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EXECUTIVE POLICY SUMMARY 

 

1. An important goal in the European Lisbon strategy is the enlargement of 
lifelong learning activities. Achieving this goal does not necessarily mean 
that more European employees are involved in training activities. 
Norvegian research has confirmed that most learning of employees is the 
result of learning opportunities in the job. Most learning is the result of 
learning while working be it on or off the job. This learning is not 
structured by a specific professional or pedagogic intervention, but learning 
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that takes place in the workplace itself and by executing work tasks. These 
opportunities allow workers to learn from their work and to learn as they 
work. As such it is a ‘side effect’ of working and what workers learn and 
how they learn in this way remains to some extent unconscious.  
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2. It is important to bear in mind that the workplace itself is an interesting 
learning environment, especially for disadvantaged groups such as older 
workers or lower qualified workers. Groups at risk are too often allocated 
to jobs with few learning opportunities. They receive fewer chances on the 
internal as well as the external labour market. By consequence, their 
employability is getting worse, and the skills gap with other groups at the 
labour market is widened. Again, an important cause of the problem lies in 
the design of the jobs these people are allocated to. 

3. This means that companies and non-profit organisations bear an important 
responsibility to reach the European challenges on lifelong learning, as it is 
their ability to provide these learning opportunities for their employees. 
The extent to which companies and non-profit organisations offer 
learning opportunities to employees is closely related to their work 
organisation and personnel policy. The way work is organised is the most 
important precondition for learning. 
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A positive trend is the transformation of many organisational structures 
from a tradional Tayloristic approach towards ‘new forms of work 
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organisation’. Changes in the division of labour within these organisations, 
with the aim to improve organisational performance, give way to another 
design of jobs with better learning opportunities through work. There 
seems thus to be already an evolution towards more powerful learning 
environments in European economies.  

4. It remains important to stress that these organisations not necessarily 
spend a lot of resources to formal training activities. A standardised 
approach of learning strategies has a strong emphasis on formal training 
on-the-job and off-the-job and an active role of the training department 
through analysis of learning needs, formulation of training programmes, 
developing and providing training, in which workers fulfil a very passive 
role as students. Training is primarily aimed at the adaptation of 
qualification of employees to renewed demands of the production process 
and jobs. On the other hand, the approach of self-directed teams does not 
remedy the shortfalls in qualifications of workers through formal training, 
rather organizations provide the appropriate structure for workers to deal 
with changes in the organization and their related continuing learning 
processes themselves. Empirical research has confirmed that sociotechnical 
teams offer more learning opportunities on the job, although they provide 
few formal training opportunities to employees.       

5. It is clear that employees working in these new forms of work organisations 
who learn just by performing their job, by dealing with demands, 
expectations and problems that occur in the work situation, need broader 
and/or different professional qualifications. In these learning venues, a 
coherent set of four qualifications are important to deal with the core 
problems in the profession: 

- Professional qualifications: the ability and knowledge to solve 
relevant professional problems related to the making of a product or 
service; 

- Organizational qualifications: the ability and knowledge to plan and 
regulate one own’s work in the context of the organization; 

- Social-communicative qualifications: the ability to communicate in 
order to work together with others, to provide and receive feedback, 
to deal with criticism and be involved; 

- Learning qualifications: the ability to contribute to one’s own 
development and that of the team, to reflect on one’s own learning 
and learning results through making them explicit and being able to 
generalise, to make effective use of learning opportunities, to 
determine the need for more formal training. 
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6. If the work organisation is so determined for the existence for learning 
activities, we have to identify the main characteristics of a job with 
learning opportunities. Knowing this, enterprises can design jobs in a way 
that learning opportunities are enhanced. In the research, we came up with 
for important guidelines:  
Guideline 1: Jobs must be composed of multiple executory tasks 
Guideline 2: Jobs must be composed of a coherent set of tasks 
Guideline 3: The execution of work must involve coordination of one’s own 
responsibilities with that of others 
Guideline 4: Jobs must integrate related preparatory and supportive tasks 

7. Probably because providing learning opportunities is mainly the 
responsibility for employers, we have noticed that policy makers have paid 
only scant attention to this issue. We have worked out a framework for 
policy makers in which a set of policy instruments is presented. These 
instruments can be of a communicative (the ‘sermon’), economic (the 
‘carrot’) of juridical (the ‘stick’) nature. The composition of the most 
performant national (or regional) policy mix will certainly be different 
according to the national system of industrial relations. Two features seem 
to be important. As work organisation is at stake, it seems necessary to 
engage social partners in this policy. And as work organisation are likely to 
be similar in the same branch, a sectoral approach seems to be an 
interesting level to prepare actions.    

 
 Policy instruments 
Communication - Publicity Campaigns to promote learning conducive 

workplaces 
- Workplace advisors / Networks of experts 
- Quality label for good practices in providing learning 

opportunities at workplace 
- Disssemination of instruments to enhance workplace 

learning 
Economic - Financial incentives for the implementation of workplace 

learning conducive instruments (teamwork, quality circles, 
etc.) 

- Institutional arrangements to narrow the gap between 
educational and workplaces environments 

- Monitoring of the incentives 
- Workplace learning tax systems 

Regulation - (Sectoral) Convenants on workplace reorganisation 
 

8. Neither policy makers, nor work organisations are aware of the possibilities 
of workplace learning. A tool to monitor learning opportunities in work is 
an initiative that could certainly help to take away this barrier of lack of 
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awareness. It would enable both employers and policy makers to screen 
and adapt learning opportunities in their work organisations. Based on 
Dutch experience, we can identify the necessary elements of such an 
instrument:  

- The completeness of a job. A complete/holistic job offers learning 
opportunities because it allows workers to prepare and support 
work autonomously; 

- The number of short-cycle tasks in a job. Acquiring occupational 
qualifications requires that the job has a variety of tasks that belong 
to this occupation; 

- Difficulty. A confrontation with problems is a prerogative for an 
opportunity to learn; 

- Autonomy, or ‘regulation capacities’ in a job;  
- Contact opportunities. Social contacts allows one to learn from 

others and to solve difficulties together with others and learn from 
these solutions. It thereby allows for the development of social-
communicative qualifications; 

- Organisational tasks. Insight into the functional interdependence 
between workers in organisations helps to reveal the innovative 
potential of workers; 

- Information supply. Without information and feedback on one’s 
own work it is difficult to learn from work and mistakes made. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Lifelong learning requires not only that for the generation at school the 
foundations are laid before leaving formal education, but also that adults must 
have the opportunity and the means to access whatever learning they require 
throughout their lives (Nî Cheallaigh, 2000). By consequence, companies and non-
profit organisations bear an important responsibility for shaping this process of 
lifelong learning.  

However, the extent to which companies and non-profit organisations offer 
learning opportunities to employees is related to their work organisation and 
personnel policy. Research indicates that organisational structures are transformed 
in many organisations from a traditional Tayloristic approach towards ‘new forms 
of work organisation’ (European Commission, 1997). Changes in the division of 
labour within these organisations, with the aim to improve organisational 
performance, give way to alternatives in job design that offer better learning 
opportunities through work. This is accompanied by a personnel policy aimed at 
stimulating employees to acquire and expand their qualifications within the 
organisation, resulting in a ‘powerful learning environment’ (Onstenk, 1997).  

Although there is considerable debate in organisational research on the extent to 
which ‘new forms of work organisation’ are spread throughout the economy 
(European Commission, 1999), there is broad agreement on the main features of 
‘new forms of work organisation’ as well as on the main features of the design of 
jobs that enhance learning opportunities for employees (e.g. Kompier, 2002). 
Working in autonomous groups with their own tasks is a typical example of a 
work organisation that enhances the learning potential in organisations. 
Characteristic features which facilitate this are autonomy in work, task variety, 
social support, provision of feedback, task identity and a supportive personnel 
policy, e.g. by means of a targeted allocation of employees to jobs within the work 
group. In chapter 1, we work out these core features of organisations that prove to 
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be ‘powerful learning environments’ by means of a coherent framework, based on 
a sociotechnical analysis.  

In order to be successful in the identification of these different aspects of learning 
in organisations, an integration of two approaches which are too often separated is 
necessary. Firstly, the approach of organisational research in which the 
transformation of organisational structures is aimed at improving organisational 
performance as well as the quality of work  and secondly,  the agogical approach 
which focusses on the structure of training contents and the development of 
supporting training material in order to improve learning processes. While both 
approaches are valuable there is a lack of fruitful exchange between them. 
Although the aspect of learning opportunities is clearly included in the 
organisational approach, support for learning processes is underdeveloped. And 
while the agogical approach aims for better transition between training and work, 
the aspect of learning while working is underdeveloped. In chapter 2, we analyse 
the pedagogical points of particular interest for organisations when promoting 
learning opportunities at work. These are related to four domains: the content and 
structure of education and training; and the organisational and agogic-didactical 
aspects(Van Valckenborgh et al., 2001).  

 
In chapter 3, we confront the pedagogical analysis of the learning potential of new 
forms of work organisation with key features of work organisations that can 
enhance learning opportunities. This leads to a further development of  the 
characteristics of a powerful learning environment. We describe methodologies to 
transform organisations into learning environments. An important goal is to value 
informal learning opportunities and achievements in the same way as is done in 
formal learning situations. The learning capacity of learning bays, apprenticeships 
or other forms of working and learning should at least be valued and assessed in 
the same way as formal initial training.  

Although the ability to learn from working while performing a job is often 
employees’ most important channel to acquire and expand their competences, 
policy makers only pay scant attention to the issue. Partly, this is due to the lack of 
solid indicators on learning opportunities in work. European-wide surveys such as 
the Labour Force Survey or the Continuing Vocational Training Survey restrict 
themselves to more formal types of training and education. Therefore, in chapter 
4, we advance a module on learning opportunities at work that can be integrated 
into company/organisation or employee surveys.  

In chapter 5, based on the previous chapters, we put forward a range of policy 
initiatives that can enhance the creation of powerful learning environments in the 
European economy. These guidelines refer to direct intervention of policy-makers 
in the formal education system, but more especially to the promotion of powerful 
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learning environments within companies and non-profit making organisations 
themselves. These must be achieved in an indirect way and in co-operation with 
social partners. In order to provide a structure for the many different possible 
policy-initiatives on this issue, a framework will be provided to distinguish 
between different forms of policy instruments. These instruments can be of a 
communicative (the ‘sermon’), economic  (the ‘carrot’) or juridical (the ‘stick’) 
nature and can either aim for a stimulating or repressive effect. Examples are 
drawn from policy initiatives in different European countries to illustrate this 
overall framework for policy initiatives. 
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1. CHARACTERISTICS OF LEARNING CONDUCIVE 
WORK ENVIRONMENTS 

1.1 The learning potential of work 

 

The European goal to make lifelong learning a reality can only be attained if the 
work environment in which people are active is also an environment in which 
they learn. The chance that learning will take place in a work environment is the 
result of the interaction between different factors. On the one hand these factors 
relate to characteristics of the workers themselves who can and want to learn. On 
the other hand they relate to characteristics of the work environment and the 
extent to which it offers opportunities to learn. The learning potential of work 
environments therefore depends on (Onstenk, 1994, 19): 

- the competences of workers: what workers know and their capacity to learn 
due to sufficient preparatory education, training and experience; 

- the willingness of workers to learn: what workers want, their attitude to 
learning and their motivation to learn, either intrinsic as e.g. through 
commitment to their job or extrinsic as e.g. due to remuneration or 
promotion policies in the organisation; 

- the learning opportunities in the job: this is learning that takes place through 
execution of the work tasks and through working together with others. The 
nature and extent of these learning opportunities are related to 
characteristics of the job; 

- the training provided at the job: the availability of structured training for 
workers either on-the-job or off-the-job. 

In this paper, we focus on the learning opportunities in the job. This is learning not 
structured by a specific professional or pedagogic intervention, but learning that 
takes place in the workplace itself and by executing work tasks. These 
opportunities allow workers to learn from their work and to learn as they work. 
As such it is a ‘side effect’ of working and what workers learn and how they learn 
in this way remains to some extent unconscious. The nature and extent of such 
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learning opportunities in the job are determined by the characteristics of the job. 
This paper aims to identify the job characteristics that influence learning 
opportunities. In other words: which criteria can be applied in the design of jobs in 
order to evaluate and improve the opportunity for workers to learn while 
working? 

Summarising. An essential part of making lifelong learning a reality is that workers learn 
in their work environment. This paper focuses on the learning opportunities in jobs 
themselves., i.e. opportunities for workers to learn from their work and as they work. The 
aim of this paper is to identify the job characteristics that determine such learning 
opportunities. 

1.2 Why are learning opportunities in the job important? 

Before addressing the issue of identifying the characteristics that determine 
learning opportunities in the job, the importance of this means of learning should 
be emphasized. In a general sense, as human resources become increasingly the 
defining competitive asset of organisations in the knowledge economy, enhancing 
learning opportunities in jobs contributes to their economic success. In the 
following, however, we refer to specific labour market issues to underline the 
importance of learning opportunities in jobs compared to other means of learning. 

- As the life-span of available qualifications shortens, there is a greater need 
for lifelong learning. However, organisations find it increasingly difficult to 
keep workers from their job in order to undergo training. Especially SME’s 
(small and medium-sized enterprises) provide less formal training for their 
workers. Learning from the job while executing it is an important 
complement and alternative to more formal means of training. Off-the-job 
formal training is inevitably short, though supportive towards learning 
during the execution of work itself. Working time itself provides in 
principle a much larger learning opportunity. Too often problems in fast 
changing organisations are perceived as a training problem, while changes 
in the design of jobs that, among others, enhance learning opportunities in 
work can provide a better solution. As certain qualifications can be better 
acquired during work itself, learning should not be reduced to (more) 
education and training alone. 

- Learning opportunities in the job improve the employability of workers. 
Under the banner of lifelong learning, an important societal mobilisation 
has been achieved. Yet, this has not led to an emphasis on the necessity to 
remodel the workplace into a learning place, but mainly to an emphasis on 
the supply of qualifications through education and training. The motto is 
that we must learn in order to be able to work, rather than that work must 
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enable workers to learn. As the design of jobs determines learning 
opportunities, a good design of jobs delivers an excellent contribution to the 
employability of workers, on the internal and on the external labour 
market. If workers can learn from their work, this prevents them for being 
immediately replaceable in the organisation by workers from the external 
labour market. And if they should find themselves on the external labour, 
what they have to offer in terms of competences will depend on what they 
have been able to learn in their ‘passage’ through previous organisations 
and jobs. The improvement of learning opportunities in the job therefore 
has a preventive character in respect of potential dropout from the labour 
market, while in supply-side oriented measures additional training or 
retraining is often provided as a safety net or a measure of reintegration. 

- This holds especially for the prevention of older workers’ exit from the 
labour market. In order to increase labour market participation of older workers, 
it is necessary that they are able to learn in and from their work and expand 
their competences in order to justify their higher labour cost. If learning at 
work is merely reduced to gaining speed in the execution of work, older 
workers are at a disadvantage compared to younger workers while at the 
same time they cost more. As machines can’t learn, they have to be written 
off as quickly as possible in order to be replaced by a new one. By contrast 
workers have to last a whole career. It is therefore necessary that the design 
of jobs is such that they can learn in and from their work. 

- Similarly, improving learning opportunities in jobs contributes to the labour 
market participation of lower qualified workers. Lower qualified workers are 
often allocated to jobs with few learning opportunities. By consequence 
their initial skills gap when entering the labour market is widened 
throughout their career. This results in fewer chances on the internal as well 
as the external labour market. As the cause of the problem lies with the 
design of the jobs, a supply-side oriented approach is insufficient to remedy 
their lower labour market participation. 

- Finally, attention should be brought to the ethical argument. The possibility 
to learn while executing work is a core element in the quality of work. 
Machines, just as workers, can add value to a product or service. But in 
contrast to machines, workers do not only add value to the product or 
service, they also add value to the work process itself, namely, by acquiring 
competences while working. Work that does not allow workers to learn 
treats them on a par with machines. It must therefore be considered 
inhuman work. The most fundamental requirement that must be made 
with regard to the quality of work is that work must offer learning 
opportunities. Surprisingly, however, the indicators formulated by the 

 



 13 

European Commission to monitor quality of work in the European 
countries make no reference to learning opportunities in work (European 
Commission, 2003). 

Summarising. Improving learning opportunities in the job is pre-dominently a preventive 
measure against exclusion from the labour market. It thereby contributes to a key objective 
in labour market policy to enhance labour market participation, especially for groupsat risk 
such as older workers and lower qualified workers. In addition, improving learning 
opportunities in the job contributes to the objective of  better quality of work. 

1.3 Which job characteristics enhance learning opportunities? 

What are the defining characteristics of a job that constitute its learning 
opportunity? To identify these, work can be perceived as a set of problems to be 
regulated that require regulation capacity in order to be solved. The environment 
of workplaces as well as organisations as a whole is complex and changing, and 
because of this also unpredictable. By consequence workers are regularly 
confronted with new or unexpected events during their work that require a 
solution. As long as these problems are not unnecessary and therefore annoying, 
they also constitute challenges in work. Without such problems, workers would 
not learn from their work as learning means getting better at solving such 
problems. But in order to be able to deal with these challenges, sufficient regulation 
capacity in the job is required.  

This regulation capacity has two forms. In order to improve and renew working 
methods to solve a problem autonomously, jobs must provide internal regulation 
capacity. If this is not sufficient to solve the problem, jobs must provide external 
regulation capacity in order to improve and renew working methods together 
with others. Learning is simply being engaged in improvement and renewal. 
Therefore internal and external regulation capacity in the job provides workers 
with the necessary conditions for learning in the job.  

In the following paragraphs, the design criteria of jobs that provide this internal 
and external regulatory capacity will be further examined. 

1.3.1: Job design criteria for internal regulatory capacity 

Jobs with internal regulatory capacity provide learning opportunities. Indeed, if 
we look at the steps involved in the internal regulation cycle (figure 1), it becomes 
clear that the regulation cycle is similar to the learning cycle: observation, 
comparison with expectations, evaluation of deviations, thinking about solutions, 
implementation of solutions, etc., after which the cycle starts again. Learning is 
merely learning to regulate, and therefore jobs with internal regulatory capacity 
provide learning opportunities.  
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This requires that jobs are designed in such a way that they allow workers to 
master disturbances, react to changes, and solve problems that occur in the 
execution of work itself, thereby enabling workers to maintain a stable exchange 
with other jobs in the organisation. In other words, jobs must enable workers to 
keep the input and output – e.g. orders, materials, information - of their work in 
line with expectations, despite disturbances. Meeting these expectations (or 
‘operational norms’), despite problems, requires that workers have the autonomy 
to adapt e.g. their working methods, sequence or rhythm. In doing so they are 
engaged in improving and renewing their way of working within the set of 
operational norms. 

