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Editorial

In preparation for this, my last editorial as Editor of IJHRDPP&R, I decided to revisit my first 
such piece. I wanted to remind myself of the sorts of positioning statements we made at the start 
of this journey … perhaps in this way helping me to judge development over the last four years. 
I suggested back in 2016 that the focus of writing for this Journal needed to value “academia 
and practice as strategic partners in practice-research-practice learning cycles”. Ultimately it is 
for the reader to judge but for my money we have made definite headway here. Perhaps not as 
strongly as I might have hoped but as friendly colleagues keep telling me the Journal is still in 
its relative infancy. In the same positioning thinking this first editorial also raised the notion of 
HRD scholarly practice. It talked of ‘crafting a new language’. It was critical of work destined 
to be read only by a handful of academics and which failed to address an HRD practice agenda. 
It has not been easy to persuade practitioners to contribute along these lines but I do believe we 
now have a growing body of examples which help to encourage others to follow their lead. The 
lead article in this issue by Steve Keyes and colleagues, focusing on creating network of system 
leadership and practice across one of the largest cities in the UK, would seem an excellent case 
in point.

So, whilst progress has been made in addressing this pointless divide between the reflective 
practitioner and the academic there is some way to go. I remain puzzled by those academics 
who seem trapped in what Nicholas Maxwell (2011) suggests is ‘knowledge-inquiry’ where the 
means become the ends as knowledge is produced but seldom put into practice. A better example 
of a professional cul-de-sac, I know not. The Journal must continue in its efforts to be a beacon 
of what Maxwell terms wisdom-inquiry, when the ‘problems of living rationally’ should form 
the basis of research so that actions to tackle the problems are considered and imagined before 
the acquisition of knowledge? I have suggested to several prospective contributors that their 
writing be simply turned on its head. Instead of ending with a short paragraph on HRD practice 
implications why not start at this point and then use the article to integrate research to develop, 
support, and underpin the considerations being made on an HRD practice agenda. Some continue 
to look at me as if I am from another planet!

But, whilst such encounters are clearly challenging, we should not lose sight of the fact that there 
is much to celebrate as we begin the fourth volume of the Journal. And indeed there is much to 
look forward to as the Journal’s journey continues. One exciting development scheduled to come 
to fruition in the latter part of 2019 is that the Journal will publish its first Special Issue. Work is 
progressing on two fronts; one looking at HRD in Africa and one at global talent management. 
Highlighting the latter, the proposed title of the Special Issue is Global Entrepreneurial Talent 
Management. It will address emergent research from a 1m euro international project funded by 
the European Union Commission and the Korean Research Foundation into harnessing young 
people’s entrepreneurial traits for the benefit of companies and overall economic development. 
The project has 16 partners: eight universities and eight companies across five countries; with 
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the companies ranging from micro-start-ups to multinational manufacturing. The Special Issue 
authors assure me that this is most definitely a scholarly practice venture and its international 
credentials are readily evident. 

Allow me now, in this final part of the Editorial, to introduce the two incoming Editors; Sarah 
Minnis and Mark Loon. Both are champions of scholarly practice in their respective professional 
worlds and which surely must be the key criteria for this job!  Sarah, from the USA, has been 
Chair of the Academy of Human Resource Development’s Scholarly Practice Special Interest 
Group and Mark, from the UK, is a lead player in the Standards Programme vis HR and HRD. 
Importantly, Sarah and Mark have sought to scope their ideas for future contributions to the 
Journal in an HRD Forum piece (pp. 91-94).

I cannot finish without a couple of thank yous: one collective and one individual. My first vote of 
thanks is to all who have supported me in this role, from the members of the Journal’s Editorial 
and Editorial Advisory Board, to the contributors over the last 4 years and to the Journal’s 
champions in the UFHRD, IFTDO and beyond. My second is to make special mention of Gillian 
Lonergan … who, remarkably, I am yet to meet face-face! Gillian’s work as Associate Editor 
for Production has been immense. In no way would we have reached Volume 4 without her 
calm capabilities in ensuring the Journal moves from author copy to published version. Gillian 
– thankyou. 

Finally, I return to my re-reading of the Journal’s first Editorial. In the very first line it notes that 
I have a framed ‘saying’ above my desk which reads “Anything worth doing is going to take 
longer than you think”. Sarah and Mark: I will send you a copy!!

Reference

Maxwell, N. (2011). We need an academic revolution, Oxford Magazine (309), 15-18.

Dr Rick Holden  
Liverpool Business School
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People and Systems — Creating Networks of 
System Leadership and Practice

Steve Keyes, Organisational Development Lead for Leeds UK 
Manraj Singh Khela, Head of Partnerships, Health  

Partnerships Team Leeds UK 
Frances Storr, Director, Levati, Bradford UK 

John Walsh, Organisational Development Lead,  
Leeds Community Health NHS Trust UK

Our health systems are under pressure from increasing demands within a challenging and changing 
landscape. There is a need for new approaches that are joined up, relational, co-created and 
co-delivered. Without them there is a risk of poor experiences, a worsening of health and social 
outcomes and inefficient use of increasingly scarce resources. This paper reports a move towards 
a system leadership culture with an approach and a methodology for creating that. This requires 
people from different organizations with different cultures and governance to work together as if 
they were one organization.

This paper focuses on a major Organizational Development initiative in the city of Leeds, England 
to create the conditions and framework for such an approach. It reports on a methodology for 
creating a community of system leaders who work across the system for the benefit of the people of 
Leeds. A complementary aspiration of this paper was to propose a new field of theory — Dynamic 
System Theory — which is a derivation of Organization Development and which would benefit 
from further research.

One of the key achievements of this work has been an increasing distributed leadership across 
localities which is the key to the leadership of a complex evolving system. This has focused on 
people, communities and relationships, discovering common ground and connection to a bigger aim. 

Key words: organization development, systems theory, system leadership, networks

Introduction 

Health care systems across the world are examples of systems under pressure; struggling to 
cope with increasing population levels, technological developments, funding problems, rising 
expectations, and increasing workloads. In the UK people are living longer and as a result there 
are more people with complex health needs which are met by a range of providers, some public 
and some non-statutory services. A UK Parliamentary report Integrated Care: Organisations, 
Partnerships and Systems (House of Commons, 2018) proposed that:

If these services and sources of support don’t join up, don’t share information, are not coordinated 
and fail to put the individual front and centre then this can not only result in a poor experience, but 
risks health problems escalating and an inefficient use of increasingly stretched resources.
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Figure 1: The Leeds Health and Wellbeing Strategy 2016-2021
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Also in 2018, the Care Quality Commission (CQC) reviewed 20 health and care systems in 
England with a particular focus on people aged over 65 (CQC, 2018). Even though they met 
hundreds of dedicated staff who are committed to providing the highest quality of care possible, 
they found that the health and social care system is fragmented and organizations are not always 
encouraged or supported to collaborate. They concluded one of the key ingredients for effective 
system working are “strong relationships at all levels characterized by aligned vision and values, 
open communication, trust, and common purpose” (CQC, 2018). Chief Executives and Senior 
Managers from across health and social care in Leeds were brought together to identify what 
problems exist and think about and support what organizational development interventions the 
city of Leeds should work on. One of the key actions agreed by the group was the development 
and embedding of a system leadership culture across Leeds.

This paper focuses upon a major Organization Development (OD) initiative to take this agenda 
forward. It describes the approach taken to do this, the HRD interventions introduced and provides 
a critical reflection upon this work to date. The work discussed in this paper is work in progress. 
Nonetheless the work is applicable to any sector where multi-dimensional and stakeholder 
engagement is critical. At one level the work represents an impactful HRD intervention for 
participants vis à vis bringing people together from organizations across the city to create system 
change. At another level it is evidence of how OD can address complex challenges beyond 
organizational and system boundaries. Indeed, it alerts us to the directions OD may need to take 
in contexts which require suspension of ‘normal’ or ‘conventional’ intervention strategies. It is 
suggested that an evolution of the field of OD is needed for work of this nature and Dynamic 
System Development (DSD) would be a more accurate description of what is involved. Further 
work is required to define and develop this more clearly. 

The paper unfolds as follows. First, we provide more detail on the context of the OD initiative 
on the City of Leeds; the background and political challenges when working across complex 
systems and multiple stakeholder interest. This is followed by explanation of what we mean 
by system leadership and system practice. A discussion of the design and deployment of the 
HRD workshops that commenced in 2017 and continued through 2018 follows. We then reflect 
critically on the work to date — beginning with an assessment of impact before thinking more 
widely about system leadership in the context of complex change. Conclusions and implications 
for practice complete the article. 

Context

The Leeds Health and Wellbeing Strategy provides the context for the OD interventions discussed 
in this paper. The strategy is captured graphically in Figure 1. 

The features and characteristics of this Strategy create opportunities for the development of 
stronger ties and relationships; allow challenging, difficult and often intricate conversations 
between Chief Executives, Senior Managers, and other key stakeholders. Leeds has a strong 
strategic partnership Board called the Leeds Health and Wellbeing Board. This Board is supported 
by the Partnership Executive Group — PEG, where Chief Executives from Health, Social Care, 
and Third Sector organizations meet regularly to discuss their partnership working, priorities for 
the City and ways of working. This group identified three priority areas for OD to focus upon: 

• Supporting and defining what good leadership looks like in an emerging new system.
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• Support an enabling culture that supports risk.

• The development of a clinical/care model for the city that is supported, facilitated, and 
transformed.

Any local Health and Wellbeing Strategy cannot prosper in isolation from national policies and 
practices. In this case the National Health Service (NHS) Long Term Plan (2019), and the soon to 
be published green paper on social care are important contextual elements. The NHS Long Term 
Plan (National Health Service England (NHSE), 2019) describes a model of multidisciplinary 
integration through expanded primary care teams based on neighbouring GP practices that work 
together typically covering 30-50,000 people, known as Primary Care Networks (PCNs).

For example, the NHS Long Term Plan states the following as an aim:

Breaking down traditional barriers between care institutions, teams and funding streams so as to 
support the increasing number of people with long-term health conditions, rather than viewing each 
encounter with the health service as a single, unconnected ‘episode’ of care (NHSE, 2019).

Such contextual factors make the work of the OD practitioner complex, requiring credibility, 
trust and an ethical approach in both formal and informal discussions. These same principles 
had to be embodied in the way the work was designed because ‘the process you use to get to 
the future is the future you get’ (Heart of the Art, n.d.). In practice it is very difficult to connect 
everything. Where relationships exist, people work across boundaries well but in a partnership 
as complex as the one in Leeds, the breadth and depth of relationships are patchy. Often the 
governance, processes, cultures, and pressures of work encourage people to work within their 
own organization rather than collaborate. They have different targets and expectations and are 
inspected by different bodies. For example, the hospitals are accountable for A&E targets but 
the other partner organizations all do things that have an impact on that target. Shifting their 
behaviour to be supportive of the A&E target risks not meeting their own organizations targets. 

System Leadership and System Practice

In this context, the system in question when we talk about System Leadership is the health and 
social care system in Leeds. This includes general practice and broader primary care, social 
care, local authority, third sector, community health, hospitals, academia, independent sector, 
commissioners, community groups, and citizens finding new ways to hear, understand and work 
together. System leadership does not relate to a person’s hierarchical position but to a way of 
thinking, being, and behaving. People can be leaders from any place in the hierarchy or from any 
role. System Leadership is a theory, a practice, and a presence.

Critical theoretical influences for our work were drawn from both the literature on leadership 
and that of systems and change. It seems increasingly helpful to see organizations as complex 
evolving systems (see for example Stacey, 2003). Complex evolving systems have a number 
of characteristics. They survive best when they are highly interconnected and from those 
interconnections comes an emergent order that could not have been predicted from the behaviour 
of the components. They survive and thrive when they are at the edge of chaos or far from 
equilibrium, which is a challenging space for most human beings. Because of the sensitive 
dependence on initial conditions, small changes feedback on themselves and they are radically 
unpredictable in their behaviours. Further, there is no single unified ‘Theory of Complexity’, 
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but several theories arising from various natural sciences studying complex systems, such as 
biology, chemistry, computer simulation, evolution, mathematics, and physics. This includes the 
work undertaken over the past four decades by scientists associated with the Santa Fe Institute 
(SFI) in New Mexico, USA, and particularly that of Kauffman (2000) Holland (1998), Waldrop 
(1992), and Gell-Mann (1994) on complex adaptive systems.

Leading in a complex system therefore requires a very different approach and we draw on the 
influential work done by the Kings Fund for example (Fillingham & Weir, 2014). When a system 
is at the edge of chaos, a healthy place for it to be, the discontinuity and unpredictability means 
one cannot extrapolate from the past in order to decide what to do in the future. Instead what 
is needed is: pattern spotting; helping the system to be interconnected and to see itself; and 
experimentation followed by paying attention to the intended and unintended consequences. The 
leader’s role is to create a container of bounded instability, hold people’s anxieties, and create 
a climate from which helpful things will emerge. Importantly, post heroic ideas have emerged 
emphasizing the value of more collaborative less hierarchical practices (Collinson, 2008; Kings 
Fund, 2011).

The practice is a style of leadership that creates highly interconnected systems with a sense of 
purpose. Leading across complex interdependent systems of care is a new and different role 
that needs to be undertaken alongside the already difficult task of leading successful institutions 
(Fillingham & Weir, 2014). Because systems thinking (and actions) puts the emphasis on 
connections rather than things or individuals this means holding a focus on and having skills in 
developing meaningful relationships. It links strongly with a person-centred view and working 
with people.

The Health Foundation (2016) describes a person-centred view as comprising four principles of 
person-centred care which as system leaders we need to work together in:1. Affording people 
dignity, compassion, and respect; 2. Offering coordinated care, support or treatment; 3. Offering 
personalized care, support or treatment; and 4. Supporting people to recognize and develop their 
own strengths and abilities to enable them to live an independent and fulfilling life. It is crucial 
that as system leaders, we are person centred at all times.

The presence is: being open, authentic, and displaying integrity, because that creates strong 
relationships and connections; a preparedness to relinquish control and be open to possibilities 
whilst at the same time being highly purposeful; able to see patterns and help the system see 
itself. At its core it is the emotional connection we make in our work and making a difference 
to people’s lives in our communities. Strong ties facilitate trust, motivation, and commitment; 
relationships people have with teams and individuals are crucial for those leading work within 
and outside of a team or organizational silo. Thus, one of the aims of our work was to model 
system leadership in the way the intervention was designed and delivered; to be a fractal of the 
whole. With this in mind, a vision and a working definition of system leadership was used to 
anchor the intent. The vision of the intervention was ‘to work as an interconnected city to be the 
best city for health and wellbeing,’ strongly related to and connected to the Leeds Health and 
Wellbeing Strategy as previously described. The purpose was to create a community of system 
leaders who “infect” others with system leadership as a way of being. The design principles 
were:

• Continue to grow a connected community which has people of Leeds at the heart of 
everything we do.
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• Bring our partnership principles alive and embed them in what we do and in our services.

• Be clear about what it means to be a Leeds city leader, to embody local population 
leadership. 

• Grow and develop as leaders ourselves.

• Where good things are happening, amplify them.

The working definition of system leadership was a wave of system leaders, coming from a range 
of levels and roles, who work beyond the boundaries of their own organization to co-create the 
best health and wellbeing outcomes with the people of Leeds. It requires:

• An awareness of how systems work (they are not machines).

• Courage to step into the unknown, take responsibility, and work in ambiguity. 

• A focus on relationships.

• Preparedness to work for the whole system, maybe even at the expense of one’s own 
organization or personal interests.

Design, Development and Deployment

This work was commissioned by the city-wide OD Hub and led by three of the authors, Steve 
Keyes, John Walsh and Manraj Singh Khela. The Hub is a self-organizing system and depends 
on relationships, inter-connectivity, and a commitment to support the city to support itself. The 
OD Hub is simply a partnership neutral physical space (a room) dedicated as a creative meeting 
place, connecting and supporting people from across the system. Colleagues bring challenges, 
problems, thoughts, ideas, opportunities to be discussed. There are no boundaries or agendas, 
people come along as an open space for debate, thinking and notions of what may be, with a 
focus on coaching and action. The aims of the OD Hub are: to map the system so people can see 
how the various pieces of work they do connect with each other; to connect people so they can 
better serve the community; to model a way of being and create viral change. 

The OD Hub had been asked by the Partnership Executive Group (PEG) to craft an intervention 
centred on OD priorities for the city. The design and subsequent development focus was to 
bring these areas together collectively under our working definition of System Leadership. The 
task was substantial considering that approximately 57,000 staff work across the health and 
care sector in Leeds. With that in mind the OD Hub approached the National NHS Leadership 
Academy for support, which was granted in November 2017 in the form of consulting support, 
Frances Storr and Kev Wyk (see also Frances Storr, author details).

A key design principle was to create something specific to Leeds which strongly related to 
communities. Recognizing that reasons why OD programmes may not work is that they are not 
always aligned with existing developments or people, are not embedded in service cultures or 
have no mechanisms for growth and spread. The intention was for the work to directly enable the 
wider strategy direction, and underlying delivery plans; link to current organizational leadership 
programmes/actions; and bring together a ‘community’ of those who do system leadership work. 
The work, by its very nature, would mirror, reflect, and model the supportive joined up systems 
that are being developed.



International Journal of HRD Practice, Policy and Research 13

The key phases of the work were:

1. Connecting with the system.

2. Day one workshops — connecting more of the system with itself, building relationships, 
connecting to the vision.

3. Staying connected to the Partnership Executive Group (PEG) and each other.

4. Day two workshops — moving to action.

Exploratory conversations were set up with people across health, social care, and the third sector 
from a variety of hierarchical levels but mostly from Chief Executives and Senior Leaders. 

The conversations centred on three main interview questions:

1. What do you understand by systems leadership?

2. How does it show up in your work?

3. How do you think we are doing in Leeds? 

The dialogue surfaced a number of key themes:

• The resounding message from everyone was that system leadership is all about 
relationships. 

• Where strong relationships existed there were exemplar pieces of work utilising system 
leadership (see Case Study 1).

• Relationships were patchy and even the most systemic thinkers at some point in the 
conversation would say “they”, in a slightly disparaging way to refer to others who aren’t 
in “our group” — The implication being that “they” don’t fully understand ‘us’ or ‘what 
we do’. 

Case Study 1

A group of 35 people from community and acute services, local authority, primary care, and 
patient representatives were brought together to design a care pathway for younger people 
with mental health needs. The aim of this was to prevent admissions into hospital and the new 
parts of the service could be led by multi-disciplinary teams. The design was done over three 
days and is now successfully working in the localities.

Case Study 1 gives an example of how a system can come together to resolve very practical 
problems that persist by being adaptive and collaborative whilst being person centred. It requires 
recognition of what the problem is and then creating a coalition of willing participants to come 
together outside of their ‘normal’ working roles to consider and act on behalf of the system and 
ultimately for the person or citizen. 

A sense of ‘they’ is common human behaviour and the ‘fundamental attribution error’, (Ross, 
1977) and work on in-groups and out-groups, (Tajfel, Billig, Bundy & Flament, 1971) help us 
understand where it comes from. In addition, organizations have different cultures and targets 
with different expectations of their staff. The combination of these structural issues with the 
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social psychology dynamics of ‘in-groups’ and ‘out-groups’ creates powerful forces against 
integration and collaboration.

Setting the ambition to grow a connected community who have people of Leeds at the heart of 
everything they do, a key step was to identify who to invite. This was done by asking the question 
“who do you know who works in a system leadership way?” i.e. “they are working beyond the 
boundaries of their own organization to deliver the best health and wellbeing outcomes for the people 
of Leeds?” and recognizing and looking for people who showed an awareness of how systems work 
and act with courage to step into the unknown, take responsibility and work in ambiguity.

The grapevine provided plenty of names and validated thinking that leaders in organizations 
do indeed span and move beyond hierarchical boundaries, even when it is difficult to do so. 
Initially we invited three groups of 40 to 50 people representing the spectrum of the system. 
GPs, Practice Managers, Allied Health Professionals (AHPs), Mental Health Nurses, and Social 
Workers joined us for the events, as did other people from the NHS provider organizations (NHS 
organizations that provide services), from the City Council, local Universities and from the 
third sector (non-governmental and non-profit-making organizations or associations, including 
charities, voluntary and community groups, co-operatives, etc.).

Workshop 1
In spring of 2018 we ran our first three one day workshops for each of the mixed groups. The 
objectives of the day were:

1. Reconnect with the shared understanding of the city’s ambition and vision.

2. Understand how our individual work contributes to the overall city ambition.

3. Share stories of system leadership i.e. when people have taken responsibility for outcomes 
and worked across the system.

4. Develop shared understanding, and co-ownership, of what it means to contribute to 
leadership in Leeds.

5. Develop connections and relationships between people — to begin to form a system 
leadership community.

6. Raise awareness of the collective power in the room.

Relationships were at the core of the design. In other words, repeatedly asking people to bring 
their authentic self and not just show up as job holders or a named position. Goffee and Jones’s 
(2006) work on what followers look for from leaders showed that people want to follow a 
human being, not a suit, and bringing one’s authentic self is key to building trust and inspiring 
followership. The premise was that everyone in the room, whatever hierarchical level, was a 
leader. Facilitators did that too, role modelling showing their authentic self in the room and 
asking people to talk to each other about why they do what they do. There was a level of intimacy 
in the conversation that created honesty which in turn led to a depth of conversation and building 
of trust. By connecting people with each other they became more aware of each other’s worlds, 
how their various parts of the system impact on each other and got in touch with their own 
passion for the work they do. The intention was to connect them to each other and to the bigger 
task in the city, mobilize their energy and enable them to solve problems together.
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In addition to building a community of system leaders, one of the core purposes was to inspire. 
This was done in a number of ways including familiarising participants with the Health and 
Wellbeing vision that:

Leeds will be a healthy and caring city for all ages, where people who are the poorest will improve 
their health the fastest. 

We brought that to life in the first workshop and located the events in community venues in areas 
of the city with significant health and care issues. Whilst subtle, the venues brought some focus 
of attention and debate as well as creating the conditions for the second workshop where more 
focus would be put on the most deprived areas of Leeds.

The focus on people’s health and being was the centre of why system leadership matters; creating 
spaces where people connect and work together and allowing a way forward to emerge. Other 
design concepts included storytelling. Denning defines a story in its broadest sense as anything 
told or recounted; more narrowly, and more usually, as something told or recounted in the form 
of a causally-linked set of events; account; tale; the telling of a happening or connected series of 
happenings, whether true or fictitious (Denning, 2000).

As such, stories give sense to things and events and represent norms, experience, and explanations 
of reality. Stories powerfully convey norms and values across generations within an organization 
or system. In our work we were conscious of how to develop the trust and commitment by 
revealing our personal stories which can expose one’s own passion and commitment, as well as 
signal one’s trust in and willingness to be vulnerable to others.

We deliberately framed conversations in a positive, strength-based way; inviting people to tell each 
other about moments when they felt they were demonstrating system leadership. This was in the 
spirit of ‘catch ourselves doing it right’. The intention was to spread those stories around to inspire 
others as well as increase self-efficacy by giving affirmation and recognition for those moments.

We introduced a Google+ social media site that was a closed community for people who attended 
the workshops and called it Leading Leeds. We posted materials and articles of relevance and 
invited participants to do the same. We also invited anyone who was brave enough, to post a 
one-minute video of themselves telling their system leadership stories so that others could see 
and be inspired. Over time this will build as an important archive, through which a sample of 
system leadership stories, people’s enthusiasm, dedication and commitment for working across 
boundaries in Leeds will be showcased.

In the afternoon we created an Open Space for people to gather and work on the issues that they 
identified we should be working on together. Open Space Technology is an approach for hosting 
meetings developed by Owen (2008) after he had attended conferences and found that the most 
valuable conversations were the informal ones that happened spontaneously. In Open Space the 
topics for discussion are determined and organized by the people attending the meeting and there 
is a very specific process for creating a self-organizing system.

A summary of where these conversations got to and who was in them was posted on the 
Google+ site. The philosophy with these was that participants were not reporting back to the 
‘organisers’, but making the information available to each other who then in turn could build on 
the conversation. Figure 2 provides an example.
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Topic
6 Priority Neighbourhoods —  

Clyde’s, Lincoln Green, Newell’s, Recreations, Boggart Hill, Beverley’s and Stratford’s.
Convenor

Sarah Kemp
Who else was present

Karen Otway, Ruth Corneilson, Kulvant Sandhu, Helen Kemp, Caroline Schonrock 
Summary of where we got to

• LCPs, Learning Cafés e.g. LS14 Trust.
• Community connections, community development, wider determinants of health, use community 

connections to help health find out what people would like and need.
• Housing Conditions, working with partners to change service for users. Trying to change culture for 

years of deprivation, need to work with staff and service users, we need to ensure resources are used 
properly, e.g. unnecessary home visits and working with, local knowledge key about cases.

• Leg clubs tackling isolation, could be jobs clubs etc. — Adult Walking Bus.
What next?

• What can we offer — community matron and therapist going to cafés to see what potential is for 
‘working with’ community and what the community needs and respond.

• Don’t have a set agenda, allow staff to be brave and get out there to connect and build relations with 
the community and the agencies such as third sector that are already present. Could be ESOL, job 
clubs, what does the community want?

• Shift resource to these priority areas.
• Difficult conversations and decisions to be made re-funding/resource.
• Local relationships — you know the police, you know the doctor, you know the head teacher etc.
• Have champions for safeguarding other issues, social prescribing.
• Links with Third Sector.
• Prevention of falls/health issues.
• Hospital prevention, home first — change risk attitudes.

