Understanding Human
Resource Development

A resouce-based approach

Jim McGoldrick
Jim Stewart
and Sandra Watson

.y , L et L'

Also available as a printed book
see title verso for ISBN details




UNDERSTANDING HUMAN
RESOURCE DEVELOPMENT

This book contains original chapters by some of the leading researchers
and writers in the field of human resource development. It acts as a definitive
source of information on the design and conduct of research in HRD and
simultaneously identifies key issues and debates concerning methodological
principles, and the possibilities and limitations of particular methods and
techniques. Each chapter in the book includes the following features:

® statement of aims

e description of theoretical and empirical context

¢ identification and examination of methodological issues
e description and assessment of research design

e critical analysis and evaluation

* key learning points.

Understanding Human Resource Development is essential reading for all students,
teachers and practitioners involved in HRD.

Jim McGoldrick is Professor of Human Resource Management at the Uni-
versity of Abertay, Dundee, where he is also Vice-Principal. Jim Stewart is
Professor of Human Resource Development at Nottingham Business School.
Sandra Watson is Head of Human Resource Management at Napier Uni-
versity Business School.



ROUTLEDGE STUDIES IN HUMAN
RESOURCE DEVELOPMENT
Edited by Monica Lee
Lancaster University, UK

This series presents a range of books which explore and debate the changing
face of human resource development, offering discussion and delineation
of HRD theory and, thus, the development of practice.

This series is aimed at human resource and organization theoreticians,
and is also of direct relevance to sociologists, psychologists and philo-
sophers, as well as those working in the areas of culture and globalization.
HR practitioners and those interested in the practical aspects of HR theory
will also find this series to be an important catalyst in understanding and
enhancing their practice.

ACTION RESEARCH IN ORGANISATIONS
Jean McNiff, accompanied by Jack Whitehead

UNDERSTANDING HUMAN RESOURCE DEVELOPMENT
A research-based approach
Edited by Jim McGoldrick, Jim Stewart and Sandra Watson



UNDERSTANDING
HUMAN RESOURCE
DEVELOPMENT

A research-based approach

Edited by Jim McGoldrick,
Jim Stewart and Sandra Watson

London and New York



First published 2002 by Routledge
11 New Fetter Lane, London EC4P 4EE

Simultaneously published in the USA and Canada
by Routledge
29 West 35th Street, New York, NY 10001

Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group
This edition published in the Taylor & Francis e-Library, 2004.

© 2002 Editorial matter and selection by Jim McGoldrick,
Jim Stewart and Sandra Watson; individual chapters
the contributors

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or
reproduced or utilised in any form or by any electronic,
mechanical, or other means, now known or hereafter
invented, including photocopying and recording, or in any
information storage or retrieval system, without permission in
writing from the publishers.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available
from the British Library

Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication Data
Understanding human resource development: a research-based

approach / edited by Jim McGoldrick, Jim Stewart, and Sandra
Watson.
p- cm. — (Routledge studies in human resource development)
Includes bibliographical references and index.
1. Personnel management—Research. 1. McGoldrick, Jim, 1952—
II. Stewart, Jim, 1950— III. Watson, Sandra. IV. Series.

HF5549.15 .U52 2001
658.3—dc21 2001019638

ISBN 0-203-36119-9 Master e-book ISBN

ISBN 0-203-37375-8 (Adobe eReader Format)
ISBN 0-415-22609-0 (hbk)
ISBN 0-415-22610-4 (pbk)



CONTENTS

Illustrations
Contributors
Preface
Acknowledgements

Researching HRD: philosophy, process and practice
JIM MCGOLDRICK, JIM STEWART AND SANDRA WATSON

Defining the research question: on seizing the moment as

the research question emerges
MONICA LEE

Problems of method in HRD research: company-based
lifelong learning and ‘longitudinality’
JIM MCGOLDRICK, GRAEME MARTIN AND JUDY PATE

The tools of freedom and the sources of indignity
JOHN HAMBLETT, RICK HOLDEN AND DENISE THURSFIELD

Towards evidence-based HRD practice
BOB HAMLIN

Researching HRD in small organizations
ROSEMARY HILL

Evaluating the impact of management development on
performance
JONATHAN WINTERTON AND RUTH WINTERTON

Learning for change by telling stories
JEFF GOLD, STUART WATSON AND MIKE RIX

vii
X
Xiii
XX

18

41

65

93

122

146

166



10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

CONTENTS

Learning to change, changing to learn: case studies in
the automotive sector
PENNY WEST

Analysing quantitative research
DARREN C. SHORT AND K. PETER KUCHINKE

Writing the research story
SALLY SAMBROOK

Ethical issues in HRD research
RONA S. BEATTIE AND MARILYN MCDOUGALL

Implementing networked learning with HRD professionals
internationally
CATHERINE EDWARDS

Implications for reflective HRD practitioners of the
influence of life experience on managers’ career decisions
GORONWY DAVIES AND TONY WILSON

Going native!: ethnographic research in HRD
RONA S. BEATTIE

Convergence and divergence in HRD: research and
practice across Europe

JEAN WOODALL, ALISON ALKER, CHRISTINA MACNEIL AND SUE SHAW

Using action research to explore the development needs of
second generation Asian small businesses
CLARE RIGG, KIRAN TREHAN AND MONDER RAM

A new approach to the literature review
SALLY SAMBROOK

Postscript: the future for HRD research
JIM MCGOLDRICK, JIM STEWART AND SANDRA WATSON

Index

vi

182

204

226

255

273

293

315

339

355

377

395

399



2.1
2.2
2.3
5.1
5.2

5.3
5.4

6.1
6.2
6.3
6.4
7.1
9.1
17.1
17.2
18.1
18.2
18.3

18.4

2.1
3.1
3.2
3.3

ILLUSTRATIONS

Figures

Paradigm A: scientific approach to research
Paradigm B: phenomenological approach to research
Four ways of seeing the world

A generic change management model

The critical contribution of appropriate HRD effort to
change management effectiveness

Management and organization development: a vicious
circle

Closing or bridging the HRD research—practice gap
through HRD professional partnerships

Branches of HRD

Seeing the wood for the trees?

Convergent analysis framework (CAF)

From metaphor to model

Achieved cases by type

Characteristics/levels of learning potential

Action research cycle

Stages in co-operative inquiry

The development of theoretical explanations

Using the typology to review theoretical explanations
Using the typology to review theoretical explanations
of HRD within a British context

Using the typology to review theoretical explanations
of HRD and strategy

Tables

Summaries of types of scientist

Past and present forms of psychological contract
The protean career contract

A model of the psychological contract

Vil

21
21
29
102

103

105

110
127
134
136
138
152
185
360
363
385
387

388

390

30
43
45
48



3.4
6.1
6.2
6.3
7.1
7.2
9.1
11.1

16.1

ILLUSTRATIONS

The key principles of lifelong learning

European Commission’s definitions of SMEs

The case-study organizations

Comparison of HRD approaches in the three cases
Characteristics of collaborating cases

Spearman rank correlation coefficients

Individual readiness to learn and the organizational response
Summary of general differences in the structure and style of
writing

Contextual factors influencing HRD in mainland Europe

viil

50
123
128
140
153
160
186

239
341



CONTRIBUTORS

Joint editors

Jim McGoldrick Professor of Human Resource Management and Vice-
Principal of the University of Abertay, Dundee; President of the Uni-
versity Forum for HRD and former Vice-President (Training and
Development) of the Chartered Institute of Personnel and Develop-
ment. Member of the Management Board of Human Resource Develop-
ment International.

Jim Stewart Professor of Human Resource Development, Nottingham
Business School, Nottingham Trent University; Chair of the University
Forum for HRD.

Sandra Watson Head of Human Resource Management, Napier Business
School, Napier University, Edinburgh.

Contributors

Alison Alker Lecturer in Employee Development, Lancashire Business
School, the University of Central Lancashire.

Rona S. Beattie Senior Lecturer in Human Resource Management and
Development, Caledonian Business School, Glasgow Caledonian Uni-
versity. Leader of the Voluntary Sector Research Centre.

Goronwy Davies Principal Lecturer in Training and Development, Wol-
verhampton Business School, Wolverhampton University.

Catherine Edwards Lecturer in Continuing Education, the University of
Warwick.

Jeff Gold Principal Lecturer in Human Resource Development, Leeds
Business School, Leeds Metropolitan University.

John Hamblett Senior Lecturer in the School of Economics and Human
Resource Management, Leeds Business School, Leeds Metropolitan
University.

X



CONTRIBUTORS

Bob Hamlin Principal Lecturer in Human Resource Development and Human
Resource Programmes Manager, Wolverhampton Business School, the
University of Wolverhampton. Honorary Treasurer of the University Forum
for Human Resource Development. Awarded the Distinguished Badge
of Merit of the Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development.

Rosemary Hill, PhD MSc HRD (distn.) FCIPD MIQA Principal, RHR

Consultants.

Rick Holden Principal Lecturer in the School of Economics and Human
Resource Management, Leeds Business School, Leeds Metropolitan
University.

K. Peter Kuchinke Assistant Professor in the Department of Human Re-
source Education, College of Education, the University of Illinois at
Urbana-Champaign, Illinois, USA. Member of the Executive Board of the
Academy of Human Resource Development.

Monica Lee Editor in Chief, Human Resource Development International,
the Management School, the University of Lancaster. Member of the
Editorial Board of Human Resource Development Quarterly.

Marilyn McDougall Professor of Human Resource Development, Caledonian
Business School, Glasgow Caledonian University.

Christina MacNeil Senior Lecturer in Human Resource Development,
Oxford Brookes University.

Graeme Martin Director of Research, Dundee Business School, the Uni-
versity of Abertay, Dundee; Associate Professor of Human Resource
Management, the University of Colorado, Denver, Colorado, USA.

Judy Pate Lecturer in Human Resource Management, Dundee Business
School, the University of Abertay, Dundee.

Monder Ram Professor of Small Business Development, Department
of Corporate Strategy, University of Central England Business School,
Birmingham. Co-Director of the Small Business Research Group at
De Montfort University.

Clare Rigg Senior Lecturer in Human Resource Development, Univer-
sity of Central England Business School, Birmingham.

Mike Rix Managing Director, Meridian Consultants, Doncaster.

Sally Sambrook Lecturer in Human Resource Development, the University
of Wales, Bangor.

Sue Shaw Head of Department of Human Resource Management, Man-
chester Metropolitan University.



CONTRIBUTORS

Darren C. Short President of Perspectives, a Human Resource Develop-
ment Consulting Firm and an Internal Consultant for an UK Govern-
ment Agency, London. Member of the Research Committee of the
American Society for Training and Development.

Denise Thursfield Senior Lecturer in the School of Economics and
Human Resource Management, Leeds Business School, Leeds Metro-
politan University.

Kiran Trehan Head of the Division of Management, the University of
Central England Business School in Birmingham.

Stuart Watson Senior Lecturer in Human Resource Management, Leeds
Business School, Leeds Metropolitan University.

Penny West Senior Lecturer in Management, Centre for Business and
Management Studies, Edge Hill College, Lancashire.

Tony Wilson Training and Development Consultant.

Jonathan Winterton Director of Research and Professor of Human
Resource Development, Groupe ESC, Toulouse, France and Associate
Professor of Human Resource Development, Napier Business School,
Napier University, Edinburgh.

Ruth Winterton Lecturer in the Department of Psychology and Sociology
and Master’s Programme Director of Social Research, Napier University,
Edinburgh.

Jean Woodall Professor of Human Resource Development and Director
of Management Programmes, the Kingston Business School, Kingston
University; Associate Editor of Human Resource Development International.

xi






PREFACE

Aims and purpose

As the title of the book indicates, the overarching purpose of the book is
to advance knowledge and understanding of human resource develop-
ment (HRD). In particular it is our aim to do so by drawing upon the
emerging body of research in HRD, primarily UK-based, which will provide
the underpinning for the conceptual, theoretical and practical advance
of HRD.

This book is neither a ‘how to’ manual of conducting research, nor is it
not a ‘how to’ manual. This rather ambiguous, not to say contradictory,
description is the first guiding principle that informed the conception and
construction of this book. Our aim has been to produce a work which is of
practical value to those who are inexperienced in the conduct of research.
The major means of achieving that aim is to include only chapters that are
derived from recent or ongoing research projects, and to have contribu-
tors both describe and justify their decisions related to research design
and choice of methods. In that sense, we have produced a ‘how to’ manual
since there is much content which will be new knowledge for the inexpe-
rienced researcher.

We have though pursued a second aim. Conducting research is a com-
plex process. It requires hard thought to engage with sometimes quite
difficult ontological and epistemological issues that inform the conceptual
clarity needed to produce coherent designs. Applying those designs rarely,
if ever, works out as planned or expected and decision making is con-
sequently a continuous and iterative process. Our second aim therefore has
been to ‘problematize’ the research process in two senses. First, to simply
acknowledge and describe the practical problems that research projects
encounter in implementation of ‘elegant’ designs. Second, and more
importantly, to directly address the often unstated assumptions and philo-
sophical positions which inform the design and conduct of research. So,
in the sense of ‘problematizing’ the research process, we go beyond a
simple ‘how to’ manual and provide content of interest and value to
experienced as well as inexperienced researchers.
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PREFACE

A second guiding principle has directed our work. The book originated
as a collaborative project to be undertaken by the University Forum for
Human Resource Development (UFHRD). Almost all of our contributors
and we are members of the UFHRD. Forum members identified a shared
dissatisfaction with existing research-oriented texts, for one or both of two
reasons. First, books on ‘how to do research’ tend to be too broad in their
focus on business and management and too narrow in the perspectives
adopted, reflecting perhaps the views of single or double authors. They
also tend to discuss important concepts in abstract and generalized
ways, rather than examining their concrete application in specific projects.
Second, those with a more specific focus on HR research do little to
advance knowledge of the subject overall. This reflects a common enough
distinction between ‘content’ and ‘process’, applied in this case to a dis-
tinction being drawn between understanding how to do research and
understanding HRD itself.

We find this distinction unhelpful and so have sought to achieve two
related aims derived from the guiding principle of advancing knowledge
and understanding of HRD. These aims are to provide discussions of
research findings as well as the research process, and to provide a wide
coverage of established and emerging issues within HRD. Achieving these
aims has been sought by the selection of contributions and chapters, and
by the content of each chapter.

