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Introduction 

 
The Nordic countries comprise Denmark, the Faroe Islands, Greenland, Finland, the Aaland 

Islands, Iceland, Norway and Sweden – in total 24.7 million people who share a long history 

and similar social and economic development. The most common features of the Nordic 

countries comprise well developed welfare states characterised by universalism (meaning 

that all citizens are entitled to basic social benefits), high social spending, high taxes and a 

large public sector; all this is sometimes called the ‘Nordic Model’. As Jensen and Larsen 

(2005)1 point out, the Nordic countries are currently performing relatively well and according 

to the World Economic Forum they are among the five most competitive countries in the 

world (op. cit.). The Nordic countries have succeeded in achieving a high employment rate 

and they all fulfil – or are close to fulfilling – the ‘Lisbon goal’ of an overall employment rate 

of 70% (European Commission and Eurostat, 2004). It is important to mention that both 

Nordic employers and employees are well-organised. For example, 60% of Danish 

employers belong to the Confederation of Danish Employers, together covering 90% of the 

labour market, whereas about 8 in 10 workers are members of a trades union. Female 

employment rates in the Nordic countries are also higher than in other EU and EEA Member 

States and they all already meet the relevant ‘Lisbon goal’ of a female employment rate of at 

least 65%. One reason for this is that family-related services such as childcare and eldercare 

have increasingly been provided by the public sector and hence are no longer the sole 

responsibility of families. 

 

A large public sector is also characteristic for the Nordic countries, and it today accounts for 

about 30% of all employees. Public health and social services are mainly financed through 

taxation. These services are usually produced and delivered by local authorities. The public 

sector in the Nordic countries also assures social security for those who temporarily or 

permanently are unable to provide for themselves. The provision of basic insurance and 

health services promotes mobility and flexibility on the labour market. Employment policies 

lie at the heart of labour market policy in the Nordic countries. Active labour market 

programmes (ALMP) constitute one important instrument for achieving full employment, and 

were already introduced in Sweden in the 1960s. ALMP serve a twofold purpose: firstly, to 

upgrade the skills of the unemployed so as to avoid bottlenecks in the labour market and, 

secondly, to encourage the unemployed to remain active and search for jobs. Ultimately, the 

aim of the system is to avoid long-term unemployment.  
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The Nordic countries place high emphasis on adult education and continuing training. Close 

to 20% of all adults between 25-65 years old participate each year in some kind of adult 

education and training. The average for adults in the EU as a whole is around 8% and only 

the UK has higher participation rate than the Nordic countries (European Commission and 

Eurostat, op. cit.). 

 

The Nordic model is an important background and it frames, in different ways, the conditions 

and possibilities for workplace learning. Although workplaces hold different interests for 

employers and employees, we often find common features in competence development 

projects at workplaces. This basic background information should be kept in mind as this 

contribution is read. 

 

The preparation of this review 
This review includes research on workplace learning conducted in Sweden, Denmark, 

Norway and (for theoretical contributions) Finland, primarily for period of 1995-2006 with 

occasional earlier additions for seminal contributions to the field.2 The review focuses on 

three main themes: motivation of learners and organisations for workplace learning; 

recognition of prior learning; and contexts and conditions for workplace learning. It draws 

primarily on educational, sociological and humanities-based research literature. Research 

based in human capital theory, cost-benefit analyses and labour market studies have been 

excluded on the basis that they do not place concepts and theories of learning at the centre 

of attention. In educational research, interest in workplace learning, which has developed 

from adult education research, has drawn increasing attention in the last decade. Much 

empirical research is based on case studies in different industries and enterprises, whereas 

most theoretical (and normative) contributions in the field are linked with and grounded in 

these empirical studies.  

 

The search process guidelines included: workplace learning; working life learning; learning in 

work life; work-based learning; learning and work; and organisational learning. The search 

included monographs, especially edited collections from academic researchers working in 

the Nordic countries together with Nordic Council of Ministers publications. The following 

databases available at the Danish University of Education library were consulted: Norart 

(Norwegian database), Artikelsök (Swedish database), Eric and Psykinfo. The search 

included the following research journals: Tidsskrift for arbejdsliv (Danish), Scandinavian 

Journal of Educational Research, Scandinavian Journal of Management, Dansk Sociologi 

(Danish), Journal of Workplace Learning, International Journal of Lifelong Education and 

Pedagogisk Forskning i Sverige (Swedish). We also searched the bibliographies of relevant 

books and articles as well as relevant websites (www.fafo.no and www.vox.no [Norwegian]; 

www.arbetslivsinstitutet.se and www.larena.se [Swedish]; www.kubix.dk [Danish]). For the 

 

http://www.fafo.no/
http://www.vox.no/
http://www.arbetslivsinstitutet.se/
http://www.larena.se/
http://www.kubix.dk/
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selected material, we read abstracts and introductions, and then browsed the texts to identify 

thematically relevant theoretical perspectives, methodologies and research outcomes. We 

excluded literature from human resources (development), political science and economics, 

and we did not include literature on formal adult education initiatives. 

 

Workplace learning – definitions and concepts 
 

Research on workplace learning is a diverse field with unclear boundaries. Researchers from 

many different academic fields such as adult education, organisational studies, psychology, 

sociology, economics, and political science conduct research in workplace learning. It is also 

a field in which many different related and partly overlapping terms have been developed or 

are routinely used, such as lifelong learning, workplace learning, working life learning, 

organisational learning and the learning organisation. Thus, the theoretical and conceptual 

frameworks inherent in the discourses of Nordic research on workplace learning are quite 

diverse; there is no universally agreed understanding of the notion of workplace learning in 

the Nordic countries. 

