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Foreword 

Encouraging Lifelong Learning for an Inclusive and Vibrant Europe  

 

²ƘŀǘΩǎ ƎƻƴŜ ŀǿǊȅ ƛƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΩǎ ƭƛŦŜƭƻƴƎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƳŀǊƪŜǘǎΚ !ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƛǘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŀ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ 9¦ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ 

ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘȅ ǎƛƴŎŜ мффоΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ¦ƴƛƻƴΩǎ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛǎƳǎ ŦƻǊ Ƴǳƭǘƛƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ Ŏƻ-ordination and 

measurement in lifelong learning are world-leading, one in every five Europeans under 25 is now 

unemployed. Many are not in employment, education or training. According to the High Level Group 

on Literacy, one in five 15-year olds lack the literacy skills required to function successfully in a 

modern society; 73 million EU adults have low levels of education and literacy; while achieving the 

current EU benchmark of functional literacy for 85% of 15-year-olds would increase lifetime GDP ς 

lifetime earnings ς ōȅ ϵнм trillion.  

/ƭŜŀǊƭȅ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΩǎ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƳŀǊƪŜǘǎ ŀǊŜ failing to ensure that our citizens ς particularly our younger 

citizens ς have the education and training they need for their own economic prosperity and social 

welfare. They are also failing European society as a whole. Social exclusion, disaffection and the long-

term ΨscarringΩ effects of unemployment are clear dangers to economic competitiveness, to social 

cohesion, and to the European project as a whole.  

This is the starting point for ENLIVEN ς Encouraging Lifelong Learning for an Inclusive and Vibrant 

Europe ς a three-year research project (2016-нлмфύ ŦǳƴŘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ¦ƴƛƻƴΩǎ IƻǊƛȊƻƴ нлнл 

programme. The ENLIVEN research explores these challenges in several ways. 

First, we are exploring and modelling how policy interventions in adult education markets can 

become more effective. We bring together state-of-the-art methodologies and theorisations (e.g. 

Case-Based Reasoning methodology in artificial intelligence, bounded agency in adult learning) to 

develop and evaluate an innovative Intelligent Decision Support System (IDSS) to provide a new and 

more scientific underpinning for policy debate and decision-making about adult learning, especially 

for young adults. For this, we are drawing on findings from research conducted by European and 

international agencies and research projects, as well as findings from ENLIVEN research itself. The 

IDSS is intended to enable policy-makers at EU, national and organizational levels to enhance the 

provision and take-up of learning opportunities for adults, leading to a more productive and 

innovative workforce, and reduced social exclusion. The IDSS work organised in two work packages 

(WPs 8-9). 

Second, we are investigating programmes, governance and policies in EU adult learning. By looking at 

the multi-dimensional nature of social exclusion and disadvantage, and the role of public and private 

markets in reversing ς or reproducing ς inequalities across Europe, we aim to provide a more holistic 

understanding of policies, their rationales, operationalization, and role in enhancing growth and 

inclusion. Beginning with the main European policies and funding schemes for adult learning aimed 

at tackling disadvantage, inequality and social exclusion, we are identifying the different ways in 

which social inequality is expressed, constructed as a policy goal, and legitimized by discourses at the 

European level, and nationally. Combining policy diffusion studies with studies of multilevel 

governance that map the relations between various adult learning stakeholders and decision makers, 

their conceptualizations of the purpose of adult learning and their priorities, we are identifying the 



3 

 
 
ENLIVEN D5.1 ς Foreword, Executive Summary, Table of Contents 

 

main barriers and enablers for access and participation in adult learning in Europe at the programme 

and subnational levels. This work is organised in three work packages (WPs1-3). 

Third, we are examining Ψsystem characteristicsΩ to explain country/region-level variation in lifelong 

learning participation rates ς particularly among disadvantaged and at-risk groups, and young 

people. The ΨmarketsΩ for adult education are complex, with fuzzy boundaries, and the reasons why 

adults learn vary. Drawing on Labour Force Survey, Adult Education Survey, EU-SILC, and European 

Social Survey datasets, we use multilevel regression analysis and construct a pseudo-panel to address 

questions such as which system characteristics explain country and region-level variations in 

participation rates (overall, and among disadvantaged groups and youth at risk of exclusion), and 

how government policy can be most effective in promoting participation. This research is organised 

in Work Package 4. 

Underlying the ENLIVEN research is the need for a reconstruction of adult educational policy-

formation in Europe. Currently there are two particular problems. On the one hand, the principal 

beneficiaries of adult education (across Europe as elsewhere) are the relatively more privileged: 

those who have received better initial education, those in employment, and (among the employed) 

those in better-paid, more secure and more highly-skilled jobs. The adults who are (arguably) most in 

need of education and training, such as young, unemployed, low-skilled, disabled and vulnerable 

workers, receive less of it. On the other hand, in contrast to the education of children, adult 

education is by and laǊƎŜ ŦƛƴŀƴŎŜŘ ōȅ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ όΨƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎΩύΣ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎΣ ŀƴŘκƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

employers. Though this is partly the outcome of public policy ς in particular the desire to reduce 

public spending (or restrict its growth), and to utilise the efficiencies inherent in market-based 

allocation systems ς it limits the policy tools available to governments and state agencies. A central 

feature of public policy is therefore to influence the behaviour of citizens and enterprises, 

encouraging them to invest in lifelong learning for themselves and their workers. 

CƛƴŀƭƭȅΣ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ŜȄŀƳƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ȅƻǳƴƎ ŀŘǳƭǘǎΩ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀǘ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ ǿƻǊƪΦ 

The availability and quality of work for young adults differs by institutional setting across EU member 

states. We are undertaking institutional-level case studies on attempts to craft or to change the 

ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƎƻǾŜǊƴ ȅƻǳƴƎ ŀŘǳƭǘǎΩ ŜŀǊƭȅ ŎŀǊŜŜǊǎΣ ǿƻǊƪǇƭŀŎŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ 

innovation activities, comparing countries with similar or diverging institutional frameworks. This is 

the focus of three work packages (WPs 5-7). 

John Holford 

Co-ordinator, ENLIVEN 

University of Nottingham 

john.holford@nottingham.ac.uk  

mailto:john.holford@nottingham.ac.uk
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Executive summary  

LƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ 
Deliverable 5.1 reports the outcomes of Workpackage 5 of the ENLIVEN project. This has studied the 

impact of work organisation and human resource management on organisational learning and 

learning opportunities for early career workers. It focuses in particular on three economic sectors 

and nine countries, and is based on 17 in-depth organisational case studies.  

The ultimate goal of the case study design was to conceptualise ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǇƭŀȅ ƻŦ ΨƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭΩ ŀƴŘ 

individual agency in promoting or inhibiting day-to-day informal workplace learning among young 

workers, typically within their first ten years of professional experience.  

Work in WP5 focused on studying the organisational choices at hand when shaping workplaces and 

creating career pathways. We subsumed these under the newly-ŎƻƛƴŜŘ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ΨƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ 

ŀƎŜƴŎȅΩΦ How far an environment supports learning ς what we call learning conduciveness ς 

represents a key dimension of job quality, and plays a key role in the European Social Model and 

related policy processes. .ȅ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊǎ ƻŦ ΨƎƻƻŘΩ ŀƴŘ ΨōŀŘΩ Ƨƻōǎ ƻŦŦŜǊŜŘ, and by 

allowing or denying access to particular workplaces, organisations play a key role in creating and 

maintaining social stratification. Whether or not a young person has access to a learning rich working 

environment should be understood as a key dimension of social inequality; similarly, lack of access to 

learning conducive work should be seen as a key dimension of vulnerability.  

Work in WP6, which is related and based on the same methodological approach, fieldwork and 

empirical findings, focussed on early career workersΩ individual agency, studying in depth the 

potentially different individual responses of up to four employees of each organisational case under 

observation.  

In order to reflect the varying requirements of different types of work, forms of work organisation 

and levels of employees' qualifications and skills, we investigated (a) large organisations in the retail 

sector (based in Denmark, Belgium and Estonia), (b) medium-sized organisations in the metal sector 

(in the Basque Region of Spain and in Bulgaria), and (c) small-to-medium-sized organisations in the 

adult education sector (in England (UKύΣ !ǳǎǘǊƛŀΣ Lǘŀƭȅ ŀƴŘ {ƭƻǾŀƪƛŀύΦ ¢ƘŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎΩ 

institutional environments was taken into account when comparing cases across the clusters of 

countries.  

The empirical approach foresaw two rounds of interviews with four members of management and 

four early career workers with roughly six months between the first and second interviews. 

Moreover, small action research projects were discussed and planned with the companies; where 

the projects were fully implemented and observed by the research team, they provided an additional 

source of information on organisational learning. Across the 17 organisations, a total of 

221 interviews with managers and early career workers were conducted. 

Theoretical and conceptual framework 

Since the early 1990s, the workplace has been rediscovered as a vital site of adult learning. Accounts 

of poor and rich day-to-day learning in the workplace can certainly be traced back to features of the 

workplace, and in particular, to features of job design. Whether a job design is broad or narrow, 

whether it is based on a vocational or professional qualification, whether it includes responsibility for 

non-routine activities ς all of these matters make a difference.  

Organisations create the features of the workplace. In doing so, theȅ ŀǇǇƭȅ ǘƘŜƛǊ ΨƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ 

ŀƎŜƴŎȅΩΣ and this has been one focus of the ENLIVEN research. However, the individual must also 



5 

 
 
ENLIVEN D5.1 ς Foreword, Executive Summary, Table of Contents 

 

make good use of the learning potential in place. Therefore, ENLIVEN has explored individual agency 

in workplace learning and its ǇƭŀŎŜ ƛƴ ŀ ȅƻǳƴƎ ŀŘǳƭǘΩǎ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ƭƛŦŜ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜΦ1 Conceptually, we have 

tried to trace ς theoretically and empirically ς the ƛƴǘŜǊǇƭŀȅ ƻŦ ΨƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭΩ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŀƎŜƴŎȅΦ  

Whether firms provide mainly learning-rich or learning-poor jobs may be an important determinant 

of their long-term economic success. However, it clearly forms an important and often neglected 

source of individual vulnerability and social inequality.  

Access to a Ψgood jobΩ with rich opportunities for learning opportunities constitutes a key variable for 

social inequality and social disadvantage or vulnerability (both discussed in the framework provided 

in the ENLIVEN reports D1.1. and D1.2). Having a job which offers few learning opportunities 

constitutes a particular source of individual vulnerability. The longer an individual holds a learning-

poor or learning-deprived job, the stronger the repercussion for the individualΩǎ skill base will be. 

Individuals holding jobs offering poor opportunities for workplace learning fall clearly behind their 

counterparts in learning rich environments and are at risk of suffering a further decline of their skill 

base ς ΨǳǎŜ ƛǘ ƻǊ ƭƻǎŜ ƛǘΩ, as the saying goes. Finally, as informal learning opportunities and the 

invitation to take part in job-related further education usually go together, poor options for 

workplace learning are typically associated with below-average chances to access training. Taking 

into account that poorly-educated and low-skilled adults, as well as adults suffering from 

discrimination due to their ethnic origin or gender, are much more likely to end up in learning-

deprived jobs, it is clear that ΨōŀŘ ƧƻōǎΩ with poor learning opportunities an important element in the 

ǳƴŘŜǊƭȅƛƴƎ ΨŎǳƳǳƭŀǘƛǾŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŘƛǎŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜΩΦ  

The so-far rarely ǳǎŜŘ ǘŜǊƳ ΨƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƎŜƴŎȅΩ ǊŜŦŜǊs to an ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ capacity, its leeway, to 

make choices which may cumulatively generate considerable differences between organisations - 

even when they offer similar products and services, are of similar size and work under rather similar 

environmental conditions. From the perspective of organisational agency, the key questions are why 

organisations act differently, and how these differences can be traced back to the actions of their 

members and to the developments within the organisations over time. 

¢ƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ  ΨoǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƎŜƴŎȅΩ is therefore used ς  analogously to individual agency - to give 

emphasis to the choices made by a particular organisation. This takes us beyond explanations based 

on Ǌŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊΦ ΨhǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƎŜƴŎȅΩ ƛǎ ǳǎŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ǎƘƻǊǘŎǳǘ to address the considerable 

leeway for forging quite different compromises between the members of an organisation. and across 

lines of managerial and on non-managerial personnel. Nevertheless, what an organisation can do, is 

also bounded ς enabled and inhibited ς ōȅ ŀƴ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘΣ which we understand as 

an organisational field in the sense used in organisational institutionalism literature (DiMaggio and 

Powell 1983). 

Methods and empirical base 

To study the interplay of organisational and individual agency in workplace learning, we developed 

an in-depth, comparative organisational case study approach. 

We implemented 17 organisational case studies. Along with on documents, publicly available or 

provided for the purpose of the research, each case study drew on interviews with up to four 

members of the management, and ς where available ς one interview with a representative of 

workerǎΩ interests. Moreover, on average four workers were interviewed who were within their first 

ten years of work in the relevant sector. Each research participant was interviewed twice, with on 

                                                           
 

1 For a discussion of individual agency, see the ENLIVEN D6.1 
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average six months between the first and the second interview, allowing us to take account of 

change over time. The second interview also allowed us to clarify points from the first round of 

interviews and to invite feedback on preliminary findings.  

To supplement the interviews, management in each case study organisation was invited to reflect on 

the options at hand, and to implement a small-scale learning project of their choice, supported by 

the research team and involving some early career workers. Negotiations about the possible 

implementation of the learning project was taken as a small test of how easily an organisation could 

adopt a proposal from outside to support early career workers. Where organisations agreed to 

implement a project, the learning projects allowed for participatory on-site observation and for the 

researchers to collect further responses to proposals made during the learning projects.  

As opportunities for workplace learning and related patterns of agency are known to differ by 

economic sectors, three sectors were selected. Retail was chosen for its employment of large 

fraction of low-skilled, young adults. The retail sector also has above-average employment of young 

people with migrant backgrounds, and a large proportion of workers in precarious forms of 

employment. The metal cutting and machinery sector was chosen for its employment of large 

fraction of workers holding intermediary skills. Moreover, based on established research, the sector 

is known for providing ample opportunity to observe the impact of differences in patterns of work 

organisation on opportunities for informal learning in the workplace. Finally, the adult education 

sector was chosen for its employment of predominately highly skilled employees, who often hold a 

higher education degree. However, the sector was also chosen for its high proportion of employees 

in non-standard and often precarious forms of employment.  

In each country, two in-depth case studies in one economic sector were implemented. In each case 

sector one (sub-)sector was chosen for detailed study with the goal of learning more about the 

organisational population and the various organisations forming the organisational set, following an 

organisational field approach. The basis for selection of organisations for case studies varied.  

In the case of retail, we approached invited major supermarket chains in the daily consumables 

business with a large market share (and typically several thousands of employees). The enterprises 

were selected for their strong position within the organisational field. 

In metal cutting and machinery, medium sized firms with up to 500 employees were targeted; these 

had either a high position in the value chain (two firms in the Basque region of Spain) or a rather low 

position (two firms in Bulgaria).  

For adult education, we decided to allow for a variation of the subfield across countries, with a 

preference in each country for inviting two typical organisations within one subfield of adult 

education.  

Countries were selected as representing different types of welfare systems and approaches to 

organising capitalism, following the country typology developed for the purpose of studying 

participation in lifelong learning by Roosmaa and Saar (2012). Cross-country comparison followed a 

most-different case approach (Anckar, 2008) ς this meant organisations in one sector were 

compared in highly different institutional environments.  

In the case of retail, organisations were studied in Denmark (coordinated capitalism, social 

democratic welfare state tradition), in Flanders (Belgium) (coordinated capitalism, conservative 

welfare state tradition) and Estonia (dependent capitalism, neo-liberal welfare state).  
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In the case of metal cutting and machinery, organisations were compared in Bulgaria (dependent 

capitalism, residuary welfare state) and Spain (coordinated market economy, familaristic welfare 

state). 

In the case of Adult education, Austria, Italy, Slovakia and England (UK) were compared. 

Key results on organisational agency in shaping workplacesΩ learning potential 

Organisations differ in the likelihood of an employee holding a learning conducive job. 

For the retail sector, as expected, organisations create large numbers of narrowly defined jobs, 

requiring no initial vocational qualification and showing a clear-cut division between routine and 

non-routine activities. However, some variations were identified. In the Estonian cases, a lower 

degree of formalisation of job roles allows early career workers to get more experience with non-

routine activities. All organisations had little use for standardised vocational qualifications, since they 

preferred forms of work organisation different from the job-profile of vocational qualifications 

typical in retail. 

In manufacturing, ǘƘŜ ƻǇǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŀ ΨƘƛƎƘ-ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ǊƻŀŘΩΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŀƭƭ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŜǎ ƘƻƭŘ 

high level skills, ŀƴŘ ŀ Ψƭƻǿ-ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ǊƻŀŘΩΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƭŀǊƎŜ ǇǊƻǇƻǊǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎŜƳƛ-skilled workers was 

anticipated. In the two Bulgarian cases, the workplaces proved comparatively narrowly designed 

around what was required to use a given machine properly. Although it takes some time (three 

months or even more) to become productive, the job itself is organised around the use of one 

specific machine. For non-routine activities, semi-skilled workers need to call on engineers for help. 

In case BG2, the whole production process is remotely monitored by the mother company abroad.  

In Spain, the two Basque companies hire workers to start in a defined position; however, the clear 

intention is to develop them further for an unknown number of job positions and rapidly-changing 

tasks, and to contribute to multi-skilled teams. Learning opportunities in the workplace are 

exceptional in ES1 and very good in ES2; in both cases, workers are explicitly responsible for routine 

and non-routine activities, with the latter making up a substantial part of all work assignments 

mastered.  

Organisations in the adult learning sector relies on a (para-)professional model of work organisation 

for their teaching personnel. Adult educators are considered professionals, able to prepare and 

deliver teaching assignments on their own, and enjoying considerable leeway in how they do their 

job. They are typically responsible for both routine and non-routine aspects of their daily work, 

although they may be entitled to call in other professional groups (e.g. lifelong guidance consultants, 

social workers) or managers when responding to exceptional events. tǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎΩ individual 

learning is ς broadly speaking ς considered as the responsibility of the adult educator 

himself/herself, although the organisation may provide support for non-informal learning. 

Organisational agency in shaping early career pathways 

Organisations structure early career pathways in many ways. These include the structuration of 

routes into the profession, the segmentation of new entrants into employees with or without 

options for career progression, ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ΨŎƭƻǎǳǊŜΩ ƻŦ ŎŀǊŜŜǊ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ŦƻǊ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŜǎ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ 

ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ΨƳŜǊƛǘǎΩ όŜΦƎΦ ŀ I9 ǉǳŀƭƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴύΦ  

In the retail sector, DK1, BE1, BE2 and EE1 have established clearly signposted routes of progression 

for newly hired shop assistants. However, BE1 seemed to encourage all to envision a long-term 

career pathway leading to more qualified and specialised positions within certain departments. In 

EE1, progression is possible mainly to positions with management responsibilities, with no 
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channelling at the time of joining the company. Nevertheless, in BE1, management positions are 

reserved for higher education graduates only. In DK1 and BE2, routes are clearly signposted, 

however, new entrants are channelled into different lines of progression, and many have no 

progression route at all available. In EE2, progression routes seem neither formally outlined nor 

visible. 