What can you do
• Debt workers, money and benefits advice, befriending, confidence building.
• Connect 4 year olds with older people, connect schools and care homes.
• Support the changes to Leeds Directory and ‘what’s going on in Leeds’ and make it live, could it pull 

info from social media.
• Can we target children in school, early years, to try influence change in family cycle?
• Seacroft are consulting at the moment to see what service users would like in terms of those who are 

housebound, could they implement a ‘leg club’ model, or something different, pulling in feedback at 
the moment, they have never consulted like this before.

• Need to do more consulting, not be reluctant about going into priority neighbourhoods, what are 
the barriers, being safe etc. How can we engage, have those ‘better conversations’. Look at the 
whole person, mental health issues, police, ASBU, health, education, all need to be joined up and 
communities enabled and resourced to tackle complex circumstances together. 

Figure 2: Open Space Feedback sheet

At the end of the day participants were invited to make a commitment. We had already 
acknowledged that system leadership takes courage and we invited people to name an act of 
courage, large or small, that they were prepared to do. We were inspired by what came back, both 
by the nature of some of the commitments, e.g. moving towards people or issues that had been 
avoided, and also by the way in which they were spoken — with heart.
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The very first day one workshop was a partial success. We realized that we had tried to take the 
group too far too quickly into a session that was rather different to what they were familiar with. 
The design evolved for groups two, three, and beyond.

Subsequent feedback from participants was that the sessions were very different to the events 
they are usually invited to and what they were expecting — in a good way. In part this was due 
to mix of professionals, differing organizations, and hearing about vulnerable people they had 
encountered in their jobs. They were enthused and inspired during and after the sessions. They 
felt a real sense of connection, shared purpose, and collective energy for positive action.

From the beginning of the work staying connected to the leaders of the partner organizations in 
the city was key. The system leadership work was designed in such a way that it wasn’t led from 
the top down. The request of the Partnership Executive Group was not to direct this from the 
‘top down’ but to ensure there was congruence between what they as leaders were asking their 
teams to do and the work the intervention was delivering. We also asked PEG to pay attention 
to what they were role modelling both collectively and individually and to support leaders who 
engage in the work. One of the ways of keeping this work connected to the broader strategic 
challenges was to ask participants to have a conversation with their executive or PEG member 
after the workshops and, in parallel, ask PEG to meet with participants after the workshops. 
These conversations happened to different extents but when they did, they produced new ideas 
or a positive change in thinking and behaviours. 

In the day one workshops, acknowledging that a community doesn’t get built in a day, facilitators 
committed to bringing people together for a second day two months after their first session. This 
allowed time for reflection and making further connections with others and in particular PEG 
members.

Workshop 2
The objectives for our second series of workshops were:

1. Reconnect with each other and update on what’s being going in the system since the first 
workshop.

2. Stimulate people with what’s possible.

3. Continue to develop connections and relationships between people — build our system 
leadership community. 

4. Raise awareness of the collective power in the room and mobilize energy. 

5. Help each other to tackle our challenges in our work in our bit of the system. 

6. Raise awareness of six priority areas of deprivation in the city.

The first half was a reconnection with each participant and further sharing of experiences and 
stories of people that they work with in their part of the system; presenting data and stories 
around the most deprived areas in Leeds. Many of these deprived areas are amongst the poorest 
neighbourhoods in the country. The dissonance between Leeds as a thriving economy and areas 
of intense deprivation and growing inequalities was apparent. In the afternoon we moved to a 
series of practical actions that could be taken to support the work in our communities. We used 
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the framework from Asset Based Community Development (ABCD) which switches attention 
from deficits to amplifying strengths, Figure 3.

Figure 3: Asset Based Community Development 

ABCD is built on four foundations (Kretzmann 2010)

1. It focuses on community assets and strengths rather than problems and needs.

2. It identifies and mobilizes individual and community assets, skills, and passions.

3. It is community driven — ‘building communities from the inside out’. 

4. It is relationship driven.

One of the powerful elements of the day was “Wants and Offers”. ‘Wants’, being things that 
someone needs support or advice with and ‘offers’ being something that a person can provide or 
share with others. The session was designed as a self organizing marketplace. This quid pro quo 
exchange allowed people to see the extent of wisdom in the room and the extent to which people 
were willing to help one another. Whilst hesitant about what kind of use participants would 
make of this, people embraced the opportunity and created a marketplace of various people 
approaching each other to respond to the wants and offers they had posted.

Impact

At the time of writing this article over 200 people had participated in each of the two days. A 
further 200 are expected to go through the sessions set out for 2019. Our evaluation to date is 
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based primarily on feedback from participants. Feedback from people after the events was that 
there was an immediate impact as well as longer lasting positive impact. 

Prior to being part of the workshops, many participants indicated being overwhelmed in their 
work. They had heard the information about the vision for Leeds, the need for more preventative 
work in communities and pockets of deprivation etc. but not in a connected, coherent way. The 
workshop helped people to see how all of those things join up and also gave them space to think 
about how they and their teams can contribute. Participants described how the workshops are 
not like anything else they attend and they particularly valued the quality of relationships they 
are forming with people they wouldn’t normally get to meet. Anecdotal feedback about the 
immediate impact of the session included:

There have been some real practical connections enabling me to solve some problems and work 
more effectively in the system.

Having this time out to come together with others across the system has been valuable reflective 
development and will enable me to do my job better as a system leader.

The two self-organizing elements previously referred to: Open Space on workshop one and the 
wants and offers section on workshop two stimulated people to act in a more system related way. 
Case Study 2, below, provides an example.

Case Study 2

The role of the Leeds Health Protection Board is to undertake the duties to protect the health of 
the population as laid out in national guidance. Since 2014 the Leeds Health Protection Board, 
chaired by the Director of Public Health, has been leading programmes of work focusing on 
identified emerging health protection priorities for Leeds. The Head of Public Health (Health 
Protection) outlined some personal as well as practical work that emerged through engaging 
with the system leadership work:

• A validation of the system work in health protection and adding confidence to her 
portfolio of work.

• Making the system work more implicit in the work and reporting to the Health and 
Wellbeing Board.

• A system wide partnership approach has been implemented across the health protection 
priorities within Leeds. An example of this includes the influenza vaccination campaign 
in 2018 targeting priority groups and low uptake areas in Leeds. For the first time Leeds 
achieved the national target of 75% uptake for flu vaccination in over 65s for NHS Leeds 
CCG. Uptake for flu vaccination for other target groups was also higher than last year. 
Flu vaccination levels were also increased on last year in Leeds Community Healthcare 
(77%), Leeds Teaching Hospitals Trust (80%), Leeds and York Partnerships Foundation 
Trust (65%), and Leeds City Council (911 Leeds City Council members of staff received 
their seasonal flu immunization — an increase of over 300 from the previous year).

The Case Study is an example of connecting the system to itself, to the vision and enabling 
people to join together and solve things that they can see need solving. The experience of the 
workshops created emotional connection, motivation and movement to action. This is the core of 
the work. The more that work is done in this way, the more that can be done that moves beyond 
the boundaries of respective organizations and to the heart of system leadership.
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At the end of each session, acknowledging that system leadership takes courage and asking 
people what (small or large) courageous thing they will do to model system leadership was a way 
to make conscious the move to action. Participants thought carefully about their responses, with 
some being inspired and pushing themselves to be even more courageous when they heard what 
their colleagues were committing to.

Examples of acts of courage were:

• Explore how we can support others to make sure of a voice/awareness of advanced 
decisions and end of life discussions.

• To contact 3rd sector partners to support system of community development.

• Have a conversation with a Hospital Consultant around a current problem that’s causing 
a barrier to thinking ‘home first’. 

The real strength of this work is that it brings together people, most of whom would never meet to 
talk about their city, stories, and hopes, to create new relationships and connect people to a common 
vision which transcends functional or organizational boundaries. Our summative evaluation is that 
there are three common features that emerged as a result of the work done to date: 

• People discovering their answers in the wider system they were meeting. Often observing 
participants wanting someone to talk to about an issue and someone else from another 
part of the system would spontaneously connect with them to share links, resources, and 
ideas. 

• People’s vision and mindset moving to a more city perspective but with a real appreciation 
for the communities we serve; a sense of ‘us’ and ‘we’ together creating the future — 
seeing and experiencing themselves as more of a system across a city than a silo.

• Creating a safe space for participants to talk about what matters to them and naming 
gaps in systems with a needed new focus on marginalized communities, third sector and 
children’s services.

Reflection on Action

On a practical level, there were a number of things we did to create intimacy and trust, which 
created a climate that was markedly different from many of the work conversations about these 
same issues. An example was asking participants to talk to each other as human beings not just 
job holders, and modelling that as facilitators. The intention was to bring our authentic selves, to 
encourage them to bring their authentic selves and to create conversations that were deeper and 
more open than many of the conversations they have at work. We supported this by designing 
the room very specifically to enable intimate conversations i.e. no tables, small groups of four or 
five people and repeatedly mixing the groups. Another of the intentions was to create emergence 
by stimulating connections and conversations that would not normally happen. So the groupings 
were changed around so that people met as many participants as possible over the course of the 
workshops and the participants were a ‘diagonal slice’ of hierarchy and organization. Thirdly the 
intention was to inspire and to start with an assumption that people are already doing inspiring 
things, large and small, and they would be moved by hearing each other’s stories of these. This 
was in fact the case although people often needed encouragement to overcome natural modesty 
in telling these to each other.
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One of the underlying principles was to help people connect with what they find meaningful in 
their work, in the belief that this releases energy. Inviting people to talk about why they do the 
work that they do was an important precursor to the Open Space where the principle was to trust 
that people know what is the work that needs to be done.

The flexibility of the facilitation team was also extremely important. For example, there was a 
realization that some of the design elements of the very first workshop were too far removed 
from what people were comfortable with and the design was quickly amended. Some judgements 
were made in the moment, based on the responsiveness of the group e.g. taking a risk at the end 
of a workshop by asking participants to write down an act of courage and then asking them to 
say it to the group. The size and composition of groups varied and the design had to be adjusted 
in flight to what was happening in the room. The learning was to push participants to be open 
and to take responsibility for their part without making them so uncomfortable that they did not 
want to participate.

As a tool for spreading the practice of system leadership and creating a movement a social media 
site can be a huge asset. In practice it was difficult to engage people with the Google+ site. We 
believe this was due to the fact there were a couple of steps to take to get into the site and also 
people are overwhelmed with a combination of emails and social media.

There is value in extending this reflection on action to some broader considerations about 
system leadership and how OD might best take forward the development of system leadership in 
complex scenarios such as the one discussed in this paper. System leadership is challenging both 
in concept and action and this work is itself a piece of system leadership. It was not always clear 
who to talk to or how to create energy in the system. It is not set within a formal organization 
structure, it is working across boundaries, enacting through the development of relationships but 
always with a strong sense of purpose.

Traditional formal authority is not enough to create a community of system leaders. One of the 
things that has made this work is the relational focus of all involved. Some were already highly 
connected in the system and actively used their relationships to influence. For example, getting 
people to turn up to the events was never going to be achieved by sending an email invitation alone. 
For the first events it was relationships that induced people to come and after that the reputation of 
the workshops helped to bring a continued stream of participants. In parallel the authors proactively 
developed relationships with people who could be pivotal in helping to make this happen. 

The power of the workshops was a combination of connecting people to the problem and to 
each other, and appealing to people’s values of justice and hope (Axelrod, 2003). This was 
especially true in the day two workshop when presenting the data on six of the most socially 
and economically challenging areas of Leeds. However, hope for change is not enough to make 
change happen. Beckhard and Harris’s (1977) change equation suggests that the necessary 
conditions for change are a clear shared vision, knowledge of the first steps to take and sufficient 
dissatisfaction with the present. The intention was to increase dissatisfaction with the present 
sufficiently to propel people to action but not overwhelm them with it.

On its own, having an event outside of any organizational or system context will simply be an 
event; unconnected to its core assets and the people in which we serve. The ambition is to create a 
growing community through other events like this over time. This in turn connects to community 
action and other development opportunities provided by all organizations across the health and 
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care sector. ‘Folding’ our activities back into an organizational context where Chief Executives, 
Chief Officers and others can engage further with participants from system leadership events is 
a way of amplifying the work. Through these connections together they have developed shared 
values, shared understanding, shared trust, shared ideas and shared hope that leads to shared 
action. The plan is to amplify and embed the work across the system.

Paying attention to our own system as a delivery team has also been key. Some of the longest 
conversations the design team had were at the beginning to clarify the purpose and design 
principles of the work. At this stage the relationships between the team and others was still 
developing and this presented its own challenges, not just in getting time together but also 
understanding each other’s different world views and co create the events. What surfaced was 
making time to hear the different perspectives, not be dismissive of any of them and have robust 
conversations, especially about what the purpose and outcomes would be.

Support to the system to facilitate change and enable new types of leader to emerge is a 
development of Organizational Development (OD) practice. This new landscape encompasses 
the need to work across whole systems whilst utilising core professional skills and interventions. 
This evolving practice; Dynamic System Development (DSD) is an advent of the needs of 
the system and for the practitioner to build on the role of OD practice, from organization to 
whole system work. Traditional OD, which emerged in the 1960s, conceptualizes change as a 
planned process, moving from unfreezing to refreezing and with an emphasis on aligning various 
organizational elements to position the organization for future success. Dialogic OD, whilst 
adhering to the same underlying values and ethics as traditional OD, proceeds from a different 
mindset about change. The emphasis is on changing organizations by changing the conversations 
(Shaw, 2002). Organizations are seen as networks of relationships where actions result from 
socially constructed realities created and sustained by the prevailing narratives, stories and 
conversations through which people make meaning about their experiences (Marshak, 2013). 
Change emerges from disturbances that change the conversations, which shape meaning making 
and everyday thinking and behaviour. The intention was to change the system by changing the 
conversations. The focus of the interventions was not to diagnose and then agree on an action 
plan but to create containers which provide the right ingredients for participants to:

• Inquire together.

• Form new connections and enrich existing connections.

• Connect to the bigger aims.

• Be generative.

• Create emergence.

At times it was difficult not to get drawn back into a paradigm of diagnose, develop an action 
plan, execute, and measure. Questions from stakeholders often came from that world view. 
Conversations about evaluation are complex because they are at the cusp of two very different 
philosophical viewpoints. The focus is on fostering conditions that will lead to new ways of 
thinking and behaving and better outcomes. The intention is to unleash, catalyse, and support the 
multitude of motivations and ideas among participants in the service of transforming the system 
in the desired direction.
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Conclusions and Implications

One of the achievements of this work is increasing distributed leadership across a system, which 
is key to the leadership of a complex evolving system. This has come through raising awareness 
of people’s potential to achieve things in a collaborative, cross system way and which produces 
increased energy, creativity, and responsibility. The necessary conditions to bring this about are: 
invite a diverse group, a microcosm of the whole system; connect people to a meaningful purpose 
and to each other; increase self efficacy; create a container and get out of the way i.e. trust 
people to do good work and not try to over manage. This work has demonstrated a very practical 
methodology for creating collaborative leadership across a system whilst highlighting possible 
traps and important subtleties. What has made the work successful is meticulous attention to 
congruence; between design principles and practice.

The starting point was to gather the most senior leaders in the city to engage and produce priorities 
for OD/DSD interventions, ensuring that any design and deployment was premised on the city’s 
ambition to improve the health of the poorest the fastest and contributing to the Leeds Health 
and Wellbeing Strategy. Policy makers and politicians in the past have reached for structural 
levers in order to achieve their outcomes. Top down restructuring and reorganizing in order to 
improve efficiency, quality and improve services for citizens is often employed in preference to 
collaboration, leadership and partnership working with communities. 

A complementary aspiration of this paper was to encourage thinking about a new field of theory 
— Dynamic System Theory — and which is a derivation of Organization Development. There 
is similarity in the skills required of practitioners. The profile of a competent OD practitioner 
(Cheung-Judge & Holbeche, 2011) would be similar to the profile of a competent DSD 
practitioner. A key difference is that in system development there is no senior figure who has 
the ultimate say because it is a network of organizations. The collaborating organizations have 
no formal authority over each other and have different governance, cultures, and pressures. This 
requires a higher degree of political intelligence.

This is a developing field in many sectors; for example alliances that are created to deliver large 
infrastructure projects, and is worthy of further research to define the discipline. This is not 
just different ways of working but considering how, what and why brings people together to 
create system change in an ever changing and often turbulent context. The deep focus and nature 
of system leadership in this relational way helps individuals to connect with themselves and 
their profession. A bigger purpose is the way existentially that brings leaders together across the 
system to support the cities ambition and improves people’s lives.
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The paper aims to discuss the potential of improving individual readiness for informal learning 
through the understanding of learning orientation. Learning orientation is how individuals engage 
in learning as determined by their self-concept, experience, learning readiness, learning sense, and 
learning motivation. A person’s learning orientation is influenced by contextual factors affecting 
individual learning capacity. In turn, learning orientation is facilitated by problem solving, 
sensemaking, and mental framing, particularly when individuals are confronted by challenges 
outside their work routine. Problem solving can facilitate individuals’ sensemaking of circumstances 
by enhancing their mental framing, which may support or hinder their subsequent problem solving 
experience. Problem solving is a cognitive process that influences the way individuals interpret 
a situation for further action. Sensemaking is a spontaneous interpretive process while mental 
framing is more of a decision making process generating potential scenarios and actions. The paper 
offers implications for Human Resource Development (HRD) research and practice.

Key words: Learning, context, learning orientation, problem solving, sensemaking, mental framing 

Introduction

The disparate streams of Human Resource Development (HRD) research on individual, team, 
and organizational learning need to be reexamined to further explore how learning and context 
are intimately related. Learning that occurs in a formal classroom or training context is different 
to that learning that unfolds real-time in problem solving or work-related contexts. While 
formal learning suggests a more structured way of knowledge dissemination and exchange in 
a classroom setting, informal learning often emerges in more spontaneous and generative ways 
through a variety of dynamics (Choi & Jacobs, 2011). 

In this paper, we discuss the importance of learning and context from the informal learning 
perspective. Using a practical example of increasing work efficiency in an organization, we 
suggest that the improvement employees make of their own work could impact others’ workflows 
and outputs related to a larger work system. Therefore, when change occurs, individuals not 
only need to learn their own work sequence but also how their work might interact with others’ 
work. Therefore, employees need to work together to enhance the efficiency of the final work 
output as a team. During this process, they ask each other questions, discuss complementariness 
and discrepancies, solve problems, and modify their action steps. It is during this dynamic 
process that learning is socially constructed in the context of the organization. For the purpose 
of this paper, we situate learning in the process of problem solving where learning occurs in the 
generative and interpretive process of sensemaking, knowledge creation, and action taking that 
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will shape organizational practice (Argyris & Schön, 1996; Guiette & Vandenbempt, 2016). 
Learning is at the core of HRD practice and research. This paper seeks to explore how attention 
to learning orientation can offer HRD practitioners pathways to enhanced practice.

Learning and learning orientation
Our premise of learning stems from a practice-based perspective where we examine learning as 
a complex process of socialization evident in everyday work. We suggest that learning is not a 
natural inclination for individuals in organizations but rather a byproduct of problem solving, 
sensemaking, and mental framing. Individuals learn when engaging with others in problem 
solving as they experience overcoming foreseeable traps and developing alternative action steps 
to improve performance (Jordan & Audia, 2012). 

Learning is socially constructed where interaction dynamics could affect learning orientation 
which, in turn, facilitates further learning in individuals. Learning orientation is the individual 
characteristic toward learning and determines a learner’s cognitive and behavioural response to 
the conditions of learning. It also promotes the facilitation of generative conversations, feedback 
loops, self-reflection, and the understanding of certain issues (Choi & Jacobs, 2011). Consequently, 
learning orientation might motivate learners to go beyond their current understanding by 
questioning underlying assumptions and seeking new knowledge through inquiry and dialogue 
(Tran et al., 2016). Often, learning orientation begins with the self, motivating individuals to 
draw on their self-awareness, past experience, and readiness before they engage in learning 
(Marquardt & Yeo, 2012). Therefore, it is our belief that by offering an integrated perspective of 
learning orientation, this paper explores learning as it occurs in problem solving contexts with 
learning orientation as a way of helping to increase the learning readiness and learning capacity 
of individuals. 

Theoretical Assumptions

We differentiate learning as a process from learning as an outcome. This means individuals learn 
at various points and consolidate their learning to make better sense of a particular context (Weick, 
1996). The transitory nature of learning as a process allows individuals to develop appropriate 
actions to respond to contextual stimuli such as routine or urgent issues. In this respect, learning 
in context constantly enables individuals to modify their thinking and behavioural patterns 
as a response to the dynamics of that context; a process similar to osmosis — changing its 
patterns based on how work unfolds (Mintzberg et al., 2005). Therefore, learning is a process 
that facilitates modifications in the cognitive and behavioural response to emerging complexity 
(Bennis, 1969). In other words, when faced with non-routine circumstances, individuals could 
learn spontaneously as different contextual stimuli increase their interpretation and level of 
consciousness about the surrounding phenomena (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014). Heightened 
sensemaking, as individuals socialize with others, will enable them to confront emerging 
issues and seek ways of improving their way of work while experiencing the continuity and 
discontinuity of routines (Levitt & March, 1988). 

Individuals in the workplace are frequently curious about the causes of disruptive routines, 
including unexpected changes and urgent requests as these may throw them out of their comfort 
zone and shift their focus to the less familiar tasks. In doing so, they may engage in conversations 
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with their colleagues to make sense of what is going on and develop interpretive approaches 
through sensemaking and mental framing to enhance their understanding of a particular context 
(Weick & Westley, 1996). Such approaches involve deeper learning through feedback loops and 
propositions to mitigating those disruptions caused by emerging issues or challenges. In other 
words, they develop their theories-in-use by formulating potential action steps that reinforce 
their perception of the social world as a response to a complex or unexpected situation (Argyris 
& Schön, 1996). For instance, when an employee, John, has been asked to deliver a presentation 
to senior management the following day about a business-related concern, he is likely to develop 
immediate learning strategies to fulfil an unexpected and urgent task. John needs to first make 
sense of the problem (urgent presentation) and the context (in front of senior management), and 
dissect the challenge into smaller units through feedback and dialogue perhaps with his supervisor 
and colleagues in order to garner their support. Following that, he needs to develop appropriate 
frames of references to make sense of the required data in order to identify plausible action steps 
(theories-in-use) to satisfy the requirements of the task. Simply put, John’s learning orientation 
may increase his curiosity to learn more about that business concern through problem solving, 
sensemaking, and mental framing. In what follows, we discuss how learning is intimately bound 
in context and its relationship with learning orientation.

Learning about learning and context 
Organizations function in many respects like organisms as “individuals develop the personalities, 
personal habits, and beliefs over time, organizations develop world views and ideologies” 
(Hedberg, 1981, p. 6). In other words, the cognition (thinking) and behaviour (action) of individuals 
could influence one another to think and act differently to accomplish a shared task. The collective 
interactions and their dynamics over time are recorded in organizational memories that “preserve 
certain behaviours, mental maps, norms, and values” (Bennis, 1969, p. 6). Therefore, human 
relationships form the basis for collective thinking and action, including the way individuals 
learn. Organizations also have the capacity to promote learning through dialogue, feedback, and 
reflection that inform particular actions by creating the conditions for individuals to learn with 
and from one another, a process similar to osmosis (Jordan & Audia, 2012). 

The collective cognition of individuals could recreate multiple mental frames that facilitate a 
deeper sensemaking of a particular context. That said, not every individual will learn at the 
same rate and depth, the capacity of which depends largely on the nature of their work and 
the extent to which learning outcomes can be expected (Edmondson, 1999). Consequently, the 
readiness to learn becomes a point of contention when individuals are placed in a context of 
teams working on projects or solving a pressing work problem. At times, individuals’ readiness 
to learn is hampered by defensive routines in such a way that the longer they are on the job the 
more resistant they are in embracing change. Learning could therefore be of a high or low level 
depending on a variety of factors, including individual readiness, nature of task, environmental 
complexity, and the motivation to learn. 

Our theoretical assumptions continue to reinforce the dialectical relationship between learning 
and context. The extent to which individuals learn is not only dependent on their readiness but 
also other contextual triggers such as relationship and task structures. After all, learning often 
orientates toward creating “a sense of order and make arrangements with each other, both to 
achieve security and to meet material needs” (Watson, 1995, p. 222). Although it is assumed 
that context changes with time, it can be stabilized when individuals frame it in such a way that 
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makes sense to them (Johns, 2001). In particular, context could be stabilized when identifiable 
action patterns are able to make a difference to the tasks at hand (Brown & Duguid, 1991). 
Mowday and Sutton (1993, p. 198) defined context as “stimuli and experience that surround and 
thus exist in the environment external to the individual”, suggesting that the response to a context 
can be controlled by how one makes sense of the context one is in. 

From the perspective of learning, context provides the basis, either as constraints or opportunities, 
for the modification of behaviours and attitudes in a particular setting (Johns, 2001). Context 
facilitates the learning of individuals as it offers the description and portrayal of a particular 
phenomenon (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014). Despite being external to the individual, context 
does not present itself as a separate existence in the messiness of the objective world. Instead, it 
is shaped and reified by the language projected by individuals through ongoing problem solving 
and sensemaking (Weick, 1996). To a large extent, context can influence both the thinking and 
action of individuals, influencing the degree and rate at which they learn (Levitt & March, 1988). 