 

What do I see?
Observation of the
actual situation

What intervention can I choose? 
In the process itself or in 
coordination with environment?

Judgment: how deviates 
the actual situation as a 
whole from the wished situation?

Is there a  deviation
from the norm set ?

EXTERNAL:
regulatory information
to the environment

INTERNAL:
regulatory information
to the execution

input result

Executory work

Regulatory work

 

Figure 1.1:  The regulation cycle (Christis, 1998, 41) 

The two following two guidelines can be advanced on the design of jobs to 
enhance internal regulatory capacity. 

Guideline 1: Jobs must be composed of multiple executory tasks1 

                                                 
1 Tasks in any job can be categorised according to their function in four types: 
Executory tasks are the core of a job as it usually expressed in its job title: a researcher executes 

research tasks, a quality controller quality control tasks, an assembler  assembly tasks etc… 
Preparatory tasks are tasks that must be done before executory tasks can be performed, such as 

determination of working method, planning, necessary material and means,… 
Supportive tasks are tasks that must be done in order to continue and improve the executory tasks, 

such as maintenance of means, quality control, training,… 
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As the chain of different executory tasks in a job grows, an ever-increasing number 
of steps need to be coordinated. A larger number of operations in a job entail more 
possibilities to vary the sequence, the timing and the nature of operations and in 
this way the ability to adapt work to changing circumstances. Jobs must therefore 
be sufficiently broad in order to provide internal regulatory capacity.  

Guideline 2: Jobs must be composed of a coherent set of tasks 

Next to the scope of the executory tasks, a second guideline relates to the 
coherence in the composition of these tasks. If the job is a composition of separate 
unrelated tasks, workers are only able to learn in an additive way. This is a very 
hard way to learn as it is based on the limited capabilities of short-term memory. 
As tasks are fragmented into meaningless ‘atoms’, learning is ‘atomistic’ and 
predominantly concerned with the acquisition of speed in the execution of work.  

Enhancing learning opportunities in the job, requires a combination of work 
tasks which have a clearly identifiable function in the production process and  
which are logically coherent. This enables learning to employ the remarkable 
capability of long-term memory. In such ‘holistic’ learning, tasks are arranged in a 
meaningful whole which allows very complex and broad tasks to be learned. It 
thereby provides the opportunity to acquire and further develop occupational 
competences. Indeed, it is only under such conditions, that ‘job enlargement’ (see 
guideline 1) makes much sense. 

1.3.2: Job design criteria for external regulatory capacity 

Thus far, we have merely been concerned with regulation at the operational level. 
This means that the work process remains controlled by existing norms specifying 
who does what and when and how things are regulated by means of what norms. 
But if problems can not be solved by means of internal regulatory capacity, the 
expectations related to the orders, materials, information that one receives from or 
delivers to others must be questioned. Regulation capacity refers to some degree 
of liberty in the way a job is executed. As long as an employee respects these 
margins in his operations, no other employee will be disturbed in the execution of 
his task. If work is allowed to vary within such margins, this does not as such 
require consultation between workers, although communication will often 
increase to inform or warn others of the deviations. This can be described as 
‘routine tuning’ between jobs.  

But if problems persist and do not seem to be solved by existing routines, these 
routines themselves can be reviewed. This is another kind of regulation as it is no 

                                                                                                                                                    
Organisational tasks relate to the coordination of work tasks with others. It involves taking decisions 

with others on matters that go beyond the individual job such as by brief functional contacts or 
structured consultation. 
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longer based on given operational norms but precisely targeted at changing these. 
At this point the regulation cycle goes to a higher level as well as the learning 
opportunities involved (Figure 2). This requires ‘non-routine tuning’ at the design 
level that requires consultation as the structure of the exchange relations in the 
network is at stake. Finally, one can question whether changes in the way the 
environment is perceived have occurred. Dealing with adaptations to changing 
environmental conditions and its consequences for the internal structure of the 
organisation is regulation at the strategic level. 

Workers do not merely learn due to the internal regulatory capacity embedded 
in their job. An essential feature of working in organisations is that one can learn 
from others as well as from one’s exchanges with others. The ability to coordinate 
work with that of others is a practical expression of such external regulatory 
capacity. It prevents work being isolated and alienating. In such exchanges 
learning about one’s own work is strengthened, as work can be placed within the 
context of the broader exchange network in the organisation thereby giving sense 
and a deeper understanding of one’s work. 
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Observation

Evaluation

Choice of 
intervention

Intervention

Regulation at the
operational level

Regulation at the
design level

Regulation at the
strategic level

Develoment of ideas
for a better design

of the process

Adapted view on 
the environment

Unsolved problems Redesign of the process

Changing environment

New product
Less pollution
...

Disturbance

Figure 1.2:  The regulation cycle at three levels (De Sitter, 2000, 103) 

The following two guidelines can be advanced on the design of jobs to enhance 
external regulatory capacity. 

Guideline 3: The execution of work must involve coordination of one’s own responsibilities 
with that of others. 

In grouping together jobs, work must be divided in such a way that the necessary 
exchange relationships are maximised between jobs in a group and minimised vis-
à-vis other jobs outside the group. If the executory tasks of jobs within a group are 
strongly related to another, the need for external regulation is maximized. 
However such external regulation should not be ‘automated’ (e.g. the work pace 
of all jobs is determined by the speed of machines) or come ‘from above’ (e.g. by 
the predetermined standards everyone has to adhere to executing activities). The 
external regulatory capacity must be located within the group itself. 

In addition to occupational skills in learning to perform executive work 
(guideline 2), external regulation allows workers to acquire organisational 
competences. As working in an organisation implies being functionally dependent 
on what others do, an insight into this mutual functional dependency is necessary 
in order to work in an organisation. Qualifying in this respect is only possible by 
being involved in thinking and deciding about the form that those dependencies 
can take and about the problems that arise because of these. Such organisational 
competences include transversal skills useful for any workplace. Irrespective of 
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the complexity and the level of qualifications required to perform the executory 
tasks, external regulatory capacity improves the learning opportunities of jobs. 

Guideline 4: Jobs must integrate related preparatory and supportive tasks. 

Non-routine external regulation requires participation in consultation about task 
improvement and renewal. In addition to the above-mentioned requirements, the 
enhancement of non-routine regulatory capacity in jobs demands the integration 
of related preparatory and supportive tasks in the composition of jobs. To engage 
in a substantial way in external non-routine regulation, contacts with previous and 
subsequent jobs in the production of goods or services must be supplemented by 
an insight into the preparatory and supporting activities in the production process. 
This can be achieved when such preparatory and supportive activities are 
integrated in the job itself. This task integration greatly enhances the learning 
opportunities in the job. Workers can then be involved e.g. in the design of their 
working method (preparatory task) or in controlling and correcting the results of 
their work (supportive task) and thereby enhance their professional competences. 

In addition, regulation at the design or strategic level, enables critical reflective 
qualifications to be developed creating the basis for ‘double-loop’ learning (Argyris 
&  Schön, 1978). Then learning is no longer restricted to performing work as it is 
designed by others, nor to changing the execution of one’s own work to different 
circumstances, but about changing the exchange relationship within the 
organisation of which one is part as well as its environment. A potent cure for 
‘experience concentration’ if learning is only done on the job – an argument often 
applied in favour of formal off-the-job training. The availability of external non-
routine regulatory capacity in jobs enables workers to change the framework in 
which they work and engage in other work domains. In dealing with such 
changes, they are better prepared for possible future structural changes in the 
organisation. 

Summarising. Learning opportunities in jobs are strengthened if jobs contain sufficient 
internal as well as external regulatory capacity. This requires a design of jobs composed of: 

- multiple executory tasks; 
- mutually related tasks leading to a coherent whole; 
- organisational tasks; 
- related preparatory and supportive tasks. 

1.4 Job characteristics are determined by the division of labour in 
organisations 

The extent to which jobs offer learning opportunities to workers is dependent on 
the way these jobs are designed. Above, the availability of internal and external 
regulatory capacity within jobs was identified as a condition for creating learning 
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opportunities in the job. Some guidelines were advanced with regard to the 
composition of jobs that create these regulatory capacities. 

The composition of jobs in an organisation is, however, the result of the division 
of labour implemented within the organisation. As the nature and range of tasks 
integrated in the jobs is a consequence of the way work is divided in the 
organisation, an investigation of the learning opportunities in jobs requires an 
investigation of the structure of the division of labour in an organisation. It is the 
way in which tasks in an organisation are divided between jobs that influences the 
chances for workers to be confronted with (unnecessary) problems and the 
opportunities they have to solve these autonomously or in collaboration with 
others.  

Organisations differ considerably in the way they divide labour. By this choice 
they determine the extent to which jobs offer learning opportunities to workers. 
During the twentieth century, many organisations aimed at a maximal division of 
labour inspired by the principles of Taylorism. This division of labour relates to:  

- the executory tasks: executory tasks are divided in as much different work 
packages as the production volume allows for; 

- the executory tasks versus their preparation and support: preparatory and 
supporting tasks are allocated to functional specialists that determine in a 
scientific way how work should be done; 

- the executory tasks versus their regulation: regulatory tasks are allocated to 
line management that takes care of information gathering, control and 
coordination in order to assure that work remains within the 
predetermined plan of the functional specialists. 

The implementation of these principles results in jobs that offer few learning 
opportunities. This becomes clear, if we apply the above-mentioned guidelines on 
job design. Jobs are specialised and contain only few executory tasks (guideline 1). 
They are fragmented and contain unrelated work tasks (guideline 2). The 
coordination between jobs is centralised for separate jobs (guideline 3). Finally, 
preparatory and supporting tasks are concentrated in separate functionally 
specialised jobs (guideline 4).  

This rough outline of a Tayloristic approach can be contrasted with a 
sociotechnical approach to the division of labour in organisations (De Sitter, 2000). 
This approach groups work tasks not according to operation (similar tasks are 
grouped together and are deployed to all products and services) but according to 
product or order (the different tasks necessary for the same product or service are 
grouped together and are deployed to similar products or services). In nursing, for 
example, this would imply that nurses are involved in patient-oriented nursing, in 
which nurses execute different mutually related tasks to similar patients instead of 
task-oriented nursing in which nurses execute a limited number of tasks to a great 
variety of patients. Or in a factory, a group of machine operators  execute different 
related related metal removing operations on a limited number of similar parts 
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instead of a group of machine operators executing merely turning operations on a 
greater number of different parts.  

Due to this different division and regrouping of executory tasks in a 
sociotechnical approach, preparatory and supportive tasks can be integrated and 
organisational tasks can be delegated to a much larger extent. This results in more 
learning opportunities in jobs as the application of the above-mentioned 
guidelines on job design makes clear. Jobs contain a variety of different tasks 
(guideline 1). Work groups perform all the mutually related activities necessary 
for a coherent product or service within the organisation (guideline 2). As jobs are 
mutually related within groups, they have an overview of the process leading to a 
coherent product or service enabling mutual coordination of work tasks (guideline 
3). Similarly, the supporting and preparatory tasks related to the coherent product 
or service can be better integrated in the jobs allowing for regulation not merely on 
the operational, but also at the design and strategic level (guideline 4). 

An evaluation of the extent, to which organisations provide learning 
opportunities in jobs requires an investigation of the structure of their division of 
labour. The rough outline above on the choices available in the division of labour, 
made clear that a sociotechnical approach enhances learning opportunities in jobs. 
It is therefore a powerful learning environment for the further development of 
trainees and apprentices in the work environment. In chapter 3, the characteristics 
of such a powerful learning environment will be further elaborated. 

Similarly an evaluation of the extent in which organisations increasingly 
provide learning opportunities in jobs, requires an investigation of the changes 
implemented in the structure of their division of labour. It would therefore be a 
mistake to limit interventions to improve learning opportunities in jobs to the level 
of individual jobs themselves. When regulatory capacity to solve problems is 
lacking, the cause lies in the structure of the network of which the jobs are part. 
Redesigning jobs therefore requires changes in the structure of the division of 
labour.  

Summarising: The composition of jobs that determines their learning opportunities, is the 
result of the division of labour within organisations. Organisations differ considerably in 
how division of labour is structured and  consequently also differ considerably in the 
learning opportunities their jobs offer. A sociotechnical approach to the division of labour 
in the organisation leading to the integration of mutually related executory, preparatory, 
supportive and organisational tasks provides a powerful learning environment for workers. 

 

1.5. Individual versus organisational learning 
Learning organisations can be described as organisations in which everyone learns 
and develops through the work context, for the benefit of themselves, each other 
and the whole organisation (European Commission, 2001, 14). As such the 
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application of the above-mentioned sociotechnical approach to the division of 
labour providing ample learning opportunities in the job, could be described as a 
recipe for a learning organisation. But despite this suggested coherence between 
individual learning and organisational learning, successful management concepts 
often contain a tension between individual learning and organisational learning, at 
least in the way organisational learning is perceived.  

Indeed from the very outset, scientific management itself was a strategy 
towards organisational learning.  It perceives organisational learning as the 
improvement of the standard operation procedures that define how work tasks 
should be done. Standardisation captures ‘best practices’ and facilitates its 
diffusion throughout the organisation. Moreover it provides the basis for 
improvement, as it is difficult to improve upon something that is not standardised. 
While F.W. Taylor aimed to determine a ‘one best way’, this was certainly not a 
‘one best way forever’. He developed a method by which it became possible to 
make improvements in a systematic way through the application of scientific 
principles rather than by ‘lucky strikes’. In this process standardisation is a 
necessary precondition for organisational learning as it offers a reference that 
forms the basis for improvements. The standard is therefore always provisional 
until it is superseded by a better one (Taylor, 1972 [1911]: 118). H. Ford, the other 
icon of the traditional division of labour, fully agreed with this approach by 
stressing time and again that standardisation was not an obstacle to improvement, 
but precisely a necessary condition for future improvement (Ford, 1988 [1926], 82). 

This interpretation of organisational learning does not preclude individual 
learning as it allows workers to learn from past experiences captured in best 
practices. However, as the history of organisations demonstrates, this approach is 
at odds with further development of qualifications. For example, about a hundred 
years ago, cars were built by craftsmen. The success of their companies depended 
on their creativity and ability, and indeed, the extent to which these craftsmen 
were able to learn. However, organisational learning was soon enhanced by a 
process of standardisation, an approach that was fiercely resisted by these 
craftsmen as it reduced individual qualification levels and learning opportunities 
in jobs. But the organisations relying on the standardisation of tasks soon 
outperformed the ones relying on the learning of their workers, a process that was 
repeated time and again in the production of goods and services.  

The same interpretation of organisational learning as a process of continuous re-
standardisation is currently reflected in much of the management literature on 
‘high performance work systems’, described by Adler (1993) as learning 
bureaucracies. In order to avoid the rigidity in which the organisational practice of 
Tayloristic principles too often resulted, this approach stresses the necessity to 
implement improvement routines to reflect on the appropriateness of past 
assumptions and activities. To effectuate such improvement routines, 
standardisation is however not loosened but precisely reinforced as maximal 
standardisation forces problems and shortfalls to the surface thereby obliging the 
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organisation to make improvements. Specialisation of jobs and great discipline in 
the implementation of detailed work procedures, result in easier identification of 
problems and improvement opportunities and ultimately result in implementing 
improved work processes. In this way, it is claimed, this approach has the superior 
ability to create practical knowledge which forms the basis of its superior 
performance (e.g. Fruin, 1997; Kenney & Florida, 1993, Womack et al, 1990). 

This is the opposite to the above-mentioned guideline on providing internal 
regulatory capacity in jobs. Indeed, this approach aims at removing internal 
regulatory capacity from jobs in favour of a strict adherence to standards. Workers 
should not solve problems autonomously, but draw attention to problems in order 
to make them visible enabling the organisation to initiate an improvement process. 
Although this removes learning opportunities in jobs linked to the absence of 
internal regulatory capacity, organisational learning is at stake, not individual 
learning. 

However, workers are urged to actively participate in these improvement 
routines. Minimal internal regulatory capacity is thereby combined with 
availability of external regulatory capacity, which makes it possible to solve 
problems with the help of others. This emphasis on communication between 
workers and their involvement in continuous problem-solving groups allows 
converting the rigid bureaucracy of Taylorism into a learning bureaucracy. Yet it 
remains a bureaucracy with restricted learning opportunities in jobs. The lack of 
internal regulatory capacity inevitably forces workers to turn to others in order to 
solve problems. But external regulatory capacity implies more than drawing 
attention to problems, it involves contribution to its solution. This contribution 
remains limited due to the division of labour in the organisation. As jobs are 
fragmented, regulation remains limited to one’s own fragmented domain. As jobs 
lack an overview of the process, possible consequences of solutions can not be 
seen and require evaluation by functional specialists. As jobs within work groups 
are not related to one another, the potential contribution of mutual consultation is 
also limited. 

In this approach organisational learning comes down to the continuous 
improvement of existing processes, which means improving standardised ways of 
conducting work activities. As such, it is restricted to what Argyris and Schön 
(1978) describe as ‘single loop learning’. It does not encourage ‘double-loop 
learning’ that pushes knowledge and innovation onwards (Cressey, 2003, 105). In 
an attempt to enhance such organisational learning a division of labour is 
implemented that restricts learning opportunities for workers. Organisational 
learning is perceived as a learning bureaucracy, not as a structure of the division 
of labour that enhances chances for workers to question this structure  and learn 
from the subsequent restructuring. 

Summarising: Although organisational learning is perceived as a process in which the 
opportunities for everyone to learn in the work context are enhanced, successful 
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management concepts often keep to an interpretation of organisational learning as a 
process of continuous improvement of existing standards. In order to achieve such 
organisational learning, a division of labour is implemented that limits learning 
opportunities in jobs. The relationship between individual learning and organisational 
learning is not straightforward as instrumental versus emancipatory approaches of 
learning co-exist. 