Among enterprises in the metal/machinery sector, the two Basque organisations have clearly 

signposted career pathways for new entrants. First, early career workers embrace the opportunity to 

earn partner status in a multi-year process; when they achieve partner status, they have practically 

earned a right to life-long employment, providing the cooperative or the network of cooperative 

organisations is able to survive. Second, they are all hired with the prospect of growing into 

continuously changing and more demanding roles over time, and they are approached by the 

company to consider ambitious steps in their career development, including yearlong work 

assignments abroad.  

In BG2, and particularly in BG1, early career workers pin their hopes mainly on the overall success of 

strongly growing companies offering more opportunities as a side effect of becoming more complex 

organisations producing more demanding products. However, the risks involved in economic 

downturns also cause them concern.  

Early career workers teaching in adult education in practically all organisations face a clear lack of 

formally advertised career opportunities. Typically, no career advancement in teaching is foreseen. In 

large organisations, a move from a teacher position to a management position may be an option; 

however, it is typically not formally advertised and is understood as a step taken only by a few and 

under more exceptional conditions. AT2 represents an interesting borderline case: no formal 

pathways of progression are outlined, yet early career workers are progressively involved in an 

organisational culture organised around a strong sense of organisational citizenship.  

Organisational agency in involving early career workers into innovation processes 

The overall role innovation plays differs across the three sectors and 17 organisations studied. Within 

retail, the overall business model is quite stable, with innovation processes focussing on providing 

new additional services and cost-cutting programmes. In metals, innovation is the key driver of 

economic activity in the Spanish organisations, while in the two Bulgarian firms innovation is 

organised around a search for how to include more, more complex, and higher paid, work 

assignments in the overall production process. In adult education, beyond a constant need to apply a 

rhetoric claiming that the own services are always novel and cutting edge, a particular type of 

innovation concerns the development of new proposals, how public agencies may achieve their 

particular goals through the help of novel forms of services provided. 

In retail, early career workers are barely included in any innovation activity. Innovation is mainly seen 

as the prerogative of top management and specialised units. Except in BE1, early career workers are 

neither selected nor developed with an eye to improving the absorptive capacity of the organisation. 

In BE1, the strategy to develop at the same time multiple skilled and specialised employees expands 

the ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ capacity to absorb new staff, as the average skill level of employees allows for 

quick implementation of a broad range of innovation, even when each is microscopic in scope. 

Turning to the metal sector, in the two Basque firms, new employees are hired and developed with 

the explicit goal of increasing ǘƘŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ΨŀōǎƻǊǇǘƛǾŜ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅΩ Ŧƻr innovation. The 

Bulgarian enterprises, in contrast, put no emphasis on expanding their absorptive capacity in their 

hiring and developing early career workers. However, in the BG case, a tendency can also be seen to 

hire strongly overqualified workers, whose potential can be used for unanticipated future innovation.  



9 

 
 
ENLIVEN D5.1 ς Foreword, Executive Summary, Table of Contents 

 

For a number of organisations in adult education, adult educators perform their professional roles, 

but ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǘƻ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎΩ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛƻƴ ƻǊ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘŜΦ ¢ŜŀŎƘŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ōŀrely 

involved in organisational innovation processes beyond the improvement of their teaching 

performance, and this is mainly seen as part of their individual professional role. The situation is 

markedly different in the case of service providers mainly targeting enterprises (SK1 and SK2): both 

organisations hire and develop trainers with the goal of expanding the range of services on offer to 

customers. Finally, some organisations (AT2, IT2) have a clearer understanding that by hiring and 

developing their adult educators, they further develop their potential to provide new services of a 

superior quality.  

Conclusions and policy recommendations 

Key conclusions and resulting policy recommendation include: 

To support learning in enterprises, it is of key importance to incentivise the change in work 

organisation from less to more learning-conducive approaches, especially for entry-level workers in 

low-skilled occupations. Economic pressures notwithstanding, organisations typically have much 

more leeway to create learning-conducive work than they are currently using.  

In order to mitigate young workers early segmentation into career pathways with all doors open and 

dead end pathways, which needs to be understood as a key source of vulnerability, it is important to 

encourage ŜƴǘŜǊǇǊƛǎŜǎ ǘƻ ŀǾƻƛŘ ΨŘŜŀŘ ŜƴŘΩ ŎŀǊŜŜǊ ǇŀǘƘǿŀȅǎ altogether and reduce segmentation 

within internal labour markets, by making barriers between tracks more permeable. Managers in 

enterprises should reflect on the unintended effects of predefined advantageous career tracks on the 

early career workers who are not selected for them; the possibility that it may be favourable for both 

organisation and work to ensure routes of progression remain open for everyone was hardly 

mentioned by managers in our interviews with them.  

To unleash their learning potential, early career workers must be included as active agents in 

innovation processes. Enterprises should therefore be incentivised to include early career workers in 

innovation projects as a matter of deliberate policy; such inclusion strongly promotes individualǎΩ 

openness to enmeshing themselves in day-to-day learning activities. 
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1 Introduction to the content and structure of the report 

1.1 General introduction 

The workplace is the key arena of skill formation. Prime age workers (those aged 25-54) typically spend 

a quarter of every week in the workplace, making it a particularly fertile ground for learning. However, 

while some workplaces hold abundant opportunities for learning and the development of professional 

skills, in others workers quickly get stuck. For access to lifelong learning opportunities, therefore, 

where you work matters.  

Day-to-day informal learning in the workplace is vital for organisational learning and innovation, and 

for individual learning and socialisation. However, it also affects social stratification and thereby the 

overarching goal for achieving a more inclusive and fair society. Only by taking workplace learning 

seriously ς in both organisational and individual aspects ς can the goals of the EU lifelong learning 

policies be reached.  

Organisations are the gate keepers of lifelong learning. They shape workplaces and select personnel. 

Organisations are therefore key in laying down how much is learnt and who has access to good learning 

opportunities at work. How they organise work contributes to social stratification and whether 

societies are more ς or less ς equal with regard to life chances and opportunities for learning across 

the life course. Various strands of research had lƻƻƪŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎΩ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

stratification and inequality, and access to meaningful learning in particular. To mentioned only the 

most seminal, we refer to the Societal Effects School (Maurice, 2000; Maurice, Sellier and Silvestre, 

1986), the organisational perspectives on stratification approach (Baron and Bielby, 1980; Baron, 1984; 

Baron, Davis-Blake and Bielby, 1986; Baron and Newman, 1990) and the relational approach to 

organisational inequalities (Avent-Holt and Tomaskovic-Devey, 2019; Tomaskovic-Devey and Avent-

Holt, 2016; Tomaskovic-Devey and Avent-Holt, 2019). 

While it is common to celebrate the workplace as a legitimate site of learning, in practice workplace 

learning is generally marginal to lifelong learning policy agendas. When lifelong learning re-entered 

the policy arena in the 1990s, there was a surge of policy interest in workplace learning. However, this 

was short-lived. While day-to-day workplace learning remains a key concern in employment and 

innovation policy, in lifelong learning policy it is now overshadowed by participation in organised 

education of all kinds. The impact of changes in workplaces on workplace learning disappeared from 

lifelong learning policy radar. 

1.2 The ENLIVEN project 

9b[L±9b όΨ9ƴŎƻǳǊŀƎƛƴƎ [ƛŦŜƭƻƴƎ [ŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ŀƴ LƴŎƭǳǎƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ±ƛōǊŀƴǘ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΩύ ƛǎ ŀ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ 

ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ /ƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴΩǎ IƻǊƛȊƻƴ нлнл ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ όtǊƻƧŜŎǘ bƻΦ сфофуфύΦ ¢ƘŜ 

project responds to Call YOUNG-3-нлмр όΨ[ƛŦŜƭƻƴƎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ȅƻǳƴƎ ŀŘǳƭǘǎΥ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎ ŦƻǊ ƎǊƻǿǘƘ 

ŀƴŘ ƛƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ƛƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΩύΦ Lǘǎ ŘǳǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ос ƳƻƴǘƘǎΣ ŎƻƳƳŜƴŎƛƴƎ мǎǘ hŎǘƻōŜǊ нлмсΦ 

9b[L±9bΩǎ ƻǾŜǊŀǊŎƘƛƴƎ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƛǎ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŀƴ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛǾŜ ƳƻŘŜƭ ŀƴŘ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛǎƳ ǘƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ 

debate, policy formation and policy evaluation in lifelong learning, focusǎƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘǎ ƻŦ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ 

young adults, and integrating theoretical and empirical perspectives from social and computer 

sciences. It will generate an evidence-based analysis of where, when and why policies have been 

effective, and develop a computer-based intelligent system to improve policy-making. 
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The project combines expertise from social scientists and computer scientists in leading research 

institutions in nine countries (Australia, Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Estonia, Italy, Slovakia, Spain, 

United Kingdom); some research tasks will also be undertaken under a subcontract arrangement by 

researchers in Denmark. The specific objectives of ENLIVEN are to:  

Á Map and critically assess key elements of programmes implemented at EU, national and 

regional levels to support access to and participation in adult learning among excluded 

population groups and those at risk of social exclusion, assess how these have addressed 

disadvantage, inequality, and social exclusion, and helped overcome barriers to participation, 

and in what ways participation in education and training benefits the social and economic 

inclusion of population groups suffering from exclusion and cumulative disadvantage. 

Á !ǎǎŜǎǎ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ άǎȅǎǘŜƳ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎέ όƻŦ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŀŘǳƭǘ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ the labour market, 

the economy, and social protection) on aggregate participation rates (overall, and in various 

segments of adult education markets), and on the distribution of participation (with special 

reference to disadvantaged young adults and using gender-sensitive approaches). 

Á Assess the role of lifelong learning in developing a productive, efficient and competitive 

economy through investigating what learning potential and innovation ability exists within 

workplaces, what organisational models favour innovation ability and innovative oriented 

training, and how effective learning actions are. 

Á Identify and map the nature and availability of data about adult and lifelong learning, and 

integrate these with new research findings from across the ENLIVEN project and, using data 

mining, establish a knowledge base for the development of an Intelligent Decision Support 

System to support policy making; 

Á Design and implement an Intelligent Decision-making Support System (IDSS), and test how this 

could adapt to neǿ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŀƴŘ ƭŜŀǊƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǊŜǎǘƻǊƛƴƎ ǳǎŜǊǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛǾŜƭȅΦ  

 

The ENLIVEN project comprises 11 work packages (WPs) in 4 clusters: 

Á Cluster 1 examines programmes, governance and policies in EU adult learning, looking at the 

multi-dimensional nature of social exclusion and disadvantage. 

Á Cluster 2 studies system characteristics to explain country/region-level variation in lifelong 

learning participation rates, with particular reference to disadvantaged and at-risk groups and 

to young people. 

Á Cluster 3 ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ȅƻǳƴƎ ŀŘǳƭǘǎΩ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀǘ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ 

work, undertaking cross-country comparative organisational and institutional analysis. 

Á Cluster 4 develops and tests an Intelligent Data Support System (IDSS) for evidence-based 

policy-ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜōŀǘŜ ŀǇǇƭȅƛƴƎ ΨŎŀǎŜ-ōŀǎŜŘ ǊŜŀǎƻƴƛƴƎΩ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŜs. 

 

1.3 The structure of the report 

The report is structured as follows. In Chapter 2, the conceptual framework is introduced and the 

approaches used for the cross-sectoral and cross-country comparative work are outlined. Particular 

ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǇŀƛŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǎ ƻŦ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŀƴŘ ΨƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƎŜƴŎȅΩ ƛƴ ǿƻǊƪǇƭŀŎŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΣ to the 
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key markers for rich or poor workplace learning opportunities used and to the link between workplace 

learning and employer-sponsored job related non-formal education and training. In Chapter 3, the key 

features of the methodological approach are outlined ς a more detailed account on the methods 

applied for the joint empirical work related to Wp5 and Wp6 of the ENLIVEN project can be found in 

the respective chapter of D6.1. Chapter 4, 5 and 6 provide summaries of the results for the three 

sectors studied, structured by five key research questions. Moreover, for each organisation studied, a 

short case vignette is presented. The 17 organisational case studies are presented as an annex to this 

report. Chapter 7 provides a summary of results across sectors and countries. Conclusions for policy 

making are drawn in Chapter 8.  

 

 



 ENLIVEN D5.1 ς Conceptual framework, comparative framework and guiding hypothesis 
 

20 
 

2 Conceptual Framework, comparative framework and guiding hypothesis  

2.1 Introduction 

Since the early 1990s, the workplace has been rediscovered as a vital site of learning during adulthood 

which provides extensive and unique learning experience barely available in formal education. 

Workplace learning is responsible for building the backbone of occupational socialisation. Without a 

proper job at hand young people cannot complete their professional development as they miss out on 

key competences available in workplace learning only. 

Analysing the interplay of individual and organisational agency in workplace learning has been 

uncovered as a new research frontier. Only by better understanding of the interplay of individual and 

organisational agency in workplace learning can a deadlock situation be overcome where all actors 

involved support workplace learning, yet little progress is actually achieved. Agency need to be 

ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘ ŀǎ ŀ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŀŎǘƻǊΩǎ ŎƘƻƛŎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ōƻǳƴŘŜŘ ς enabled and restricted ς 

by their environments. Moreover, for understanding the impact of societal environments, which are 

restricting or expanding individual and organisational agency with regard to workplace learning, it is 

key to better understand how workplace learning emanates within the intersection of individual and 

organisational agency. 

2.2 ConceptuaƭƛǎƛƴƎ ΨƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩ ŀƴŘ ΨƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƎŜƴŎȅΩ in workplace learning 

Individual agency in workplace learning  

²Ƙȅ ŀǊŜ ǎƻƳŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀōƭŜ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎ όάŀŎǘƛƻƴέύΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ǳƴŘŜǊ 

ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊƭȅ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ όάǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜέύ Ŧŀƛƭ ǘƻ ōǊŜŀƪ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǳƭŘΚ ²Ƙȅ are some individuals unable to 

take advantage of opportunities at hand, while others exuberantly live up to them? What does it takes 

to realise a potential on offer? And how does an individual respond to the lack of such offers?  

There is no space for reviewing the concept of agency (Emirbayer and Mische, 1998), agency in life 

course transitions (Evans, 2007) or in professional life (Eteläpelto, Vähäsantanen, Hökkä and 

Paloniemi, 2014) in detail. However, in the following, we link our arguments to strands of the literature 

relevant for our purpose.  

With (Emirbayer et al., 1998), we focus on the ways individuals apply their agency by relating domains 

and time, that is by accommodating to each other the social domains an individual takes part in and 

by relating to different temporal modes ς the past, the future, the present. We study how early career 

workers integrate their workplaces into other parts of their life and how they make sense of their past 

experiences and their anticipated futures when applying themselves in the present moment2.  

                                                           
 

2 ά²Ŝ ƘŀǾŜ ŎƻƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƻƴŜ ƪŜȅ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǾŀǊƛŀōƭŜ ƻǊƛŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŀƎŜƴŎȅ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ ƛǘǎ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŀƭ 
contexts lies in a more adequate theorization of the temporal nature of human experience. Actors are always 
living simultaneously in the past, future, and present, and adjusting their various temporalities of their 
empirical existence to one another (and to their empirical circumstance) in more or less imaginative or 
reflective ways. They continuously engage patterns and repertoires from the past, project hypothetical 
pathways forward in time, and adjust their actions to the exigencies of emerging situations. Moreover, there 
are times and places when actors are more oriented toward the past, more directive toward the future, ore 



 ENLIVEN D5.1 ς Conceptual framework, comparative framework and guiding hypothesis 
 

21 
 

In accordance with Emirbayer and Mische as well as Karen Evans (2007, 2011), we take agency as a 

fundamentally relational concept, meaning that, the individual opportunities to act are constituted by 

ς enabled and limited ς the totality of social relations, conceptualised as a (Bourdieusian) social space 

with individual positions defined as holding more or less power over others populating the same space. 

In liberal democracies with a comprehensive welfare state, social positions even in the lower trier of 

the society offer considerable leeway for applyinƎ ƻƴŜΩǎ ŀƎŜƴŎȅΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ŀ ōǊƻŀŘ ǊŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ 

opportunities are accessible only for individuals in privileged positions, while all others have only a slim 

chance of making use of them; in short, opportunity structures differ sharply across the positions in 

the social space.  

Agency is therefore constituted by the power differentials within the social space and are therefore 

different for individuals holding privileged positions and others, populating disadvantaged posts. The 

position within the space can be expǊŜǎǎŜŘ ƛƴ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ǿŀȅǎΣ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ōȅ ǳǎƛƴƎ .ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳΩǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ 

(Bourdieu, 1986), as having ŀ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ōƭŜƴŘ ŀƴŘ ǾƻƭǳƳŜ ƻŦ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ǎƻǊǘǎ ƻŦ ΨŎŀǇƛǘŀƭΩ ς economic, 

social, cultural, with educational credentials as expressing some of the latter: however, the value of 

ǘƘŜ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭ ƎƛǾŜƴ ƛǎ ŀ ǎǘǊƛŎǘƭȅ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜ ƻƴŜΣ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ƻƴŜ ΨǇƻƻǊΩ ƻǊ ΨǊƛŎƘΩ ƻƴƭȅ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜ ǘƻ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΦ  

{ƻŎƛŀƭ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ƪƛƴŘǎ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭƛǎŜ ƛƴǘƻ ǿƘŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ΨŎƭŀǎǎ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜΩ ƻŦ ǘhe 

social space, being experienced as clear-Ŏǳǘ ΨŜƴŀōƭŜǊǎΩ ƻǊ ΨōŀǊǊƛŜǊǎΩ ŦƻǊ ŀƴȅ ǳƴŘŜǊǘŀƪƛƴƎ ŘŜǎƛǊŜŘΦ CƻǊƳǎ 

of discrimination by gender, race, religion, origin and citizenship and others are inscribed and 

institutionalised within the social space, putting individuals at an advantage or disadvantage. 

Individuals are socialised into the expectations linked to their social position and might experience the 

ΨǎƳŀŎƪ ƻŦ ǇƻǿŜǊΩ ǿƘŜƴ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǊŜŀŎƘ ƻǳǘ ŦƻǊ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ƴƻǘ ƳŜŀƴǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ 

can exert their agency by fighting an uphill battle and eventually succeed. Finally, given that social 

institutions structuring the social space reflect the fallout of past social struggles, the space needs to 

be understood as malleable by collective action, which can weaken limitations on social positions (e.g. 

held by women) or establish new ones (e.g. held by non-citizens).  

