small leadership 
group (‘think tank’) to brainstorm the way forward. This included the improvement programme 
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manager (also an émigré from another UK plant), the plant’s HR manager and a consultant who 
had worked extensively with the two senior managers in the years preceding the acquisition by 
the CaseX parent company. Whilst organization culture had featured — almost as an afterthought 
— in the original head office led review, it quickly became central to the leadership group’s 
thinking. Culture change was where the change programme needed to start … and not with the 
somewhat simplistic ‘guide to culture change’ evident in the consultancy review, but with a 
much more nuanced, sensitive and intellectually informed approach to such practice.

The transformation of CaseX needed to be sustainable and be achieved in a way that equipped 
the people with agility to quickly adapt and cope with future changes. Critically a shift to a 
high-performance culture was required; a culture where the workforce as a whole performed as a 
well-disciplined team, where everyone was accountable and taking ownership to deliver results 
against shared goals. The approach needed to be one of planned involvement to gain commitment 
and engagement in the change process and to embed the skills of change. The change process 
commenced with a diagnostic phase to develop situational awareness for the change programme 
and subsequent analysis enabled the design of the change strategy. 

Achievements, 2016
An internal document produced in 2016 asked “How do we know that change is happening?” It 
acknowledged that culture change is a complex and longitudinal process and change takes place 
over time but summed up progress to date as follows: 

Most of the time, you can feel change and see it: anecdotal evidence shows that our people are 
behaving differently, you hear different language being used every day, stakeholders and customers 
are commenting on the changes they are observing. The level of participation in projects is 
increasing and there is active involvement and contributions to workshops and local initiatives to 
improve work methods and effectiveness (CaseX, 2016).

This assessment was supported by a range of quantitative and qualitative evidence, for example:

• The successful conclusion of a complex consultation on headcount reduction, job changes, 
working arrangements, and terms and conditions.

• The increase in the Guiding Coalition (see below) from its initial size of under 30 
employees to a group of over 350 drawn from all levels of the organization.

• People who were “problem people” in the old organization are becoming stars and 
flourishing in the new organization where they enjoy the engagement, participation, 
accountability, and their voice getting heard.

 - Performance data Indicating:

 - Production capacity increases by over 10% at the same time as the site headcount 
reduces by over 20%.

 - 30% reduction in samples tested as a result of Quality Control and Production 
working together at a local level to identify process and organizational 
improvements.

 - Customer complaints decreased from 105 in Q1, 2015 to 55 in Q4 of the same 
year.
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 - Transfer of 25 ideas from a series of collaborative workshops, and with an 
estimated value of over 50 million Euros, into the strategic plans for 2016, 2017 
and beyond.

Change at the site has commanded attention elsewhere within CaseX’s parent company. The 
plant has been presented with two corporate awards; one from the national trade association and 
one from CaseX itself. In addition, the HR Manager presented an evidence based ‘organizational 
change’ story to one of the European corporate conferences. 

This summative record of the change journey to date provides the basis for a more rigorous 
consideration of some of the key features of the change process, in terms of the wider debate 
about the difficulties and challenges facing any organization seeking to engage in the practice of 
organizational change.

Part 2: Reflections on a Change Journey

The practice reflection which follows is organized, initially, in respect of three key themes: 
problematizing; leadership development; and making connections … unleashing potential. It 
is followed by a concluding discussion focused principally upon a notion of shared leadership. 
This latter section enables a perspective to be drawn on the theory – practice dynamic operating 
throughout the change process. 

Problematizing: context is ‘king’
Initial discussions and dialogue amongst the small leadership group reflected an iterative process 
of diagnosis, futures thinking and theory-practice challenges. The latter saw the group engage 
“intellectually” with their master’s level knowledge and understanding of classic models of 
change (e.g. Burke & Litwin, 1992; Kotter, 1996). Such models were important in feeding the 
dialogue rather than any sense that they could offer a prescriptive pathway for CaseX. Indeed, 
the significance of the Burke-Litwin model, for example, was most pronounced in steering the 
group as regards the importance of context. The crucial question was “what will work here?” 
There were no obvious neat solutions which could be transported from elsewhere. The solutions 
had to come from within. Importantly, though, there was a need to move away from assumptions, 
preconceptions, and generalizations about the problems. 

There was insufficient communication to the site about financial performance:

[at] a fundamental level … communication of, communication to and around the site from both 
leadership on the site and from leadership off the site was almost non-existent (Senior Leadership 
Team (SLT)).

and a need to generate a more detailed evidence base of what was (or was not happening). 
Whilst CaseX’s corporate head office supplied a stream of financial data on the performance 
of the site there was a need to understand the current situation in terms of cultural and 
behavioural characteristics. There was a sense within the leadership group that morale, attitudes 
and behaviours were all problematic. To understand the context more accurately a series of 
explorative discussions together with a specific culture diagnostic exercise were undertaken. So, 
for example: 
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we found out through time that we had 430 customer complaints every year on the site, so that’s 
like more than one a day. So, that’s only the customers that could be bothered complaining. So, 
with 430 customer complaints … you can’t expect the operator to know about every 430 customer 
complaints. But you would expect senior managers to have an idea about what these customer 
complaints are about. We didn’t have any idea about what these customer complaints meant. They 
were all dealt with in a process but actually the process, the driver for the process was to get 
the complaint closed out within 28 days not to actually get to the root cause of the problem and 
understand what it is, what it is that needs to be changed.

When we asked, so when we asked, how often do you brief your teams, I think the last time they’d 
done it, we’d done one in 2012 and yeah, we did that because there was a particular reason for that 
and we did one in 2011, so how do you communicate it? Didn’t think it was necessary … people in 
key positions were not listening (SLT).

The culture diagnostic instruments (a combination of diagnostic tools drawn from Deal and 
Kennedy (2000) and Cummins and Worley (2004)) revealed a pervasiveness of behavioural 
problems. Whilst the workforce was highly dutiful, respectful and deferential, employees were 
overly concerned about making mistakes with a fear of being criticized/embarrassed. Overall 
the workforce were unwilling to take chances and/or express controversial opinions. Employees 
were working hard but not smartly. High performance was mistaken widely throughout the site 
for ‘being busy’: 

… the focus was right across the board … from operators who were basically coming in and just 
would expect to do what they were told, to shift managers who really weren’t given the authority 
to manage and in fact we had a situation across the site where shift managers weren’t aligned with 
their teams so you didn’t have the same shift manager every shift because of the different shift 
patterns. So, there’s no natural connection there … And there was no expectation from the guys on 
the shop floor that, if you see something happening in terms of the process which you are working 
with every day, if you see something that’s a bit different, then that might be useful information that 
would tell us we’ve got a quality problem (SLT).

A process of problematizing against this emerging contextual clarity enabled a number of key 
principles to be constructed by the group and which formed the basis of a blueprint for a change 
plan. Any transition to a future state needed to be collaborative and engaging. It needed to 
recognize the potential impact of the psychological impact of change. Thus, it needed to give 
voice to the employee and promote key values such as fairness and honesty throughout all levels 
of the workforce. A senior leadership team needed itself to embrace such values (and see also 
below). Two key ‘organizing’ principles in this context were structural change within the senior 
leadership team and the initiation of a Guiding Coalition. The former saw a proposal to reduce 
the leadership team from 14 to 8 as part of an initial radical re-structuring of operations. The 
Guiding Coalition, drew directly on Kotter’s (1995) model of change management as a way 
of both signalling a distinctive approach to the change programme and providing a potentially 
catalytic vehicle to move things forward. 

With the establishment of the Guiding Coalition it might be tempting to suggest that this marked 
the end of a problematizing process. It is probably more realistic to say that it marked the end 
of the beginning! The Guiding Coalition, from its inception, was involved in a continuation of 
the diagnostic discussions and the early mapping of a direction of travel for the change journey. 
The Guiding Coalition created a unified Mission and Values statement describing the desired 
future state for the plant, post operational improvement programme, that recognized constraints 
and which endeavoured to capture the new culture and degree of transformation required to be 
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a successful cost leader in 2016 and beyond. It also began work on conducting a high-level gap 
analysis of present vs future state for each work group, its working practices and processes, the 
changes required and the scale of such changes. 

There is a danger in any attempt to explain and outline the outcomes of the problematizing 
associated within CaseX in 2013/14 that a smooth and linear chronology appears to characterize 
its outcomes. It is more realistic to depict this a complex, inter-related, at times intense, bundle 
of discussions, formal and informal, producing ideas, initiatives, processes and events and all 
taking place simultaneously. The initiation of the Guiding Coalition and the development of its 
initial agenda took place the same time as the SLT was moving through its development phases. 
Whilst the Guiding Coalition became the principal vehicle to underpin the wider operational 
improvement programme and a distinctive approach to change leadership it did not displace 
existing, established consultation and negotiation agreements with the main trade union. Indeed, 
ongoing negotiations with the trade union — and underpinned with same principles noted above 
vis the Guiding Coalition — over a proposed shift to annualised hours, 365 days, 24 hour working 
(narrowly rejected in 2011), were crucial also to the success of the overall change programme 
and were successfully agreed in April, 2014. 