 

Comparing organisational and workplace learning, Elkjaer (2005) writes that these comprise 

two scholarly traditions that apparently address the same object: learning at work and 

learning in organisations (see also: Elkjaer and Wahlgren, 2006). The two traditions originate 

in different research fields. Organisational learning is rooted in organisation and 

management studies, and within this field learning is regarded as a means to develop and 

manage enterprises as a whole. Workplace learning has its roots in adult education with a 

clear focus on the individual as the learner. However, neither organisational learning nor 

workplace learning comprise unequivocal research traditions. 

 

The two traditions share the understanding of the locus or site of learning as being the 

workplace or the organisation. The workplace/organisation is the learning environment and 

constitutes the learning community. This means that learning takes place while working as a 

side benefit of being at a workplace and in an organisation. Thus, workplace learning is 

defined by its site: the workplace as a social organisation and as a physical (material) entity. 

This way of conceptualising workplace learning recognises that learning takes place through 

participation in social relations of practice and occurs while working on tasks and taking part 

in everyday organisational life. Important themes arise from this understanding: how to 

understand the relation between context and learner; the relation between formal and 

informal learning; the issue of reproductive and developmental learning; and the issue of 

conflict and harmony in workplace learning.  
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Context and learner  
 

Two major influences emerge in the process of narrowing the field down to literature in which 

the concept of learning is pivotal. On the one hand we find cognitive, psychological and 

individual learning theories; on the other hand, we identify situated, social and cultural 

learning theories. These two main strands of thinking can roughly be characterised 

according to their main focus. The first category focuses on the importance of individual 

characteristics and learning processes; the second category focuses on the importance of 

the social processes, social environments and conditions for learning. Many studies try to 

balance the two different approaches and are thus a combination of the two, but they are still 

differently played out on the continuum between focusing on individuals and contexts. 

However, Nordic research on workplace learning has always had an eye towards the 

contextual factors affecting workplace learning, while still recognising the importance of 

individual characteristics like motivation, self confidence and prior experiences. At the same 

time most researchers consider learning and competence development as mainly related to 

individuals. Nevertheless, there are researchers who attempt to shift this focus from 

individuals to collectives or groups of people. 

 

The main focus in research on formal learning is placed upon individual learning, whereas 

research on workplace learning has created a growing interest in the nature of collective, 

informal learning. A focus upon individual learning in workplace learning is nevertheless also 

found in the literature and its definitions. Ellström (1996), for example, defines learning as 

relatively lasting changes in individual competences as a result of interaction with the 

environment, whereas Engeström (1999, 2001) places a stronger emphasis on the collective 

(cultural-historical) nature of both learning and knowledge. Here, learning can be seen as 

grounded in groups of colleagues, teams or networks. Learning while working is subtle and 

often hard to identify, but it takes its cue from action, interaction and communication (Döös, 

2004; Granberg, 1996). Collective learning can be defined as a readiness for action 

developed by individuals through dialogue and joint reflection about individual experiences 

and meaning structures. The organisational arrangement of interaction and the skills 

developed jointly and individually are important for learning processes at work. Hence 

learning and competence development are understood to be embedded in the relations and 

networks of the organisation as well as of individuals.  

 

Relations between formal and informal learning 
 
The distinction between formal and informal learning is an important one in the research 

literature on workplace learning. Formal learning is defined as what happens in planned 

teaching or counselling activities in formal educational institutions where learning is the 

explicit goal. Informal learning is learning that takes place outside these arenas and as an 
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integral part of (or sometimes a side-effect of) in everyday work activities. Some researchers 

further distinguish between informal and incidental learning, where incidental learning is 

learning that arises as a by-product of other activities. Incidental learning is not intentional, 

while informal learning can be intentional. Incidental learning can then be regarded as a sub-

category within the concept of informal learning. The distinction between incidental and other 

types of informal learning is not very prominent in the literature reviewed; the main distinction 

is that between formal and informal learning. Shifting research on learning into the workplace 

has therefore re-directed the focus from formal to informal learning. Instead of dealing with 

how to best arrange and conduct formal learning provision in the workplace, much research 

is about how to organise daily work activities to support informal learning more effectively 

(see here: Döös, 2004). 

 

Re-situating learning from the classroom into the workplace has, in the Nordic countries, 

been inspired by what we may call the apprenticeship approach to learning. This approach 

implies that learning is situated and unfolds through participation in communities of practice 

(Lave and Wenger, 1991) and in which the individual or the subject is viewed as a network of 

relations while knowledge is conceptualised as distributed between individuals and the 

structures of the context (Nielsen and Kvale, 1999). In accordance with this approach, 

researchers are looking for learning resources outside the current educational system that 

may be potentials for workplace learning. Nielsen and Kvale (2006), for example, elaborate 

on what they call a “landscape of learning”, which includes learning in a community of 

practice, learning through participation in practice, learning through assessment in practice 

and learning barriers in the workplace. 

 

Many Nordic researchers point out that workplace learning should not replace school-based 

learning, but that the two can complement each other (Andersen et al., 2004; Aarkrog, 2005; 

Bottrup, 2005; Bottrup & Jørgensen, 2004; Ellström et al., 2003; Illeris and 

Samarbejdspartnere, 2004; Jørgensen, 2004; Rasmussen, 2006). Schools function within a 

teaching/learning rationale while workplaces function within a production rationale. This 

makes them appropriate for different types of learning. Learning in schools is separated from 

everyday practice and more abstract whereas workplace learning is closely connected to 

everyday practices and provides specific working skills. Illeris and Samarbejdspartnere (op. 

cit.) argue that workplaces are the best settings for directly work-related learning, while 

schools are better suited for broader and more general education (that is, for democratic and 

personal development as well as theoretical knowledge). 