(Re)Thinking learning orientation 
Taking our understanding of learning and context further, learning orientation could be perceived 
as a personal trait, a desire for continuous learning despite any challenges and setbacks. When an 
individual is always open to new opportunities for self-improvement by acquiring new knowledge 
and skills to enhance his or her competencies, we define this individual as having an open learning 
orientation (Tran et al., 2016). On the contrary, when an individual resists change or avoids learning 
new things, we define this individual as having a narrow learning orientation. An individual with an 
open learning orientation keeps an open mind and adopts a proactive mindset by turning problems 
into opportunities for learning. Learning-oriented behaviours include commitment to learning, 
open-mindedness, trust, and collaboration (Raemdonck et al., 2014). If we put learning orientation 
on a continuum from narrow to open (see Figure 1), we could realize that when individuals possess 
a learning orientation toward the open end of the continuum, they are more likely to engage in 
dynamic feedback, risk taking, and improvised action steps, thereby increasing their capacity to 
learn. They are also more willing to share knowledge with others without a competitive tendency. 
On the contrary, when individuals’ learning orientation moves toward the narrow end of the 
continuum, they are more likely to engage in actions that resist change, risk taking, and improvising, 
thereby decreasing their capacity to engage in new learning (Lee et al., 2015). 

Narrow Open

Self-concept; Experience; Learning readiness; Learning sense; Learning motivation

Figure 1: Learning orientation continuum

According to Marquardt and Yeo (2012), learning orientation is influenced by the following five 
factors: self-concept, experience, readiness to learn, orientation to learn, and motivation to learn. 
Self-concept is the ability of individuals to command their own mental framing when engaging 
in their work and the ability to shift their mental framing by drawing on specific cues from their 
immediate context. When moving toward a more open learning orientation, they will have control 
of their own mental framing to absorb the contextual cues. Experience is cumulated critical 
resources that give individuals confidence in learning, particularly in the context of problem 
solving. Learning readiness is individuals’ awareness of their tasks at hand and the social roles 
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they assume in performing those tasks through individual and collective sensemaking. Learning 
sense prompts individuals to develop a sense of urgency that guides their knowledge utilization 
and action, particularly in times of challenges. Finally, learning motivation helps individuals to 
identify the purpose and value of learning to achieve personal success, affecting their capacity to 
frame and make sense of emerging issues. 

The combination of the five factors will influence a persona’s placement on the learning 
orientation continuum. As learners become more aware of themselves and their surroundings, 
have more problem solving experiences, and increase in learning readiness, learning sensibility, 
and learning motivation, they will move toward the open end of the continuum. They will be 
more accepting of learning experiences, ready to learn, less afraid to express their own ideas, and 
more motivated to learn continuously. 

Significance of Learning, Context, and Learning Orientation

Organizations aim to learn faster than others in order to remain competitive in current volatile 
times. Individuals are expected to learn on their jobs and develop learning strategies to help 
them respond to emerging changes (Raemdonck et al., 2014). One of the critical strategies is 
the ability to develop feedback loops that challenge and support the existing understanding of a 
particular context. Feedback as a tool to jolt people’s thinking could amplify or restrict learning, 
depending on their learning orientation and the context at work. For instance, if individuals 
are not ready to learn (toward a narrowly defined learning orientation on the continuum) or 
experience a lack of trust in the people they are working with (the context), they are less likely 
to participate in feedback interactions that will promote the processes of sensemaking, mental 
framing, and problem solving. On the other hand, if they are motivated and open to solving a 
collective work-related problem and the trust is high, they are more likely to engage in learning. 
They will learn by challenging each other’s ideas and suggestions through constructive feedback 
(Argyris & Schön, 1996) that promotes the processes of mental framing, sensemaking, and 
problem solving. When challenged with ambivalent roles in a changing situation, individuals 
will potentially draw on their self-concept, past experience, learning readiness, learning sense, 
and learning motivation to develop coping strategies in order to make sense and resolve the 
tasks at hand (Hahn et al., 2014). This example demonstrates how learning orientation works to 
influence mental framing, sensemaking, and problem solving. 

In studying learning in organizations, Senge (1990) suggested that mental models in the 
way individuals view their environment help them to be more aware of the variables that 
constitute their work. The perception and understanding of their context create opportunities 
to see connections between what they need to accomplish and the impact of their work on the 
organization. Collectively, individuals influence one another by allowing their mental models to 
interact through dialogue, feedback, and reflection through knowledge sharing (Lee et al., 2015). 
The higher the level of interaction the greater the level of sensemaking as individuals share 
their mental models to help each other better understand their context (Weick, 1996). Dynamic 
sensemaking could lead to plausible actions in problem solving that are developed according to 
their theories-in-use (Argyris & Schön, 1996). 

Theories-in-use could help explain how individuals develop and refine their mental maps to 
influence their decision making. However, when interactional dynamics become more complex, 
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individuals may not be able to relate their mental models to their envisaged actions. They may 
overlook the unintended consequences of certain actions that could provide opportunities for 
learning. As such, in situations where power and politics undermine human relationships, 
individuals may become wary of their environment preventing them from learning from one 
another through mutual questioning and dialogue (Argote & Spektor-Miron, 2011). However, 
individuals can potentially work around any prevailing politics to seek opportunities for 
informal learning such as the sharing of experience, mentoring, and job assignments (Choi & 
Jacobs, 2011). If individuals are more sensitive to their changing contexts, they are likely to 
be more open to sharing their mental models with others to create the conditions for ongoing 
sensemaking, reflection, and action taking (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014). Individuals could 
also build networks to expand their learning and redefine the context to promote collaborative 
learning (Brown & Duguid, 1991). When learning orientation moves toward the open end of 
the continuum, individuals enjoy a mutually supportive environment where they communicate 
and participate in dialogue of their interpretive experience to expand their learning (Tran et al., 
2016). 

Problem Solving, Sensemaking, and Mental Framing

Consider a real case scenario in a multinational company where learning is challenged in a 
complex context, as presented in Figure 2. It will be used as a basis for discussion to shed light 
on the occurrence of learning orientation through problem solving, sensemaking, and mental 
framing.

A symposium Team X was working on was not making any desirable progress due to a case of ‘too 
many cooks spoiling the broth’, leading to a misalignment of expectations from different stakeholders, 
including internal customers and external vendors. Time was running out. Two of their keynote 
speakers and one of the major sponsors pulled out of the programme. Given the short notice, the 
programme could not be publicized on time to generate an optimal response from their industry 
partners. More critically, the team was confronted by conflicting decisions from two supervisors at a 
time when the main supervisor, Dave, had just returned from his annual vacation. During his absence, 
an acting supervisor, Mark, from another department was appointed to cover Dave’s responsibilities 
temporarily. It was during the time of transition between the incoming and outgoing supervisors that 
some political tension was experienced by Team X. Mark took a bold approach to modifying some 
of the major decisions regarding the symposium that Dave had made earlier. For instance, Mark 
insisted that the programme be completely revised and the duration of the event be extended to a full 
day instead of half a day. He also reduced the presentation duration of the keynote speakers from an 
hour to 30 minutes, the rationale of which was to include more speakers in the programme. Little did 
Mark realize that his decision had caused undue misunderstanding with the keynote speakers who, in 
retaliation, decided to turn down the invitation at the very last minute. The sponsor that pulled out was 
also confused as to the scope and intent of the event. Dave was shocked to learn of the mess created 
by Mark and decided to take back his control. The clash of opinions indeed led to political rifts on 
many fronts. Not only did Team X have to deal with internal politics but they also had to come up with 
urgent, alternative solutions before meeting with their Senior Vice President (SVP) for an update. The 
SVP would like to be updated of the symposium preparation on a regular basis. Team X had to come up 
with ideas that would appease different parties, not least Dave and Mark.

Figure 2: Case Scenario
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First, problem solving is not only a skill but also a cognitive process that draws upon individuals’ 
interpretive capacity for complex issues, including developing and modifying specific mental 
frames, to identify plausible solutions (Hahn et al., 2014). When individuals are confounded 
by pressing issues, they search for meanings around the phenomena figuring out the causes and 
potential complications. Second, they make connections using implicit and explicit contextual 
signals such as people, political climate, and company expectations, a process similar to “temporal 
interconnectivity” in sensemaking (Guiette & Vandenbempt, 2016, p. 86). Third, individuals 
engage in mental framing as they interpret and connect with these signals by creating a mental 
template and label it with information (Marquardt & Yeo, 2012). 

Conflicting signals arising from political tension could lead to temporal, disruptive learning 
where learners try to fall back on their past experience to guide their next steps. However, as past 
experiences collide between individuals, they start developing plausible scenarios of how power 
and politics might be used to achieve certain outcomes. Unravelling political undertones could 
help increase their learning orientation to ask more questions and discuss possible solutions. 
Therefore, we suggest that problem solving can facilitate or develop individuals’ sensemaking 
capacity by reinforcing or challenging their mental framing, which will in turn enable or constrain 
their subsequent problem solving experience. 

Next, we discuss the connection between learning orientation and the tri-factors (problem 
solving, mental framing and sensemaking), and how they may work to increase individual 
learning readiness and learning capacity using the above Figure 2.

Learning orientation and problem solving
Team X was confronted by an urgent need to reconstruct their story for the Senior Vice President 
(SVP) but they also realized the increasing tensions caused by both internal and external factors 
and, not surprisingly, not all factors were within their control. Such tensions can function as 
a catalyst to generate learning which allowed Team X to shift their perspective of the current 
situation to a much larger vision without losing sight of the pressing issue at hand. Still, the 
team had to face the pressure of pleasing their supervisors and updating the SVP about their 
re-strategized plans. In this case, the team orientated toward problem solving by combining 
their past experiences and heightened learning sense to re-conceptualize the symposium. As they 
moved along the continuum from narrow to open through questioning and reflection, they became 
increasingly desensitized to the underlying issues. This allowed them to detach themselves from 
the familiarized assumptions of the problem and view the overall context much more clearly. 

Engaging others outside their sphere of familiarity such as consultants, contractors, and vendors, 
also helped them consider other facets of the problem, opening them up to alternative perspectives 
they had not considered earlier (Engeström, 2001). Through input from a variety of stakeholders, 
Team X was able to drastically alter the programme by modifying the theme to allow wider 
participation from various industries. This opened up much wider contacts through personal 
networking which helped secure new speakers, sponsors, and exhibitors within a short time. 
Getting both internal and external inputs led to validation of their symposium ideas, appeasing 
the political conflict between the two supervisors. Being more open on the learning orientation 
continuum suggests thinking outside the comfort zone which offers deeper learning on the 
reflective level. Team X was able to turn their problem solving into a creative pursuit by simply 
increasing their learning orientation. 
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What might be regarded as errors such as the lack of a backup plan for non-confirming speakers 
or sponsors could potentially be viewed as an opportunity for experimenting with alternative 
solutions (Marquardt & Yeo, 2012). Engaging in the sensemaking of the plausible causes of the 
problem released an overt motivation for Team X to re-conceptualize their understanding of 
“symposium”. Thinking beyond their comfort zone opened up opportunities for deeper reflective 
learning, where they viewed their existing limitations in how a symposium could be presented as 
a potential trigger for greater innovation (De Stobbeleir et al., 2011).

Learning orientation and sensemaking
Sensemaking is a cognitive process that helps individuals to organize meanings around known 
and unknown variables, particularly when non-routine or unexpected challenges could disrupt 
or even distort the way we view our work (Weick, 1996). When Team X was facing time 
constraints, they drew on the political signals from their supervisors and their interpretation 
of senior management’s expectations to make sense of the urgency of the problem. For 
instance, the calibre of speakers expected by their senior management should be of high profile 
and varied. Articulating the questions they had in their minds amplified their framing of the 
context as contextual cues. Cues such as SVP meeting and publicity lag time served as stimuli 
helping them make connections to the problem issues (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014). As they 
began communicating their perception of the situation, including their feelings and potential 
consequences, they engaged in a variety of sensemaking mechanisms through interactive 
feedback to help each other connect with the contextual cues (Hahn et al., 2014). Team X engaged 
in a more reflective level of learning as the envisaged problem seemed to intensify. They began 
to fall back on their past experiences to help them construct a vision of their future using the 
present as a reference of how the vision could be reconstructed (Weick & Westley, 1996). For 
instance, they considered the involvement of Government agencies and Gen Y professionals to 
add a different flavour to the symposium. They also considered tradeoffs and internal conflicts, 
such as the possibility of not including any of the speakers expected by the SVP, not least the 
pressure of presenting the symposium to the political satisfaction of the senior management. 
Deeper sensemaking of the conflicting issues helped them get around the entrapment of what 
their management had expected versus what the audience might benefit from the symposium. 

Internalizing the different aspects of the problem helped Team X develop different mental 
representations of how the symposium might ultimately look like. In the process, sensemaking 
of their role, the political conflict between their supervisors, the SVP’s reaction, and the ultimate 
event itself led them to viewing the problem as a timely opportunity for proving their own fears 
completely unfounded. Once they became less fixated with their preconceived understanding 
of the problem, they began modifying their mental pictures of how the symposium might be 
organized differently given the severe time constraints. They even thought of transferring the 
organizing of the event to the Public Relations Department that had far much greater resources. 
The collective sensemaking process ultimately increased Team X’s learning readiness and 
learning sense as they moved along the learning orientation continuum toward open learning 
experiences. 

Learning orientation and mental framing 
While sensemaking is a spontaneous cognitive process drawing on contextual cues to shape 
individuals’ perception of reality (Weick, 1996), mental framing is more of a decision making 
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process that helps the problem solver focus on specific boundaries of an issue leading to the 
formulation of specific actions (Guiette & Vandenbempt, 2016). Mental framing operates by 
means of consolidating the sensemaking material and categorizing it into meaningful units that 
inform the problem solver of the next steps. The mental framing process of Team X was initially 
quite narrow as there was concern that the symposium might turn out be a negative example in 
the company’s history. However, it took a turn for a more positive representation of a symposium 
that could be quite innovative in nature. 

In mental framing, the push and pull factors can create a learning rupture. This is where Team X 
simply allowed multiple cognitive frames to serve as alternative paths for addressing the same 
problem (Hahn et al., 2014). The rupture can take the form of radical thinking and courageous 
experimentation that redefines the problem context. Team X adopted more of a divide-and-
conquer approach where each negative mental frame would be counteracted by a positive one. 
For instance, what was envisaged as a disastrous event could be elevated to a corporate level by 
involving their personal networks and company experts such as Public Relations to redefine and 
co-organize the symposium. In essence, Team X unlearned their fear of facing the consequences 
and relearned the opportunity presented to them by turning things around despite the odds. In 
other words, they experienced a rupture between unlearning and relearning, increasing their 
interpretive capacity to frame the challenges in more specific ways (Hedberg, 1981).

Mental framing could influence decision making where different mental pictures can provide 
specific scenarios that help individuals determine plausible actions. It involves the rethinking 
and reassessment of various mental representations that help individuals make sense of their 
intended actions (Weick & Westley, 1996). For instance, a Team X member suggested paying for 
a celebrity speaker to increase the visibility of the symposium when financial constraints were 
in fact a major concern. The courage to frame the situation radically provides the sensemaking 
material for further reframing. Quite ironically, the celebrity suggestion sparked off new mental 
frames around getting potential sponsors to pay for speakers, involving Government agencies 
and major industries as part of their corporate citizenship programmes, and deploying the Gen Y 
population to inject forward-thinking ideas. Dynamic mental framing ultimately led Team X to 
increasing their learning orientation through internal dialogue and external feedback.

We further demonstrate how mental framing can reinforce the characteristics of learning 
orientation to play out in the dilemmas of Team X (see Figure 2). First, Team X applied their 
self-concept by making sense of the challenges confronting the symposium and recognizing their 
ability to change things around. Second, they generated tacit knowledge by sharing each other’s 
past experience through critical lessons learned to help them develop the next plausible steps. 
Third, they went out of their comfort zone to consider the worst case scenario by exploring radical 
approaches to organizing the symposium despite their fear of the SVP rejecting their ideas. This 
increased their learning readiness to change the game plan. Fourth, they took proactive steps to 
listening and internalizing feedback from each other by developing a greater learning sense of 
where they were heading in terms of programme redesign. Fifth, once the team realized the value 
of going through times of urgency and complexity, their learning motivation increased as they 
were more open to asking tough questions and accepting each other’s feedback. These learning 
behaviours ultimately interacted to develop a more open learning orientation on the continuum 
(Figure 1).
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Implications for HRD Research and Practice

Human Resource Development prides itself as the promoter and provider of employee learning 
and development to unleash human potential. HRD practitioners often focus on the activities 
of design and development of new training programmes and activities, and in this article we 
call attention to the concept of learning orientation. We believe promoting the openness of 
employees’ learning orientation can encourage positive attitudes toward learning when faced 
with challenging real-life situations. Through integrating the processes of problem solving, 
sensemaking, and mental framing, individuals and teams could formulate learning orientations 
that increase their learning capacity. 

First of all, we encourage HRD practitioners to recognize the importance of learning orientation 
in employee learning and development. Learning orientation determines individuals’ attitude 
toward learning, especially when faced with challenging situations. Employees with a learning 
orientation toward the open end of the continuum are more likely to view challenges as learning 
opportunities. It can increase their capability to overcome obstacles in work situations through 
increased self-concept, heightened learning readiness, learning sense, and learning motivation. 
It can sharpen their mental framing to solve any problems at hand. Developing learning 
interventions to promote openness in an employee’s learning orientation can lead to enhanced 
practice impact.

Second, researches have shown that employees learn most of their work-related knowledge 
from informal learning (Eraut, 2004). Learning orientation has been shown to influence informal 
learning (Choi & Jacobs, 2011). Informal learning is a spontaneous, generative, and self-directed 
learning activity. It often occurs while employees are in the process of solving work problems. 
In this process, employees learn by generating and creating new knowledge and take actions 
to reshape organization practices (Argyris & Schön, 1996). Hence, it is important to nurture 
individual learning orientation toward the open end of the continuum by creating an environment 
that supports trust, questioning, and dialogue (Argote & Spektor-Miron, 2011). Organizations 
that support open exchange with a safe and trusting environment for employees to conduct their 
own sensemaking and mental framing will likely produce new knowledge and new procedures 
at a faster pace. 

An organizational learning environment plays an important role in employee learning in both 
formal and informal settings (Choi & Jacobs, 2011). When an organization rewards learning, it 
will promote a learning culture that reinforces an open learning orientation. Hence, employees 
will be empowered to engage in the learning process through problem solving, sensemaking, 
and mental framing. Problem-based learning is collaborative and collective in nature which 
involves a team of individuals working together. To promote a corporate culture that endorses 
self-concept, encourages experimentation, learning readiness, learning sense, and learning 
motivation, learning orientation should be on the agenda of HRD practitioners.

The dynamics of an employee’s problem solving, sensemaking, and mental framing experience 
could be enabled or constrained by his or her learning orientation. We illustrate the five 
characteristics of learning orientation, their related learning behaviours, and suggested actions 
for HRD practitioners in Table 1. Learning orientation is a practical process which can be 
facilitated through appropriate interventions in relation to the desired learning behaviours for 
particular situations. The levels at which potential learning interventions are designed largely 
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depend on individual and group readiness as well as organizational culture. Individual learning 
preferences, collaborative opportunities, and available resources also play a critical role in 
facilitating learning orientation.

Factors Learning 
Behaviours

Guiding Questions for HRD 
Practitioners

Suggested Actions

Self-
concept

Learners reflect 
on their personal 
strengths and 
weaknesses 
by exploring 
opportunities to 
improve themselves. 

They learn to apply 
their knowledge 
and skills in areas 
where they are most 
confident in and may 
take on challenges 
that will stretch 
their competencies 
further. 

How can we increase the self-
introspection of employees 
through self-assessment 
tools?

How can we help employees 
identify their strengths and 
weaknesses to enhance their 
individual performance?

What kind of HRD 
programmes or interventions 
can help employees align 
their personal interests 
and goals to those of the 
organization?

Deploy a variety of psychometric 
surveys or instruments to help 
employees learn more about 
their personality, emotional 
intelligence, etc. 

Design a dynamic feedback system 
that will encourage supervisors to 
engage in ongoing constructive 
conversations with their employees 
about their performance. 

Incorporate goal development in 
the performance appraisal system 
where the required competencies 
relating to the organization’s 
strategic objectives are specified 
and communicated. 

Experience Learners draw on 
their past experience 
to develop relevant 
actions that 
will meet their 
current needs and 
challenges. 

They learn to 
modify their 
assumptions about 
their social world 
and participate in 
the very dynamics 
that characterize 
their identity and 
work.

How can we help employees 
to reflect on their concrete 
experience and share their 
lessons learned with others? 

How can we create the 
context for employees to 
experience their learning in 
meaningful ways? 

What kind of HRD 
programmes or interventions 
can help employees capture 
their learning experience 
and use it as a source 
of enhancing learning 
performance? 

Encourage employees to develop 
a learning log with guided 
questions to help them frame 
their experience and identify 
specific lessons learned from their 
individual performance.

Develop a culture of group 
knowledge sharing using 
work-based issues as triggers 
for the exchange of individual 
experiences. 

Encourage employees to develop 
work-based applications that 
address specific business-
related issues and document 
their experience based on each 
application or experimentation.



36 International Journal of HRD Practice Policy, and Research

Learning 
Readiness

Learners perceive 
their immediate 
context as a 
platform for 
learning and engage 
in activities that 
challenge their 
current thinking. 

They learn to 
approach challenges 
as opportunities for 
learning by getting 
out of their comfort 
zone to acquire 
new knowledge and 
skills. 

How can we help employees 
to learn continuously through 
formal and informal ways?

How can we prepare 
employees to challenge 
themselves by exploring 
alternative perspectives of 
common issues?

What kind of HRD 
programmes or interventions 
can help employees to 
ask good questions when 
confronted by work 
challenges? 

Involve employees in cross-
functional projects or initiatives 
to break their routine of familiar 
work and hold them accountable 
for learning and outcome. 

Involve employees in regular 
performance reviews of specific 
business functions to help 
them learn from the business 
performance and identify ways 
for improvement.

Encourage an open learning 
culture where employees are free 
to raise any questions or concerns 
to determine root causes of issues 
without being blamed. 

Learning 
Sense

Learners develop 
a response 
mechanism to help 
them identify their 
learning needs in 
order to improve 
themselves. 

They learn to 
take proactive 
steps to seek and 
internalize feedback 
to determine the 
most appropriate 
approach to learning 
from others. 

How can we help employees 
to determine their knowledge 
and skill gaps to enhance 
their job performance?

How can we provide 
employees different learning 
options to help them acquire 
the necessary knowledge and 
skills efficiently? 

What kind of HRD 
programmes or interventions 
can help employees increase 
their learning capacity? 

Ensure that employees have 
an individual professional 
development plan that is aligned 
to the competencies required for 
their jobs. 

Discuss with employees the 
different avenues that can support 
their learning based on personal 
interests and business needs.

Create a safe and blame-free 
learning environment that 
celebrates employees’ mistakes 
where the lessons learned 
can contribute to continuous 
improvement. 

Learning 
Motivation 

Learners understand 
the value of learning 
and actively seek 
feedback about 
their performance 
in order to develop 
strategies for 
improvement.

They learn to 
develop specific 
learning goals that 
are aligned to their 
career interests 
and job-related 
outcomes.

How can we help employees 
to make sense of their 
learning at work? 

How can we motivate 
employees to take their 
learning seriously even when 
handling routine tasks?

What kind of HRD 
programmes or interventions 
can help employees 
develop learning goals 
that are meaningful and 
developmental?

Recognize employees’ learning 
efforts by showing appreciation 
and relating them to their 
professional development plans. 

Engage in regular dialogue and 
feedback with employees regarding 
their job performance by reinforcing 
their strengths and emphasizing 
continuous improvement. 

Involve employees in the design 
of their individual professional 
development plans by helping them 
develop short, medium, and long-
term learning goals with specific 
impact on their job performance.

Table 1: Characteristics of learning orientation
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Conclusion 

In this paper, we have argued that learning and context are intimately bound, and learning at 
the individual level could be better understood if we examined learning orientation as enacting 
through the interplay of problem solving, sensemaking, and mental framing. As individuals 
engage in their daily activities with an increased awareness of themselves and their immediate 
context, they can develop a deeper interpretive capacity to make better sense of their work 
and environment. We have advocated that HRD practice recognizes and addresses employees’ 
learning orientation through various learning and development activities.

The paper recognizes several limitations. First, we realized that learning orientation could be 
given a more in-depth conceptual exploration at the individual and group level. Taking the cue 
that “organizing and learning are essentially antithetical processes” (Weick & Westley, 1996, 
p. 440), we suggest exploring the tension that is experienced but not conceptually explained 
between contextual disruption and learning orientation, based on external factors such as changes 
in economy, industry trends, and market demands. It would also be interesting to explore internal 
factors such as learner control and learning choice as affecting learning orientation. As Torraco 
(1999, p. 259) suggested, “development to enhance the skilled performance of employees cannot 
be separated from the context in which the performance is expected to occur”. Future studies 
could empirically explore the cognitive and behavioural impact of problem solving on learning 
orientation. 