Importantly the one central pillar to an otherwise complex, dynamic, and often uncertain, set of 
deliberations and emergent initiatives was that ‘context is king’. Understanding the problems 
faced by the plant produced the proposed strategy for change. 

Leadership development
A number of the key principles influencing the character of the change journey have been noted 
above. Here we address organizational leadership. The aspiration to move away from a style of 
leadership which was primarily exclusive required change within the existing senior leadership 
team (SLT) Reform of the SLT enabled clearer responsibilities to be established; ones which 
facilitated focused attention on an emergent change programme. A series of clusters were created, 
each headed up by a member of the SLT, in both the production and support sections of the site 
and which were designed specifically to make a statement about breaking down existing silos 
and positioning the SLT in terms of their leadership of the change programme. The selection of 
the team was conducted using a robust, fair and challenging process involving both competency 
based interviews and the use of high level psychometric tools in a job matching process with 
the objective of not only selecting leaders who could fulfil the technical aspects of the roles, but 
who also possessed interpersonal leadership capability and potential and who demonstrated the 
behaviours and values needed to achieve change and sustain the organization. This process was 
fully aligned with the established, corporate CaseX Competencies and Behaviours.

A series of three one-day workshops were implemented to establish a leadership team capable 
of taking the necessary steps towards a more collaborative approach to the change process, and 
with the culture change blueprint clearly in mind (see also Figure 1 below).

The workshops, held away from the site, were designed to develop the group into a high 
performing team, one equipped with a collective capability to lead the culture change initiative. 
Led by the external change agent involved in the problematizing discussed above, together 
with another external colleague (a business psychologist specializing in both occupational and 
educational psychology). The focus was personal development — as an individual, as part of a 
leadership team and in relation to those they would need to work with most closely (Figure 1). 
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Importantly the change agent perceived the need to develop the notion of effective leadership 
judgement which pushed participants beyond leadership styles. 

We wanted to nurture what I call rounded leadership … yes, to encourage a shift from directive to 
more collaborative decision making but with care and sensitivity to quality decision making. Clear 
thinking and resilience is part of this. We challenged the SLT to think about their decision making 
… are your decisions good enough? … if the building is on fire you don’t have a meeting (External 
Change Agent).

Psychometric profiles generated pre-workshop enabling each member of the SLT to work 
through the workshops in relation to their own personal development needs. Through themes 
such as empowering teams to make decisions, criticism in teams, understanding the power of 
feedback and the need to be better at asking for and offering help, a platform was developed for 
each SLT to harness their development vis a vis their own teams and as regards members of the 
Guiding Coalition.

Figure 1: The Journey to Changing Culture (Source: SLT Teambuilding Workshop)

In reality there was no quick ‘personal development’ fix. A second workshop exposed a lack 
of significant progress. There remained ambiguity around an understanding of what high 
performance meant for the SLT themselves. Individual development work was patchy. Stronger 
personal commitments to areas needing developing were needed. The notion of a critical friend 
(Costa & Kallick, 1993) was introduced. A critical friend is someone who is encouraging and 
supportive, but who also provides honest and often candid feedback that may be uncomfortable 
or difficult to hear (Glasser, 1998). In short, a critical friend is someone who agrees to speak 
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truthfully, but constructively, about weaknesses, problems, and emotionally charged issues. 
Members of the SLT were ‘tutored’ in the skills of engagement in such processes with the 
help of the external change agent and which ensured such a process could be devolved to the 
various teams led by SLT members. By the end of the third workshop the external change 
agent considered sufficient progress was being made for the SLT — in relation to their teams 
(and in respect of the Guiding Coalition) — to discuss the behaviours required to deliver 
the future state. Assumptions about positional authority and control had been effectively 
challenged. Inclinations to be more controlling had been changed into opportunities to do 
things differently; to let go, reduce dependency and empower team members. For example, 
in relation to the members of the Guiding Coalition taking on board responsibility to present 
to and lead change workshops with the wider workforce see also Making connections … 
unleashing potential, below. 

they might not always be the best presenters, they might not always have the best slides, but actually 
it’s much more meaningful.

There was emerging clarity about what teams throughout CaseX needed to do to make the 
transition and how the competences needed could be embedded as part of daily work. 

Making Connections … unleashing potential
As indicated above, there was to be no imposition of any ‘packaged’ or ‘formulaic’ solutions 
and importantly the proposal to utilise Kotter’s notion of a Guiding Coalition helped crystallise 
many of the emergent principles and values surrounding a different approach to leading and 
managing the necessary change. The coalition needed to include individuals from all levels 
and areas of the organization, with the influence, energy and momentum to lead the change 
effort. The selection (initially totalling 35) was carried out using a set of criteria that focused 
on a positive attitude towards change. “We wanted people who would tell us, honestly, what 
they thought” (SLT).

The formation of the Guiding Coalition marked the start of a political process to change hearts 
and minds. It was acknowledged that mistakes would be made, that there would be uneven 
progress and that challenges and barriers would have to be faced. The key was to remain 
consistent to a set of principles encompassing involvement, listening, fairness, honesty, and 
consistency. In very practical terms the Guiding Coalition operated as follows. Small teams 
from the Guiding Coalition facilitated transition workshops, often linked to specific operational 
improvement programme projects e.g. re safe working and lean manufacturing. The success of 
these transition workshops depended upon the message and communication coming not from 
the SLT but from members of the Guiding Coalition with whom the workforce could identify 
and empathise. 

getting individual members of the Guiding Coalition, not bosses, individual members to actually 
tell small groups of people, we described to small groups of people what transition meant for them 
individually, and on quite an emotional level sometimes. So, it wasn’t like me or some of the other 
leadership team members telling people how it is, it was about individuals (SLT).

Importantly, the workshops were not about ‘telling’ what was to change but more of a collective 
conversation about work; discussions about what the participants knew best in terms of their 
roles, their jobs the processes, issues and problems that they were involved in on a day-day basis. 
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The Guiding Coalition was the resource to make connections and help make ‘conversations about 
change’ take place. Importantly it also gave people at all levels a ‘voice’ which was listened to by 
colleagues and by management:

What we did when we thought there was something key about to happen or that we should 
be getting involved in, we would call together the Guiding Coalition and we pulled together 
workshops and then we would say, right, this is what we’ve done, you see what we’ve done, 
great so far, this is what we’re about to do. This is the next stage. These are the things we need 
to be thinking about now. Tell us what, how do you think we should go about it? What’s going 
to be our problems? What’s the challenge for us? How’s it, is this gonna work? You think this? 
And they would say, how about trying this or have you thought about that, or we can help with 
this, or, so it was, it became a sounding box, it’s a sounding box and also a way, but it’s also a 
way of disseminating information across the site so even people who were not on the Guiding 
Coalition would get news from what was happening. But we’d also use the Guiding Coalition to 
facilitate stuff across. If we did want to, if we did want to facilitate some workshops across the 
site, we would use, we would get volunteers from the guiding coalition to do that, so again it was 
a resource … (SLT).

As time went by the transition workshops proved critical in a process of empowerment and 
shared leadership; a process through which the SLT were able to relinquish a degree of control 
and trust in the inherent capabilities of the work teams to deliver on operational improvement 
requirements. 

And the best examples were from operators who suddenly made that connection that, the way 
our packaging machine is operating, the way we are operating our packaging machine, is causing 
problems that’s resulting in complaints and making that link, and I can take some responsibility for 
that. I’m not just coming in and doing what I’m told, I’m actually going to go and actually, and with 
one … we had an operator who actually went to the warehouse down the road and started telling the 
warehouse how they needed to slower and move our product to avoid customer complaints. Because 
he could see from his daily work the link between what was happening there and the number of 
complaints that were coming in but there was no transparency in that, no way of communicating 
that, no … (SLT).

A willingness to take responsibility (cf. the key value of personal accountability (Figure 1)) and 
‘let go’ appears to be emergent attributes:

So, it was really about trying to, um, free people up, um, and this was where the involvement came 
in. You know, it’s like if you start getting people involved, you start giving people the freedom 
to do things, then actually they … they start to use their capabilities, and, you know, we start to 
listen to what people are saying instead of thinking that it’s the managers that know best all the 
time. So, whether we needed to develop capability or we needed, probably more we needed to use 
capabilities that we had, that we … (SLT).

The case study, below, from one department, within CaseX captures something of how making 
connections through opening up communications enable the power of workforce capability to 
be released.
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Case Study: ProceX - making connections, opening up communications, utilizing knowledge

ProceX is one of several production processes at CaseX. It makes, using chemicals created elsewhere 
on site, a particular form of the major product produced on the site. With a current workforce of 58 
ProceX provides an example of the early adoption of new working arrangements within the wider 
change programme at CaseX. Importantly, it illustrates key culture changes which enabled the wider 
operational improvement programme to be implemented successfully. 