Parallel tracks

The development of the concept of this book has not taken place in a
vacuum. In the last ten years the study of HRD as an academic field has
seen tremendous growth in the UK and latterly in mainland Europe. In
the UK the early momentum came from the promotion of Master’s
programmes in training and development by the former Institute of Train-
ing and Development (which merged in 1994 with the former Institute of
Personnel Management to create the Chartered Institute of Personnel
and Development). That initiative was also the precursor to the formation
of the UFHRD, which in turn, as noted above, provided the sponsorship
for this book. In order to support programmes at Master’s level a con-
comitant development in the literature of HRD occurred. There are two
distinct strands to the literature of HRD worth noting at this point.

First, there are what we might call key texts explicitly self-labelled as
‘HRD texts’ which are differentiated from related fields such as organiza-
tion studies, human resource management, organizational development
and the like. We do not intend to undertake a comprehensive review of all
the literature but rather to illustrate the parallel processes by which HRD
has advanced in the UK. Perhaps the pioneering text in HRD was pub-
lished in 1993 by Megginson, Joy-Matthews and Banfield followed three
years later by an edited volume put together by Stewart and McGoldrick
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(1996). Both these texts helped ‘shape’ the field of HRD in the mid-1990s
and established that there was an emerging ‘market’ for HRD texts. This
has been reinforced recently by the publication in 1999 of two additional
texts. John Wilson’s volume is an edited collection focusing on individual
and organizational learning and John Walton’s award-winning epic stakes
a powerful claim for the strategic significance of HRD. Our point here is
not one of partially disguised self-publicism, but rather to argue that there
is a clear and definite ‘space’ for this volume — both in academic and
market terms. A more detailed analysis of the literature of HRD is con-
tained in this volume (see Chapter 18 by Sally Sambrook).

The second strand of HRD literature is the emergence during the mid
to late 1990s of research-based journal articles. Central to this was the
launch of three internationally focused and fully refereed academic jour-
nals. Two of these are UK-based journals, the International Jowrnal of Train-
ing and Development (IJTD) and Human Resource Development International
(HRDI). In their launch editions each editor took the opportunity to set
their agenda for HRD. Paul Lewis (1997), editor of the IJTD, set out a
vision of a systems-oriented perspective on research whilst Monica Lee
(1998) the editor of HRDI offers a vision of a journal aimed at giving
expression to the ‘undefinable’ nature of HRD. A point worth noting in
passing is that HRDI was one of the first tangible outcomes of the forma-
tion of the UFHRD. The third journal, the Journal of European Industrial
Training (JEIT ) is based in Ireland and has been established for nearly
two decades. It brands itself as ‘a journal for HRD specialists’ and is
perhaps best known for the highly influential article setting out a strategic
agenda for HRD by Thomas Garavan in 1991. The opportunity for the
advance of HRD research created by these journals is of fundamental
importance and is central to our argument for a research-based approach
to HRD.

Perhaps the main advance of HRD as a field of academic study has
taken place in the USA pioneered initially by the American Society for
Training and Development (ASTD), and taken further forward by its aca-
demic offshoot, the Academy of Human Resource Development (AHRD).
In the USA there has been a long-established tradition of study and quali-
fication in training and development and instructional design which also
means that there is a depth of research and scholarship in American
universities. The AHRD sponsors the leading journal in the field Human
Resource Development Quanrterly (HRDQ ) which has been added to in the last
year by a new journal, Advances in Human Resource Development. Addition-
ally, the Academy organizes an annual conference, which has recently
begun to attract significant interest from UK and European scholars and
researchers. Of particular interest is the common concern of academics
from all areas of HRD and from different countries in the conceptual and
theoretical development of HRD — a concern which is a major issue in this
volume, which we discuss in detail in Chapter 1.
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The HRM/HRD nexus

In the UK the biggest single factor in the advance of HRD was the rapid
development and establishment of human resource management (HRM)
as a field of study. To be sure such a statement is not without controversy,
but the explosion in the literature of HRM in terms of texts and academic
journals of international standing is truly remarkable. Whilst many critics
of HRM doubted its durability (Storey 1989 and 1995) it is now a major
field of academic research and writing. There are numerous UK-oriented
texts that provide a comprehensive overview of the state of development
of the literature of HRM (Beardwell and Holden 1994; Bratton and Gold
1999). McGoldrick and Stewart (1996) were perhaps the first writers in
the area of HRD to acknowledge the parallel pathways of HRM and HRD
and in particular their resonance with the language of corporate strategy
rather than with personnel management and training and development.
The further development of research and writing in HRM has led to the
emergence of a more critical perspective now evident in the literature
(Legge 1995; Keenoy 1999). The need for critical theory for HRD is one
of the key concerns of this book and is explored in depth in our opening
chapter.

Readership of this book

The discussion of the broad aims of the book and the discussion of the
parallel developments in the field of HRD suggest the type of readership
categories we have had in mind in producing the book. In no particular
order of priority or importance, these are as follows.

e Postgraduate students of HRD
There are a number of constituencies within this broad heading.
The most obvious are those studying for postgraduate degrees and
diplomas in HRD and HRM. A perhaps equally obvious readership
will be research students, whether embarked on a PhD, MPhil or
Doctorate in Business Administration. Despite its specific subject focus,
we believe the book to be of value to those studying more generalist
management programmes such as the UK Diploma in Management
Studies (DMS) and MBA, perhaps particularly where there is a strong
HR element in the content and related possibilities for HR-focused
dissertations.

®  Undergraduate students of HRD
The broad area of HR is now well established in undergraduate degrees,
as is the conduct of research leading to a research-based final year
dissertation. Specific modules on HRD and employee development
are also becoming increasingly common. We have therefore had in
mind an increasing undergraduate readership.
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®  Academics and researchers
The book provides a rigorous examination of both the research pro-
cess and of the most recent thinking and writing on HRD. Thus, we
believe it will be of interest and value to academics teaching and
researching in HR practice.

It is our view that the selection of contributions in the book will appeal to
all of the readership categories noted above. The variety of topics, theor-
etical and methodological approaches covered will be of interest to both
specialist readers and those with a general interest in HRD.

Structure and organization of the book

The overall structure of the book reflects, primarily, our first guiding
principle of advancing knowledge and understanding of HRD. The first
sequence of chapters identify and examine the assumptions and philo-
sophical issues which arise, and need to be ‘sorted out’, when thinking
about doing research. The second sequence focuses on chapters which
draw out issues to do with research design. The chapters collectively address
design questions which arise at each stage of the research process, and
some issues, such as ethical considerations, which are part of decision making
at all stages of the process. The final sequence of chapters of the book is
concerned with accounts which examine more specific questions to do
with methods and techniques. Thus, the overall structure reflects a process
of research which, analytically, consists of producing a reasoned response
to philosophical questions, which then informs a research design, which
then informs selection and application of methods and techniques.

This overall structure is carried into each chapter. Individual chapters
provide, to some extent, an account of each of the three stages. They also
follow a common format which applies our second guiding principle,
represented by the following features and sections:

e statement of aims and contribution

e description and evaluation of theoretical context
e description of empirical context

e critical examination of research design

¢ evaluative analysis of main outcomes

* conclusions

e summary of key learning points.

This commonality of structure allows the varying accounts given in the
individual chapters to be compared and contrasted. It also supports the
use of the book as a resource for stimulating debate and reflection on
both the conduct of research and current knowledge of HRD. As editors,
we have attempted to provide a synthesis of the main content of the book
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in our introductory and concluding chapters. However, these represent
our arguments and we do not claim that they are definitive. We encourage
readers to produce their own in order to critique ours. It is our firm
conviction that this will genuinely advance your understanding of research
and of HRD.
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1
RESEARCHING HRD

Philosophy, process and practice

Jim McGoldrick, Jim Stewart and Sandra Watson

Aims and contribution

This chapter has three aims. The first is to provide the foundation for
locating the research presented throughout the text within the theoretical
context of HRD. The second is to examine underpinning research per-
spectives and paradigms represented in the book. Third, to provide an
overview of the key issues raised in the contributed chapters to enable
readers to apply these theoretical arguments in their reading of the indi-
vidual chapters. In order to achieve these aims we provide an overview of
many of the conceptual and theoretical concerns surrounding the mean-
ing and understanding of HRD. These issues and concerns are affiliated
to both the ontological and epistemological perspectives of HRD, which in
turn influence our vision of researching and understanding HRD. The
commentary is derived from a meta-analysis of recent European and American
literature. This is supplemented with selected examples of the theoretical,
empirical and methodological contexts of the research projects reported
in the contributed chapters of this volume. Finally, a critical analysis of
paradigms, theories and concepts associated with understanding the mean-
ing of HRD is provided.

Achieving these aims will contribute to the ongoing debate surrounding
the theoretical foundations of HRD (Walton 1999; Lynham 2000) and the
purpose and value of HRD professional practice (Holton 2000). The chap-
ter presents an analysis of the key tenets of the various positions in these
debates. In doing so, the authors provide a rare comparison of American
and European conceptions of HRD. This informs the overview, also pro-
vided through this chapter, of the diverse range of research philosophies,
processes and practices currently being applied in the UK. The chapter
also draws on the work of Keenoy (1999), a sharp critic of the literature of
human resource management and tries to take his insights and critique
into a better conceptual understanding of HRD.
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Theoretical context

Recent attempts to define the concept of human resource development
(HRD) by academics, researchers and practitioners are proving frustrat-
ing, elusive and confusing. This suggests that HRD has not established a
distinctive conceptual or theoretical identity (Garavan, Gunnigle and Morley
2000; Hatcher 2000). The process of defining HRD is frustrated by the
apparent lack of boundaries and parameters, elusiveness is created through
the lack of depth of empirical evidence of some conceptual aspects of
HRD e.g. strategic HRD, learning organization and knowledge manage-
ment (Keenoy, op. cit.). Confusion also arises over the ‘philosophy’, ‘pur-
pose’, ‘location’ and ‘language’ of HRD. This is further complicated by
the epistemological and ontological perspectives of individual stakeholders
and commentators in the HRD arena (Swanson e al. 2000). All research,
to varying degrees, is tied to a particular theoretical framework and to a
general body of knowledge. These, in turn, are themselves the product of
a complex interplay of philosophical arguments thus, the ‘complication’
noted by Swanson (op. cit.) is perfectly natural but renders the task of
analysing the ‘meaning’ of HRD more difficult. Inevitably this draws us
into the realm of philosophy.

In reviewing the literature surrounding the meaning and understanding
of HRD, a number of dimensions can be seen to be influencing an almost
chameleon-like characteristic to emerge. The following discussion is organ-
ized around what are seen to be the most significant of these dimensions.

Philosophical and conceptual dimensions

As Swanson et al. (op. cit.: 1126) argue, ‘philosophy is a systematic exam-
ination of the assumptions that underlie action’. Therefore, in order to
understand action, in this case HRD activities, it is necessary to engage
with philosophies of HRD to make explicit the rationales underpinning
competing perspectives. They put forward three interactive elements of
the philosophical framework of HRD. These are as follows: first, ontology
(how we see our world); second, epistemology (how we think about our
world); and, third, axiology (the values that determine how we should and
actually act in research and practice). The dynamic relationship of these
three elements will influence an individual’s understanding and expression
of HRD. Therefore it is useful and appropriate to address philosophical
issues in attempting to understand HRD as this supports the view expressed
by Swanson et al. (op. cit.: 1126): ‘interpretation of texts and the criticism
of common wisdoms that are often taken for granted’.

The philosopher Thomas Kuhn first introduced the idea of scientific
paradigms in his path-breaking book The Structure of Scientific Revolutions in
1962. This book has proven to be seminal in the development of theory
and research in the social sciences and is likely to have an equally profound
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and enduring influence on the conceptual and theoretical development
in HRD. The concept of paradigms, introduced by Kuhn (1962), is often
used to describe philosophical frameworks informing and guiding scientific
research. McAndrew (2000) usefully applies this notion in analysing signi-
ficant influences on HRD theory and practice. She particularly highlights
the Newtonian and quantum paradigms, as well as a number from biology
and chemistry to illustrate these influences. For example Newtonian physics
is shown to be related to mechanistic conceptions of humans and organiza-
tions, while more recent ideas such as autopoiesis are argued to both question
established paradigms and to support the development of alternatives.
Earlier work in social theory adopted similar approaches to explain vary-
ing accounts of and prescriptions for organizing and managing.

One of the best known of these is the paradigmatic framework devel-
oped by Burrell and Morgan (1979). They forward four broad paradigms,
which affect the development of social theory. These are the functionalist
paradigm, which assumes an objective, social reality, and which can be
empirically analysed and understood through application of scientific
methods. Social systems are seen as inherently concerned with stability
and continuity to serve regulatory purposes. The interpretive paradigm
assumes that individuals and their interactions create social reality, sub-
jectively. Multiple social realities are created, maintained and changed
and there is no single, objective entity to be analysed and understood.
However, in common with the functional perspective, the interpretive
paradigm assumes an underlying pattern and order in the social world, i.e.
regulatory focus, rather than a change orientation. Much of Burrell and
Morgan’s (op. cit.) insight still informs contemporary debates in organiza-
tional analysis.

Variants of these arguments are evident in the emergence of new per-
spectives on HRD framed as post-positivist (Trochim 1999) and critical real-
ist (Sayer 2000) positions. The former of these develops elements of the
Burrell and Morgan functionalist and interpretive paradigms whilst the
critical realist perspective takes forward a concern with meaning and inter-
pretation that echoes the radical humanist and radical structuralist para-
digms. However, these have not crystallized into a simple bipolarization.
Rather the whole area is characterized by what Martin (2000: 13) refers to
as paradigm incommensurability, which in turn reflects an impact on
methodological development to which we will return later.

The radical humanist paradigm assumes that reality is socially and sub-
jectively created and therefore not capable of objective analysis seeing
social institutions as negative in the sense of constraining and controlling
human thought, action and potential. These negative aspects tend to
alienate rather than focus on positive outcomes. The concern is with radical
change rather than regulation. The radical structuralist paradigm assumes
that social systems have independent, concrete and objective existence
and are capable of scientific analysis. This perspective also encompasses
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social systems as oppressive and alienating and assumes an inherent drive
for radical change in society. A more detailed analysis of the complex
strands of these arguments is contained in the contribution to this volume
by Hamblett, Holden and Thursfield (Chapter 4).

To date, there appears to be little sustained and detailed attention given
to philosophical influences on HRD, but as Kuchinke (2000: 32) argues
‘paradigm debates can deepen theory and provide the foundation for new
research’. This view is supported by Swanson et al. (op. cit.), amongst
others who identify implications of philosophy for research, theory build-
ing, practice and the evolution of HRD. The role of the varying paradigms
discussed here, representing as they do different philosophical frameworks,
in shaping HRD theory and practice is well illustrated by the work of
Lynham (2000). It is evident that a significant outcome of adopting differ-
ent paradigms will be varying emphasis on the possible alternative pur-
poses of HRD.