We are interested in individual agency in workplace learning, that is, how individuals apply themselves 

to opportunities for learning present in the workplace. To give a full account, we are interested in ways 

(a) how individuals turn opportunities at hand into learning and (b) respond to a lack of learning 

available by forms of a standstill in related domains of learning. We are equally interested in the less 

expected cases, (c) where individuals find ways to learn in workplaces which clearly restrict 

opportunities for learning or (d) where individuals refrain from learning, although opportunities for 

workplace learning abound.  

We are interested in workplace learning, understood as learning available in day-to-day work 

experience and the related forms of relating to others and belonging to groups, although this informal 

learning might be supported by various approaches, including non-formal further education. We 

pursue a broad understanding of learning, going clearly beyond the learning as acquisition metaphor. 

Beyond taking new knowledge in or acquiring new skills, we capture learning as participation in the 

work process and social fabric at work in particular. We see learning as a form of belonging ς as 

establishing a feeling of membership in and identify as a member of an organisation and/or occupation 

ς and as a form of becoming ς of socialising and transforming into ς related to institutionalised role 

                                                           
 

more evaluative of the present; actors may switch thereby changing their degrees of flexible, inventive, and 
critical response toward structuring contexts. Such a perspective lays the basis for a richer and more dynamic 
understanding of the capacity that actors have to mediate the structuring contexts within which action unfolds. 
²Ŝ ƘŀǾŜ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǇǊŀƎƳŀǘƛŎǎέ όмлмнύΦ 
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models (Biesta, Field, Hodkinson, Macleod and Goodson, 2011). Finally, learning, both a process at an 

individual and an inter-personal, collective level, holds a genuine innovative moment ς 

notwithstanding its role in the reproduction of practice (Høyrup, 2012). 

We observe agency in workplace learning by deliberately focussing on 

- Learning in initial phases of work engagements, where responding to and surviving despite a 

ƧƻōΩǎ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜ ŘŜƳŀƴŘǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŘƻƳƛƴŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳŜ 

- Continuous learning in day-to-day work after saturation of the early learning process 

- Learning from non-routine activities, in particular, where non-routine activities are explicitly 

ŎƻǾŜǊŜŘ ōȅ ŀƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎΩ Ƨƻō ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ όƴƻƴ-separation of routine and non-routine) (Koike 

and Inoki, 1990) 

- Learning from various approaches implemented with the intention at supporting workplace 

learning 

- Learning from non-ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ŘƛǊŜŎǘ ƭƛƴƪ ǘƻ ƻƴŜΩǎ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ǿƻǊƪǇƭŀŎŜ 

We agree that agency in workplace learning can be seen as one segment of professional agency; 

alternatively, as learning might be regarded as constitutive for agency as such, agency in workplace 

learning might even be treated as a prerequisite for professional agency.  

We understand agency in day-to-day work as intertwined with agency in life course development (see 

(Evans, 2007)). Individuals are expected to perceive their learning opportunities in the workplace 

coloured by the availability or a lack of institutionalised options at hand for shaping their futures. Vice 

versa, they may respond to available life course choices differently, depending on how they experience 

their learning opportunities at work. 

In particular, we are interested in  

- The options in play for earning and enjoying organisational membership, resulting in the 

development of an identity as a member of a particular organisation 

- The patterns available for becoming a member of an occupation and taking part in an 

ƻŎŎǳǇŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ  

- The ways in which day-to-day learning in the workplace is inscribed in well-established, 

ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎŜŘ ŎŀǊŜŜǊ ǇŀǘƘǿŀȅǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ όΨƧƻō ƭŀŘŘŜǊǎΩύ ƻǊ ƛƴ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ 

ladders, providing a base for a future step of educational upwards mobility. Alternatively, the 

presence of unstructured, yet, visible ways for making progress ς e.g. with new positions 

created on the spot in a strongly expanding organisation ς might be taken as a sign for 

developmental opportunities. 

- The patterns available for making good use of lessons learnt in the workplace in accessible 

career pathways, providing a way out of the current job trajectory. 

Finally, we are relating the day-to-day workplace learning in a current job to the jobΩs significance in 

the overall evolving life structure of an individual, asking whether the current position marks a 

desirable outcome, a valid compromise for the time being, or a low point in a development which 

ƴŜŜŘǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŜǎŎŀǇŜŘΦ ²Ŝ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ŀƎŜƴŎȅ ƛƴ ǿƻǊƪǇƭŀŎŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ŀǎ ŀƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ŀŎǘƛǾŜ 

attempt to accommodate his or her life domains with each other.  

We are thereby referring to Daniel Levinson concept of the life structure,  

¢ƘŜ ƭƛŦŜ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴ ƻǊ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ƻŦ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ƭƛŦŜΣ ŀ ƳŜǎƘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǎŜƭŦ-inworld. Its primary components 

ŀǊŜ ƻƴŜΩǎ relationships: with self, other persons, groups, and institutions, with all aspects of the external world 

ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴŎŜ ƛƴ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƭƛŦŜΦ ! ǇŜǊǎƻƴ Ƙŀǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƻŎŎǳǇŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ 

world; friendships and social networks, love relationships, including marriage and family; experiences of the body 
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(health, illness, growth, decline); leisure, recreation, and use of solitude; memberships and roles in many social 

settings. Each relationship is like a thread in a tapestry: the meaning of a thread depends on its place in the total 

design. (Levinson, 1980), 278). 

²Ŝ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜ ŀƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ŜǾƻƭǾƛƴƎ ƭƛŦŜ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƛƳŜ ŦƻŎǳǎǎƛƴƎ ƻƴ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ƛǎ 

ƳŀƴŀƎƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǊŜƭŀǘŜ ƘƛǎκƘŜǊ ƎŀƛƴŦǳƭ ǿƻǊƪ όάǿƻǊƪέύΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛƴǘƛƳŀǘŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎ ŀƴŘ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ 

ƻōƭƛƎŀǘƛƻƴǎ όάƭƻǾŜέύΣ ƘƛǎκƘŜǊ ǎŜƭŦ-care, recreation and leisure time activities, their civic engagement and 

ς as one form of temporal components of the life structure ς participation in organised non-formal or 

ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΦ .ŜȅƻƴŘ άǿƻǊƪ έ ŀƴŘ άƭƻǾŜέ ŀǎ the central components, which generally shape 

ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ǇƘŀǎŜǎ ƻŦ ǊŜǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊƛƴƎ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜΣ ǘƘŜ Ŏƻƴǎǘŀƴǘ ƳƻŘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ όǎƻ-called) peripheral 

components (such as leisure activities and participation in social movements) may significantly alter 

tƘŜ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴΦ CƛƴŀƭƭȅΣ ǳƴŦƛƭƭŜŘ ŎƻƳǇƻƴŜƴǘǎ Ƴŀȅ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ƘƛƎƘƭȅ ƛƴƅǳŜƴǘƛŀƭΥ Ψ! ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǳǊƎŜƴǘƭȅ 

wants but does not have a meaningful occupation, a marriage, a family; and this absent component 

Ǉƭŀȅǎ ŀ ƳŀƧƻǊ ǇŀǊǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭƛŦŜ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜΩ (Levinson and Levinson, 1996), 23).  

[ŜǾƛƴǎƻƴΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭƛŦŜ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǘƘŜƻǊŜǘƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀŘǳƭǘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ŀǎ ŀ ǎƻŎƛƻ-

psychological entity, is closely related to the sociological concept of agency, as it aims to overcome 

ǳƴǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛǾŜ ŘƛŎƘƻǘƻƳƛŜǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ΨƛƴƴŜǊΩ ǾŜǊǎǳǎ ǘƘŜ ΨƻǳǘŜǊΩ ǿƻǊƭŘΣ ΨǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ǇǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭΩ 

ǾŜǊǎǳǎ ǘƘŜ ΨǎƻŎƛŀƭΩ όIŜŦƭŜǊ нлмоΣ мммύΦ 

ΨTheoretically, the life structure forms a bridge between personality structure and social structureΦΩ 

(Levinson 1980, 288). ά¢ƻ ōŜ ǘǊǳƭȅ ŜƴƎŀƎŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΣ one must invest important parts of the self in it 

and, equally, must take the world into the self and be enriched, depleted, and corrupted by it. In countless ways, 

we put ourselves into the world and take the world into ourselves. Adult development is the story of the evolving 

process of mutual interpenetration of self and world. (Levinson 1980, 278). 

To sum up, we conceptuaƭƛǎŜ ŀƎŜƴŎȅ ƛƴ ǿƻǊƪǇƭŀŎŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀǎ ŀƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎΩ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŀŎŎƻƳmodating 

both social domains (the workplace as part of his/her overall life structure) and temporalities (the past, 

the future) in present moment decisions. As a relational term, agency refer to a social space, 

respectively, its particular social fields, and its power differentials, providing different individuals with 

ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ΨƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜǎΩ ǘƻ ōŜƎƛƴ ǿƛǘƘΦ 

 

ΨhǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƎŜƴŎȅΩ ƛƴ ǿƻǊƪǇƭŀŎŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ 

We are developing our argument against the backdrop of three different strands of literature, first, the 

one on organisational institutionalism (DiMaggio and Powell, 1991; Greenwood, Oliver, Lawrence and 

Meyer, 2017; Scott, 2014; Scott and Davis, 2007), second, the literature on organisational perspectives 

to social stratification, echoing key arguments of the Labour Process Debate (Baron, 1984; Thompson 

and Smith, 2009; Tomaskovic-Devey, 2014), third, the Societal effects school of comparative research 

on the political economy of work (Maurice, 2000; Maurice et al., 1986). We start with an introduction 

ǘƻ ΨƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƎŜƴŎȅΩ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘǎ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŜŘ ŀǇǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǿƻǊkplace learning.  

In everyday language, in colloquial termsΣ ǿŜ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ǎǇŜŀƪ ƻŦ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǎ ΨŀŎǘƻǊǎΩΣ ΨǿƘƻΩ ŀǊŜ 

ΨŘƻƛƴƎΩ ΨǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎΩΣ ŀǎ ƛƴ Ψŀƴ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ǘǊŀƛƴǎ ƛǘǎ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŜǎΩ ƻǊ ΨŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ƛǘǎ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛƻƴ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅΩΣ ƻǊ 

ΨŀƴƴƻǳƴŎŜǎ ŀ Ƴŀǎǎ ƭŀȅ ƻŦŦΩΦ !ǎ ŀ ΨƭŜƎŀƭΩ ŜƴǘƛǘȅΣ ŀƴ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƳŀƪŜǎ ŀ ǘŀȄŀōƭŜ ǇǊƻŦƛǘ ƻǊ ƛǎ ŦƛƴŜŘ ƛƴ ŎƻǳǊǘΦ 

!ǎ ŀ ΨǎǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎŀƭΩ ǳƴƛǘΣ ŜƴǘŜǊǇǊƛǎŜǎ ƻŦ ƻƴŜ ǘȅǇŜ όŜΦƎΦ ōŜƭƻƴƎƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƻƴŜ ǎŜŎǘƻǊΣ ǘƻ ƻƴŜ ǎƛȊŜ Ŏƭŀǎǎύ ΨōŜƘŀǾŜΩ 

(on average) differently than enterprises belonging to other classes. However, the observed behaviour 

of a formal entity is not traced back to any specific agency. 

What is organisational agency and when should we speak of organisational agency? In this report it 

will be suggested to speak of organisational agency in analogy with individual agency, giving emphasis 
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to the choices of a particular organisation ς extending beyond the alleged one-size-fits-all rational 

behaviour ς revealing that it matters and that it deserves particular attention. As for individual agency, 

with organisational agency, the focus lies within the difference put into motion by particular decisions, 

which an organisation made despite similar organisations under equivalent conditions opting for 

different solutions.  

As a metaphor, organisational agency refers to a specific source explaining why there is such a variety 

of organisations in place, a question, which could not be answered by relying on the environmental 

context alone. However, it is fully accepted that what is captured by organisational agency does not 

ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ŀ ǎƻƭŜ όǊŜƛŦƛŜŘύ ΨǎǳǇŜǊ ŀŎǘƻǊΩΣ ōǳǘ ƴŜŜŘǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ƻǊ ǳƴƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ 

outcome of the behaviours shown by various strata of the members of the organisation. Organisational 

agency rests therefore on the individual agency of its members, where the latter relate different 

domains and temporal perspectives to each other.  

¢ƘŜ ŦƭŜŘƎƭƛƴƎ ǘŜǊƳ ΨƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƎŜƴŎȅΩ ƛǎ ƘŀǊŘƭȅ ǳǎŜŘ, either in research, or in everyday life ς and 

for good reason. It is a key premise of organisational research that organisations cannot act on their 

own accord but that individual members act on their behalf and their deeds are attributed to the 

ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΦ ¢ƘŜ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ǘŜǊƳ ΨƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊΩ ς a frequent text book title (e.g. (Robbins 

and Judge, 2018) ς refers to the behaviour of individuals as members of and in roles assigned by the 

organisation, understood as a formal structure or a legal construct. It further refers to the behaviour 

of individuals as observed in group situations, either in formally arranged ones or in informal settings.  

As individual members act as part of and on behalf of their organisation, agency is invariably attributed 

to them alone, not to the organisation. Adopting the view of an outside (sociological) observer, there 

is a plurality of competing interests within the organisation, both between groups of members 

(managerial vs non-managerial; capital vs work) and within group of members. Management holds 

prerogatives and is more powerful, however, all strata of the organisation and even each individual 

member hold their power too and will leave their mark. Members of the organisation, moreover, may 

seek support by collective structures permeating organisational boarders. Trust and faith in an 

ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ǊŜǎǘǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘŜǊǎ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ŀƴ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜŘ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ 

need to be understood ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ŀ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄ ƛƴǘŜǊǇƭŀȅ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎΩ ŘǊƛǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜǎΣ 

ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ Ǿƛǘŀƭ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘǎΦ 

!ǎ ŦƻǊ όōƻǳƴŘŜŘύ ΨƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƎŜƴŎȅΩΣ ΨƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƎŜƴŎȅΩ ƛǎ ǳǎŜŘ ƘŜǊŜ ŀǎ ŀ ǎƘƻǊǘŎǳǘ ŦƻǊ 

addressing the considerable leeway available for forging quite different compromises between the 

members of an organisation and across the lines of managerial and non-managerial personnel in 

particular. Organisations with quite different make-ups, speaking of their overall composition out of 

groups (e.g. managerial vs non-managerial) and how its members relate to each other, are able to drive 

and survive in their environments. This refers not only to the buffer between formal structures (e.g. 

the line of managerial command) and informal structures (e.g. the power team members without 

ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅ Ŏŀƴ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀƭƭȅ ƳǳǎǘŜǊύ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜōȅΣ ǘƻ ōǳƛƭŘ ƻƴ {Ŏƻǘǘ ŀƴŘ 5ŀǾƛǎΩǎ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ (Scott et al., 2007) 

ǘƘŜ ΨǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ΨƴŀǘǳǊŀƭΩ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ƻƴ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ Lƴ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ Ŏŀƴ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ 

ƘƛƎƘƭȅ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜōȅ Ǌŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ Ψǿŀȅǎ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ŀǊŜ ŘƻƴŜ ƘŜǊŜΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŀƴǘƛŎƛǇŀǘŜŘ ōȅ 

ŀƴȅ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ōƭǳŜǇǊƛƴǘ ƻǊ ƳŀƴŀƎŜǊƛŀƭ ƎǳƛŘŜƭƛƴŜΦ {ƻ ΨǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǘȅΩ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ƭƛes with the characteristics an 

organisation has developed in the course of time. 

Organisational agency stands thereby for the present struggles of its members and their evolving 

outcomes; however, it also refers to the outcomes of struggles in the past, which are now present as 

given structures of the organisation, further enabling or constraining the behaviour of all member 

groups. What ς metaphorically speaking ς an organisation can do in the present is imprinted by what 

the organisation has done in the past as it will imprint what it will be capable of in the future.  
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What members of the organisations do and can do ς and thereby organisational agency ς is bounded 

ōȅ ŀƴ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ Ǿƛǘŀƭ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘΣ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ ŀƴ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŦƛŜƭŘ (DiMaggio and Powell, 

1983). As an open system, organisations respond to their environment and take a more or less active 

role in their organisational fields. As for individuals, organisational agency is influenced by the 

constraintǎ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ΨōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ōƭƻŎƪǎΩ ƻŦŦŜǊŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŀƴǎǿŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƻ 

ǘƘŜǎŜ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ŀƴ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŀōƭŜΣ ƭŜƎƛǘƛƳŀǘŜ ǿŀȅΦ ¢ƘŜ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ŎƭŀƛƳǎΣ ŀǎ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

particular organisational fields, explain a good deal of the similarity of many formal features of 

organisations, partly answering the question why organisations are relatively similar. However, the 

environment needs to be understood as well as providing space for doing things differently, either in 

an explicit and strategic way, or informally (intentionally or unintentionally). 

Table 1 Overview ς ΨhǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ !ƎŜƴŎȅΩ ƛƴ ǿƻǊƪǇƭŀŎŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ς past but enacted; present but structured 

Organisational 
Agency 

Key dimensions selected 

Established 
structures as 
enacted in the 
present  
όά ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ 
ŜƴŀŎǘŜŘέύ 

 a) Design of work systems, Established division of labour and related  
distribution of authority/autonomy 

b) Design of work systems and individual workplaces (job design) 
within (dominance of organisational versus occupational space; 
broad and flexible/narrow and fixed job descriptions; 
integration/separation of routine/non-routine; interpenetration 
of individual competences and competences applied)  

c) Job chains/job ladders/career structuration, formal and informal; 
the use of formal qualifications as structuration principle for 
career pathways/internal labour markets 

Current practices d) Deliberate structuring of workplace learning (Pedagogies of the 
workplace, appraisal interviews; planned change; job 
enrichment; knowledge and skills management)  

e) On the job support for workplace learning (Time devoted to 
learning activities, support provided for problem solving, doing 
new things and being innovative, including support received and 
given by colleagues/superiors) 

f) Off the job support for workplace learning - Opportunity for and 
relevant non-formal education (as an enabler for workplace 
learning 

 
Source: Own summary 

ΨhǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƎŜƴŎȅΩ ƛƳǇŀŎǘs the learning potential available in the workplace in many ways. Key 

forms of shaping the potential for workplace learning are provided in Table 2Error! Reference source n

ot found. and are summarised in the following. 