 

In spite of this broad consensus that school-based and work-based learning are two different 

types of learning which can provide learners with different skills and knowledge, it is still 

difficult to bridge the gap between their different rationales. However,  both Jørgensen (op. 

cit.) and Aarkrog (op. cit.) argue that the dual system of vocational training with its 
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combination of school-based and work-based learning is valuable. Jørgensen sees the 

strength of the system in its ability to establish a viable interplay between the production 

rationale of the workplace and the schooling rationale of educational institutions, as well as 

between the subjective rationales of individuals based on their interests and expectations to 

both education and work. Aarkrog’s point is that learning opportunities in school and at work 

are not superior or inferior to one another, but that we need to learn more about their 

different learning potentials in order for the specific parts of the curriculum to be connected 

with each setting. Both writers emphasise that the vocational training system needs 

modernisation and renewal in order to utilise the advantages of both school-based and work-

based knowledge more effectively. 

 

Reproductive and developmental learning 
 

Nordic research on workplace learning makes much of the distinction between reproductive 

and developmental or innovative learning (Ellström, 2005). The idea is that workplace 

learning has a double nature. On the one hand, reproductive learning means that the learner 

acquires knowledge and routines already applied in the workplace. Reproductive learning is 

connected to short-term organisational arrangements. Developmental learning, on the other 

hand, means that new knowledge is created by individuals or groups at work. Developmental 

learning is connected to organising for long-term development. The two kinds of learning do 

not exclude each other, but many companies give reproductive learning priority and, by 

focusing on short-term demands of production at the expense of innovation, relegate 

developmental learning to a quieter and less official existence at the organisational margins. 

Ellström, however, argues that reproductive logic requires developmental logic, and that it is 

up to the different actors to create a balance between the logic of production and that of 

development. He further argues that the different parties (employers/managers, unions and 

employees) need to take an interest in organising work both for short-term production 

efficiency and for more long term development. Ellström’s position is reflected in much of the 

research on workplace learning as it focuses on the conditions for and processes of 

developmental or innovative learning (see also: Nielsen, 2004). 

 

Reproductive versus developmental learning can be compared with the distinction between 

reproductive and expansive learning (Engeström, 2001). In one sense the two pairs of 

concepts are comparable: they both make the distinction between (a) learning something 

that is already known and applied in the work of the organisation and (b) learning something 

qualitatively new, which changes the way things are perceived or done. Given this, there are 

also important differences between the two conceptual pairs as they rest on different 

theoretical foundations.  
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Ellström’s focus is on individual and group learning in the workplace, and within his 

perspective human action can be divided into different types or levels: routine actions; rule-

based actions; knowledge-based actions; and reflexive actions. He defines learning as 

relatively lasting changes in individual competence as a result of personal interaction with 

one’s surroundings. Learning is ultimately connected to individuals and their performative 

competences. However, in this model learning and competence development are relational 

concepts that focus on individual capacities in relation to environmental demands. Learning 

is a continual process that can be formal as well as informal, positive as well as negative. 

Competence can be intellectual, manual or social, and it involves attitudes as well as matters 

of personality. The basis for learning is created through the activities in which individuals 

become involved. Learning depends both on individuals’ motivation and background and on 

the structural factors of their environments (Ellström, 1996). 

 

Engeström’s (2001) concepts of reproductive versus expansive learning are based upon 

activity theory and a cultural-historical understanding of learning, in which learning is 

understood as a collective and contextual activity. Activity theory is oriented towards 

understanding historically specific local practices, their objects, mediating artefacts, and 

social organisation. Based on a dialectical theory of knowledge and thinking, focusing upon 

the creative potential in human cognition, it is a development-oriented theory that seeks to 

understand and influence qualitative changes in human practices over time. The theory of 

expansive learning offers a framework for analysing the interplay of the object under 

construction, the mediating artefacts, and the different perspectives of the participants in a 

progression of collectively achieved actions. 

 

Engeström defines expansive or innovative learning as collaborative learning in work 

organisations that produces new solutions, procedures, or systemic transformations in 

organisational practices. Expansive learning has a number of steps: questioning; analysis; 

modelling a new solution; examining a new model; and implementing the new model. 

Object/problem definition is crucial in innovative learning, where the formation of a shared 

object is analysed as a collaborative achievement, so that such expansive learning is 

generated in the meeting of different perspectives. Consensus and harmonious 

brainstorming sessions where “members think alike” do not trigger innovative learning; 

innovative learning can take place when different perspectives are exchanged and debated. 

These perspectives are socially anchored in different positions and are not merely individual-

psychological properties. Innovative learning and knowledge creation is thus collaborative 

and constructive in nature (Engeström, 1999). 
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Conflict and harmony 
 

A number of researchers concur with Engeström in pointing to the importance of different 

views and perspectives for the facilitation of expansive, innovative or developmental 

learning. Groups in complete harmony share ideas, and this similarity of perspective does 

not act as a constructive starting-point for creating innovative and new solutions. In line with 

this understanding of the importance of differences, Elkjær (2005) – inspired by Dewey’s 

pragmatic learning theory – understands individuals and context as connected in 

transactional processes. Experience or culture changes through the conjunction of 

disjunctive situations in which routine actions and understandings no longer work. In these 

uncertain situations, reflective thinking or inquiry can create opportunities for new ways of 

understanding and acting. Inquiry defines and dissolves the uncertain situation through the 

use of ideas, hypotheses, theories and concepts. In this process, different perspectives and 

interpretations of the situation can be fruitful because they can open the eyes of the 

collective to new ways of perceiving their situation and resolving the issues it raises for them. 