The chapters in this volume display a broad range of epistemological
perspectives embracing the whole range of paradigms discussed earlier in
relation to Burrell and Morgan (1979). Some contributions to the text can
be readily seen to derive from, or have been influenced by distinct and dif-
ferent knowledge paradigms. For example, Short and Kuchinke’s contri-
bution (Chapter 10) focuses on a quantitative analysis and can be seen
to approximate to the positivist or post-positivist paradigm. Similarly,
Winterton and Winterton (Chapter 7) and Hamlin (Chapter 5), with their
strong emphasis on evidential clarity, may also be seen to resonate with
post-positivism. The large majority of contributed chapters cluster around
various aspects of an interpretive paradigm with a very strong emphasis
on process as much as content in their research. These include up-front
adherents to qualitative research and particularly ‘action research’, for
example, Rigg, Trehan and Ram (Chapter 17). The interpretive approach
with a clear emphasis on subjectivity includes Wilson and Davies (Chapter
14), Beattie (Chapter 15), Gold et al. (Chapter 8) and Sambrook (Chapters
11 and 18). McGoldrick, Martin and Pate (Chapter 3) more consciously
associate their approach closer to a critical realist epistemology whilst the
radical humanist paradigm is echoed to varying degrees by Lee (Chapter
2) and Edwards (Chapter 13). The closest to a radical structuralist epistemo-
logy is displayed by Hamblett, Holden and Thursfield (Chapter 4).

This variety of perspectives demonstrates vividly that there is no domin-
ant paradigm of HRD research. It also illustrates what may be meant by
‘paradigm incommensurablity’ in organizational research. However, such
a position is healthy. There is no single lens for viewing HRD research and
there are many wvoices expressing individual opinions. It may be that, as
HRD academics become more sophisticated in theorizing, then greater
clarity and paradigm commensurablity will occur. It may also be the case
that the increasingly influential discourse of postmodernism, which is
strongly established in the field of organization studies (Alvesson and Deetz
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1999; Burrell 1999) and is now evident in the literature of strategic change,
will come to have an impact on HRD researchers (Ford and Ford 1995).
A further, but more mundane, point is that the paradigmatic pluralism
evident within this text also results in a very broad ranging discussion of
research methods being conducted throughout all of the chapters below.

Purpose of HRD

Lying behind the main philosophical debates concerning the nature of
HRD, there is a concurrent set of debates concerning the purpose of
HRD. According to Holton (2000) the debates on purpose centre on the
‘learning’ versus ‘performance’ perspectives. Should HRD practice focus
on the well being of the individual or should interests of the shareholders
predominate? This section presents a rudimentary map of what the various
claims of the purpose of HRD might be. Hatcher (2000) proposes that HRD
research should focus on the economic benefits, systems theory, social
benefits and ethics of HRD and thus indirectly attempts a reconciliation
of these two perspectives. Kuchinke (op. cit.) presents a classification of
schools of thought according to the central focus of the developmental
activity: person-centred, production-centred and principled problem solving, each
deriving from different philosophical traditions. Gourlay (2000: 99) in
attempting to clarify the nature of HRD states that ‘it focuses on theory and
practice relating to training, development and learning within organisations,
both for individuals and in the context of business strategy and organisa-
tional competence formation’.

Whilst the authors contributing to this volume were not specifically
concerned to explore ‘the purpose of HRD’ as such, there are nonetheless
echoes of the more conceptual debates evident in some of the chapters.
Kuchinke’s (op. cit.) classification of person-centred, production-centred and
principled problem-solving perspectives can be seen in the contribution of
Lee with respect to the ‘person-centred’ category. Whereas the contributions
of Hill (Chapter 6) and West (Chapter 9) can be seen to have elements
of the ‘production-centred’ category, the contributions of Sambrook
(Chapter 18) and Gold, Watson and Rix (Chapter 8) resonate with the ‘prin-
cipled problem solving’ category.

Garavan, Gunnigle and Morley (2000) articulate three perspectives of
HRD as being concerned with capabilities, psychological contracts and learning
organization/organizational learning. Each of these is associated with different
root disciplines. They also imply different purposes in their prescriptions
for HRD practice. The issues identified by Garavan et al. are addressed to
varying degrees by many of the chapters in this volume. The contribution by
McGoldrick, Martin and Pate (Chapter 3) whose research focus is on life-
long learning and the psychological contract is perhaps the closest match.

There is also variability in relation to the purpose of HRD arising from
the root disciplines seen to be underpinning HRD. These include ‘adult
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education, instructional design and performance technology, psychology,
business and economics, sociology, cultural anthropology, organization
theory and communications, philosophy, axiology (the study of values),
and human relations theories’ (Willis 1997; cited by Walton 1999). There
is also a running subterranean debate within the field of HRD on the
‘discipline’ status of some of these root disciplines. As well as variability of
purpose, conceptual propositions derived from and built on these root
disciplines also influence individual perspectives of HRD. For example, in
the typology devised by Garavan, Gunnigle and Morley (2000) the capabilities
perspective is primarily associated with human capital theory and the applica-
tion of economics in the resource based view of the firm. In a similar
vein, Weinberger (1998) identifies systems theory as being distinct from
learning theory in relation to their influence on HRD, leading to different
formulations on the nature and purpose of HRD practice.

What is apparent from the above commentary is that there is no consensus
over the conceptual-theoretical identity of HRD and related purpose. The
purpose is contingent upon both philosophical and theoretical perspectives.
Arguments on the theoretical foundations of HRD also constitute the
core of debates on its scope and boundaries.

Boundaries and parameters of HRD

As has been amply demonstrated earlier in this discussion, the multi-
disciplinary nature of what is contended to be HRD makes attempts to
precisely define HRD difficult. There is some evidence in the literature
of ideological or descriptive-normative models for aspects of HRD. For
example Walton (1999) has identified ‘Strategic HRD’ as a distinctive and
almost freestanding dimension of HRD. Similarly, the much discussed
idea of the ‘learning organisation’ (Senge 1997), is a good example of the
ways in which the normative prescriptive models are used as the basis for
examining current practice (Dibella and Nevis 1998). HRD is often pre-
sented as different to training and development with the focus being on
learning and development for the organization as well as the individual.
There is often a futuristic focus, with prescribed contingent outcomes.
Although there are often attempts to address both the practice and the
conceptual aspects of HRD, the drive to express HRD in relation to models,
frameworks and typologies could result in a distancing between rhetoric
and reality, similar to that found in HRM debates. As Hatcher argues,
‘Without a focus on the theoretical foundations of research and practice,
HRD is destined to remain atheoretical in nature and poor practice will
continue to undermine its credibility’ (2000: 45).

Historically, the development of HRD can be traced from training and
instructional design, to training and development, to employee develop-
ment, to human resource development ( Jacobs 2000). Traditionally, the
field of HRD was defined by practice, not from a theoretical frame or set
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of research (Lyhnam op. cit.). Pat McLagan (1983) postulates the bound-
aries of HRD as individual development, organization development and career
development. O’Brien and Thompson (1999) apply a similar framework in
the Irish and European context. More recently, the emergence of HRD
related journals have presented an opportunity to define the field on the
basis of theory and practice (Jacobs op. cit.). There is also a blurring of
the boundaries in relation to the affiliation of researchers. Many early
American researchers emanated from either an instructional design or an
adult educational base. Recently Jacobs (op. cit.) has reported that there
are an increased number of manuscripts coming from business schools.
This trend is a reversal of the European and UK situation. In the UK,
HRD is very much the child of the explosion of HRM literature in the
1980s and 1990s (McGoldrick and Stewart 1996). In the introduction to
this volume we discuss the emergence of the HRD literature in the form
of HRD texts, journals and academic symposia.

In addition, the scope of HRD research can be seen to be expanding,
with recent focus on areas that were not traditionally considered to be
within the domain of HRD. These include organizational leadership, organ-
izational values, workforce development issues at the societal level and labour
economics (Donovan and Marsick 2000). Multidisciplinary foundations
and an expanding scope both have the effect of expanding the discursive
resources and therefore language available to and used by HRD academics
and practitioners.

The chapters themselves also display a wide range of concepts and con-
tent issues aimed at expanding the border areas around HRD. These
range from Hamblett, Holden and Thursfield’s interest in the social bene-
fits of employee-led development programmes, to the economic focus
taken by Winterton and Winterton, who examine the impact of manage-
ment development on business performance. Issues related to the ethics
of mentoring provide the focus of Beattie and McDougall’s contribution
(Chapter 12). Other concepts covered in the text include lifelong learn-
ing (McGoldrick, Martin and Pate), learning networks (Edwards) and
leadership by Short and Kuchinke (Chapter 10). All of these, it could be
argued, are neither novel nor original issues in themselves. The point is
that they are addressed and analysed in new and interesting ways and
from differing epistemological perspectives.

This last point is worth a little more elaboration, particularly with re-
spect to Hatcher’s remark, noted above, concerning the poverty of HRD
practice being a function of the poverty of HRD theory. Rather than
seeking to stake a claim to particular territory, HRD should be looking to
enhance its capability to theorize on the basis of a solid research base. As
was noted earlier, there is no single lens through which HRD is viewed,
nor should there be. The debates which are now emerging from the
Academy of HRD in the US and the University Forum for HRD in Europe
and the UK, indicate a growing vitality for the development of good HRD
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theory. In taking these discussions and debates forward it is essential to
pay close attention to issues of language and meaning.

Language of HRD: jargon-ridden’ or ‘meaning-hidden’?

There is a clear and continuing paradox concerning the language used in
the discourse of HRD. Walton (1999) neatly sums it up as follows: ‘this
constant concern with meaning and learning and their subtleties/shades/
tones/cadences by those responsible for HRD can paradoxically be (yet
another) reason why the HRD language appears so jargon-ridden and
meaning-hidden’. He continues: ‘Words are being asked to express the
ambiguities faced by those trying to translate the subtleties of meaning
into learning frameworks and language that hopefully capture all the
nuances of actual experience and associated reflection, conceptualisation
and experimentation’ (1999: 54). Social processes through which this has
been attempted involve the construction of linguistic categories and an
alteration in the received meaning of existing expressions. New terms
in HRD include lifelong learning and psychological contracts, whilst terms
with scope for new meaning include competence and competences, integration,
teamwork, communication and commitment. Although all of these are useful
to describe practices, conceptually there is a danger that these denote
rhetorical, often managerial, aspirations and desired states of being. A lack
of effective linguistic categories to clarify what is happening within HRD
could result in a combination of illusion and allusion, as there are no
definitive words to signify its identity.

Many of Walton’s concerns resonate with Legge’s (1995) sharp critique
of rhetoric and reality of HRM. However, this point is challenged by
Sambrook (2000) who provides an analysis which draws no distinction
between rhetoric and reality or words and action. In her view rhetoric s reality
and words constitute action. From this approach, she is able to formulate
a typology of ‘ideal types’ which is capable of accommodating discourse
from both academic disciplines and professional practice. Such typologies,
as well as those suggested by Garavan, Gunnigle and Morley (op. cit.) and
Lynham (op. cit.) may well be useful in capturing and making sense of
current variety of discourses within the HRD domain. However, a prolifera-
tion of linguistic terms with variable meanings has obvious consequences for
investigating empirical realities.

The contributions to this volume reflect many of the points made above.
Language is definitely seen to be a prominent theme emerging in the
body of HRD research in the UK. This is seen to be particularly important
with respect to research involving models and concepts of HRD with a
focus on words, phrases, discursive resources used to create, describe and
achieve HRD. This is particularly demonstrated by the contribution from
Sambrook (Chapter 18). She is interested in exploring the use of lan-
guage in researching models and concepts of HRD from academic and
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practitioner perspectives. For Sambrook, the importance of language is
paramount. She argues strongly and persuasively that HRD has been talked
into being and is talked about, by HRD specialists — whether academics
or practitioners. In Chapter 11 she uses the technique of story-telling to
create new meaning and understanding of the emergence of HRD in the
health service. Gold et al. (Chapter 8) utilize narrative analysis and linguis-
tics of story-telling to understand the process and results of the social
construction of learning.

Empirical elusiveness

Empirical elusiveness (Keenoy op. cit.) derives from an inability to show
that HRD has a substantive presence in organizations. In some respects
the issues surrounding the empirical absence or presence of HRD are
analogous with those discussed earlier with respect to the conceptual
parameters and boundaries. The American Society for Training and Develop-
ment Research committee identified two major empirical gaps in relation
to evidence as being between practitioners and researchers, and between
practitioners and senior executives (Dilworth and Redding 1999). Several
European commentators, including Harrison (1998), have found little
empirical evidence of ‘Strategic HRD’ in organizations. Others including
Sambrook (1998) identify divergence in the stories told by HRD practi-
tioners and non-HRD managers and employees. These studies suggest
a need for closer collaboration between researchers and practitioners in
order to build more accurate empirical evidence. Such a need has been
expressed by both European (Hamlin, Reidy and Stewart 1998) and American
(Lynham 2000) academics.

This empirical elusiveness is portrayed by a number of our authors. For
example Hamlin (Chapter 5) identifies a HRD research-practice gap, Hill
(Chapter 6) and Rigg, Trehan and Ram (Chapter 17) decry the paucity of
understanding of the HRD needs of SMEs and entrepreneurs, whilst Gold
et al. (Chapter 8) emphasize the need to explore the learning below ‘the tip
of the iceberg’. The empirical elusiveness, discussed above, can be further
compounded by the emergence of new organizational forms. However, the
underlying concern is less to do with whether or not something labelled
‘HRD’ is present or absent. Rather it is to do with the development of a
serious body of research and academic writings and the identification of
issues which are worth researching.

Locations of HRD

Locations of HRD can be understood in two senses. First, as a descrip-
tion of a physical or sectoral location and second, and more importantly,
as a feature of the process of organizational design. Reconfiguration of
contemporary organizations, the emergence of the small business sector
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and continued growth in non-standard forms of employment are extend-
ing the perimeters of HRD activity. Internal creation of independent busi-
ness units and growth of outsourcing, subcontracting and downsizing are
all impacting on the structures and boundaries of organizations. Similarly,
the notion of ‘employee’ appears increasingly under threat; employment
security is no longer salient, with apparent continuing growth in temporary,
part-time, subcontract and agency work.