Workplace learning depends on established structures, however, the ladder needs not only to be 

interpreted as the outcome of organisational agency mustered in the past, but also ς as any structure 

needs reaffirmation ς enactment in line with these past decisions in the present. Key structures 

shaping workplace learning include: 

a) Division of labour and design of work systems: How organisations divide work (forms of 

functional division; forms of process-related organisation; forms of team work) and how 

organisations divide authority among its members and grant autonomy in work-related 

decisions results into a different composition of the organisations out of jobs with more or less 

complex work, more or less authority over others and more or less autonomy in doing work, 
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with workplace learning supported mainly by complex jobs with a high degree of autonomy 

and an accessible management providing feedback in a supportive, facilitating spirit. 

b) Job design: The variety and complexity of tasks included in a job significantly contribute to the 

learning potential available. Jobs can be mainly shaped according to pre-established 

occupational profiles ς typically including a broad set of tasks of the majority of jobs ς or 

according to organisational preferences only ς which may lead typically to a set of jobs with 

narrow and a smaller set of jobs with broad task requirements. Jobs can exclude non-routine 

activities, meaning that other people (technicians, managers) need to be called in for solving 

the problem or can explicitly include non-routine activities, requiring higher levels of skills and 

allowing for learning through problem solving. Jobs might be formally defined in a rather rigid 

way and without taking into consideration the skills and competences of a given job holder 

(risking a mismatch, as job holders might be over or under-skilled for a job) or they can be 

adopted to the present skills and competences of a job holder and evolve with his/her further 

development.  

c) Wƻō ŎƘŀƛƴǎκƧƻō ƭŀŘŘŜǊǎκŎŀǊŜŜǊ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŀǘƛƻƴΥ ²ƘŜǘƘŜǊ ƻǊ ƴƻǘ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘ ΨƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭ 

ƭŀōƻǳǊ ƳŀǊƪŜǘǎΩΣ ŀƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǎǘŀōƭŜ ŜƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘ ǇǊƻǎǇŜŎǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŀ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ƧƻōǎΣ 

including an upwards movement form less to more demanding jobs, is a key question for the 

workplace learning available. With changing responsibilities, employees may expand their 

ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳǇŜǘŜƴŎŜǎΦ Wƻō ƭŀŘŘŜǊǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǳǎŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ǘƻƻƭ ŦƻǊ ΨǇŜŘŀƎƻƎƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪǇƭŀŎŜΩ 

and underpin an organisationΩs skill formation system, where talents are nurtured mainly in-

house. While job ladders can be formally established or remain informal, it makes a key 

difference whether or not an employee is expected not only to master their current job, but 

to do well in a series of anticipated or even unknown job-assignments. Another key aspect 

concerns the forms of formal qualifications that are used for shaping career pathways and for 

segmenting the organisations, e.g. when only HE graduates are thought of as eligible for 

management positions or when only skilled workers of a particular occupation are deemed as 

desirable as permanent members of the organisations, while anyone without the preferred 

credentials is understood to be denied a long-term employment perspective.  

The opportunities for workplace learning depends on ŀƴ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ŀƎŜƴŎȅ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ Ŏƻƴǘƛƴǳƻǳǎ 

processes, including  

d) Deliberate structuration of workplace learning: Organisations can deliberately structure 

individual work assignments fƻǊ ŀƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ƻǊ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŜǎΩ ǎƪƛƭƭ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΣ 

following pedagogies of the workplace, understood as the knowledge about which types of 

activities are likely to allow for which types of skill acquisition and development. Appraisal 

interviews are often used as a tool for steering the learning pathway and negotiating forms of 

job enrichment. Forms of rotation and multi-skilling are also related to this group of practices.  

e) On-the-Job support for workplace learning, including the time made available for learning and 

reflection (while the completion of other tasks is paused), the resources available for learning 

and problem solving at work, the on-the-spot support received by co-workers and superiors). 

Guided on the job training would constitute a further particular form of support (statistically 

labelled as a form of job-related non-formal education).  

f) Off-the-job support for workplace learning includes the various forms of non-formal education 

(e.g. regular team meetings, quality circles; seminars and conferences, visit fair-visits, 

exchange programs) including internal (designed for the employees of one organisation) or 

external (for employees of various organisations) training courses. Only when off-the-job 

support is well-ŦƛǘǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŀƴ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŜΩǎ Ŏurrent challenges in workplace learning, however, is 

off-the-job support conducive for ongoing workplace learning.  
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¢ƘŜ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ΨƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƎŜƴŎȅΩ in job design 

The features of a workplace define the learning available ς the learning potential of a work place. All 

activities involved in shaping ς ΨŘŜǎƛƎƴƛƴƎΩ ς workplaces are therefore of key importance for workplace 

learning. Organisations have a vital share in shaping the workplace, however, the leeway at hand for 

job design is conditioned both by ŀƴ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ŀƴŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿƻǊƪ 

into the system of occupations and professions (Demszky von der Hagen and Voß, 2010; Marsden, 

1999). Finally, within job design, the question of whether or not a job will include plenty of learning 

opportunities is only one among many issues at stake. Vice versa, whether or not an individual will be 

able to learn and grow while holding a position depends on many features of the workplace which 

have been so far not considered.  

Job design is one among the core tasks of human resource management, aiming at a reconciliation of 

functional requirements (e.g. related to technologies applied), organisational needs (e.g. for sufficient 

levels of productivity) and the personal needs of employees (e.g. for staying motivated). It is clear that 

the activities involved in designing jobs matter greatly with regard to workplace learning. As a 

management practice, job design can fall back on the rich research of the psychology of work and 

organisations. For example, in their seminal model, Hackman and Oldham (Hackman and Oldham, 

1976), define five core job dimensions (Skill Variety, Task Identity, Task Significance, Autonomy, and 

Feedback), which result in mediating psychological states (Experience of meaningfulness of the work, 

Experienced Responsibility of the Work, Knowledge of the Actual Results of the Work), with the latter 

translating into desirable personal and work outcomes (Work Motivation, Quality of Performance, 

Satisfaction with work, low Absenteeism and turnover). However, various disciplines and approaches 

compete for supremacy in guiding HRM decision making. For example, in approaches of business 

process re-ŜƴƎƛƴŜŜǊƛƴƎΣ ƛƴ Ƨƻō ŘŜǎƛƎƴǎΣ ǇǊŜǎǳƳŜŘ ŜŦŦƛŎƛŜƴŎȅ Ǝŀƛƴǎ ŦǊƻƳ ōǳƴŘƭƛƴƎ ǘŀǎƪǎ ǘǊǳƳǇǎ ŀƴȅ ΨǎƻŦǘΩ 

considerations of job satisfaction. The history of HRM is a history of struggles between philosophies of 

Ƨƻō ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŜƳōƻŘƛŜŘ ōȅ ΨǎŎƛŜƴǘƛŦƛŎ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘΩ ǾŜǊǎǳǎ ǘƘŜ ΨƘǳƳŀƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘΩΦ 

Opportunities for job design depend for one on the overall work system and while organisations shape 

their work system too, the objectives of an organisation somewhat limit the choices of work systems 

at hand. For mass production, other work systems are required than for continuous process production 

(as in the chemical industry) or single unit production (e.g. plant engineering). For a hospital, work 

needs to be organised differently than for a law firm, and this is the same for the administration of a 

school.  

hǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ Ƨƻōǎ ƴƻǘ ƛƴ ƛǎƻƭŀǘƛƻƴ ōǳǘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ƻƴŜ ǎƻŎƛŜǘƛŜǎΩ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ŜƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ 

and the more or less prominent role given to occupations and professions, their systems of vocational 

education and the assigned prerogatives of holders of occupational credentials. Even in the absence 

of mandatory qualification requirements, organisations often cannot but go with the established 

visions of what tasks and related skills a particular job contains, what tasks are considered as beneath 

an occupational profile and which ones are beyond what can be reasonably expected.  

Within organisations at a formal level, jobs are designed by managerial authority, the latter dispersed 

across the level of hierarchy. However, informal processes within the organisation units and among 

non-managerial employees partake as well in the real-world creation of jobs with a particular profile.  

For depicting whether or not a workplace is learning conducive, it is therefore necessary to assess jobs 

by applying different lenses:  

- The overall job quality, as the latter will invite and motivate an individual to stay in a job: a job 

allowing much learning, however, which is undesirable in many other aspects, will 

nevertheless be abandoned, when opportunity allows and no change is possible. Moreover, 
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Ƨƻō ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ ŀ ŦŀƛǊ ƳŀǘŎƘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪǇƭŀŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪŜǊΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘΤ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ 

match is poor (e.g. because job requirements and personal interests are in conflict), the job 

quality suffers.  

- The learning available in a workplace understood as the effects of the content of work and the 

overall work organisation. Groups of tasks and forms of work organisation are more learning 

conducive than others.  

- The support in place and attention paid to facilitating workplace learning in particular.  

Table 2 provides an overview on the three perspectives, drawing on three established frameworks, 

namely,  

- the job quality framework proposed (Muñoz de Bustillo, 2011), summarised in (Antón, 

Fernández-Macías and Muñoz de Bustillo, 2012), by analysing the data of the European 

Working Condition Survey (EWCS),  

- the work organisation and innovation framework, also developed for analysing EWCS data 

(Holm, Lorenz, Lundvall and Valeyre, 2010; Holm and Lorenz, 2015) 

- the framework for constructing a continuum of workplace features expanding or restricting 

opportunities for workplace learning (Fuller and Unwin, 2004).  
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Table 2 Overview ς Three perspectives on job design; Job quality; work organisation and workplace learning 

 
Job Quality Work Organisation & Learning and Innovation Workplace Learning 

Pay 
 

n.c.  pay as key link between job and the overall life structure; 

factor for recognition & identity development 

Intrinsic 

characteristics of 

work 

Skills - Type of occupation in the hierarchy of 

occupations (ISCO1 - 10) 

n.c.  Job organised around organisational principles (typically with 

levels of prior education as markers of ability) or 

occupational/professional principles 
   

Vision of staffing/workplace learning: Selection/promotion for 

undefined series of future jobs/for a clearly defined present 

job  
Learning new things Learning new things ð frequency Broad/narrow definition of jobs; Gradual or quick transition to 

'full participation' (doing the job without further help) 
  

Problem-solving activities ð frequency combination/separation of routine/non-routine; skills of the 

whole workforce valued and fostered/skills of specialist 

groups valued and fostered 
   

Contributions of employees to innovation important - 

multidimensional view of expertise; contributions to 

innovation not important (top-down approach) - uni-

dimensional top-down view of expertise 
 

Complex tasks Complexity ð extend combination/separation of routine/non-routine; advanced 

skills are distributed/are concentrated in specialist roles 
 

Monotonous Tasks Monotony ð extend Broad/narrow definition of jobs; detrimental factors to 

learning   
Repetitiveness of tasks ð extend Broad/narrow definition of jobs; detrimental factors to 

learning   
Task rotation ð frequency Task rotation, "multi-skilling" (full exploration of occupational 

skills); support the identity by inviting "boundary crossing" of 

job roles/refuse any transgression of boundaries of job roles 
  

Team work ð frequency Being part/non-part of a work team (extend of being part); 

team work valued OR specialist roles valued 
   

Full/restricted participation in a single/a multitude of 

communities of practices (within/beyond the borders of the 

organisation) 
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Strong or weak tradition of passing by a (more or less 

symbolised) knowledge within the community 

("apprenticeship style")   
Self assessment of own work Quality - self assessment Broad/narrow definition of jobs; autonomy, reflexivity   

Quality - assessment by Norms Broad/narrow definition of jobs; limited autonomy  
Autonomy - choose of methods Autonomy in methods ð extend Broad/narrow definition of jobs, autonomy  
Order of Task 

  

 
Speed of tasks Autonomy in speed or rate of work - Automatic Work 

pace constraints 

Broad/narrow definition of jobs; detrimental factors to 

learning 
  

Autonomy in speed or rate of work Norm based Broad/narrow definition of jobs; detrimental factors to 

learning   
Autonomy in speed or rate of work Hierarchical Broad/narrow definition of jobs; level of autonomy   
Autonomy in speed or rate of work Horizontal Broad/narrow definition of jobs; level of autonomy  

Scheduling of work 
  

 
Powerfulness (= Autonomy) 

  

 
Meaningfulness - Doing useful work 

  

 
Social Support - Assistance from colleagues if you 
ask for it; Having good friends at work 

 
Support by colleagues; Learning from colleagues; support by 
managers for learning; managers mainly as controllers of the 
workforce/individual development 

 
Self-fulfilment - Doing what one does best; 
Feeling of work well done 

 
Satisfaction with what is done; identity formation (part of a 
community of practice, an occupation, an organisation) 

Terms of 
employment 

Contractual stability (Indefinite or not; 
Probability of losing the job within 6 months) 

  

 
Development opportunities (training offers; 
career steps) 

 
Access to non-formal/formal training; Offers for career 
advancement) 

   
Offers for career advancement - internal job ladders 

   
Planned time off the job in support for learning (e.g. so called 
'other forms of training' as quality circles, regular team 
meetings devoted to learning) 

   
Planned job enrichment; Opportunities for adding new 
skills/jobs to a current job; barriers to job enrichment 

Health and Safety Physical risks (various forms) 
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Psycho-social risks (threats of physical violence, 
violence of other workers, violence of others, 
bullying or harassment 

  

Work-life balance Duration of working time (long hours) 
  

 
Work time scheduling (night work, work at 
unsocial hours) 

  

 
Working time Flexibility (forms of choice 
available/non available) 

  

 
Intensity of work (high speed, tight deadlines; 
having (not) sufficient time for work 

 
Autonomy to devote individually time to learning at work 
(informal learning from experience) 

Organisational level 
ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜǎκάŎǳƭǘǳǊŜǎύ 

  
Employees addressed and valued as learners/employees not 
addressed as learners 

   
Workplace learning seen as vehicle for aligning individual and 
organisational goals versus workplace learning as a mean to 
adjust the individual to organisational needs only    
Cross-boundary communication encouraged; bounded 
(formal) communication only 



 ENLIVEN D5.1 ς Conceptual framework, comparative framework and guiding hypothesis 
 

32 
 

 

2.3 Individual and organisational agency in and through the environment: how to 
conceptualise embeddedness 

Within work packages 5 and 6 of the ENLIVEN project, based on 17 extended qualitative organisational 

case studies on organisations and workers in their early career phases, it is intended to study the 

interaction of organisational and individual agency in workplace learning, referring on the one hand to 

literatures exploring organisational agency, on the other hand to the growing literature on agency in 

workplace learning and professional learning (Eteläpelto, Vähäsantanen, Hökkä and Paloniemi, 2013; 

Goller and Paloniemi, 2017) with a strong focus on the contributions of Karen Evans and colleagues 

(Evans, 2007; Evans, 2017; Evans, Schoon and Weale, 2012; Evans, Schoon and Weale, 2013). 

Against the backdrop of the literature, which cannot be discussed within this paper in detail, the 

following framework has been created, which has also guided the development of the research 

methodology and is currently guiding the analysis of the achieved empirical data.  

The framework of bounded agency theory balances the emphasis on the significance of actorhood, 

that is deliberate decision making by individuals and organisations (respectively the individuals 

involved in various ways in organisational decision making) for pursuing their individual goals, 

expressing their particular identity/individuality with the idea that the very agency itself is influenced 

όάōƻǳƴŘŜŘέύ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƛƎƘǘƭȅ ƪƴƛǘΣ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜŘ ŀƴŘ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ-rich environments. The term 

ΨboundedΩ refers both to the opportunities (opportunity structures) given and the opportunities 

constrained by a particular environment. Bounded agency theory requires both to reconstruct the 

objective opportunity structures for applying agency and to theorise how the agency itself is shaped 

to make use of the structures, without losing sight of the richness (creativity) of 

individual/organisational behaviour3. In other words, the framework aims at explaining variability and 

creativity in human and organisational behaviour (which might be running against all odds) while 

accounting for the effects of the environment on the opportunities at hand as well as the ways actors 

respond to these opportunities.  

Workplace learning refers to the informal learning available in day-to-day work situations (by 

participating in the work process of gainful employment). The features of the workplace shape the 

learning available. The workplace allows for more or less learning, which is addressed as workplacesΩ 

learning potential.  

Individuals apply themselves in the workplace, making use of the learning potential in a particular 

manner and with a particular outcome, thereby applying their bounded agency. The features of the 

workplace mediate workplace learning as workplaces strongly differ in their learning potential. 

aƻǊŜƻǾŜǊΣ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎΩ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǿƻǊƪ ŀƴŘ ǿƻǊƪǇƭŀŎŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŦƻǊƳǎ ŀƴ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ 

on shaping and further developing the workplace and therefore its future learning potential.  

CƻǊ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎΩ ōƻǳƴŘŜŘ ŀƎŜƴŎȅΣ ŀǎ ŀǇǇƭƛŜŘ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪǇƭŀŎŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΣ ŀƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ 

structure and an individualΩǎ life space/life world are needed to be considered. Leaning might be driven 

by or impeded by factors lying beyond the characteristics of the workplace observed.  

                                                           
 

3 For individual agency see (Evans, 2007). For organisational agency, see (Beckert, 1999) 
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Organisations apply their bounded agency by purposefully shaping workplaces as part of a work system 

and by infusing workplaces with purposefully designed support structures for learning. Moreover, they 

add to the learning potential in the workplace by off-the job non-formal training activities. 

CƻǊ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎΩ ōƻǳƴŘŜŘ ŀƎŜƴŎȅΣ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŦƛŜƭŘǎ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ǎǘǳŘƛŜŘΣ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘƛƴƎ 

the institutional order as influential for the members of the particular field. While organisations have 

some leeway to decide on the ways to organise work, they are expected to be influenced by 

prescriptions (coercive, normative or cognitive in nature) established at an organisational field level. 

Furthermore, the interdependencies between workplace learning, workplace design and work systems 

will be studied. 

As a working definition of bounded agency in workplace learning we refer to the following: 

Workplace learning is understood as a negotiated outcome resulting from organisational and 

individual agency, mediated by the characteristics of the workplace. However, the organisation 

is clearly in a more powerful position, with discretion over shaping the overall opportunities 

for workplace learning mainly in its hands. Employees may be left with little discretion over 

workplace learning beyond their resistance to learn at all. Beyond the workplace, individual 

and organisational agency are bounded ς restricted and enabled ς by social structures, yet, in 

particular by social institutions, which needs to be brought back in in order to gain a 

comprehensive picture.  

The outcomes of workplace learning are represented best by the progress made on (ideal-type, 

Dreyfus-style) ladders of competence over a multi-year period of time, representing the knowledge 

and skills decisive for an area of work. Poor workplace learning results in little progress, rich workplace 

learning results in considerable progress in a given period of observation (for example, a three-year 

period).  