Taking the individual level of learning to another level, future research could consider how 
member interdependence could lead to different stages of intimacy in group problem solving 
(c.f. Marquardt & Yeo, 2012), influencing collective sensemaking and mental framing (c.f. 
Guiette & Vandenbempt, 2016). For instance, individual learning orientation could have an 
influence on group learning capacity (c.f. Tran et al., 2016). Only then can learning orientation 
be positioned as a multilevel construct offering a more encompassing conceptual perspective of 
the relationship between learning and context (Choi & Jacobs, 2011). 
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Developing a Competency-Based 
Credentialing Framework for 

National Human Resource Development
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The United Nations has frequently highlighted the role of human resource development as a remedy 
for undeveloped and underdeveloped countries to overcome their economic deficits. In the last 
two decades, there has been a growing interest in applying national human resource development 
(NHRD) for capacity building and economic growth. However, much of the focus of NHRD has 
been on structures and delivery rather than on outcomes, competency evaluation, and performance. 
Historically, countries have relied on educational offerings to supply human capital. There is a 
growing concern that the educational world is not preparing people for the ‘newer’ jobs. This 
disconnect between education and employment has led to an increased emphasis on industry aligned 
credentialing systems. Based on the premise that performance-based assessments are integral to 
a competency-based education system, this paper links education and employment by industry-
recognized personnel certification and presents a credentialing framework to support NHRD. 
The framework integrates all credentials from high school diplomas to degrees, apprenticeships, 
vocational training, and certification. The implications for NHRD are tremendous considering the 
impact on economic development.

Key words: credentialing, certification, workforce development, national HRD

Introduction

In a knowledge economy, the socio-economic development of a nation largely depends on the 
quality of its national human capital. People with knowledge are replacing land, machinery, 
and capital as a nation’s primary asset, and without knowledge workers, the other resources are 
largely unproductive (Drucker, 1999). As per the McKinsey Global Institute (2014), knowledge-
intensive flows account for half of the global flows and are growing 1.3 times the rate of 
labour-intensive goods flow. Countries such as Japan and South Korea have developed thriving 
economies in spite of limited physical resources by focusing their efforts on human capital 
development. In the industrial age, the key drivers for economic growth were production and 
automation. However, in modern times, people have come to occupy a central place in national 
economic development. 

The skills of the workforce are going to be the competitive weapon of the 21st century. Brainpower 
will create new technologies, but skilled labour will be the arms and legs that allow one to employ 
the new product and processing technologies that are being generated. Skilled people become the 
only competitive advantage (Warner, 2000, p. 752).

Recognizing the importance of human resource development to national economic development, 
several countries have formulated national human resource development (NHRD) policies to 
develop a system that will improve the quality of its national human capital. McLean (2004) 
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defines NHRD as a national, well-planned investment with the potential to accentuate the human 
capital of a country and facilitate the attainment of a nation’s economic and social goals. While 
there are considerable differences among countries in how they implement NHRD, which could 
vary from centralized NHRD to government-initiated NHRD, to decentralized/free market 
NHRD — there are significant similarities in what these NHRD initiatives include. The activities 
that fall under the purview of NHRD include: “education and training issues that are cast very 
widely to include basic education, industrial training, productivity and equity in labour forces 
and workplaces, creation of comparable labour market data, lifelong learning, and management 
development” (Zanko & Ngui, 2003, p. 13).

In the past, countries have relied on educational institutions to supply human capital, and a 
college degree served as a passport to a good paying job. However, in current times this model 
is not meeting the needs of employers and job seekers due to the fundamental differences in the 
orientation of the worlds of education and employment. 

The worlds of education and employment are different, each with a different set of priorities, 
motivations, and purposes, which could be referred to as “employment logic” and “educational logic.” 
In the logic of employment, employers are interested in what people need to do, how they will do 
it, and how well they do it. They are interested in outcomes. In the logic of education, education 
professionals are interested in what people learn, how they will learn it, and how the quality and 
content of learning will be assessed. Education traditionally uses a language of input (syllabus, 
subject), process (teaching/learning methods), and assessment (Fretwell, Lewis, & Deij, 2001, p. 31). 

Because of the fundamental differences between education and employment logic, there is a 
growing concern that the educational world is not preparing people with employable skills. 
While 96% of the chief academic officers believe that graduates have the requisite skills for 
the workforce, only 11% of business leaders think so (Weise, 2014). To bridge this disconnect, 
educational institutions are moving towards competency-based credentialing. The concept 
of competency requires mastery of technical, interpersonal, and methodological skills that 
include the ability to learn on one’s own, to pursue lifelong learning, and to cope with risk and 
change (World Bank, 2003). The movement from a ‘seat time’-based educational system to an 
outcome-based credentialing system creates flexibility and allows students to acquire skills and 
demonstrate mastery based on their individual learning needs. 

Emphasis on competency-based education has resulted in increased attention on personnel 
certification to assess the job-related competencies of students and young adults. According to 
Kuczera and Field (2013), certifications are an essential means of skill acquisition. The American 
Board of Nursing Specialties (2005) reported that 58 percent of nurse managers reported 
seeing a positive performance difference between certified nurses versus their non-certified 
colleagues (Eisemon & Cline, 2006). Research studies have found that certified nurses display 
greater confidence, decision making, and detect complications more readily (Eisemon & Cline, 
2006). Hsu and Yancey (2015) in the survey research involving 422 HR professionals found 
that certified HR professionals received more pay (even after controlling for level of education 
and years of HR experience) and had higher occupational commitment than uncertified HR 
professionals. A certification is an attractive option for worker-learners who are looking to avoid 
the normal constraints of educational programmes based on ‘seat time’ to acquire job-related 
competencies. Certification is an indicator of the knowledge and skills attained by an individual 
through measurement, assessment, and documented skills acquisition. Assessment is the process 
of measuring and documenting an individual’s competence to perform required job functions 
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based on a job/practice analysis. Certifications are not meant to replace traditional educational 
programmes; instead, they offer an alternate pathway for career and professional development 
especially for students who are not able to afford the high cost of a university degree programme 
or want to benefit from the flexibility associated with certifications. Apart from offering an 
alternate pathway to the traditional educational system, personnel certification enables veterans, 
displaced workers, and parents who take time off to raise children to re-enter the workforce with 
new credentials into high demand technical or professional jobs.

The primary purpose of this paper is to propose a framework to develop a competency-based 
credentialing system to meet the changing needs of learners and employers. The framework is 
based on the premise that competency development by educational institutions and competency 
evaluation by industry-recognized certifications ought to be complementary. The paper outlines 
a pathway to embed certifications based on international quality standards in a competency-
based education system to support NHRD. Even though the framework is derived primarily 
from a North American perspective, its implication for NHRD extends to both developed and 
developing economies that are faced with the challenge of providing growing population with 
the skills to leverage new opportunities that have emerged on account of globalization and 
technological innovation.

The paper is structured as follows; the first part outlines the challenges facing the current 
education system and the need for a competency-based credentialing. This is followed by a 
synthesis of literature that supports the relationship between human capital development and 
personnel certification. The next section describes the international analogues of the U.S. system 
of certification with illustrations from different geographic regions of the world. The next part 
describes the proposed model with certifications embedded throughout the credentialing system 
to make the education system performance oriented and competency-driven. The final section 
summarizes the implications and directions for HRD.

Problem Statement 

The fast-changing technologies of the Fourth Industrial Revolution is disrupting industries 
and companies. In fact, the ‘future of work’ is one of the most debated topics today due to 
the introduction of robotics, artificial intelligence (AI), and the internet of things (IOT). Even 
developed countries such as Japan and the U.S. do not have a credentialing system to deal with 
the disruption happening due to these changes. Japan has maintained its traditional and outdated 
model of human capital practices for a long time, and as such does not have a good base to develop 
growing skills and flexible work styles (Ishikura, 2018). The current U.S. credentialing system is 
dysfunctional and not aligned with the needs of the 21st century (Connecting Credentials, 2016). 
“Those hurt the most by the credentialing system are those who have the least” (Connecting 
Credentials, 2016, p. 2). An increasing number of students and worker-learners do not have 
access to the higher education required for good-paying jobs. Besides, several dislocated workers 
who have valuable skills are unable to build new careers due to lack of proper industry-relevant 
learning opportunities. The current credentialing system does not fully recognize students who 
have acquired skills through non-traditional forms of education such as experiential learning 
and apprenticeships. Several surveys have also revealed the struggles employers have with the 
current credentialing system. Data shows that the U.S. faces a significant skills gap (Connecting 
Credentials, 2016).
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• 76 percent of CEOs of companies in the Inc. 5000 say that finding qualified people is a 
major concern for their companies. 

• In a survey of 126 CEOs of major U.S. companies conducted by the Business Roundtable 
and Change the Equation, 97 percent of respondents cited the skills gap as a problem, and 
62 percent reported trouble finding applicants for jobs requiring information technology 
and advanced computer knowledge. 

To address these challenges, the U.S. credentialing system needs to be revamped to meet the 
needs of learners and employers. According to a study by the Corporation for Skilled Workers, 
“A chaotic patchwork of sub-degree certificates, licenses, and other credentials is offered by 
a confusing array of industry and occupational groups, third-party validators, and educational 
providers and systems. No national framework exists for developing and endorsing these 
credentials” (Corporation for a Skilled Workforce, 2018, p. 3). In the absence of a national 
framework, countries are working on individual elements of a credentialing system that are 
largely disconnected. Currently, both developed and developing economies are facing varying 
degree of skill shortages and skills-mismatch. “HRD has an interest in workforce development 
and so should have an interest in this problem as it is an increasingly important problem” 
(Torraco, 2007, p. 347). Workforce development involves promoting economic wellbeing by 
developing the competence of people.

Certificates and Certification provides one of the most promising routes to the upskilling of the 
adult population (Kuczera & Field, 2013). Given the importance of professional certification, this 
article begins to define its role in NHRD and lays a framework for capacity building especially 
for countries that are moving away from the conventional human development practices to a 
skill-based approach to jobs. 

Human Development and National Human Resource Development

The conventional approach to national development has been built around the principle of wealth 
maximization, from Adam Smith (1976) onwards with focus on making the nation wealthy as 
a whole without regard to other factors such as income distribution, social justice, sustainable 
development, public care, and physical and environmental concerns that are central to success of 
human living. The human development approach is unique as it focuses on expanding people’s 
capabilities and regards economic growth as a means and not an end in itself (Fakuda-Parr, 
2003). The concept of human development is based on Amartya Sen’s work on capabilities and 
functionings and provides a strong conceptual foundation for this new paradigm. Sen (1989) 
defined human development as the process of enlarging a person’s “functionings and capabilities 
to function, the range of things that a person could do and be in her life” (as cited in Fakuda-Parr 
2003, p. 303). The concept of human development in developmental economics is significant, as 
it has shifted “the focus of development economics from national income accounting to people 
centred policies” (Haq 1995, as cited in Fukuda-Parr 2003, p. 302). Conceptually, this definition 
of human development is similar to the definition of NHRD as elaborated by McLean (2004), 
where he states that NHRD is more than just manpower planning or human capital investment 
and includes considerations such as health, safety, and community. The human development 
approach shares with other approaches such as NHRD a premise that investing in people’s 
education and health is a powerful means to achieve economic and social progress (Fakuda-
Parr, 2003). While NHRD and national human development have similarities concerning 
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national developmental goals, they are not the same. National human development defines the 
goals that are central to development economics; NHRD, on the other hand, focuses on the 
processes to achieve this goal. In other words, human development can be regarded as the goal 
of developmental economics and NHRD as the means to achieve it. 

Human Capital Theory and Personnel Certification

The human capital theory (HCT) articulates a positive relationship between investment in 
education and training and workforce productivity. There is a large body of research carried 
out by economists such as Schultz (1961) that establishes a clear relationship among education, 
human capital, and worker productivity. HCT regards education as an investment that yields 
higher wages and salaries in the future (Sidorkin, 2007). Several reviews of estimates of returns 
on investment in education from 1950 to 2000 reiterate the importance of HCT (Psacharopoulos 
& Patrinos, 2004). “Human capital refers to the ‘unique set of abilities and acquired skills’ that 
an individual gains through education and job training that improve employability and earning 
power” (Gao, Gill, Schmidt, & Pratt, 2010, p. 25). While education provides general skills that 
contribute to human capital, there is increasing recognition of the contribution of profession-
specific skills to economic growth (Gathmann & Schönberg, 2010). In this study, HCT is used as 
the main theoretical framework to link personnel certification and NHRD. 

Professional certification with emphasis on developing work-related competencies facilitates 
skilling of people and thereby contributes to the development of human capital. The Consultative 
Committee for Professional Management Organizations (CCPMO) found in their economic 
impact assessment study that the estimated lifetime economic benefit associated with holding 
professional qualifications and membership of a professional institute is approximately £152,000 
(Chapman, Conlon, & Muller, 2008). CCPMO represented eight leading professional bodies 
in business disciplines in the UK with over half a million individual members. Further, the 
broader economic impact regarding additional tax revenue contributed by an individual with 
professional qualifications and membership of a professional institute was found to be about 
£53,000 in monetary terms. As per the U.S. Department of Education Adult Training and 
Education 2016 Survey, 31 percent of all labour force participants hold a non-degree credential 
(Cronen, McQuiggan & Isenberg, 2017). A non-degree credential includes individuals who have 
received sub-baccalaureate certificates and two work credentials or certifications (e.g., Cisco 
Certified Network Associate) and licensure (e.g., medical licence). For 13 percent of the labour 
force who do not have a degree, the non-degree credential is their only work credential. Among 
the 13 percent non-degree credentialed labour force participants, 21 percent held a certification. 

In many countries, the international analogues to the U.S. system of certification include 
examination by professional associations. According to Fazekas and Field (2013), in Switzerland, 
an industry-led, but federally regulated system of professional education and testing is used to 
upskill adults who have completed an apprenticeship programme. In recent times, the scope of 
examination has widened to include non-technical professions in the commercial, manufacturing, 
agricultural, and service related sectors. The examination fulfils multiple purposes to include 
server as gatekeepers for the profession and a tool for human resource development. In Israel, 
the examination system is used as a tool for upskilling in more than one hundred professions 
(Kuczera & Field, 2012). In the Germanophone countries, qualified apprentices take the 
examination in entrepreneurship, as well as higher-level skills in the target trade (Kuczera & 
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Field 2013). In Europe, 28 accreditation bodies are signatories to the European co-operation for 
Accreditation (EA) multilateral recognition arrangement (MLA) for the certification of persons. 
The corresponding number in the Asia-Pacific region is six, the Inter American Accreditation 
Council was 36, and the Arab Accreditation Cooperation (ARAC) was 12. The data under table 
shows the rapid growth across various regions regarding certification bodies for persons, all 
accredited under the same international standard.

International Accreditation Forum (IAF) Number of personnel certification bodies 
accredited to ISO/IEC 17024

European Accreditation (EA) 573
Inter-American Accreditation Council (IAAC) 36
Arab Accreditation Cooperation (ARAC) 12
Pacific Accreditation Cooperation (PAC) 185

Table 1: Number of Accredited Certifications 
Number of accredited personnel certification bodies in different regions  

as per the International Accreditation Forum (2017). 

The United Nations Industrial Development Organization (UNIDO) has published a manual 
that highlights the importance of personnel certification for workforce development as part of 
the National Quality Infrastructure Project for Nigeria funded by the European Union (UNIDO, 
2018). The European Union-Sri Lanka trade-related assistance programme, which seeks to 
contribute to Sri Lanka’s inclusive trade-led growth and regional integration, thereby contributing 
to poverty alleviation relies among others on personnel certification as per ISO/IEC 17024 to 
accomplish the project goals.

Traditionally, many countries have relied on a supply-side focus with an underlying assumption 
that upskilling the workforce would result in the creation of high paying jobs and economic 
development. Increasingly, there is an emphasis on a demand-led system in which employers play 
an important role in offering training. In England, there is a move towards making apprenticeships 
more demand-side oriented where employers play an important role in designing occupational 
standards (Green & Hogarth, 2016). The role of certification, quality assurance, employer-
led policies, and international collaborations are clearly articulated in the U.K. vocational 
education skills system (Rexworthy, 2015). The U.S. Department of Labor has collaborated with 
certification bodies so that registered apprentices at the end of their career training programmes 
can take a national industry certification. The U.S. Department of Labor is also in the process of 
launching an industry recognized apprenticeship programme (IRAP). Irrespective of the type of 
credential that is offered (certificate, certification, apprenticeships, degrees, and diplomas), there 
are certain core elements of quality, competency-based credentialing process: 

• A credential should be empirically based, derived from industry needs, and include a 
structured process to identify the knowledge, skills, and attributes for a specific job/
function. 

• All credentials must have a valid assessment process that measures an individual’s 
competencies and assesses their demonstration that they have the knowledge and skills 
necessary for practice. 

• The credential should be developed and operated in an overall quality framework with an 
emphasis on continuous improvement.
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• Quality credentials also require validation by an independent third party as evidence that 
the credentialing organization meets established standards. An independent third-party 
accreditation is an accountability mechanism to ensure the quality and legitimacy of 
organizations offering credentials

A Competency-based Credentialing Framework for National Human 
Resource Development

This paper presents a competency-based credentialing framework for NHRD. Under the 
framework, different types of credentials from high school diploma to college degrees, 
certificates, and certifications are linked to various employment opportunities. The proposed 
framework is based on the following ten assumptions:

(1) The primary function of an educational system is to help students acquire life skills so that 
they can find good, paying jobs and be part of a productive workforce. The framework does 
not explicitly address other goals of education that include developing a global mindset, 
character building, societal values, and good citizenship. 

(2) The primary purpose of the workforce development system is to acquire technical and 
professional skills to improve employability and earning power.

(3) Different learners have different learning needs, and a credentialing system should provide 
flexibility to meet these divergent needs.

(4) The concept of stacked credentials, whereby people engage in lifelong learning activities 
and continue to acquire newer credentials to improve their career prospects. 

(5) There are alternate routes to achieve professional success by using different types of 
credentials. While some people would prefer a traditional career pathway that includes 
acquiring a college or a university degree, others might choose vocational training, 
apprenticeships, professional certification, and assessment-based training certificates.

(6) Every child must have access to primary and secondary school (K-12, kindergarten to 12th 
grade) education. For children who are not able to attend school as full-time students due 
to economic reasons, there should be alternate pathways to acquire a high school diploma 
while being part of the workforce.

(7) A skilled workforce will have access to jobs, which in turn will lead to economic development. 

(8) The system of professional certification is not very well developed uniformly across 
all countries. For instance, almost all professional societies in the United States offer 
certification, whereas in most developing countries professional certification is virtually 
non-existent. These countries rely solely on education and vocational training for their 
workforce development.

(9) Personnel certification may not be relevant to all the individuals in an economy just as not 
everyone needs a university or college degree to find meaningful employment. Personnel 
certification, like a college degree or vocational training, should be an essential component 
of the credential framework for workforce development.
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(10) Even though the framework proposed in this paper is derived primarily from a North 
American perspective, it has application in both developed and developing economies that 
are working towards a competency-based credentialing system to address 21st-century 
workforce issues.

Figure 1: A Credentialing Framework for National Human Resource Development

Under the proposed model, certifications are embedded throughout the credentialing system 
to make the education system performance oriented and competency-driven. While a college 
degree continues to generate the best long-term earning and employment outcomes of all 
credentials (Belfield & Bailey, 2011), embedding certifications into a degree programme allows 
students to obtain both credentials at the same time. As per the proposed framework, schools 
should be organized around the principle of early learning. All educational offerings starting 
from K-12 to an advanced university degree should be designed on a set of clear learning 
objectives and evaluation of learning outcomes. According to McCarthy (2016) from the 
New America Foundation, “If we think about what that outcome is, that could change how 
programmes and pathways are constructed because we are thinking of preparing people for 
the workforce as a major goal” (p. 82). Fair, valid, and reliable assessments are essential to 
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support a competency-based educational system. Traditionally, educational institutions have 
relied on norm-referenced assessments to evaluate students. Under this approach, students are 
assessed in comparison with other students. This system does not reveal whether a student has 
demonstrated the required competence to practice. However, in a criterion-referenced grading, 
students are evaluated based on objective standards of competence rather than comparison to 
other students. 

In the current education system, there is too much testing but too little assessment of students 
learning. A typical test offered in schools and colleges has been created from a positivist 
perspective with emphasis on one right way to do things. These tests operate under stringent 
rules, without much freedom for creativity or innovation. The knowledge and skills are tested 
from a perspective of exploitation, rather than exploration. Wheatley and Kellner-Rogers (1996) 
remind us that “life is attracted to order. But how it gets there violates all our rules of good 
process” (p. 17). This would mean developing alternative assessment techniques based on 
performance evaluations, portfolios, live case studies, simulations, and experience in the field. 

While there could be multiple approaches to develop employability skills, it cannot be 
accomplished without student involvement. It is vital for students, parents, and educators to 
understand what constitutes employability skills and incorporate them in the curriculum. This 
will require critical investment in recruiting and training competent educators who can make a 
real difference in placing students on a fast learning track. Students entering high school should 
be encouraged to get industry-recognized certifications that are aligned to their high school 
curriculum. For example, students enrolled in computer science courses should be encouraged to 
take an industry recognized IT certification.

Similarly, students seeking advanced biology courses should consider related medical and 
healthcare certifications in fields such as pharmacy technician certification, medical assistant 
certification, occupational therapy, and electronic health record certification. Accordingly, 
students who pass out of high school and want to further their technical skills can pursue 
advanced training in vocational schools, community colleges, or through an apprenticeship 
programme. These students should also work toward professional certifications in their field of 
study to enhance their job prospects. 

Under the proposed framework, advanced academic degrees would prepare students for 
advanced technology and managerial jobs. All students enrolled in a university or college in a 
degree programme should be encouraged to get the relevant personnel certification in their field. 
Besides, the educational curriculum must be aligned with the industry skill standards and a job/
practice analysis. This alignment will help bridge the skills gap and facilitate higher employment 
for students who complete a college or university programme. 

Skills, flexibility, and employability are vital aspects of a credentialing framework
To maximize human resource development, three factors are significant: building a flexible 
education system, developing and updating needed skills, and enhancing employability (Wang, 
2012). A flexible system provides learners with the opportunity to acquire knowledge and skills 
when they need to do so and in a manner that meets their learning and lifestyle needs. The system 
also educates them about emerging and newer opportunities for skill development. The system 
addresses the needs of not only school going children but also importantly adults who are looking 
to update their skills as lifelong learners. The skills element focuses on outcome-based learning 
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for a student to be gainfully employed. Employability refers to the linkage between education 
and employment such that the worlds of education and employment remain interconnected.

Samuelson (2006) states that the American learning system has two important virtues that support 
its advanced economy: First, it provides second chances. It tries to teach people when they are 
motivated to learn, which is not always when they are in high school or starting college. Second, 
it is job oriented. Community colleges provide training for local firms and offer courses to satisfy 
market needs. Arguably, the American learning system can provide these two options because 
it has a very well developed network of personnel certification. This suggests that competency-
based credentials have the potential to make a significant impact on NHRD. According to the 
U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, approximately 26 percent of the employed people who are 25 
years or over in the United States had a license or certification (Torpey, 2016).

Furthermore, workers with advanced degrees were more likely to be licenced or certified. For 
example, more than half of professionals with masters, professional, or doctoral degree had one 
or more of these credentials. Carter (2005) showed that between 2000 and 2003, the number of 
people seeking a certification nearly tripled. Certifications help overcome the normal constraints 
of education programmes that require a fixed ‘seat time’ to acquire a qualification. Consequently, 
certifications serve very effectively as a vehicle for the assessment of prior learning (Kuczera & 
Field, 2013).

A fully developed quality-driven certification framework provides flexibility, skill enhancement, 
and employability. 

Flexibility
In today’s rapidly changing environment, constant upskilling is no longer an option for workers 
who cannot keep pace with the rapid adoption of new technologies. However, it is practically 
impossible for workers and employed persons to take extended time off from their jobs and pursue 
traditional educational programmes. On the other hand, a certification can be attained on a more 
flexible schedule and be a productive path forward for many more people. A person can acquire 
new knowledge through a variety of options such as online training, boot camp, or self-study, 
and by passing a certification examination, demonstrate that they have the required competency 
to practice. Furthermore, the concept of stacked credentials provides worker-learners with an 
opportunity to continue to acquire advanced credentials as they obtain higher skills. A graduated 
sequence of credentials allows them to progress at their own pace over a self-directed lifelong 
learning path. It is an ideal platform especially for non-traditional worker learners who cannot 
commit to a long-term educational offering.

Employability
Integrating employability skills into a competency-based credentialing framework is 
imperative. In a rapidly changing world, employers continue to highlight the importance of 
basic employability skills such as critical thinking, problem-solving, communication skills, 
and creativity. Employability also implies a linkage between education and employment. 
For far too long, the worlds of education and employment have existed as separate spinning 
wheels. Education should help students acquire real-life skills that will help them find a job. 
Employability outcomes are becoming a key performance indicator of universities. For instance, 
in Britain, the Higher Education Statistics Agency collects and reports national data on publicly 
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funded institutions, including employment rate and type of employment outcome. The move to 
show a return on investment through employment also called ‘graduate premium’ is strongly 
correlated with a recent increase in the cost of education (Purcell, 2014). This is also leading to 
public shift across countries to recognize that graduates are beneficiaries of their education and 
should contribute to reducing the public subsidy on higher education.

