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This policy brief introduces the importance of ‘organisational agency’ for understanding how 

opportunities for day-to-day learning in the workplace are provided. 

 

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

well as for individual learning and socialisation. However, it also affects social stratification and 

thereby the goal of achieving a more inclusive and fair society. Only by taking workplace learning 

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

policies be reached.  

 

Organisational behaviour is crucial to how workplace learning happens. Organisations choose their 

form of work organisation and their job design. In doing so, they expand or limit their workplaces’ 

learning potential. Moreover, they channel employees into particular types of jobs. Organisations 

are therefore vital gatekeepers of access to day-to-day learning opportunities.  

 

The newly-coined concept of ‘organisational agency’ highlights that organisations have 

considerable leeway in how they organise work, provide access to workplaces, and offer rich 
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learning opportunities. It also implies that they can change their behaviour in order to provide 

environments that offering more or better learning opportunities for more people and for a more 

diverse range of employees.  

 

‘Organisational agency’ is used here as a shortcut to refer to the considerable leeway available to 

organisations in forging compromises between the members of an organisation, and across the 

lines of managerial and non-managerial personnel in particular. Organisations with very different 

overall composition (e.g. balance of managerial vs non-managerial workers), and whose members 

have very different ways of relating to each other, are able to thrive and survive. However, while 

‘organisational agency’ is interpreted as a negotiated outcome of various organisational players, 

managers hold much more powerful positions than other members of the organisation; so 

managerial choices have a powerful, although not unconstrained, impact on observed 

organisational behaviour. 

 
 

 

Opportunities to learn in the workplace, rich and poor 

The workplace is the key arena of skill formation. However, while some workplaces hold abundant 

opportunities for learning and the development of professional skills, in others workers quickly 

become ‘stuck’. For access to lifelong learning opportunities, therefore, where you work matters. 

Voices of early career workers’ collected in the three economic sectors under study – Retail, 

Metal/Machinery, Adult Education – clearly demonstrate the differences: 

 

Table 1. Selected Voices of early career workers on their  

day-to-day opportunities for workplace learning 

 

 Rich opportunities Poor opportunities 

Retail SAM: I learned a lot [in a particular site] on a 

personal level, making me feel stronger. I 

was still a boy when I entered there and 

came out as a man.”  

“[My supervisor] could have said ‘put this 

number there’ – but then you learn nothing. 

He really made me think for myself. And so I 

do it myself.”  

Sam* (20-24) Management trainee (BE1)  

SOLVEIG: Because I haven't just ... So 

everything is very scheduled. 

Interviewer: Yes and controlled and so yes? 

SOLVEIG: There is not ... There is not ... 

Yes it is very ... It is very routine. You do the 

same thing every day. 

Solveig* (20-24)  

Fresh food sales assistant (DK1) 

 

Metals/ 

Machinery 

“Little by little they teach you [the trade as] 

they put you in different tasks. In the 

company, they want me to be [fully skilled] 

and that I am able to [perform quality 

control], to learn how to ride [heavy 

production facilities] – because if one day 

something comes up you can do everything”  

Martin (20-24) Assembler (ES1) 

“Yes. I put the preparations in the machine, I 

judge what kind of instrument I should use, I 

set it too in the machine. The machine is 

program operated […]And that is it 

generally.” - “If there is a difficulty or 

problem, we turn to [the superior]. If it turns 

out he can’t decide either, we turn to the 

workshop manager or the engineer-in-chief. 

In general, the engineer-in-chief  is the one 

most responsible for everything, and if there 

is a problem, it always comes to him to 

decide.“ Snejana (30-34), Lathe-milling 

machine operator (BG1) 
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Adult 

Education 

“So, I had really a tough time, muddling 

through all these challenges at once, there I 

had my learning by doing. Nothing, no 

educational programme, had prepared me 

for that.”  

“I don’t think that it is only about school 

education, I don’t. That training I did has 

really – well, I really profited a lot from it, yes 

– but I think as well, that everything is about 

learning by doing.”  