As a consequence HRD can no longer be seen to operate within the
traditional boundaries of an organization, but spread its influence to the
development of those outside, on whom it depends (Walton 1996, 1999).
In addition the small and medium-sized enterprises (SME) sector is likely
to provide a growing location for HRD practice, which may imply an
expansion of the meaning of HRD (Hill and Stewart 2000).

Two of the chapters in this volume, McGoldrick, Martin and Pate (Chap-
ter 3) and Davies and Wilson (Chapter 14) focus on the area of career
development and change. Each of them addresses in their own ways the
current debates surrounding organizational reconfiguration and careers.
The debates focus on the degree to which the traditional concept of
‘career’ is now replaced by ‘portfolio’ of transferable skills and competences.
Occupational limits are also becoming ‘boundaryless’ (Arthur and Rousseau
1996) and new ideas and understandings of careers place much more
weight on the active agency of individuals (Watson and Harris 1999). In
addressing these concerns, the AHRD conference in North Carolina,
endeavoured to reconcile the different perspectives, conceptual frame-
works and locations of HRD and put forward the following summation:
‘The purpose of HRD is to enhance human learning, human potential and
high performance in work related systems’ (Holton 2000, oral summation).

As well as presenting a range of contexts for locating HRD, the contri-
butions also vary in relation to sectors, including manufacturing, West
(Chapter 9) locates her research within the automative car industry, Short
and Kuchinke (Chapter 10) use research based within a telecommunica-
tions organization to illustrate core principles and conventions in quanti-
tative research. Hill (Chapter 6) and Winterton and Winterton (Chapter
7) utilize a range of sectors for their research and public-sector examples
can be found in the work of Sambrook (Chapters 11 and 18) and Hamlin
(Chapter 5). The research examples presented in this text are derived
from a diverse range of organizations in terms of ownership and size,
including SMEs, Hill (Chapter 6) ‘voluntary sector’ (Beattie, Chapter 15)
and National Health Service by Sambrook (Chapters 11 and 18).

What is apparent from the discussion in the previous sections of this
chapter is that there is no consensus over the conceptual-theoretical iden-
tity of HRD. It can be seen to constitute multiple, shifting, competing and
contingent identities, dependent on philosophical perspectives and influ-
enced by the range of methodological dimensions derived from the liter-
ature and from the continuing analysis of ongoing research work. This

10
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volume perhaps epitomizes the conceptual incongruence, with chapters
from researchers who utilize a broad range of perspectives, concepts and
theories. They also represent a focus on both theory and practice.

Methodological issues

The consideration given to the philosophical and theoretical aspects of
HRD also raise some interesting issues with respect to methodological
development for HRD research. It is clear that there is no ‘one best way’
but there is an interesting exercise to be done at sometime which might
scrutinize published HRD research and tease out the methodological
issues. Whilst the chapters included in this volume were selected in order to
demonstrate, to some extent, the diversity of HRD research in the UK they
were never intended to be seen as representative of the state of development
of research. However, the chapters are nonetheless indicative of the kinds
of issues of interest to UK academics.

Of the eighteen substantive chapters all but two engage in some reflec-
tion on choices and methods in the research work underpinning the
specific contributions. Overwhelmingly the chapters indicate a preference
for qualitative over quantitative research. Only two chapters are explicitly
quantitative. Notwithstanding the variations in epistemological influence
the data sources were predominantly ‘subjective’. There is a clear focus in
some on process epistemology in that the design of the research and the
doing of the research were inextricably bound up with each other. Action
research featured strongly in this regard but was not the only way in which
process dimensions were addressed. The contributions display an array of
specific methods of data gathering and analysis and all address in their
own ways issue of reliability and validity.

There is also an overwhelming use of case studies as the empirical
vehicle for the research. Taken together, the combination of case studies
with qualitative data gathering methods indicates a strong preference
for depth and richness of data and for texture and nuance rather than
numerical patterns and statistical validity. The latter point is perhaps an
area of weakness. Even a quick glance at North American HRD journals
and conference proceedings conveys a flavour of an epistemological and
methodological ocean separating HRD academics in Europe from their
colleagues in the USA. Papers from the Academy of HRD in the USA are
redolent with measurement and modelling and with statistical testing and
rigour. This is not to the exclusion of other types of paper but paradig-
matic diversity is less evident. These comments are not intended to offer a
judgement as to whether or not quantitative research is more robust or
more reliable than qualitative but rather offer the optimistic conclusion
that there is much that can be learned through HRD academics sharing
ideas and research.

11
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Critical analysis

In our preface to this volume we offered an overview of how we have seen
the evolution of HRD in the UK. Our argument is that conceptually HRD
is still in the intellectual shadows of HRM (McGoldrick and Stewart 1996).
It is instructive, however, to see all the lessons HRD academics can learn
from the theoretical development of HRM. Since its emergence in the late
1980s there have been two distinct strands to the literature advancing
HRM. The first of these has been the solid development of texts and
journal publications. The second has been a highly critical, even polemical
literature, questioning the academic and root discipline claims of HRM.
The strongly critical literature is exemplified by Keenoy and Anthony’s
(1992) portrayal of HRM as ‘metaphor’ and Legge’s (1995) critique of the
rhetoric of HRM.

One of the critics is Tom Keenoy (1999) who has written a sharp and
deeply polemical review of the rise of HRM — which he dubs ‘HRMism’.
The article is both challenging and stimulating and poses questions as
relevant to the emerging debates about HRD as to the discussion of HRM.
His argument is that HRM concepts, practices and theory are ‘a source of
controversy, confusion and misapprehension’. Indeed, he goes further
than this and argues that ‘at the centre of this unfolding obfuscation lies
an infuriating but curious paradox: despite mounting evidence of concep-
tual fragmentation, empirical incoherence and theoretical vacuity, HRMism
has gone from strength to strength’ (op. cit.: 1). These charges of concep-
tual fragmentation, empirical incoherence and theoretical vacuity may
equally be applied to HRD. However, emerging from his polemical dis-
course there is a potentially useful metaphor for HRD.

A holographic paradigm?

The key argument that we wish to advance here, in contra-distinction to
the way that Keenoy’s argument is developed, is that utilizing the meta-
phor of a hologram enables the reconciliation of intrinsic confusions and
contradictions of conceptual-theoretical and empirical identities of HRD
to be understood.

‘Holograms are projected images, which, as we shift our visual field in
relation to them, appear to have contours, depth and in some cases move-
ment’ (Keenoy op. cit.: 9). The hologram is composed of two distinct,
discrete processes of technology and social, which are entwined. Both
must occur simultaneously for the hologram to exist. Human social action
and perception are an integral part of the process required to construct
the image and illusions. Holograms can be described as ‘techno-social’
artefacts with a complex ontology (Keenoy op. cit.: 10). Each is real, but
each exists in a different domain. We only see what we are looking for. In
order to see the other side, the shaded, deeper side and fracture of its
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identity, we need to change our perspective. The hologram provides a
metaphor, which depicts ‘social reality’ as multi-dimensional, multi-causal,
mutually dependent and constantly changing. The holographic reality is
only accessible through a reflexive epistemology, which explicitly acknow-
ledges the role of human beings in creating ‘social reality’.

The following quotation from Keenoy is modified and substitutes HRD
for HRM: ‘The more [HRD] is undermined by conventional academic
analysis, the stronger it seems to have become. Viewed from a holographic
perspective this paradox is a consequence of employing a limiting two-
dimensional epistemology. ... Trying to fragment the phenomena and
then mapping each fragment against a predetermined definition could be
responsible for failure to “see” [HRD] for what it is’ (op. cit.: 10-11).
Seeking the reflections of abstracted concepts of [HRD] in ‘empirical
reality and when reality fails the test we conclude that [HRD] does not
exist is fraught with contradictions’.

For Keenoy, all of those implicated in [HRD] may all hold different
‘conceptual-projections’ of HRD, which are likely to contradict their actual
experience of HRD. From this HRD can be seen as a series of mutually
expressive phenomena, which are transient (op. cit.: 17). Therefore it is
impossible to conclude that HRD does not exist and impossible to con-
clude that it does exist. HRD exists in so far as it is the process of coming
into being. Although we may not be used to conceptualizing HRD as social
phenomena in this way, such a conception is already present in the learn-
ing organization discourse, which is postulated as a continuous and never-
ending process.

The holographic metaphor of HRD has some attraction for some of the
reasons that Keenoy is sceptical. Whilst most of this chapter has argued
that HRD has no singular identity, if it is understood as a hologram it could
be defined as singular. HRD’s singularity would be defined through the
properties of the hologram which could be described as ‘the fluid, multi-
faceted, integrated social artefacts’, which are the ‘continuing-outcome’ of
contextualized learning. HRD then serves as the ‘collective noun’ for the
various concepts, theories and methods devised to manage and control
learning. This definition embodies our earlier argument concerning the
complex interplay of competing ontological, epistemological and meth-
odological assumptions, which assist in understanding the reality of HRD.

The benefits of the holographic metaphor are the following.

e It acknowledges anomaly, uncertainty, ambiguity, multiple identities
and transience. It is sensitive to the problem of linguistic expression.

e It permits the encompassment and softening of contradictions and
paradoxes of different perspectives of HRD.

e It emphasizes the analytical significance of the mutually involved pro-
cesses of social and discursive construction, i.e. the role of social actors
in reconstructing reality, whilst being components of reality.
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e It provides interesting methodological questions concerning empirical
research. This does not necessarily mean the abandonment of conven-
tional modernist methodology, but emphasizes the need for greater
interpretative sensitivity. It requires analytical space to accommodate
paradox, ambiguity instability as normal predictable outcomes within
the praxis relationship.

¢ The holographic metaphor seems to offer an alternative to the dual-
istic limitations of the modernism perspective and avoids the ‘limitless
relativism’ found in some varieties of social constructionism.

The use of metaphors in HRD is not a new phenomenon by any means.
Short (2000) provides an excellent review of the use of metaphors in a
recent paper. However, the attractions of the holographic metaphor are
that it allows for a whole new perspective radically different to those cur-
rently associated with the debates on HRD. It provides a perspective which
is grounded in the belief that social reality has to be understood as a
‘fluid, unfolding process of social accomplishment’ and, in addition, ‘draws
attention to the experiential nature of observation and the observational
nature of experience. “Reality” is a fuzzy shimmer between these two move-
ments’ (Keenoy op. cit.: 18).

The implications for theorizing and methodological development
afforded by consideration of the holographic perspective may not yet
amount to a new paradigm. However, it does offer a counter to the initial
charges that may be laid at the door of HRD theory of conceptual frag-
mentation and theoretical vacuity. The methodological implications for
research design are immense and challenging. But that is a matter for
another paper, another time.

Conclusions and key learning points

At the start of this chapter we indicated three aims. First, to locate the
research presented throughout the text within the theoretical context
of HRD. Second, to examine underpinning research perspectives and
paradigms. Third, to provide an overview of the key issues raised in the
contributed chapters.

In our view these have been achieved. We offered a detailed analysis of
the theoretical context of HRD research by focusing initially on the philo-
sophical and conceptual dimensions. We argued that HRD has no dominant
paradigm, at least in the UK. There is no single lens for viewing HRD and
indeed there are many voices articulating particular perspectives. In relation
to our questions on the purpose of HRD we found that there is no consensus
over the conceptual-theoretical identity of HRD and related purpose. The
purpose is contingent upon both philosophical and theoretical perspec-
tives. Arguments on the theoretical foundations of HRD also constitute
the core of debates on its scope and boundaries.
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We also discussed at length the issues of the boundaries and parameters of
HRD where we argued that rather than seeking to stake a claim to particu-
lar territory, HRD should be looking to enhance its capability to theorize
on the basis of a solid research base.

We also addressed the language of HRD as central to advancing theory
and research. Such is the significance of the language of HRD that we
concluded that the distinction between rhetoric and reality in HRD is a
false one. This is a particular theme in a number of chapters. Finally,
in the theoretical overview we examined the empirical elusiveness and
locations of HRD and argued that both of these were intimately bound up
with the changing forms and designs of organizations and the need there-
fore for research in HRD to address these changes.

Throughout the first part of the chapter we drew ‘evidence’ from the
individual contributions. This was particularly helpful with respect to our
discussion of methodological issues.

The concluding section of the chapter focused on the holographic meta-
phor as a novel perspective on HRD. Our thinking in this regard is at an
early stage but we felt it provided the basis of a paradigm through which
HRD can be expressed as a transient phenomenon more difficult to explain
than understand. It is also seen as useful in developing new explanatory
models of what HRD ‘is’, ‘might be’, or ‘can be’.

Although there is no agreement on what HRD means, it can be re-
searched, practised and taught. Researching HRD is intended to portray the
diversity, contradictions and ambiguities of HRD as a medium to develop
understanding of the complexities of HRD, conceptually and in practice.
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2

DEFINING THE RESEARCH
QUESTION

On seizing the moment as
the research question emerges

Monica Lee

Aims and contribution

The ‘correct’ identification of one’s ‘research question’ and the judgement
as to whether or not one has effectively, comprehensively and skilfully
answered that question are central to the way in which our work, as re-
searchers, is measured. This applies to those in the higher echelons of the
research community and the neophyte research student alike — though the
grounds for the judgement might differ. The notion appears easy and many
a research student has been slickly told ‘do your literature review, find the
hole in the literature, find your question and then answer it’, irrespective of
their area of study and personal style. This approach does not do the super-
visor or the student any favours at all — the student is presented with an almost
impossible task, and the supervisor is perpetuating an unworkable myth.
My aim in this chapter is to delve below the superficial gloss to explore
the murky world of research questions . .. and I believe this is important
for several reasons. First, I would be quite pleased if it helped just one or
two research students realize that the task is difficult, but not impossible.
Second, as a supervisor I know how easy it is to become formulaic in my
approach and to forget the uniquely situated nature of each student’s
research, so I hope this chapter might serve to redress the balance a little
so that each student’s work crystallizes as an example of their own excel-
lence, rather than a merely satisfactory compromise of styles and custom.
Third, leading directly from the second, I also hope that this chapter
might serve as a call to foster the unique and innovative and to stretch
our research. The discipline of HRD is changing and growing, and our
approaches to research, and associated methodologies and methods also
need to develop in harmony with this. Finally, as HRD has learnt from
other disciplines, so, I suggest, other disciplines can learn from HRD, and
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I would like to see this chapter help percolate a more flexible approach to
research and ‘the research question’ to other areas of study.

In this chapter I loosely describe the hunt for the research question as
that of a wild animal, and, in view of my wider aims, talk about ‘research’
as a generic process rather than one specific to HRD. Throughout this
chapter I have inserted questions about research (though not ‘the research
question’) in order to counterpoint the search for the ‘right’ question
(after Rowan 1981).