However, when perspectives differ too much from each other, it is preferable not to force 

dialogue – which cannot really take place – and to recognise the reality of insurmountable 

tensions (Elkjaer, 2005). 

 

Granberg and Ohlsson (2005) have studied collective learning in teams. Their approach to 

learning combines social constructivist and cognitive perspectives in which individuals are 

active co-constructors of learning. In this model, collective reflective conversations about 

both past and future events and actions are crucial for learning in teams. Collective 

understanding of task agendas generates increased coordination of actions within the team 

and increased collective rationality of its actions. Developmental learning – in which new 

rationalities of action result from collective reflection – can sometimes conflict with 

management planning and with planning in other parts of the organisation. This paves the 

ground for Granberg and Ohlsson’s criticism of over-simplified and harmony-focused 

learning organisation theories (see also: Elkjaer, 1999). On the contrary, it seems that 

differences of opinion and conflict drive processes of development and learning in 

organisations. Reproductive learning does not hold the same element of controversy; here, 

teams tend to stay within the framework set up by management. 

 

In a study comparing workplace learning in a traditional industrial-based organisation and in 

two post-bureaucratic knowledge-based organisations, Elmholdt (2006) challenges the 

positive connotation of expansive, innovative or developmental learning. His research 

support the generally accepted notions of reproductive learning as particularly related to 

bureaucratic organisations and industrial production, and innovative learning as particularly 

related to post-bureaucratic organisations and knowledge production. At the same time, the 

findings challenge the notion of a discontinuity between the two forms of organisation. One 
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case showed the harmful consequences of too much reproductive learning, hampering 

organisational capacity for flexibility and adaptation to environmental change. Another case 

showed how the consequences of innovative learning prevent organisational capacity for 

continual production of high quality products precisely because it lacked reproductive 

learning processes. The study indicates that innovative learning alone is insufficient – it 

requires the complementarities of reproductive learning in order to direct workplace learning 

towards survival and competitiveness of the organisation (see also: March, 1991). 

 

 

Organisational motivation for workplace learning 
 

The motivation of organisations for workplace learning varies and depends on the character 

of the industry and company as well as on employees’ and managers’ skill levels. In an 

article on recent reforms of vocational training in Sweden and Finland (based on research 

and policy documents and up-to-date national data sources), Lindell and Stenström (2005) 

argue that both nation-state and company motives for pursuing workplace learning can be 

economical, educational, social and cultural. This motivational range is demonstrated by the 

available research on organisational motivation for workplace learning: some emphasise 

economic advantages, others focus on ethical issues (health and well-being of employees) 

and yet others see workplace learning as a tool for maintaining existing power structures or 

as a relatively insubstantial expression of current management trends. 

 

In this context, Ellström and Ekholm (2004) explore the main reasons why companies 

implement different kinds of competence development – including through workplace 

learning – for their employees, distinguishing between problem-centred and opportunistic 

motives. Problem-centred motives mean that the learning initiative is part of a larger 

development strategy, which is the best motivation for learning. Opportunistic motives are 

extrinsic, as, for example, in exploiting a situation that can secure access to external 

resources for competence development. 

 

Many researchers use Ellström’s distinction between a logic of production and a logic of 

development in workplaces to characterise organisational motivation for workplace learning. 

Companies that compete on large-scale fast here-and-now delivery will tend to depend 

almost solely on production logic; they are less motivated to spend resources on 

development. More knowledge-intensive companies with innovation and flexibility of 

production as central competitive factors are more motivated to work on the dual basis of 

production and development logics. 

  

According to Döös (2004), one of the main motivations for companies to invest in workplace 

learning is that market success depends upon employee competence. Based on a qualitative 
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study carried out in 2000 of four software engineering teams working for the Swedish 

telecommunication company Ericsson, she concludes that in companies working at the 

driving-edges of their own knowledge and that of their industrial sector, it is especially vital to 

support and enhance employee competence development and learning (Döös et al., 2005). 

Jørgensen (2004) makes a similar point in arguing that workplaces need innovation and 

flexibility from their workers, and for this reason they have an interest in promoting workplace 

learning. 

 

Nilsson’s (2003) qualitative studies of workplace learning in four small manufacturing 

companies that operate as team-based organisations indicate that such companies may 

invest in workplace learning for both humanistic and competitive/economic reasons. Nilsson 

argues that work environments which facilitate and stimulate learning and competence 

development positively influence the health, wellbeing and personal development of their 

employees. At the same time, learning can also enhance the organisation’s ability to renew 

and develop, and hence increase efficiency and competitive power. Kock’s (2002)studies of 

manufacturing companies with team-based production also found that the companies were 

motivated both by the wish to achieve more efficient, quality-oriented and flexible production 

and by the aspiration to develop work and task profiles that lend greater responsibility and 

wider possibilities for workers to increase their level and range of competences. 

 

Ellström, Gustavsson and Svedin (1996) report on an action research study conducted in the 

framework of a development programme for process operators and their managers working 

at Holmen Paper AB in Sweden, for which the researchers acted as consultants/evaluators. 

They found some crucial reasons why companies are not motivated to give workplace 

learning a high priority. The context is vital: both external (position in the market) and internal 

(business strategy, organisational structure) contextual factors limit or extend possibilities for 

different actors and groups within the company. Educational activities are limited by external 

contextual factors such as trade competition, which provides low short-term profitability for 

the company. Business strategies based on large volume production at low cost together 

with an organisational culture directed solely towards efficient production and production 

technology (and hence not towards development of organisational and employee 

competences) constitute internal contextual factors that limit educational activities. 