Nesrin (30-34) Teacher for Adult Basic 

Education (AT1) 

 

“Occasionally, there have been tough 

situations, they simply take place from time 

to time. However, in the proverbial 99.8 per 

cent of cases, in day-to-day interactions, 

there is simply nothing which comes close to 

a real burden.” Georg (30-34) Teacher for 

Adult Basic Education (AT2) 

 

 

For the Retail sector, early career workers’ statements highlight that for workplace learning, which 

career track a person is set on matters. However, while all the large retailers studied show a 

preference for designing narrowly defined, learning-poor jobs for their job assistants, the observed 

differences are still substantial, with highly constrained learning opportunities, for example, in the 

Danish supermarket (DK1) studied and – by comparison – much better ones in a Belgian 

counterpart.  

 

In the Metals and Machinery sector, the differences in work organisation are – as we assumed 

when designing the research – very large, with some enterprises providing near to ideal conditions 

for workplace learning and others where opportunities for workplace learning after a longer 

induction phase are very limited. The case studies confirm that distinguishing whether or not jobs 

combine or separate routine from non-routine activities (recognised in the 1980s)1, still holds its 

analytical power. Where workers are responsible for non-routine tasks, their opportunities for 

workplace learning are greatly extended.  

 

For professional work as in Adult Education – where the employee takes responsibility for the 

quality of the service provided in the class room – the case studies confirm that, practically 

everywhere, very high levels of learning are available in day-to-day work. However, organisational 

decisions still matter and the learning conduciveness of workplaces differs widely. As 

demonstrated by quote from Georg, for learning potential to become learning, the individual 

agency of early career workers comes into play. While the level of commitment among the adult 

educators studied was outstandingly high, often poor employment conditions and comparatively 

low pay make it difficult to sustain high levels of motivation over extended periods of time. With 

limited availability of career ladders reported for adult educators, leaving the field is often 

considered the only option at hand.  

 

 

 

 

 
1 Koike, Kazuo and Inoki, Takenori (eds) (1990). Skill formation in Japan and Southeast Asia. Tokyo: 
University of Tokyo Press. 
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The ENLIVEN framework for understanding agency in workplace learning 

 

How poor or rich day-to-day learning in the workplace is can be traced back to features of the 

workplace, in particular, to features of the 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 – all of this matters.  

 

Organisations create the features of workplaces, applying their ‘organisational agency’. However, 

individuals also have to make good use of whatever learning potential in place. ENLIVEN has also 

taken a keen interest in individual agency and its place in a young adult’s overall life structure: 

individual agency is discussed in ENLIVEN Policy Brief No. 8).  

 

Figure 1: Core elements of the ENLIVEN framework 

 

 
 

 

Clustering organisations with regard to workplace learning 

 

To clustering the organisations, a simple typology was developed, using the overall amount of 

skills and knowledge used by an organisation as one dimension and a preference for separating or 

combining routine and non-routine tasks as the other.  

 

Low levels of skills and knowledge used, and a strict separation of routine and non-routine 

activities, go with a high probability that jobs will have poor learning opportunities. All five 

organisations in retail are found to clustered in this area, though considerable differences between 

the organisations should not be ignored. One out of the four enterprises in the Metal and 

Machinery sector also falls into this segment. 

 

BG2 in Metals used higher quantities of skills. However, it has a strict division of routine from non-

routine activities; this results in higher numbers of people having more restricted opportunities to 

learn at work.  

 

Two machinery sector organisations, producing cutting-edge products and using high quantities of 

skills and knowledge, embraced a philosophy of job design where practically everyone is 

responsible for both the routine and the non-routine. This results in good opportunities for 

workplace learning. 
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Reflecting the nature of professional work, in adult education teaching positions in all organisations 

allowed for good workplace learning. However, the differences between organisations were 

considerable, and this learning-rich, development-promoting work often came with poor 

employment conditions, low levels of pay and limited opportunities for career progression. This is a 

considerable burden, in the long run discouraging early career workers from engaging in learning.  

 

Figure 2: Overview on organisation studied 

 
 

 

 

 

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 in-depth 

organisational case studies, based on interviews with more than 70 managers and 70 early career 

workers. 