Skills
The skills dimension relates to helping learners acquire competency to be fully engaged in the 
economy. Historically, the world of education has divided students into general and vocational 
tracks, and many education systems favour academic study over skills development (Wang, 2012). 
Under this system, ‘good’ students are selected for general education and ‘poor’ students for 
vocational education. While there is a greater emphasis in the United States on general education 
in secondary schools, much of Europe relies on vocational training and apprenticeships. Goldin 
(2001) notes the essential trade-off between these different approaches: “Formal, school-based 
education enabled American youths to change occupations over their lifetimes and to respond 
rapidly to technological change” (p. 277). Arguably, the biggest weakness of the dual track 
model is that once a student enters the vocational track, the person has minimal opportunity to 
get back into the general education track. Currently, most countries are experiencing substantial 
technological and profound economic transformation. These changes require people to upgrade 
their skills and adapt to market conditions on an ongoing basis. Adapting to these changes is 
likely to be very difficult for a workforce trained in a narrow, specialized domain. Instead of 
separating students into general and vocational tracks, the education system should focus on 
developing both technical and employability skills anchored in a general educational framework. 

Competency-based Certification

The framework outlined in this paper relies on industry-driven competency-based certifications 
to validate attainment of knowledge, skills, and attributes. Quality has to be a cornerstone of 
any credentialing system be it school, college, or certification. Despite the increased number 
of certifications available in the marketplace, the certification world is largely opaque, leaving 
users unsure of the quality and reliability of organizations offering certifications, as well as of 
the competencies (if any) being communicated through their credentials. Many certifications 
are self-declared and do not provide the skills and competencies needed by employers. The 
U.S. Consumer Financial Protection Bureau found in its recent study that consumers find it 
almost impossible to distinguish designations concerning quality or legitimacy. The report 
recommended using quality standards and strengthening ‘accountability mechanisms’ to foster 
trust and confidence in certification.

An international standard for certification 
While technology is disrupting the certification eco-system, the transformative powers of these 
processes will be realized only if these innovations are grounded in quality standards. A standard 
provides a framework for ensuring quality, transparency, and interoperability. The international 
standard ISO/IEC 17024, Conformity assessment — General requirements for bodies operating 
certification of persons, provides a global benchmark for quality certification. During recent 
years, this standard — developed by the International Organization for Standardization (ISO), 
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which represents members from 162 countries — has fundamentally altered the delivery of 
certifications and created a very strong drive to globalize personnel certification. ISO developed 
the standard based on the need for public protection by establishing that individuals have 
the required competency to perform their job. Several government agencies worldwide have 
recognized the standard as a critical requirement for personnel certification bodies that offer 
certification in areas related to public health, environment, and national security. There are over 
40 agencies worldwide, mostly government or government-approved, that accredit personnel 
certification bodies based on this standard. The use of a common international standard that 
is recognized by government agencies, trade associations, industry partners, and professional 
associations provides a unique opportunity to globalize the certification of persons. Just as the 
manufacturing and technology innovations in the 1950s were based on the quality movement, the 
globalization of persons in the 21st century has to be similarly grounded in a quality certification 
standard. The following figure provides a simple yet powerful visual of the core elements of a 
standards-based quality certification programme (Krishna, 2014).

Figure 2: Elements of a Standards-based Quality Certification Programme

Validated competencies
Competencies are the foundational building blocks in creating a certification programme that 
must be developed in a systematic manner using an empirically derived process such as job/
practice analysis. The process should involve the key stakeholders and subject matter experts. 
Competencies denote the knowledge, skills, and abilities that an individual needs to perform the 
tasks. 
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Stakeholder involvement 
To be market relevant, the certification should be developed with the involvement of all key 
stakeholder groups. High-quality certification requires inputs from business, industry, employers, 
educators, students, regulators, and consumers.

Evaluation system
Evaluation is the process of measuring and documenting an individual’s competence to perform 
required job functions. The certification examination must be fair, valid, and reliable. A valid test 
correctly measures whether an individual has the necessary competencies for the job. Validity 
is an indicator to establish that the process measures what it is intended to measure, whereas 
reliability shows that the test consistently measures a person’s abilities. The standard requires 
assessment for not only initial certification but also an assessment of continued competence 
through a recertification process.

Continuous improvement
There is a need to systematically review the required competencies and skill standards to ensure 
that they remain updated and relevant to the needs of the changing market. The standard requires 
certification bodies to institute an ongoing systematic process to ensure that the certification is 
updated and remains market relevant as skill sets change. Quality improvement processes should 
be embedded throughout the certification programme.

Discussion and Implication for Workforce Development

Employers are moving away from a degree based hiring to competency-based hiring especially 
in industries struggling to find talent. For instance, the Japan Business Federation has reached 
a formal decision to abolish the uniform recruiting schedule for new hires among its member 
companies (Ishikura, 2018). This decision is expected to make hiring by not only Japanese 
companies more flexible and impact the degree-based hiring that in the past assured a ‘job for 
life’. The U.K. office of accounting firm Ernst & Young stopped requiring new hires to have a 
college degree in 2016 after an internal study found little correlation between academic success 
and job performance. It is only a matter of time before employers in other countries move away 
from degree-based hiring to skill-based hiring.

The current education system globally is going through disruption in light of alternate ways to 
acquire knowledge and skills based on cutting-edge technological initiatives like massive online 
open courses (MOOCs). In the education world, there is a shift towards competency-based 
learning, which is an outcome-based approach to education. Under this approach, the amount 
of time that is spent on a learning event is not as significant as what the student has learned. 
The proposed outcome-focused framework has the potential to bridge the chasm between 
credit-bearing and non-credit-bearing workforce education and make the credentials relevant 
to employers and learners. This framework could also drive the educational system toward 
industry responsive curricula that are aligned to better employment. Despite its weakness 
as a measure of learning, the credit hour has long been the standard academic yardstick for 
educational attainment. What is currently lacking is a standardized way of evaluating non-
credit learning. This problem is likely to become accentuated in the coming years as more 
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students turn to alternative ways to acquire knowledge. It should come as no surprise that 
the ‘biggest university’ for young millennials is YouTube and Instructables.com. There is a 
need to recognize, assess, and document non-credit learning so that it can take the form of an 
alternate credential. It is estimated that in the near future, non-credit learning will account for 
half of all post-secondary credentials. There is a need to connect these alternate pathways so 
that they result in a certificate, badge, or a micro-credential that augments the more traditional 
educational offerings.

In most developing countries, the state of education is far inadequate to meet the growing 
demands of a knowledge economy. Not only is the quality of education poor, but the coverage 
is also insufficient, and far too many children are deprived of basic education. According to a 
World Bank report, the quality and nature of the education process must change and outcomes 
improved to provide people with the 21st-century skills needed for economic development 
(World Bank, 2003). By 2050, the labour force in Africa is projected to increase by 125 percent; 
in Latin America, by 26 percent, and in Asia by 22 percent. The main policy challenge is to 
ensure that growing population in developing countries have the skills to escape the poverty 
cycle and leverage the new opportunities that have emerged on account of globalization and 
technological innovation (Wang, 2012).

In an interconnected world, personnel certification is quickly becoming the new currency 
for acceptance of qualified persons. Just as the adoption of a single currency offers several 
advantages over each country having its currency, so too certifications that are based on validated 
global schemes help to foster closer economic co-operation and provide more opportunities for 
businesses to hire competent persons. People are moving across borders, and employers are 
looking for portable credentials. Global flows have served as a common factor in promoting 
economic growth since the Silk Road days. In today’s knowledge era, the movement of people 
across borders has reached astronomical levels, leading to the emergence of a global village. 
According to the McKinsey Global Institute, in the next decade, the global flows will triple due 
to the spread of the internet and unprecedented technological innovations (McKinsey, 2014). 
The global flow of people offers tremendous opportunities and challenges to the expanding web 
of global interconnectedness. Economies that have a strong pool of human capital are poised 
to reap enormous returns by fostering investment and wealth creation in the new world. The 
growing interconnectedness of global economies and technological innovations has also created 
an environment ripe for the globalization of certifications. Certification is an important means 
of skills acquisition (Kuczera & Field, 2013). The number of people seeking certification, 
worldwide, continues to grow. This growth is attributable to several benefits associated 
with certification. The certification programmes are for a shorter duration, focus on specific 
professional competencies, and are not subject to the formal procedures and requirements of 
a university degree programme. A certification programme offers tremendous flexibility in 
delivery, as technology has made it possible to provide an exam almost anywhere in the world. 
By focusing on evaluation/outcomes, certification allows a person to develop their skill by 
using traditional and non-traditional learning processes. A certification is an attractive option for 
working adults who do not have the time and resources to attend a regular educational degree. 
Certifications also serve as an instrument to assess prior learning without the limitation of ‘seat 
time’ based education. Also, certifications can respond quickly to changing industry needs and 
are particularly relevant in sectors with rapid changes in technology. This probably explains the 
rapid growth of certifications in the information technology arena.
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In a flattening world, where each country needs to ensure that the knowledge and skills of its 
workforce are constantly updated, the framework offers a novel approach for the workforce and 
national human development. From a practical perspective, the framework speaks to the need 
to foster an ecosystem of competency-based stacked credentials across different industrial and 
service sectors to develop the skills of the workforce, whose contribution is critical to economic 
growth. While there is a growing demand for skilled workers, many jobs remain unfilled due 
to the unavailability of competent persons. At the same time, millions of people cannot find 
jobs because they do not have the required competence. The proposed framework provides a 
means to bridge the skills gap and provide a burgeoning population with an opportunity to obtain 
credentials that will help them to get gainful employment. All economies whether developed or 
developing could use this framework to place a greater emphasis on outcomes-based learning 
that is aligned with industry-recognized competency.

Implications and Directions for HRD

Traditionally, human resource development has been defined at the individual, group, and 
organizational levels. However, there is “a rapidly emerging emphasis on HRD defined as national 
agenda, often in the past labelled as manpower planning or human capital investment” (McLean,  
2004, p. 269). The idea of HRD at a national level is relatively new. The proposed framework 
incorporates all types of credentials and links them with industry-recognized certifications. 
This framework presents a model of personnel certification based on HRD principles and 
includes (a) education in courses aligned with professional rubrics, (b) experience executing 
professional-level practice, (c) passing one or more rigorous examination and, (d) maintenance 
of competencies through continuing education. Furthermore, the framework incorporates both 
formal and informal aspects of learning.

The HRD discipline is unique as it brings a holistic perspective to integrate formal and informal 
learning with work experiences and evaluations to develop occupational skills. This approach 
has the added advantage of anchoring the solutions to workforce development in an established 
theoretical and research framework around distinctive learning needs of adult students and 
taking advantage of their real-world experiences. HRD has also championed the cause of 
underprepared and low skill adults without the education and competence for full participation in 
society. The existing educational pathways more commonly known as developmental education 
for low-income worker learners is a significant roadblock to programme completion. Despite 
the growing importance of education and increased access to learning resources, there is an 
increase in the number of people with inadequate employable skills. The HRD perspective can 
help bridge the gap between those with and without formal education and skills by offering an 
alternate non-linear route for skill acquisition. In turn, enhanced pathways for skill acquisition 
will create greater social and economic opportunities for millions of people both in developed 
and developing economies. HRD research can contribute more to the developmental policies by 
examining the impact of the proposed framework on workforce development. HRD’s contribution 
to workforce development would be significant given its expertise in a systems approach to 
institutional design, learner-centred instructional strategies, and organizational change. It will 
also provide HRD researchers with expertise in workforce development an opportunity to 
examine the effectiveness of a credentialing framework to support NHRD. With the growing 
importance of workforce development, HRD researchers and practitioners with their unique 
expertise and worldview have a unique opportunity to contribute in this area. More importantly, 
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as President J.F. Kennedy would say, the reason to do so is not that it is easy but that it is hard 
and critical for human development.
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Power Relationships within the  
UK Police Service: Towards  

Enhanced Female Career Progression

Janet Astley, Leeds Beckett University

This paper aims to consider the potential for using power relationships positively to enhance the career 
progression of senior female police officers by the implementation of sustainable and cost-effective 
HRD interventions.  Women have long been under-represented at senior ranks in the UK service due 
to a plethora of reasons.  Understanding those reasons and embedding effective opportunities for 
personal development, such as mentoring and networking are considered.  The combination of the 
efficient use of the personal development review system alongside addressing issues in relation to 
both public and internal perceptions of women’s’ capability and potential by adopting good HRM 
practices and policies are likely to increase female representation and reduce the attrition of talent.  
The use of existing senior officers, regardless of gender, to act as coach/mentors alongside recognising 
the value of internal and national networks may reap benefits for the service increasing its diversity 
and shifting the organisational culture to becoming more representative of modern society.

Key Words: gender, policing, diversity, career development

Introduction

This paper reports on a qualitative research study examining the under-representation of females in 
senior leadership roles in UK policing. Its aim is to offer insight as to how women can be encouraged 
to rise through the ranks and offers solutions to policy makers to enable a more gender diverse 
police service. The paper explores the significance of power relationships between senior ranking 
officers and (female) subordinates and their impact upon women’s career progression within the 
police service. These relationships are significant as the endorsement of individuals’ suitability for 
promotion is based upon them. Gendered constructions require women to be given ‘permission’ 
to progress their careers affecting relationships both positively and negatively. Thirty-five semi-
structured, one to one life-history narrative interviews were conducted. Evidence indicates that 
male mentors’ protégés fare better in the promotion stakes. Positive power relationships must be 
established in order to ensure consistency, parity and fairness in promotion boards, enabling women 
to achieve the highest ranks. The paper unfolds as follows. First the research context is explained 
in relation to the problem of under-representation of women at senior levels within the UK police 
force. The approach adopted for the research is then outlined before the main findings to emerge are 
discussed. A concluding discussion as regards practice implications completes the paper.

Context

This paper stems from a larger study conducted in 2011 that was the first to ask the question 
why do so few women achieve the higher ranks in policing? Earlier and subsequent studies 
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have considered various aspects of gender and leadership inequality within the service, but no 
other study has directly asked the reasons why females fail to reach senior ranks in policing or 
suggested initiatives to remedy the situation. This paper seeks to address some aspects of the 
issue offering cost effective solutions that can be implemented with relative ease. The influence 
of power relationships is critical to the success or detriment of female career progression and this 
paper seeks to identify causes and solutions to gender inequality in UK policing.

Although there has been improvement in the representation of women, the numbers of high 
ranking women within UK policing remain limited. The latest Home Office Statistical Bulletin 
indicates a slight decrease of overall promotion across the ranks.

Of the 3,255 police officers promoted in the 43 police forces in 2016/17, 876 were female, which 
accounted for 27% of all officer promotions (compared with 29% of female officers). This was an 
increase on the year before, which saw 442 female officers promoted, accounting for 24% of all 
officer promotions (Hargreaves, Husband & Linehan, 2017, p. 32).

The 2018 bulletin indicates significant improvement in that the highest ever recorded number 
of female officers (30%) are currently in service with 34% of women joining the service and 
24% leaving. Therefore the attrition rate of female officers must be of concern to the service 
due to the investment required in recruiting, training and deployment of officers. (Hargreaves, 
Husband & Linehan, 2018). The majority of females remain at the lower ranks of Police 
Constable to Inspector with few reaching Chief Officer status and this paper seeks to ascertain 
how representation of females at more senior ranks might be achieved.

Power relationships between senior ranking officers and their subordinates have a significant 
impact upon opportunities for career progression within the police service of England, Wales and 
Northern Ireland, particularly for women. The relationships between officers and their immediate 
commanders is significant and relevant, as the endorsement of an individuals’ suitability for 
promotion is based upon such power relationships.

Muller-Hendryk (2019) comments that gender inequality is not exclusive to policing and occurs 
across a range of organizations with double standards being applied to progression opportunities 
for women who face increased challenges than their male counterparts. Organizational culture 
has a significant impact upon maintaining the status quo, with both male and female managers’ 
behaviours impacting upon female career progression. This paper is set in the context of policing 
and so draws primarily upon police related literature.

Cordano, Scherer and Owen (2002) and Dick and Jankowicz (2001) refer to the issues relating 
to culture and leadership which stem from the seminal policing study by Martin (1979). Martin 
identified the issues in relation to gender and policing and her original work. However, it seems 
that despite some improvement of opportunity for women to progress their careers in policing 
there remains, after 20 years of research, an impasse in the expectation of gender equality at all 
ranks within the service.

Past studies into policing have tended to concentrate on the masculine and patriarchal perspectives 
in relation to power relationships. Command and control are rarely recognized as female traits, 
yet essential to successful policing, with the public concept of crime and criminology remaining 
masculine in nature. Campbell (2003) and Astley (2011) challenge the traditional view that 
women are subordinate and oppressed in male-dominated organizations arguing that women 
accept the need to adapt to particular situations and therefore become architects of their own 
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destiny by positively manipulating opportunities that arise. Assertive, dominant, and even 
aggressive behaviour is considered negative when attributed to women in leadership positions 
(Muller-Hendryk, 2019), yet these traits may need to be adopted in order to appear competent in 
policing. Women’s more natural skills, communication, listening, team-working and nurturing 
are also valued and are becoming more accepted as the service begins to culturally shift.

Silvestri and Crowther Dowey (2008, p. 177) comment that “a rank governed progression system 
has particularly damning consequences for women wanting to progress” especially due to the 
length of a police officer’s career, spanning up to 30 years’ service, but also, the often interrupted 
nature of women’s careers due to biological or familial commitments frequently results in them 
being perceived by others in the service, both male and female, as lacking commitment ‘to 
the job’. Police work requires officers to build evidence of a long and incremental career path 
providing confirmation of their suitability for promotion based upon experience and, more 
importantly, sponsorship by a senior mentor or supporter.

The same authors suggest that barriers to equality within policing is due to the existing and 
continuing gender imbalance; the dominance of males in senior positions controlling the power 
relationships that result in promotion. They comment that “a preponderance of men in influential 
and powerful positions, is still an obstacle to equality” (p. 153). They identify the three faces 
of power, the conduct of decision makers, the conflicts between actors and the significance of 
issues. These manifest as organizational culture combined with the decision maker’s position, 
gender and the resultant conflict of interests which links to the ideologies of heterosexism and 
masculinity, which impacts negatively upon the experiences of aspiring female officers.

Gendered constructions appear to require women to be given support or ‘permission’ to progress 
their careers (Osterlinde & Haake, 2010). Gender can also affect relationships as evidence 
indicates that male mentors’ protégés frequently fare better in the promotion stakes (Ramaswami 
et al. 2010). However, women tend to seek out other women as mentors (Sealy & Sing, 2010), 
particularly within policing, although senior ranking females may not always be in a position 
to endorse the career paths of those women who seek to follow in their footsteps, for a variety 
of reasons. The use and abuse of such power relationships, regardless of the gender mix, may 
significantly impact upon an individual’s career progression with examples of both male and 
female misogyny (Mavin, 2006a, 2006b).

There are inter-linking connections between power and gender in policing. In terms of navigating 
their way through the ranks O’Connor (2001) suggests that women’s concept of power lies in 
their ability to make lateral rather than upward career moves due to a desire to retain control 
over their own destiny. She implies that many women perceive their ability to achieve significant 
rank as limited, remaining content within the lower ranks. This is frequently a direct life style 
choice. For those who do seek promotion, the issue relating to negative stereotyping as their 
power and rank increases results in them being perceived as “troublesome, unreasonable, 
unnecessarily aggressive and even unfathomable” Olsson (2000, p. 300). McGregor (2000) 
comments that women are frequently discriminated against, misrepresented and often denied 
their successes as their seniority increases resulting in ridicule of their achievements by others. 
Mavin (2006a, 2006b) identifies that women in male-dominated professions face both male and 
female misogyny resulting in mistrust. For some women there is a notion of betrayal to their 
gender due to an inability of other aspiring women to relate to senior women, or the lack of 
opportunity for those who have achieved rank to assist in the transition of aspiring others to 
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higher status. Frequently the inability to assist relates to a variety of (work related) reasons, not 
a lack of desire. The most significant obstacle is the excessive workload of all senior ranking 
officers. This lack of ability to assist others’ progression may result in them being perceived 
as “Queen Bees” Mavin (2008). Mavin et al. (2014) identify the prevalence of intra–gender 
micro-aggression which further exacerbates the situation successful and high ranking females 
experience. Therefore, it seems that only the most determined individuals who have strong 
support mechanisms, particularly in the shape of a champion or mentor are likely to succeed 
in gaining rank.

The Research: Methodology

Policing is sensitive in nature so to establish trust and confidence in the research process no 
individual or force was identified. 35 In-depth, life history interviews with senior ranking 
female officers enabled the collection of rich and insightful data from eight forces across the UK 
(excluding Scotland). The justification for only interviewing female officers was to gain unique 
insight into females’ perspectives of promotion opportunities within the service at middle and 
senior manager levels.

Rank profile of one to one in-depth interview subjects 
Inspector 3
Chief Inspector 14
Detective Chief Inspector 4
Superintendent 10
Detective Superintendent 2
Chief Superintendent 0
Association of Chief Police Officers 2
Total 35

Table 1: Rank profile of one to one in-depth interview subjects  
Source: Astley (2011, p. 169)

Each semi-structured interview lasted at least one hour but no more than two. All were digitally 
recorded, transcribed and coded identifying five discourses. Kitzinger (2000) suggests that the 
use of specific language and the hidden meanings within it, including the pauses, sighs and 
other non-verbal communications need to be interpreted and placed in context with the research 
subject’s position, power status and position within the organization. Stokoe and Smithson 
(2001) agree that there is a definite place for conversation analysis in feminist research but warn 
that an understanding of the specific organizational culture is required to be able to interpret the 
context and language. The author, as a former ‘insider’ to the police service was able to interpret 
the unique language, rites, customs, practices and rituals without intrusive exploration of them, 
which may have resulted in mistrust. This enabled honest and open conversation. Dhunpath 
(2000), Sandino (2007) both extoll the virtues of such an approach commenting upon the deep 
insight into real-life experiences capturing emotions and feeling associated with particular 
events. Musson (2006) comments that life-history interviews are particularly relevant when 
studying organizations as it indicates the unique culture and sub-cultures that exist within.
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Mellick and Fleming (2010) note the tensions between using life-history interviews and the 
dilemma relating to the ethics of disclosure, particularly in relation to studying elites or high 
profile individuals. In order to ensure that participants were enabled to offer authentic accounts 
of their experiences they were assured of anonymity by non-divulgence of the force, rank or 
name, thus ensuring no ‘harm’ would occur. Each participant agreed to participate on this basis 
with opportunity to withdraw at any point with no violation of individual privacy. The honesty 
and openness of the conversations was unquestionable especially when the participants felt that 
their experiences might prove beneficial for future serving female officers.

The Research: Summative Findings

The interviews first sought to discuss the origins of the women’s careers, from which five key 
discourses in relation to difference, performance and development, networking, family and 
flexibility and queen bees and bitches were identified. Within each of the discourses there are 
elements of power relationships with the most significant ones lying within performance and 
developing, networking and queen bees and bitches. This paper focuses upon the latter two 
discourses with each exploring how factors within them affected career progression. Some of 
these linked to cultural and social differences, financial constraints and lack of opportunity to 
study due to work/life balance and other commitments. Others related to power relationships that 
influenced performance, networking and the influences of powerful women. This paper focuses 
upon power relationships and how these might be used positively to influence women to pursue 
their careers by engaging in activities that have assisted the careers of women in other sectors of 
industry and learning from the wider realms of HRD.

Performance
Wodak (1997) suggests that individuals socially influence their existence by linking power 
relations to events. Metcalfe (2008) comments that the links between gender and power impacts 
upon performance “creating conditions where a reflexive approach to professional development 
will become impossible”. (p. 453). Issues that affect the lower ranks, shift working and child 
care dissipate at the higher ranks particularly in relation to greater flexible working conditions 
enabling them to accommodate some of these domestic issues that negatively impacts at the 
lower ranks. There is a distinct chasm between Chief Officer ranks and those below, with women 
frequently finding the leap to the most senior ranks prohibitive due to a variety of factors, but 
predominantly lifestyle oriented. Transactional issues, such as age, length of service and family 
responsibility affect early career officers, but the necessity to engage in strong and powerful 
relationships with others affects their career trajectories and aspiration to senior ranks.

One superintendent commented upon what she termed ‘immovable events’ that related to family 
activity and the associated powerful feeling of guilt if such an event was missed. These include 
parent’s evenings, school sports days, birthdays and anniversaries. Several others commented 
upon the power of women performing effectively serving as beacons for others to emulate by 
providing effective role modelling. There was evidence of admiration for those who appear to 
balance the need of family and working life.

Where the conversation turned to role mentors, competition and secondments along with the 
national assessment centre programme for senior officers, by which means they might achieve 
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the Chief Officer ranks, these issues appeared to become more problematic. The aforementioned 
leap across the chasm to Chief Officer role at this point becomes unachievable through choice, 
as women are reluctant to sacrifice everything for the job. The increased workload along with 
shifting emphasis to a more strategic and political role is unattractive alongside the necessity to 
become mobile. For many women the emphasis of value is placed upon safety, security, quality 
home life and a degree of work life balance which causes them to deselect themselves from the 
promotion process. Many women expressed that uprooting family for their personal career was a 
sacrifice too far resulting in a direct choice between career and quality of life. The sacrifices made 
by women who achieve senior ranks appears to be, for the majority, too great. The two Chief 
Officers who participated in the study referred to their career as a ‘battle’ endorsing Olsson’s 
(2000) view that women need Amazonian strength to achieve high status. Those who opt out 
of the promotion race expressed pity for male officers who feel driven to achieve high rank due 
to their perceived status as dominant males endorsing the societal view that men will sacrifice 
everything for a career.

One officer commented:

I think a lot of women emulate their male counterparts, think they have got to be like male managers. 
They are often feminine in appearance, but I think that femininity belies a very masculine style of 
leadership. They are bullies and hard, prickly and treat people in an awful way. They are male 
characteristics.