Senior level restructuring in 2013/4 saw the introduction of two main production clusters and as 
part of one of these ProceX faced a number of imperatives, including headcount reduction and the 
implementation of a number of early operational improvement projects. Significantly, change was 
required at the heart of how the plant operated; in the current shift patterns (teams not aligned with 
shift managers) and the non-management operating roles. Critically a shift was to be staffed with 9 
operatives rather than 12, with three new roles Operative 1 (O1), 2 (O2) and 3 (O3) (three per shift). 
With only a sketchy idea of the future state of the department — there was no ‘manual’, no pre-
determined new operative job descriptions — the Cluster Manager sought the engagement of the 
workforce from the word go. Taking the lead from the newly formed Guiding Coalition the Cluster 
Manager put the challenge openly and honestly to the workforce “how is this going to work?” With 
hindsight, this “workforce involvement” proved key to a successful transition journey lasting over 2 
years. With management’s encouragement, the workforce began to take a leadership role. “The guys 
who were doing the jobs began writing the new roles.” They had the knowledge and the working 
experience which enabled them to fulfill this. They were able to make the connections between a future 
state, and which involved new equipment, with the roles that would be needed. Additionally, The 
ProceX workforce brought a proposal to management that they trial a nine-man shift operation prior 
to the site changeover to annualized hours and 24hour, 365 day working. Challenges were faced. It 
had to extend to more than one shift and thus, involved greater numbers. Problems were encountered, 
breakdowns experienced. But, issues were monitored, logged, and reflected upon by the shift teams. 
The learning generated was crucial in paving the way for a system that would work. This was important 
not just within ProceX but across the site more generally. Furthermore, it reinforced and underpinned 
the value of the Guiding Coalition as a key vehicle to promote and lead change. From two members on 
the initial Guiding Coalition many of the ProceX team became, in effect, the Guiding Coalition for the 
Cluster as a whole, thereby developing a momentum.

The preparedness to engage in decision making about roles, shift patterns etc. marked the beginnings of 
a move to a more general ability to operate in self-managed teams. This became important in three key 
areas:

• Workforce development: training for the new operative roles; cross-training to increasingly multi-
skill the workforce; much of which is now implemented in situ using experienced employees trained 
in job instruction. 

• Day to day problem solving and operations management: demonstrating high levels of responsible 
decision-making. 

• New ideas: low cost high value improvements to plant processes; often from a safety perspective. 

The sense of ownership in the achievements of the ‘non-management’ ProceX workforce over two plus 
years, is evident in their display located at the entrance to the ProceX plant. The display is generated 
using the words of the workforce themselves. It is testimony to a change journey influenced (led) by 
the workforce rather than change being done to them.
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Part 3 Editorial Discussion: Towards Shared Leadership?

It is regularly asserted that over two-thirds or more of organizational change initiatives fail 
to achieve their intended aims (Hamlin, 2016). Whilst such claims lack any strong empirical 
foundations they serve nonetheless to highlight the challenge organizational change presents 
for those engaged in its leadership and management. Indeed, they cast a shroud of uncertainty 
over the voluminous literature produced over the last 50 years on leadership and management 
of organizational change to guide and influence those involved in its practice. Dominant in 
much of this literature is attention to leadership itself. Here the ‘great man’ theory of leadership 
continues to be hugely influential (Badaracco, 2001). It continues to underpin the appointment 
of chief executives, ‘head-hunted’, from other organizations and often charged with ‘turning 
the organization around’. Reflection on what unfolded at CaseX reveals a much more nuanced 
picture. Undoubtedly a ‘new man at the top’ was influential in getting things moving and setting 
a strategic direction but the new site director was first and foremost an internal appointment; 
someone who ‘knew the business’ and who was able to avoid the tag of leadership from the 
corporate centre. Furthermore, this CaseX story is not one of a change programme initiated and 
delivered by a single charismatic individual. The account presented reveals the significance of 
a leadership team and a scenario which over time saw the emergence of a more collaborative 
approach to the delivery of the change process.

Leadership in any context has historically been described in relation to the behaviour of an 
individual and their relationship to their followers. This has resulted in an emphasis in leader/
leadership training on the behaviour, characteristics and actions of leaders. However, in more 
recent times — and in part reflecting the lack of research evidence for a single individual to have 
the kind of dramatic impact on organizational performance that is so often claimed (Thorpe et 
al., 2011) — “post heroic” ideas have emerged emphasizing the value of more collaborative and 
less hierarchical practices (Collinson, 2008). Thus ’shared leadership’ implies an activity that is 
shared, or distributed, among members of the team and which characterizes its way of working. A 
key distinction between shared and traditional models of leadership is that the influence process 
involves more than just downward influence of sub-ordinates by a positional leader (Pearce, 
Manz & Sims, 2009). Leadership is distributed amongst a set of individuals instead of being 
centralized in the hands of a single individual who acts in the role of leader (Pearce & Conger, 
2002, pp. 1-3). Each team member’s individual experience, knowledge and capacity is valued 
and is used by the team to distribute or share the job of leadership through the team in response 
to each context and challenge being faced. In very practical, pragmatic terms it is captured well 
by the words of one CEO working in the UKs health service:

Shared leadership works on the principle that teams work together more effectively to deliver 
high quality patient care if all members assert their individual leadership qualities. This does not 
mean no-one takes ultimate control but, if the team leader has a day off or moves, that the team 
continues to work effectively. The days of naive reliance on a single hero who can supposedly solve 
everyone’s problems are over (Thornton, 2007).

Thornton’s point about control raises important questions about change and change management/
leadership at CaseX. Kotter’s model of change management, and influential within this account, 
not least because of the Guiding Coalition, could be interpreted as a top down intervention; a 
set of steps driven by the site director, together with clear plans and schedules for each stage. 
Undoubtedly the new Site Director saw the ultimate control, as resting with himself. It was in 
his power to develop a new Senior Leadership Team and initiate the Guiding Coalition, embark 
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on leadership development (for the senior team) and prepare plans for how culture change was 
to be realized to support and feed into the ongoing operational improvement programme. Whilst 
an overt, and theoretically driven strategy to bring about shared leadership was not evident, an 
attempt to engender engagement and collaboration vis the change programme was clearly part 
of the adopted leadership approach. Issues of control and the relationships necessary to build a 
different culture were central to Senior Leadership Team and Guiding Coalition deliberations:

… but it’s almost the impact, the impact from the guiding coalition members almost I would say 
increased as you moved away from leadership team down to operators because when you get an 
operator, when you get an operator stand up and telling other operators or other people what they’ve 
done, it’s much more meaningful (SLT).

If you’re the boss and everybody does as you say and they always do as you say, you don’t actually 
need a relationship because you just do as you’re told. But actually, once you want to get more to 
an engaging and involved culture, and you want to move that spectrum, then you’ve got to have 
a relationship because if you don’t have a relationship, you can’t manage in that way (External 
Change Agent).

The important notion is perhaps that of ‘managing in a different way’ (cf. extract 2, above) and 
which raises the question of necessary leadership development vis ‘shared leadership’. Change 
to bring about change. For many years change has been equated with learning (Gold et al., 
2012) and clearly the CaseX story is no exception. A spectrum of formal and informal learning 
has underpinned the culture change and indeed underpins the emergent shared leadership. The 
importance of leadership development to manage in a different way is a feature of Part 2 of this 
article and it is useful to note here that in terms of developing leadership capabilities beyond the 
SLT that this is recognized and part of the Guiding Coalition’s agenda to help sustain the change 
programme. 

so what the leadership team’s been through in terms of their own development and their development 
within a team is not yet as advanced in the rest of the organization as it should be … and I think 
that’s gonna take a bit of time to do that work in the rest of the organization (SLT).

In sum, therefore, whilst initially driven from the top this account of practice at CaseX, and 
the illustrative evidence upon which it draws, provides strong testimony to processes of shared 
leadership beginning to take hold and facilitate the change journey. They have helped to secure 
context specific culture change; change which underpinned performance improvements in line 
with the imperatives of the operational improvement programme and a return to profitability. 

In a recent article questioning the continued adherence to traditional notions of ‘training’ Cole 
(2017) advances a practice framework integrating ideas about ‘connections’, ‘conversations’, 
and ‘knowledge’. Cole argues that for an organization to change and develop, knowledge 
needs to flow freely and be pooled where it is required. Connections are critical to making an 
organization work well and conversation is the key way to support both the flow of knowledge 
and the essential connectivity of people. From the initial leadership group and newly formed 
SLT through to the Guiding Coalition and the dialogue at shop floor level, an integration of 
connections and conversations to enhance knowledge flow provides a powerful summary of 
how a critical level of (sustainable) shared leadership was nurtured and became impactful at 
CaseX. It is testimony to how ‘connections’, ‘conversations’, and ‘knowledge’ are at the heart 
of shared leadership. Conversations about change were central to a programme of culture 
change at CaseX; intellectual conversations about change leadership through to practical and 
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pragmatic conversations about the realities of making transition journeys. A fitting conclusion is 
to highlight the value of conversations about talent in any change context; where talent resides 
within an organization; the perils of overlooking such potential in deference to I/we know best; 
and how through processes of shared leadership an inclusive approach to talent management can 
pay real dividend.