1.6. Implications for policy 
Does this focus on the division of labour imply a demand for more government 
intervention? A government that also wants to meddle in the division of labour 
within organisations? Or does it imply less government action? A government that 
makes organisations themselves accountable and refuses to bear the societal costs 
related to restricted learning opportunities in jobs? Most likely, it implies another 
role for governments; not as the sag wagon that picks up people dropping out of 
the labour market, treats and attempts to reintegrate them, but as the equipment 
van that supports organisations and their workers in a preventive long term 
policy. How this can be achieved will be further developed in chapter 5. 
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CHAPTER 2. PEDAGOGICAL FEATURES OF 
STRONG LEARNING ENVIRONMENTS  

2.1 Determinants of participation in lifelong learning 

Participation in lifelong learning, whether formal or informal, inside or outside the 
workplace, is generally considered to be too low. Studies of participation in 
learning repeatedly demonstrate that participation remains uneven across sections 
of the population. Summarizing the results of these studies, it may be said that the 
following groups participate less in learning than others: older adults, people with 
the lowest educational attainment levels and people with a weaker position in the 
labour market (OECD, 2003; OECD & Statistics Canada, 2001). It is a general 
finding that groups who are the most in need of education participate the least. 
Several barriers (presented in §1.1), hinder participation in lifelong learning, but 
insight into the process an individual goes through when deciding to participate in 
learning activities or not, reveals that removal of barriers alone will not be 
sufficient to engage more people in more learning activities (§1.2).  

2.1.1 Potential barriers to participation in lifelong learning 

Analysis of the causes of the low level of participation revealed that many factors 
are barriers for participation (De Rick, Baert & Van Valckenborgh, 2004). Some 
factors are related to the individual, others are related to the learning activities.  

Research into the participation of adults in lifelong and life-wide learning 
demonstrates that participation corresponds to a number of socio-demographic 
characteristics relating to the learner: gender, age, socio-economic status, ethnic 
origin, social roles, etc.. Younger people tend to participate more than older people 
in (employability-related) lifelong learning, which can probably be explained by 
the fact that the expected returns on investment in learning are higher (e.g. in 
terms of wages and carreer prospects) for them.  
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In addition, psychological characteristics also play a role. We can think here of 
(self-)confidence, self-image, perception of age, interests, aspirations, locus of 
control, attitude towards group events (affiliation), etc. It is likely that people who 
do not feel comfortable in a group, will engage less in group learning. There can 
be a relation between feeling comfortable in a group or not and self-esteem and 
self-confidence. Some people do not want to admit they lack certain competences 
or feel embarassed to ‘admit’ to others that for instance they can not write or read, 
which can keep them from taking literacy courses. Later on in this chapter, we 
discuss some of the other psychological characteristics more in detail.  

 Characteristics associated with living conditions also appear to be very important: 
extent of mobility, financial situation, perception of available time (combination of 
work, personal life and leisure-time), state of health, family situation, work 
situation, etc. If learning venues are difficult to reach (e.g. when people have to go 
to an area with little public transport) or when following a course requires that 
people do not only pay subscription fees and course material, but also nurseries to 
take care of their children while in the course, transport and costs can be a severe 
problem. People with unstable or bad health will have difficulties continuing and 
bringing learning activities to a successful conclusion.  

Furthermore, the characteristics of the individual with respect to learning and 
education are important. The educational past (or objective facts) plays a role in 
this case: the level of functional literacy, level of education, qualifications, etc.. In 
addition to the facts, the educational biography or the “story” the individual has 
built around these facts is also important (Cockx, 2003; Alheit, 1995). This is the 
way in which the educational past is perceived, the significance attached to 
learning and training, the perception of the relevance of education, the pain and 
pleasure associated with learning. Some people are really tired of going to school 
and this feeling may spread to all kinds of learning activities. Next, the learner’s 
educational participation capacity and learning competences matter greatly. 
Ideally, the foundation for this is laid in initial education, but after initial 
education still not everybody knows how to learn. Finally, a potential learner 
possesses – or thinks he/she possesses – information about what is expected of 
him or her in the short or long term in terms of education and learning. Some 
people take for granted that learning activities will be too difficult for them, even 
though this might not be true, especially not when adequate support is provided. 

The characteristics of the learning and training activities and the context within 
which these activities occur can also form a supporting or hindering factor. The 
learning and training process consists of various elements. In (ped)agogic-didactic 
models, the following elements always occur: definition of the starting situation 
and alignment of the learning content with this starting situation, the work forms 
and didactic resources/media used and the evaluation. Some people prefer to 
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learn by doing. If a learning activity does not encourage action or when there are 
no opportunities to put what is learned into practice, these people will not be 
attracted. The learning and training process is embedded in various contexts. On 
the one hand, there is the structural/organisational context. Some of the elements 
defining this context include: the presence of a suitable/attractive supply, the 
time, duration and pace of learning, the cost, the available rooms and 
infrastructure, availability and accessibility, availability of information about the 
supply and the availability and quality of the trainers. On the other hand, the 
learning and training process also takes place within a cultural context. The 
cultural context includes elements such as: the language used in the teaching and 
training activities, the codes of conduct (“how should I behave in this context?”, 
what is suitable and what is not?), multiculturalism and the heterogeneity or 
homogeneity of participant groups in terms of living environment. Groups at risk 
often experience these cultural differences as professional trainers or educators 
mainly are middle-class people.  

2.1.2 From needs to educational participation: the decision-making process 

Mostly, enhancing the participation in lifelong learning is linked to the absence of 
learner inhibitions to learning and learning barriers. However, we may wonder 
whether the elimination of barriers and inhibitions to learning is in itself sufficient 
to create a positive learning climate and to ensure that people actually participate 
in lifelong learning. According to the theory of reasoned action (Fishbein & Ajzen, 
1975; Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980), individual perceptions of various factors and 
personal considerations, for example, play a major role. De Rick, Van 
Valckenborgh and Baert (2004) created a model in which factors that can enhance 
or hinder the participation to lifelong learning, on the level of the individual, the 
learning activity and the wider societal context, are linked with the theory of 
reasoned action.  

Before individuals engage themselves in learning activities, they go through  a 
process of ‘increasing articulation of an educational need’ (Baert, 1982; Baert, 
1998). In the first stage of this process, the (potential) learner becomes increasingly 
aware of something missing, a challenge or a discrepancy between his situation as 
it stands and the desired or required situation. The need can make itself felt in 
various contexts, for example, general social functioning or functioning on the 
labour market. This need can include one or more educational aspects. When the 
educational aspects of the need are recognized, there is a more or less articulated 
educational need. The (potential) learner is aware of the gap between the 
competences (knowledge, understanding, skills or attitudes) he has and the 
competences he should have in order to alleviate the need Baert, 2003; Baert, 1998; 
Baert, 1982). In the next step, a conceivable remedy or solution to the (educational) 
need is stated. According to the theory of reasoned conduct (later developed into 
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the theory of reasoned action) by Fishbein and Ajzen (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975; 
Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980), a learner who has gone through the process of explaining 
an educational need should develop the intention to participate in learning and 
training before he or she formulates an educational demand and participates. 
Whether the intention leads to behaviour or to the search for and participation in a 
supply will depend on the extent to which a person can successfully convert his or 
her intentions, taking into account the likelihood that obstructive or unpredictable 
factors can arise. The intention can then lead to the formulation of an educational 
demand. This means that the learner takes action to meet his need and puts a 
remedy or solution into practice (Baert, 2003; Baert, 1998; Baert, 1982). The last step 
in this process consists of the educational participation itself. The chance of 
successful participation becomes higher the greater the learner’s educational 
participation capacity (the extent to which he or she is able to participate 
meaningfully and functionally in a learning or training activity) (Baert, 2003). If 
the burden is too heavy, i.e. if too much is demanded of the potential participant 
for meaningful and functional participation (e.g. the course lasts too long before 
producing results, the approach leaves too much of the assimilation process to the 
individual participant, the teaching is too far removed from the participants’ living 
environment, etc.), the supply will not be accepted or participation will cease fairly 
quickly. 

 
Figure 1 From educational need to educational participation 

At each stage in the process, various factors can exert an encouraging or 
obstructive influence. The extent to which a learner reaches the intention to 
participate in lifelong learning is influenced, on the one hand, according to 
Fishbein and Ajzen (1975), by the view or attitude towards behaviour, in this case 
participation in learning and, on the other hand, by the way in which the 
individual perceives social norms (Figure 2). 

The attitude to learning is the result of the personal balancing of the (perceived) 
advantages and disadvantages, costs and benefits associated with participation. 
The individual weighs up the consequences associated with the behaviour and 
evaluates them. This does not mean that every consequence is included in the 
equation. The most obvious consequences are of particular importance. The result 
of the balancing operation can be a positive or a negative attitude towards 
educational participation. In this respect, it should be noted that the perceptions 
and evaluations of the various elements cannot always be separated. Someone 
who is only slightly interested in learning will be more likely to think that he or 

 



 29 

she has no time for it (other interests take precedence) and leave no room for it, 
while someone who is very interested will probably make more effort to find a 
solution to practical barriers.  

On the other hand, the learner is also under the influence of the way in which he 
or she perceives social norms. This does not mean the norms observed by “all” 
others, but the norms observed by significant others (e.g. life partner, members of 
the peer group, the idol with whom one identifies, the boss to whom one looks 
up). Sometimes people are living in an environment in which learning, especially 
formal learning, is something ‘not done’. Two elements are important in this 
respect: firstly, the perception of the potential learner about the beliefs of the 
significant others regarding his or her potential participation in education and, 
secondly, the extent to which the potential learner is inclined to take these beliefs 
into account and to conform. Fishbein and Ajzen emphasize that the perception of 
the social norm is more important than what the significant others actually do. It is 
not “the” social norm which is important, but the subjective social norm and this is 
a question of feeling, of a perceived climate. It should be pointed out here that the 
relative importance of the considerations which determine attitude and of the 
normative considerations can vary. One individual will attach more importance to 
the result of the balancing of costs and benefits, while another individual prefers 
to allow his or her intention to be determined by the subjective social norm. In 
other words, some tend more towards conformity (“herd instinct”), others are 
more likely to allow their own considerations to decide their choices and acts. It is 
also possible for the decisive factor to vary depending on the situation. 

Impression of the beliefs of 
significant others 

Tendency to conform 

 
Figure 2 Factors influencing intention 
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Summarising: Not everybody participates equally in educational activities, whether formal 
or informal. This is partly due to individual factors, partly to the way learning activities 
are organized. Before individuals engage themselves in learning activities, they go through 
a decision-making process: after articulating an educational need, one has to develop an 
intention to participate and subsequently translate this into the formulation of a 
educational demand. In this process, individuals are strongly influenced by the beliefs of 
significant others (e.g. the boss, the colleagues).  

2.2 Cultural aspects of learning in labour organisations 

As shown in chapter 1, the availability of learning opportunities in the workplace 
is related to several contextual factors, such as the characteristics of the job and the 
division of labour in organisations. However, similar work contexts do not 
necessarily lead to similar learning activities (Poell, 1998), nor is the availability of 
learning opportunities in organisations is a necessary but nevertheless no 
sufficient prerequisite to enhance the  participation in learning (Baars-Van 
Moorsel, 2003). It is possible that the available learning opportunities are not used, 
or that they are used in an ineffective or inefficient way. Cultural dimensions and 
values can  explain this.  

2.2.1 Cultural dimensions and values 

Baars-Van Moorsel (2003) came to the conclusion that the learning climate that 
prevails in an organisation influences the use employees make of the existing 
learning opportunities and that it also influences the degree to which employees 
create new learning opportunities themselves. She defines the concept of ‘learning 
climate’ as “the values regarding learning that manifest themselves in the content 
and organisational structure of the learning network, and which implicitly 
influence employees’ learning” (p. 214). 

Five value dimensions that influence the learning climate in organisations can be 
distinguished, according to Baars-Van Moorsel. These value dimensions are 
related to the following domains: the purposes of learning, the learning content, 
the didactics of learning, the composition of learning and the organisation of 
learning. With regard to the purposes of learning, it is on the one hand possible 
that the benefits of learning for the organisation are considered as the most 
important and on the other hand that the benefits for the personal development of 
employees are central. Two approaches are possible in relation to the learning 
content dimension, i.e. valuing technical competences or problem-solving 
competences. If technical competences are valued more, learning is focused on the 
execution of tasks. If problem-solving is valued more, than learning is meant to 
prepare the employees for performing executive as well as regulatory tasks. 
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Values concerning the didactics of learning refer to the transfer of knowledge and 
learning by experience. If transfer of knowledge is valued the most, learning will 
be organised in line with traditional school models. Valuing learning from 
experience goes together with attaching importance to gaining experience and 
reflecting on these experiences. The composition of learning is determined by two 
different values: uniformity and differentiation. ‘Uniformity’ leads to learning 
activities that are similar for all employees, in contrast to ‘differentiation’ which 
tailors learning activities to individual employees. Considered in relation to the 
organisation of learning activities, the latter dimension is important with regard to 
the division of responsibilities. Learning can be the responsibility of the 
organisation’s management or a responsibility shared between management and 
employees.  

2.2.2 Types of organisational learning climates 

Based on the fore-mentioned values, Baars-Van Moorsel (2003) distinguished two 
types of learning climates: the regulative learning climate and the explorative 
learning climate. In organisations with a regulative learning climate, learning is 
considered as the responsibility of the organisation. Transfer of knowledge is the 
central aim. It is probable that employees in these organisations adopt a rather 
passive attitude towards learning. They will not consider learning as their own 
responsibility and will not take many initiatives. If learning takes place, it is likely 
to be in organised courses. In organisations with an explorative learning climate, 
the organisation and the individual employee share the responsibility for learning. 
Experience through work is an important source of learning. Employees who learn 
through work are expected to consider learning as their own responsibility and to 
look for new learning opportunities or to create these opportunities themselves. 
Discussions between collegues can for instance be a starting point for learning.  

The presence of different types of organisational learning climates leads to the 
crucial question whether there is an ideal organisational learning climate. Baars-
Van Moorsel warns that it is a misconception to think there is one ideal type of 
learning climate, as learning is a very complex phenomenon. She recommends that 
the most useful approach is for managers and trainers to try to gain insight into 
the values with regard to learning that prevail in the organisation. This can further 
the understanding of the degree to which learning possibilities are used in 
organisations and whether the introduction of new learning practices will have a 
chance of success. Anyway, values are difficult to change, so it is another 
misconception that managers and trainers are able to change the learning climate 
and it is probably better to attune learning activities and processes to the 
prevailing climate. They can at least try to influence this prevailing company 
learning climate, and –indirectly- increase learning opportunities.  
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Summarising: similar work contexts do not necessarily lead to similar learning activities. 
It is, for example, important to attune learning activities and processes to the prevailing 
learning climate in a company. In a regulative learning climate, the organisation has the 
main responsibility for the development of learning activities, in an explorative learning 
climate both the organisation and individual employees share this responsibility.  

2.3 Workplace learning: strong learning environments required 

In academic literature from the field of educational theory and didactics, a positive 
learning climate is also often associated with a strong learning environment. Here 
too, no single definition is generally accepted and a positive learning climate is 
described using a long list of features or conditions which the learning 
environment has to meet. Examples include (Lodewijks, 1995):  

- the learning environment corresponds as closely as possible to the 
situations and circumstances in which the knowledge has to be used or 
applied; 

- the learning environment incites the learner to actively manage the learning 
content; 

- the learner himself takes responsibility for learning; 
- the teacher/trainer creates an intellectually stimulating learning climate, 

shapes the learning activities and problem-solving models and gives the 
pupils feedback and help, where necessary. 

When learning and working are combined in a powerful learning environment, 
important learning processes can occur (Onstenk et al., 1991): regulative learning 
processes, metacognitive processes and transformative learning processes. 
Onstenk divides the regulative learning processes into four groups: carrying out 
plans, planning and evaluating, learning from assistance and examples and 
assimilating information. Metacognitive learning processes imply that the learner, 
alone or with help from a supervisor or coach, reflects on the learning process and 
evaluates the learning process. This also means that the learner assesses the 
workplace as a learning place by examining the factors that promote learning and 
the factors that inhibit learning. Metacognitive processes are an important lever for 
regulative learning processes. In the end, regulative and metacognitive learning 
processes can lead to transformative processes. These processes comprise the 
following characteristics: the learner identifies himself with and feels closely 
associated with the job, recognises recurring patterns and structures and develops 
routines and automatic reactions.  

The chance that these different learning processes take place is enhanced when the 
learner is supported well and belongs to a community of practice. Support can be 
provided by a mentor. Mentoring is a complex interactive process between two 
individuals with a different level of experience and expertise. Mentoring can be 
important for professional and career development as well as for personal 
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development (Carmin, 1988; Carruthers, 1993). The extent of formality in 
mentoring can differ (Gielen, 2001). Some forms of mentoring arise spontaneously, 
some forms of mentorship are deliberately created. Mentoring is not necessarily 
limited to one person. Often there is a network of mentors, in which unofficial or 
semi-official mentors operate as well. For good mentoring, several requirements 
have to be fulfilled (Lu, 2001). The mentor for instance needs to possess 
professional competences and social skills and has to be willing to promote the 
personal growth of the mentee. The mentee has to be willing to take responsibility 
for learning and acquiring competences and has to be receptive to feedback and 
coaching.  

According to social learning theory  (Lave and Wenger, 1991) all learning is social 
and is mediated by social relations. A community of practice is formed by people 
who work together to reach shared objectives and who share the same language 
and culture. For learning this community of practice is very important: it is the 
relational field in which the learner participates and to which he belongs which 
make learning possible. A learner ‘belongs’ to a community of practice when he 
engages in with work experiences, when he influences the interactions and 
contributes to the interactions and when he has the competences to perform tasks 
and activities (Wenger, 1998). The community of practice influences the degree to 
which the learner truly participates, but the learner has also to make an effort to be 
involved in the community of practice. Therefore it is important that the learner 
feels included and identifies with the group.  

Evans and Niemeyer (2004) are of the opinion that the social learning theory of 
Lave and Wenger is very useful, but takes no notice of certain aspects in practices, 
such as power relations and hierarchies, processes of selection and exclusion and 
limitations in learning abilities. The theory assumes that the community is ready 
and willing to open for learners, and that meaning and values are shared. Evans 
and Niemeyer consider these assumptions as idealistic and optimistic. Having 
‘novices’ and ‘experts’ working together does not produce learning processes 
automatically. It should be clear that learning in authentic work contexts contains 
challenges that have to be taken up.  