Theoretical context

My choice of title for this chapter is deliberately obscure. Other possibil-
ities spring to mind: ‘how to identify a research question’, ‘finding the best
research question’, or, ‘the importance of the research question’ are just a
few. None of these, however, would have adequately indicated my stance
towards the ‘research question’. I appreciate how odd this might seem.
After all, this is a book on research in HRD and this chapter, placed early
in the book in this way, might be thought to establish the scene, to lay out
the process of research, starting in a clear linear fashion with the research
question. Emphasizing the notion, thereby, that the research question is
the thing that drives and informs the research. In one way, it is and does,
but in my opinion, it is a very odd beast, and it is often hard to catch, so
this chapter is really about hunting a wild and elusive animal.

Let us take up the hunt for the research question, then. In what terrain
is it found? In the hills or in the valleys? Well, sometimes people are given
them — they are employed to do a particular piece of research and answer
a particular question. Such people might well have to refine their question
(which involves a further hunt) but they do not have the flexibility that is
at one time both a great blessing as the researcher can follow their dream,
and a great trial . .. how does one capture the uncapturable? So, where
does the research question emerge?

Being (One’s engagement in a particular field)

Lfficiency questions

e Am I familiar with the field and its literature?

e Am I actually involved with the relevant data?

e Have I got appropriate qualifications for dealing with the relevant
matters?

¢ Do I have dependable work habits?

e Am I intelligent enough and intellectually tough enough?

Self and other questions
e Am I aware of my own motives?
¢ Am I questioning my involvement with the field?
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*  What relationship with others do I set up by my way of being?
¢ (Can I listen to others?

Political and power questions

e Am I aware of the social implications of my daily practice?

* Am I aware of the sources of the money which supports me?

* Am I aware of the social pressures which influence my actions?

e Am I sexist? Racist? Classist? Ageist?

¢ Do I see life in terms of domination and submission? Competition and
acclaim? Struggle for recognition?

* Am I aware of the patriarchal patterns which surround me?

Dialectical questions

* Do I look for the contradictions underlining daily experience?

¢ Do I take responsibility for my own life?

e Do I perceive the world in terms of conflicts and their resolution?
® Do I see the paradox of rhythm and the rhythm of paradox?

Legitimacy questions

¢ Is a client involved? If so, is there honesty or deception or lack of
communication between the client and me?

e  Who provides the problem? Who defines what the problem is? Who
owns the problem? Who legitimates the problem?

¢ Who is the client? And who is the real client?

Relevance questions

¢ Am I choosing a problem that is relevant to my life? My career? A
client? Ordinary people? Questioning patriarchy? The advancement of
science? A class of problems? My unconscious?

e What am I really trying to do?

Two research paradigms

I will suggest that ‘the research question’ is that one unique question
whose answer encapsulates the research such that ‘real’ research (by which
I mean the development of the understanding of the area and the search
for meaning within that) becomes the search for the ‘research question’. In
talking about the research question, therefore, I will spend quite a bit of
time talking about research because understanding the parameters of the
research is fundamental to our search for the question.

There appear to be two main basic beliefs or paradigms about how
research should be conducted. I am using the word ‘paradigm’ here as
something that

supplies a relatively complete set of investigative tools including

theory, methods and standards for evaluation in a coherent
Weltanschauung. This perspective then guides all of the scientist’s
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researches within the field. It also provides a convenient ‘map’
of the field in which one can discern the fundamental under-
pinnings of any theoretical stance (Kuhn 1969; Ritzer 1980; Burrell
and Morgan 1979).

(Gray 1996: 127)

I am not sure whether they really are different paradigms, and, as I suggest
later in this chapter, there are certainly some areas of similarity between
them. However, they do appear to operate via very different rules: in brief,
one is said to start with theory and then to validate this empirically via
carefully controlled inquiry, as was propounded as early as Mill’s Canon
of Induction in 1872, and is described in Reason (1981). I have illustrated
this in Figure 2.1.

Research Set null Logistics and N Data Data
question hypotheses | | management | | collection analysis

v
11

Theory Validation

A: Often known as ‘linear’, ‘traditional’, ‘positivist’, ‘quantitative’ or ‘scientific’ approach

Figure 2.1 Paradigm A: scientific approach to research

The second is said to start in the empirical world, and then to generate
theory, and is discussed in Flick (1998) and illustrated in Figure 2.2.

Both paradigms involve a ‘research question’, but the position and nature
of the ‘question’ differs considerably. In Paradigm A, which I shall call the
scientific approach (as it derives from the natural sciences and is a necessary
part of study in this area) experiments are designed by which the truth
of null hypotheses can be ascertained — and these are built from, or around,
the research question. The research question, therefore, is assumed to be
absolutely clearly stated and concisely worded before any experimentation
occurs. I say ‘experimentation’ deliberately, as this approach is normally
adopted in the realm of carefully designed and controlled experiments

| Generalization and evaluation of findings |

Research question

| Develop hypotheses |

collection Case interpretation

Sampling and ) ) .
triangulation collection Case interpretation

of data

Prejudgements
and assumptions

collection Case interpretation

Large and small cycles of comparison and interpretation

Figure 2.2 Paradigm B: phenomenological approach to research
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in which the ‘human factor’ is eliminated — or at least minimized as much
as possible.

By its nature, research into HRD involves people, and therefore we
could assume that there is no role for the scientific approach. This assump-
tion is likely to be wrong, at least in parts. Although strict experimental
method is often not used in HR research, the terminology and concepts
behind it remain valid for the ‘statistical’ approach in which people just
happen to be the objects that are being measured or sampled. This approach
assumes that there is a ‘normal’ population and that the more data that
are gathered the better the description, or the more valid the findings.
Hypotheses are established at the beginning (though in this case it is
positive hypotheses rather than null hypotheses) and they, and the clearly
established and controlled sampling methods, are directly linked to an
already established and clearly stated research question.

The shift from null hypothesis to positive hypothesis is much deeper
than might appear on first glance. For example, we could hypothesize that
all cats have tails. When we adopt a null hypothesis approach we are saying
that the hypothesis we will examine is that some cats do not have tails . . . so,
if we find any cats without tails then we know that the original hypothesis
is wrong . . . not all cats do have tails. However, if we do not find any no-
tailed cats, then we can only say that we do not know that somewhere,
undetected by us, there might be cats without tails. This approach offers
the absolute certainty that proving the null hypothesis disproves the original.

If we adopt a positive hypothesis, then we say that we have seen lots and
lots of cats and they all have tails so all cats must have tails. So — we can not
be absolutely certain that the hypothesis is really true. This is a confirma-
tory approach to life and is how most of us normally make assumptions
about life, but it does lead to the sort of apparent paradox highlighted in
The HitchHiker’s Guide to the Galaxy when Adams describes the population
of the universe as ‘none’, saying

It is known that there are an infinite number of worlds, simply
because there is an infinite amount of space for them to be in.
However, not every one of them is inhabited. Therefore there
must be a finite number of inhabited worlds. Any finite number
divided by infinity is as near nothing as makes no odds, so the
average population of all the planets in the Universe can be said
to be zero. From this it follows that the population of the whole
Universe is also zero, and that any people you may meet from
time to time are merely the products of a deranged imagination.

The ‘research questions’ in this approach are normally about things that
we wish to confirm, rather than disprove.

It might be that these sorts of confirmatory or disproving research ques-
tion are the beast we are searching for. But in both the scientific and the
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statistical approach, as I present it here, the question seems to pop out of
the hole, right in front of us, already formulated in a way that spawns
hypotheses and such that the methods of data gathering emanate directly
from the question. Such ease in identifying the question, however, is noth-
ing but an illusion created by the way in which the research is reported,
which I shall discuss in more detail towards the end of this chapter. Although
the research is conducted differently within the different approaches, and
although it is reported in very different ways, the processes of starting the
research (getting to the roots of it and bringing forth the question that
encapsulates this one, particular, research project) are very similar.

I shall call Paradigm B in Figure 2.2 the phenomenological approach to
emphasize that it focuses on the subjective, unusual, and unexpected
aspects of the world around us, as opposed to the normative aspects of the
scientific approach. Within this broad description there are a very wide
range of methodologies (critical incident, ethnography, action research,
etc.), but they are similar with regard to the hunt for the research question.
In An Introduction to Qualitative Research, Uwe Flick devotes several pages
to the research question, and notes that ‘almost no textbook dedicates a
separate chapter to this topic. In most subject indexes one looks for it
in vain’ (1998: 53). I would recommend this book for background reading,
but would question the view that

Research questions are like a door to the research field under
study. Whether empirical activities investigated produce answers
or not depends on the formulation of such questions. Also depend-
ant on this is the decision as to which methods are appropriate
and who (i.e. which persons, groups or institutions) or what (i.e.
what processes, activities, lifestyles) should be included in the study.
The essential criteria for evaluating research questions include
their soundness and clarity, but also whether they can be answered
in the framework of given and limited resources (time, money etc.).

(Ibid.)

My quibble with this is in the relationship described between the research
question and all the factors that emanate from it and are dependent upon
it. I agree that there are many factors involved, but does that single central
question that characterizes one particular, unique, research project really
come first and all other factors follow on? If the question is ‘wrong’ or
‘faulty’ is the project necessarily doomed? I have quite often come across
nice coherent research projects or project proposals that are great in
themselves, but have little to do with the ‘research question’ that they are
said to address. To date, I have always succeeded in resolving this with the
researcher by addressing the research question — re-working it to better
encapsulate the research.
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Two sorts of research question

It seems to me that in the phenomenological approach, as well as the
scientific, there are two sorts of research question. One that gets written
up neatly as if it were the precursor to the research, and the other that
messily and slowly emerges from primary (empirical) and secondary (liter-
ature etc.) data as the real ‘research’ (the making sense of the area) is
conducted. I will address these in reverse order, and talk about the coher-
ently described research question towards the end of this chapter, and
examine the nature of the emergent ‘fuzzy beastie’ in the next sections.
From this perspective the research question beast emerges from an in-
creasing understanding of the empirical evidence and is refined as the
research progresses. In some sense, the ‘research’ becomes the search for
the ‘research question’.

In describing research as the search for meaning I am taking a minimalist
view of research that does not really do justice to the world of research, to
this book, or indeed, to this chapter. Research is more than just looking
for meaning, it is also about managing and following through all the
logistics of data gathering, it is about slogging away late at night analysing
data, it is about writing and rewriting, and it is about exposing oneself,
via one’s research (that precious baby that has been nurtured for so long)
to the scrutiny of colleagues and the wider community, and it is about
trying not to be protective and remembering to say ‘thank you’ as they
start to criticize the infant. It is also about enthusiasm, determination, self-
development and career progression.

Thinking (refining the research problem)

Efficiency questions

e Can I marshal and collate information in such a way as to bring it to
focus on a problem?

¢ (Can I define and break down the problem into specific researchable

questions?

® Can I use creative imagination to think of interesting and usable
hypotheses?

¢  (Can I discriminate between more and less central or crucial hypotheses
to test?

e Can I use the library in an efficient way to gather existing data?
* Have I got the stamina to pursue what I want in the abstracts and
reprints?

Self and other questions

¢ Do I believe that I can be value-free?

* Do I separate research from the rest of my life?

® Do I have something to gain or lose from the outcome of the research,
in a direct, practical, personal way?

¢ Do I consult with others on a strict role basis?
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Do I focus on a specific question early, and spend the rest of the time
defending that selection?

If I disagree with others on a point, do I call for a vote?

Do I consult authorities to gain new knowledge or insight, or to back-up
what is being done already?

Political and power questions

Do I check on the political commitment of sources of information?
Am I aware of the social implications of certain lines of inquiry?
Do I refuse to be politically isolated in my work?

Do I take patriarchy for granted?

Do I draw attention to patriarchal patterns when I discover them?

Dialectical questions

Am I consistently adopting a reflexive approach — applying my concepts
to myself?

Am I looking for the reality beneath the appearances?

Am I looking for the major contradiction underlying my problem, as
opposed to the minor contradictions which might be easier to approach?

Legitimacy questions

Is information being fed in from an interested party?

Am I under pressure not to study certain problems?

Is certain information being refused or not made available?
Are certain lines of thought discouraged?

Relevance questions

Am I looking for the data about how my problem can work out in
practice?
How has application taken place? How will it take place?

Even so, I contend that the nub of the research, the central core, is about
trying to make sense of the world. It follows from this that seeking the
research question is largely about structuring this search for meaning. The
core of the research is built upon a background of thinking and reading,
of scouring the secondary data and of conducting ‘thought experiments’,
all leading to knowledge of the area. In the scientific approach much
of what I would call the ‘true’ research has already been done before
the empirical work is undertaken, during the designing and planning the
experiments, questionnaires, etc. In the phenomenological approach
the development of this core part of the research is a more obvious and
central part of the research project, such that under some models (e.g.

Empirical context

The search for meaning
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action research), the ‘object’ of the research becomes a participant who
is given the power to influence (or is even given co-ownership of) the
research question.

I am suggesting, therefore, that regardless of one’s research paradigm
the central core of research is about trying to make sense of the world,
and that the process of finding the ‘research question’ is the process of
structuring that search for meaning, such that it becomes a manageable
and achievable task. But...what do I mean by a search for meaning?
Meaning for whom? Is it just for me, the researcher, or is it a wider
meaning?

For research to be ‘recognized’ by the academic community it needs to
have meaning for that community, it needs to influence the community
and to move the discipline area forward. It is possible that a brilliant bit of
research is going to influence the field almost regardless of how it is
presented. However, the attention paid to most research relies on how
and where it is written, developed, contextualized or presented, how the
‘meaning’ in the research is developed for others. I shall come back to
this point later, because I think there is another aspect of research here
that is often ignored (sometimes to the serious detriment of the researcher
and the research).

Meaning for one’s self

I firmly believe that for most people the best research they do has a deep
meaning for themselves, it says something to them about their life. I find
that people are often attracted to a particular research area because of
questions they are asking of themselves or of their lives. Perhaps they are
trying to make sense of a circumstance that they find themselves in, perhaps
they are trying to understand or rationalize a particular experience, per-
haps trying to understand how their story fits within the range of human
experience. Such personal involvement with a particular research area, if
acknowledged and used, can be a tremendous help in the research pro-
cess. It is the spark that keeps the researcher going through the late nights
when the words have fled the lexicon — it is what keeps the research alive.