The evidence presented in this paper suggests an account of practice which has been successful. 
However it makes no strong claim regarding ‘best practice’. The complexity and uniqueness of 
any organizational change, organization by organization, makes any such claim largely futile. 
What the paper as whole has sought to generate is insight into the sorts of conversations about 
the leadership and management of change which need to take place and which, appropriately 
harnessed, can enrich our understanding of its practice.

Notes

1 The Journal acknowledges the contribution of three members of CaseX in the authorship of this article 
but who have specifically requested that they remain anonymous, respecting their company policy on 
such matters. 
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Training Incentives for Malaysian SMEs:  
an Impact Evaluation

Corporate Strategy and Insights Department,  
Pembangunan Sumber Manusia Berhad1, Malaysia

The article reports on the effectiveness of a Malaysian Government initiative to enhance training 
within the country’s Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs). The Training Incentives for SMEs 
Scheme was designed to improve the level of productivity among SMEs by upgrading the skills and 
capabilities of the existing SME workforce. The Scheme has benefited a total of 16,248 employees 
from 5,502 employers and they were trained by 276 training providers. The article reports on a 
study to assess the outcome of the Scheme by measuring the effectiveness based on the perspective 
of trainees, employers and training providers. In conclusion, the Scheme was effective. Strategic 
recommendations are developed to improve future schemes by targeting types and content of 
training programmes, delivery of training programmes and execution of future training programmes 
and incentive schemes mechanism. 

Key Words: training, training incentives, SMEs, impact, Malaysia

1. Introduction 

Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) form the backbone of Malaysia’s economy and are key to 
driving the momentum of the nation’s growth. Over the last decade, SMEs’ Gross Domestic Product 
(GDP) growth has continuously outpaced Malaysia’s overall economic growth. However, SMEs’ 
growth is constantly being constrained by lack of skilled labour resulting in lower productivity 
rates when compared to larger firms. The Training Incentive for SMEs Scheme was introduced 
by the Pembangunan Sumber Manusia Berhad (PSMB) (better known as Human Resources 
Development Fund, HRDF) to support the aspirations of SMEs in developing and improving the 
level of productivity by upgrading the skills and capabilities of the existing SME workforce. 

This article reports on the study undertaken to assess whether the training programmes attended 
by trainees under the Scheme was effective in improving the trainees’ job performance. The 
study’s three main objectives were to:

• Assess the outcome of the Training Incentive against its objectives by measuring the 
effectiveness of it from the perspective of the trainees, employers, and training providers. 

• Identify the problems and challenges associated with the Training Incentive and obtain 
feedback on areas of improvement from the three target groups (i.e. trainees, employers, 
and training providers).

• Provide recommendations and develop short and long-term action plans to improve the 
training programmes offered under such Incentive schemes.

This paper starts by providing a brief contextual profile regarding training within SMEs in 
Malaysia. It then outlines the methodology associated with this study before reporting on findings. 
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A concluding section provides a discussion of the issues associated with the implementation of 
this scheme and a consideration of the implications for future government backed programmes 
in order to enhance the training effectiveness within SMEs. 

Training and Malaysian SMEs

The Malaysian Government has long been concerned with the development of SMEs in Malaysia 
and various strategic plans and initiatives have been formulated to assist SMEs in facing new 
challenges faced by the changing business environment. This is because SMEs are recognized as 
a growth driver and an accelerator of economic expansion in Malaysia (Hashim, 2012). Hashim 
(2012) also argues that apart from their significant share of business establishment (more than 
90% of business establishments in Malaysia are SMEs) and their contribution to the country’s 
income generation (approximately 37% of Malaysia’s GDP), SMEs are also known to provide 
new job opportunities, introduce innovations, stimulate competition, and form an important link 
in the supply chain to large multinational companies. 

Efficient SMEs have a more educated workforce and are more likely to provide formal structured 
training to their workers (Batra & Tan, 2003). However, there are five key challenges faced by 
SMEs: (1) lack of access to finance, (2) human resource constraints, (3) limited or inability to 
adopt technology, (4) lack of information on potential markets and customers, and (5) global 
competition. More importantly, there is a high risk that SMEs will be wiped out if they do not 
improve their competitiveness in a globalized market that changes at a rapid pace (Ting, 2004). 
Although there are various factors that are hindering SMEs’ competitiveness, the lack of human 
capital is the most significant challenge for Malaysian SMEs. It is often too expensive for SMEs 
in Malaysia to employ professional and competent employees (Saleh and Ndubisi, 2006). 

The Incentive Scheme

Realizing the importance of SMEs to the nation, there is acknowledgement from the Government 
to support the human capital development of SMEs in Malaysia, especially in skills-upgrading 
for their employees. As such, the agenda of Developing and Retaining a First Class World Talent 
Base is included as one of the priorities under the Tenth Malaysia Plan (10th MP, Chapter 5). 
PSMB was given the mandate to upgrade the skills and capabilities of the existing workforce 
and was entrusted with an allocation of RM47.5 million (for the period 2011 to 2015) to provide 
training and skills-upgrading to employees of SMEs across Malaysia. This marked the beginning 
of the SME Training Incentive Scheme. 

Specifically the Training Incentive Scheme is to assist SME employers that are registered with 
PSMB and who pay the levy2, but who have insufficient levy balance, to engage some of their 
employees in training. Training must be in an area of direct benefit to the business operation. 
Any eligible employer is able to nominate up to three employees to attend a programme run by 
an external training provider and from a list of approved programmes. In implementing the SME 
Training Incentive Scheme, PSMB has adopted the latest definition of SME as determined by the 
SME Corporation Malaysia (SME Corp). The definition is in line with an economic development 
of the country taking into consideration of price inflation, change in business trends and structural 
changes. The definition of SME is as stated below:
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Category Small Medium

Manufacturing

Sales turnover from RM300,000 
to less than RM15 million

OR

full-time employees from 5 to 
less than 75*

Sales turnover from RM15 million to 
not exceeding RM50 million

OR

full-time employees from 75 to not 
exceeding 200*

Services & Other Sectors

Sales turnover from RM300,000 
to less than RM3 million

OR

full-time employees from 5 to 
less than 30*

Sales turnover from RM3 million to 
not exceeding RM20 million

OR

full time employees from 30 to not 
exceeding 75*

Note: *PSMB Act, 2001 refers to the number of employees and paid-up capital during the implementation 
of the scheme, 10th Malaysia Plan, in determining the eligibility of employers to register.

Table 1: Definition of SME 
Source: SME Corporation Malaysia

Employers with one or more following cases — arrears of levy and Interest, involved in PSMB 
legal cases, in the process of deregistration — are not eligible to participate in the scheme.

The Evaluation

Measuring and evaluating the effectiveness of training programmes for SMEs and the relevant 
government support is a relatively complicated matter as it is relatively difficult to measure the 
direct effects or impact of training (Devins & Johnson, 2002). In addition, it is more challenging 
to measure a large number of different training programmes and which evolve over time (Lopez-
Acevedo & Tinajero, 2010). Therefore, this study is taking the best possible approach to measure 
training effectiveness. Whilst there are limitations it is better to measure imperfectly rather than 
the absence of evaluation (Giangreco et al, 2010).

The study assesses the relationship between the quality of the training programmes and the 
outcomes from the perspective of the trainees, employers, and training providers. The quality of 
a training programme is determined based on the independent variables which are the quality of 
the training module, quality of the trainer, quality of the training venue and equipment, the length 
of the training, the ease of applying for the training, and the frequency of trainees attending 
training. The effectiveness of a training programme is reflected in the dependent variables 
which are measured from the perspective of the trainees, employers, and training providers. 
The moderating variables are variables that moderate the strength of the correlation between the 
quality of training and the effectiveness. In this study, the moderating variables are the trainee’s 
ability or readiness prior to attending training, the employer’s training budget, the barriers to the 
trainees applying what they learnt at the workplace, and the availability of trainers. The research 
framework and variables related to this study are shown in Figure 1. 
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Dependent Variables

Effectiveness of 
Training Programmes

Trainees

• Personal development
• Career development

Employers

• Value creation
• Employee retention

Training Providers

• Growth of business
• Industry recognition

Independent Variables

Quality of Training 
Programmes

• Quality of training 
module

• Quality of trainer
• Quality of training 

venue and equipment
• Length of Training
• Ease of Applying 

for Training
• Frequency of 

attending training

Moderating Variable

• Employer’s 
training budget

• Readiness of 
trainees

• Availability 
of trainers

• Barriers to 
applying training 
at workplace

Objectives To measure the 
perception of the 
training programmes

To identify the 
challenges that 
have an effect on 
the effectiveness of 
training

To measure the outcomes and 
effectiveness of the training 
programmes

Respondents Trainees and employers Trainees, employers, 
and training providers

Trainees, employers, and training 
providers

Figure 1: Research Framework for the Study

The study was completed using four main methods which were: 

• Consultation with key stakeholders to understand specific needs and issues, share 
preliminary hypotheses, and obtain the database relevant to the Scheme. 