 

To assess the impact on lifelong learning in practice, Rönnqvist and Thunborg (1996) 

studied employee development activities among hospital staff (doctors, nurses and assistant 

nurses). They understand lifelong learning as a process in which individuals continue to 

learn throughout life, regardless of their circumstances and inner dispositions. They 

concluded that lifelong learning did not have much impact on hospital employee 

development as not all occupations were equally included in the education and training 

activities provided and those without current employment in hospitals were entirely left out. 
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Instead Rönnqvist and Thunborg (op. cit.) saw employee development as a tool to maintain 

existing power structures or perhaps as a way for organisations to show that they are 

prosperous and oriented towards development.  

 

 

Learners’ motivation for workplace learning 
 

There is broad consensus that learner motivation is vital for the success of workplace 

learning initiatives. Motivation is influenced by a combination of individual and social factors 

(Ellström, Ekholm and Ellström, 2003; Ellström, Gustavsson and Larsson, 1996; Hultman, 

1996; Illeris, 2006a, 2006b; Wahlgren et al., 2002). There is, however, a difference between 

employees by level of formal education and qualification. Most of the relevant research has 

focused on low-qualified employees, whose motivation for (lifelong) learning is difficult to 

generate, not least because they often have poor experiences with school and lack 

confidence in relation to educational activities. In contrast, the learning potential of workplace 

learning resides in its concrete, work related, practical and informal character. 

 

Ellström, Ekholm and Ellström ( 2003) list a variety of factors that influence workplace 

learning motivation amongst those employed in the care work sector. Their research 

indicates that motivation depends on a combination of how their work is organised and 

experienced, together with individual background attributes. Motivation for workplace 

learning is connected to general work motivation, which itself depends on many different 

factors: whether work is seen as meaningful and important; whether employees feel 

personally responsible for their work output; whether individuals can judge the result of their 

work; and individuals’ overall attitudes towards the concept of work itself. 

 

Ellström, Gustavsson and Svedin (1996) studied process operators and found motivation to 

be based on a combination of individual characteristics (competence, faith in own ability), 

character of work, work tasks and economic, political and cultural factors in society and 

organisation. They emphasise that participation in workplace learning initiatives is not always 

voluntary. Employee pressure, group pressure, sanctions, dependency and relations of 

power in the workplace play vital roles. In a more recent article based on the same study 

Gustavsson (2005) stresses that individual motivation is vital for tapping learning potential, 

so that where employees are not really participating voluntarily in learning, this potential is 

inevitably constrained. 

 

Illeris’ (2006a, 2006b) research with low-educated workers reaches similar conclusions. 

Using a primarily psychological framework of explanation, he places key importance on the 

concept of ambivalence. In rational terms, such workers want to participate in lifelong 

learning activities, but in emotional terms they have no wish to do so. They know it is 
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important to upgrade their skills, but their poor experiences with formal schooling and lack of 

self-confidence brake this potential motivation to participate. The success of work-related 

learning initiatives very much depends on taking up personal and respectful contact with 

such workers, and on ensuring that participation is (and is understood by them to be) 

voluntary. It is good counselling and the principle of choice that should drive efforts to 

generate participation in learning, and not the practice of directed participation: if learning is 

to be successful, then participants must take responsibility for their own learning. 

In general, adults display greater motivation for what they see to be relevant and useful for 

their everyday activities  (Illeris, 2006a, 2006b; Jørgensen, 2004; Thång and Wärvik, 2005).  

Education and training opportunities for working adults require flexible structures of provision 

so that participation can be readily combined with everyday working life. Based on two case 

studies of the implementation of an IT-assisted model for integrating formal and informal 

learning in hospital and industrial settings, Svensson, Ellström and Åberg ( 2004) also found 

that flexibility and accessibility (of both content and practical arrangements) increases 

learners’ motivation. This also implies wholehearted investment in advice and counselling for 

low-skilled workers (Illeris, 2006a). Based on the findings of a qualitative evaluation of 

Danish and British employer and trades union initiatives, Plant and Turner (2005) emphasise 

that accessible guidance in the workplace is an increasingly significant aspect of promoting 

continuing learning for workers who have not recently participated in training or education. 

They underline that this will require resources, legal frameworks and the co-operation of 

education and training providers, employers and guidance bodies. 

 

Jørgensen’s (1999) research and evaluation studies on workers in the Danish meat 

processing industry found that they are generally not very positive towards education and 

training. Their jobs are primarily based on physical routines, which do not lend themselves 

readily to acquisition through reflection. Those who do participate in educational activities do 

so for their own personal development, unconnected with their work. These findings, 

however, contradict other research findings that stress the importance of the direct relevance 

of adults’ education and training participation for their work (Elkjaer, 1995). Illeris (2006a) 

adds in this connection that motivation for learning amongst low-qualified employees is 

positively encouraged by formal recognition of their efforts and the outcomes together with 

the practical usefulness of what has been learned in the workplace. We return to this point 

further below in the context of recognition of prior learning. 

 

In a qualitative study of seven small companies employing fewer than 200 people, Nilsson 

(1996) looked into ways to improve conditions for learning and development in workplaces, 

concluding that both managers and co-workers exert a significant influence on individual 

attitudes towards and motivation for participating in education and training activities. Where 

both managers and co-workers concur in the interest and importance of learning, individual 

motivation to participate rises – this means that motivation has a collective dimension, which 
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appears to operate via the normative expectations of relevant reference group(s). Both 

Nilsson’s (1996) research and Hultman’s (1996) theoretical work on the importance of 

informal learning for lifelong learning conclude that external reward is less important for the 

effect of educational activities than the inner rewards that result from motivation itself, 

everyday contextual surroundings and the outcomes of learning as translated into 

achievements. 