One of the problems with such personal involvement, however, is linked
to the difficulty of firstly acknowledging, and then using it. I imagine that
anyone who has ever supervised research students knows what it is like to
be presented with a research proposal, which if it were to be done pro-
perly, would be equivalent to at least six PhDs, but which contains within it,
somewhere, the one point — the single spark that encapsulates why that
particular topic means something to that individual. The only thing to do
is to sit down with the person and question, gradually pulling apart the
web until the spark is revealed and the personal focus acknowledged.
Obviously research can, and often is, conducted without this personal
realization, but it tends to be a relatively unrewarding hard slog. I have
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been lucky to have always worked within systems of qualification in which
students are allowed to change their topics or titles as their work and
focus develops. Indeed, I would see this change as a sign that someone
really is ‘researching’.

The second difficulty faced is in making use of this spark. It is almost
tautological to say that the more personal the research area the harder it
is to stand back from it and objectively make decisions about what is to be
researched, how it should be managed, and the interpretation of the
findings. Yet if the research question is to be captured, then such clarity is
necessary. Sometimes, therefore, however revealing investigation into a
particular area might be for an individual, the individual might be so close
to their work that they are unable to turn it into ‘research’.

Therefore, the first stage in structuring the meaning, that of hunting
the research question, is to start to establish how close one would like
one’s relationship to it to be. Too close and the question gets lost in the
morass of the personal; too distant and the question disappears into the
background of objectivity.

Project (planning the data gathering)

Efficiency questions

* Is a proper procedure in place so that all alternative possibilities are
accounted for?

e Is a proper experimental design established to insure that alternative
hypotheses are eliminated?

e Is the questioning procedure open when it needs to be open, and
closed to where it needs to be closed?

®  Are the questions phrased in the optimal manner?

® Are non-reactive methods used where possible?

Self and other questions

* Am I investing myself fully, and risking something personal?

e Am I setting up the project in a way that I really want?

®  Are my resources fully engaged in the research plan?

e Am I relating to others solely in terms of roles and rules?

e Is the research plan fixed and rigid, or flexible and abandonable?

Political and power questions

e What are the political implications of the research design?

e s the social context being taken into account?

* Does the set-up take patriarchy for granted?

®  Does the research design reinforce patterns of domination in any way?

Dialectical questions

* Does the project negate what was there before?

® Does the project aim at a new state of affairs, which does not exist now,
but which will exist then?
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® Is the research planned to allow for the maximum of serendipity — lucky
findings which were not anticipated?
¢ Is the impact of my own response accounted for in the research plan?

Legitimacy questions

e Is there pressure to have a particular type of project?

® Are limitations being imposed on who can be seen or involved?
* Are certain questions not being permitted?

® Is access restricted?

Relevance questions

®  Could the results of this activity be relevant to the client? The underdog?
My career? Social problems? Humanity?

e  Will it make a difference to my life? Will it bring world peace?

e  Will it matter a damn to anyone?

Methodological issues

Types of making sense

Part of this first stage of hunting the question, though perhaps moving
more into the second stage, is helped by becoming aware of different ways
of making sense. The precedents for this view are long and distinguished.
It is rooted in the ideas of Carl Jung (1964, 1971) and has, more recently,
been popularized by the Myers Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI). It is beyond
the remit of this chapter to go into the MBTI-based literature in any
depth, though see Briggs Myers (1987), Krebs Hirsh and Kummerow (1987)
for more detail.

Jung suggested that whilst everyone seeks to make sense of the world
around them, we do not all focus on the same things. He argued that
there are two main operations involved as we perceive our world, those of
gathering information and making decisions about what we have gathered.
He suggested that these two processes are independent of each other,
and that both are bi-polar, in that when gathering information people
prefer to focus either on the ‘here-and-now’ information from their senses,
or on the ‘what if’ information they ‘intuit’ from the possibilities and
patterns they see developing. Similarly, when deciding about the informa-
tion they have gathered, people prefer to make decisions based on objective
thinking, by analysing and weighing the alternatives from a wide perspective,
or to make decisions based on their feelings for each particular situation
in an individualized manner.

I have placed particular emphasis on the word ‘prefer’ in my descrip-
tion of Jung’s dimensions, as he was concerned to emphasize that any one
person was able to adopt either way of gathering information (sensing or
intuition) and deciding upon it (thinking or feeling), but they could only
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Figure 2.3 Four ways of seeing the world: the relationship between Jungian quartiles,
Mitroff and Kilmann’s four types of scientist and MBTI preferences
Source: Mitroff and Kilmann (1978)

adopt one approach at any one time, and thus built up and normally
demonstrated a preference over time. Jung’s theory, and the MBTI, are
about preference, rather than about typecasting people or about classify-
ing someone according to their ‘personality’. This means that, if we accept
Jung’s dimensions, we can say that different people might have different
preferred ways of researching, and that particular research projects might
entail, or be better conducted, by one style of making sense, rather than
another. The notions of preference and style carry with them the idea that
people can choose to change their approach, and can adopt different
approaches under different circumstances.

Other people have applied Jung’s theory to research style, but, as can
easily happen in a world that looks for certainties, a system based on
preference easily gets translated into one of fixed typology. For example,
Mitroff and Kilmann (1978) take these ideas and suggest that there are
four psychological types which represent ‘basic styles of thinking about
and doing science’. These four basic styles fit well with Jungian quartiles
and Myers Briggs, as can be seen in Figure 2.3.

Mitroff and Kilmann produced summary tables for each type, from
which I shall extract just a little of the information in order to give a
flavour of their work. As can be seen in Table 2.1, they have clearly and
uniquely categorized the different types of scientist. By this I mean that
their typology implies that a scientist can be in one group or another, and
that if a scientist is in one particular group then the characteristics of that
group describe those of that individual’s personality.

In other words, Mitroff and Kilmann adopt a positivistic, or Paradigm A
(above), approach to Jung’s typology. In contrast, I would suggest that the
same typology can be interpreted via Paradigm B, in which preference,
flexibility and lack of clear delineation come into play. In doing this, we
can keep the idea that different people prefer different ways of making
sense of the world, which are associated with different preferences for how
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Table 2.1 Summaries of types of scientist

Analytical scientist  Conceptual Conceptual Particular
theorist humanist humanist
Properties of Disinterested, Disinterested, Interested, free Interested,‘all-
the scientist  unbiased, unbiased, to admit and too-human’,
impersonal, impersonal, know his biased, poetic,
precise, expert, imaginative, biases, highly committed to
specialist, speculative, personal, the postulates
sceptical, exact, generalist, imaginative, of an action-
methodological  holistic speculative, oriented science
generalist,
holistic
Preferred Aristotelian, Dialectical Dialectical The ‘logic’ of
logic strict classical logics, behavioural the unique
logic, non- indeterminate logics and singular
dialectic and logics
indeterminate
Preferred Controlled Conceptual Conceptual The case
mode of inquiry as inquiry; inquiry; study; the
inquiry embodied in the treatment of  treatment of in-depth
classical concept  innovative innovative detailed study
of the concepts from concepts; of a particular
experiment multiple maximal individual
perspectives; co-operation
invention of between
new schemas  experimenter

and subject

Source: Adapted from Mitroff and Kilmann (op. cit.), as given in Reason (1981)

research ‘should’ be structured and conducted. We can also appreciated
that these preferences are linked to context and situation; they are situated
preferences rather than exclusive personality differences.

I'am certainly not denying that people do have different ways of working.
Indeed, I'd fully support this notion. For example, in my experience it is
much more important for a research student to find a supervisor whose way
of working they respect and can relate to, than one who is an ‘expert’ in
the field, though this does help a bit! I am, of course, adopting the Para-
digm B approach here in assuming that research, and thus one’s relation-
ship with one’s supervisor, is such a personal thing. I would argue that it is
very important for researchers to think about their preferred style and
preferred approach, and be able to justify them. Not only can the research
become nothing more than hard and boring work if one tries to find
meaning (researching) in a way that is alien to one’s preference, but the
end result can be less than convincing. It can be in these circumstances
that the identified research question says one thing, and the real question
(remaining hidden within the write-up of the research) says another.
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Making sense (analysing, understanding and evaluating what has happened)
Lfficiency questions?

Do I have knowledge of relevant software systems?

Can I recombine data in illuminating ways?

Have I an adequate knowledge of content analysis?

Are the most powerful statistical methods being used to maximize the
information which can be extracted from the data?

Self and other questions

Am I genuinely open to the experiences that I have gained in the
encounter?

Am I eager to get the results clear for my own sake, and for my own
illumination?

Can I get into the appropriate state of consciousness to let the data
make new patterns?

Are other people involved with the examination and processing of the
results?

Do colleagues involved in the data processing genuinely listen to one
another?

Are other people encouraged to make alternative sense of what has
occurred?

Political and power questions

What political interests are taken for granted in the categories being used?
Are any invidious analyses being made?

Am I being separated from other people by interested parties?

What political assumptions are hidden in the statistics?

Does the analysis make sexist, racist, classist, or ageist assumptions?
Does the process involve contemplation as well as analysis?

Is there emotional support for me during the process? How about sup-
port for other people?

Dialectical questions

Is there an assumption that just one answer is being sought?

Does the analysis bring out contradictions in a conscious way?

Are the possibilities of dialogue between other people and myself being
fully exploited?

Is the risk being taken of destroying all that emerged from the encounter?

Legitimacy questions

Is there pressure to analyse in a certain way?
Is it compulsory to use certain machinery or certain methods?
Are certain analyses discouraged?

Relevance questions

Am T analysing for relevance, or for show?
Is my analysis relevant to the people who took part?
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The research

Politics: a boggy terrain

I emphasize the situated nature of the hunt, because, just as if we were
seeking a strange beast across different environments and had to alter our
behaviour according to our environs, so the way in which we conduct our
search for meaning, and thus the meaning we find, is not, in my opinion
at least, absolute, pure and objective. Research, and the search for mean-
ing, is a political activity — and very few people have claimed that politics is
pure!

By this I mean that we each carry with us our own political bent, as do
the people, literature and events we refer to. We are political and our research
will reflect that. In addition, as researchers, we are inevitably engaged in
politics — it is only the very lucky few who can conduct research exactly as
they wish, with no constraints or compromises. For most of us there are a
whole web of factors that influence how we might conduct our research.
Some of these might be obvious. The heavy-handed research sponsor who
insists upon the right to influence all research done in their name is an
obvious candidate. Another candidate might be research that is influenced
by the accessed organization — who, for example, might decide (sometimes
at a very late stage) that they do not want data published that they see as
sensitive. Both of these have a direct impact on the research and the identi-
fication of the research question. For example, if the researcher needs to
be able to publish their research in order to obtain a job in academe, then
whilst having it kept under wraps for five years (as is possible for PhD
theses containing sensitive material) might earn the person a PhD, it
won’t enhance their career a great deal. In the same way, in order to
enhance their careers academics find themselves designing their research
in order to get it published in particular outlets or at particular times.

A similar situation can occur if someone is hoping to enhance their
career within their organization. Do they stick with their analysis and
publish research that is damming to their organization and is likely to get
them sacked? More subtly, do they adopt their much preferred qualitative
approach to their research, when it is clear that their organization only
values quantitative findings?

As well as being affected by politics, research is also a political tool. A
research design that involves close work with senior staff might well help
the researcher up the career ladder. A research topic that anticipates and
‘solves’ an area of organizational concern might well lead to a job and
team being created for the researcher. A smoothly written dissertation
that captures the imagination of the public might (when re-written) prove
the first step on the road to ‘guru’ hood, and so on.

Alongside the larger political issues of reputation, intent and access,
there are smaller (but no less troublesome) ones of resources and logistics.
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For example, I did my PhD just as I was starting a family; so much of
my empirical work was conducted carrying youngsters around with me.
Thus my choice of organization to visit was a compromise between the
needs of my inquiry and the (sometimes urgently stated) needs of my
offspring! Similarly, however much the researcher might think a longitu-
dinal study is needed to address a particular point — if the time-frame for
the research is short then the emerging research question must reflect
what is possible — not that which is desirable.
So where are we in our hunt for the research question?

Encounter (the empirical/primary data gathering part)

Lfficiency questions

e Is the experimental control being kept in the way intended?

e Is the questioning procedure being carried out in a uniform manner?
e Is the correct sample being contacted?

e Am I retaining my objectivity?

Self and other questions

e Am I open to my own feelings and body reactions?

e Am I prepared to express feelings in a genuine way?

e Am I prepared to stay with the experience wherever it leads? Can I
improvise?

e  Has a trusting relationship been built?

e Am I open to other people?

* Are the other people determining the situation, as much as I am?

®  Are roles being broken down?

Political and power questions

e s the social context being taken into account?

e Is the encounter such as to raise the other people’s power of self-
determination?

* Are the ‘back-home’ situations of the other people being taken into
account?

e Are patterns of control being eroded?

e Is there an assumption that everyone is heterosexual?

Dialectical questions

e Is conflict being encouraged and worked through?

e Am I fully engaged and committed to the process?

e s there an appreciation of the way in which quantity can transform into

quality?

Legitimacy questions

® Are there any restrictions placed on the actual interviews, observations,
or experiments?

e s the research stopped before completion?

® Are people suddenly changing the way they interact?
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Relevance questions

e s this work turning out in the practice to be relevant to the subject/
respondents/co-researchers? How does it actually affect them?

¢ Am I doing any good? Any harm?

The research

Review of the hunt

Research seems to be inextricably linked with questioning: ‘how does this
work?’; ‘why did that occur?’; ‘what would happen if I did this?’; and so
on. However, we talk of ‘the research question’ as fundamentally different
from the many questions that can spark ideas, inspire investigation, and
be associated with research in general.

I have suggested that ‘the research question’ is that one unique ques-
tion whose answer encapsulates the research such that ‘real’ research (by
which I mean the development of the understanding of the area and the
search for meaning within that) becomes the search for the ‘research ques-
tion’. In talking about the research question, therefore, I have spent quite
a bit of time talking about research because understanding the para-
meters of the research is fundamental to our search for the question.

I have likened the research question to a rare and elusive animal — one
that we know exists and is nearby but does not thrust itself into the lime-
light. Instead, it hides in the shadows and when it does emerge we need to
be ready and prepared — film in camera and alert to capture the moment.
This moment needs to be seized with both hands as it can slide past, and
instead of a sudden burst of clarity that pulls everything together and
provides a focus for sense making we are left with the feeling that we have
missed something. A realization that we are nearly there, but are faced
with the inertia of preformed plans that surround and slowly strangle the
life out of our insight.