From this comment it appears that the adoption of male traits is perceived as an endorsement 
of the male power perspective. Women who exhibit such traits are disliked by both males and 
females and considered to be manipulative and dangerous reflecting Mavin’s (2006b) notion of 
female misogyny.

There is no doubt that performance identifies traits that are recognized by Butler (2004) and 
Collinson (2003) as gendered, with the association of exceptional performance as ‘strong’ or 
‘hard’. Highly competitive workplaces are frequently associated with gendered activities such 
as long-hours culture, mobility and commitment to the corporate identity. This is particularly 
prevalent in policing which frequently debars women and older males from progressing their 
careers due to such practices. The concept of powerful behaviours and power dressing is 
highlighted as one officer comments:

I found that I had to adapt significantly to suit where I was working as an Inspector posted to tactical 
firearms. I had to become aggressive in my management style. I felt I had to put on a different suit 
to go to work. It’s about survival, but you must never show your vulnerability. I would go into 
briefings feeling physically sick.

One officer recounted that previously, a senior ranking male officer offered to endorse her 
aspirational career moves by proffering sexual favours, despite her being heavily pregnant at the 
time. Her refusal, she felt, negatively affected her future career prospects. She considered that the 
incident impeded her opportunity to progress at promotion boards up until his retirement from 
the service — his negative influence appearing to be extensive in marginalizing this officer in 
relation to a gender/power abusive encounter.

The issue of personal self-confidence and self-efficacy appears significant and important. 
Women appear to need ‘permission’ to engage in promotion and career progression. One officer 
commented:
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Confidence — I think it’s a female thing. I find that women tend to need a little shove; you need 
permission to go for the next one (rank). Chief Officer Mentors are important. Women won’t give 
themselves permission until they are 110%. Men have better self-belief”

Female officers use words that relate to their integrity, such as ‘authentic’ and ‘genuine’ when 
relating their achievements. Many expressed a preference of having access to a senior, female 
mentor. One officer commented:

Overwhelmingly having a female role model is good. I think what might be useful is if female 
officers had a female officer of a higher rank. It gives you a kick up the bum sometimes.

Limited access to mentors is problematic. The demand for mentors exceeds supply regardless of 
gender. Mentors are frequently overburdened by their workload preventing them from fulfilling 
a meaningful and supportive role. As one officer pointed out:

In recent years one of the Assistant Chief Constables (ACCs) has offered to be a mentor but often 
cancels. Unless you are a really determined individual or on HPDS (High Potential Development 
Scheme) you get little support.

The development of a national or inter-agency approach as suggested by Mains and MacLean 
(2017) may contribute to reducing the burden of mentoring within individual forces providing 
access to this powerful method of career development. Successful promotion appears to lie in 
the recognition and championing by an influential senior ranking officer that will endorse a 
candidate’s suitability for promotion to the next rank. Without such access the pool of talent, 
regardless of gender, remains latent, with females more likely to be unsuccessful at sourcing a 
mentor due to their inability to break into the social networks dominated by senior ranking male 
officers within the service.

Opportunistic events sometimes enable the determined individual to progress. These women 
have to undertake difficult jobs placing themselves in what Ryan and Haslam (2005) describe 
as precarious positions. Visibility places women in a more powerful position, but risks greater 
exposure and ridicule if they fail. By raising their profile, a candidate becomes more noticeable 
to the senior ranks, thus identifying themselves and making connections with them endorsing 
Linehan’s (2001) view that it is ‘who’ not ‘what’ you know that may influence success at a 
promotion board. One officer commented that:

Nepotism is alive and well.

The promotion systems superficially appear to be fair and based upon competence but it does 
seem that there are some incidents when nepotistic behaviours are exhibited.

Networking
The ability to successfully network positively impacts upon career progression. The establishment 
of formal/informal networks, role models, and mentors are essential elements of working life. 
All of the participating forces in this study had access to both national, inter, and intra force 
female networks, such as the British Association of Women in Policing (BAWP) and the Senior 
Women in Policing conferences. Forces tend to have their own internal women’s support 
networks to which women may subscribe as well as the National Police Federation that serves 
to represent all rank and file officers. The validity of the women’s networks appeared variable 
according to individual experiences, with some valuing them highly with others dismissing 
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them as unprofessional due to their social content. Linehan’s (2001) ‘old boy’s networks’ that 
frequently include sporting and social activities which are a positive influence in men’s careers 
seems to have negative connotations when applied to female networks. There appears to be a 
dichotomy between the male and female perception of networking. Women appear reluctant to 
engage in female social activity due to a fear of males interpreting such activity as being a sign of 
weakness rather than the strength and power of being feminine (Baxter, 2003). One Chief Officer 
commented positively in relation to the Senior Women’s network stating it was:

A good network that combines both support and encouragement with a capacity to influence 
strategy and policy at a national level.

Not all such networks are perceived as powerful and helpful and can be regarded by both males 
and females as divisive. Some women objected to being automatically included in an all-female 
network. Some perceive the networks as being a powerful opportunity for mutual peer support, 
but this tended to be those at the lower ranks. Senior ranking women commented upon their 
inability to engage widely with formal networks due to work commitments and that is sometimes 
assumed to be apathy by the lower ranks.

Due to the nature of police work there are frequently difficulties associated with policies and 
practices that are adopted by civilian employers, particularly those in relation to part time 
working, maternity, and paternity policies along with other good HR practices such as return to 
work. At the lower ranks the opportunity to work flexibly is limited due to the nature of the shift 
systems and 365 days per annum 24/7 hours’ demand. Senior ranks have some opportunities and 
powers to undertake a more flexible approach to planning their workload.

The lack of female role models negatively influences the numbers who aspire to the senior ranks. 
There are accounts that those who have preceded aspirational officers have exacerbated the issue 
by “pulling up the ladders behind them”. The majority of the senior women that participated in 
this study expressed a desire, even a duty to support and nurture those who aspired to the senior 
ranks. One officer recognized this by stating:

They’ve (Chief Officers) got an incredible workload. It must be difficult to fit everything in.

It is interesting to note that all of the participants in this study expressed the importance of being 
recognized and valued for being female, for contributing to changing the male perspective of 
policing. They recognize they are pioneers, to an extent, in an organization that has a gradually 
shifting deep rooted culture altering the power relations within it.

Discussion

The establishment of effective and powerful relationships and networks can significantly and 
positively influence women’s ability to progress. Early career officers are faced with difficulties 
relating to the promotion and shift systems, with more senior ranking officers facing equally 
difficult, yet different challenges in relation to promotion. This paper focuses upon more senior 
ranks where the opportunity to utilize role model or mentoring relationships effectively can reap 
rewards.

The importance of mentoring as a development tool is well documented alongside access to 
influential role models providing examples of internal custom and practice within specific 
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settings. Mains and MacLean (2017), for example, acknowledge and express the importance of 
mentoring in organizations that are experiencing significant change. They suggest that mentoring 
one to one, group or peer mentoring as a strategic HRD intervention allows individual and 
organizational growth that is responsive to the environment in which a particular organization 
operates providing aspiring individuals with opportunity for guidance, support, and networking 
likely to enhance their career trajectories. They imply that utilizing other organizations’ mentoring 
schemes can, in some circumstances, prove beneficial, especially if the two organizations have 
some degree of synergy.

Sheerin and Hughes (2018) identify the importance of access to networks in order to tailor and 
develop support mechanisms particularly for women in male-dominated organizations. They 
comment upon the differences in ability to access networks when the lens of gender is applied, 
commenting upon the continued existence of male networks that are exclusionary to women. They 
also extol networking as a recognized tool in continuous professional development. Specifically 
within UK policing Astley (2018, p. 68) identifies that “the subtleties of establishing strong 
networks and mentors enabling individuals to gain greater access to more equal opportunity in 
terms of career progression can prove significant”.

Once officers have reached the level of Inspector or above, the importance of a mentor or 
champion is a significant factor in their ability to succeed (Ramaswami et al., 2010). Without 
the support and recommendation of another senior officer, regardless of gender, the ability of an 
individual to attain the next rank appears limited. In order to move into a senior or politically 
significant role women need to be associated with a powerful supporter. If not, they are frequently 
passed over, possibly as a result of their exclusion in the informal male networks where business 
still appears to be done. Wider society continues to perceive policing as predominantly male 
(Lord & Friday, 2003; Rabe-Hemp, 2009). Without the establishment of a positive and powerful 
influencer it seems that the majority of female officers are destined to remain in the lower ranks 
resulting in a depletion of the talent pool that exists within the service.

The factors preventing women from achieving higher ranks relate to subtle factors, such as self-
efficacy, sufficiency of role models and mentoring opportunities combined with the establishment 
of meaningful networks. Ramaswami et al. (2010) and Archbold and Moses-Schulz (2008) 
consider that mentoring and networking are generally controlled by males and those that have 
access to male mentors are more likely to achieve success. Women appear to desire to be mentored 
by their own kind, regardless of the evidence suggested by such authors. The limited numbers of 
powerful and influential female mentors appears to have a detrimental effect upon the numbers 
of females that achieve the senior ranks. By enabling access to female mentors, possibly from 
other associated agencies, such as the Prison Service, Ambulance Service or other associated 
contributors to the criminal justice sector, improvement in female representation may occur.

The role of networks seems to be less effective the higher the rank of officer, resulting in their 
isolation due to their lack of numerical representation. The impact is that the senior ranks appear 
unattractive to the majority of female officers who choose to exercise their power to control 
their own destiny within a male-dominated service. Women define their careers by making life 
choices based upon family circumstances, values and beliefs. Senior officers appear to recognize 
the need to mentor and nurture talent, but the ability to provide gender matched mentoring 
is impossible due to the minority representation of females in senior roles. It seems that by 
encouraging lower ranking females to view senior women as role models, but accepting senior 
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male officers as mentors might provide some solution. Lessons might be learnt from the strategy 
of the College of Policing where direct entry to Inspector and Superintendent requires candidates 
to be assigned on a rotational programme to work with colleagues with specific expertise in order 
for them to gain experience. Effectively assigning them a series of mentors.

Power and positive relationships are key aspects of addressing the gender imbalance in policing. 
Policymakers can improve and unleash the potential of the workforce by accommodating shifts in 
cultural attitudes. The adoption of good working practices and policies adapted from examples of 
good HR practice from the civilian world is recommended. Workforce and workload planning are 
key elements of this shift in culture along with a recognition that some of the barriers to women’s 
career progression have been overcome by other organizations by inter-agency working. The lack 
of mentors might be addressed by working with other organizations within the criminal justice 
sector and indeed other public sector organizations offering blue light services as suggested by 
Mains and MacLean (2017). Access to strong and positive mentoring relationships will enable 
women to reach their potential, reducing wasted talent by containing women to the lower ranks 
and address the gender imbalance. An example of this is Advance HE which delivers the Athena 
Swan initiative in the education sector championing the equality and diversity of staff focusing 
upon developing women as leaders. This could be a model that the service could consider adopting.

Conclusion

Organizational attempts to improve flexible working practices and efforts to attract more females 
to the service diminish with rank. Women who choose to adopt more family friendly working 
practices in policing do so knowing that they are likely to be sacrificing their long-term careers 
(in terms of gaining rank) and so remain within the lower ranks. Senior officers hold a significant 
and powerful key to unlocking the dearth of female representation in the future by changing 
cultural attitudes towards more flexible approaches to work and the notion of commitment. They 
need to encourage female officers to progress their careers and providing a structured basis for 
them to do so.

In order to share the pockets of good practice that exist within individual forces and the existing 
opportunities for mutual female support, such as BAWP and other female networks, HRD 
professionals within the service can endorse the benefits of accessing networks. Furthermore, 
they can ensure that existing senior ranking women are actively involved and visible in such 
networks which enables lower ranks to gain access to senior officers in less formal situations.

A further consideration is for all senior ranking officers to be trained to be coach/mentors as 
part of their role and that this activity to become the norm, rather than an over-reliance on the 
willingness of individual senior officers who make personal sacrifices to adopt coach/mentor 
roles to develop up and coming officers. Coach/mentor training should be incorporated into 
the senior leadership programme and be regarded as a necessary function of Chief Officers 
enabling the perpetuation of talent recognition and succession planning in forces. The practice 
of embedding such activity into the performance development review system of all senior ranks 
would be relatively easy to implement with limited cost implications. Recognition by the service 
that such practices are a vital element to the successful development of all aspirational officers, 
regardless of gender, is essential. Investing in talented individuals will naturally redress the 
gender imbalance in the medium to long term. 
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The competency-based management system has grown to become one of the most influential 
HRM tools of the 21st century. However, there remains limited empirical data addressing the 
relationship between the adoption of a competency framework and organizational performance. 
The study reported upon in this paper is based within the Nigerian banking sector. A qualitative 
methodological approach was adopted, employing interviews with employees of the top ten high 
street banks in Nigeria. The result of the field data was subsequently analyzed using NVivo in 
order to achieve the aim of the research. The findings revealed that competency-based management 
frameworks are being used and that indeed they are a key management tool within the selected 
Nigerian banks. Importantly, the findings clearly suggest the adopted competency frameworks are 
having a positive impact on the banks’ performance. 
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Introduction 

This study was designed to investigate the effect of competency framework on the performance 
of selected Nigerian banks. The competency-based management system has grown to become 
one of the most influential human resource management (HRM) tools of the 21st century. Current 
global trends such as economic pressure, changes in technology, and customer demands have 
made it important for organizations to develop competencies (Mohd Noor & Dola, 2009). As a 
result, many public and private organizations are now moving towards the competency-based 
HRM systems in order to meet these needs. Furthermore Australia, Britain, and the United States 
have utilized workplace competencies as a baseline and developed wide-ranging competency 
frameworks. The development of the competency framework in these countries was driven by 
the concern of workplace changes and enhancing the generic skills that the employers required 
(Kearns, 2001). 

Competencies, Competency Frameworks and Organizational Performance

Competencies are defined as the “behaviours that an individual needs to demonstrate” or the 
“minimum standards of performance” (Strebler et al., 1997) that are significantly related to 
successful job performance (June & Mahmood, 2011). Alternatively, competency standards 
determine the essential skills and knowledge that the employees should have to achieve acceptable 
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level of performance (Draganidis & Mentzas, 2006). Selznick (1957) and McClelland (1973) 
explained the key factors of competencies emphasizing an individual’s learning and performance. 
The term ‘competency’ can be confusing. This is mainly because it has often been used to mean 
or particularly mixed up with ‘skill’ (CIPD, 2016). From the management viewpoint, the term 
competency is defined using two key streams: organizational or personal. McClelland (1973) 
used the term competency as a means to test for an alternative approach to traditional intelligence 
testing (McClelland, 1973). According to McClelland (1973), competence is a character trait of 
an individual that is linked to superior performance. This character trait is a demonstration of 
specific individual talents exhibited in line with the knowledge required to be successful in a 
job (McClelland, 1973). Competencies are also defined as a cluster of related knowledge, skills, 
and attitudes that affects the key parts of one’s job that relates to performance. The performance 
can be measured against well-accepted standards and can be improved through training and 
development (Misra & Sharma, 2017). Competencies are also viewed broadly and include many 
other factors that influence job success but are not included in the job description. A competency 
framework is a valuable means of measurement which helps employees understand and interpret 
the strategies, goals and values of the organization (Chouhan & Srivastava, 2014). 

Organizations can achieve their performance objectives through various factors, and one key 
factor is the human factor. In order to direct these human behaviours towards achieving the 
performance objectives of the organization, it requires a human resource management system 
that intentionally develops and supports the desired behaviours. Hence, various organizations 
have developed their own competency frameworks to help them identify the essential knowledge, 
skills, and attributes needed for successful performance in a particular job role, aligned with 
the strategy and integrating it to the HR strategy (CIPD, 2016). There is limited evidence that 
examines the relationship between competencies, competency framework, and organizational 
performance and certainly within the Nigerian banking sector. It is useful, nonetheless to 
highlight a number of studies which have sought, generally speaking, to address the relationship 
between HR systems (and thus implicitly addressing competency frameworks).

Huselid (1995) argued at a general level that HR practices could help create a source of competitive 
advantage, particularly if they are aligned with the organisation’s competitive strategy (Huselid 
1995). Koch and McGrath (1996) took a similar logic in their study of the relationship between 
HR planning, recruitment, staffing practices and labour productivity (Koch & McGrath, 1996). 
They argued that, “A highly productive workforce is likely to have attributes that make it a 
particularly valuable strategic asset”. In consequence, they suggested that organizations that 
develop effective routines for acquiring human assets develop a stock of talent not easily 
imitated (Koch & McGrath, 1996). Furthermore, they found that these HR practices were related 
to labour productivity in a sample of business units and that this relationship was stronger in 
capital-intensive organizations (Lin & Tang, 2016). Lepak and Snell (1999) asked executives to 
describe the HR systems that existed for jobs that represented particular quadrants of their model 
and found considerable support for the idea that the value and uniqueness of skills are associated 
with different types of HR systems within the same organization (Lepak & Snell, 1999). These 
results were mostly consistent with the Lepak and Snell (1999) model and supported the basic 
proposition that diverse HR strategies exist within business. Boxall et al. (2007) examining the 
differential effects of HR practices on human capital, social capital, and organizational capital 
indicate that intensive/extensive staffing, competitive pay, intensive/extensive training, and 
promotion from within were most important for distinguishing high levels of human capital in 
organizations.
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Lawler and Mohrman (2003) suggested that the objectives of performance management systems 
often include the motivation of staff performance, assisting individual employees to develop 
their skills and abilities, creating a performance based culture, performance based promotion, 
identifying and eliminating poor performance, and supporting the implementation of the 
organization’s strategy (Boxall et al., 2007). In consequence, performance management systems 
are designed to ensure that: the duties performed by the organization’s workforce achieve the 
goals of the organization; the employees have a faultless understanding of their performance 
expectations; the employees receive continuous information on improving the effectiveness of 
their performance and what is expected of them; employee rewards commemorate employee 
performance; identifies developmental needs (Boxall et al., 2007).

Methodology

In order to achieve the aim of this study, the central research question investigated in this 
study was “Have competency frameworks influenced the performance of Nigerian banks?” To 
answer this research question, four key research objectives were created and answered using 
the qualitative interview. The four key research objectives that underpin the above research 
questions are as follows:

• Research Objective 1: To investigate the existing competency frameworks in the selected 
Nigerian banks.

• Research Objective 2: To examine the management consistency of the competency 
framework, and whom the framework applies to within the banks.

• Research Objective 3: To examine the alignment of the competency framework with the 
banks’ HRM systems and processes.

• Research Objective 4: To investigate the influence of competency framework on the 
performance of the selected banks.

In order to answer the research question, one employee from each of the three levels was 
interviewed, representing senior level, mid-level and lower-level management. The researcher 
interviewed HR managers, senior managers such as director of operations, and banking 
officers who were directly involved with the competency framework as regards its design, 
usage or application. The interviewees were individuals who were familiar, knowledgeable, 
and experienced with the competency frameworks and thus had the potential to offer valuable 
information needed by the researcher to achieve the research aim (Rubin & Rubin, 2005). Ten 
high street banks were selected for this study out of a total of 25 high street banks in Nigeria. 
The ten banks for this study were selected because they were classified as the top 10 commercial 
banks in Nigeria by KPMG in 2014. The scope of the KPMG 2014 survey covered 28 cities in 
27 states across Nigeria in which they spoke to 20,770 retail-banking customers, 3,500 SMEs 
and about 400 corporate/commercial organizations. Their survey reflected the perspectives of the 
customer’s levels of satisfaction and expectations from their banks. 

A total of 30 qualitative semi-structured interviews were conducted with employees from the 
10 selected banks. Each interviewee was interviewed once and the interviews lasted between 40 
minutes and one hour. The qualitative interview data was subsequently analyzed using Nvivo 
in order to achieve the aim of the research. Nvivo is a specially developed computer aided 
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qualitative data analysis system (CAQDAS) which is recognized as a highly reputable tool for 
managing and supporting qualitative analytical work. The data revealed that all the selected 
banks focused on a core competency framework, as forming the basis for their strategic direction. 
It was something they considered they did better than their competitors. 

A model of the competency process used by the 10 banks is illustrated in Figure 1. This process 
is used to define and identify key features (knowledge, skills, and behaviour attributes) that 
the bank considers significantly important to effectively perform in a particular job role or an 
identified process. The process is used to assess competencies in order to achieve the bank goals. 
The model provided the researcher with a structured framework for investigating the research 
questions and hence guiding and informing the interview questions.

Fig 1: The Competency Process

Discussion of Findings

Previous academic research argued that competency frameworks can positively influence 
organizational performance. This study provides evidence in support of these claims in relations 
to Nigerian banks. 

The first research objective of this study investigated the nature of the competency framework 
in the selected banks, the definition of the framework, application and implementation of the 
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competency framework. This was achieved by analyzing both primary and secondary data 
from the selected banks. Secondary data sourced from the banks was also utilized to check the 
availability of the competency framework to see whom they applied to and cover, how they are 
implemented, and what the strategic human resource management (SHRM) coverage was within 
the selected banks. This corroborated the findings from the primary data and also informed the 
consistence with the literature. The data revealed the competency framework describes the skills 
and attributes staff and managers need in order to build a new organizational culture and meet 
the future challenges of the selected banks. Illustrative comments from respondents are noted in 
Tables 1 (Research Objective 1), 2 (Research Objectives 2 and 3) and 3 (Research Objective 4.). 

To us competency means having the knowledge, skills and ability to perform a job which can be 
developed over time and lead to superior performance (Senior Manager, Bank 10).

the competency framework creates a shared language about the required competencies and the 
expected outcomes desired in the bank (Banking Officer, Bank 1).

We are different from other Nigerian banks in terms of our capabilities to select, build, deploy, and 
protect their core competency and which is the focus of our competency framework (HR Manager, 
Bank 4).

the competency framework covers and applies to everyone in the band and is extremely useful in 
several situations like recruitment, development, talent management and performance management 
(HR Officer, Bank 7).

... the competency framework clearly defines the job requirement and performance expectations. It also 
links this to the overall goals of the bank. The competency framework takes into consideration the job 
and personal specifications and the bank’s medium and long-term needs for talent (Senior Manager, 
Bank 2).

Table 1: Positioning the Competency Frameworks 

As regards the positioning of the competency frameworks within the banks the findings reveal 
that the competency framework helps the selected banks to clarify expectations, define future 
development needs, and achieve more focused recruitment and development process in the banks 
as suggested by the CIPD (2016). However, there are gaps that exist in the data because it does 
not provide details of the frequency in which the competency framework is applied, evidence 
of examples on how it is infused into employee work, training, development, performance, and 
appraisals systems.

The second and third research objectives investigated the application and management of the 
competency framework within the SHRM systems of the selected banks, exploring consistency 
and alignment. This enabled the researcher to determine the length and breadth of the coverage 
of the competency framework in the selected bank, the depth of the framework in other HR 
systems of the banks in terms of performance, evaluation, training, development, and career 
progression. The data, illustrated in Table 2, shows there is a link between the strategic planning 
of the bank and the human resource planning of the bank.

Researchers have emphasized the need for HR function to bring in the strategic value of people 
in the organization by making a contribution to the level of value added and contribution to 
competitive advantage (Kelliher & Perret, 2001; Calicchio & Marcondes, 2016). The findings 
from this study supports this view and provides evidence in support of this assertion.
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The application of the banks SHRM in the competency framework is far reaching as it is well 
integrated in all our policies which are interpreted in our systems and processes (Senior Manager, 
Bank 10).

Our bank relies on the competency framework because it provides clarity and understanding of 
performance expectation which helps the bank cope with the changing environment, and the need to 
integrate our human resource strategy and our business strategy (Banking Officer, Bank 6).

Our competency framework enables us as a bank to align and integrate all our HR systems by making 
the behavioural standards of excellent performers the foundation for our recruitment, selection, 
performance management, pay, training and development and promotion. This makes it possible for us 
to come up with strategic decisions that have positive long-term impact on the behaviour and success 
of our bank and ensuring that the bank has the skilled, commitment and well-motivated employees 
needed to achieve our business objectives (HR Manager, Bank 1).

For us because human capital is our major focus so what we do or try to achieve is that from 
the recruitment process to exiting the bank there is some sort of initiative developed to enhance 
performance. Besides the regular HR function the HR department also manages the business because 
we have a business partner model where HR executives can become part of the business. The 
competency framework has always been a part of our SHRM and it is evidence in all we do as a bank 
from staff employment to exiting the bank (HR Manager Bank 8). 

Our competency framework helps us to measure employees against a number of competencies, 
and individual strengths and weaknesses identified by the system provide opportunity for future 
development to be identified and executed (Senior Manager, Bank 3).

Our competency framework provides an effective HRM strategy that systematically organizes the 
entire individual HRM measures to directly influence the attitude and behaviour of our employees in a 
way that enables the bank to achieve its desired business goals (HR Manager, Bank 9). 

Table 2: The Competency Frameworks Within the HR System

Research objective four investigated the influence of a competency framework on the performance 
of the selected banks in order to understand the interactions between competency frameworks and 
performance in the selected banks. To understand this relationship, the researcher investigated 
the position of reporting and evaluating performance.

This data (illustrated in Table 3) reveals a positive relationship between the competency 
framework and the performance of the selected banks.

Key Findings from this Study

The findings from this study revealed that a competency framework covers everyone in the 
individual banks and the evaluation of the framework is consistently applied in the bank during 
the annual staff appraisal period, and that the framework is evaluated to ensure it is fit for purpose. 
This is because the concept of competency lies at the heart of their Human Resource Management 
systems. This provides the basis for horizontal integration of key HR activities, such as selection, 
performance assessment, training, career development, and reward management, as well as 
vertical integration with organizational strategy, values, business processes, and performance 
outcomes among others. 
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Our competency framework is proving to be a priceless resource for the banks as it helps us to define 
what is required of employees to perform successfully (HR Officer, Bank 2). 