Powerful learning environments can be created inside as well as outside formal 
educational institutions. In both cases, collaboration between providers of 
education and training and organisations is recommended. The strength of 
organisations is the availability of a rich learning context, but in these 
organisations, there is often not a lot or even no room for reflexive processes as 
they take time and for organisations the main purpose is to produce or to obtain 
results, in a competitive environment. However, reflexive processes give learners 
the opportunity to distance themselves from the practice and to look at ‘problems’ 
from different angles, to discuss the job content and learning needs. Therefore the 
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involvement of professional providers of education and training can be 
recommended. Yet research has demonstrated that space should be made for 
reflective learning activities in the workplace as it can improve the impact of 
formal learning activities, especially with regard to courses of short duration 
(Moon, 2004).  

For groups at risk, such as unqualified or low-qualified workers or people facing 
personal and social problems, it is recommended to take the social and 
biographical position of the learning into account (Hoffmann & Evans, 2004; Weil, 
Wildemeersch & Jansen, 2005). As far as possible, strengths and not deficits should 
be taken as a starting point.  

Summarising: When learning and working are combined in a powerful learning 
environment, three important learning processes take place: regulative, metacognitive and 
transormative learning. Usually, learning is limited to the regulative phase, and there is  
no reflection on what is learned. The chance that these different learning processes take 
place is enhanced when the learner has a good mentor and belongs to a community of 
practice. Another facilitator for these powerful learning environments is a close 
collaboration bewteen training providers and  organisations.  

2.4 Continuity in learning 
 

Lifelong and lifewide learning implies that people undertake many different 
learning activities. Sometimes there will be continuity of learning activities, for 
instance when learning activities are related with respect to content or when 
different learning activities are undertaken to reach a well-defined purpose. 
Continuity of learning activities can be defined as a succession of learning 
activities that are somehow or other related to each other. A distinction can be 
made between ‘vertical’ and ‘horizontal’ continuity. Vertical continuity refers to a 
succession of related learning activities in the course of time. Horizontal continuity 
occurs when different related learning activities are undertaken within the same 
time frame. One might think that continuity of learning activities will lead to more 
efficiency and effectiveness.  

In practice, learning careers are not at all always continuous. Learning activities 
are not always related to each other or they can overlap with each other and add 
hardly any new knowledge or competences to that previously acquired. Lack of 
continuity will indeed be ineffective when it is without purpose. Determined 
discontinuities can be very functional. The breaking off of a learning career can 
have several causes. Some people know that the demand for the labour they are 
supplying will diminish or disappear, e.g. as a consequence of the development of 
new products or techniques or because of delocalisation of services or  industries. 
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Some people, like people who do manual labour, are aware of the fact that once 
they advance in age, work will be too much of a burden for them. Others 
experience that they have made professional choices that are not right for them 
(anymore) and would like to start a new career.  Also circumstances in the life 
course can force people to make new choices. In all these cases, discontinuity in 
the learning career will certainly not be disfunctional, as long as the new learning 
activities are carefully chosen.  

It is also possible that continuity of learning activities is disfunctional. Sometimes, 
people are undertaking several related learning activities, but are unaware of the 
fact that the energy they are putting in acquiring competences  is wasted. This 
happens when people are focussing on competencies that are actually outdated or 
when they have no idea what competences are really required on the labour 
market.  

Of course, there can be no continuity when learning activities are not present. This 
can easily happen when people do not take learning initiatives themselves or are 
having difficulties making long-term plans. Some people do not take the initiative 
to pursue further learning once they have found a job, others see no use in 
learning. Planning for the long term is especially difficult for people at risk , such 
as low-skilled people or people in precarious labour market positions. Both 
knowledge and competences as well as material circumstances are influencing 
factors.  

Employers can foster continuity in learning activities and long-term planning, by 
introducing instruments to help people list the competencies they have already 
acquired and to list the competencies they should try to acquire and instruments 
to plan learning activities, such as portfolios and personal development plans. For 
optimal use, support (on group and individual level) should be provided. This 
support can be provided by many actors, such as the employers themselves, 
centres for career guidance, providers of training and education, and social 
services in contact with those groups. 

Summarising: It is recommended that the learning activities of individual employees are 
related through ‘vertical’ and ‘horizontal’ continuity. Employers can foster continuity in 
learning activities by introducing instruments to plan learning activities.  

2.5 Self-management in learning 

Increasingly, the employees’ own responsibility for learning and functional 
continuity in learning is emphasized. In a study of how learning can be supported 
in self-managing working teams (Tjepkema, 2003), it is emphasised that 
employees must also be willing to learn and must be able to ask for support in 
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their learning activities (e.g. on the occasion of personal assessment interviews). In 
many European countries, national campaigns call on the population to undertake 
learning activities (whether for professional or personal reasons). But taking steps 
in learning and especially attending to functional continuity or discontinuity in the 
learning career, demands a lot from the individual. Important for self-
management in learning are reflexive response, action and self-discipline.  

A flexible labour market involves uncertainty, especially for people with less 
possibilities, such as low-skilled people. To deal with this uncertainty and with 
changes, the individual should possess ‘reflexive strategies’ (Heinz, 2003). 
Reflexivity implies that people are capable of thinking about themselves and 
dealing with themselves as if they were an object (Rosenberg, 1988). Reflexive 
processes include self-evaluation, self-control, self-critique and self-motivation. 
Planning, negotiating, or appealing to social capital or social networks are some 
examples of reflexive strategies (Heinz, 2003). However, not every individual has 
mastered these strategies and knows how to use them in a positive way with good 
results. Therefore, it is an important part of socialization processes. Ideally, people 
acquire these strategies at a young age, but that can not be taken for granted. The 
work environment can carry on (part of) the socialization of employeee to develop 
reflexive processes. 

Reflexivity is the basis for ‘agency’. Agency refers to the fact that people are not 
totally determined by social structures, but can respond to structural influences, 
can take their own decisions and can shape their own lives (Rudd & Evans, 1998; 
Evans, 2002). An important determinant of agency is the degree to which people 
believe in their ability to control the outcomes of their actions or in other words, 
the presence of ‘self-efficacy’ (Bandura, 1997).  

The work environment is an important social context for people to develop self-
efficiency, to exert control and influence. But not every working environment 
enhances self-effficacy to the same degree (Gecas, 2003). The more complex, 
challenging and interesting the job and the greter the autonomy and responsibility 
of the employee, the bigger the chance that self-efficiency can be developed. Also 
the direct and indirect guidance accessible in practice and the access to and the 
degree of one’s standing in the community of practice at work are of great 
importance (Billet, 2001).   

Self-management in learning in a certain way will always be paradoxical in the 
context of the work environment. Work environments create learning 
opportunities and can also give people opportunities for self-empowerment , but 
in the same time the work environment is also limits or pre-defines these 
opportunities. This is what is often called the ‘pedagogical paradox’ (Depaepe, in 
Weil et al., 2005): (pedagogical) interventions that empower people but also often 
reduce their options. This paradoxial situation can not be avoided and is, 
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furthermore, impossible to eliminate. Therefore it is important to find a good 
balance between empowerment and control.  

When emphasizing the worker’s own responsibility, one should always be aware 
of the fact that the worker’s own responsibility is always limited by and 
dependent on the work environment. This is even more true for the most 
disadvantaged groups in society, e.g. the ones that are excluded from the labour 
market or the ones that occupy jobs with limited learning possibilities. 

Summarising: Even in self-managing working teams, employees must be willing to learn 
and must be able to ask for support in their learning activities. When the individual is 
sensitised to using learning opportunities, he or she will need self-management capacities. 
The organisation has the responsibility to offer the individual employee the chance to 
develop and use these self-management competences. Nevertheless, it is important to know 
that these opportunities can at the same time be limited by the organisation. Not all 
learning activities will be accepted in the work environment.  
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CHAPTER 3. INTEGRATING LEARNING AND 
WORKING 

3.1. Learning in vocational training 

The reorientation of vocational training policy to create more fluid transitions 
from vocational training to employment or to continuing training is being pursued 
in many European countries. Evidence of this goal includes: approaches to 
establishing closer connections between initial and continuing training; expansion 
of modular, flexibly designed skills training paths; models of dual qualifications 
obtained through vocational training and general education; expansion of 
vocational training options via ‘supplementary qualifications’ facilitating 
individual routes to vocational development (Dehnbostel & Dybowski, 2001, 394). 

However, despite these attempts important shortfalls with regard to vocational 
training remain as still: 

- qualifications and certificates acquired in vocational training frequently do 
not constitute entitlements and ‘career opportunities’ equivalent to those 
acquired in the general education/university system; in many EU Member 
States, vocational education or training is school based; 

- qualifications acquired via continuing vocational training and job 
experience are inadequately recognised in terms of certification, and are 
rarely adequately accredited in a switch to further education; 

- at best, vocational training paths in companies and the civil service end 
with admission to a middle level of seniority. Considerably more 
importance is attached to a university degree, as a formal entitlement in the 
context of appointments and promotions, than to a skill acquired via 
vocational training. 

In comparison with school-based academic education, initial and continuing 
vocational training therefore still means ‘second best’ to many today. This is also 
the case with regard to apprenticeships. In principle, apprenticeships offer the 
opportunity for apprentices to connect theory and practice, by applying what is 
learned in a real context and by work experiences that can enrich learning. 
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Apprenticeships can enhance the realism of an education and improve the 
connection between education and the labour market. The acquisition of work 
experience and learning to deal with tasks and their inherent problems in a work 
situation contribute to the development of relevant competences and to the 
socialization in a work situation as part of a community of practice. Through 
connecting theory and practice, it becomes possible to appeal to people with a 
learning style that is based more on concrete experience and active 
experimentation than abstract conceptualization and reflective observation. 

However, the way in which apprenticeships are applied often reflects a 
deficitary approach. Apprenticeships are used for young people who experienced 
difficulties at school or are school fatigued. The same holds for the long-term 
unemployed who have difficulties entering the labour market and have lost their 
motivation, work rhythm and work attitudes. Apprenticeships are often included 
in a curriculum after a complete study trajectory in which the so-called basis of the 
necessary knowledge and abilities are given and the apprenticeship is seen as a 
kind of ‘application’. In addition, apprenticeships for students are mainly 
restricted to so-called weaker study orientations. As a consequence, they mainly 
attracts people that lack the willingness, attitudes and abilities to learn. In short. 
while it should be an attractive alternative to formal learning, participation in 
apprenticeship receives the stamp ‘school-fatigued’, ‘unmotivated’, ‘work-shy’ or 
‘no ability’. It is clear that such forms of learning and working are currently far  
from achieving a fully fledged position in the educational and employment 
systems in some European countries. For despite the frequent use of ‘learning in 
the workplace’ in the framework of training and the high expectations regarding 
this form of learning, it must be acknowledged that (Ruelens et al., 2002): 

- Educational organisations (e.g. schools) as well as referral organisations 
(e.g. employment offices) mostly lack models and frameworks to stimulate 
and evaluate the quality of learning in apprenticeships in a systematic way. 
The quality of apprenticeships as a ‘learning experience’ is by consequence 
often not optimal. 

- Organisations that offer apprenticeships usually rely on own experience 
and intuition to shape apprenticeships. The learning content and possible 
return for these organisations is by consequence often not optimal. 

Research from Ruelens et al. (2003) on apprenticeships showed that apprentices, 
their mentors in the workplace and their mentors in the educational institution are 
rarely aware of the learning processes that (can) take place during an 
apprenticeship. All regulative learning processes mentioned above (see 2.3) can be 
found, but metacognitive processes, taking place when reflecting upon the 
learning process or upon the workplace as a learning environment, are rarely 
encountered. It even happens that apprentices feel an aversion to these processes 
as they consider the apprenticeship as ‘work’ and not as ‘learning’. This fact was 
confirmed by the mentors. 
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This lack of expertise and quality instruments, in educational organisations as well 
as on the work floor, contributes to apprenticeships still not providing a complete 
alternative for the training of (potential) employees. In view of the emphasis on 
lifelong learning, in which initiatives towards modularisation of education and 
training are taken, this is problematic. In order to fully integrate apprenticeships 
into learning trajectories, quality guarantees are required. Equally, in relation to 
certification of training modules and learning trajectories, it is important that the 
quality of apprenticeships can be monitored. 

Summarizing: In this paragraph, we deal with the conditions and characteristics of work 
as a ‘powerful learning environment’. This is an environment in which the chances of 
learning are maximal and in which many situations occur that offer learning 
opportunities. How can the presence of such conditions and characteristics be determined? 
And which instruments can be applied in order to monitor and improve the quality of 
learning in the workplace?  

3.2. New forms of work organisation and the integration of learning 
and working 

The sociotechnical approach (see chapter 1) to improve the integration of working 
and learning fits well into the organisational transformations currently taking 
place in our economies. Due to changes in their environment, organisations are 
increasingly forced to reshape their work organisation in order to deal with the 
requirements of the product market, the labour market and new technologies. 
These changes relate to a relinquishing of traditional Tayloristic principles of 
maximal specialisation and standardisation of tasks within the organisation 
towards ‘new forms of work organisation’. This involves a transition from 
complex organisations in which workers have simple and isolated jobs and are 
being directed by supervisors and staff departments to simple organisations in 
which workers have complex jobs, are working together and dispose of extensive 
self-regulatory capacity (De Sitter et al., 1997). 

At the organisational level, this requires a redesign of the primary production 
process from an operation-oriented production structure to a process-oriented 
structure involving parallel production processes with independent parallel flows 
corresponding to specific product market combinations. Subsequently a 
segmentation of these flows is achieved by clustering those operations with a 
maximum of mutual interdependence thereby creating a whole task segment. This 
allows for an extensive deconcentration of preparatory and supporting functions 
to the whole task segment and a decentralisation of regulatory capacity.  

As a result at the group level, ‘self-directed teams’ are introduced that fulfil 
related executory, preparatory, supporting and regulating tasks for a whole 
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segment of the production process. Characteristics of such ‘self-directed teams’ are 
(Van Amelsvoort, 1999): 

- The task of the group is complete, clearly defined and coupled to a 
measurable result. 

- The group disposes of sufficient regulation capacity in order to execute the 
group task as autonomously as possible. 

- The tasks of the group members are mutually dependent and compliment 
each other. 

- The size of the group is large enough to deliver a recognisable contribution 
to the organisation, but small enough to take decisions sufficiently fast. 

- There is an overlap between the different tasks of the group members. 
- Within the group a recognisable spokesperson is available (different 

spokespersons can be available on different subjects). 
- The group disposes of its own space, own production means and 

information. 
- The wage and promotion policy in the organisation support the functioning 

of the team. 

By means of self-directed task groups, organisations aim to be better equipped to 
meet demands with regard to quality, flexibility and innovation. If it’s true that 
organisations are faced with an increasingly turbulent environment, it becomes 
also more important not to design an organisational structure that amplifies this 
turbulence within the organisation. Yet, this is what happens in a traditional 
approach to work organisation aimed at specialisation and standardisation. Many 
regulatory problems are caused here by the organisational structure itself, and are 
therefore avoidable problems. Self-directed teams within a process-oriented 
structure on the other hand allow regulatory problems to be dealt with where they 
occur on the work floor itself, thus resulting in a better capacity for change and 
adaptation to changing environmental requirements. 

Although pursued for performance reasons the implementation of new forms of 
work organisation at the same time also enhance learning opportunities for 
workers, due to the extensive internal and external regulatory capacity of jobs 
(chapter 1). It is therefore also a learning strategy for organisations. The emphasis is 
on opportunities for development and deepening of professional competences 
through the solution of regulation problems occurring in work practice either 
individually or collectively in the group. As a result human resources are 
mobilised – instead of managed. 

This invokes a circular process. On the one hand, working in self-directed teams 
puts higher demands on workers qualifications, but on the other hand self-
directed teams offer also better opportunities for workers to learn, resulting in 
broadened professional competences. Onstenk (1997) describes ‘broadened 
professional competences’ as a coherent set of four competences aimed at an 
appropriate dealing with the core problems in the profession: 

- Professional competences: the ability and knowledge to solve relevant 
professional problems related to the making of a product or service.  
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- Organisational competences: the ability and knowledge to plan and regulate 
one own’s work in the context of the organisation. 

- Social-communicative competences: the ability to communicate in order to 
work together with others, to provide and receive feedback, to deal with 
criticism and be involved.  

- Learning competences: the ability to contribute to one’s own development 
and that of the team, to reflect on one’s own learning and learning results 
through making them explicit and generalisation, to make effective use of 
learning opportunities, to determine the need for more formal training. 

The ‘broadening’ refers in first instance to the professional competences 
themselves. Through the meaningful execution of tasks and dealing with the 
demands, expectations and problems that occur in the work situation existing 
professional competences can be deepened and extended to new applications, or 
new qualifications can be acquired. But it also refers to the integration of these 
professional qualifications with regard to content in the organisational and social-
communicative context of the team. Regular team meetings, internal coordination, 
representation of the team by a spokesperson, high levels of autonomy, scope for 
decision-making and responsibility involve a potential for a broad spectrum of 
individual and collective learning processes that cannot be found in traditional 
work organisations. 

Through appropriate work organisation, a shift can be achieved in the learning 
strategy of organisations. In a standardised approach there is a strong emphasis on 
formal training on-the-job and off-the-job and an active role of the training 
department through analysis of learning needs, formulation of training 
programmes, developing and providing training, in which workers fulfil a very 
passive role as students. Training here is primarily aimed at the adaptation of 
competences of employees to renewed demands of the production process and 
jobs. But this does not fit with the approach in self-directed teams. Here, instead of 
remedying the shortfalls in competences of their workers through formal training, 
organisations provide the appropriate structure for workers to deal with changes 
in the organisation and their linked continuous learning processes themselves.  

This effect of work organisation on the learning strategy of organisations is 
expressed in figure 3.1, based on data from a broad organisational survey in 
Flanders (PASO: Panel Survey of Organisations)2. The grouping of organisations 
surveyed with regard to work organisation in three categories (absence of 
teamwork, lean-production styled teams and sociotechnical teams) reveals 
different relations with regard to their innovation capacity and amount of formal 
training. 

- No teams: These organisations provide little formal training and neither do 
they have many opportunities for informal learning. However, these are 
‘stable’ organisations anyway, in which few changes occur (no innovation). 