  



 ENLIVEN D5.1 ς Conceptual framework, comparative framework and guiding hypothesis 
 

34 
 

Figure 2-1 ς Workplace learning as a negotiated outcome between organisational and individual agency mediated by the 
workplace 

 

Source: Own description 

In the following, a framework for studying and explaining workplace learning is outlined. It is an 
explicitly sociological framework, taking arguments mainly from the sociology of work, conceptions of 
situated learning in the workplace, organisational institutionalism and the bounded agency framework 
(Evans, 2007) of individual career choices over the life course. While it gives preference to a particular 
line of argument, it is deliberately open with regard to the elaboration of its key arguments. The latter 
could be refined against the backdrop of a variety of disciplinary and theoretical approaches.  
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Figure 2-2 ς Workplace learning as negotiated outcome mediated by the workplace ς the wider context 

 

Source: Own development 

For the sake of clarity, the framework is broken down into ten units of analysis, depicted in Figure 2. 

Within the case studies of work package 5 and 6, the ENLIVEN researchers mainly explored (1) 

workplace learning and the (2) work place; both appears at the intersection of the organisation and 

the individual; furthermore, information was gathered about the (3) work system, and the (4) 

organisation.  

On the side of the individual, beyond the aforementioned workplace learning and the workplace as 

intersecting spheres, the (5) individual was studied, in particular with regard to individual subjectivity, 

and his/her identity as informed by the place within the organisation and the day-to-day workplace 

experience and the respective overall ambitions for learning, participation in education or further 

career steps, within or outside the current employer.  

aƻǊŜƻǾŜǊΣ όсύ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ƭƛŦŜ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ŀǘ ƘƻƳŜΣ ŎƛǾƛŎ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘǎΣ ƭŜƛǎǳǊŜ 

time activities, and, when applicable, participation in adult education was explored.  

Following a bounded agency model, while relying mainly on secondary sources or on results of other 

parts of the ENLIVEN project for describing the enabling/constraining environments, we also refer to 

(7) the organisational field, as the environment constraining and enabling organisational agency, and 

to the (8) life space/life world of the individual, that is the social world as it appears from the 

ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ǎǘŀƴŘǇƻƛƴǘ ŀƴŘ όфύ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊŀǘƛŦƛŜŘ ǎƻŎƛŜǘŀƭ Ŝnvironment with its institutions permeating both 

organisational fields and individual life spaces and its structuration, knowing a top and a bottom, the 

powerful and the powerless, the wealthy and the impoverished ς and everything in between.  
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Finally, societies are not perceived as isolated entities, but as globally embedded, where processes 

going on at transnational level and day-to-day exchange processes going on between - in principle - 

any possible points on the globe permeate in a direct or mediated way any layer of the model outlined.  

We address (10) the issue of global embeddedness, accepting that the interdependence of the local 

and the global need not any longer be evidenced in any pre-structured way, but can pop up locally 

almost in any imaginable way, for example, when the co-worker you speak to is actually sitting 10.000 

kilometres away, enjoying a different time of day and a different season of the year ς not to mention 

a totally different institutional environment regulating his or her gainful work. 

Empirically, work focusses on (1) Workplace Learning (2) the Workplace (3) the Work System (4) the 

Organisation, (5) the Individual and (6) the Individual Live Structure, all understood as belonging to the 

micro level of analysis. (7) Organisational Field and (8) Life Space/Life Structure are taken as 

representing the meso-level. (9) Stratified Societal Environment and (10) Global Embeddedness 

naturally represent the Macro-Level of analysis. 

A summary of the key arguments used for constructing the wider context (  
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Figure 2-2) 

Intersection of the organisation and the individual [Micro Level] 

(1) Workplace learning is understood as the day-to-day learning by participating in the work 

process and by collaborating in the relevant social settings4. It refers both to the acquisition of 

skills and knowledge and the participation in communities of practice. It includes professional 

and organisational socialization, it may include upwards movement to higher stages of 

professional competence and the development of a particular identity as a member of (a 

subgroup within) the organisation and/or the member of an occupation/profession. 

Workplace learning may or may not be supported by non-formal education and training. For 

explaining the extent and quality of workplace learning, it has been proposed to understand 

workplace learning as the negotiated outcome of organizational and individual agency, 

mediated by the design of the workplace/the job. 

Workplace learning ς in all its meaning from acquiring skills to develop a particular identity ς 

ƛǎ Ŝǉǳŀƭƭȅ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ŀ ƪŜȅ ŎƻƳǇƻƴŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŀŘǳƭǘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŀŘǳƭǘΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜΦ ! ōƭŀǘŀƴǘ 

lack of opportunity for workplace learning is considered a severe burden, hampering individual 

development within the workplace and in wider life areas. Learning deprivation at work 

ŎƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜǎ ƻƴŜ ŦŀŎǘƻǊ όƻŦǘŜƴ ŎƻƳōƛƴŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŘŜǘǊƛƳŜƴǘŀƭ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎύ ƻŦ ΨōŀŘ ƧƻōǎΩ (Warhurst, 

Carré, Findley and Tilly, 2012). Workers may raise their voices to change learning deprived 

jobs, prepare for leaving for better jobs or risk that the job takes a toll on their lives over time. 

 

As workplace learning cannot be observed directly, ENLIVEN will rely on various strategies for 

its exploration, mainly by exploring the qualities of the workplace which are found to indicate 

a high/low potential for workplace learning (see below).  

a) ²Ŝ ŀǊŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿŜŜΩǎ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀōǎŜƴŎŜκǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŀ 

systematic approach to competence development as experienced by the employee in his 

early years with the current employer. We are particularly keen about any narrative on a 

systematic application of a pedagogy of workplace learning, so any explicit arrangement 

where work assignments are given to early career workers for the learning they are 

typically requiring, and where less complex assignments prepare for more complex 

assignments (Billett, 2001; Billett, 2002). 

b) As we are interested in the subjective perception on workplace learning, we will invite 

interviewees to present their vision of learning experiences at work, by narrating events 

or situations where they have learnt something important enough to be recalled. We are 

interested both in experiences rated as positive and rated as negative. We are interested 

in how interviewees have experienced the narrated situation as we are interested to learn 

about readiness to engage with or refrain from situations where learning is at hand.  

c) We trace the rationale of an indicator proposed for marking high potential for workplace 

learning in the narratives, that is whether a worker is responsible or not for solving 

                                                           
 

4 Workplace learning is thereby mainly either informal or incidental, so it is also often addressed as informal 
learning at work, to be separated to formal and non-formal job-related further education. See the now classic 
(Marsick and Watkins, 1990) 
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unexpected issues at work by inviting interviewees to narrate situations where something 

unexpected happened and how they were (not) involved in resolving the issue5.  

d) We will explore whether or not the interviewees perceive their workplace as learning 

conducive, as we are interested in confronting their perceptions ς which are likely to be of 

some consequence for their motivation to learn also beyond the workplace ς with a) our 

ƻǿƴ ǊŀǘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŀ ǿƻǊƪǇƭŀŎŜΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƎŀǘƘŜǊŜŘ ŀƴŘ 

against the backdrop of survey sources ς b) the perceptions of co-workers holding a similar 

role/position in the same organisation. By the latter, we are going to explore and 

understand the importance of individual life histories, identity and personality for the 

perception of a workplace and the likely consequence for actively participating in 

workplace learning available.  

e) Finally, with ǘƘŜ ƘŜƭǇ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘǎΩΣ ǿŜ ǿƛƭƭ ǎŜŜ Ƙƻǿ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ 

negotiating their active participation in a new learning exercise provided ς although 

mediated by the ENLIVEN researchers ς by their employer organisation. 

 

(2) The workplace is understood broadly as a stable bundle of tasks assigned to or adopted by a 

job holder situated in the social fabric of an organisation. Organisations owe the authority to 

designing jobs, thereby applying their organisational agency. Organisations enjoy 

considerable, yet, still limited discretion over job design, which is limited (to a certain extent) 

both by technological requirement of work systems and by institutional constraints 

established on the organisational field level (5), the societal level (9) or on a global level (10) 

(see below). 

Beyond formal job design, there are informal processes of day-to-day readjustments of jobs, 

both as the outcome of relational stǊǳƎƎƭŜǎ όΨǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎ ƻŦ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ƭƛŦŜΩύ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ ƻƴ 

individual investments in a given job. Reflecting the wider organisational arrangements, jobs 

can be either fluid and malleable or restricted or rigid.  

Workplaces invariably differ greatly in quality, as addressed by the quality of work strand of 

research. In particular, they differ by the potential for workplace learning they offer to the 

employee; workplaces could be more or less conducive for workplace learning, showing 

features which either expand ƻǊ ǊŜǎǘǊƛŎǘ ŀƴ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŜΩǎ ƻǇǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ŦƻǊ 

learning potential to be realised, the employee needs to apply his/her agency and involve 

her/himself in the learning available. Readiness for workplace learning may depend on both 

factors relatŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪǇƭŀŎŜ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ǿƻǊƪŜǊΩǎ ǿƛŘŜǊ ƭƛŦŜ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜΦ 

 

We are going to describe workplaces and their likely learning conduciveness by drawing on 

selected concepts, including 

a. Whether a workplace is following the principles of an Occupational or Organisational 

Space6, that means whether the workplace mainly mirrors the skill/tasks bundle of an 

established vocational (professional or para-professional) occupation or is 

                                                           
 

5 For the key difference between a split/the combination of the usual/unusual, introduced in (Koike et al., 
1990), see also (Skule, 2004) and for an interpretation within an economic of organisation framework (Leoni 
and Gaj, 2009; Leoni and Usai, 2005). 
6 Introduced in (Maurice et al., 1986); discussed in (Hefler and Markowitsch, 2012). 
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idiosyncratically created for serving the idiosyncratic purpose of an organisation. 

(Note, the job holder may hold a vocational qualification, however, the organisation 

might not rely on the established skill/tasks bundles; Vice versa, a job may broadly 

mirror what a typical vocationally trained worker can do, yet, employ job holders 

lacking the relevant credential). There is clear assumption that workplaces related to 

standardised occupations are on average broader and can better rely on external 

sources for training than job profiles totally specific to one organisation. 

b. We are inǘŜǊŜǎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ΨǉǳŀƭƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǎǇŀƴΩ (Maurice et al., 1986), that is the career 

steps typically accessible for entrance workers holding a particular level of 

qualification (e.g. entering as unskilled, semi-skilled, skilled in a particular occupation, 

holding an upper secondary school degree of particular kind, holding a post-secondary 

or tertiary degree). Furthermore, we are interested in formal qualifications/non-

formal internal programmes foreseen for moving up to a particular step on the career 

ladder (e.g. team leader; program director; deputy shop manager).  

c. Whether a workplace is part of a (self-organising) team (e.g. sharing the responsibility 

for a particular production process) or more isolated with only pre-defined links to 

neighbouring workplaces (e.g. on a production line; in a fast-food restaurant kitchen 

with fixed work spots).  

d. A rich description of the job design7, including the job range, job depth, and job 

relationships8. In particular, we are interested in the job range, so in a full breakdown 

of activities belonging to a particular job. We are moreover interested in which areas 

of the job an employee is expected to perform tasks requiring higher levels of specific 

competences. As a working model, it is proposed to start with the VQTS approach9, 

although only in a simplified version. It is proposed to rework the information gathered 

in the first interview with employees and present the intermediary results in a 

structured way for further elaboration in the second interview and use the final 

outcome of this competence-sensitive job descriptions for communicating within the 

case study organisation and for comparing results across corporations.  

e. The application of the Learning conduciveness indicator proposed in (Skule, 2004), 

ǊŜŦŜǊǊƛƴƎ ǘƻ άIƻǿ ƻŦǘŜƴ Řƻ ȅƻǳ ƭŜŀǊƴ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ƴŜǿΚέΣ άIƻǿ ƳǳŎƘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ Řƻ 

ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ƘƻƭŘƛƴƎ ȅƻǳǊ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ ǉǳŀƭƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ Řƻ ȅƻǳǊ ƧƻōΚέΤ άIƻǿ ƭƻƴƎ ŎƻǳƭŘ 

you be absent fǊƻƳ ȅƻǳǊ Ƨƻō ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ƭƻǎƛƴƎ ǘǊŀŎƪΚέ 

f. Summarising the findings from interviews according to the dimensions proposed in 

the expansive/reactive learning model of (Fuller et al., 2004). 

g. We propose to use an excerpt of approx. 15 questions of the European Working 

Condition Survey (available in most partner languages) as a supporting research 

instrument, used by (Valeyre, Lorenz, Cartron, Csizmadia, Gollac, Illéssy and Makó, 

2009) and in other related work for constructing their typologies of workplaces - See 

                                                           
 

7 αJob design specifies the contents of jobs in order to satisfy work requirements and meet the personal 
needs of the job holder, thus increasing levels of employee engagementάΣ (Armstrong and Taylor, 2014), 145 
8 Job range ς the number of operations a job holder performs to complete a task; Job depth ς the amount of 
discretion a job holder has to decide job activities and job outcomes. - 3 Job relationships ς the interpersonal 
relationships between job holders and their managers and co-workers. Ibid, 146. 
9 http://3s.co.at/download/VQTS%20model_VQTS%20II%20results.pdf. 
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Annex (related to the typology of work systems/organisations (Mintzberg, 1979) ς see 

below).  

h. A proxy for the labour turn over (e.g. new entrance as a proportion of all employees; 

proportion of employees with more than 10 years of job tenure), representing the 

unobserved effects of job stability on workplace learning/organisational learning 

(based on Arrow 1962, discussed by (Grip, 2008)10). 

 

Organisational level [Micro level] 

(3) The work system refers to the way to organise the production process for goods or a service. 

It depicts the way the process is broken down into single jobs, how the latter are connected to 

and related with each other, creating thereby a stratified, relational system of social positions. 

! ǿƻǊƪ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜǎ ǘƻ ŀƴ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ specific formal structure. Work systems 

determine the numeric relationship between particular types of jobs ς for example, the 

number of managers compared to workers without managerial authority, the number of 

employees in specialist departments compared to front-level worker etc. To a certain extent, 

work systems predetermine the leeway for crafting jobs with particular features. While some 

products (e.g. crude steel) and services (e.g. legal services) go hand-in- hand with particular 

technologies, which restrict the choice of work systems at hand, organisations still have a 

particular stake in deciding on their overall work system as part of their bounded agency. In 

other words, similar products and services could be produced in sufficiently competitive 

ways based on different work systems. 

 

 

Guiding distinctions include  

a. Key production technologies (including social technologies) applied, with special 

attention to their implication for job design/work autonomy. E.g. steady process 

industries (steel, chemistry); fully automated manufacturing requiring high levels of 

investment and a two/three shift operation;  

b. Key philosophies of the work organisation, in particular whether or not work is 

designed around complete business processes ς one line of product/services, a group 

of employees share responsibility for all steps in the production circle, including 

marketing and sales (instead of applying a functional department structure). Whether 

or not a firm adheres to lean manufacturing philosophies; whether or not a firms 

ŀǇǇƭƛŜǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ǘƻ ŀ άIƛƎƘ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ ǿƻǊƪ ǎȅǎǘŜƳέ ό(Appelbaum, Bailey, 

Berg and Kalleberg, 2000)). We are further interested in the relative importance of 

autonomous work teams and the prevalence of projects as a form of organising work 

internally. 

c. We are particularly interested in grasping and displaying the overall structure of 

workplaces established within the organisation, so knowing about a) the proportion 

of un/low skilled workers responsible narrowly defined tasks (Neo-Taylorism) b) the 

                                                           
 

10 https://www.sensepublishers.com/media/1103-the-learning-potential-of-the-workplace.pdf. 

https://www.sensepublishers.com/media/1103-the-learning-potential-of-the-workplace.pdf
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proportion of skilled work; c) the numeric relationship between managerial and non-

managerial employees (span of management); we will interpret this against the 

backdrop of the organisational stratification/relational perspective on work literature 

(for an introduction see (Tomaskovic-Devey, 2014), (Stainback, Tomaskovic-Devey and 

Skaggs, 2010)) 

d. We are interested in the importance of the occupational versus organisational space 

(see above), here, with regard for the organisation as a whole (instead for the 

particular workplaces under study).  

e. We will observe the levels of inequality and segregation with regard to gender, ethnic 

minority or (devalued) migrant status, when reconstruction the work force and the 

distribution of particular groups across the areas within the organisation and across 

the various layers of hierarchy. 

 

(4) Organisations are addressed as purposefully designed systems to achieve a common goal, 

having ŀ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ŀƎŜƴŎȅ ŦƻǊ ŘƻƛƴƎ ΨǘƘŜƛǊ ǘƘƛƴƎΩΣ ǘƘŜǊŜōȅ ǊŜƭȅƛƴƎ ƻƴ ŀ ǎŜǘ ƻŦ ŎŀǇŀōƛƭƛǘies 

achieved over the organizational life circle and depending on their environments for resources 

and legitimacy ς even more, their borders are permeable, so that they need to be understood 

as open. Organisations purposefully design formal structures, however, their day-to-day social 

life is characterised by informal processes11. Members of the organisations do mainly what 

they are expected to do, however, they follow their own interests and compete and 

collaborate for achieving their own goals. Deviation from shared rules and norms is a normal 

feature of organisational life. Organisations have their formal power structures, with managers 

exerting authority over their subalterns, including a say in hiring and firing members. With 

regard to workplace learning, organisational capacity ς as exerted by their layers of 

management and negotiated with their workforce and its representation ςis a key question in 

terms of how jobs are designed, how jobs are embedded (for example in teams), how jobs are 

organised in job ladders and career progression routes. Moreover, the management of an 

organisation can take a more or less keen interest in supporting workplace learning and can 

ŀǇǇƭȅ ŦǳƴŘŀƳŜƴǘŀƭƭȅ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜǎ ǘƻ ƛǘǎ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘΦ hǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎΩ ŀƎŜƴŎȅ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ 

restrained by its dependency on resources retained from its environment, it is particular 

shaped by the institutions established at the level of organisational field and ς mediated by 

the latter ς institutions shaping the wider society (or the transnational space) it depends on. 

Models for organising work, shaping jobs, supporting or limiting workplace learning might be 

ǘŀƪŜƴ ŀǎ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ōƭƻŎƪǎ ŦǊƻƳ ŀƴ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘΣ ŜǾŜƴ ǿƘŜƴ ƘŀǊŘƭȅ ŀƴȅ 

justification can be found for such an adoption and even when related practices might stay 

decoupled from informal processes which keep the machine running.  