 

From different perspectives, Nilsson (1996) and Karlsson (2005) each emphasise the 

connection between workplace learning, health and well-being. Nilsson’s starting-point is that 

the opportunity to learn and develop at work as a person is essential to good health. 

Karlsson takes a more critical stand: the constantly accelerating pace of change raises the 

issue of limits to employees’ capacity to cope, given the rising incidence of sick leave, burn-

out and various kinds of psychic stress and illness. 

 

On the basis of a comprehensive review of learning motivation, Ahl (2004, 2006) questions 

the viability of the concept of motivation altogether. Motivation is generally seen as 

something residing inside the individual, something that a person ‘has’ or ‘lacks’. Inspired by 

Foucault, Ahl suggests that motivation is a relational construct that is used as a tool for 

management and control by those who have the power to designate who ‘has’ motivation 

and who ‘lacks’ it. Hence, adults’ motivation or the lack of it should be understood in relation 

to those who formulate the problem. The key question is not what generates motivation for 

learning but rather to identify which actors state that motivation is a problem, why they see 

this as a problem and what kinds of conclusions they draw from their analysis. This approach 

to understanding motivation uncovers power relations in operation. It also demonstrates how 

discourses that define lifelong learning as a necessary political response to economic and 

technological determinism come to construct adults as ‘learning-deficient’. 

 

Recognition of prior learning 
 

The issue of recognition of competences gained through informal workplace learning is the 

subject of intense political and public debate in the Nordic countries. Many practical 

development projects in this area have been conducted, but to date systematic theory and 

research is sparse, which accounts for the brevity of this section. 

 

The concept realcompetence, primarily used in Scandinavian and German contexts, is 

defined as the total sum of competences possessed by an individual as developed by formal 

as well as informal learning, that is, both learning in the formal education and training system 

and learning in working life and learning in everyday life. Norway in particular has attempted 

to develop a system for the recognition of realcompetence. Rostad and Mohn (2006) report 

on a realcompetence development project conducted by the Norwegian company Vox, which 
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is owned by the Ministry of Education and Research and has a mission to promote learning 

in working life and to contribute to workplace competence development. The project’s main 

aim was to develop a national system for documentation and accreditation of adults’ 

realcompetence with legitimacy both within the formal education and training system and on 

the labour market. The report draws a picture of an initiative and developmental work that 

faces significant problems and has not yet been fully accepted by formal education and 

training systems or by employers and workplaces 

 

Skule’s ( 2004) mixed-method evaluation study with managers, employees and human 

resource specialists in 24 Norwegian companies together with educational institutions’ 

applications officers shows that the content of that which is recognised to be realcompetence 

results from negotiations between different interests and traditions of knowledge and skill. 

Two different purposes are attached to recognising realcompetence: as a tool for 

competence development in companies; and in order that education and training systems 

can accredit such learning outcomes for gaining access to formal courses and for giving 

partial credit towards a formal qualification. The intentions are good, but it has proven difficult 

to realise these in practice: education and training systems on the one hand and employers 

and workplaces on the other hand have very different ideas about what constitutes 

competence, and these are difficult to bridge. Educational and training systems focus on 

curricular content and requirements whereas employers and workplaces look at concrete 

skills and duration of work experience. Their differing needs and interests make it hard to 

find common ground. For example, employees may be nervous that tools for measuring 

competences acquired at and through work could be used to justify introducing greater 

internal salary differentials or downsizing decisions on who to make redundant. In Norway, 

the documentation of competences acquired through work has nevertheless had some effect 

on the education and training system: individuals can now gain access to further education 

and training on the basis of skills acquired through work. It has, however, had very little 

effect as a tool for competence development in companies.  

 

Illeris (2006a, 2006b) approaches the question of recognition of workplace learning from a 

quite different perspective; as noted earlier, the concept of ambivalence towards learning – 

in particular, towards organised education and training activities – is the key issue to be 

addressed with respect to low-qualified workers. And he concludes that recognition of 

learning outcomes is crucially important for generating a more positive approach to learning 

on their part. Interestingly, such learners want and expect individual evaluation of their efforts 

and achievements; they seek proof of what they have learned and how well they have done. 

However, they do not want to take traditional examinations and tests (with which they are 

likely to have had poor experiences) – rather, they want to receive a written evaluation from 

their teachers and trainers which details their achievements as a continuous learning 

process and explains how and how well they have reached these outcomes. In addition, 
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such learners value the relevance of their newly-gained knowledge and skills for the practical 

working context: they seek practical recognition and usefulness for what they have achieved. 

 

 

Contexts and conditions for workplace learning 
 

Here, the distinction between internal and external contextual factors is of central importance 

for analysing the conditions for workplace learning. External contextual factors include the 

market situation for a company or a business activity sector (Döös, 2004; Ellström, 1996; 

Nilsson, 2003). Similarly, in comparing recent vocational training reforms in Finland and 

Sweden, Lindell and Stenström (2005) demonstrate that nation-state policies also influence 

the range and scope of work-related learning. Global capitalism as such does not exert the 

sole determining force in these matters, but developments depend on specific mixes 

between market demands, trades union activities, state regulations, management strategies 

and employee orientations. 