                                                 
2 More information is vailable at URL: www.paso.be  

 

http://www.paso.be/
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- Lean teams: These organisations provide much formal training for their 
employees. This is necessary because on the one hand frequent changes are 
introduced in the production process (e.g. stress on continuous 
improvement), but on the hand workers have few opportunities for 
informal learning due to enhanced standardisation of tasks in lean 
production that eradicates the internal regulatory capacity in jobs. 

- Sociotechnical teams: These organisations provide few formal training 
opportunities. However, not because few things change, but because ample 
learning opportunities are provided in the job enabling workers to deal 
with change themselves. While lean organisations are good at product 
innovation as a consequence of ‘single-loop learning’ (improvements within 
the existing framework or regulation at the operational level: see chapter 1), 
these organisations offer the regulatory capacity for ‘double-loop learning’ 
(regulation at the design and strategic level: see chapter 1). 
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Figure 3.1: Relationship between work organisation, innovation and formal training in 
organisations (based on PASO, Van Hootegem et al., 2005) 
 

Summarizing: Through new forms of work organisation, working and (informal) learning 
are coming closer together. Thereby, it becomes also easier to create links and connections 
between learning in organisations and learning in schools. This development supports the 
policy goals to make the transition between working and learning more fluid. Indeed new 
forms of work organisation as illustrated by self-directed teams can be categorized as a 
form of learning (as e.g. done by the Arbeitsgemeinschaft Qualifikations-Entwicklungs-
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Management, 1998, 29). In their boldest expression: new forms of work become equivalent 
to forms of learning as learning is an essential part of an optimal execution of the job. 

3.3. New forms of work organisation require changes in education 
and training 

Changes in the world of work enhance the integration of learning and working 
and thereby bring school and work closer together. Conversely, the 
implementation of new forms of work organisation also requires changes in 
education and training. Organisations increasingly perceive the ability to learn 
and participate on the part of workers and groups of workers as essential in order 
to assure quality, to respond flexibly to changing and individual customer 
demands, to achieve continuous improvements in the production process and in 
the products and services offered to the market. As such, new forms of work 
organisation involve more demanding concepts of learning than those that have 
hitherto characterized vocational training and continuing training activities. 

In a Tayloristic approach to work organisation, the focus is on competences 
defined from a given task package and predetermined standardised optimal work 
activities. But the acquisition of routine, the standardisation of what must be done 
and how it must be done by means of school-based training in order to adapt 
workers to the existing work organisation does not allow students and workers to 
acquire the combination of knowledge and abilities which are required in new 
forms of work organisation. The training should not be confined to learning by 
applying rules and regulations, but shoud involve learning to solve problems 
independently or jointly in groups and in the process learning to cope with 
uncertainties in social situations. For in times of rapid change, existing rules and 
regulations quickly become obsolete and it becomes ever harder to predict the 
future. Therefore those concerned must learn to deal with open-ended processes 
and be able to adapt themselves. 

Already the evidence of many surveys (e.g. Eurobarometer-survey on the 
citizens’ view on lifelong learning, Chisholm et  al., 1994; FORCE-survey, 
Grünewald, 1997, Survey of the continuing training reporting system, BMBF, 1996) 
shows that the majority of people in paid employment frequently acquire further 
vocational competences by teaching themselves and trying things out in the 
workplace, and also regard this kind of learning as the most important way of 
acquiring knowledge. The challenge for education and training is to develop and 
disseminate new forms of learning and key competences to support students and 
workers in this process of self-learning. 

This includes the necessity to use learning on the job more consistently and 
systematically than hitherto in skills training for students and workers. A 
consistent expansion of job based continuing training options is needed which 
facilitates subsequent acquisition of additional skills or updating of existing 
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qualifications in working life. Until now informal and experiential learning at 
work and in other places with no organised system of learning have not been 
adequately taken into account in traditional teaching methods. These relate only to 
deliberate learning, i.e. systematic and organised learning. Therefore a change in 
balance between teaching and learning is needed in which learning is acquiring 
greater importance in relation to teaching and teaching is understood and 
implemented in the sense of monitoring and moderating learning.   

These changes are gradually taking place, but need more attention and wider 
application in all countries. Leney et al (2004) notice that European “workforce 
skills are being re-designed to emphasise flexible and broad occupational 
competences such as problem solving, working effectively with change and 
communicating with client groups, This is reflected in the new goals and content 
of VET teaching and learning. A paradigm change is taking place in the objectives 
of training and approaches to the content and curriculum of VET. The 
development of broad occupational competences through workplace learning is 
the key dimension  of VET innovation”.  

New forms of work organisation require that constructive orientations are 
added to traditional instruction-based teaching and learning. In an instruction based 
approach learning is receptive and is largely linear and systematic. The teacher 
teaches, demonstrates, explains and the learner imitates and takes in. Learning 
content is seen as a closed system of knowledge or elements thereof. In a 
constructive approach learning is seen as an active, self-governed, situation-based 
process, the results of which cannot be predicted. The learner plays an active, 
largely self-determined part; the teacher is an adviser and helps to structure 
learning processes. Learning content and knowledge are not self-contained, they 
are dependent on individual and social contexts (Dehnbostel & Dybowski, 2001, 
417). 

This shift also implies a change in the tasks and functions of the trainer. They  
no longer unilaterally relate to learning sequences in the training workshop, 
organised into systematic training and vocational education, but involve 
familiarisation with processes of monitoring, moderation and coaching of learning 
processes in real work tasks and real work processes. This requires knowledge on 
the part of trainers of how jobs can be designed in order to enhance learning 
opportunities, turning workplaces into learning venues. 

This shift also applies to skilled workers providing initial and continuing 
training on site, e.g. as mentors in the framework of apprenticeships. Its 
application is even wider as this knowledge to restructure workplaces into 
learning venues is increasingly relevant to all people in organisations whose jobs 
involve moderating and coaching tasks in modern forms of work organisation, i.e. 
team leaders and team spokespersons, project managers, quality assessors, 
organisation development workers, etc. (Dehnbostel & Dybowski, 2001, 421). To 
date, concepts of training for trainers have taken virtually no account of this large 
group of people. There is an increasing need for training measures that equip 
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these people with the qualification to open up the learning potential and learning 
opportunities on site, to structure learning environments and to develop learning 
approaches in the context of job tasks and job experiences. 

 

Summarizing: The implementation of new forms of work organisation requires changes in 
education and training. This should not be confined to learning by applying rules and 
regulations, but involve learning to solve problems independently or jointly in groups and 
in the process learning to cope with uncertainties in social situations. It requires that 
constructive orientations are added to traditional instruction-based teaching and learning. 
This shift also implies a change in the tasks and functions of the trainer towards processes 
of monitoring, moderation and coaching of learning processes in real work tasks and real 
work processes. This also requires knowledge on the part of trainers of how jobs can be 
designed in order to enhance learning opportunities, turning workplaces into learning 
venues. 

3.4. Tools to improve the learning potential of jobs: defining 
professional competences and occupational profiles 

Self-directed teams (paragraph 3.2) as the organisational principle of new forms of 
work organisation provide ample learning opportunities for workers, but are 
especially suited for the development of apprentices and trainees. Indeed, an 
essential feature of the competences in such teams is their dynamic and 
developmental character. Through working together instead of in isolation, 
apprentices can learn from other team members. Through solving work-related 
problems individually and collectively their professional skills are broadened and 
gradually built up, thus providing then with a foundation for future competence 
development. Although self-directed teams put higher demands on the 
qualifications of its members, there is a place for less qualified or new members 
next to experienced members. Self-directed teams should not be understood as 
requiring that all members must be able to do everything, e.g. by means of 
systematic job rotation. Although often considered as a feature of new forms of 
work organisation, systematic job rotation is more common in a traditional 
approach with small, fragmented and standardized tasks. In such homogeneous 
teams, members are mutually replaceable. Self-directed teams, however, are a 
heterogeneous combination of different capacities. Parker & Slaughter (1988) make 
the comparison with a team of horses as beasts of burden of equal capabilities 
yoked together to pull for a common end determined by the person holding the 
whip (team understood as interchangeable members)  versus a surgical team 
(team understood as a combination of different capacities who – luckily for the 
patient – do not rotate systematically).   
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Rather than rotation, there is a certain overlap between the tasks and 
competences of the members in self-directed teams in order to allow for internal 
redistribution of tasks and mutual support. The expertise in a self-directed team 
has a collective dimension, in which everyone contributes but does not master all 
expertises. This allows for the inclusion of new inexperienced members 
undergoing developmental competence pathways by working in the team. 

In chapter 1 we referred to the basic job design principles that enhance learning 
opportunities in jobs and provided guidelines how to restructure jobs into 
learning venues. However further operationalisations of these concepts into more 
practical instruments and tools are needed in order for trainers, mentors, skilled 
workers, team leaders, etc. to be able to monitor the quality of learning in jobs and 
restructure jobs into learning venues. Tools and instruments are required in order 
to equip trainers and other skilled workers with the ability to structure 
teaching/learning arrangements.  

By way of example, we refer to the ‘Keeping up competence’ instrument 
developed by STV3 (Verdonck, 2003). Based upon sociotechnical theory on the one 
hand and pedagogic-didactical principles on the other hand, a number of criteria 
were selected to analyse and redesign job content and its immediate conditions on 
their learning opportunities. It is an instrument to evaluate and discuss the 
influence of job composition on permanent development of qualifications of 
workers. But although the field of application is wider, it can be applied in the 
context of apprenticeship as well. As such references to ‘workers’ in the 
instrument can be replaced by ‘students’ or ‘apprentices’. 

The checklist offers practical and clear criteria to evaluate and improve the 
learning potential of jobs. It presents a definition of the criterion; how an inventory 
can be made (sufficient, restricted, insufficient); how it can be analysed; how it can 
be evaluated and how it can be improved. Its twelve criteria belong to three 
groups: opportunities offered by the job to acquire professional competences; the 
opportunities to acquire general competences and possible inhibiting factors. 
 
1. Professional competences 

Professional competences form the core of the profession. These can be practised 
and learned when the job is professionally complete, when it allows for 
involvement in problem-handling and provides autonomy with regard to working 
methods. 

- Professional completeness of the job 

The composition of tasks in a job is a central factor determining learning 
opportunities in the job. Professional completeness implies that one can 
participate in a sufficient number of tasks in the production process, in the 

                                                 
3 Stichting Technologie Vlaanderen:  the research institute of the Flemish social partners. 
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essential core tasks of the profession and a sufficient number of related 
supporting and preparatory tasks are included. 

- Need for problem-handling 

Dealing with problems is essential to practice reflection and expand 
professional competences. The complexity of tasks (identical / standard / 
variant / creative) refers to the extent in which the job requires one to think. 
Learning requires a sufficient part of ‘variant’ and ‘creative’ tasks. The 
complexity of a job must also be balanced; equilibrium in distribution of 
complex and easy tasks provides the most opportunities to learn. 

- Autonomy in  

Learning opportunities are also determined by the extent to which it provides 
autonomy with regard to working method (broad / restricted / none). 
Especially in relation to the core tasks of the profession it is important that the 
worker disposes of broad autonomy. 

2. General competences 

Apart from professional competences, it is important that the job offers 
opportunities to acquire general competences. This implies that organisational 
tasks, social communicative tasks and tasks involving key competences must be 
sufficiently integrated in practice for them  to be tried and learned. 

- Integration of organisational tasks 

Organisational tasks allow the worker to be involved in the organisation of 
his/her work. This can be realised through the participation in informal 
contacts and in formal consultations (functional consultations, structured 
work meetings, task groups). Participation as such is not sufficient; one also 
needs to have an impact on the consultations.  

- Integration of social-communicative tasks 

The degree to which a job is not isolated, but requires cooperation and 
communication is important for mutual support during learning processes. 
The frequency and timing of such communication is therefore essential in 
allowing learning to take place (e.g. permanent possibility for contacts; not 
possible but workplace can be left, contact only during  breaks). 

- Integration of tasks related to key competences 

Key competences are necessary for all workers in order to have access to the 
labour market and to be able to learn continuously. Next to basic skills such 
as numbers, reading and writing, the checklist also looks at the presence of 
tasks involved in information technology, the command of languages and 
linguistic abilities. These mirror the key competences defined by the 
Commission Working Group working on the Lisbon objectives for education 
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and training, which include: communication in the mother tongue and a 
foreign language, mathematical literacy, digital competence, learning to learn, 
interpersonal and civic competences, entrepreneurship, cultural expression. 
(European Commission, 2004)  

3.  Inhibiting factors 

The above six criteria refer to aspects of the job that enhance learning in the job. 
The checklist also lists six criteria that hinder learning during work. 

- High work pressure and persistent problems: cause stress that restricts the 
ability to learn during work. 

- Too much short-cycle work (explain)and passive control work: offer limited 
opportunities to learn during work. 

- Insufficient or unusable information and lack of appropriate feedback: hinder 
the acquisition of insight into one’s own work and learning from one’s own 
mistakes. 

The checklist is not limited to an inventory, analysis and evaluation of jobs but 
also offers suggestions for improvement and for drawing up an action plan. In 
addition, a considerable number of examples are available from applications in 
different sectors and occupations. 

Nevertheless, it remains difficult for those concerned to prepare in advance a 
full inventory of tasks of which the job is composed and should be composed. This 
is also reflected in many apprenticeships in which trainers or skilled workers rely 
on their own experience and opinion of what is essential in the occupation 
concerned to determine the content of the job. An opinion that can differ according 
to the trainer or organisation concerned.  In addition, it is often difficult for 
trainers or skilled workers to make their knowledge and abilities which they 
dispose of implicitly, explicit to the learner. In order to provide a guide to what 
executory, preparatory, supportive and regulatory tasks form the essence of an 
occupation, occupational profiles can be used to improve the quality of the 
workplace analysis and suggested improvements. 

In order to translate changes in requirements of occupations into the content of 
learning programmes, many countries established occupational profiles that feed 
into the elaboration of education and training programmes and thereby also the 
development of learning programmes. The construction of occupational profiles 
and their translation into training profiles thereby contribute to the connection 
between companies, initial and continuing training.  

An occupational profile is a collection of characteristics that form the core of an 
occupation and provides a description of occupational activities and the 
requirements someone who executes or wants to execute this occupation must 
meet. As such they are also useful in the composition of apprenticeships and 
enhancing their learning opportunities. 
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- In an occupational profile, the required knowledge components and 
attitudes are determined based upon an exhaustive task list of the 
occupation. This gives impetus to a professional theory that provides a 
view of what it means to execute a given occupation, the problem-solving 
this entails and requirements it places on the practitioners concerned. 

- The exhaustive task list in the occupational profile is presented as a 
categorisation of executory, preparative, supportive and organisational 
tasks. Thereby, it gives an overview of the important regulatory problems 
and regulatory capacities that are linked to performing the occupation and 
thus of the learning opportunities involved. 

- An occupational profile also takes account of organisational variants. 
Inevitably there is a gap between the general occupational profile and the 
concrete implementation of functions in organisations. But occupational 
profiles also describe the main variants in which occupations are shaped 
into concrete functions within organisations. 

- An occupational profile also lists burdensome conditions under which the 
occupation is usually performed. This gives information on possible factors 
inhibiting learning as demanded by the checklist. 

- An occupational profile describes also the expected future evolution in the 
occupation. This makes it possible not only to address current learning 
opportunities, but also their expected evolution. 

Such occupational profiles can support trainers or skilled workers in restructuring 
jobs and turning their workplaces into learning rich venues. 

Summarizing: The basic job design principles that enhance learning opportunities in jobs 
and guidelines on how to restructure workplaces into learning venues, require further 
operationalisation into more practical instruments and tools in order to equip trainers and 
other skilled workers with the ability to structure teaching/learning arrangements. In this 
section a checklist was proposed that offers practical and clear criteria for evaluating and 
improving the learning potential of jobs. 

3.5. Combining informal with deliberate learning 

Although in principle there is no contradiction in terms of organisational 
performance and turning workplaces to learning venues, in daily practice creating 
powerful learning environments at work, especially for trainees, is not without 
tensions. On the one hand, activities in the workplace are subject to economic 
criteria and calculations but, on the other, the workplace, as a learning venue, 
must also be assessed in terms of the objectives of vocational education and 
training. However, opportunities and scope for experience are tied to technical 
and economic objectives. Even if these boundaries are extended by the learning 
options in new forms of work organisation, ultimately experience-based learning 
and structuring of work so as to promote learning are subject to business 
calculations. There is always the risk that through short-term pressures for 
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immediate job performance, virtually no reflection phases and development 
periods are allowed, and no specific help is provided, for example in the form of 
coaching or advice from experienced in-house or external experts. As a 
consequence there may be a reversion of self-organised learning to learning based 
on adaptation to the job. To combat this risk, the learning based on experience and 
integrated into work activities must be combined with forms of deliberate learning 
involving the addition of a learning infrastructure to the workplace, i.e. 
equipment, learning materials and audiovisual media are added to workplaces 
and learning processes are specifically monitored at work (Dehnbostel & 
Dybowski, 2001, 415).  

Many different forms of decentralised learning are proposed that combine 
experiential learning with deliberate learning, such as quality circles, learning 
islands, learning workshops, project work, interactive learning, 
instruction/coaching. Even though there are considerable differences in their 
aims, structures and level of dissemination, they combine working and learning in 
a systematic way, over and above learning by experience. For example learning 
bays that are used for initial and continuing training (Dehnbostel, 2002) have the 
following features: 

- learning bays are work stations enhanced by learning equipment where 
authentic work tasks are processed and training takes place; 

- the tasks fulfil the criteria required of holistic work, and their complexity, 
problematic nature and variety provide good opportunities for learning; 

- learning bays involve group work, but the organisational form is structured 
according to the principles of partly independent teamwork; 

- learning bays are supervised by a skilled worker from the relevant 
company department, a qualified specialist and trainer whose main role is 
to support processes and developments; 

- learning bays should also function as innovation centres in the work 
process, particularly for innovations in work organisation, social and 
methodological areas. 

Learning in the workplace is considerably expanded by the integration of 
deliberate and experiential learning in decentralised forms of learning. While the 
learning is tied to work, it is not restricted to experience-related learning processes 
or on the job training. Work activities and the related reflection are interrelated 
with the set objectives and content of in-company training work. As such they are 
characterized by a double infrastructure. On the one hand, there is a work 
infrastructure which conforms to the work activities, techniques, work 
organisation and competence requirements of the relevant work environment. On 
the other hand, there is a learning infrastructure that provides additional space, 
equipment and personnel resources, and prepares work tasks in line with work 
and vocational training criteria.  