With regard to the interrelationship between organisational agency and workplace learning, 

topics we are particularly interested in include: 

                                                           
 

11 Openness and the importance of the informal social life for organisational processes is addressed by 
understanding organisations as natural (not only rationally designed) and open (not refrained to the 
organisational borders) systems. (Scott et al., 2007).  
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a) Learning about the overall structure of the organisation ς it is proposed to collect sufficient 

information, so that we can apply tentatively typologies of organisations, for example the 

one proposed by (Mintzberg, 1979). 

b) We are interested in learning about the key business strategies, in particular, whether an 

organisation is presented as competing on the basis of low prices or on the basis of high 

quality or innovative cutting-edge products/services.  

c) We need to learn about how the Human resource development function is 

organised/dispersed across the organisations (e.g. is there a HRD professional/a HRD 

department; if yes, with which function; how are the HRD functions of (line) managers 

designed)  

d) We would like to learn details about approaches to non-formal training and collect 

sufficient detail, so that typologies could be applied (e.g. typology of training cultures, see 

(Hefler, 2013)) ς CƻǊ ǊŀǘƛƴƎ ŀƴ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǇǊƻǾƛǎƛƻƴ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ ōŀŎƪŘǊƻǇ ƻŦ 

existing data (CVTS), we will use a selection of questions of the CVTS questionnaire to 

collect background information. 

e) We are particularly interested in accounts of planned approaches to workplace learning 

(also addressed as competence development or pedagogy of work place learning). Are 

their formal or informal plans (e.g. tacit knowledge applied by team leaders) to further 

develop young employees by assigning particular tasks and by providing structured 

feedback, allowing for deliberate learning (Ericsson, Krampe and Tesch-Römer, 1993)? 

How are development pathways outlined and how is experience gained and learning 

achieved assessed and documented? We expect that accounts on planned workplace 

learning will differ between layers of the management (with line managers having a 

different, more nuanced view) and between management and early career workers. 

f) We are also interested in the way organisations present their approaches to and capacities 

for innovation. We are particularly interested in whether or not the average 

workplace/employee is considered as a particular resource for innovation and whether or 

not particular measures for knowledge sharing are in place ((Evans and Waite, 2010; 

Høyrup, 2012); see also the landmark study (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995; Nonaka, Toyama 

and Byosière, 2001)).  

g) We are interested in the organisational climate. Beyond insight given by the interviewees, 

we will apply one established scale for measurement (not selected yet).  

 

Individual Level (Micro Level) 

(5) For the Individual, the workplace forms a key part of the individual life structure (being 

unemployed is equally a dominating feature), which typically not only co-ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜǎ ƻƴŜΩǎ 

economic situation, but forms a vital pŀǊǘ ƻŦ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ όŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭƭȅ ƛƴ ŀ ŘŜƭƛōŜǊŀǘŜ 

negation, taking the work issue not serious at all). Current work experience is thought to 

ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜ ǘƻ ŀƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ǿŜƭƭōŜƛƴƎ ŀǎ ƘŜǊκƘƛǎ ƘƻǇŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ǿƻǊƪǇƭŀŎŜ 

not only allows for learning and development, it has the potential to motivate or inhibit 

learning ambitions in other areas of the life structure as well. While the workplace and a 

ƭŀŎƪκŀōǳƴŘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ŎƻƴǎǘǊŀƛƴ ŀƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ŀƎŜƴŎȅΣ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛdual is still 

empowered to negotiate his/her engagement at work, make use of or reject learning 

opportunities available and decide to infuse work with meaning or retreat from work and 
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prepare for leaving the organisation. Learning more about the potential sources for different 

individual responses to similar conditions at work and options for workplace learning is a 

particular aim of the overall approach of the ENLIVEN field work. 

 

Topics we are particular interested in include 

a. ¢ƘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ŀōƻǳt what is essential for his/her identity (anchors of 

identity); we are interested to learn about the way gainful work is seen/rejected as a 

basis for identity building (identity as member of an occupation/a profession; a 

member of a particular firm; as a member of a formal or informal status group within 

the firm (e.g. member of a trainee program for aspiring managers; part of a group of 

workers who dare to speak up), a member of the working class and/or the labour 

movement. When the current work is presented as without much significance, we are 

interested to explore the reason for this alienation. We are interested to learn about 

how individuals explain the in-/significance of the current job for their identity. We are 

ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘŜŘ ƛƴ Ǉŀǎǘ ǿƻǊƪΩǎ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿŜŜΩǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅΦ aƻǊŜƻǾŜǊΣ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ 

interested in the impact of anticipated (hoped for) workplaces on the current identity. 

Finally, we are interested in key sources of the identity articulated by the interviewee 

beyond gainful work (for example, identity rooted in another part of the life structure, 

for example a closely knit peer group of friends; parenting; civic engagement, 

adherence to a particular youth culture, identity rooted in a particular minority or 

migrant culture, in a particular religion, etc.).  

b. Current (within the past three to six months) preoccupation with particular 

tasks/challenges in young adulthood (emerging adulthood), beyond the workplace. 

Issues include tasks such ŀǎ ƭŜŀǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘΩǎ ƘƻƳŜΣ ǎǘƻǊƳȅ ǇƘŀǎŜǎ ƛƴ ƛƴǘƛƳŀǘŜ 

relationships, starting an educational programme. Unexpected challenges may include 

the (untimely) death of a loved one, an acute, severe health issue etc. (for frameworks, 

(Anderson, Goodman and Schlossberg, 2012; Sugarman, 2001)). We also note other 

and more chronic forms of crises (e.g. excess indebtedness; drug issues). However, we 

will not explore them in any detail. We will analyse these temporary preoccupations 

as unavoidably competing with a focus on work-related issues, including workplace 

learning. 

c. Identity as learner/representation of the previous school career; we are particularly 

interested to learn about the overall pattern of the educational career.12 

d. Orientation towards workplace learning and work careers; we will investigate the 

demonstrated overall career orientation and transition behaviour, taking the patterns 

identified by (Evans et al., 1994)13, ς reporting on the generation born around 1970 ς 

as a starting point; based on the narratives, we will explore whether additional 

ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ όŦƻǊ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǎǳōƎǊƻǳǇǎ ƻŦ ȅƻǳǘƘΣ ŦƻǊ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎ ΧύΦ 

 

                                                           
 

12 See for example the four basic types proposed in (Evans and Heinz, 1994), 6 for the generation born about 
1970; I) academic mainstream II) training and employment leading to skilled work III) other training leading to 
semi-skilled work IV) early experienced in unskilled work and remedial training schemes. 
13 Patterns identified include a) strategic transition behavior; b) Step-by-Step transition behavior c) Taking 
chances transition behavior; d) Wait and see transition behavior. (ibid). 
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(6) For gaining a fuller understanding of the context of individual agency and subjectivity, we will 

explore the individual life structure over a multi-year period (approx. 10 years) including the 

articulated plans for the (near) future. The life structure relates to ς following Levinson - άǘƘŜ 

ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴ ƻǊ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ƻŦ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ƭƛŦŜΣ ŀ ƳŜǎƘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǎŜƭŦ-in-ǿƻǊƭŘέ (Levinson et al., 1996), quoted 

ƛƴ IŜŦƭŜǊ нлмоΣ мммύΦ άLǘǎ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ ŎƻƳǇƻƴŜƴǘǎ ŀǊŜ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎΥ ǿƛǘƘ ǎŜƭŦΣ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŜǊǎƻƴǎΣ 

ƎǊƻǳǇǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƭƭ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǘŜǊƴŀƭ ǿƻǊƭŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴŎŜ ƛƴ ƻƴŜΩǎ 

life. A person has relationships to work and to various elements of the occupational world; 

friendships and social networks, love relationships, including marriage and family; experiences 

of the body (health, illness, growth, decline); leisure, recreation, and use of solitude; 

memberships and roles in many social settings. Each relationship is like a thread in a tapestry: 

the meaning of a thread depends on its place in the total design.έ (Levinson 1980, 278) 

Learning in other areas of the individual life structure may add to rich workplace learning or 

make up for poor learning opportunities at wƻǊƪΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ΨǘƘŜ ƭƻƴƎ ŀǊƳ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƧƻōΩ Ƴŀȅ 

undercut any ambition for or capacity to learn in any other part of life (as e.g. predicted by 

ΨƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŜǎƛǎΩ ƻŦ (Kohn and Schooler, 1983)). 

a. Based on the narratives to open questions and answers to structured questions, we 

summarise events/turning points (e.g. the death of a family member; unexpected loss 

of employment) and ongoing spells of activity (e.g. participation in a theatre project 

from June 2014 to March 2016; military service from April 2012 to March 2013) in all 

areas of the life structure including a) gainful work b) household & intimate 

relationships & parenting c) relationship with friends d) civic engagement e) leisure 

activities f) participation in organised education. We investigate further the use of 

public support mechanisms in place for career guidance or supporting participation in 

(further) education or for overcoming any other challenging situation reported. Life 

structure will allow us to interpret the presence of particular challenging situations or 

the absence of expectable events/spells.  

b. The representations achieved will also allow for linking the individual case vignettes to 

results of qualitative and quantitative life course research on transitions in youth/early 

adulthood (for a review, (Buchmann and Kriesi, 2011). We are particularly interested 

in studying our case vignettes against the backdrop of research on patterns of school-

to-work transition; transitions in early careers (movements within firms, movements 

between firms; movements between sectors/occupational fields; movements in/out 

of unemployment and phases of inactivity) and so-called work-to-school transitions, 

where education temporarily regain priority over gainful work.  

 

Representations of the decisive environments, enabling and constraining the ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ŀƴŘ 

ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ŀƎŜƴŎȅ ώaŜǎƻ [ŜǾŜƭϐ 

 

(7) Organisational fields form local institutional orders which simultaneously expand ς as a 

particular resource ς and restrict ς as a particular constraint ς organisational agency. On the 

organisational field level, expectations are established about what organisations should do, 

for example, with regard to work design, job design, support for workplace learning or any 

other practice of human resource management. Organisational fields express the idea that 

markets are embedded social institutions, alias fields, which are equally areas of fierce 
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competition, where organisations struggle for supremacy, legitimate participation or survival. 

Organisations can but do not necessarily comply with the expectation on field level ς they owe 

a considerable leeway for strategic behaviour within organisational fields.  

While information on the relevant organisational fields will be taken mainly from secondary 

sources, within the interviews with the management, we will collect information on how the 

members of the organisation perceive their field. Questions will include: 

a) What are the perceived dominant organisations in the field (national/global), key direct 

competitors, key organisations providing specific types of education/further education, 

key research organisations, key professional networks and their journals/information 

channels, key authorities relevant for the field? 

 

(8) Individual Life Space/Life World: Individuals are embedded in social environments situated in 

space and time. From a particular vantage point within a relationally constructed social space, 

the world is perceived in a particular manner. For addressing the specific embeddedness of a 

group of individuals, starting points are the psychological idea of an individual life space (Kurt 

Lewin) and the constructivist concept of the life world (Berger/Luckmann). Differences in the 

life space/life worlds for groups within society can be addressed by a Bourdieusian social class 

approach or by an approach differentiating between social milieus. Individual agency, in 

particular as applied in workplace learning and career decision making, is understood as a) 

bounded by the particular place within the social class structure/a particular milieu and b) 

changing with the particular class fractions/milieus and the resources typically available to 

them. Individuals can refuse to follow the prescriptions of their milieu, however, they are 

restricted by the fact that they are in one place (e.g. among a rural community of factory 

workers living nearby a former plant) and not in another (e.g. among students of humanities 

in the capital city). Within the bounded agency framework, the life space/life 

world/class/milieu will work as the concrete/relevant environment which can strongly differ 

from what is available/feasible on a societal level (as constructed, for example, in cross-

country comparative studies, based on various indicators).  

Within the case studies, we are particular interested in: 

a) Learning about the communities young employees portray themselves as belonging to  

b) Learning about the family of origin (occupation of mother and father, educational 

achievement of mother and father, number of siblings, overall understanding of family 

(nucleus or broad understanding, involving potentially hundreds of people)) 

c) Learning about the perceived trajectory within the social space (whether the current job 

is considered an expected/unexpected outcome of the life course up to the time of the 

interview; whether or not it is considered as in line with the social status of the family of 

origin) 

 

Representations of societal and global embeddedness as mediated by organisational 

fields/individual Life Space/Life worlds [Marco Level] 

(9) Societal level: The societal level provides the structured environment for the elements studied 

on the meso-level (organisational fields; life space/life world) including its societal level social 

institutions as described by the comparative literature on varieties of capitalism, employment 

systems, welfare state systems, and education and skill formation systems.  
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Analysis for wp5/6 will be linked to the work in other work packages, in particular wp4 

(employment, welfare, varieties of capitalism) and wp1, 2 and 3 (education systems, systems 

of lifelong learning).  

Within 5/6, there is a particular interest to observe where studied organisational fields clearly 

ŘƛŦŦŜǊ ŦǊƻƳ ǿƘŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ŀ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΩǎ 

overall institutional make-up. For example, when collective bargaining is the societal norm, we 

ŀǊŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘŜŘΣ ǿƘȅ ǘƘƛǎ ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ΨŀŘǳƭǘ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǎŜŎǘƻǊΩ ƛƴ ŀ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ 

country.  

 

(10) Global embeddedness: {ƻŎƛŜǘƛŜǎ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ōŜ ŀƴŀƭȅǎŜŘ ƛƴ ƛǎƻƭŀǘƛƻƴ όΨŎƻƴǘŀƛƴŜǊ ƳƻŘŜƭΩύ ōǳǘ 

need to be understood as deeply interrelated within global systems of exchange and 

domination. Not so much societies as a whole, yet, individuals and organisations, respectively 

particular communities and particular organisational fields are in exchange and therefore 

exposed to the positive and negative effects of transnational interaction. Transnational 

influences need therefore to be considered both as mediated by societal level institutions and 

as taking place in an unmediated way, where actors of various type exchange directly with 

actors situated in a different societal context. Exchange processes themselves (within a 

particular economic subsector) are likely to result in new transnational fields where the mutual 

expectations of involved parties are stabilised. Concepts such as Gloalisation [sic] (Robertson, 

2012) try to grasp the interweaving of various locals into a new blend, representing what 

globalisation means for particular actors in place and time. With regard to workplace learning, 

being sensitive to the global embeddedness is also required for avoiding the pitfall of blaming 

particular countries or industries for being left over with the less inspiring stages within value 

changes and geographically distributed production systems.  

 

Within the case studies, we are particularly interested whether: 

 a) organisations interact in transnational value chains/are part of distributed 

manufacturing systems 

b) employees studied are in touch with colleagues abroad on a daily base (e.g. using 

English as a lingua franca).  

c) employees belong to transnational communities (for example, religious or ethnic 

diasporas; transnational communities of youth culture, formed around a particular 

activity, for example e-sports).  

 

¢ƘŜ 9b[L±9b ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΩǎ ƳŀǇ ƻŦ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘǎ ƻƴ ƛnfluences on workplace learning 

Figure 3 outlines the line of argument and its related propositions which inform the design of the case 

studies. The key proposition is that workplace learning is the negotiated outcome of individual and 

organisational agency. The workplace itself is understood as the environment enabling or restricting 

ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀǘ ǿƻǊƪΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀƭǎƻ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ǿƻǊƪǇƭŀŎŜΩǎ greater or lesser workplace learning 

potential.  

Workplaces are thought to be the key organisational units where skills are exploited for producing 
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goods and services. Simultaneously, while working the necessary skills can be created, making the 

workplace potentially a vital site of learning. The learning available in a single workplace is also 

influenced by the overall organisational environment. However, the extent of how this learning 

potential is used strongly depends on individual agency. Moreover, individual agency contributes to 

the shaping of workplaces itself, as workplaces may respond to the ways individuals take on and 

perform their jobs. How different individuals apply their agency for realising the learning potential of 

workplaces is at the heart of each organisational case study.  

For understanding individual agency, it is necessary to describe systematically the learning potential 

of the workplace and to study features of workplaces expanding or restricting the learning potential 

available. As a starting point, the framework of Fuller et al. (2004) has been adopted, however, it is a 

key task of the case studies to add to the existing knowledge on factors shaping the learning potential 

of the workplaces. 

Figure 3 provides a recap of the flow of arguments. Without doubt, organisations shape single 

workplaces, thereby applying their agency. However, what can be studied based on the example of 

single workplaces, needs to be regarded as an outcome of more basic organisational attributes, which 

themselves are ς among other things ς the outcome of the application of organisational agency.  

The organisational case studies focus in particular on the ways in which work is organised, as the form 

of work organisations predetermines the types and structure of workplaces available. Furthermore, 

organisations shape career patterns deliberately and may create segments within their workforce 

showing better or poorer employment conditions (organisational stratification). Career patterns and 

organisational stratification are believed to be rather dependent on each other.  

Organisations also define their human resource management and development practices (including 

training). While organisations have some leeway in shaping their policies, the policies themselves are 

thought to be heavily influenced by the workplaces created and dependent on the overall work 

organisation and the career patterns established.  

Organisational and individual agency alike are shaped by other environments beyond the organisation 

studied. Organisational agency is thought to be bounded (enabled and restricted) by various features 

studied best at an organisational field level. Organisational fields are permeated by societal effects of 

single societies and by transnational fields representing global integration. Individual agency is 

conceptualised as shaped by the individual life structure located ƛƴ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ŀƴŘ ŀƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ 

position within the (Bourdieusian) social space. Societal effects shape the social space and thereby 

individual agency. To conclude, both organisational and individual agency are thought to be shaped by 

factors beyond the organisations studied and are examined in the context of the relevant literature 

reviewed in the preparation of the case studies.  
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Figure 2-3 Map of the key line of arguments linking the elements of the study 

 Source: Own description 

 

2.3.1 The importance of economic sectors ς the ENLIVEN approach to select economic sectors 
 

Economic sectors are defined by the goods and services they provide, however, they are also 

characterised by their specific profile, speaking of the size of companies present or the type of 

occupations dominating. Economic sectors are a key unit of analysis as they are characterized, to start 

with, by particular compositional effects, meaning that in certain sectors, it is much more frequent to 

find organizations with particular features than in others and that some occupations are much more 

frequent than in others. Some sectors are even unique by their types of organisations covered and 

their selection of occupations employed in larger numbers. While, for example, in all sectors, there are 

small and large organisations, some are dominated by a few very large ones, others not. While 

managers and cleaning personnel can be found everywhere, heavy current engineers or hair dressers 

are overrepresented in one sector and practically absent in all others. It is important to note that 

economic sectors may differ in their profile from one country to another, as they are composed of 

completely different organisations. For example, the textile sector used to be dominated by medium 

to large enterprises and low-skilled workers, however, in many high-wage countries, the surviving 

organisations may be mainly small to medium and employing a highly-skilled, high-paid personnel 

specialized in specific production technologies or in design and marketing, with any low-skilled work 

off-shored. Beyond the specific profiles of economic sectors resulting from compositional effects, 

economic sectors are in many countries the level of collective interest organisation and collective 

bargaining. Employer associations and trade unions have in many countries a sectoral base. Economic 

sectors differ greatly in the strength of their business interest organisations and their sectoral unions. 
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In coordinated economies, coordination takes place often on sectoral level. As outcomes of interest 

coordination and collective bargaining may strongly differ between sectors ς in particular, in the long 

run -sectors develop their particular profile, for example, with regard to their wage levels paid (high 

versus low wage sectors).  