 

Nordic research underlines the importance of long-term management support for workplace 

learning and in particular when understood as an integrated part of the way businesses are 

run and not as a separate activity (Döös, 2004; Ellström, 1996; Nilsson, 1996; Svensson, 

2005). This involves a willingness to relinquish strong management hierarchies that exert 

unquestionable authority, together with the willingness to allow for debate and discussion, 

thus recasting development activities as continuous activities alongside production activities. 

Good management of workplace learning needs to be more about organisational 

development in general than just about which courses to offer employees (Döös et al., 2005; 

Ellström, 1996; Ellström, Gustavsson and Larsson, 1996; Ellström and Nilsson, 1997; 

Nilsson, 1996, 2003; Svensson, 2005).  

 

Nordic research has also addressed itself to the factors that hinder the development of good 

quality workplace learning. Several writers point to the intensification of work that is a 

consequence of rationalisation and downsizing, hence placing pressure on time (Döös, 

2004; Kock, 2002; Svensson, Ellström and Åberg, 2004). Others underline the importance of 

dismantling old-fashioned hierarchical organisational structures (Abrahamsson, 2001; 

Davidson and Svedin, 1996; Jørgensen, 1999; Nilsson, 1996; Rönnqvist and Thunborg, 

1996; Thunborg, 1999). Karlsson (2005) calls for more research about how to prepare and 

equip people to handle change positively.  

 

How people learn at work and what kinds of working environments best support such 

learning is the most popular theme for Nordis research in this field. Some find that 

introducing variation in work tasks improves the quality of workplace learning (Andersen, 

Clematide and Høyrup, 2004; Kock, 2002; Tikkanen, 2002; Wahlgren et al., 2002). Others 

 



Text für Kopfzeile    16 

 
place emphasis on constructing working environments with high learning potential, so that 

problem-solving tasks stand at the centre (Davidson and Svedin, 2004; Ellström, 1996; 

Ellström and Gustavsson, 1996; Kock, 2002; Nilsson, 2003), with access to information and 

in-depth theoretical knowledge (Ellström, 1996) and supporting local experimentation with 

alternatives (Ellström, 1996; Wahlgren et al., op.cit.). Influence on and participation in the 

formulation of goals, plans and organisational development are also held to play a positive 

role (Davidson and Svedin, op.cit.; Ellström, 1996; Ellström and Gustavsson, op.cit.; 

Granberg and Ohlsson, 2005; Kock, op.cit.). This goes along with opportunities for exchange 

of experiences and reflection (Bottrup, 2005; Davidson and Svedin, op.cit.; Döös, 2004; 

Ellström, 1996; Ellström and Gustavsson, op.cit.; Granberg and Ohlsson, op.cit.; Tikkanen, 

op.cit.; Wahlgren et al., op.cit.) and facilitating group processes, organisational culture and 

organisational structures that promote learning (Döös, op.cit.;Ellström, Ekholm and Ellström, 

2003; Ellström, Gustavsson and Larsson, 1996; Granberg, 1996; Kock, op.cit.; Nilsson, 

2003; Svensson, 2005; Tikkanen, op.cit.).  

 

Svensson (2001) underlines that the distinction and the balance between 

reproductive/adaptive and expansive/innovative/developmental learning (as discussed 

earlier) is an important precondition for the effectiveness of workplace learning. 

Reproductive/adaptive learning works where goals and the focus for action are clearly 

defined, whereas expansive/innovative/developmental learning works when goals and 

means can be questioned and experimenting with alternatives is encouraged. Managers and 

employees must be able to work together with the support of their employer; there must be 

sufficient dedicated time and space available for reflection and freedom of action. 

 

Similarly, Ellström and Gustavsson (1996), basing their work on the distinction between 

rationalities of production and of development, conclude that if companies wish to support 

developmental and not only adaptive learning, it is necessary to integrate technology, 

learning/development and production. This typically implies changing work organisation so 

that problem-solving, reflection and planning become an inherent part of operators’ working 

tasks, which implies blurring the distinctions between operators’ and engineers’ work 

profiles. Further, it implies institutionalising reflexive action to enhance developmental 

learning as an ongoing activity or continuous approach to daily work. 

 

These writers also emphasise the role of management in this integration of technology, 

production and development: managers are responsible for combining business, 

organisational and learning development processes so that development itself – and not only 

production – becomes an inherent part of company strategy. Where production issues alone 

dominate company strategy, company time is seen to belong to production, so that time for 

development activities is time that is ‘stolen from’ or ‘lost to’ production (Ellström, 1996). 

Mass production on lean organisation principles (high efficiency, low cost, low staffing levels) 
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curtails the space available for the development of products, organisation and competences 

– all this works against organisational learning potential, most particularly for those working 

in lower-level jobs. Basically, Ellström, Gustavsson and Svedin (1996) see workplace 

learning as dependent on good management with an understanding of learning processes 

and willingness to integrate development and production and thus give developmental 

activities equal priority with production.  

 

In contrast, those studying workplace learning amongst highly-qualified employees in the 

Swedish telecommunications industry (Döös and Wilhelmson, 2005; Döös et al., 2005) 

describe working environments situated at the driving-edge of current knowledge, which 

must facilitate continuous learning in order to innovate and so stay in the competitive lead. In 

such workplaces, creating the organisational capacity for learning is not an option. Their 

research was able to distinguish three types of learning in such contexts:  learning basic 

knowledge; co-creating new knowledge during work; and learning how to develop innovative 

knowledge by interrogating existing knowledge against information and experience that does 

not fit expectation or prediction. It appears that whilst learning basic knowledge is typically an 

individual learning process, co-creation and innovation take place in a collective learning 

context. 