• Secondary research to identify information from previous studies that are related to the 
current study as well as best practices in other countries in upskilling SME employees. 

• Online and telephone quantitative surveys with trainees, employers, and training providers 
who were participants of the Scheme. 

• Workshops and in-depth interviews with the related participants. 

Data collection
A five-point Likert scale quantitative survey ranging from ‘1 = Strongly Agree’ to ‘5 = Strongly 
Disagree’ was designed according to the scope of study. Online and telephone quantitative surveys 
with all trainees, employers, and training providers who were part of the training incentive 
scheme, were contacted and requested to complete the survey. The database provided by PSMB 
listed an initial population of 16,248 trainees, 5,502 employers, and 276 training providers. 
Based on a confidence interval of 95% and a margin of error of 5%, a sampling framework was 
established which consisted of 390 trainees, 368 employers, and 131 training providers.
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A pilot study was undertaken. Subsequently, the full survey was conducted with all three 
target groups. For the employers and training providers, online survey links were emailed to 
the respective company’s person-in charge which enabled them to complete the survey at their 
convenience. Follow-up calls were made and reminder emails were sent to remind them about 
the survey and to encourage them to participate. 

Data analysis 
First, descriptive statistics are used to provide a general view on what is the average score on 
each assessment. Next, Chi-square Goodness-of-Fit test is used to determine whether the results 
from the respondents are equally distributed in their choices in the Likert-Scale.

H0: The data are consistent with a specified distribution

H1: The data are not consistent with a specified distribution

Finally, challenges and recommendation from the workshop with respondents are compiled into 
workshop reports for further discussion.

Findings

Participant background
422 trainees participated in the survey and most of them were from the central region (46.0%). 
This is followed by East Malaysia (18.2%), southern region (16.4%), northern region (15.6%) 
and East Coast of Peninsular Malaysia (3.8%). In terms of gender, 54.5% of the respondents were 
female while 45.5% were male. The most common highest education attainment for the trainees 
was Bachelor’s degree level where it made up 41.7% of the total respondents, followed by 
Diploma (27.0%), Masters (13.3%), SPM (9.2%) and others. Most of the trainees were from the 
Manufacturing sector (32.4%), followed by Other Service Activities (13.3%), Information and 
Communication (12.8%), and Education (8.7%). The majority of the respondents were managers 
(39.1%) while the rest were made up by professionals (36.7%), clerical support workers (11.8%) 
and technicians and associate professionals (6.9%). The most common working experience in 
the trainees’ current company fell under the category of 4 to 7 years (30.1%) and the most 
common total working experience was the category of 16 to 30 years (34.1%).

406 employers participated in the survey and most of them were from the central region (52.2%), 
followed by northern region (17.0%), southern region (14.5%), East Malaysia (11.3%) and East 
Coast (4.9%). Slightly more than half of the respondents employ more than 50 employees. 
About 40% of all the employers were small companies and the rest were medium companies. In 
terms of industry breakdown, manufacturing made up 41.9% of the respondents while the rest 
were made up of services and others. Most of the respondents were from management positions 
(42.9%), followed by respondents who were HR personnel (29.8%), Executives (25.9%) and 
Training Personnel (1.5%).

Most of the 131 Training Provider respondents were based in the central region (70.2%) while 
10.7% of them are located in the northern region. Most of the training providers (69.5%) 
specialize in more than one type of training courses (multi specialization). Half of the training 
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providers are accredited by local bodies and only 38.9% of them collaborate with public training 
institutions. About 52% of all the training providers collaborate with industry partners when 
drafting their training modules. Examples of industry partners that training providers work 
together with include Shell, Hewlett-Packard, Asian Regional Training and Development 
Organisation, ACCA, and CIMA.

Impact: Participating Trainees 

Trainee satisfaction with training programmes
There were 13 indicators to gauge trainees’ satisfaction. The chi-square goodness-of-fit test was 
performed on the results of all the indicators to determine whether the distribution of scores is 
equal among the Likert Scale.

Trainees’ satisfaction with training
Observed frequency

X2

1 2 3 4 5
Training module was applicable and met job 
requirements (TM1) 1 10 56 226 129 418.7**

Training was in-depth (TM2) 4 11 90 207 110 326.6**
Training delivered was in-line with training objectives 
(TM3) 3 7 73 196 143 339.3**

Trainer had expertise on the subject matter (TQ1) 2 6 61 175 178 360.8**
Trainer had good overall attitude (TQ2) 2 4 64 181 171 361.4**
Trainer was effective in content delivery (TQ3) 1 11 74 197 139 333.1**
Training venue was accessible (TV1) 3 13 82 187 137 296.5**
Training venue had good learning environment (TV2) 2 6 87 189 138 317.0**
Training equipment was of good quality (TA1) 1 14 96 196 115 301.4**
Computer/AV equipment was of good quality (TA2) 4 12 112 186 108 276.6**
Training manual was of good quality (TA3) 3 8 90 197 124 316.8**
Training duration was effective (TL) 0 14 103 204 101 320.0**
Overall, the training was of good quality (Overall) 2 4 51 235 130 463.6**

(1=Strong disagree, 2=Disagree, 3=Neutral, 4=Agree, 5=Strongly agree) 
* p<0.05      ** p<0.01

Table 2: Frequency Distribution of Scores on Trainees Satisfaction with Training Programmes

Results indicate that the frequency distribution is unequal and therefore the null hypothesis is 
rejected. It is also shown that most of the scores rate between 4-5, suggesting that the trainees are 
satisfied with the training programme.

Figure 2 shows that all 13 indicators are above 3 (Neutral), indicating overall positive 
satisfaction in terms of the training conducted in the Scheme.
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Figure 2: Mean Score of Trainees Satisfaction with Training Programmes

Personal Development After Training
Observed Frequency

X2

1 2 3 4 5
Training has added to my knowledge on the subject matter 
and is useful for my job 0 11 81 191 138 317.8**

Training has improved my technical skills and is useful for my job 3 18 98 188 114 271.1**
Training has enabled me to improve the quality of the 
products/services produced by me 1 17 90 197 116 299.4**

Training has enabled me to contribute new ideas to the company 3 10 108 187 113 285.8**
Training has enabled me to improve my efficiency and reduce 
wastage 4 9 110 185 113 282.0**

Training has improved customer satisfaction as I am now 
better at handling/engaging with my customers 4 11 115 160 131 245.5**

Training has motivated me and improved my attitude towards 
my work 1 9 72 186 153 330.4**

Training has expanded my professional network 6 12 85 182 136 280.0**
Training has enabled me to better understand my company’s 
organizational goals and align my goals to them 9 9 102 194 107 287.4**

Training has enabled me to contribute to increased company 
revenue 16 18 155 156 76 228.8**

Training has enabled me to contribute to reduced costs for the 
company 18 26 137 157 83 188.3**

Training has enabled me to contribute to increased 
profitability for the company 11 17 150 164 79 244.6**

Training has enabled me to be more efficient which has 
contributed to the company’s productivity 2 8 90 209 112 343.8**

(1=Strong disagree, 2=Disagree, 3=Neutral, 4=Agree, 5=Strongly agree) 
* p<0.05      ** p<0.01 

Table 3: Frequency Distribution of Scores on Personal Development 
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Personal development 
13 indicators were used to measure trainees’ personal development after attending training 
programmes under the Scheme. The chi-square goodness-of-fit test was performed on the results 
of all the indicators to determine whether the distribution of scores is equal among the Likert Scale.

Similar to previous section, results mean rejection of the null hypothesis. Most of the scores 
are rated between 4 to 5, indicating that the trainees experienced personal development after 
attending the training programmes under the Scheme.

Figure 3: Mean Score of Personal Development after Training Programmes

Figure 3 shows that all 13 indicators are above 3 (Neutral), indicating overall improved personal 
development after the training conducted in the Scheme.

Career development
121 (28.7%) respondents indicated that they did receive a promotion after attending training. 
Of this number, 51.2% agreed that the promotion was due to the training programme attended. 
According to Table 4, out of the 422 trainees who responded to the question, 303 (71.8%) agreed 
or strongly agreed that they were sent for training because their employer wanted to encourage 
them to remain with the company. Consequently, there were 344 (81.5%) trainees who responded 
that they had not quit their jobs after the training and are still with the same company. 