For the work in the ENLIVEN project, three socio-economic sectors have been chosen for their 

expected features ς expectations includes 

- for the retail sector, that it is dominated by a few major, large organisations which are 

powerful enough to enjoy considerably leeway in organizing work. Moreover, the retail 

sector is known for employing high number of low-skilled employees; among them high 

numbers of young people with low or no formal qualification. Moreover, the retail sector has 

been chosen for its comparatively low wage level and a workforce dominated by women. 

- For the metal and machinery sector, that it will cover a large number of small and medium 

enterprises, which may differ in the ways they are organizing work, having either a high-skills 

or a low-skills profile and are employing mainly skilled workers with a medium to high level 

of qualification. The metal sector is expected to employ substantial numbers of young 

people. Overall, the metal and machinery sector has been chosen for being a high-wage, 

male dominated sector, with a frequently strong trade union membership base and long-

term established business interest associations.  

- For the adult education sector, that it is dominated by small to medium organisations, 

employing mainly highly qualified adult educators, however, due to a lack of stable public 

and private streams of income, offering mainly precarious employment conditions and rather 

low levels of pay, at least when compared to the wages of other university trained groups of 

employees. New entrants in the adult education sector are expected to be much older than 

in the case of the other two sectors, mainly due to the high qualification requirements. 

 

In the following, some key statistics for the three selected sectors are presented. In retail, the 

proportion of young adults (15-24) among employees is particularly high in Denmark and quite high in 

Belgium and Estonia (Figure 2-4 ). The proportion of young employees among the work force is 

moderate in the Metal sector, but much lower than for retail. It is particularly low in the two countries 

selected for case studies, that is Spain and Bulgaria. 

 

Figure 2-4 Age structure of employees in retail (Labour Force Survey, 2018) 
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Source: Eurostat Dissemination Database, ELFS, Own calculations. 

 

Figure 2-5 Age structure of employees in manufacturing (Labour Force Survey, 2018) 

 

Source: Eurostat Dissemination Database, ELFS, own calculations. 

 

For the adult education sector, there is a lack of statistics, so that only data for the education sector 

as such can be presented.  
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Despite the continued policy interest in lifelong learningς all the people who provide course work of 

various kinds or provide training in the workplace as their key activity adult educators as a group of 

employees receive only scant attention. At the European Level, there is no statistical source 

established which shows the number of people making a living as adult educators (with the exception 

of particular subgroups, such as, for example, driving instructors). Even at the level of the member 

states, information on employed adult educators is limited, scattered and often incomplete, covering 

some types of institutions, whilst excluding many others. In a similar vein, there is a scarcity of data on 

adult education providers across the EU28; typically, statistics on organisations in adult education 

cover only some types of long-established organisations receiving some state funding, however, but 

not the large number of private for-profit or non-profit organisations. Moreover, very little information 

is available about organisation which provide adult education only as an additional activity amongst 

others, such as the many organisations supporting refugees, which have also become important 

providers of adult education in many countries.  

Despite the severe gap in information available, some key trends of employment in the adult education 

sector ς and in particular for adult educators ς have emerged from the literature (e.g. (Dobischat, Elias 

and Rosendahl, 2018). Contrary to teachers in the initial education system, adult educators are much 

more often employed on short-term, hourly contracts. They are much more often dependent self-

employed workers (Muehlberger, 2007; Williams and Horodnic, 2019). The level of income is much 

lower and the level of work load ς measured as the number of teaching hours required to earn a full-

time wage ς is much higher when compared to teachers in better institutionalised areas of education.  

To conclude, for the case studies in the adult education sector, many statistics are not available. 

Moreover, statistics on education in general give only some orientation, but do not represent a fully 

satisfactory picture for adult education, as the latter stands out in many aspects. 

Speaking of the age of adult educators, it is expected to be somewhat close to the education sector in 

general, reflecting the average qualification level and the comparatively late entrance in the field. It is 

evident from the age profile breakdown in the diagram below that the adult education sector employs 

the majority of its staff from the 26 to 39 age bracket, across all four countries in this report except for 

Italy, where the majority come from the 40 to 64 age bracket. It is clear in all cases that there are very 

few workers in education who are under 26. This is likely to be due to a need for considerable and 

lengthy experience amongst both teaching and support staff.  

 

Figure 2-6 Age structure of employees in education (Labour Force Survey, 2018) 
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Source: Eurostat Dissemination Database, ELFS, Own calculations. 

 

Beyond the age structure of the workforce in the sectors under study, it is also important to see how 

large a share of all young people are employed in a sector. There are some sectors which are 

particularly open to youth employment, especially the retail sector.  

As shown in Figure 2-7, the Danish retail sector employs more than one third of all 15-24 year olds in 

employment, which is an outstandingly high value. However, retail is also a key employer of young 

people in Belgium and Estonia, with one in five of young adults employed in retail.  

Manufacturing as such ς not to speak of the metal sector alone ς has ceased to be a key employer of 

young people practically everywhere. Among young adults, only one in ten is employed in 

manufacturing in Spain and only one in twenty in Bulgaria.  

Education, and adult education in particular, is not a field of employment for 15-24-year-old, as the 

vast majority of jobs require higher education; so early career workers in their first ten years of 

employment are mainly between 25 and 34 or even older.  
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Figure 2-8 Employees 15-24 in manufacturing, retail and wholesale and education as a proportion of all employees (Labour 
Force Survey, 2018) 

 

 Source: Eurostat Dissemination Database, ELFS, own calculations. 

 

Speaking of wage levels for all employed and for young adults in particular, manufacturing is a high 

wage sector in high wage countries such as Denmark, Austria, or Belgium and to a lesser degree, 

Spain, where the remaining jobs in manufacturing pay much higher wages than other economic 

sectors. Wage levels in the metal sector are typically much higher than in manufacturing in general. 

In other countries, such as Bulgaria or Slovakia, the wage premium for manufacturing work is much 

lower, however, it is still considerable, in particular in the metal sector.  

In the retail sector, median wages are below the country average in all countries, however, there are 

ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ΨǿŀƎŜ penaltyΩ for retail work, which is significant in high wage countries 

and less severe in low-wage countries.  

Pay levels in education are mainly driven by teacher wages in initial education; adult educators 

typically do not enjoy similar wage levels. However, the pay for teachers in general certainly provides 

the yard stick adult educators apply for rating their own level of pay. Average levels of pay for 

teachers is typically below the level of pay in manufacturing and above the level of pay in retail in 

high income countries. In low income countries, teacher wages are low and often even lower than 

the median wages in retail.  
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Figure 2-9 Mean annual income (gross) across ENLIVEN Partner countries and sector groups studied (2014) ς all age groups, 
break down for gender 

 

Source: Eurostat Dissemination Database ς Structural Income Statistics 2014, only organisations with 10+ employed; own 

description 
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Figure 2-10 Mean annual income (gross) across ENLIVEN Partner countries and sector groups studied (2014) ς employees 
younger than 30, breakdown for gender 

 

Source: Eurostat Dissemination Database ς Structural Income Statistics 2014, only organisations with 10+ employed; own 

representation 

 

2.3.2 Country as environments 
 

Countries provide specific institutional environments, which are thought to be deeply influential for 

practically all dimensions other study.  

As in other work packages of the ENLIVEN project, the analysis is informed by a typology of countries, 

using the forms of economic coordination, the types of welfare regimes and the dominating features 

of the education features at its main dimension. For a detailed discussion see, D2.1 and (Roosmaa and 

Saar, 2017; Saar, Ure and Holford, 2013). 
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Table 3Typology of countries based on varieties of capitalism, welfare state regimes and their extensions. 

Source: Quoted from (Saar and Räis, 2016);  

Market economy Liberal market economy Coordinated market economy Dependent market economy 

Economic governance Limited business coordination, 
antitrust laws 

Strong business associations, inter-company networks Hierarchy within transnational corporations 

Corporate 
governance 

External control/dispersed 
shareholders 

Internal control/concentrated shareholders Control by headquarters of transnational enterprises 

Industrial relations Market based;  

Few collective agreements; 

Decentralised bargaining; 

Trade unions and employer 
associations are weak; low cost 
hiring and firing 

Corporatist; 

Sector-wide and even national agreements, coordinated bargaining, statutory worker 
representation; 

Strong trade unions and employer associations; employee cooperation in firms and 
wage moderation 

Company level collective agreements; 

Decentralised bargaining; 

Trade unions and employer associations are weak 

Education and 
training system 

General competences; 
Initially employers invest little in 
human capital 

Industry and/or company-specific competences 
Initially employers invest in human capital 

Limited expenditures for further qualification 

Transfer of 
innovations 

Based on markets and formal 
contracts 

Important role of joint ventures and business associations Intra-firm transfer within transnational enterprises 

Welfare state Liberal Social democratic Conservative, continental Southern Europe Post-socialist, 
neoliberal 

Post-socialist, 
embedded 
neoliberal 

Post-socialist, Balkan 

Labour market 
policies 

Minimal income protection Generous income 
protection; strongly 
developed active labour 
market policy 

Good income protection; 
medium developed active 
labour market policy 

Medium income 
protection; less 
developed active labour 
market policy 

Minimal income 
protection; less 
developed active 
labour market 
policy 

Minimal income 
protection; less 
developed active 
labour market 
policy 

Minimal income 
protection; less 
developed active 
labour market policy 

Adult education Relatively widespread, unevenly 
distributed, mostly in-company 
training 

Prevalent, often subsidised 
by the state 

Education and training 
provides appropriate skills. 
Comparatively low 
participation 

Low participation, 
inequality in 
participation high 

Participation on 
medium level, 
unevenly 
distributed 

Participation quite 
low, inequality in 
participation quite 
low 

Participation very low, 
inequality on 
participation quite 
high 

Countries United Kingdom , Denmark Austria, Belgium Italy, Spain Estonia Slovakia Bulgaria 
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2.4 Two key concepts structuring the expectations for the learning conduciveness of 
workplaces 

2.4.1 Separation or combination of routine and non-routine activities: (American) 
Taylorism versus (Japanese) Lean production 

In their attempt to grasp the key difference between American and Japanese manufacturing of the 

1980s, Koike et al. (1990), page 7-15) introduced distinctions between whether or not the typical 

workplace combines or separates routine from non-routine activities. 

In the ŎŀǎŜ ƻŦ ΨǎŜǇŀǊŀǘƛƻƴΩΣ ǘƘŜ ǘȅǇƛŎŀƭ ǿƻǊƪŜǊ ƛǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ǊƻǳǘƛƴŜ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ƻƴƭȅΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ƴƻƴ-

routine activities are performed by specialists and managers only. In workplaces limited to routine 

activities, skill requirements are low and high labour turnover might not be linked to high 

organisational costs. Ordinary workers are told what to do in most events, they are expected to have 

little role in any attempt to overcome a difficult situation, nor are they required to learn from the 

problem-solving process introduced. If any conclusion is drawn from non-routine activities, it would 

be again the responsibility of specialised departments, resulting in changing directives for the ordinary 

workers. This first approach has been identified as the trademark of Taylorism and its narrowly defined 

jobs.  

!ƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜƭȅΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ ƻŦ ΨŎƻƳōƛƴŀǘƛƻƴΩΣ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ ŎƻǳƭŘ be equally responsible for routine and non-

routine activities, calling for a much broader skill set from each worker and a strong preference for 

team work, where multiple skilled groups of workers collectively develop the skill base required to run 

the whole of the production process. Non-routine activities are performed by teams of workers, 

thereby introducing a process of individual learning for each participating worker. High levels of (firm-

specific) skills make any worker valuable to the organisation, calling for a long-term (even life-time) 

employment relationship. Beyond solving the issue of the day, working teams are entitled to draw 

their conclusions from non-routine activities, instilling a bottom-up innovation process, later captured 

by Nonaka and ¢ŀƪŜǳŎƘƛΩǎ ǎŜƳƛƴŀƭ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨYƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΩ (Nonaka et al., 1995). 

Whether or not workers are responsible for non-routine activities needs therefore to be treated as a 

core indicator, representing different logics of how to organise work and the division of work in 

particuƭŀǊΦ ¢ƘŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ Ψ¢ŀyƭƻǊƛǎƳΩ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǊŜ ΨŘƛǎŎǊŜǘƛƻƴŀǊȅΩ ǘȅǇŜǎ ƻŦ ǿƻǊƪ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ 

are thereby captured by one single key difference.  

¢ƘŜ ΨǎŜǇŀǊŀǘƛƻƴΩ ǾŜǊǎǳǎ ΨŎƻƳōƛƴŀǘƛƻƴΩ ŘƛǾƛŘŜ ŀŦŦŜŎǘǎ ǘƘŜ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǿƻǊƪǇƭŀŎŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŀ 

twofold way. On the one hand, it expresses the learning available from non-routine activities itself: 

ǿƘƛƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ΨǎŜǇŀǊŀǘƛƻƴΩ ŎŀǎŜΣ ǘƘŜ ƻǊŘƛƴŀǊȅ ǿƻǊƪŜǊ ƛǎ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ Ψǎƛǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŦŜƴŎŜΩ ŀƴŘ ǿŀƛǘ ŦƻǊ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ 

to overcome the problem, providing him or her with no formal (or rewarded) role in the process. In 

ǘƘŜ ΨŎƻƳōƛƴŀǘƛƻƴΩ ŎŀǎŜǎΣ in contrastΣ ǘƘŜ ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾŜ ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǳƴŦƻǊŜǎŜŜƴ ƛǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜΩǎ Ƨƻō 

profile, allowing for building up experiences (and tacit knowledge) with the type of events at hand and 

allowing ŦƻǊ ΨōƻǘǘƻƳ-ǳǇΩ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪ ǘŜŀƳǎΩ experiences.  

TƘŜ ΨǎŜǇŀǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǾŜǊǎǳǎ ΨŎƻƳōƛƴŀǘƛƻƴΩ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜǎ Ƴŀƴȅ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ŀ 

whole and their likely impact on the opportunities and incentives for day-to-day workplace learning. 

²ƻǊƪǇƭŀŎŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƛǎ ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘ ōȅ Ψ¢ŀȅƭƻǊƛǎǘΩ types of work organisation per se and positively 

ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘ ōȅ ΨƭŜŀƴΩ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜǎ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΦ  

Lƴ ƛǘǎ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ŀǎ ŀƴ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǘȅǇŜ ƻŦ ǿƻǊƪ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜ ΨǎŜǇŀǊŀǘƛƻƴΩ ǾŜǊǎǳǎ ΨŎƻƳōƛƴŀǘƛƻƴΩ 

opposition can be also used to build a link to the analysis of work organisation as proposed by Edward 

Lorenz and colleagues based on the European working Condition Survey (Arundel, Lorenz, Lundvall and 
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±ŀƭŜȅǊŜΣ нллтΤ IƻƭƳ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлмлΤ IƻƭƳ ŀƴŘ [ƻǊŜƴȊΣ нлмоΤ IƻƭƳ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлмрΤ [ƻǊŜƴȊΣ [ǳƴŘǾŀƭƭΣ YǊŀŜƳŜǊπ

Mbula and Rasmussen, 2016; Valeyre et al., 2009). Problem solving activities and in particular 

discretion about choosing solutions are present to a far larger extent in workplaces labelled as 

ΨŘƛǎŎǊŜǘƛƻƴŀǊȅΩ ƻǊ ΨƭŜŀƴΩ ǘƘŀƴ ƛƴ ǿƻǊƪǇƭŀŎŜǎ ƭŀōŜƭƭŜŘ ŀǎ ΨTaylƻǊƛǎǘΩ ƻǊ ΨǎƛƳǇƭŜΩΦ !ǎ ǎƘƻǿƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǇŜǊǎ 

mentioned, economic sectors and countries differ strongly with regard to the prevalence of workplaces 

ōŜƭƻƴƎƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǳǊ ŎƭǳǎǘŜǊǎ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘΦ {ƻ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ ΨǎŜǇŀǊŀǘƛƻƴΩ ǾŜǊǎǳǎ ΨŎƻƳōƛƴŀǘƛƻƴΩ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ 

no longer represent dominant national patterns of organising manufacturing, they still allow us to 

bring back in cross-sectoral and cross-country differences in the preferred approaches to organising 

work.  

2.4.2 Organisational versus Occupational Space 
In their seminal comparison between manufacturing plants in Germany and France in the early 1970s, 

(Maurice et al., 1986) differentiated two key principles for linking the ways of work organisations to 

wider society and the (vocational) education system in particular.  

ΨhǊƎŀƴƛsŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎǇŀŎŜΩ όǘƘŜ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊ ƻŦ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŀōƭŜ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜǊ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴǎύ ŀƴŘ Ψǎƪƛƭƭ ǎǇŀŎŜΩ όǘƘŜ 

particular interplay of educational provision and the learning opportunities provided at work) create 

ŀƴŘ ƭƛƳƛǘ ŀƴ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜ ǎƪƛƭƭǎΣ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŜ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǿŀǊŘ ǿƻǊƪΣ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ 

access to various career paths within the firm. Clearly, both spaces coexist in any society, but given 

their multiple properties, either space can dominate the organization of work. (Maurice et al., 1986) 

introduce this fundamental assertion in the following observations14:  

Theoretically a firm can organize its work system in one of two ways: it can define jobs 

according to its own criteria and require workers to adapt or train them to fit the job definition, 

or it can take account of the existing qualifications of the work force and design jobs around 

the capabilities of the workers. In the first case, job demands determine the workers profile. In 

ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ŎŀǎŜΣ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪŜǊΩǎ ǇǊƻŦƛƭŜ ŜȄŜǊǘǎ ŀƴ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ Ƨƻō ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴΦ όǇΦ стύ  

When the organizational space is dominant,  

ΧŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ƨƻō ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊƳ ǳǎƛƴƎ ƛǘǎ ƻǿƴ ŎǊƛǘŜǊƛŀΣ ƛǎ ƳƻǊŜ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ƻŎŎǳǊ ώΧϐ !ǎ ŀ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ 

the firm finds it possible to set work organization criteria of its own in such a way that there is 

a sharp distinction between non-supervisory positions, which require only a short period of on-

the-job training, and positions involving design and organizational responsibility. This type of 

job definition tends to devalue the former kind of job relative to the latter. (p. 67) 

When the skill space is dominant, 

ΧŦƛǊƳǎ ǿƛƭƭ ǘŜƴŘ ǘƻ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΦ Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎŀǎŜ 

the work system will place greater emphasis on the relative autonomy of the workers and 

reward the productivity associated with their qualifications rather than their adaptation to the 

organization. (p. 68) 

 

Whether jobs are organised mainly according to organisational needs or mainly according to 

occupational patterns is of key importance for a number of workplace learning related issues, including 

the importance of formal adult education (for the latter, see Hefler et al. (2012) ).  

                                                           
 

14 This and the following paragraphs are taken from  
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Table 4 Key propositions linked to the occupational/organisational space distinction 

  Relative dominance of in work organisation 

  Occupational Space Organisational space 

Job description Broad Broadly defined jobs make up for 

the majority of jobs and are 

based on standardised 

qualification. 