Our bank has a strong competency – performance relationship. This is because the outcomes of our 
evaluation processes are reported in the competency framework and used to improve our workforce 
and measure our leadership capabilities to improve performance (HR Manager, Bank 8). 

The competency framework encourages us employees to take more responsibilities for our own 
development in order to perform better because the framework provides clarity on key areas and levels 
of performance expected by the bank (Banking Officer, Bank 1).

Increased and consistent application of the competency framework across the bank’s human resource 
functions is driving our staff performance and has achieved results that are relevant to the bank’s 
business strategies and vision. This is achieved by communicating the required competencies to 
employees, therefore, empowering the employees to take charge of their careers; direct their own 
personal development and continually evaluate and improve their skills (Senior Manager Bank 1). 

There is an annual appraisal system in our bank and it has different levels of objectives which are 
frequently reviewed. We also have a financial target from the position of the business, and other non-
financial targets in place to ensure that people stick closely and align with the bank’s goals. The non-
financial target corresponds with the culture of the banks and deals with the model of competencies 
associated with the development activities of individuals and teams. Our employees are very excited 
about the competency framework and believe it is leading to positive outcomes in the bank. This is 
because the bank’s competency framework focuses on communicating and promoting a clear strategic 
goal that is embedded in the bank’s HR systems and processes in order to achieve our performance 
objectives. (Senior Manager, Bank 5).

The bank’s competency framework is relevant to our performance expectations and is used in a 
business relevant way. We have a management team tasked with the responsibility of making sure the 
competency framework is managed and evaluated regularly to make sure if it is fit for purpose and 
achieving our performance needs (HR Officer, Bank 3). 

Our competency framework is an important vehicle for the bank to drive high business performance by 
focusing and reviewing each individual’s ability and potential against expected performance outcomes 
(Senior Manager, Bank 9).

Table 3: Impact upon Performance

The data also reveals the existence of a link between the competency framework and the bank’s 
SHRM strategy, the way they are used in the banks to attract and retain employees, how they 
inform key decisions on pay, and how it is linked to employee development. However, the 
data does not reveal the extent to which the banks have been able to achieve the competency-
performance relationship and how mature the bank’s SHRM strategy aligns to the competency 
framework. This reduces somewhat the confidence we have about what is going on in the 
selected banks and how secure the competency SHRM link is within the selected banks in terms 
of performance. 

Nonetheless, the data does reveal that the competency framework is influencing the performance 
of the selected banks, and the performance expectation of these banks. The combination 
of knowledge, skills and other personal characteristics that are necessary for the effective 
performance of the bank is included in the competency framework. The information and 
documents provided by the individual banks revealed that their bank’s strategic approach to 
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achieving their financial objectives is to leverage on the core competencies of the banks. Once 
the desired goals and objectives are defined, the bank identifies the job roles and employees 
critical to achieving these set goals and objectives. 

The competency framework is used to define the competencies needed by the employees for 
each job role and function. It is also supported by the bank’s people management functions, 
which include staffing, training, work design, reward, and appraisals. According to the data, 
the effectiveness of the bank’s people management underpins and supports the bank’s core 
competencies, which gives the bank an edge over rival banks. Based on this approach on achieving 
the bank’s goals, findings revealed that competencies play a significant role in influencing the 
performance of the banks. 

Conclusion 

This study reveals that competency frameworks in the selected Nigerian banks do influence the 
performance of these banks. A key implication for the banks in this study is that they should 
continue to deploy their competency framework and indeed take steps to further develop and 
apply this aspect of HRD practice in order to consolidate efforts towards high performance 
working. For other banks in Nigeria and indeed, organizations in Nigeria more widely, the study 
offers evidence of an HRD practice that can help organizations improve their performance 
and assist them achieve their aspirations and goals. From a theoretical perspective, the results 
from this research deepen the analysis of the relationship between employee competency and 
performance. From the practical perspective, investing in employee competencies and developing 
their competencies is profitable to the business, as they will contribute to higher performance 
standards. 
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This paper reports the findings of Phase 2 of the study, initially reported upon in this journal in 
2018 (Alaali & Rees, 2018), and in which we explored the association between Capacity Building 
and HRD. In Phase 2 of the study, we use the case of Bahrain’s nationalization programme 
(Bahrainisation) to examine the perceptions of senior government employees towards Capacity 
Building and HRD. A total of 20 senior government officials were interviewed in order to ascertain 
their views about the links between Capacity Building and HRD and also the factors which they 
consider to be critical to the outcomes of the nationalization programme. The findings reveal that the 
interviewees viewed HRD activities to be an integral element of national Capacity Building. These 
practitioners also identified the important role of lifelong development activities such as education 
and training in Capacity Building. Further, in findings which complement the conclusions drawn 
in Phase 1 of the study, it was found that the interviewees emphasized sustainability and national 
level considerations, such as legislation and occupational standards, as integral features of Capacity 
Building as opposed to HRD. In contrast to Phase 1, the interview data also drew attention to the 
importance the interviewees placed on research data to inform Capacity Building initiatives at the 
national level. These findings are discussed with reference to subjects such as the inter-disciplinary 
nature of Capacity Building and HRD and also emergent work on evidence-based practice.
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Introduction

In an earlier paper published in this Journal (Alaali & Rees, 2018), we examined, primarily from 
a theoretical position, the relationship between ‘Human Resource Development’ (HRD) and 
‘Capacity Building’. In that paper, which constituted Phase 1 of this research, we compared and 
contrasted published definitions and descriptions of these terms and, in doing so, drew attention 
to a number of potential intersections that exist between Capacity Building and HRD in areas 
such as performance and development. On the basis of the findings, we concluded that HRD can 
be considered as a development process which has a role to play in broader Capacity Building 
initiatives particularly in non-Western international development contexts.

The current paper reports the findings of Phase 2 of the research in which we explore further 
the nature of the role of HRD in Capacity Building from a more applied perspective in a non-
Western international context, that is, Bahrain. The main purpose of this research is to use the 
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case of Bahrain’s nationalization programme to examine the perceptions of practitioners, that 
is, senior government employees towards Capacity Building and HRD with view to shedding 
further light on the relationship between these terms. 

The paper is structured as follows. In the first sections of the paper, we consider the overall 
purpose and nature of nationalization strategies in the Middle East and specifically in Bahrain. 
Two research questions are then presented which are addressed using the findings of interviews 
undertaken with 20 senior government employees in Bahrain. In the final section of the paper we 
highlight conclusions linked to Capacity Building and HRD in this applied context.

Nationalization Strategies in the Middle East

One of the key reasons why the context of the Middle East is particularly relevant to discussions 
surrounding Capacity Building and HRD is because of the nationalization strategies which have 
been implemented throughout the States of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) (Forstenlechner, 
2010; Marchon & Toledo, 2014; Mellahi & Al-Hinai, 2000). These nationally devised Capacity 
Building strategies, such as Bahrainisation, Emiratisation, Saudisation, and Omanisation, are 
intended to reduce reliance on expatriate labour by developing the local workforce and providing 
employment opportunities in the private sector for members of the indigenous population (Rees 
et al., 2007; Jabeen et al., 2018). While recognizing the view that, in the GCC: “sustainable and 
competitive growth of individual states is increasingly taking precedence” (Hayes & Findlow, 
2017, p. 4), it is highlighted that nationalization strategies across the region have a number of 
common features. These features include: “… imposed quotas for the employment of nationals, 
education  and training systems to improve the employability of nationals, and attractive incentive 
schemes for companies which adhere to nationalization policies” (Alaali & Rees, 2016, p. 76). 
The next section of the discussion considers further the nature of nationalization and its links 
to Capacity Building and HRD by highlighting governmental initiatives associated with the 
nationalization strategy in Bahrain.

Nationalization in Bahrain
The 1998 United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) identified Bahrain as the first State 
in the Middle East to initiate a comprehensive debate about labour market reforms as indicated 
by the Bahrainisation programme which was initiated in the early 1980s (Hertog, 2014). In 
the early years of the programme, the government of Bahrain recognized various challenges in 
implementing its nationalization strategy including: “a lack of awareness and commitment of 
employers, inadequate labour inspection and employment services; and limited capacity of the 
training system” (ILO, 2002, p. 33) As a result, various government entities were created and 
others charged with undertaking responsibilities linked to the nationalization strategy. The nature 
and responsibilities of these organizations offer further insights into how the government has 
approached national Capacity Building through Bahrainisation. 

First, the Ministry of Labour (MOL), whose vision is “Enhancing the National Human Resources 
in a sustained organized Labour Market”, was charged with the responsibility of reforming the 
labour market to ensure that, through legislation, regulation, and training opportunities, Bahraini 
nationals could participate more fully in all sectors of the economy. 
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Second, the government set up Tamkeen, a semi-government authority which has a stated vision 
of: “Empowering Bahrainis to prosper and contribute to the national economy” and a mission 
which includes: “Making Bahrainis the employee of choice for semi-skilled professions”. 
Tamkeen’s role is to assist government strategies towards the achievement of Bahrain’s 2030 
Economic Vision and National Strategy through effective human capital development and the 
optimization of talent among the indigenous workforce (Tamkeen, 2018).

Third, the Labour Market and Regulatory Affairs (LMRA) is a government entity which has 
the stated vision: “to interact with the society through linear and direct partnership to provide 
high quality services beyond local market expectations”. The LMRA is formally responsible for 
providing solutions and services to the local market to deliver: “judicious labour market policies, 
manage an effective and humane expatriate labour market programme, and provides efficient 
application of the law” (LMRA, 2019).

Fourth, the Ministry of Education in Bahrain has a strategy to develop human resources by 
improving the education process through accessible, responsive, high quality education oriented 
services for the public. In its vision the Ministry: 

seeks to develop a qualitative education system to reach a high degree of excellence and creativity. 
This vision emanates from the Islamic Religion lofty principles and values and the Kingdom of 
Bahrain’s interaction with the human civilization and its Arab belonging to satisfy the requirements 
of continuous development  that conforms with the international standards, as stated in the 
Kingdom’s constitution (Ministry of Education, Kingdom of Bahrain, 2019).

Fifth, the Quality Assurance Authority for Education and Training (BQA) was set up with a 
vision: “To be leaders in fostering sustainable quality enhancement for world-class education 
and training sectors in Bahrain”. The BQA is responsible for reviewing public and private 
schools, vocational training and higher education institutions, developing and implementing 
a national examination system for schools, and advancing Bahrain’s reputation as a leader in 
quality assurance in education, regionally and internationally (BQA, 2019).

These five entities remain actively involved in addressing various challenges associated with 
the nationalization programme. These challenges relate to the economic and societal cost of 
unemployment, the quality of life experienced by Bahrainis, the perceptions of Bahrainis by 
private sector employers, problematic career management at the individual level, and inadequate 
training opportunities for Bahrainis. Nevertheless, despite the efforts ploughed into Bahrainisation 
by such government entities, Ewers et al. (2018, p. 10) point out that: “… Bahrain remains 
heavily dependent on foreign labour due to inadequate local human capital … Bahrain’s local 
population constitutes 21% ... of the total workforce”. Given these types of ongoing challenges, 
further research involving senior practitioners in the public sector who hold responsibilities for 
implementing this national policy may offer real insights into how Capacity Building and HRD 
are viewed.

Research Questions

Senior government employees employed in various government entities in Bahrain are engaged 
in Capacity Building initiatives at both national and local levels. Yet, despite the involvement of 
government entities and officials in the implementation of nationalization strategies, there is a 
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dearth of studies which have explored the views of senior government employees towards the role 
and integration of HRD within these centrally-devised Capacity Building strategies. As such, the 
Kingdom of Bahrain offers a real opportunity to undertake contextualized research which sheds 
further light on the relationship between Capacity Building and HRD from a national rather 
than organizational perspective. Hence, from the perspectives of senior government employees, 
Phase 2 of this research addressed two research questions with reference to the context of Bahrain.

1. To what extent is HRD linked with Capacity Building?

2. What critical factors are associated with the implementation of Capacity Building 
programmes in applied contexts?

Answers to the research questions stated above are likely to be highly relevant to theoretical 
debates about the relationship between HRD and Capacity Building and also to be of interest 
to those involved with nationalization programmes in Bahrain and perhaps more widely in the 
GCC region.

Methodology

In order to address the research questions, semi-structured interviews were conducted with 
20 senior government officials working in human capital development in four government 
organizations in Bahrain, namely: the Ministry of Labour (six interviewees); Tamkeen (six 
interviewees); the Labour Market Regulatory Authority (two interviewees); and the Quality 
Assurance Authority (BQA) (six interviewees). The interviewees (nine males and eleven 
females) were employed in roles such as directors, department heads, and section managers. 

The semi-structured questions were structured around the following areas of interest which 
were identified in the literature reviewed as part of this study (see also Alaali & Rees, 2018): 
nationalization and HRD practices; building capacities through nationalization; and critical 
factors associated with Capacity Building. To ensure the validity of data collected, the semi-
structured interviews were recorded electronically with the consent of the interviewees and in 
accordance with the ethics approval procedures of a Higher Education institution within the UK. 
The interviews were conducted in English and the resulting interview data were analyzed using 
software to identify principal themes which were used to create a thematic map.

Findings

Research Question 1: the Link Between Capacity Building and HRD 

When the interviewees were asked, in general terms, about their employers’ involvement with 
the Bahrainisation programme, one of the findings to emerge at an early stage of the interviews 
was the extent to which this group of practitioners linked Capacity Building to HRD activities 
such as skills development, training, and career development. For example:

Building capacities in the economy of Bahrain is being done by developing a skills gap strategy 
to reduce the mismatch between the outcomes of the university and market needs. Gulf Aviation 
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Academy is an example where we gave the business model to Mumtalakat, money stays in our 
economy, and training is done in Bahrain to serve Bahrain and GCC. We are currently trying to build 
capacities for cabin crew, transport and logistics (Vice President Human Capital Development).

Results of our trainings will accumulate overtime where at the end you will have a result of a pool 
of skilled Bahrainis in certain areas (logistics, aviation). This form of capacities [is] a dramatic shift 
from the regular fields of interest as it was built up through studies and surveys showing there is 
a need in the economy. We will have to wait a period of time to assess the capacities built through 
Tamkeen training (Manager Planning and Business Development).

The career progression programme (CPP) in Bahrain generates capacities as it develops and trains 
nationals to be placed in the private sector (Manager Human Capital Development).

This association between Capacity Building and HRD activities was further evident when 
the interviewees were asked to elaborate on how their organizations were contributing to the 
nationalization agenda. For example, respondents from Tamkeen highlighted that the organization 
provides various training schemes which are given Arabic names in order to attract the interest of 
nationals. These schemes are designed to build capacities within the economy for entrepreneurship 
projects for the enhancement of professional skills for business. In the words of one respondent:

We offer the ehtref [meaning ‘get skilled’ in Arabic] scheme open for any national to get a 
professional certification, as nationals require development on professional sides to build their 
capabilities for the economy. In addition, we have the mashroay [meaning ‘my project’ in Arabic] 
scheme that builds entrepreneurship capacities by nurturing idea generators and start up initiatives 
(Senior Manager 1 Human Capital Development).

Similarly, the Ministry of Labour was cited as playing a role in formulating policies and strategies 
for training and development within the private sector. 

The relationship between Capacity Building and HRD
When asked to respond more specifically to questions about the relationship between HRD 
activities and Capacity Building, activities such as training and development were often 
characterized as generators of Capacity Building and many of the interviewees indicated the 
importance of HRD within Bahrainization strategies: 

Capacity Building cannot be ignored – its marvel is in the center of the HRD strategy. HRD is not 
the full story. Capacity Building is at the heart of HRD at all levels (Training Affairs Advisor).

Ministry of Labour activities are the heart of HRD for Bahrain. We have the Training and 
Development sector, Labor Affairs sectors, Inspection sector that aim to build capabilities in 
nationals (Head of Labor Inspection Department).

Each group in the labour market has a certain capacity to meet market needs. An industry set by the 
government shall sustain people through human resource development activities and will blossom. 
In this way management maintains good people by formation of career development (Manager 
Policy Development).

The role of lifelong development activities in Capacity Building
The responses obtained from the interviewees reflect that both education and training were 
seen by the respondents, without exception, to play a crucial developmental role in Capacity 
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Building at the national level. Development activities included, for example, both vocationally-
oriented training and also education in institutions and schools designed to ensure that Bahrainis 
become ‘employees of choice’, as described by some of the government officials. The following 
interview statements support the above analysis:

For Capacity Building we train institutes in terms of Capacity Building. But we do not have 
something prescribed, it is a general process. We improve education, institutes, and skills of 
Bahrainis which is all linked with the 2030 Bahraini vision to make a ‘Bahraini first choice’ for 
private sector employers (Manager 1 Higher Education Unit).

We do Capacity Building activities through quality reviewers to visit educational and training 
institutes to build the knowledge, skills and abilities up to international standards (Manager 2 
Higher Education Unit).

We look at the personal development of students and provision for development for better quality 
outcomes in terms of knowledge, skills and abilities. Before we used to measure success percentages 
but this does not have a skills factor that we need for our economy (Head of School Review Unit).

Notably, in the above indicative quotes, the use of terms such as train; develop; knowledge; 
skills; abilities; assessing skills gap; personal development and training again reveals the direct 
association which the interviewees made between Capacity Building and HRD activities. 

Research Question 2: Implementing Capacity Building in Applied Contexts

In the light of their involvement with Capacity Building associated with the Bahrainisation 
programme, the interviewees were asked to identify factors which, in their opinion, are critical 
to the successful implementation of Capacity Building initiatives at the national level. Two key 
factors emerged from the interview data.

The need for research/intelligence-informed Capacity Building 
In response to questions about critical success factors associated with Capacity Building, the 
majority of the interviewees raised the importance of devising policies and programmes which 
are informed by research/intelligence. Using the indicative words of two of the respondents:

Our issue is we do not have access towards reliable data. We need data about our economic needs 
to direct Bahrainis towards trainings and development that have sectors to absorb them. We face an 
issue of data collection as government entities did not collect data for a long time (Senior Manager 1 
Human Capital Development).

There is no solid base for jobs categorization. We need an IT support system [a] fully fledged 
system to categorize specializations to actually indicate the manpower required to build capacities 
in sectors (Director of Training Institutes Affairs).

Other respondents went further and talked about the need for a unit or organization which is 
dedicated to gathering and providing information which could be used to inform Capacity 
Building initiatives. For example: 

The intelligence unit is required to identify the market and economic requirements for coming 
periods in Bahrain. It is essential to have such a unit to prepare nationals’ skills for clearly-identified 
gaps in the labour market (Manager Planning and Business Development).
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We need an intelligence unit to generate data at a regular basis to assess skills gap and be 
responsible to generate ongoing data regarding the skills gap as it keeps on changing with years. 
This will form a compass that will direct entities towards Capacity Building (Senior Manager 2 
Human Capital Development).

As can be seen from the above quotes, this emphasis on the need for research/intelligence to 
inform nationalization activities tends to highlight national issues such as economic requirements, 
the labour market and skills gaps. This finding relates directly to issues discussed in Phase 1 of 
the research (Alaali & Rees, 2018, pp. 28-29) which identified potential points of intersection 
between Capacity Building and HRD, such as their multi-level foci and their engagement with 
economic theory and development.

Sustainability 
The interviews also identified sustainability as a second critical factor associated with the 
implementation of Capacity Building programmes in Bahrain. That is, the majority of the 
interviewees explicitly expressed the view that sustainability is required to gain the benefits from 
investment in Capacity Building in the form of Bahrainisation. For example:

We find deficiency in Capacity Building as strategies in the actual economy are not joined. 
Government entities need to work together and coordinate for sustainable projects towards national 
recruitment. For example, being the main recruitment entity, MOL and Industry of Commerce need 
to form joint projects to bridge the gap in bringing foreign trade and giving a time frame for utilizing 
expatriate competencies. After that nationals take over the positions from a pool of accredited 
Bahraini nationals to strengthen Capacity Building (Head of Labor Inspection Department).

Strategies need to work towards sustaining sectors. Nationalization strategies in Bahrain are 
contradicting as well. There is flexibility for foreign business, providing freedom for employing 
foreigners to support the business and we end up losing developed national human resources by 
having a liberating foreign investment (Manager Policy Development).

In addition to calling for effective collaboration among government entities, the majority of 
the interviewees identified nationally-determined occupational standards, policies and laws as a 
means to sustain the nationalization agenda:

The problem is not with the nationals but with our labour laws and sectors itself. There are no 
occupational skills standards or laws that govern these sectors. We do not have occupational skills 
standards in any sector. The solutions which are needed include legislation, occupational skills 
standards and coordination among entities. Then there will be industry standards, certifications, 
training packages, and defined pay skill, with that we can succeed with sustaining sectors through 
nationals (Manager Human Capital Development).

A holistic solution to tackle Bahrainisation from all sides is required for Capacity Building. We 
need to have occupational standards to make Bahrainis as competent as expatriates. We need to 
make Bahrainis to be the employers’ first choice. We are currently working on several initiatives 
to make the employer attractive. And we are coming up with award schemes. Tax on expatriates is 
required; this will act as a sweetener to encourage employers to take on Bahraini workers (Senior 
Manager Human Capital Development).

Phase 1 of this research (Alaali & Rees, 2018) found that the issue of sustainability tended to 
be emphasized more strongly in definitions and descriptions of Capacity Building than in HRD 
literature. Notably, in this more applied context of Phase 2 of the research, the interviewees also 
tended to link sustainability to Capacity Building rather than to HRD activities: 
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Human Resource Development is practiced in Bahrain but sustainable developments are lacking. 
Occupational level standards can create sustainability and this can be done through categorization 
of jobs through a license and this categorization needs to be practical as well. But we are working 
randomly. We need organized trainings through the job categorization and change the way of 
training and make it more practical to sustain sector and individual growth (Director of Training 
Institutes Affairs).

… we are providing various forms of training and development programmes giving a stepping stone 
to youth, but not the skills to sustain a certain sector. We are serving everybody even school dropout 
but we have not done a sector specific human capital enrichment to be surely sustainable for that 
sector. Foreign direct investment, more institutions, more entrepreneurs, national apprenticeship 
schemes and refined policies in the labour market are required to be looked at by the government 
for sustainability (Vice President Human Capital Development). 

Thus, as indicated by the quotes above, a number of the interviewees stated that even though 
HRD activities were taking place as part of nationalization initiatives, the Capacity Building 
programme, as a whole, was seen to be wanting in the area of sustainability.

Conclusion

Phase 1 of the study examined academic literature to consider the relationship between Capacity 
Building and HRD from theoretical perspectives. Specifically from Phase 2 we report the 
findings of interviews with senior government officials in Bahrain in which we asked them 
questions about the relationship between Capacity Building and HRD, and the critical success 
factors associated with the Capacity Building nationalization programme. It is evident that the 
interviewees viewed HRD activities such as training and development, education, and career 
development as integral to the Capacity Building Bahrainisation programme. As such, these 
findings support the findings of Phase 1 of the study in drawing attention to the inextricable links 
that exist between Capacity Building and HRD. What is also evident from the findings is that the 
interviewees differentiated Capacity Building from HRD when they identified sustainability as a 
critical success factor associated with the nationalization programme. That is, the findings reveal 
that interviewees recognized HRD activities were taking place but that these activities were not 
wholly effective because there were problems with the sustainability of the Capacity Building 
programme. This finding is entirely consistent with the findings of Phase 1 of the study which 
identified sustainability as an issue which tended to be more strongly emphasized in Capacity 
Building literature than in HRD literature. 

The findings of both Phase 1 and Phase 2 have consistently indicated that HRD can be considered 
as a development process which has a role to play in broader Capacity Building initiatives. 
Specifically, the findings of Phase 2 helpfully highlight that these broader national Capacity 
Building initiatives may need to involve consideration of issues such as national occupational 
standards, qualifications, the national labour market and its regulation, and collaborations and 
partnerships between government agencies. Thus, while Phase 1 of the study found that, from 
theoretical perspectives, both HRD and Capacity Building have various levels of analyses (that 
is, national, institutional, organizational, and individual) which feature in their definitions, Phase 
2 of the study has identified specific examples of national and institutional Capacity Building 
considerations that practitioners in Bahrain highlighted as relevant to the nationalization Capacity 
Building programme.
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Phase 2 has also highlighted that these senior government practitioners in Bahrain placed a 
high value on the need for Capacity Building at the national level to be informed by research/
intelligence-generated data. This emphasis which practitioners placed upon the need for data 
in devising strategies at the national, sector and local levels, did not emerge as a clear theme in 
the literature reviewed in Phase 1 of the study. As such, this finding suggests that this is an issue 
which researchers may consider as a fruitful area for future research. This type of research would 
build on the emerging body of literature on evidence-based practice (Hamlin, 2016; Wright et 
al., 2016) and could be used to inform policy and practice relating to both Capacity Building and 
HRD.

Finally, the interview data collected from Bahrain complemented the literature review analysis 
presented in Phase 1 by emphasizing the complexity and inter-disciplinary nature of Capacity 
Building and HRD initiatives in an applied developing country context. This observation 
highlights that those responsible for national Capacity Building and HRD initiatives should be 
seeking to engage with national development policies and frameworks in order to ensure that 
policies, strategies and projects are both informed by and complementary to other national and 
local agendas and activities.