In Table 5, based on the replies of the 74 trainees who did quit their jobs after attending the training 
programmes, 60% left because of better job offers, 14% because they were dissatisfied with their 
job. About 46% of the 74 trainees that did quit their job after the training programme stated that 
their change of employment had nothing to do with the training programme they attended. Only 
about 11% revealed that they quit their jobs completely due to the training attended. 



International Journal of HRD Practice, Policy and Research  81

Expectation that 
Training was 
to Encourage 

Retention

Actual Length of Stay After Training
Grand 
Total<30 

days
<3 

months
<6 

months <1 year >1 year Did not 
quit job n/a

1 1 1 1 7 1 11
2 1 1 1 15 18
3 3 6 5 4 4 67 1 90
4 2 6 3 5 12 156 1 185
5 2 3 5 8 99 1 118

Grand Total 8 16 8 16 26 344 4 422

Table 4: Matrix of Trainees’ Expectations That Training was to Encourage  
Retention vs. Length of Stay after Training

Current Job Classification
Trainees quit their jobs after 

attending training Turnover rate
No Yes

Managers 134 31 18.8%
Professionals 125 26 17.2%
Clerical Support Workers 46 4 8.0%
Technicians and Associate Professionals 22 7 24.1%
Service and Sales Workers 16 3 15.8%
Craft and Related Trades Workers 0 2 100.0%
Elementary Occupations 1 1 50.0%
Total 344 74 17.5%

Table 5: Trainees Turnover Rate by Job Classification

In terms of receiving a professional certificate after attending the training programmes, about 
49% of the trainees stated that they did receive a professional certificate. Out of those that did 
receive a certificate, about 83% of them believe that their certificate is an industry recognized 
certification.

Impact: Participating Employers

Value creation
In Table 6 and Figure 4, the results suggest that the employers responded that they are neutral 
with most of the indicators. Only for the indicator on improving company productivity did 
employers mostly agreed with the indicator.

The results in Table 7 and Figure 5 present the findings on the non-financial impact of the training 
incentive programme. It suggests that the employers responded that they are either neutral or 
agreed with most of the indicators.
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Financial impact of training 
Observed frequency

X2

1 2 3 4 5
Company revenue has increased after employees attended 
training

10 76 226 86 5 395.7**

Operational cost of company has reduced as employee is 
more efficient

12 54 207 123 7 354.9**

Company profitability has increased after employee attended 
training

10 67 220 96 10 370.0**

Company productivity has improved as employee is more 
efficient 

9 32 160 185 17 356.5**

 (1=Strong disagree, 2=Disagree, 3=Neutral, 4=Agree, 5=Strongly agree) 
* p<0.05      ** p<0.01

Table 6: Financial Impact of Training on Employers

Figure 4: Mean Score of Financial Impact of Training on Employers

 Figure 5: Mean Score of Non-Financial Impact of Training on Employers
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Non-financial impact of training 
Observed frequency

X2

1 2 3 4 5
My company has tackled skills shortage or skills gaps in 
the company 7 43 177 163 14 338.5**

My employees have gained new knowledge which is useful 
for the company 4 10 123 233 34 470.9**

My employees’ goals are more aligned with the company’s 
goals 3 29 177 175 20 378.2**

My employee is able to present more new ideas to the 
company 4 21 165 192 22 400.8**

My employee is more aware about reducing wastage in the 
company 5 24 168 184 23 378.3**

Product/service quality has improved after my employee 
attended training 4 29 163 185 23 365.6**

Customer satisfaction and loyalty has improved as my 
employee is better trained to handle customers 6 24 179 170 25 365.5**

My employee is more motivated and shows positive attitude 
at work after training 4 19 163 194 24 402.4**

The training has enabled my employee to expand his/her 
professional network which ultimately benefits the company 4 21 166 186 27 379.9**

 (1=Strong disagree, 2=Disagree, 3=Neutral, 4=Agree, 5=Strongly agree) 
* p<0.05      ** p<0.01

Table 7: Non-Financial Impact of Training on Employers

Staff retention/turnover
The majority of employers felt that there was no difference in the company’s average turnover 
rate and the turnover rate for employees who have attended training. 17.1% of employers replied 
that turnover decreased for employees who have attended training while 16.1% of the employers 
felt that turnover increased.

Group Observed frequency
Turnover increased after training 65
Turnover decreased after training 69
No difference in turnover rate 269
Total 403

Table 8: Change in Employee Turnover Rate after Attending Training

Impact: Training Providers 

Growth of business
Between 2011 and 2015, about 82% of the training providers have enjoyed an increase in 
profitability. In general, most training providers also increased the number of their trainers as well 
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as the number of training programmes they offer. Of those that saw an increase in profitability 
between those years, 75.3% attributed that increase at least a little due to their participation in the 
Training Incentive for SMEs scheme. 

Figure 6: Training Providers’ Growth of Business Between 2011 and 2015

The majority of the training providers (82.9%) who responded to the survey agreed that their 
brand awareness increased during their participation in the Training Incentive for SMEs scheme.

Figure 7: Training Providers’ Agreement on Increase in Brand Awareness  
after Participating in Scheme

Discussion

Recognising the importance of training and upskilling towards improving SMEs’ labour 
productivity, the government introduced the Training Incentive for SMEs scheme as part of the 
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10th Malaysia Plan. The scheme was meant to assist SMEs to continuously retrain and upgrade the 
skills of their employees. This study was conducted to assess the outcome of the scheme against 
its objectives by measuring its effectiveness from the perspective of the trainees, employers, 
and training providers who participated in the scheme. According to PSMB’s categorisation, 
effectiveness of any programme is measured as below:

Not effective: <50% achievement of objectives or a Likert scale rating of 1 to 2.99

Effective: Achievement of 50%-70% of objectives or a Likert scale rating of 3 to 3.99

Very effective: Achievement of 70% and above of objective or a Likert scale rating of 4 to 5

The survey results indicate that the training programmes which were part of the Training 
Incentive for SMEs scheme were ‘effective’ in terms of trainees’ personal development and 
their career development. It can be concluded that based on the results of the survey, the training 
programmes were effective with regards to the trainees.

For the employers, the training programmes were effective for both the financial and non-financial 
impact of the companies. The nonfinancial impact was more significant than the financial impact. 
Training programmes were also effective in terms of employee retention for the employers. It 
can be concluded that based on the results of the survey that the training programmes were 
effective for the employers.

Against an overall conclusion of effectiveness the Discussion raises a number of areas for 
consideration for future schemes. Ultimately all of these considerations address impact, 
in particular as regards the fundamental objectives of improving SME performance through 
employee training. Three themes are addressed: type and content of training; delivery and the 
execution of future incentive schemes. 

Types and content of training programmes
Future schemes should emphasize targeted programmes for sectors/industries that are undergoing 
rapid changes and require new talent skillsets. The future schemes should also have specific 
training programmes for employers in Peninsular Malaysia and East Malaysia as the needs of 
employers in the different geographic locations are quite different 

Future schemes should focus on programmes which offer certification. They should emphasize 
certification programmes (e.g. CCNA, and RHCSA) to enable trainees and employers to 
experience more benefits from sending their employees for training. 

Collaboration with international online platforms to widen the option of training programmes 
is a further recommended development. This would enable employers to enrol their employees 
for training programmes on international online training platforms (e.g. Coursera) and claim the 
course fees after completing the course. 

More industry experts or personnel within the industry should be encouraged to be certified 
trainers (under the Train the Trainer programme) and they could then introduce more industry 
specific training programmes or perform more internal training 

The maximum claimable course fees by training providers should be increased to allow them to 
afford and introduce more advanced training programmes 
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Delivery of training programmes 
Training providers should be encouraged to incorporate a variety of interactive training 
techniques into a programme to keep trainees engaged. Training providers should also increase 
the practical element and hands-on opportunities for trainees during training. For longer term 
training programmes, its duration should be divided into phases to enable trainees to practise 
what they have learnt. 

Regular audit of equipment at training providers’ premises to ensure compliance to industry 
standards is recommended. 

PSMB should increase the frequency of auditing the training providers to ensure the training 
equipment used is on par with the needs of a particular training and there is adequate number of 
training equipment for the trainees to use. 

Execution of future incentive schemes 
Conduct more targeted engagement sessions with SME employers to raise awareness about 
benefits of scheme 

PSMB should up its efforts in increasing the awareness level among SMEs on the availability of 
incentive schemes and the benefits of training for their business and employees. 

Act and enforce penalties against errant employers who misuse the scheme to maximize the 
benefits of future schemes, PSMB should strictly enforce penalties against employers who 
misuse the scheme. The penalty could include barring them from training for a certain period 
or imposing a penalty on their training levies. Once an employer has been found to misuse the 
funds, the employer should be red-flagged in PSMB’s database and details of the misuse should 
be stored in the database for future reference 

Improve the quality of the PSMB online portal to be more user-friendly and interactive. PSMB 
should develop an online portal that addresses all the needs of the trainees, employers, and 
training providers in a single portal. The portal should also list all registered training providers, 
their star ratings, their list of trainers, and their relevant experience. The interactive portal should 
also focus on the benefits which trainees can attain from the training programmes available.