 

Svensson’s (2005) research into learning environments in knowledge intensive, innovative 

units in multinational companies in five European countries3  identifies two particularly 

important features for learning in such contexts. Firstly, collective values and judgements 

influence learning; secondly, the content of the learning process includes cultural elements. 

The learning context is defined both by the opportunities offered by the external environment 

and how the learner uses these opportunities. Employees working in knowledge-intensive 

multinational companies enjoy great freedom to decide how to achieve their work-tasks and 

goals, but this freedom is combined with tight deadlines on when they must deliver the 

necessary outcomes – which may not necessarily be precisely known in advance, of course. 

This obviously demands creativity and innovation, that is, it demands developmental learning 

as an inherent element of working processes. It also demands the coordination of individual 

working processes in order to be able to meet deadlines, that is, it demands cooperation 

between individual employees. Svensson concludes that knowledge-intensive companies 

have to take a deliberate approach to learning at all levels of the organisation; this includes 

developing and implementing internal company learning strategies, led by dedicated 

education and training specialists (see also Nielsen, 2004). 
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Conclusion and discussion 
 
This review has addressed itself to studies on workplace learning anchored in a concept of 

learning. We also focused on specific workplaces as contexts for learning rather than on 

networks for learning that operate between and amongst sets of workplaces and groups of 

workers. In consequence, as noted at the outset, we have not included studies grounded in 

other – and in principle equally important – perspectives. The focus on concepts and 

theories of learning leads to organising the body of research literature along two sets of 

dualisms: firstly, whether learning is seen primarily as an individual or as a social process; 

secondly, the distinction between learning as reproductive/adaptive (the production logic) or 

as expansive/innovative/developmental (the developmental logic) in nature. These dualisms 

represent the difference between process and outcome and between accommodation to 

change and genuinely innovative change. In some cases, writers relate individual and social 

learning processes, but this is by no means always the case; in some cases, production and 

developmental logics can be seen to run alongside each other, but this is by no means 

always the case. 

 

What happens when one concludes that quality workplace learning relates the individual with 

the social and the adaptive with the developmental? It is tempting to summarize our review 

with one single normative statement to the effect that enhancing workplace learning simply 

requires good management that allows access to a variety of forms of participation. But 

things are not quite as simple: does this mean (as some would argue) that good 

management means the capacity to construct clear goals and focus for individual 

competence development, or does it mean being able to create an organisational structure 

that explicitly fosters development processes in all respects? 

 

Our review indicates that effective management behaviour depends on paradigms of 

management philosophy in terms of the relation between work and development. One such 

paradigm defines work as constituted by a series of demands and tasks that – in Ellström’s 

(1992) terms – require solution to relatively closed problems. Closed problems imply that 

there is only one way to see the problem, and that there is one right procedure leading to 

one right solution. In such circumstances, good management would mean setting clear goals 

and giving precise focus: clarifying priorities, providing information, giving clear directions 

and supporting the adaptive learning required to fulfil the task requirements. This would lead 

to fewer implementation errors and efficiency gains, that is, a rise in workplace productivity. 

Work motivation is based on external rewards and perhaps sanctions when errors do occur. 

 

Alternatively, one could begin from the paradigm of work as sets of open problems: issues 

can be seen from differing perspectives and there are different ways to reach varying 

solutions. Employers’ and managers’ thinking may be challenged by such a perspective; 
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alternatively, they may actively construct work in this way so that it constitutes an attractive 

challenge for employees, who are required to meet a broad range of demands and to 

develop and use a broad range of diverse competences. Instead of setting clear goals, 

management would support processes in which employees can influence goals and how to 

achieve these. In this model, employees represent resources indispensable to the 

enterprise. Furthermore, work is made up not simply of short-term implementation activities 

but also of longer-term developmental activities. This may require changes in organisational 

structure to enable participation and to harvest high-value employee competences. Work 

motivation in this kind of context relies on having a meaningful and challenging job that offers 

possibilities for personal development and developmental learning, which in turn is 

understood as a set of ongoing social processes in a complex, innovation-oriented 

environment. Learning thus becomes an integral aspect of organisational development and, 

in reverse, organisational development necessarily implies learning. 

 

These two paradigms represent two clusters of management style, work motivation and 

distinct processes of workplace learning. In conclusion, we return to the two dualisms 

described above (individual/social and adaptive/developmental): these belong to a wider set 

of dualisms that separate, for example, learning processes from learning outcomes, or 

formal learning from informal learning. By conceptualising learning in dualistic terms, we tend 

to reproduce the cultural and institutional gaps between work-based and school-based 

learning and we tend to reproduce an understanding of workplace learning as a matter of 

adjusting e.g. the human resources to new demands for competences and competence 

development rather than to see workplace learning as part of a political agenda in which 

there is inherent power and tensions. An alternative way forward would be to look at learning 

processes and outcomes, adaptation and development as elements of a single relational 

logic in which the continuous formation and re-formation of subjects, workplaces and 

societies themselves are situated in concrete settings and derive from tensions and conflicts 

between networks of stakeholders and interests. This would imply a research agenda that 

not only focuses on the relations between individuals and workplaces but also opens out 

towards analysing how economic and political agendas and discourses co-constitute 

individuals, workplaces and the learning that can/cannot or does/does not take place in 

these key sites of social action. 
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1 This is the main source of the basic information for this opening section. This contribution as a whole includes 
research from Denmark, Finland, Norway and Sweden. 
2 Particular thanks are due to Karen Lerstrup Pedersen, who conducted the literature search for this contribution. 
3 Denmark, Ireland, The Netherlands, Sweden and the United Kingdom; qualitative methods were used to study 
managers, employees and trades union representatives in 22 working units in a range of industrial and service 
sectors. 
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