Access to a job normally requires 

the appropriate standardised 

formal qualification. 

Broadly defined jobs make up for the 

minority of jobs and are based on 

professional qualifications OR are 

more frequent and based on internal 

pathways (blue collar job ladders) or 

multiskilling. 

Access is based on a variety of 

entrance level positions 

narrow Narrowly defined jobs are 

foreseen for clearly separated 

segments of the work force 

(òhelpersó), often employed only 

temporarily (e.g. via agencies) 

and not enjoying supplementary 

benefits; there is typically no 

upwards route foreseen with the 

exception of workers acquiring 

the appropriate qualification in 

second chance education. 

Non-managerial jobs of different 

levels of complexity are defined; 

employees may progress form less 

demanding to more demanding jobs 

mainly based on on-the-job training. 

 

Source: (Hefler et al., 2012) 

 

Table 5 Expectations for HRM/HRD and career pathways linked to dominance of skill space or organizational space 

  

Dominated by skill space Dominated by organizational space 

(a) 
Access to the 

organization 

Differentiated for specific occupations; 

dual apprenticeship system; separate for 

core segment/secondary segment 

Low level of occupational diversification; 

competitive, based on credentials in 

general education 

(b) 

Access to the core 

segment of the internal 

labour market 

Typically, not foreseen within 

organizational careers (ôstrict 

segmentationõ) (individual ôsecond-

chance educationõ) - however, 

cooperation strategies in case of skill 

shortages 

After extended probation; on-the-

job/off-the-job training plus ôjob laddersõ 

from most elementary to more complex 

and responsible jobs 
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(c) 

Skill adaptation when 

moving between related 

jobs/when jobs are 

adapted -ongoing 

career development 

Little career mobility outside significant 

career steps; increased abilities and 

demonstrated motivation 

(Leistungsbereitschaft) lead to higher 

premiums on individual/team level 

On-the-job training and short-term 

(non-formal) off-the-job training; 

frequent change between workplaces, 

moving to jobs ranging higher in job 

classifications/paying higher wages, 

following established job ladders 

(d) 

Access to medium-level 

management jobs; 

mobility between blue-

collar/white-collar 

employees 

Completion of a formal training 

programme (Aufstiegsweiterbildung) is 

required 

After being chosen, based on seniority 

and job appraisal, extended phases on 

company sponsored off-the-job 

preparation (6-9 months, full-time) in 

corporate (non-formal) training 

programmes 

(e) 

Access to engineering 

jobs/upper-level 

management jobs 

For medium-qualified, non-graduate 

employees; upper secondary technical 

schools or applied higher technical 

education must be completed 

 Reserved for hired graduates after an 

extended probation and socialization 

period 

Source: (Hefler et al., 2012) 

One further achievement of Maurice at al. 1986 has been to demonstrate how societal differences play 

ƻǳǘ ƻƴ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǇŜƴƴŜǎǎ to learning in the workplace and for looking for 

opportunities in further education. Their agency is portrayed as ultimately affected by their different 

experiences in the countries compared. Even patterns of trade unionism and industrial conflict can be 

better understood when taking into consideration the relative dominance of either the organisational 

or the occupational space.  

As a cautionary point, it needs to be restated that in reality there is no dominant ideal type of either 

the organisational or the occupational principle in work organisation. Instead, any organisation 

represents a particular blend of these two principles and many of the observed features of whole 

sectors in the countries studied can be explained only by understanding the particular patterns of 

interpenetration of these two spaces. Members of an occupation are simultaneously members of an 

organisation, striving for a secure place in the core of the organisation ς so, for the skilled blue-collar 

workers in the automotive sector in Germany, it used to be the case that membership in the occupation 

and a safe position in the core of the organisation went together, producing proud metal workers 

ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅ όΩhǇŜƭƛŀƴŜǊΩύΦ ²ƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ǿƻǊƪ ŜǾŜƴ into 

the skilled ranks of the automotive sector in Germany, the dominance of occupational space has lost 

some of its currency.  

In contrast, even when organisational space is dominant, organisations employ a number of 

professionals, who have a dual source of identity, the organisation and the profession. In the case of 

specialisation at an organisational level, where organisations employ only professionals, we find 

ΨǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ŦƛǊƳǎΩΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ primarily everyone is member of his or her profession, even in 

countries with very weak occupational space.  

Figure 2-11 Sources of identity building ς Dominance of organisational versus occupational space 
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Source: own Description 

Figure 2-11 ǎƘƻǿǎ ǘƘŜ ŀǎǎǳƳŜŘ ƛŘŜŀƭ ǘȅǇŜ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ŦƻǊ ǿƻǊƪŜǊΩǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅΦ ¢ƘŜ ŦƛƎǳǊŜ ƛǎ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ 

to map the employees studied in the field work. Employees can be placed into one out of 6 positions 

(I, II, III, IV, V, VI) and can be characterised by the current expectation to move from one position to 

another. As interviewees may oscillate between employment and unemployment, four further recent 

or future position are considered (unemployment positions a, b, c, d). 

To introduce in advance the logic behind the scheme, one can, for example, position a trained metal 

worker as part of occupational core (Position II) given that a firm is strongly attached to an established 

standardised vocational education system. A blue-collar worker without formal qualifications, 

however, with sufficient existing experience and working as a team leader in Spain could be 

understood best as a member of his/her organisationΩǎ ŎƻǊŜ ό±LύΦ ! ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ŜƴǘǊŀƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŜƭŘ ƻŦ ŀŘǳƭǘ 

education can be at the margin of the profession (I), however, it is important to identify whether 

he/she is working towards the professional core (and has a good chance of entering the core in the 

future) (I»II), or sees his/her marginal position as the final destination within the field whilst looking 

for a way out, e.g. starting in an organisation where occupations play no particular role (I»V). An adult 

educator at the margin of the field might also consider herself as a potential member of another 

profession (or might even be routed into a second occupation by a supplementary job) (III), it might be 

as yet undecided whether he/she will strive for the occupational core of adult education (III»II) or for 

the core of the other occupation, for example, by becoming an elementary school teacher (III»IV).  

In the following, typical constellations linked to either the dominance of organisational or occupational 

space are discussed.  

 

Dominance of occupational space 

Where occupations have a strong position, workers can take pride in and participate in an occupation 

(or profession), grounding their identity in what members of their occupations can do and are expected 

to offer to their relevant clients. They may have to work their way in from more marginal position to 
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full legitimate membership in their occupational group, based on extended stretches of formal 

education and participation in communities of practice. They learn and grow as members of their 

occupation, absorbing innovation and change as offered through their occupational group. Members 

of the core are likely to have a fully developed identity as a member of their trade/profession. 

Members still in a marginal position may strongly anticipate what they are striving to become and 

thereby partake in the identity of the group they currently do not belong to. However, in case they 

have lost faith or they have never dared to dream of full membership, they might not find any support 

for their identity and they might be limited in their options for mobilising their capacities to overcome 

their currently marginal position. Occupational identity is thereby sensitive to processes of dualization, 

where only a minority of members of an occupation or profession enjoys decent working conditions 

and payment, while others ς despite having acquired the levels of competency expected for full 

member ship ς are caught in marginalised positions for good.  

Despite rational choice considerations, where occupational space is dominant the occupations may 

not become the dominant level of employee interest organisations. Instead, inter-group coalitions may 

prevail and collective agreements might be negotiated at a sectoral level (and not for single groups of 

certified workers across sectors). At least, the latter used to be the case in paradigmatic occupational 

space countries like Germany or Austria.  

Dominance of organisational space 

Where the organisation provides the dominant framework of reference, employees are striving to 

become more central to the organisation, gaining more significance in a particular function or as part 

of a vital organisational process, thereby gaining permanent membership, irrespective whether or not 

this tenure is formally secured. Becoming a full member of an organisation can be described as a 

double journey from more marginal to more focal positions and from organisational functions of less 

significance (e.g. maintenance) to positions of more significance (e.g. any type of management 

positions) (for a detailed concept see (Schein, 1978)). Being with a particular organisation becomes 

ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ŀ ǿƻǊƪŜǊΩǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅΣ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ through 

various forms of recognition, in particular, by the promise of long-term (permanent) employment. 

While organisations in organisational space may grant permanent organisational citizenship to a large 

proportion of employees, they typically do apply a segmentation regime, where sections of the 

employees are regarded only as temporary members of the organisation. The latter are deprived 

largely from any chance to enter the organisational core and enjoy far less favourable working 

conditions, pay, and fringe benefits.  

Where organisational space is dominant, workers not belonging to the organisational core can only 

resort to collective interest representation and trade unions, forcefully fighting for their rights and pay. 

Thus, more industrial conflict is expected and trade unions are expected to apply a more 

confrontational style of action.  
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2.4.3 Linking organisational versus occupational space distinction to ENLIVEN research 
 

The organisational versus occupational space distinction is helpful on various levels addressed by the 

ENLIVEN research. 

On a societal level, it helps to establish overall expectations with regard to the dominant patterns of 

work organisation. In some countries, one of the principles is the clearly dominant one (e.g. the 

occupational space in Austria, Germany or Switzerland; the organisational space in the UK and 

Mediterranean countries.). In other countries, the relative dominance of either occupational or 

organisational space is less clear (e.g. in the Visegrad countries with a strong school-based vocational 

stream in upper secondary education). However, it needs to be emphasised that there might be sectors 

in countries which contradict the patterns at a country level (e.g. building in the UK; logistics in Austria 

and Germany). Companies could break with the established pattern in their sector/country, e.g. by 

breaking with the expectations of thŜ άƻŎŎǳǇŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎǇŀŎŜέ όsuch as employing only non-vocationally 

trained people) or by building up a substitute for the occupational principle in the absence of an 

established vocational system (for examples of organisations not fitting in to these expected patterns, 

see (Hefler et al., 2012). 

At the level of organisation, by understanding that an organisation is strongly oriented towards the 

ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ΨƻŎŎǳǇŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎǇŀŎŜΩΣ ǿŜ ƳƛƎƘǘ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭƭ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŀƭƛƎƴŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

the related vocational education system, both in its initial components (e.g. when organisations run a 

formal apprenticeship programme) and its further education components (e.g. when companies 

support craft masters examinations or standardised programmes preparing for management 

positions). In the absence of broadly defined, standardised vocational qualifications, we might see 

organisations both resulting ς as expected ς in ŀ Ψƭƻǿ-ǎƪƛƭƭǎΩ ǊƻŀŘΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƻƴƭȅ ŀ ǎƳŀƭƭŜǊ ǇǊƻǇƻǊǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

employees hold broadly defƛƴŜŘΣ ŘŜƳŀƴŘƛƴƎ Ƨƻōǎ ƻǊ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ǳǇ ŀ ΨƘƛƎƘ-ǎƪƛƭƭǎΩΣ ΨƘƛƎƘ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜΩ 

system based on a highly sophisticated internal skill formation program, combining off-the-job training 

with extensive support for informal workplace learning. Whatever is going on in a firm can be discussed 

against the backdrop set by the occupational versus organisational distinction. 

On the level of individuals, the distinction may help to understand both the opportunity structures and 

ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǘƘŜ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜǊǎΩ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊΣ ǿƘich will be evaluated as either in line with the 

expectations or as at add odds with them in a positive or negative way. For a vocationally trained 

mechanic in Austria, engaging in a narrowly defined job for longer stretches of time would be equal to 

a violation of shared expectations linked to the held vocational qualification. A similar job could be 

seen as appropriate for someone in a country where a vocational qualification is not linked to any 

promises at all. A dull job in a supermarket chain could be seen as a natural starting point for a career 

in retail in a country where vocational qualifications are of little importance for the sector. In other 

countries, unqualified young people are perfectly realistic that there will be no future for them in the 

sector without acquiring an appropriate qualification.  

To conclude, the concept ς representing an approach for studying societal differences ς helps to set 

up and discuss expectations with regard to work organisation on country or sectoral level; it helps to 

link together various approaches in HRM/HRD connected to either occupational or organisational 

space and to establish a framework for how early career workers evaluate their prospect in a particular 

organisation, given their type of qualification hold. Furthermore, it allows for the discussion of the 

linkage between the world of work and the systems of initial and further education.  
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Table 6 Types of expected learning  

  
Features of the Work Organisation 

  
Extensive learning is expected Only limited learning is 

expected 

Individual 

Agency 

Learning from non-routine 

activities is reported 

(1) Individual use learning 

potential 

(2) Individual find ways to learn 

despite limited learning 

potential 

Only limited learning from 

non-routine activities is 

reported 

(3) Individual is not making 

good use of given learning 

potential 

(4) Individual submit to 

restricted learning potential 

Source: own description 

2.4.4 Exploring dominating patterns of work organisation 
 

For gaining a quick overview on differences in the composition of workplaces following different 

approaches to organising work across countries and sectors, we refer to the analysis of the European 

Working Condition Survey (EWCS).  

Indicators based on the European Working Condition Survey15 generated by researchers in innovation 

policy, provide some insight into cross-country differences in the potential for workplace learning. 

ENLIVEN uses these indicators to gain an idea of cross-sectoral and cross-country differences in the 

conditions for informal learning at work. 

Based on cluster analysis, researchers have identified four types of workplaces. Workplaces 

ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎŜŘ ŀǎ άŘƛǎŎǊŜǘƛƻƴŀǊȅ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎέ ƻǊ άƭŜŀƴ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎέ ǘȅǇƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƻŦŦŜǊ ƎƻƻŘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ 

opportǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǿƻǊƪǇƭŀŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ά¢ŀȅƭƻǊƛǎǘέ ƻǊ άǎƛƳǇƭŜέ ǘȅǇŜ ƻŦŦŜǊ ǇƻƻǊ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŦƻǊ ǿƻǊƪǇƭŀŎŜ 

learning.  

Table 7 Types of work organisation - overview 

Types of work organisation Features of the types 

Discretionary learning forms High values for variables measuring autonomy in work, learning and 

problem solving, task complexity, self assessment of quality of work AND 

at the same time low values for variables reflecting monotony, 

repetitiveness and work pace constraints 

 

Lean production forms High values for variables reflecting involvement in quality management, 

including self-assessment of quality of work and 

quality norms, comparatively high values for the various factors 

constraining pace of work. The constraints limit the positive effects of high 

values for variables reflecting learning opportunities as e.g. employeesõ 

contribution to problem solving.  

                                                           
 

15 The required cluster analysis of the EWCS data is available for the years 2000, 2005 and 2010, but not yet for 
the latest 2015 wave of the survey.  
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Taylorist forms Low autonomy at work, little choice on methods applied, little 

opportunities for informal learning, low task complexity, minimal assistance 

by colleagues or superiors; high constraints in the pace of work, high 

degree of monotony of tasks, strict quality norms; team work and job 

rotation may apply, however, without altering the overall features of the 

job 

Simple/traditional forms For workplaces of this type, employees report neither particular 

opportunities for learning and they are not involved in quality 

management in any extended way; they experience also considerably low 

constraints in the pace of work All the variables are underrepresented. 

most part informal and non-codified 

Source: Own summary based on (Valeyre et al., 2009). 

Economic sectors have different compositions out of workplaces characterised by the types of work 

organisation. Among the sectors studied by the ENLIVEN sector, the retail sector has above average 

numbers of workplaces with lower opportunities for workplace learning; the metal sector is also 

characterised by a less favourable composition out of workplaces, however, the machinery sector is 

comprised of mainly workplaces allowing for rich learning opportunities (see Figure 2-12). 

Figure 2-12 Distribution of types of workplaces in 2005 in % of all workplaces surveyed ς Sectors sorted by the proportion of 
workplaces with a type of work organisations (discretionary learning, lean) favourable for workplace learning 

 

 

Source: Based on (Valeyre et al., 2009). 

In 2010, workplaces with favourable conditions dominate in, for example, Norway and Sweden, but 

form the minority in Greece or Cyprus (see Figure 2-13). Among the countries participating in ENLIVEN, 

workplaces with favourable conditions for workplace learning are more frequent in Denmark, Estonia, 
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Austria, Belgium and the UK than in the EU28 as a whole. They are less frequent than the EU28 average 

in Spain, Slovakia, Italy, and particularly Bulgaria. 

Figure 2-13 Distribution of types of workplaces in 2010 in % of all workplaces surveyed ς Countries sorted by the proportion 
of workplaces with a type of work organisations (discretionary learning, lean) favorable for workplace learning 

 

 

Source: European Working Condition Survey; Outcome of the cluster analysis as represented in (Holm et al., 2015)  

Workplaces with good potential for workplace learning are characterised by a higher demand for skills, 

resulting in more non-formal job-related training (mainly provided by the employer). Knowing the 

composition of workplaces of various types in an economy allows us to predict roughly how much job-

related non-formal education and training takes place (see Figure 2-14 and D6.1 for a detailed 

discussion) This implies cumulative advantage or disadvantage: those employed in workplaces with 

good learning potential are also more likely to be invited to participate in (mainly employer-funded) 

job-related training. In contrast, those in workplaces with little scope for informal learning are also 

unlikely to receive employer-sponsored education and training. More coordinated economies with 

higher levels of welfare spending and more emphasis on vocational education tend to have higher 

proportions of workplaces providing good learning opportunities.  

It is also highlighted in  
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Figure 2-14, that the composition of forms of work organisation are linked somewhat to the 

institutional setting of a country.  
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Figure 2-14 Relation between the proportion (in %) of workplaces with favorable conditions for workplace learning (types 
discretionary learning and lean) and employer-provided, job-related non-formal training (% of the 25-64 year old participating 
in this type of provision)  

 

Source: Own description based on indicators derived from the European Working Condition Survey in (Holm et al., 2015) and 

on indicators published by Eurostat based on the Adult Education Survey 2012 

Results based on the European Social Survey (Gallie, 2013a) confirm the cross-country differences in 

the composition of workplaces and point to the fact, that differences are even more pronounced when 

looking only on the workplaces taken by young adults (Figure 2-15 below). The individual estimate, 

how long someone with the right qualification would need to learn to do a job well, has been 

established as a particularly good single indicator to gauge the learning conduciveness of a given 

workplace (Skule, 2004; Skule and Reichborn, 2002). Workplaces where an appropriately qualified 

newcomer needs only up to four weeks training are most likely workplaces with limited opportunities 

for workplace learning. Workplaces where you need more than one year to do a job well are likely to 

be learning conducive. For workplaces where someone needs one to three month or three month to 

one year, it can be expected that the learning opportunities in day-to-day work are of mixed quality, 

yet, clearly better than for workplaces with a short induction period of up to one month. 
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Figure 2-15 Answers to the question: ά{ƻƳŜōƻŘȅ ǿƛǘƘ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǉǳŀƭƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ Ƙƻǿ ƭƻƴƎ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǊƴ ǘƻ Řƻ ȅƻǳǊ Ƨƻō ǿŜƭƭέ 

   

 

(no data for Italy available)  

 

   
Sources: European Social Survey, 2010 (2004), Post-stratification weight including design weight; Own calculation
































































































































































































