Summarizing: As experiential learning  integrated into work activities remains subject to 
the possible restrictions and limitations of experience, it must be combined with forms of 
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deliberate learning involving the addition of a learning infrastructure at the workplace. 
For example, ‘learning bays’ used for initial and continuing training. In such 
decentralised forms of learning, informal learning processes are systematically linked with 
intentional learning. 

3.6. Contribution to quality of learning in the job as a means to 
facilitate transitions between education and work, initial and 
continuing training 

 

Many factors are involved in raising the quality of vocational training and thereby 
getting rid of its stamp as ‘second best’. In this chapter, we stress the importance 
of methodologies for trainers to structure learning in the workplace. The quality of 
these methodologies should be equal to methodologies applied within formal 
learning situations. There is a great potential for learning within workplaces and 
within apprenticeships that is often not tapped. As such there is still much room 
for optimalisation that will benefit the learners, but is also beneficial to 
organisations.  

Such a quality guarantee will also contribute to the need often expressed to 
recognize and certify qualifications acquired through informal learning on the job, 
and the need to take account of existing vocational training qualifications and 
certificates when going on to more advanced pathways in higher education. In 
order to recognize and certify informal learning, the results and qualifications 
ensuing from this learning need to be recorded, assessed and evaluated. This must 
take as its starting point that qualifications acquired in the workplace are 
dependent on the design of the workplace. The execution of simple, fragmented 
and repetitive jobs offer minimal learning opportunities and enables little informal 
learning to take place. On the other hand, the execution of complex jobs, with 
whole tasks and ample regulatory capacity within the context of self-directed 
teams offers extensive learning opportunities and enables work-oriented learning 
processes to take place. The dissemination of expertise and information on how to 
turn workplaces into learning venues will therefore contribute to the growing 
trend to identify, evaluate and recognise learning outside formal vocational 
training institutions. This is important in the framework of the modularisation of 
education, recognition of prior learning and the composition of portfolios. A 
system of certification in its turn is a good instrument for the further assurance of 
quality. The European Council conclusions on the “identification and validation of 
non-formal and informal learning”, adopted in May 2004, can help develop 
confidence and trust in this rapidly emerging sector of learning. These conclusions 
focus on ‘individual entitlements’, ‘institutional obligations’, ‘confidence/trust’ 
and credibility/legitimacy’, insisting that quality assurance must be systematically 

 



54  

built into approaches for the identification and validation of non-formal and 
informal learning. Hence, the particular needs of enterprises in this field are too 
weakly covered by the principles in their current form. The conclusions respond to 
this by encouraging the Social Partners, in the context of the social dialogue, to use 
and further adapt the principles according to their needs. 

 
Furthermore, a system of certification, covering both initial and continuing 

training, facilitates the transferability and interchangeability between these two 
fields of training. It must be assumed that the clear separation of initial and 
continuing training in some vocational training systems will gradually be 
abolished and replaced by links and differentiated transition points. Future 
requirements cannot be exclusively or principally met within initial vocational 
training, for in a number of major fields of activity it is a long time since it was 
possible to learn an occupation or trade and practise it throughout one’s working 
life. Even in the case people working in one occupation for a long time, their 
current vocational knowledge usually has little in common with the knowledge 
and skills they acquired during their initial training. Here, trainers and skilled 
workers involved in initial and continuing training have an important part to play 
in improving the transition between initial and continuing training (Dehnbostel & 
Dybowski, 2001, 425). 

In addition, training developments  of this kind plays a vital role at the interface 
between the vocational training and employment systems, making in-company 
training a hinge between the two systems. This interweaving of vocational training 
and personal development paths with the employment system is of particular 
benefit, since it is characterised by a marked capacity to adapt and react to changes 
in the world of work and the qualifications required by organisations.  

Summarizing: This chapter, stresses the importance of methodologies for trainers to 
structure learning in the workplace, including in apprencticeships. Such a methodology 
contributes to the recognition and certification of qualifications acquired through informal 
learning on the job. A system of certification, covering both initial and continuing 
training, facilitates the transferability and interchangeability between these two fields of 
training. 
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4. HOW TO MONITOR LEARNING 
OPPORTUNITIES IN WORK 

4.1. A risk approach to learning 

In many European countries a risk-approach with regard to health and safety at 
work has been extended to the aspect of psychological well-being at work. This is 
in line with the approach in the European framework directive on health and well-
being (89 / 391 / EEC, 1993) and the resolution of the European Parliament on the 
matter (A4-0050 / 99, February 25th 1999). The framework directive states that “the 
employer needs to follow the general principles of prevention: this is among 
others avoiding risks; combating the risks at source; adapting the work to the 
individual, especially as regards the design of work places, the choice of work 
equipment and the choice of working and production methods, with a view, in 
particular, to alleviating monotonous work and work at a predetermined work-
rate.” The resolution of the European Parliament calls for work “to be adapted to 
people's abilities and needs not vice-versa; notes that by preventing a disparity 
from arising between the demands of work and the capacities of the workers, it is 
possible to retain employees until retirement age; draws attention to the problems 
resulting from a lack of autonomy at the workplace, monotonous and repetitive 
work and work with a narrow variety of content .” 

The emphasis in the national and international approach with regard to ‘well-
being’ is therefore on the prevention of risks that are potentially present in the 
workplace, rather than on the workers themselves or on the consequences of such 
risks. With regard to stress for example, this implies that interventions should 
primarily be aimed at reducing stress risks at work, rather than making workers 
more stress-resistant or merely tackling the consequences of stress such as 
absenteeism. 

However, the reduction of stress risks is only one aspect of well-being in work. 
Of equal importance for the well-being of workers is the degree in which the job 
offers learning opportunities. Indeed, jobs that offer no opportunities to learn at 
and during work reduce workers to machines, that aren’t able to learn while 
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working either. Such jobs must therefore be qualified as ‘inhuman work’ that 
inhibits the well-being of workers. Moreover, both aspect – stress risks and 
learning opportunities – are closely related to one another and can be considered 
as two dimensions of well-being. Indeed, the interventions proposed in the major 
stress theories to reduce stress risks in work involve the redesign of jobs into 
learning venues4. It can therefore be argued that  learning opportunities and stress 
risks in jobs are two sides of the same coin and that the enhancement of one 
dimension of well-being involves the reduction of the other dimension.  
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Figure 4.1: Learning opportunities and stress risks in jobs are the result of the way work is divided 
within the organisation (adapted from Christis, 1998). 

Figure 4.1 expresses this relationship between learning opportunities and stress 
risks as a characteristic of jobs. Additionally, it makes clear that these job 
characteristics are the result of the way in which work has been divided in the 
organisation. Inevitably, in any organisation a lot of tasks must be done by a 
number of people simultaneously, which requires that this ‘pool of tasks’ must be 
divided in some way. The choices made in this division of labour determines how 
jobs are composed, which in turn determines the learning opportunities they offer 
and their stress risks. Conversely, improving the well-being of workers – in other 
words an increase of learning opportunities and a decrease of stress risks in jobs - 
requires a change in the division of labour within organisations. 

                                                 
4 Kompier (2002) identifies the main similarities between the following major stress theories: job 

characteristics model (Hackman & Oldham); Michigan organisation stress model (Kahn); job 
demands-control model (Karasek), socio-technical approach (De Sitter); action-theoretical 
approach (Hacker, Frese & Zapf); effort-reward imbalance model (Siegrist) and the Vitamine-
model (Warr). 
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This close relationship between learning opportunities and stress risks is 
probably best expressed by the Dutch law on working conditions (‘Arbowet’), in 
its article 3 on the prevention of risks with regard to well-being at work. The aim 
of this law is to reduce the risks to well-being and minimize existing stress risks by 
putting demands on the job content and the organisation of work. The law 
describes as risks to well-being: 

- work that overloads people psychologically. In this case, work leads to 
enduring stress reactions and strain. 

- work that provides insufficient chances to learn and develop oneself at and 
through work. In this case, work does not allow the employees to to apply, 
maintain or develop their competences.  

The employer should avoid such risks through an appropriate organisation of 
work. The law thereby takes a preventative risk-approach to well-being at work. It 
does not focus on personal characteristics of workers or the context in which they 
work, although these may also be sources of stress or insufficient learning (e.g. 
educational level of workers, personality, wage policy that stimulates learning, 
etc.), but emphasises a preventive approach to reduce stress risks and to maximize 
chances that learning will take place. This preventive approach consists of placing 
requirements on the way work is organized and jobs are composed (see figure 
4.1). 

The application of a preventive risk-approach that is already commonplace with 
regard to health and safety, to the aspect of learning is useful from a policy 
perspective. Currently, training policy initiatives are mainly aimed at remedying 
emerging competence gaps between competences required for jobs and the 
available competences of workers, while only scant attention is given to the 
composition of jobs. As a consequence the following shortfalls can be identified: 

- Efforts and means continue to be required to close (re-)emerging 
competence gaps. As jobs with few learning opportunities remain unaltered, 
new workers on the same jobs will have equally few learning opportunities 
and need training, while those who received training will need more 
training after a period of time. Training is therefore not a preventive, long-
term and enduring intervention;  

- While training can prevent possible future competence gaps, in reality it is 
more likely that it will take place when such a qualification gap is acutely 
felt and dysfunctions occur. Then we intervene only reactively, whereas a 
change in job composition to enhance learning opportunities could have 
prevented the emergence of such a competence gap in the first place;  

- Although the degree to which workers learn is also dependent on their 
ability and willingness to learn and not merely on the learning opportunities 
in the job, our personality is also shaped to a large extent by what we do, 
and what we do is for an important part of our lives ‘executing tasks in the 
workplace’. There is a link between the job characteristics we are confronted 
with in the workplace and our personal development. The ability and 
willingness to learn are therefore not merely independent variables that 
influence the relationship between learning opportunities in jobs and the 
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learning that effectively takes place, but at the same time they are also 
dependant variables of these learning opportunities. By consequence a 
preventative risk approach by means of interventions in the composition of 
jobs is not in opposition to an approach aimed at enhancing the learning 
ability and willingness of workers, but precisely effective in the 
improvement of this ability and willingness.  

- A preventative risk approach also avoids perverse effects, in which selection 
mechanisms push workers with few abilities or little willingness to learn out 
of the labour market or prevents them re-entering it. On the contrary, 
improving learning opportunities in jobs through appropriate job 
composition enhances the labour market participation of people with less 
abilities or willingness to learn through training and prevents their 
exclusion from the labour market. 

 

Summarizing: A preventative risk-approach with regard to health and safety at work has 
been extended to the aspect of psychological well-being at work in many European 
countries. Of equal importance for the well-being of workers is the degree in which the job 
offers learning opportunities. Currently, training policy initiatives are maily aimed at 
remedying emerging competence gaps between the competence required  for jobs and  
workers existing competences. They should give more attention  to the composition of jobs. 

4.2. The development of instruments to monitor learning 
opportunities in work. 

In the wake of the above-mentioned Dutch Law on Working Conditions, an 
instrument was needed that allows organisations to perform a inventory and 
evaluation of risks with regard to well-being at work, but also allows the work 
inspectors to control the compliance of organisations to the stipulations of the law. 
Based upon the psychological job demands – decision latitude model of Karasek 
(1979); modern sociotechnical systems design (De Sitter, 1989) and Hackers theory 
on ‘complete jobs’ (Hacker, 1989), an instrument has been developed called WEBA 
(Ministerie van Sociale Zaken, 1989). The instrument supports a full description of 
all tasks in a job, makes an inventory of the different problems that occur in a job 
(regulation problems) and the way in which these can be solved (regulation 
capacities). The instrument focuses on the obstacles in the regulation capacities 
that prevent a worker from solving regulation problems in a timely and adequate 
way. The assessment of stress risks and learning opportunities in the job is done 
according to seven conditions for well-being:  

- Completeness: is the job an occupationally complete job? In other words: is it 
a logically interdependent whole of preparatory, executory and supportive 
tasks? 

- Short-cycle tasks: is the number of short-cycle tasks in the job limited? 
- Difficulty: is the job composed of a balance between easy and difficult tasks? 
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- Autonomy: does the job provide sufficient regulation capacity? 
- Contact opportunities: is it an isolated workplace or are there sufficient 

possibilities to call upon the support of colleagues? 
- Organisational tasks: Are there sufficient functional contacts with colleagues 

from personnel departments or supervisors and periodic work 
consultations? 

- Information supply? is sufficient information provided on the purpose of 
work, the assignment and is their sufficient feedback on the results? 

Although the instrument is mostly applied in view of a stress prevention policy, it 
can also be applied to monitor learning opportunities in work. Each of the seven 
conditions of well-being contains a stress aspect but equally a learning aspect. 
These are respectively: 

- a complete job offers learning opportunities because it allows to prepare and 
support the work autonomously. This is essential to developing 
occupational competences. In addition complete jobs enlarge internal 
regulation capacities as well as their complexity, which are important for 
learning; 

- little can be learned from a short-cycle job. Acquiringly, occupational 
competences requires that the job also has the variety of tasks that belongs 
to this occupation; 

- to learn from work requires that one is confronted with problems that offer 
the opportunity to learn. One should regularly have to think about the 
execution of work. But a job that has only difficult tasks leads to overstrain; 

- the autonomy to change work rhythm, method and sequence allows one to 
adapt the way of working to changing circumstances, to solve problems that 
emerge at work and to learn from these solutions; 

- social contacts allows one to learn from others and to solve difficulties 
together with others and learn from these solutions. It thereby allows for the 
development of social-communicative competences; 

- the integration of organisational tasks allows the worker to acquire 
organisational competences: this is an insight into the functional 
interdependencies between workers in the organisation, the forms these 
interdependencies can take and the problems that arise from these. This is 
the main way in which the innovative potential of workers can be expressed 
and developed; 

- information is needed to apply one’s regulation capacity. Without 
information on one’s own work it is difficult to learn from work and 
mistakes made.  

Apart from a description, the WEBA-instrument offers guidelines on how an 
evaluation can be performed and what kind of interventions can be made to 
improve the conditions for well-being. However, an important disadvantage of the 
instrument is the time needed – almost a day - for an expert to profile a given job. 
To address this problem a NOVA-WEBA questionnaire was developed (Dhondt & 
Houtman, 1997). Based on the same theoretical considerations as the WEBA, the 
questionnaire NOVA-WEBA aims at assessing in a reliable and valid way in 
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groups of workers, the bottlenecks in psychological burden or learning 
opportunities, based on the conditions of work. Therefore the questionnaire 
investigates the following job characteristics: the completeness of the job; the cycle 
time of a task; the level of difficulty; the autonomy; the possibilities for contact; the 
organisational tasks and the information supply. The questionnaire is included in 
the annex 1. 

Although the questionnaire is answered by workers themselves with regard to 
their own job, and therefore results in a ‘subjective’ appreciation, the questionnaire 
investigates ‘objective’ structural characteristics of the job. In other words, the 
questionnaire does not ask the opinion of workers whether they are able to learn 
in and during work, neither does it ask the possible results of this learning (e.g. 
with regard to internal or external labour market position). The assessment of 
available learning opportunities is done through analysis of the scale scores on  
conditions for well-being. Alternative models for assessing the learning 
conduciveness of work have also been developed based on the workers’ own 
opinions and assessment of the learning conditions offered by their work (e.g. 
Learning Conditions Monitor: Skule & Reichborn, 2002). 

 Different versions are available of the NOVA-WEBA questionnaire. The version 
in Annex 1 is the original and long version that requires almost certainly an 
independent survey. Shorter versions are available (Kraan et al., 2000), that can be 
used to insert within existing questionnaires (so-called ‘piggybacking’: Pratt, 
2001). Also, some versions of the questionnaire offer more answer categories than 
the dichotomous ‘yes’ and ‘no’ and measure the degree in which a certain 
condition is present (Pollet et al., 2000). However, extensive research has been 
executed on the reliability and the validity of the scales of conditions for well-
being in the questionnaire (Dhondt & Houtman, 1992; Houtman et al., 1994; 
Dhondt & Houtman, 1996; Pollet et al., 2000; Delarue, 2002). Therefore, individual 
questionnaire items should not merely be randomly selected. In addition, tests of 
the validity of the questionnaire have only been done on the Dutch version. The 
questions in Annex 1 must therefore be interpreted as an example of the way in 
which learning opportunities in jobs can be monitored, not as validated scales. 

Due to extensive use of the questionnaire in organisations over the last decade, 
a reference database has been established. Although this database has no absolute 
value, it allows for comparison of results from a certain group of workers or an 
organisation with a wider sample. 

However, the NOVA-WEBA inevitably suffers from deficiencies associated with 
questionnaire research in general. The questionnaire can not measure regulation 
problems and regulation capacities, but answers on a limited number of questions 
are used as indicators for the level of problems and capacities. Indicators that are 
an indirect proof of something, but not direct descriptions. In addition, the items 
in a questionnaire applicable to all kinds of jobs need to be very general, leading to 
a loss of concrete information. Indeed, the relevance of some questions is limited 
in specific cases. 
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However, the main limitation is that survey results do not provide an answer to 
why a job has less or more regulation problems and capacities. Such an insight is 
essential to redesign the job in order to fulfil the criteria that are required for jobs 
with good learning opportunities. The questionnaire must therefore be seen as a 
tool for a first scan of problems with regard to learning opportunities in a broad 
group of workers, e.g. in the framework of an inventory and evaluation of the 
risks in the organisation. Based on these data, specific risks can be further 
investigated by qualitative workplace-analysis instruments, such as WEBA, that 
provide an answer to the underlying reasons for insufficient learning 
opportunities related to the division of labour in the organisation. 