There should be better record-keeping by all parties on details of those that have benefited from 
the scheme to ensure better accountability. A new database should be created to capture all details 
of the trainees, employers, and training providers. The database should be complete and accurate 
and maintained for at least seven years after the training has taken place.

Evaluation and measurement
Finally we note the need to enhance efforts to evaluate such initiatives. A previous study by 
Devins & Johnson, 2002 found that as a general rule, the ‘harder’ the measure (in terms of 
financial and market performance), the less influence the training intervention is felt to have had. 
There were more positive results for ‘softer’ measures such as confidence and competitiveness. 
However, that aspect will motivate employers to continuously send employees for training. Whilst 
‘hard’ measures in training will always be problematic financial impact is a crucial measure for 
employers and convincing them that training would be able to impact them positively. There are 
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steps which could usefully be considered. Efforts to assess effectiveness should be made more 
frequently with both the trainees and employers to ensure that they will be able to recall the 
details of the training programme they attended. A brief survey could be conducted 6 months 
after training to gauge satisfaction and immediate impact. Subsequently, a survey 2-3 years after 
a training programme would give trainees and employers sufficient time to observe any further 
impact.

Conclusions

The oversubscription of the Training Incentive Scheme for SMEs has shown the importance 
of training funds as SMEs often have less access to training resources compared to larger 
organizations. The popularity of the Scheme has shown some indicators of success in terms of 
the number of trainees achieved, but more importantly it is showing the dire situation of SMEs 
in sourcing for additional funds or resources of training, and more targeted assistance should be 
given to the SMEs.

The quantitative survey results indicate that the training programmes which were part of the 
Training Incentive for SMEs scheme were effective in terms of trainees’ personal development 
and their career development. It can be concluded that based on the results of the survey, the 
training programmes were effective with regards to the trainees.

For the employers, the training programmes were effective for both the financial and non-
financial impact of the companies. The non-financial impact was more significant than the 
financial impact. Training programmes were also effective in terms of employee retention for the 
employers. It can be concluded that based on the results of the survey the training programmes 
were effective for the employers.

Therefore, it can be determined that although there is a need for improvement in certain areas, the 
training programmes which were part of the scheme have overall been partially effective in training 
and upgrading employees of SMEs. Similar schemes should be introduced in the future but future 
implementations of the scheme should focus on fixing the areas that were not effective such as 
financial impact for the employers. The lack of effectiveness in terms of financial impact could be 
due to the types of training programmes that were offered as part of the scheme. Whilst positive 
results for ‘softer’ measures such as confidence and competitiveness did emerge from the research 
it remains difficult for trainees and employers to attribute a direct link to financial indicators for 
training programmes on soft skills or those that were of short duration. Financial impact is a crucial 
measure for employers and convincing them that training would be able to impact them positively 
in that aspect will motivate employers to continuously send employees for training.

Notes

1 PSMB is better known as The Human Resource Development Fund, Malaysia. 
2 The Human Resource Development Levy is the mandatory levy payment imposed by the Government 

on specified groups of employers for the purpose of employee training and skills upgrading.
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HRD Scholarly Practice at AHRD 2018:  
Trading Secrets

Sarah Minnis, Former Chair, HRD Scholar Practice  
Special Interest Group, AHRD

Prior to the February 2018 Academy of Human Resource Development International Research 
Conference in the Americas the Scholar Practitioner Special Interest Group (SP SIG) held a pre-
conference workshop to, in organizer Darren Short’s words, “get the band back together”. In this, 
the Academy’s 25th anniversary year, it seemed like the right time to reconnect with a number 
of former SP SIG leaders who have left AHRD and focus vital conversation around a number 
of topics of current and future relevance to those who engage in scholarly practice in HRD. 
Darren’s vision, encapsulated in the theme of the pre-conference Trading Secrets: Addressing 
Human Resource Development Challenges & Opportunities — was borne of an ongoing desire 
to examine how a research-to-practice way of working in HRD makes sense for a field that is, by 
its very nature, about how people engage in work.

Fifteen presenters and facilitators contributed their subject matter knowledge as well as their 
academic and practitioner expertise for a combined 300+ years of experience sharing their 
research and ideas in 10-minute lightning presentations, 40-minute presentations, and 100-minute 
deep dive conversations. One of the most valuable aspects of the two-day programme was the 
wealth of time for networking to reconnect with old friends, make new connections, and build 
valuable mentoring relationships. For those who work in HRD and engage in scholarly practice, 
this kind of programme may be the only time they are able to connect with like others with whom 
they can share meaningful conversation about how to use the literature to inform the ways in 
which they can address HRD challenges in organizations.

Scholar practitioners, applied researchers, and others from higher education, corporate, 
government, non-profit, and consultants shared time focusing on how to make organizations 
better through research and discussed how to help researchers conceptualize the implications for 
practice. From talking about engaging creativity in HRD to considering the impact of technology 
and globalization, participants had an opportunity to deepen their thinking and their relationships 
with each other through thoughtful dialogue. 

Some of the most interesting discussions centred on the ongoing consideration of what it means 
to be a scholar practitioner and whether labelling this way of working constrains or limits 
our ability to push our boundaries. We challenged each other to think about organizations as 
communities and to question why we may not feel comfortable challenging structural norms to 
claim our value in organizations. Moreover, we shared our experiences with developing learning 
organizations in times of social, political, and national identity shifts.
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Finally, it was agreed among the participants that we must continue to challenge the dominant 
thinking in organizations and break through the fears of innovation, difference, and complication 
that exist at all levels. We determined that HRD is uniquely situated to understand how the 
relationships within organizations are the foundation upon which stakeholder engagement can 
be engaged. This concept is relevant not only to the work we do but to our scholar practitioner 
connection to each other as well. We recognized that in order to continue to be productive in 
scholarly practice we must seek out collaborative research with academic partners and create 
further conversation about how to facilitate learning in operational contexts. In doing so, we will 
continue to be a vital and vibrant part of AHRD and build better organizations through research.

The Author

Sarah is CEO of Anthology Consulting and has recently been appointed as tenure-track assistant 
professor at Western Carolina University in their Masters HR program. She is the former Chair 
of the Academy of HRDs Scholar Practitioner Special Interest Group in HRD. In January Sarah 
joined the Editorial Board of the IJHRDPP&R as an Associate Editor. 
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Quality Matters in Apprenticeships

Ann McSorley, Scottish Social Services Council

Introduction

This viewpoint seeks to generate practice informed discussion on the characteristics and quality 
issues of a positive apprenticeship experience. The article suggests how work based research is 
informing practice in the use of apprenticeships in social services and contributes to understanding 
some of the factors that influence the learning process. It argues that further studies are required 
which evaluate the quality of experiences and characteristics of good practice in apprenticeships 
as the model of vocational learning is expanded further. 

Context

Apprenticeships are an evolving tradition, perceived as a model of acquiring a particular 
skill, trade or craft to support individuals move from the periphery of practice, as a novice, 
towards becoming an experienced worker. In the context of renewed international attention 
apprenticeships have emerged as a key policy tool deployed by national governments to 
increase workforce skills and sustain economic growth. There are differences in the routes of 
apprenticeships amongst devolved nations in the United Kingdom, particularly the standards on 
which they are based. Whilst apprenticeships are available to all ages, young people have been 
the particular focus of UK government policy to address the needs of those without employment 
or training. Other nations have developed similar models as a means to address unemployment 
and increase economic competitiveness. 

The characteristics of a Modern Apprenticeship are that the individual is in paid employment and 
studying for a national qualification at the same time. In Scotland the expansion into Foundation 
Apprentice frameworks for those in the senior phase at school, and development of degree level 
Graduate Apprenticeships, has further established apprenticeships as an important route for 
individuals to access work based learning situated within national qualification structures. This 
has increased opportunities for apprenticeships gaining parity with other academic learning routes. 

The expansion in the range of apprenticeships and increase in numbers of apprentices has required 
further consideration on how the desire to expand the model is balanced with the quality of 
learning and experience gained. As the modern apprenticeship model has progressed the attention 
of national agencies (OECD, 2016) has become focused on establishing a method of evaluation. 
Such methods consider a wide range of quantitative data but perceptions of apprenticeships may 
be strengthened through qualitative data focused on how learning is supported. In studies carried 
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out in my area of practice within social services there are quality themes that have emerged that 
merit further consideration (McSorley, 2016). These quality themes include activities deployed 
to support learning and the role of the mentor. Using findings from practice I explore these 
quality themes further below. 

Quality Themes 

Work based learning as a means of socially situated learning within a community of practice 
has particular relevance to modern apprenticeships. It recognizes the interaction of a community 
within a sector of employment, or workplace, who demonstrate competence within a given field 
through sharing information and learning. Worthen and Berchman (2010) suggest that there is 
limited information in the literature on how apprentices learn in the workplace and it is an area 
that would merit further investigation. 