I have likened it to an animal in order to emphasize the way in which it
does seem to have a life of its own, and the sense of clarity and achievement
that is gained on realizing that this particular question (whatever it is) is the
one. In my experience it is very rare to arrive at that final question quickly.
Normally many questions are considered and modified throughout the sense-
making process, and throughout this chapter I include lots of questions
(modified from Rowan op. cit.) that a researcher can ask of themselves
and of their research project. Thus, quite often, as I find in my own
research, the ‘research question’ only emerges in its final and succinct
form as the whole of the research is being written up — the act of writing
is often the final bait that entices the fuzzy beastie from its bolt-hole.

Interestingly, it is also this act of writing that creates the major illusion
that the question was clearly established at the ‘beginning’ of the research,
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and that all the ‘research’ was conducted as an inevitable response to that
question. Indeed, most research that is written up and published or sub-
mitted as part of Master’s degree dissertations or doctoral theses tell the
story as if this is exactly how the research was conducted; nice and clearly
linear and logical. To some extent, what the research question does is
provide a sense of inevitability about the way in which it must be answered.
It is stated in such a way that there can only be one way of addressing it, it
provides the feeling of legitimacy and appropriateness to the answer.

I assert that most people, however, who have ever done any research
know that this is not what really happens, or at least, it is not what happens
chronologically. Instead it is the acceptable face of research — the sanitized
version in which all the parts, the thinking, the reading, the activity and
the pain, are rearranged to make sense to the reader. Thus the research
continues to live and develop within the process of writing and rewriting.

The writing up of the research is more than just dissemination of one’s
ideas and findings. It is what characterizes research over and above ‘search-
ing for meaning’ for oneself. It is about influencing one’s peer group and
contributing to the debate. It has a purpose and a value that is directly
linked to the quality of the research and the research question.

Communication (formally communicating the research to others)

Efficiency questions

®  Are the results written up in a proper scientific form?

¢  Would the appropriate professional journal, such as Human Resource
Development International, publish them?

®  Are the results analysed in an objective way, which any outside observer
could check?

Self and other questions

¢  Can I make the results part of my own process of living?

¢ Can I risk myself to say that I am disappointed, upset, frustrated?

¢ Can I own up to the fact that it is my truth I am sharing, not necessarily
the truth?

e Can other people make the results part of their process of living?

e Are other people involved in the communication of the results?

e Have other people contributed all that they really want to the final
outcome?

Political and power questions

e Is the social effect of the information taken into account when passing
it on?

e If any information can be extracted, is it passed on to those who could
make the best use of it?

e Ifinformation is passed on, is it done in such a way as not to put down
those who receive it?

e s the information elaborated into curlicues of abstraction?
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Dialectical questions

¢ Do I appreciate communication is a two-way process?

¢ Do I try to establish a real relationship or with people before attempting
to communicate with them — and while communicating with them?

® Do I assume that communication has to be done with words?

* Do I appreciate the importance of readiness in communication?

¢ Do I appreciate the importance of resistance in communication, and
how it can be used to establish a relationship?

Legitimacy questions

e Is pressure being applied to publish only in a certain way? To omit
relevant material?

¢ To destroy some or all of the report? Is there censorship or falsification
of the final report?

Relevance questions

e  Will publication help others? My career? The political struggle?

e  Will publication change the world?

e  Will my work take social science forward?

¢  How will this research be seen by those whose opinions I respect most?
e Will all this help my self-belief?

Critical analysis

Retelling of the hunt and world domination! !

One of my teenage sons recently returned home from a three-day expedi-
tion with a couple of other lads, trekking with tents in the Lake District.
He returned wet through, very cold and covered in vomit, having been
sitting next to one of his friends at a bad moment on the return journey.
Despite this, he seemed quite happy, perhaps aided by writing the follow-
ing piece on the back of his map case.

This map guides me
Mentally and Physically
If I am guided physically I know
where I am; Others don’t:
This gives me knowledge over others;
Knowledge is Power: therefore
I have power over others:
If I am guided mentally I
Can exploit this power;
Others will do my bidding;
We will rule the world,;
Me and the map.
(Michael Lee 1999)
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Michael was writing about the sort of map that represents physical features
of the landscape by societally agreed symbols — one which anybody, if they
knew the coding, could read. He talks of the power associated with being
able to correctly interpret the signals, and possessing the map in the first
place. The power comes from capturing what is there, what exists, and in
making it his own. The structure of the geography and of the map provide
structure for the symbols used, hone the mental rigour required to work
with the symbols, and so guide the development of understanding. So
what has this to do with finding the research question?

The structure of the search for meaning is signalled by, and derives
from, the research question, whilst at the same time the need to identify
the question forces clarity into the account. The ‘quality’ ones stand out
in those accounts in which the question has been seized — regardless of
the approach, area, or intent, they are the ones that are well structured
and rigorous. By this I mean that they allow me, the reader, to know
where their argument is going, and why. Each paragraph addresses a
separate or discrete point, and each leads, one from to the other, to what
feels by the end of the text, like the ‘obvious’ conclusion.

As I read the text, the sensation is similar to walking in the country
beside someone who has the map and can read it expertly. The author(s)
are able to convince me, with the minimum of fuss, that they know the
countryside and where they are going, pointing out things of interest en
roule, with no getting lost, back-tracking, repetition. I feel safe in their
company, as they expertly translate the ‘real’ world into a pattern of symbols
and ideas that enhance my understanding of the area, steadily leading
me to an end point.

Mapping agreed structures

This is relatively simple under Paradigm A, above, which is predicated
upon a clearly defined view of the real world, agreed systems for symboliz-
ing or making sense of that world, and a reasonably clearly defined and
accepted way of reporting the sense-making. I started my academic life as
a cognitive/developmental psychologist — well versed in experimentation,
test theory, statistics and other ways of translating the ‘real world’ into
numerically based symbols. This is, of course, the predominant way of
interpreting the world (at least in the west) and it has its own mores and
language for reporting such interpretations.

To some extent adopting the scientific method facilitates the whole
process of researching and writing about it. There is an accepted struc-
ture, whether the outcome is an academic paper or a doctorate. The
research question can more easily be derived from previous ones, and
from the work of others. The appropriate structure is laid down in the
annals of custom, and ‘quality’, as discussed above, is the handmaiden of
conformity to the ideals. This seems to me to be an eminently sensible way
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of progressing if, and when, the underlying structure, the geography of
the place, is known and agreed and research is about better mapping.

In ‘real life’, however, as in Paradigm B, the metaphorical geography is not
always known and agreed. Occasionally most of the parts are known, but the
way in which they fit together, the overview, the larger structure, is a matter
for debate. Sometimes only a few parts are known, and the challenge is
to approximate the structure and map the parts in a way that best indicates
the larger structure. More disturbingly, sometimes the very act of mapping
changes the geography; the act of watching changes the group dynamics; the
act of researching changes the outcome, the act of writing changes the map.

Mapping contended structures

So, ‘map reading’ shifts from naming and labelling to influencing the being
and becoming; from capturing what is to creating what might be. There is
little pre-existing structure to lend certainty and few mores to lend the
essential patina of ‘quality’. The desire for quality remains the same, but it
is harder for author(s) to provide structure, rigour, relevance, clarity of pur-
pose and direction, and so on, when translating the ‘real world’ into lin-
guistically based symbols, particularly when there is no irrefutable agreement
about either the symbols or the underlying structure that they might represent.

Under these circumstances authors have to apply the trademarks of
‘quality’ to the creation of their structure, the process of drawing their
map, as well as to its contents. It is here that the development of the
research question comes into play. In my opinion quality research is that
which creates its own framework, and generates its own believable world.
In order to do this it needs to meet the reader half way, to give some
context to the reader so that he or she will agree to travel with the author.

Such context, of course, is not restricted to the content. It could be
about the process. Perhaps it says ‘I wish to take you blindfold along this
path, so you pay particular attention to the sounds and smells as we go,
and I shall explain it all as we finish’; or perhaps ‘X says that it is best to go
to the left, and T will try and take you to the right, but if you come with
me I will explain how they are both wrong, and why my path is best’; ‘walk
this way and I will help you understand what we see’, or even ‘Come with
me to the top of this hill, and I will describe all that is below’.

Conclusions and key learning points

I initially included ‘world domination’ in the title of the previous section
as a joking reference to Michael’s statement that with the guidance of the
map he will rule the world — but is this not what happens — conceptually,
if not physically? It is those who create the most persuasive structures, the
most believable maps of our existence, the most (politically?) correct
descriptions of our organizational lives that become the gurus. They are the
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people we wish to follow or walk beside as we travel, those who lead the
way whilst helping us go with them, the people who have strong influence
upon the area and who are recognized as ‘world experts’. It is their per-
suasiveness that makes us believe them, and it is this phenomenon that
moulds our understanding of ‘quality’.

Quality is also about caring for the reader on the journey, providing sign-
posts, allowing the reader to assess how far they have travelled and the
distance yet to go. It is about providing conceptual links that strengthen and
reinforce the believability of the structure and the ‘authority’ of the author.
Finally, it is about showing the path that has been travelled, the meaning
of the journey and, possibly, how the geography has been influenced by
the act of travelling. The persuasiveness of quality only comes about because
of the clarity and direction in the writing — those aspects that come from
and are helped by seizing the moment as the research question emerges.

I hope I have illustrated, therefore, that identifying the ‘right’ research
question is, indeed, central to ‘good’ research, but that it is not a formu-
laic process whereby one smoothly follows a set of apparently logical in-
structions and out pops the answer. Instead, the process is both complicated
and complex (by which I mean that the sum is greater than the parts, in
the Gestalt sense). The process is often made even harder by those who
promulgate the assumption that regardless of area of investigation or per-
sonal style or situation, it should be a straightforward matter of ‘stages’
and that those who do not fit into this pattern are failures.

A very common example of this can be found in a pattern derived from
the ‘hard’ sciences and applied to the other areas in the belief that it is
right — namely the system towards standardization in many universities by
which MPhil students are expected to do a literature review and from
that derive their research question and outline their proposed research
prior to being upgraded to PhD students. There obviously needs to be a
sieve by which those who are capable of doing PhDs are identified, but a
sieve of this form denies how ‘research’ actually happens; mitigates against
experimentation with alternative methods; limits the researchable areas;
and blankets development in the field.

Perhaps the most important point that I wish to emphasize from this is
that research is confusing, just as life is confusing, and that it is OK as a
researcher to be confused: the skill is not in ignoring the confusion and
pretending that the world is simple, but in taking that confusion and
working with it to present it in a form that is simpler, but still true to ‘life’.

Note

Parts of the penultimate sections of this chapter are modified from Lee (2000).

1 This was conducted as part of the Duke of Edinburgh Award Scheme, in which
teenagers/young adults have to fulfil four criteria, one of which is adventurous
and independent expeditions.
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PROBLEMS OF METHOD
IN HRD RESEARCH

Company-based lifelong learning and
‘longitudinality’

Jim McGoldrick, Graeme Martin and Judy Pate

Aims and contribution

In this chapter we aim to achieve two important contributions. First, we
aim to report on some aspects of current research work, which is focused
on lifelong learning, career development and the psychological contract
at work. The research discussed here is part of a larger body of work,
which has been going on over a considerable period of time (see Martin
and Riddell 1996; Martin and Beaumont 1999; Martin et al. 1999; Pate
et al. 1999 and Martin et al. 2000). This raises the second contribution,
which is to offer some reflections on the research process more generally
in the area of HRD. This is partly encapsulated by our concern to make
sense of a number of episodes of engagement with the same company
over a period of some eight or nine years and to critically reflect on our
findings from different times. We originally framed this around an idea of
‘reverse longitudinality’ to see if there was a pattern of any kind to our
findings. For example, we have noted above our interest in lifelong earning
and the psychological contract, which derives in part from consideration
of a fairly recent and current literature. For this chapter we could also easily
have chosen to discuss the issue of knowledge transfer and the psycholo-
gical contract. Similarly, we could also have focused on more HRM and
employee relations themes as we have data on all of these. However, we
are particularly interested to develop our understanding of the processes
of organizational change and to reflect on our long-term involvement with
the company and consider how our research themes help us to address
‘big’ questions such as understanding ‘success’ and ‘failure’. We will re-
turn to these points and discuss them more fully in our reflections on
methodology and the framing of research questions later in the chapter.

The context to our current work has two dimensions. First, the impact of
global competition, technological change and new models of organizational
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design have led to the increased incidence of corporate restructuring,
downsizing and employee displacement in Western economies. Second,
learning organizations and knowledge management have increasingly been
seen as an essential means of competing in such conditions (Scarborough,
Swan and Preston 1998). These developments have recently brought edu-
cation and training back on to the agenda and they have also influenced
governments to promote the principles of lifelong learning.

The specific contribution of our research is to explore the influence of
a long-standing company-based programme of lifelong learning on individuals’
careers, salaries and on the organizational pay-off as measured by more posi-
tive psychological contracts. In doing so, we hope to add to the debate on
whether such human or intellectual capital strategies yield significant returns
to employees and their employers. The company in question is subsidiary
of a major US multinational enterprise (MNE) and is a world leader in the
design and manufacture of financial services equipment. The programme,
called Education-for-All (EFA), has a broad and long-term focus on educa-
tion, qualifications and the accumulation of intellectual capital rather than
the short-term focus on competence and skills development. However, the
current strategic situation in the US-based corporation as a whole has focused
attention on the pay-off from investment in HRD and the accompanying
internal ‘soul-searching’ has provided the impetus for our investigation.

This chapter draws upon the findings of an earlier study (Martin, Pate and
McGoldrick 1999; Martin et al. 1999) and involves questionnaire data from
a cohort analysis of 114 participants who began the EFA programme in 1995.
We use these data to examine the career and salary movements of participants
and some of their perceptions of key aspects of their psychological contracts.

The chapter begins by establishing the theoretical context through a
review of some existing literature and evidence on whether training and
career development pays under current market conditions and career
expectations. This analysis is used to formulate four key questions related
to the impact of lifelong learning programmes. Following this we discuss
our methods and research design and briefly report some of our main
findings. Finally, we analyse and evaluate our data and analyse the limita-
tions of the work, and evaluate our contribution to theory and practice.