 

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

economic sectors, we selected three sectors for analysis: retail, metal cutting and machinery, and 

adult education. Retail was chosen for its large proportion of low-skilled young adults, high number 

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

employment. Metal cutting and machinery was chosen for its large proportion of workers with 

intermediate levels of skill. As a part of traditional manufacturing, the sector also allowed us to 

observe the impact of approaches to work organisation which make good learning opportunities 

available. Finally, the adult education sector was chosen for its employment of predominantly 

highly skilled workers, many holding higher education degrees. However, the sector is also known 

for its high proportions of staff in non-standard, and often precarious, forms of employment.  

 

In each country, we implemented two in-depth case studies. In preparation for these, taking an 

organisational field approach, one sub-sector was studied in detail to learn more about the 

 

 

ENLIVEN’S COMPARATIVE ORGANISATIONAL CASE STUDY APPROACH 
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population and the organisations forming the organisational set. Moreover, in order to understand 

their impact on organisational and individual agency, differences in the availability of adult 

education, and in the role of occupations and professions, were analysed across the nine countries 

covered.  

 

 

 

One key observation across the 17 case studies has been that it is difficult, bordering on 

impossible, for managers to explain the rationale for forms of job design. Work organisation and 

job design are portrayed as given, beyond deliberate choice. Results confirm the findings of a 

recent literature review on job design:  

 

“Indeed, we suggest that very often managers are unaware they even have “choices” to 

make. That is, while work design choice exists ‘in theory’, managers might often rather 

unconsciously accept the status quo, or make decisions rather automatically in line with 

coercive, mimetic, or other pressures, failing to give work design explicit consideration 

unless there is a specific precipitating trigger to do so.”2  

 

However, as the comparative approach in ENLIVEN and many other related studies demonstrates, 

the leeway available for making organisational decisions on job design and on creating a 

workplace environment conducive to learning is substantial.  

 

Given the paramount importance of the workplace for learning in adulthood, it is essential to bring 

workplace learning back on to the policy agenda. Organisations should be encouraged and 

supported to put their approaches, often unconsciously made, to the test. Learning from good 

practice in providing learning rich environments should also be encouraged.  

 

Reviving the workplace learning agenda is connected to policy efforts to motivate enterprises 

(especially micro, small and medium employers) to provide more employer-sponsored, job-related 

non-formal training. However, as job design largely determines the opportunities for day-to-day 

workplace learning and the usefulness of further training, little progress can be made as long as 

enterprises offer mainly learning-poor, narrowly defined jobs. Enterprises will only provide more 

training after they have opted for forms of job design where learning is not only possible but also 

pays off.  

 

Low qualified workers are much more likely to be trapped in jobs with very limited learning 

opportunities. Their low levels of training activity reflect exactly this higher level of exposure to 

learning-poor working environments. For individual workers, changing from a job with poor learning 

to a job with rich learning opportunities is a possible solution. However, policy must work to 

increase the number of ‘good jobs’ with good learning opportunities. Vulnerable groups participate 

in organised forms of learning when they work in learning-rich job environments.  

 

Changing organisational behaviour in any field is not easy. Research on adult learning is ill-

prepared to suggest effective policy interventions. The mixed outcomes of many policies to support 

organised forms of learning provide a warning. To progress, research and policy making on lifelong 

 
2 Parker, Sharon K.; Broeck, Anja Van den and Holman, David (2017). Work Design Influences: A Synthesis of Multilevel 

Factors that Affect the Design of Jobs. Academy of Management Annals, 11(1), p.296. 
https://journals.aom.org/doi/abs/10.5465/annals.2014.0054 

 POLICY IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

https://journals.aom.org/doi/abs/10.5465/annals.2014.0054
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learning needs to make better use of cross-country comparative research in the fields such as the 

sociology of work, workplace learning, and industrial relations. This would provide a clearer picture 

of the challenges and conflicts involved in changing one type of work organisation for another.  

 

 

 
 

The ENLIVEN research models how policy interventions in adult education can become more 

effective. Different work packages focus on the role of governance and policy, participation, 

workplace learning and adults’ well-being. It implements and evaluates an innovative Intelligent 

Decision Support System and provides a new and more scientific underpinning for policy debate 

and decision-making on adult learning, especially for young adults. The project investigates these 

lifelong learning aspects through quantitative and qualitative analyses. 
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