Summarizing: In the Netherlands, the WEBA-instrument has been developed to allow 
organisations to carry out an inventory and evaluation of the risks affecting well-being at 
work. The questionnaire investigates the following job characteristics: the completeness of 
the job; the lifecycle of a task; the level of difficulty; the autonomy; the possibilities for 
contact; the organisational tasks and the information supply. As each aspect contains a 
learning component, this instrument can be applied to monitor learning opportunities in 
work. 
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CHAPTER 5. POLICY INITIATIVES TO ENHANCE 
LEARNING OPPORTUNITIES AT WORK  

5.1 Introduction 

In chapters 1 and 2, we listed the conditions for the development of excellent 
learning environments at work from the sociotechnical and pedagogical 
perspectives. Both views differ quite significantly. While the pedagogy focuses 
strongly on  the importance of the motivation of the learning individual, the 
sociotechnical approach has no interest in the attitudes of the employees at the 
workplace. The lifelong learning strategy does pay only scant attention to the way 
the work is organized, while the job design is almost the only aspect sociotechnical 
experts are talking about. They argue that employees do not have to be motivated 
to learn, they only have to do their work. And they should learn by doing their 
work, not necessarily by following courses. Consequently, the learning 
organisation is not an organisation where employees get much formal training. 
The most important way of learning in the organisation should be informally. 
Learning is thus not structured through a specific professional or pedagogical 
intervention, it is a by-product of the execution of the job (Huys, 2004). The 
working environment is developed in a way that participants at the workplace 
learn new things. The most important feature of jobs in this environment is their 
self-directed learning potential. Complete jobs include preparatory, executive, 
control and steering tasks. This enlarges greatly the chance that in their jobs 
people have an opportunity to encounter new situations, problems and events, 
where they can learn about new methods, technologies or products. Work 
problems can become learning problems (Onstenk, 1999). 

Are both approaches irreconcilable, or is it possible to strengthen the learning 
potential of working environments by taking the best of both theories? As already 
illustrated in chapter 3, we think the latter is the case. It is certainly possible to take 
up some elements of the ‘learning culture’ view into the sociotechnical approach. 
In this work organisation, we can identify crucial actors when it comes to the 
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realization of the learning potential of jobs. Trainers, team leaders, mentors, 
experienced workers or those responsible for human resource management 
(HRM) can be equipped with tools and instruments that enable them to structure 
the workplace in a way that a ‘learning climate’ is created in the teams. This can at 
least enrich the learning outcome of the activities.  

Yet, it is very ambitious for a government to embark on enhancing learning 
opportunities at the workplace by installing sociotechnical teams in companies. It 
is a given fact that – as long as basic employee rights are respected - the way work 
is organized will never be decided by the government, it is a decision that is 
mainly  taken within the company walls. It is thus the employer and not the 
government which is concerned when it comes to the enlargement of the learning 
potential of jobs . The government can only try to influence employers and 
encourage them to create richer work organisations in which employees develop 
their knowledge and competences.  

In chapter three, we already discussed some examples of possible policy 
instruments. In this chapter, we will develop a more complete picture of 
government strategies to enhance the learning opportunities of working 
environments. The widely used  Van der Doelen typology of policy instruments is 
used as a framework to structure the diversity of possible policy initiatives in this 
field. We sprinkle the discussion with some concrete examples of policy measures. 

Summarizing: In this chapter, a framework of possible policy initiatives that can motivate 
organisations to structure their work organisation in a way that learning opportunities are 
enhanced will be discussed.  

5.2  Typology of policy instruments 
 
According to van der Doelen (1989), policy makers can influence behaviour by 
using three different types of public policy instruments. In his classification, 
behaviour can be steered by giving rules, economic means or information, or in 
other words, by the stick, the carrot and the sermon.  
 
Regulations are measures taken by governmental departments to influence people 
by means of formulated rules and directives which mandate recipiants to act in 
accordance with what is ordered in these rules and directives. The defining 
property of regulation is that the relationship is authoritative, meaning that the 
controlled persons or groups are obliged to act in the way stated by the controllers 
(Bemelmans-Videc, 1998). New public management has developed regulatory 
instruments of a less compulsory kind. Examples of these horizontal instruments 
are covenants or agreements. These instruments are useful when the realisation of 
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policy goals needs the cooperation of companies, institutions or other 
governmental bodies. (van den Heuvel, 1998). 
 
Economic policy instruments involve either the handing out or the taking away of 
material resources. Economic insturments make it cheaper or more expensive to 
persue certain actions. However, addressees are not obliged to take the measures 
involved, which is the main difference distinguishing them from regulations. The 
subjects can choose themselves whether to take action or not (Vedung, 1998). 
These ‘carrots’ can stimulate behaviour (by giving subsidies when a desired action 
is taken) or have a more reprimanding character (when taxes are levied which 
have to be paid).  
Economic policy instruments do not always imply cash transfers. Economic means 
of control can also be in kind. The in-kind (non-cash) approach to public assistance 
includes e.g. publicly-financed universities (Vedung, 1998). According to Denys 
(1998), these instruments can be direct or supportive.  With direct instruments, the 
government does not expect cooperation from citizens or companies, but decides 
to provide goods and services through a public institution (or to outsource the 
provision of goods and services under government contracts to private actors). 
With supportive instruments, the government decides to support actors e.g. 
through services such as staff training, accountancy or monitoring. 
 
Information, the third class of instruments, covers attempts at influencing people 
through the transfer of knowledge, the communciation of reasoned argument, and 
moral persuasion in order to achieve a policy result. The information disseminated 
may concern the nature of the problem at hand, how people or organisations are 
actually handling the problem, measures that can be taken to change the 
prevailing situation, and reasons why these measures ought to be adopted by the 
addressees. However, no more than transfer of knowledge, persuasive reasoning, 
or exhortations are offered to influence the public to do what government deems 
desirable (Vedung & van der Doelen, 1998). 

Summarizing: In general, policy makers can influence behaviour by using three different 
types of public policy instruments  Through regulatory steering, rules and directives are 
made explicit for individuals or organisations. Through economic steering, subsidies are 
given or taxes are levied to promote the desired behaviour. Through communicative 
steering, the government tries to influence addressees by persuasion and the transfer of 
information.   

5.3  The sermon: communicative steering 
 
We already pointed out that companies and organisations have the main 
responsibility when it comes to the enhancement of learning opportunities at the 
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workplace. It is the manager of the company who has the leading role in 
developing these learning intensive working environments. Government has only 
a supporting role, and communicative steering could be a suitable way of 
performing this role. As the government has no decision-making power in the 
company’s work organisation, the most appropriate thing to do is to fall back on 
“information” for companies about what they think is good or bad, right or 
wrong, what is desirable or undesirable.  
 
Nyhan thinks that policy makers in the public sector and the social partners have a 
major role to play in promoting work-based learning. In the first place, they can 
make publicity campaigns to promote learning conducive workplaces. The 
argumentation to be used in these campaigns should stress that informal learning 
can be a low cost means to promote lifelong learning, provided that managers can 
use everyday work tasks in an effective way as the basis for learning. A small 
amount of time spent giving workers supportive feedback on how they are 
performing can be far more valuable than an expensive formal training course 
(Nyhan, 2005). 
 
Denys (1998) believes campaigns on tv and radio are not the best way to influence 
companies to organise more (formal) training. He sees two alternative 
communication strategies. A first preferable communication strategy could exist in 
the appointment of government paid employability-advisors or consultants. In 
this respect, these civil servants would be called something like workplace-advisors 
or consultants. They should advise organisations on the redesign of their workplace 
environment, probably in close collaboration with existing local or sectoral 
networks. In some European countries, it would be wise to involve trade unions in 
such a structure.  The UK union learning representatives are good exemples of 
these workplace-advisers (see box 3).  
In this respect, Nyhan (2005) talks about facilitators that do not necessary have a 
civil servant status. A suitable strategy could be based on bringing training 
institutions and companies from the same locality together in voluntary networks 
so as they can experiment and learn from each other. This process could start with 
a short meeting followed up by on the job training sessions for managers or 
supervisors, using simple and well tried approaches. It is important to remember 
that learning-conducive work is not limited to one model of work organisation. 
Each workplace must find its own model. The emphasis should be on involving 
everybody in the company in the learning exercice (Nyhan, 2005). An entertaining 
example of this strategy is to be found in the ‘Competence Game’, developed by 
the Belgian social partners (see box 2). 
 
A second alternative to publicity campaigns, inspired by the British ‘Investors in 
People’ label, could be the development of a quality mark for companies that offer 
good learning opportunities at the workplace. In chapter 3, we have argued that it 
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is only by guaranteeing the same quality of learning in informal settings as in 
formal initial training systems that competences acquired in the workplace will 
really be fully recognized. A quality mark can possibly stimulate companies to 
install self-directed teams. The guidelines expounded in chapter 1 could be used to 
develop criteria for an award of the kind. However, to motivate workers to 
continue learning and to assist their future career development, these informally 
acquired competences must be documented, evaluated and recognized. Laws to 
this effect exist in France and Denmark. The Common European principles must 
be further developed for the workplace. 
 
Another alternative to campaigns, advisors or quality marks, is the distribution of 
instruments that encourage companies to think about learning opportunities for 
their employees. Lifelong learning instruments that increase the awareness of the 
development of competences such as portfolio’s or personal development plans 
can have a desirable effect on the self-management of employees in their learning 
paths, and indirectly in the development of learning opportunities in the 
workplace. But ideally, these instruments make a direct link between learning 
opportunities and work organisation. In this respect, we refer to the analytical 
‘Keeping up Competences’ checklist.   

Summarizing: We can think of different ways to inform companies on the enhancement of 
learning opportunities e.g. through the inclusion of self-directed teams in their work 
organisation. Publicity campaigns are not necessarily the best way. Workplace advisors or 
networks, a quality mark for companies with good learning opportunities, or the 
distribution of instruments that encourage companies to work on the development of 
learning opportunities might work just as well. 
 
Box 1: ‘Keeping Up Competences’, an instrument to evaluate and improve the 
learning potential of jobs 
 
In chapter 3, we refered to the ‘Keeping Up Competences’ instrument, developed 
by STV, a Flemish research centre of social partners. It is an instrument employers 
can use to evaluate and discuss the influence of job composition on the permanent 
development of  workers’ competences. The checklist offers practical and clear 
criteria to evaluate and improve the learning potential of jobs. The twelve criteria 
are divided into three groups: professional competences, general competencess 
and inhibiting factors.  
- Professional competences: professional completeness of the job, need for 

problem-handling and autonomy in working methods 
- General competences: integration of organisational tasks, integration of social-

communicative tasks and integration of tasks related to key competences 
- Inhibiting factors: high work pressure and persisting problems, too much 

short-cycle work and passive control work, and insufficient or unusable 
information and lack of appropriate feedback. 
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The checklist is not limited to an inventory, analysis and evaluation of jobs but 
also offers suggestions for improvement and for drawing up an action plan. In 
addition a considerable number of examples are available from applications in 
different sectors and occupations. 
 
More information: chapter 3 
 
Box 2: The Competence Game, a frivolous way to get employees acquainted with 
learning at work 
 
In 2004, the three Flemish trade unions (ACV, ABVV and ACLVB) developed ‘the 
Competence Game’, in order to get employees in Belgian companies acquainted 
with the jargon that nowadays is used in the development of competences and to 
enhance their understanding of compentence management. Because of the positive 
responses of companies who have played this interactive game, the European 
Commission is planning to translate the game by the end of 2005. 
‘The Competence Game’ is a simulation game. The (6 to 30) participants in the 
game have the assignment to prepare a space shuttle with competent astronauts, a 
recognizable though ficticious task for the players. In the beginning, each player 
has general, team specific and task related competences. As a team, the players 
have to decide how employees will develop new competences needed for the 
execution of the necessary tasks. In the end, the shuttle is launched when the team 
has organized its work and training well. Playing the game takes about one day, 
and is accompanied by a trainer. 
 
The game has introduced thinking about competence development in a playful 
way. Employees reluctant to the idea of following training courses have shown a 
more positive attitude to training courses after participating in this game. The 
focus of this game is strongly oriented towards the acquisition of competences 
through formal education. Were one to introduce more the idea that employees 
can develop competences through work organised in self-directed teams, this 
could be  part of an integrated strategy to enhance learning opportunities in work.  
 
More information: www.leerplek.be 

 
Box 3: Union Learning Representatives in the UK 
 
Since the Labour Party government came to power in 1997, it has identified 
lifelong learning as providing 'a new and modern role for trade unions'.  From the 
early 1990s, individual trade unions and the Trades Union Congress (TUC) have 
been calling for workplace learning committees and rights for trade unions to 
bargain on training. Labour has been more open to dealing with training and 
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development on the basis of social partnership than the previous Conservative 
administrations, and has formalised this in the Employment Act 2002. The UK's 
Employment Act 2002 introduced a statutory right to time off work for trade 
union 'learning representatives', so that they can carry out their duties. The new 
provisions came into force in April 2003, as did a revised Advisory, Conciliation 
and Arbitration Service (Acas) code of practice which includes guidance on their 
practical application.  
 
Where trade unions are recognised by employers, the Employment Act 2002 
provides a statutory right to paid time off work for appropriately trained union 
learning representatives (ULRs) to carry out a range of duties, including: 
- analysing members’ learning or training needs;  
- advising members about learning or training matters;  
- arranging learning or training;  
- promoting the value of learning or training;  
- consulting the employer about these issues; and  
- undergoing training relevant to their functions.  
 
The Act required the Advisory, Conciliation and Arbitration Service (Acas) to 
produce a code of practice containing practical guidance on the operation of the 
new provisions. Acas did so by including guidance on time off for ULRs in a 
revised version of its existing code of practice on time off for trade union duties 
and activities. 
Among other matters, the revised code of practice states that many employers 
have in place well-established training and development programmes for their 
employees, and that ULRs should liaise with their employers to ensure that their 
respective training activities complement one another and that the scope for 
duplication is minimised. 
In terms of meeting the condition in the Act that URLs have been or will be 
suitably trained for their role, the code states that this could be done by 
completing a training course approved by the TUC or the ULR’s own union. 
Alternatively, ULRs may have gained the relevant expertise and experience in 
areas such as teaching, training, counselling, careers advice and guidance, human 
resource development or 'shadowing' an experienced representative. The code 
states that ULRs should be able to demonstrate competence in: identifying and 
recording learning needs and drawing up a plan to meet them; accessing 
information; or providing advice and guidance. 
On the provision of facilities, the code states that consideration could be given to 
allowing ULRs access to accommodation where they can discuss training matters 
with employees. 
 
Source: EIRO 

 

http://www.legislation.hmso.gov.uk/acts/acts2002/20020022.htm
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5.4  The carrot: economic steering 
 
In the previous paragraph, we have intuitively chosen commucative strategies as 
the most appropriate inititiatives to enhance the learning potential of jobs. When 
we list possible economic initiatives, we also find different ‘carrots’ for companies 
that lead to the enlargement of the learning potential of their work organisation. 
An economic steering strategy can be a very substantial complementary strategy 
when used together with communicative actions. 
  
Refering to the inventory of policy instrumentes, subsidies and grants can be 
characterized as incentives, or affirmative economic policy insturments. Taxes, 
charges and levies have the character of negative economic policy instruments or 
disincentives.  
We already mentioned that changes in the work organisation cannot be enforced 
by central government. Most organisations are unique, or at least sector specific. 
Consequently, cooperation of (a grouping of) companies will be necessary in the 
implementation phase of a new work organisation. Incentives are preferable to 
disincentives. Examples of economic incentives are cash transfers, cash grants, 
reduced-interest loans, investments or subsidies. An important feature of these 
instruments is that the government does not itself carry out the activities but 
instead seeks to achieve its goal by influencing the behavior of subsidy-recipients 
(Leeuw, 1998), exactly the way we propose to promote new forms of work 
organisation in companies.  
This means that subsidies for companies who implement aspects of the 
organisational principles as worked out in chapter 1 can be an important lever to 
enhance the learning opportunities in European workplaces. When organisations 
receive incentives to install self-directed teams in the workplace, employees of 
companies who are influenced by the ‘carrot’ will receive more learning 
opportunities. The policy initiatives don’t have to limit subsidies to companies 
who develop the sociotechnical model of self-directed teams, but can be 
broadened to organisational forms who work out instruments with equal attention 
to informal learning opportunities. In chapters 2 and 3, we have indicated possible 
forms of decentralised learning that combine experiental learning with deliberate 
learning, such as apprenticeships (see chapter 3), quality circles, learning islands, 
learning workshops, project work, interactive learning, coaching or learning bays 
(see chapter 3). 
Government grants to companies providing apprenticeship places are common 
throughout Europe. Governments could be more insistent on demanding 
complemeness in the composition of the jobs in which apprentices are placed, e.g. 
make this a condition for receiving subsidies. In Germany, when an SME doesn’t 
have the variety of tasks, interplant training is offered.  
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Box 4: Learning islands, a German workplace innovation  
 
In Mercedes-Benz' Gaggenau plant, learning islands develop employees' technical 
and social skills, accustom them to team working, and help the company learn 
from alternative organisational forms and structures to shape its future 
organisation. The learning islands are located in a separate section of the work 
floor which contains production and educational facilities and where employees 
work in teams on integrated and complex project-oriented tasks. These include 
planning and solving logistical problems. The semi-autonomous working groups 
are supported by a member who co-ordinates and intervenes only when 
necessary. Having these experimental learning islands close to employees helps 
them identify with the initiatives and become familiar with the process of change. 
In this way, it is hoped that resistance to change will be reduced. The group is 
given clearly defined goals that need to be realised in a work period of five weeks. 
To encourage employees to look for improvements, feedback about the progress 
made is given regularly to the group. Senior workers select mentors who are 
rostered off the production line to support employees in the learning islands. The 
learning island team group is responsible for compensating for the loss of 
productive labour of their mentor within this period. In this way, it is made clear 
to the young workers what is means to work in an industrial commercial context. 
The mentor's role is that of a counselor.  He or she is a contact point for the group 
but intervenes only when serious errors are made. The intention is to preserve the 
group's autonomy as far as possible. 
 
Source: Tavistock Institute, in ILO (2005) 
 
Box 5: Tutorat en entreprise, experienced workers introduce new rercruits 
 
The Walloon region in Belgium has developed a legal framework for tutors. 
Companies can benefit from financial incentives when they choose this type of 
workplace innovation. ‘Tutorat en entreprise’ aims at promoting the integration of 
young workers newly recruited in the company through a work-based training 
programme involving older and experienced company workers (+50 years) in the 
role of tutors. The company recieves a lump subsidy per training hour from the 
public administration (€300 to €480 hours per year and per worker) to assign the 
older workers to the task.  
The measure has three targets: on-the-job training of young workers by 
experienced workers within the company; allowing olders workers to remain  
active; and keeping the expertise within the company (European Commission, 
2004).  
The measure was introduced in 2003, and shortly after its introduction the first 
sectors started to implement it. One of the first sectors to use work-based mentors 
was the sector of home help. The home helpers usually work isolated at the 
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client’s home, and have not much opportunities to learn from colleagues on-the-
job. They lack support, and have no real community of practice, the two most 
important features of a work organisation to ensure learning processes indicated 
in chapter 2. ‘Tutorat en entreprise’ facilitates reaching these basic premises on 
enhancing learning opportunities. It’s also a good instrument from a 
sociotechnical point of view, as all four guidelines specified in chapter 1 are 
reasonably fulfilled in the cooperation between mentor and mentee in this 
example from the home help sector. 
The first outcomes seem to be positive. About half of the home help organisations 
have introduced this system, and almost all employees involved in a tutor-
relations have evaluated this system positively (Letont & Vandaele, 2005).   
 