A possible framework for evaluation which describes the activities supporting learning is the 
‘cognitive apprentice approach’ (Dennen & Burner, 2007). In apprenticeships it is argued that 
work drives learning which may result in gaps in knowledge if situations are not encountered. 
In the cognitive apprenticeship approach the links between work-based and academic learning 
are made more explicit. Strategies deployed in cognitive apprenticeships include the following:

• Modelling (demonstration of practice).

• Explanation (explaining why practice is carried out in such a way).

• Coaching (monitor apprentice whilst they carry out practice).

• Scaffolding (gradually reduce support to assist independent action).

• Reflection (apprentice assesses and analyses their learning and practice).

• Articulation (reflection is expressed in verbal or written form).

• Exploration (apprentice is encouraged to consider applicability of learning). 

Study carried out with learning providers in the Scottish social service sector has established 
that a range of methods and approaches are used which reflect those identified in the cognitive 
apprenticeship model. The study described activity as being customized to meet individual 
learning and practice needs (Scottish Social Services Council, 2016). The findings of the study 
suggest that the process may be made more explicit as a learning curriculum. 

Additional practice based research has taken place on the characteristics of what makes a positive 
apprenticeship experience. Initial findings indicate the importance of the relationship between the 
apprentice and their mentor. As the apprentice moves from being a novice to achievement of full 
participation in their field of practice the relationship with mentor and other colleagues is crucial 
as it supports integration of what they have learnt with the development of a professional identity. 
Access to a mentor and support of the workplace community can contribute to a positive learning 
experience for all parties. This is due to the reciprocal nature of learning between apprentice and 
mentor as the approaches and experiences the apprentice brings to the workplace contribute to 
co-production and reproduction of workplace culture. Therefore evaluation of this aspect of the 
apprenticeship is another indicator of quality of experience and has been considered in recent 
consultations on defining an apprenticeship (Scottish Apprenticeship Advisory Board, 2017).
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Conclusion

Apprenticeships offer many people opportunities to engage with a desired occupation and learn 
in a supportive and enabling community of practice. This viewpoint has sought to use findings 
from practice informed research to set out some quality themes which may contribute to the 
debate on apprenticeships. This may assist towards addressing the tension of maintaining quality 
of experience at a time of expansion of the model. 

Studies of practice are helpful in exploring challenges experienced in practice and the approaches 
which may be used to enhance learning and evaluate the apprentice experience. This viewpoint 
has identified some approaches and interventions used within apprenticeships which may benefit 
from being included within evaluation. As a consequence it supports a framework for evaluation 
which keeps the quality of experience at the heart of the learning process. 
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Towards People-Centred  
Organizational Development

Rick Holden, Editor, IJHRDPP&R

Andy Swann’s book The Human Workplace offers an engaging twist on the old adage people 
are an organization’s greatest assets. As he notes himself in the final chapter the book should not 
be looked on as a “how to guide” but a book which is all about “what if …?”. The ideas raised 
are about behaviours at work, recruiting the ‘right people’; work environments; connections, 
conversations, and networks; learning; culture and change; and leadership. What holds this 
potentially disparate array of themes together is a sense, or aspiration, that workplaces can be 
energizing and collaborative, where all employees feel positively connected. Perhaps Swann’s 
notion of a workplace community, “where people want to be” is the nub of his aspirations 
for human centric workplace design. A tall order? Certainly, this is how I began my notes 
as I starting reading the book. But Swann’s enthusiasm and persuasion are infectious. Only 
occasionally does it fall foul of a rather tired cliché. The book is stacked full of great examples. 
I was particularly impressed with the achievements claimed by Schneider Electric. Schneider 
Electric is a large multi-national organization with over 144,000 employees. Well-being is at the 
heart of Schneider’s mission to become a more human-centric organization and which itself is 
the principal ‘strategic’ platform for culture change. “Schneider’s view is that well-being drives 
engagement and engagement drives performance.”

Let me highlight one other strength before I turn to a couple of concerns. The book is a champion 
of shared leadership. This may be an unwitting outcome because there is no specific reference, or 
chapter, devoted to the theme of organizational leadership. But Swann’s attention to the themes 
of trust, connections and conversations about change, workplace relationships, and the problems 
inherent in traditional structures etc are the stuff of shared leadership. The case study at the heart 
of the article by Morton and Holden in this issue could well have been one of Swann’s examples. 

At one and the same time, though, it is also an example of a missed opportunity; an opportunity to 
draw in more genuinely research-based evidence and insight into the discussion. Swann devotes 
some space to AI and Analytics — his position is that technology is “proving to be the single most 
important enabler of the human workplace movement”. But the research evidence is worrying 
and rather undermines Swann’s thesis. Current trends suggest that it is unlikely that existing 
practices of HR Analytics will deliver transformational change. Indeed, it is possible that current 
trends will seal the exclusion of HR from strategic, board level influence while doing little to 
benefit organizations and actively damaging the interests of employees. Angrave et al. (2016), 
for example, argue that if HR is not fully involved in the analytics process, together with the 
modelling processes involved in predictive and prescriptive level analytics “there is significantly 
greater scope for models to be constructed in a way which fundamentally misunderstands the 
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nature of human capital inputs into the processes of production and service delivery”. Herein 
lies the risk that analytics will further embed finance and engineering perspectives on people 
management at boardroom level in ways that will restrict the strategic influence of the HR 
profession and do little to further the case for people-centric organizational development. 

And so to my major concern … a nagging question that began almost with the book’s first 
case example. It is partly to do with the idea that the human-centric workplace will enable 
organizations to ‘win’. For any one organization to ‘win’ there surely must be a greater number 
of losers. Swann draws on the pontifications of Chris Brarez-Brown, Founder of ‘Upping Your 
Elvis’. It is Braez-Brown’s belief: 

that for an organization to win these days we need everyone to find their inner Elvis. That means 
being more of yourself, knowing who you are and what you stand for, coming with more energy and 
passion and being able to self-express, trying things out and learning from them.

This really started me thinking and indeed took me back some research I was engaged in in 
the late 90s, exploring the impact of organizational efforts in relation to EDAP-type Employee 
Development programmes1. These were all about providing a small financial resource to 
enable employees to undertake non-work-related learning of their choice and with anticipated 
organizational benefits of enhanced engagement, motivation, employee well-being and equipping 
employees for change. Let me draw on one research encounter. We interviewed Walter, a utility 
employee who worked with raw sewage. Basically, he shovelled s***t for 8 hours a day. Walter 
was very reserved and not at all forthcoming until we discovered he was secretary of the local 
pigeon fancier’s association. He had used his monies to take a course on basic accounting to 
help in this role. He had taken an earlier course in word processing for the same reason. Walter’s 
job required no knowledge of accounts and there was not even a computer at the site where he 
worked. The limits on this particular OD initiative were all too obviously defined by the nature 
of work and the division of labour. And so, in the context of The Human Workplace, it seems 
to me that Swann’s laudable aspirations and his ‘shining’ examples are given a dose of reality 
when we consider that the nature of work for many is routinised, repetitive, lacking in decision 
making and autonomy and requiring only basic skills. Whilst we might debate exactly how many 
find themselves in jobs like Walter’s there is undoubtedly a challenge to improve the quality of 
work done by many millions of people worldwide (see, for example, the CIPD’s publication 
The Road to Good Work). And let’s not delude ourselves as why it is thus. As a small number of 
labour market analysts, such as Ewart Keep, have argued for many years training and a bundle 
of other engagement and ‘well-being type’ initiatives are second or third order issues for many 
organizations. They operate in a market and with a business model where it is entirely rationale 
to pursue cost cutting and de-skilling etc because this is the only way they will survive or even, 
dare I say it, ‘win’. There are glimpses in Andy Swann’s book that recognize such harsh realities 
but all too often he seems to side-step the opportunity to engage in this debate. The challenge 
to HRD, and indeed any champion of the ‘human workplace’, seems all the tougher in such 
contexts and thus it is to these workplaces that it would have been appropriate to devote attention 
and to draw illustration of interesting initiatives … should there be any such examples to find.

All of this said, and to use a well-worn cliché myself, we should not throw the baby out with 
the bathwater. Swann gives us a well written, accessible text which does genuinely raise a raft 
of ‘what if’ questions about the relationship between organizational effectiveness and employee 
well-being. It is an excellent vehicle to generate debate and discussion on these crucial matters of 
our time. And this is what the HRD Forum section of the Journal is about. So, I applaud Swann’s 
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efforts in writing this book and invite Journal readers to do two things. Firstly, read The Human 
Workplace and then secondly, contribute a viewpoint in the context of the challenges highlighted 
both by Andy Swann and myself through this review. Let’s have a conversation about the ‘human 
workplace’. 
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