References

Alaali, L., & Rees, C. J. (2016). Nationalization Strategies in the Gulf Co-operation Council (GCC) 
Countries: A Human Resource Development (HRD) Perspective. In J. Bawole, F. Hossain, A. Ghalib, 
C. J. Rees, & A. Mamman (eds), Development Management in Developing and Transitional Countries: 
Theory and Practice. Routledge, Abingdon, Oxon, 75-87.

Alaali, L. & Rees C. J. (2018). Sustainability, Performance and Development: Towards an Understanding of 
the Intersections Between Human Resource Development (HRD) and Capacity Building. International 
Journal of Human Resource Development Policy Practice and Research, 3(2), 23-34.

BQA (2019). The Education and Training Quality Authority: Vision Mission and Values. Manama: BQA. 
Available from: http://www.bqa.gov.bh/En/AboutQaaet/Pages/vision_mission.aspx [Accessed 6th 
March, 2019]

Ewers, M. C., Dicce, R., Poon, J., Chow. J., & Gengler, J. (2018). Creating and Sustaining Islamic Financial 
Centers: Bahrain in the Wake of Financial and Political Crises, Urban Geography, 39(1), 3-25.

Forstenlechner, I. (2010). Workforce Localisation in Emerging Gulf Economies: The Need to Fine-Tune 
HRM. Personnel Review, 39(1), 135-52.

Hamlin, B. (2016). HRD and Organisational Change: Evidence Based Practice, International Journal of 
Human Resource Development Practice, Policy and Research, (1), 7-20.

Hayes, A., & Findlow, S. (2017). The Role of Time in Policymaking: A Bahraini Model of Higher Education 
Competition, Critical Studies in Education, DOI: 10.1080/17508487.2017.1358756

Hertog, S. (2014). Arab Gulf States: An Assessment of Nationalisation Policies. GLMM Research Paper 
No. 1/2014. Cambridge: European University Institute and Gulf Research Centre.

ILO (2002). Employment, Social Protection and Social Dialogue: An Integrated Policy Framework for 
Promoting Decent Work in Bahrain. Geneva: ILO. Available from: https://www.ilo.org/public/english/
bureau/dwpp/download/bahrain/bah2002.pdf [Accessed 6th March 2019]

Jabeen, F., Faisal, M. N., & Katsioloudes, M. (2018). Localisation in an Emerging Gulf Economy: 
Understanding the Role of Education, Job Attributes and Analysing the Barriers in its Process, Equality, 
Diversity and Inclusion: An International Journal, 37(2), 151-166.

LMRA (2019). The Labour Market Regulatory Authority: Our Mandate. Manama: LMRA. Available from: 
http://lmra.bh/portal/en/page/show/56 [Accessed 6th March 2019]

Marchon, C., & Toledo, H. (2014). Re-thinking Employment Quotas in the UAE, The International Journal 
of Human Resource Management, 25(16), 2253-2274.



90 International Journal of HRD Practice Policy, and Research

Mellahi, K., & Al-Hinai, S. M. (2000). Local Workers in Gulf Co-operation Countries: Assets or Liabilities, 
Middle Eastern Studies, 36(3), 177-90.

Ministry of Education of the Kingdom of Bahrain (2019). Ministry of Education: Mission and Vision. 
Manama: Ministry of Education Bahrain. Available from: http://www.moe.gov.bh/vision_mission.
aspx?lan=en [Accessed March 3rd 2019]

Rees, C. J., Mamman, A., & Bin Braik, A. (2007). Emiratisation as a Strategic HRM Change Initiative: 
Case Study Evidence from a UAE Petroleum Company. The International Journal of Human Resource 
Management, 18(1), 33-53.

Tamkeen (2018). Empowering Bahrainis to Prosper and Contribute to the Growth of the National Economy. 
Manama: Tamkeen. Available from: https://www.tamkeen.bh/missionandvision [Accessed 6th March 
2018]

Wright, A. L., Zammuto, R. F., Liesch, P. W., Middleton, S., Hibbert, P., & Burke, J. (2016). Evidence-
based Management in Practice: Opening up the Decision Process, Decision-maker and Context, British 
Journal of Management, 27(1), 161-178.

The Authors 

Dr La’aleh Al-Aali is an Assistant Professor in the Business Administration Systems (BAS) 
programme in the Arab Open University (AOU), Bahrain. Apart from teaching, she is the branch 
course coordinator for the Level 3 modules within the programme and holds the overall BAS 
program coordination and management. Before joining the academic field in 2014, she was a 
HR professional for ten years in the areas of learning, development, and organisational change 
management within the Telecom, Petroleum, and FMCG sector in Bahrain. She is an external 
verifier for CIPD Level 5 and Level 7 for the Bahrain Institute of Banking and Finance and 
supervises Master level dissertations for the distance programme of HRM in the University of 
Manchester.

Dr Chris Rees is a Senior Lecturer in Human Resources and Organisational Change at the Global 
Development Institute (GDI), University of Manchester, UK. He is a Chartered Psychologist and 
a Chartered Fellow of the CIPD. Prior to commencing full-time academic work, he held senior 
positions in the public and financial services sectors in the UK. Chris has published widely 
in a range of international journals including the Journal of Business Ethics, the International 
Journal of Human Resource Management, Human Resource Development International and the 
Journal of Organisational Change Management.



International Journal of HRD Practice, Policy and Research 91

Scoping the Future of the Journal

Sarah Minnis, Anthology Consulting and  
Western Carolina University, USA 

Mark Loon, Bath Spa University, UK

The incoming Editors of the Journal outline their thoughts on future contributions to the Journal.

Scholarly-based and reflective practitioners of human resource development (HRD) have a 
unique opportunity to both make use of the research published in The International Journal of 
Human Resource Development Practice, Policy & Research as well as contribute their knowledge 
and perspectives from practice to inform ongoing research in the field. Practitioners of HRD are 
on the front lines of utilizing promising practices derived from research implications as often 
as they are grappling with emerging challenges impacting an increasingly technologically and 
globally diverse population. It is this position as practitioners who are engaged with the literature 
on HRD that excites us. With a variety of paper types being introduced by the new journal 
co-editors, we hope practitioners will bring their experiences to bear in articles aimed for an 
audience interested in considering how practice informs research and research informs practice 
in human resource development.

We welcome contributions that not only inform our readers of ‘what is new’ but also in a manner 
that is cogent. Differentiating the types of papers guides contributors to develop more rigorous 
and focused articles, within a word count range that maintains the attention and interest of 
readers. Of course, we recognize that, for example, an article can begin with an evaluation of 
the implementation of a new training programme, which then goes on to conceptualize a new 
approach based on lessons learned. Nonetheless, a high quality article that reports an evaluation 
of a programme will entail a description of the aims of the programme, methodology, results and 
its comparison with the programme aims, and recommendations. Such level of detail in itself 
merits the focus on an entire paper. 

Conceptual Paper

Conceptual papers should present an idea, concept, or framework through the use of literature 
support to address a practice-oriented problem offering potential solutions or critique. It may 
seek to identify new information on a topic, build on existing theory, or provide an opportunity 
to build an argument for further research of a subject. Conceptual papers may culminate in 
diagrams that summarise all the elements and its relationship with one another in a succinct 
manner.
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Critical Reflection

In critical reflections, the ‘journey’ is more important than the ‘destination’. Such articles take 
the reader through the journey of the author’s sensemaking and sensegiving processes. They 
help the author to articulate the way they have made sense of complex problems and why 
they may have interpreted a phenomenon in a particular manner. These reflections are critical 
because they explore the paradox, tension, perceived impasse, and other issues that the author 
has experienced. Critical reflections do not just draw on the cognitive (rational) aspects of the 
journey but also on emotional and relational experiences. The value that readers can draw from 
critical reflection is not just the ‘conclusions’ drawn by the author but also in the richness of 
the story itself.

Evaluation

An evaluation paper of a model, strategy, programme, or other impact to practice, provides 
readers insight into the efficacy found in your organization and could drive further research on 
the subject. Writing an evaluation paper with research colleagues may give you the opportunity 
to gain insight into making changes or developing alternative practices based on what is learned.

Provocation

Provocations have many purposes. Nevertheless, a frequent purpose of provocations is to 
help others to ‘see’ an existing phenomenon in different ways and to conjecture ‘what ifs’. If 
provocation itself is not novel, the reasons for it can be. To give you an idea, a provocation 
may involve highlighting that there are opportunities in a trend that is typically viewed as 
problematic. Similarly a provocation is adopting an ‘integrated’ (converging) view that shows 
how two seemingly unrelated phenomena may be symbiotic. We hope that provocations help to 
shape new trajectories of thinking and line enquiries in practice, policy and/or research.

Conversation / Meet the Person (by Invitation)

A conversation paper between esteemed practitioners, which may also involve a member of the 
editorial board. The practitioners are persons who have interests around a common topic and 
are an effective way to convey shared or dissenting views on the subject and promote further 
knowledge for practice and research and may be submitted by invitation from the editors. 
The conversation may also take the form of an interview by an editorial board member with a 
well-known, popular, high achieving, or cutting-edge expert practitioner. 

Exemplary Contribution (by Invitation)

Exemplary contributions are by invitation from the Journal to potential authors who may wish to 
share their stories of achievement, which are notable and may be of interest to many of our readers. 
Authors may be practitioners from the private, public, and voluntary sectors but also policy makers 
and scholars who are not just in the field of HRD but also parties interested in the advancement 
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of HRD. These contributions may be to, but not limited to, economic, social, and environmental 
causes. The exemplary contributions may take the form of a critical reflection article.

Books and Resource Reviews (by Invitation)

In the interest of providing Journal readers with information about new books and resources 
relevant to the study and practice of human resource development, book and resource reviews 
may be submitted by invitation from the editors.

Summary

We appreciate that it is difficult to convey complex ideas and issues in a concise manner, and we 
do consider the contribution-to-length ratio of each article. Nonetheless, please bear in mind that 
readers and reviewers will lose interest if the paper is unnecessarily verbose. The table below 
provides an indication of the word count range and guidelines for each type of paper.

Article type Submission guidelines
Conceptual paper Word count between 4,000 and 5,000 words excluding references. 

Usually does not include empirical data but draws upon influential 
literature. 

Critical reflection Word count between 3,000 and 4,000 words excluding references. 
Likely to include a description of the author’s circumstances (e.g. 
role in organization) as this provides a sense of why the object and/or 
subject of reflection is important to the author.

Evaluation Word count between 5,000 and 7,000 words excluding references. 
Draws upon data and provides a clear sense of the methodology in 
collecting and analysing the data.

Provocation Word count between 3,000 and 5,000 words excluding references. 
Similar to a conceptual paper, a provocation article usually does not 
include empirical data but draws upon influential literature. Tends to 
highlight contradictions and anomalies.

Exemplary contribution Word count between 3,000 and 4,000 words excluding references. 
Likely to highlight evidence of achievements and attainments.

Books and resource reviews Word count between 2,000 and 3,000 words excluding references.

Table 1: Word Count Range and Guidelines to Each Type of Paper

In expanding the types of papers to be published by the International Journal of Human Resource 
Development Practice, Policy & Research we hope to further encourage practitioners to contribute 
articles that will help inform ongoing research and drive collaboration with scholars to develop 
practice-based research. HRD is a field of practice with broad impacts across all organizations. 
As a domain of study, researchers are always seeking to further understand what is taking place 
within organizations, and it is through collaboration with and information from practitioners 
engaged in the work of HRD that much the best research comes about. The aim of this Journal is 
to foster and support papers that make a broad impact to organizations spanning the globe where 
research informs practice of HRD and practice provides the foundation for research exploration. 
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About the Incoming Editors

Sarah E. Minnis
Sarah E. Minnis, PhD is an Assistant Professor in the Master of Science in Human Resources 
program at Western Carolina University. She has over 25 years of higher education administration, 
career advising, and organization development experience with more than 12 years specifically 
addressing veterans’ reintegration, career development, and sustainable employment. Sarah’s 
ongoing research and practice is in helping higher education and employment communities better 
understand the value and more effectively utilize the talents of veterans. Sarah has published and 
presented nationally and internationally on her research and practice. With ten years of active 
involvement within the Academy of Human Resource Development, Sarah has previously served 
as a member of the Scholar Practitioner Special Interest Group Steering Committee and Chair 
of the Scholar Practitioner Special Interest Group. Sarah currently serves as Co-Chair of the 
Scholar Practitioner Special Interest Group. Sarah is Co-Editor of the International Journal of 
HRD Policy, Practice & Research as well as Editorial Board member for the Journal of Veterans 
Studies and Advances in Developing Human Resources. Sarah holds a PhD in Human Resource 
Development from Texas A&M University, a Master’s degree in student affairs from Western 
Kentucky University, and a Bachelor’s degree in psychology from Central Washington University.

Mark Loon
Mark Loon, PhD, DBA, is the Assistant Dean of Research and Innovation in the College of 
Liberal Arts, the Director of Research for Bath Business School and a Reader in Management. 
Mark’s research areas are in learning and development, strategic capabilities and business 
model innovation. He has published in journals such as Asia Pacific Journal of Management, 
International Journal of Human Resource Management, Journal of Business Research, and 
Journal of Managerial Psychology. He has published practitioner reports and books with the 
Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (UK). He is currently a co-investigator on a 
project on improving mental wellbeing of social workers funded by the UK’s Department for 
Work and Pensions. Since Feb 2016, Mark has been the Chair of the British Standards Institute’s 
Mirror Committee of ISO’s Technical Committee 260 that is leading the development on 
International Standards in Human Resource Management. He was also an expert panel member 
in the development PD 76006:2017 Guide to learning and development, published by the 
British Standards Institute and ISO 30401:2018 Knowledge management systems: Requirements 
published by the International Standards Organization. Mark is also a special advisor for the 
Management Knowledge and Education Committee at the British Academy of Management 
and he leads the Strategic Capabilities and HRD stream at the University Forum for HRD 
conference. He holds two doctorates, a PhD (innovation) and DBA (learning and development) 
from Australia, an MBA from the UK and a BA in Business Administration from the US; and 
he is a Senior Fellow with the Higher Education Academy in the UK. Prior to academia, he 
was a management consultant employed by firms such as by Cap Gemini, Ernst & Young and 
KPMG. He had a private practice in Sydney providing consulting and business analysis services 
to clients in the financial services and public sectors. His clients include Morgan Stanley, QBE, 
RailCorp and University of Sydney. He was a consultant with an Oil and Gas firm in Kazakhstan 
and has worked with the Malaysia and Indonesian governments on their national Machinery and 
Equipment, and Shipping sectors respectively. He is a trained Six Sigma Black Belt.
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Learning to Boost Creativity in Teams

Rob Sheffield, author of ‘Innovation Catalysts’,  
in interview with Rick Holden (Editor, IJHRDPP&R)

Introduction 

Dr Rob Sheffield is a leadership development consultant and innovation coach with Bluegreen 
Learning. He is a Visiting Fellow at the University of the West of England. After four years in the 
writing, his book “How Leaders Learn to Boost Creativity: Innovation Catalysts” has recently 
been published. I wanted to find out a bit more about the book and in particular to explore some 
of the HRD issues and implications that the book embraces and encapsulates. To begin our 
discussion, I ask Rob why he wrote this book.

I wrote my book for several reasons. First, I wanted to draw attention to the converging of the 
need for and means of learning and applying creativity and innovation skills. Societies, cities, 
organizations, and individuals want them. A couple of illustrations add weight to this view. The 
World Economic Forum 2016 report forecast that by 2020 complex problem-solving skills will 
be the most needed workplace skills, and creativity will be the third. And in 2018 a survey by 
Deloitte of 10,455 millennials asked them to identify their priorities for business. In third place, 
behind “Generating jobs/provide employment” and “Improve society” came “Innovate/develop 
new products and services, generate ideas”. Second, while trust and confidence in organizational 
leadership is generally low across the globe, the experience of myself and my colleagues is that 
we often work with leaders who learn and apply these skills. They do so in under-the-radar ways 
without seeking much attention, while improving others’ lives by bringing clear value through 
changes they introduce. Third, I wanted to make clear that creativity and innovation skills are 
learnable. While few know it, we have around 50 years of research and teaching to draw upon 
and help us.

Picking up on this last point I often come across people who say they have never been very 
imaginative or creative. And some relatively recent research (noted in Cox, 2013) has suggested 
that we might be underestimating the extent to which creativity is heritable. Why do you believe 
strongly that creativity and innovation skills are learnable?

I’m not denying that there are differences between people that are relevant and relatively 
fixed. For example, the adaption-innovation dimension (Kirton, 2003) in the book is a style 
measure and the research suggests our preferences don’t change though our lives. What I’m 
convinced about is that, through following useful tools and disciplines, people can learn quickly 
to generate more ideas, more types of ideas, and, to some extent, originality of ideas, although I 
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acknowledge this is a bit trickier. They can do this individually, but especially in groups. At the 
heart of this is encouraging and nurturing an ability to engage in divergent thinking. And all the 
evidence suggests this is both underestimated and underdeveloped. In many ways it’s more about 
self-awareness and self-identity than any innate ability. Some research by Adobe (2012), for 
example, indicated that only 1 in 4 people feel that they are living up to their creative potential 
and this is in a work context where the pressure for increasing productivity at work is growing 
strongly. And certainly my experience is often that people working in small groups go through a 
bit of an awakening as to what they can do and what they can do better. 

I’m interested in hearing a bit more about how you position your thinking on creativity and 
innovations skills in the context of leaders and leadership in today’s organizations.

I wanted to share stories of individual leaders who get very little air time. The collective noun 
of leadership gets plenty of press, usually bad, for abuses of power, from expense fiddling 
to corruption and more. It’s easy to throw a blanket over the whole of leadership and damn 
everyone. But that’s not my experience. Also, importantly, the underpinning paradigm of 
leadership, has altered away from the taken for granted focus on the leader as a heroic individual 
to one of leadership as a more distributed and relational process. I talk about the concept of 
interdependent leadership — people who think carefully about using the power they have to 
help others feel stronger, in the service of a worthwhile goal. These people are doing good work, 
introducing change that their stakeholders want, and working in ways that sustain their team, 
rather than depleting them. It is a book that gives ‘voice’ to everyday leaders, working under 
difficult constraints, who find ways to develop and implement novel approaches that benefit 
people. In a context where fear, uncertainty and doubt can be contagious emotions, I wanted to 
redress the balance by bringing some optimism and hope.

A Model for Learning Creativity and Innovations Skills

With its emphasis on learning creativity and innovation skills would you say this is principally 
a ‘how to book’? 

I’d say it’s more of a why-to book, and even more, a you-can-do-it! book. I wanted to make the 
point that creativity and innovation skills are very topical and growing in demand and supply. 
I’ve already mentioned some of the indicators of this … and we have a rich heritage of know-
how in developing these skills. I wanted to show that the research has very practical implications.

The book is aimed at two main groups of readers. Firstly, organizational leaders whose teams 
have to turn ideas into value. And, of course the senior HRD professional is one such leader. 
They are critical players in any organizational change process. Acting as internal consultants 
they need to understand how their organizational strategy generates a need for innovation, before 
they start building the skills and ensuring that leaders understand how they impact on team 
climate, so that skills-building can be applied in a supportive context. Secondly, students of 
topics like leadership, creativity, innovation, and entrepreneurship. Most programmes within 
business schools today include such topics and I hope the approach adopted in the book will 
have real appeal to this readership. The how-to comes in at the level of a set of principles, 
captured in the ABCD model (see Figure 1). We’ve adapted a 58-year-old model, which gives 
a systematic way of raising the odds of organizations becoming more innovative. There are 
some clear implications for anyone interested in human resource development and good people 
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management practice more generally? “Innovation” has been topical for some years, and at risk 
of being perceived as just another hype that will soon disappear. The risk is that we mistake the 
noise for no substance. Part of the judgement for professionals is in discerning the potentially 
profound implications for people management.

Figure 1: ABCD Model (Sheffield, 2019)

Can we look at aspects of the model in a little more detail? In the context of element 2 “Build 
creative problem-solving skills” what would you highlight as critical here?

It’s important for me to note that I see the model as an integrated structure for introducing 
creativity into organizations. Each of its sections are complementary and each part has a role. 
But yes, this is the part of the model that enabled me to introduce the tools for the different stages 
of the process of building and nurturing creativity and innovation. What would I highlight as 
critical? Well, probably that agreeing and defining a need is a key starting point. For example, 
in the book, Liam manages an experienced team of people who treat drug and alcohol addicts. 
Because they are already recognized as being successful, they are given an opportunity to 
extend their services across a wider region. Because of the scale of the challenge, they had to 
develop a new way of working. They’d already had some training with us, and had learnt a set of 
creative problem-solving tools. What was interesting about this team was that they were highly 
committed, experienced, respected each other, and were led by a facilitative leader. The CPS 
tools are useful but the quality of conversation underpins them. This team brought in partners 
from within and outside their organization to co-design the process with them. They trusted 
these people, and each brought something different. There’s a mindset of entering into a new 
territory together — underpinned by trust, respect and a willingness to accept not-knowing — 
that supports these tools. Without the mindset and healthy relationships, the tools are limited.
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The fourth element of the ABCD model is ‘leveraging diversity’. Have you an example of how this 
can be realized in practice. What would you say is a key implication for the HRD professional 
here?

I should clarify that what I’m talking about here is principally cognitive diversity … a style of 
thinking I suppose. I think that interdependent-minded leaders tend to think things like: I have 
skills you don’t have; you have skills I don’t. They understand that teams really need a mix over 
time and they don’t set themselves above others. They think about mutuality — what we can do 
together. It drives their openness to working with others. In the book, Ted is a consultant in an 
accident and emergency department. He manages Jo. Ted also knows that Jo is more likely to 
come up with more radical solutions. (Ted is more pragmatic, more incremental in his approach.) 
And Ted encourages Jo to pursue her radical method when it’s appropriate. Ted gives political 
air-cover and legitimizes Jo’s work through support in meetings and ‘managing upwards’. For 
HRD professionals, a key implication is to help leaders first understand their own preferences 
and the implications for working with others on creative challenges. For example, how they, as 
leaders, might not have the best ideas!

Thinking about the work climate element … it seems to me that this book speaks most powerfully 
to those work contexts are peopled by high performing, highly committed individuals … 
workplaces that are being transformed with new technologies, new forms of organization, and 
new generations of management stressing flexibility, quality, teamwork etc. But what about 
those organizations that deploy a very different business model; one that operates on the 
basis of reducing costs, unskilled and routinized work, (digital Taylorism?) increasing work 
intensity, insecurity, and minimal training? Can creativity and innovation and your claims for 
the organizational value of learning such skills speak to such workplaces and organizations 
operating in this way?

I’m not sure it’s so polarized. In the book, I describe nine cases of leaders learning to enable 
creativity in their teams, across healthcare, legal and corporate services, technology, and 
education. Some of these are very traditional settings, where there has been relative stability 
over time. They’re all under pressure to sustain their existences by introducing new market 
offerings (products, services, markets, etc.) and cut costs, become more efficient, improve 
internal processes, etc. 

I agree that, for plenty of people, the challenges may be more at the incremental-end of the change 
continuum. But, also, this demand for creative skills is a real phenomenon. You could argue that 
the workplaces you describe are more likely to become more automated and process-driven. The 
harder to automate roles might be those which require skills of empathy, critical and creative 
thinking, leadership, and influence. I think there is a strong point here about an unintended 
consequence of the push for greater efficiencies, cost reductions, and work intensification. As 
the remaining people become more productive — up to a point — more stressed, and probably 
less loyal, these conditions will negatively affect creativity. Idea generation and implementation 
don’t thrive under these conditions. People withdraw their discretionary efforts. So, yes, I think 
the book does speak to the sort of organizations you highlight but I acknowledge that there is a 
tougher challenger here. Such organizations are likely to lack a ‘creative’ and ‘innovative’ internal 
champion of change. Perhaps the biggest challenge — including for the HRD professional — 
is finding the ‘entry’ points to enable questions about prevailing assumptions to be raised and 
alternatives considered. 
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The ‘Transfer’ Challenge

Finally, in the world of HRD, transfer of learning remains a real challenge. Suggestions are that 
as much as 75% of learning can be lost in context of transfer scenarios. To what extent do you 
feel this is any less or more problematic with something like creativity and innovation skills?

My background is in learning and development, and so I do recognize this. I think there are some 
important differences with skills such as creativity and innovation. Firstly, people can apply 
these skills at personal, group, and cross-organizational levels. The skills are scale-able. Also, 
organizations want these skills applied, so there should be opportunities present in everyday 
work. Another difference between this and some other skills areas is that people often get pleasure 
from applying their imagination; it can generate real engagement. They enjoy the process of 
working with others, the surprises and the laughs. It’s interesting how often people laugh when 
they work this way. That gives an experience they want to repeat. And, thirdly, for some people, 
they see these skills as helping to safeguard their future employability. They want this because, 
in an uncertain employment market, with automation and robotization on the rise, they anticipate 
that these skills are harder to automate. Learning them will help safeguard their own futures. 
People are motivated to develop them, and are likely to persist in applying the skills, to build a 
track record. I noted the Deloitte research earlier about the perceived priorities for business held 
by Millennials and this seems to offer support for a strong relationship, between creativity and 
innovations skills and employability. 

So, in summary I’d say that our clear experience is that leaders and their teams learn quickly how 
to be more creative. The learning ‘sticks’ when they complement skills training with a supportive 
work climate, using the thinking diversity they possess, and do all this with innovation aims 
clearly aligned to strategy.
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