When it comes to an economic policy strategy to enhance new work organisations, 
we plead in favour of incentives/subsidies. But one can also consider tax systems 
in this category. Exemples of successful ‘tax systems’ that influenced the work 
organisation of companies can be found in the provision of formal learning 
opportunities. They have increased the global training output in different 
countries during the nineties (Denys, 1998).  
Training funds have been established in many European countries, usually based 
on voluntary bipartite agreements. They give employers and workers the initiative 
and control over training, outside any state interference. They also allow for joint 
fund management by workers and employers and include cost sharing 
arrangements between enterprises. In Belgium, a levy is imposed through 
collective agreements and collected by social security to finance sectoral training 
funds. The funds finance training policy development and trade union training. 
Enterprises also contribute a payroll levy to finance training. In the beginning, 
these training programmes were focussed on disadvantaged groups, but this focus 
is less accentuated nowadays. The levy is paid to the National Employment Fund 
and exemption is granted to firms which provide the required training. In reality, 
the biggest sectors have all established training institutes which organize training 
at a sectoral level (e.g. FVB in construction, Cevora for white collar workers). In 
France, training funds are managed by tripartite administrative councils. The 
funds can also receive subsidies and donations. Enterprises that pay into these 
funds are exempt from the compulsory employers' payroll levy. Similar sectoral 
funds exist in the Netherlands and receive a government contribution to subsidize 
apprenticeship training.  
Tax support is not a necessary condition for the establishment of a training fund. 
In Germany a few sectoral funds have been established under the terms of 
collective agreements. They operate without tax support. Training levies are paid 
by some Chambers of Industry to finance training for their members. In addition 
sector funds have been established by collective agreement for the construction, 
horticulture, stone masonry and roofing and tiling industries. The levies collected 
by these funds do not cover the total cost of vocational training for the firm. 
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However, employer contributions are used to meet the cost incurred by firms in 
establishing multi-firm centres (ILO, 2005).  
Nowadays, the activities of these funds are mainly used for formal training. They 
could be invited to broaden their activities to the field of informal training 
activities. The monitoring tool developed in chapter 4 could be useful to detect the 
sector specific challenges.  Such an inventory could help the sectoral organisations 
to develop sector specific action points. 

Economic policy instruments can also be in kind. We think about institutional 
actions, that bring together experts from the worlds of educational systems and 
employees at the workplace. In chapter 2, we made the case for a closer 
collaboration between training providers and organisations. The strength of 
organisations is the availability of a rich learning context, but there is often not 
enough room for reflective processes in these organisations. Therefore the 
involvement of professional providers of education and training is recommended. 
Cooperation with external providers is more usual in initial VET, however, 
developments are taking place that could be influeced in this direction. The 
Swedish Adult Education Initiative used external providers to upgrade the 
educational level of working and unemployed adults. There was cooperation with 
companies but mostly in the direction of sending workers out for training. In 
Skillsnets in Ireland external providers are called on to provide training for small 
companies or sectors that do not have their own training possibilities. Again it is 
usually outside the scope of the actual workplace. Next stage of development 
would be to bring these providers into the companies and have them look at the 
jobs and their composition and design learning around that. Denmark does have 
some experience of this in CVT. The expertise of teachers could possibly be used 
in the process of a better accreditation of informally achieved competences (e.g. 
accreditation of prior learning via flexible company-based learning routes in the 
Netherlands).  

 
Box 6: Accreditation of prior informal learning via flexible company-based 
learning routes 
 
In the Netherlands, one key objective is to provide all workers with a starting 
qualification. As 26% of the working population currently have no starting 
qualification, this means that realizing this key objective will require a massive 
investment. According to the representatives of the social partners, extensive 
recurrence to AP(E)L – accreditation of prior (experimental) learning – is an 
indispensable element of any strategy to achieve this objective. 
One excellent application of APEL is found in the company-based education 
scheme ‘BBL’, a part-time vocational education programme covering the same 4 
levels as its equivalent in initial education (‘BOL’). Nationwide, more than 140.000 
individuals participate in BBL-courses yearly. In De Ruyter, the chocolate factory 
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in Baarn, as well as in Philips Lighting (Winschoten), OECD experts saw examples 
where workers’ work experience was validated and enriched by on-the-job, 
individualised learning routes, under supervision of school teachers. The resulting 
certificates are provided by the ROCs –regional learning centres- and officially 
recognised by the National Service for Accreditation of Prior Learning, and are 
thus transferable to other contexts. According to the HR manager of Philips, the 
firm’s motivation for investing in the programme was double: (a) making workers 
more employable through a job rotation scheme within the firm and theoretical 
upskilling; and (b) providing workers with a valid certificate of vocational training 
so that, in the event of a plant closure, skills can be transferred to new jobs. 
 
Source: OECD Thematic Review on Adult Learning, Country Note on the 
Netherlands 

Another supportive action of the government is situated in the monitoring field. 
Indicators and benchmarks to assist companies to self-monitor the degree to which 
their workplaces are learning conducive can be devised, perhaps best done in a 
European context (Nyhan, 2005). Mapping learning opportunies at work can also 
help to put this issue on the agenda of policy makers. The scant attention of policy 
makers is partly due to the lack of solid indicators on learning opportunities in 
work. European-wide surveys as the Labour Force Survey or the Continuing 
Vocational Training Survey restrict themselves to more formal off-the-job 
education. Norway included the Learning Conditions Monitor as an ad-hoc 
module in its 2004 Labour Force Survey. We think this gap can be filled by 
integrating a module on learning opportunities. In the previous chapter, we 
discussed the Dutch WEBA-instrument that can be used in this manner. 

Summarizing: The most obvious ‘carrot’ is the subsidizing of good practices, i.e. of 
companies that introduce (elements of) autonomous task groups or self-directed teams. 
Well designed tax systems can also be envisaged to enhance learning opportunities at 
work. Finally, indicators and benchmarks can assist companies to self-monitor the degree 
to which their workplaces are learning conducive. 

5.5  The stick: regulatory steering 
 
Regulation is commonly referred to as the government’s “stick”. Regulatory 
instruments are used to define norms, acceptable behavior, or to limit activities in 
a given society. The law, backed up with the threat of sanctions, represents the 
“stick” used to prescribe or prevent certain types of human behavior (Lemaire, 
1998).  
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Legal frameworks on the relation between employers and employees are of course 
very extensive, with regulations about working hours, employee organisations, 
health and safety, etc. But when it comes to moulding and designing workplace 
organisation, the impact of the law is likely to be limited. Usually, the government 
tries to regulate workplace organisation in an indirect way, through mediation 
with the social partners. Collective agreements and extension mechanisms (i.e. 
provisions for extending collective agreements to cover employers and employees 
not affiliated to the signatory bargaining parties) are considered to be more 
effective regulatory ways to influence the behaviour of employers at the 
workplace.  
An influential agreement in this regard could be the Framework Agreement on 
work-related stress signed by the EU social partners in October 2004. Although it 
will not be implemented as a Directive, this agreement provides a framework for 
employers and employees. It would seem that implementation through 
procedures and practices throughout individual member states is the right 
approach, given that management of stress at work is an issue that requires 
different handling, depending on the specific needs of individual organisations 
and their workforces.  The accord sets out measures that employers could use to 
tackle work-related stress – individual, collective, or both. Examples of such 
measures are “matching responsibility and control over work, or improving work 
organisation and processes” (Broughton, 2004). Enhancing learning opportunities 
through autonomous task groups could be a possible output of the bargaining 
process at lower levels to result from this Framework Agreement. 
 
The Netherlands have already some experience in handling these issues, with an 
important operational role for the government. At the end of the nineties, the 
government found that the number of absentees through illness or (full or partial) 
disability in the different sectors was too high. They argued that changes in work 
organisation could decrease these numbers. To intensify these changes, the 
government invested for the period 1999-2006 more than 300 million euros to 
implement the so-called ‘Arbo-covenants’. These are tripartite covenants that are 
focused on preventive actions to tackle safety and health problems. Although the 
resulting instruments can be examples of communicative or economic steering, the 
covenant itself is considered as a legal instrument for reviewing practice in 
organisations. 
In this respect, the formerly mentioned sectoral training funds also have a legal 
component, as the obligation to invest a certain percentage of the wage bill in 
training initiatives is determinend by a collective agreement. 
 
Box 7: Safety and Health Covenants in the Netherlands 
 
Safety & Health Covenants are agreements between employers’ organisations, 
trade unions and the government. They are aimed at improving working 
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conditions, curbing sick leave and reducing the number of cases of occupational 
disability. Covenants have been concluded on a sector-by-sector basis since 1999. 
The unique characteristic of the Safety & Health Covenant approach is that the 
measures are not imposed top down through legislation and regulations but 
instead they are stimulated from the bottom up. 
Local authorities, employers and trade unions work together to develop and fund 
action plans in various sectors of industry. In the period between 1999-2002, the 
primary goal of Safety & Health Covenants was to reduce exposure to major 
occupational risks. This produced positive results but renewed efforts were 
required in the period between 2003-2007. This is because Safety & Health 
Covenants are no longer only intended to prevent sick leave and occupational 
disability. They are also being increasingly used as instruments to help people 
return to work after a period of illness. 
The first wave of nine Safety & Health Covenants ended in 2004. In general, the 
targets set for reducing sick leave and cutting the number of cases of occupational 
disability were easily reached, in some cases by a wide margin. This resulted in 
annual savings for employers in these branches of 265 million euros in sick leave 
and other medical expenses.  
These convenants have certainly proved that it is possible to influence the working 
conditions and the workplace design in different sector, but it necessitates of 
course an important initial investment. It is again an instrument that can enhance 
learning opportunities at work, although this aim is be not an explicit goal in this 
policy instrument yet. 
 
More information: www.arbo.nl 

 

Summarizing: Regulation of the workplace is seldom enforced  by the government. 
Usually, the government tries to regulate workplace organisation through mediation with 
the social partners. The Dutch Safety and Health Covenants provide a good example of 
how to apply this regulation in the field of learning. 

 

5. 6 Overview 
 
The European Commision (Working Group H) has already made an inventory of 
policy initiatives in European countries on how to strengthen links with the 
working life and society (European Commission, 2004). Looking at this overview, 
we can reach the conclusion that policy makers still focus on formal education 
when trying to enhance learning opportunities at work. In this chapter, we have 
tried to focus on the promotion of informal learning opportunities. Following the 
ideas worked out in previous chapters, we have tried to work out policy strategies 
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that can motivate companies to design work organisations with more learning 
potential. 
 
Policy makers face the reality that not the government but only employers 
themselves can change their pattern of work organisation. Policy makers can only 
try to influence entreprises in a desired direction. We have made an inventory of 
possible options for policy makers, and found that different approaches are 
possible. Both carrots, sticks and sermons can have a positive outcome when it 
comes to enhancing new forms of work organisation. The institutional context will 
certainly be relevant when choosing a combination of measures. There is certainly 
no one possible way for policy makers to act. Economic steering will probably be 
more effective in country A, while regulations have more effect in country B. 
 
Typology of public policy instruments for the enhancement of learning 
opportunities. 
Steering type Some examples 
Communication - Publicity Campaigns to promote learning conducive 

workplaces 
- Workplace advisors / Networks of experts 
- Quality label for good practices on learning opportunities at 

workplace 
- Distribution of instruments to enhance workplace learning 

Economic - Financial incentives for the implementation of workplace 
learning inducive instruments (teamwork, quality circles, 
etc.) 

- Institutional arrangements to narrow the gap between 
educational and workplaces environments 

- Monitoring of the incentives 
- Workplace learning tax systems 

Regulation - (Sectoral) Covenants on workplace reorganisation 
Source: van der Doelen (1989) 

 
Communicative strategies are certainly not limited to publicity campaigns. In this 
field, it is more likely to have a direct contact with the companies, through 
supporting networks of work organisation innovators, the appointment of 
workplace advisors that companies can consult, or even the distribution of playful 
ways to confront employees with possibilities to enhance learning opportunities at 
work.  The development of a quality label for companies is another possible 
approach. The dissemination of checklists, instruments, or good practices to 
change the work organisation are certainly as valuable as a communication 
strategy. 
 
Companies can of course be influenced by giving them financial or other 
incentives for changes in the work organisation. Policy makers should give 
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incentives to companies who introduce various forms of autonomous working 
teams. We can even consider a possible tax system to promote informal learning 
opportunities. In several countries, we have seen an increase in formal training 
investments after the introduction of tax relief. Companies who invest in APEL, 
‘bilan de competences’, or new forms of work organisation can also be exempted 
from paying the taxes. 
 
Another important lever to enhance new forms of work organisation is to monitor 
these initiatives using a European-wide survey. This will certainly help to 
maintain the issue on the policy agenda. 
 
Finally, it is recommended that a regulatory framework for the improvement of 
learning opportunities in organisations  be worked out. It is useful to work in close 
collaboration with social partners in this field, e.g. via sectoral covenants and 
colleactive agreements. 
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ANNEX 1: NOVA-WEBA QUESTIONNAIRE 
(DHONDT & HOUTMAN, 1996) 

All questions have to answered by yes or no, except when indicated (in italic). 
 
 
LEVEL OF DIFFICULTY 
 
1. Does your work require continuous (more than 75% of the time) intensive 
thinking? 
2. Do you need to remember a lot of information during a long time? 
3. Are you able to think during your work about other things? 
4. Does your work require that you keep your thoughts continuously (more than 
75% of the time) at your work? 
5. Does your work require continuously (more than 75% of the time) much 
attention from you? 
6. Does your work require continuous (more than 75% of the time) concentration?  
7. Do you need to keep many things in view simultaneously in your work? 
8. Are you able to do your work mainly on routine? 
9. Are you often confronted with unexpected events on your work? 
 
 
AUTONOMY 
 
1. Are you able to decide yourself how you will execute your work? 
2. Do you determine yourself the sequence of your activities? 
3. Do you decide yourself when you will do a task? 
4. Can you easily leave your workplace for a moment? 
5. Can you interrupt your work, when you consider this necessary? 
6. Can you regulate yourself the work rhythm? 
7. Can you, if necessary, postpone the time when something must be ready? 
8. Is your way of working largely prescribed? 
9. Can you choose your own way of working? 
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CONTACT POSSIBILITIES 
 
1. Do you always have to rely on yourself in work? 
2. Is it possible for a colleague to take over work from you when you have a 
problem? 
3. Do your colleagues help you in finishing an assignment if this is necessary? 
4. Do you talk about work with colleagues from your own department? 
5. Do you talk about work with your supervisor? 
6. Are you often (more than half of the time) alone in your workplace? 
 
 
ORGANISATIONAL TASKS 
 
1. Do you have influence on the decisions taken by your team / task group / 
department?  
2. Can you call upon people from other departments in case of problems? 
3. Do you discuss with others how tasks are divided (‘who does what’)? 
4. Do you discuss with others how tasks have to be planned? 
5. How often do you have a consultation during work? 
  Once a week or more often 
  Once every two weeks 
  Once a month 
  Once in a while, but less than once in a month 
  Never 
 
 
INFORMATION SUPPLY 
 
1. Do you hear from your supervisor how good your product / service is? 
2. Do you hear from colleagues how good your product / service is? 
3. Do you receive enough information about the performance of your company? 
4. Do you receive sufficient information about the purpose of your work? 
5. Do you receive enough information to work with? 
6. Does the information that you need usually arrive in time? 
7. Do you often have to wait for the information that you need? 
8. Do you get conflicting assignments in your work? 
9. Are you confronted in your work with conflicting expectations? 
10. Are the data that you get usually correct? 
11. Are the assignments that you get clear? 
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COMPLETENESS 
 

1. Do you determine in advance the sequence of how you are going to execute 
your work? 

For the different machines, means or tools with which you work: 
2. do you set these up yourself? 
3. can you choose yourself with which you are going to execute a task? 
4. can you choose yourself which you apply with your customers/clients? 
5. do you maintain these yourself? 
6. do you check yourself whether these are in order? 
7. do you repair or replace these yourself when these are broken down? 

8. Do you keep account yourself of the amount of information you need in your 
work daily / weekly / monthly? 
9. Do you keep account yourself of the amount of material you need in your work 
daily / weekly / monthly? 
10. Do you yourself judge the quality of your own work? 
11. Does it happen that you provide training on the job for a new worker? 
 
If you work mainly with materials go to Q.12; with information go to Q.16 or with 
clients/patients/pupils go to Q.19. 
 
12. Do you collect yourself the materials that are necessary for your work? 
13. Do you order yourself the materials necessary for your work? 
14. Are you involved in the determination of the way of manufacturing? 
15. Do you get your materials through a driven belt system? 
 
16. Do you collect yourself the information that is necessary for your work? 
17. Do you demand yourself the information necessary for your work? 
18. Do you draw yourself a plan for the treatment of your information? 
 
19. Do you make yourself in first instance make contact with clients / customers / 
pupils? 
20. Do you usually determine yourself how the clients / customers/ pupils will be 
helped / served?  
21. Do you determine yourself how long you work with a client / customer / 
pupil? 
 
 
SHORT-CYCLED WORK 
 
1. Is your work monotonous? 
2. Do the same tasks of short duration come back continually in your work? 
 If yes, how long does one repetition of these tasks last? 
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Less than 90 seconds 
Between 90 seconds and 5 minutes 
Between 5 and 20 minutes 
More than 20 minutes 

 If these tasks of short duration last less than 20 minutes, during what 
percentage of your daily work does 

these tasks of short duration occur? 
Almost the whole time 
About three quarters of the time 
About half of the time 
About a quarter of the time 
Seldom (less than 25% of the time) / never 
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