Theoretical context

The debate on lifelong learning, career development and
psychological contracts

There are two main schools of thought concerning the pay-oft of education
and training for employees and organizations under the new market and
organizational conditions of the 1990s and beyond. From the employees’
perspective, the problem has been constructed as one of a breakdown in
the ‘old deal’ of job security, a fair day’s pay and career development in
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Table 3.1 Past and present forms of psychological contract

Characteristic Past form Emergent form
Focus Security, continuity, loyalty  Exchange, future,
employability
Format Structured, predictable,
stable
Underlying basis Tradition, fairness, justice, =~ Market forces, saleable

Employer’s responsibilities

Employee’s responsibilities

Contractual relations

Career management

socio-economic class

Continuity, job security,
training, career prospects

Loyalty, attendance,
satisfactory performance,
compliance

Formalized, mostly via
collective bargaining

Organizational
responsibility, in-spiralling
careers planned and
facilitated through HR

abilities and skills, added
value

Perceived equity, reward
for added value

Entrepreneurship,
innovation, enacting
changes for improvement

Individual’s responsibility
to barter for their skills
internally or externally

Individual’s responsibility,
out-spiralling careers by
personal reskilling and
retraining

Source: Adapted from Hiltrop, J.M. (1995) ‘The changing psychological contract’, European
Management Journal, 13(8): 286-94. Copyright 1995 Elsevier Science. Reproduced with permission

return for loyalty, commitment and, at least, a fair day’s work (Guest 1998;
Herriot 1992; Hiltrop 1995). Instead, they are being offered a ‘new deal’
(see Table 3.1) involving less security but the chance to make themselves
more employable in the future.

From the perspective of organizations, the question concerning the
economic returns on education and training is often framed in terms of
measuring the contribution of returns on intangible assets versus tangible
assets. Recently, the contributions of resource-based theories of competi-
tion, learning organizations and knowledge management have converged
to provide a greater role for HRM and HRD in organizational success
(Scarborough, Swan and Preston 1998).

Two schools of thought

The ‘new deal’ literature

There is not the space to review the ‘new deal’ literature in full (for an
outline and critique see Herriot, Hirsh and Reilly 1998). However, part of
the argument is that whilst market and organizational change has occurred
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during the 1980s and 1990s in the UK (see Gallie e al. 1998) the organiza-
tional career philosophy has yet to catch up in all but the most ‘enlightened’
organizations which are attuned to current and future trends (Arthur and
Rousseau 1996; Rousseau and Arthur 1999). In its more extreme form,
this is sometimes referred to as the ‘end of career thesis’ or ‘boundaryless
career’, that is there is a new transactional contract or new deal of employ-
ability currently being offered by some employers. For example, Adamson,
Doherty and Viney (1998) have recently argued that ‘most organizations
are now talking not of opportunities for advancement and/or progression
but of opportunities to improve marketability and employability (p. 255).
They outlined key changes in career philosophy that were predicated on
the breakdown in long-term employer—employee relationships and future
time orientation of careers. Thus, they foresaw that career progression was
no longer likely to involve upward hierarchical movement in the one
organization but is more likely to involve lateral development. They argued
that, given the current economic and competitive climate, ‘from both the
organizational and individual perspective, it is no longer so apparent
how a logical, ordered and sequential career might evolve’ (p. 255). The
metaphors underlying much of this line of argument is of balancing
‘agency’ (individual and organizational freedom of choice) with ‘community’
(social relations) (Rousseau and Arthur 1999). It is also about ‘career lattices’
(Thomson et al. 2001) or ‘jungle gyms’ (Gunz, Jalland and Evans 1998) in
which individuals scramble over ‘upwards, sideways, downwards, diagonal,
or in any direction that the jungle gym allows’ (p. 22).

Echoing Handy’s (1989) comment that lifetime employment represents
‘bad economics and bad morals’, much the same argument has been put
forward by Cappelli (1997, 1998) in the US. He has argued that the ‘old
deal’ and the recent attempts by some well-known US firms to recapture
its features was in complete denial of the current market situation in the
post-Business Process Re-engineering (BPR) era. This strategy, at least
according to Cappelli, was unlikely to succeed and may even result in
companies, particularly those which operate in knowledge-based indus-
tries, losing out in competitive labour markets. A common theme in these
works is of employees’ requirements to display ‘career resilience’ and to
participate in the management of their careers by taking greater respons-
ibility for their learning (Thomson et al. 2001). For example, Hall and
Moss (1998) have argued that the myth of old style organizational career
contracts in the US is dead (and, in effect only applied to about 5 per cent
of the workforce). Instead, they offer the concept of the ‘protean career’
(see Table 3.2) in which

the person, not the organisation, is managing. It consists of all of
the person’s varied experiences in education, training, working
in several organisations, changes in occupational field, etc. The
protean person’s own personal career choices and the search for
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self-fulfilment are the unifying or integrating elements in his or
her life. The criterion of success is internal (psychological success)
not external.

(p- 25)

Whilst some of these arguments may have their attraction we need also
to ask what UK evidence exists to support them? In a recent large-scale
survey, Gallie et al. (1998) pointed to some paradoxical findings. On the
one hand there is clear evidence that employers have been investing in
training and development over the last five years, that employees per-
ceived that their jobs required more skills and that they have received
more training than five years ago. This finding was particularly connected
with the widespread adoption of new technologies (p. 292). On the other
hand, one of the most notable of their findings was that employees were
less likely to believe that their future careers lay in their current organiza-
tions, especially given the evidence of delayering and lack of career pro-
motional prospects in their organizations. A more contextualized account
of careers by Gunz, Jalland and Evans (1998) has identified from case-
study evidence that different kinds of career logic and patterns can be
found in different situations. Such conclusions implying key sectoral and

Table 3.2 The protean career contract

The career is managed by the The ingredients for success change from:

erson, not the organization
p ’ g e  know how to learn how

®  job security to employability

®  organizational career to protean
careers, and

¢ from ‘work self’ to ‘whole self’

The career is a lifelong series of The organization provides:
experiences, skills, learning,
transitions and identity changes
(career age not chronological age
counts)

¢ challenging assignments
¢ developmental relations, information
and other development resources

Development is: The goal is psychological success

o continuous

e gself directed

e relational, and

e found in work challenges

but is not necessarily

e  formal training
® retraining, or
e upward mobility

Source: Hall, D.T. and Moss, J.E. (1998) ‘The new protean career contract’, Organisa-
tional Dynamics, Winter, 22-37. Copyright 1998 Elsevier Science. Reproduced with permission
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occupational differences have drawn further support, for it would appear
that specific sectors of employment and industries have changed more
than others in career patterns and in psychological contracts. Thus for
example, young male workers have been particularly hard hit (Gallie et al.
1998), whereas the financial sector has been at the forefront of this so-
called ‘enlightened employer’ approach. Rajan (1997) offered evidence
from a survey of the financial services sector that 60 per cent of organ-
izations in his sample claimed to have replaced traditional security by
a policy of employability (at least to some extent) over the last three
years. Furthermore, the study of managers’ development by Thomson et al.
(2001) found some evidence of career resilient behaviour among indi-
vidual managers and firms, predicted in large part by the level of qualifica-
tions of managers (AMBA graduates) and whether the firms had policies
on management development. Finally, a representative study of 1,000
employees by Guest and Conway (1997) offered a more mildly optimistic
conclusion concerning careers since 55 per cent of respondents believed
that their organizations broadly kept their ‘promises’ about careers and
70 per cent believed that ‘promises’ on job security remained intact.

Investment in HRD and careers pays

Alongside the more apocalyptic predictions of the new deal (which,
admittedly, have received some empirical support), there has been an
upsurge in studies investigating the relationship between high performance
work practices, including investment in HRD, and positive organizational
outcomes in the US and UK (Huselid 1995; Pfeffer 1994; Purcell et al.
2000). Although the HRM literature draws on various sources for its pre-
dictions, the strongest theoretical justifications for such a connection lie
in four main areas. First, in resource-based theories of firm, in which
competitiveness is seen to be based on control of unique and inimitable
resources such as knowledge and intellectual capital (Bartlett and Ghoshal
1993; Mintzberg, Ahlstrand and Lampel 1998; Pfeffer 1994). Second, in
the learning organization literature (Easterby-Smith 1997; Senge 1990;
see also the special edition of Organisational Dynamics, Autumn, 1998 on
Organisational Learning Revisited). Third, in the knowledge management
literature (Nonaka and Takeuchi 1995; Scarborough, Swan and Preston
1998). Fourth, in the recent work on the links between HR policies and
positive psychological contracts or ‘balanced’ employer—employee relation-
ships (Guest and Conway 1997; Guest 1998; Tsui et al. 1997). Although
these bodies of literature varied in the emphasis they placed on HRD,
a common theme was the positive relationship between investment in
HRD, careers and knowledge creation on the one hand and competitive
success on the other hand, especially in knowledge-based companies.
The empirical evidence confirming HRD as a significant driver of change
and high performance, however, is a little patchy. From a practitioner
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perspective, case-study and anecdotal evidence has hinted at enormous
returns on HRD investment, when it has actually been measured (Pfeffer
1994; Torraco 1999). Paradoxically, however, not many organizations have
attempted to measure the returns on HRD and even organizations such as
Motorola admit to having no systematic evaluation of their training (Pfeffer
and Veiga 1999). However, there is some evidence available to suggest
that there is a link between an expectation of promotion or improved
remuneration as a result of participation in some form of organized learn-
ing. Thomson et al. (2001) have been more positive about the individual
returns on management development, pointing to a 40 per cent differen-
tial between MBA qualified managers and non-MBA qualified managers.
However, and leaving aside the problems of measurement and causality in
such research, they have noted that this differential only accrued to those
managers who gained their qualification and then left their jobs for an-
other employer. The pay-off for those managers who qualified and then
chose to remain with their employers appeared to be much lower and in
the region of 10 per cent. With respect to blue collar workers, Gallie et al.
(1998) have pointed out that little is known about the impact of HRM and
HRD on employees’ experience of work, such as job satisfaction, motiva-
tion and commitment. On the other hand, in the same study, employees
reported receiving more training and such upgrading in skills appeared to
be linked to reports of higher earnings among these employees.

The research is more positive concerning the pay-off for firms. For
example, in one of the few studies to attempt to operationalize ‘hard’
indicators, Winterton and Winterton (1997) found a significant relation-
ship between adoption of the MCI management standards, personal develop-
ment and individual and business performance. In terms of ‘soft’
indicators, case-study evidence has demonstrated positive links between
training and improved organizational climate (Cannon 1995) and culture
(Mabey and Mallory 1994). Finally, in connection with employer pay-off,
the notion of positive psychological contracts has become fashionable as a
measure of HR success (see the special issue of the Journal of Organisational
Behaviour, vol. 19 for an excellent review and discussion of the value of
psychological contracts). For example, Guest and Conway (1997) and Guest
(1998) have built a theory around the relationship between the causes, con-
tent and consequences of the psychological contract (see Table 3.3). In
this model employees’ perceptions of fair treatment, trust in their employers
and of delivery of what was promised (including career development)
were deemed to have significant consequences for organizational commit-
ment, job satisfaction, organizational citizenship and effort. Although not
using the language of psychological contracts, one of the best studies that
could be treated as an indirect test of this theory was of the relationship
between career development, training and job security and key organiza-
tional outcomes by Tsui et al. (1997). These researchers found that one
particular form of balanced organization—employee relationship (in the
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Table 3.3 A model of the psychological contract

Causes Content Consequences
Organizational culture/climate Job satisfaction
Human resource policies and Fairness Organizational

practices commitment
Expectations of job security Sense of security
Experience of redundancy —  Trust —  Employment relations
Chances of alternative Motivation

employment
Involvement climate Delivery of Organizational citizenship

the ‘deal’ Absence

Intention to quit

Source: Adapted from Guest, D.E. (1998) ‘Is the psychological contract worth taking seriously?’,
Journal of Organisational Behaviour, 19: 649-64. Copyright 1998 John Wiley and Sons Limited.
Reproduced with permission

sense that both parties understood and accepted their obligations) appeared
to be superior to other possible configurations of balanced and unbalanced
relationships. This superior form was of ‘mutual investment’, in which
a commitment to HRD and job security was associated with greater organ-
izational citizenship behaviour, higher levels of affective commitment and
employee performance.

In conclusion, there are at least two views on the potential for encour-
aging firms to invest in HRD investment strategies based on lifelong learn-
ing programmes. The first view is that traditional investment in HRD and
old style careers may be inconsistent with current market realities, the
adjusted expectations of employers, and the new protean careers of
employees in many industries, particularly involving high technology or
‘high velocity environments’ (Eisenhardt 1989). The second view is that
HRD, particularly when coupled with high levels of job security and promises
of career development that are actually delivered, pays off in positive psycho-
logical contracts and key organizational outcomes. This is especially likely
to be so in knowledge-based organizations (Kamoche and Mueller 1998).
However, the returns to individuals, at least as measured by salary improve-
ments, is less certain and may be related more to market circumstances
and moves within the external labour market.

Framing the research questions

Drawing from the above analysis, we are able to formulate some key questions
that we use to interrogate and evaluate our case-study data. The outcomes of
which have significant implications for companies investing in programmes
of lifelong learning, for employees participating in such programmes and
for the universities and colleges providing input into these programmes.
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Question 1. To what extent has participation in the programme of
lifelong learning (EFA) had a positive influence on employees’
career perceptions and internal career moves?

The literature on psychological contracts would suggest a positive influence,
where perceived ‘promises’ have been delivered and where expectations
of psychological growth, career moves and/or salary enhancement have
been met.

Question 2. What were employee expectations concerning career
orientations, especially in the context of decreased job security
in the organisation, and what evidence was there of
the protean career contract?

We were interested to see if there was evidence that employees were more
concerned to manage their career, learn how to become more employ-
able, seek psychological growth rather than external success and be less
concerned with organizational careers and work self.

Question 3. To what extent was participation in the lifelong learning
programme (EFA) associated with positive perceptions of salary
enhancement and with a differential between participants and

non-participants?

The evidence on the returns to individuals from lifelong learning points
to small or negative returns. Thus we might expect to find no participant/
non-participant differential. This is particularly likely in a situation where
employees have to invest significant amounts of time in their learning, thus
‘crowding out’ alternative career-enhancing behaviour in the internal labour
market. On the other hand, the literature on protean careers and on
psychological contracts suggests that salary will be less of an issue but only
become important where perceptions of promises have not been met.

Question 4. To what extent did the existence of the programme and/or
participation in it have a positive influence on employee perceptions of
their psychological contracts, as measured by their perceptions of the
content of the contract and the consequences of the contract?

One the one hand, because all employees were likely to perceive this as part
of a mutual investment relationship in which everyone has had the chance
to participate, we might expect to find no differences between participants
and non-participants in their perceptions of their psychological contracts.
On the other hand, positive psychological contracts were likely to be
recursively related to participation on the EFA programme, in other words,
the explanas might have been influenced by the explanadum and vice versa.
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Table 3.4 The key principles of lifelong learning

1 A continuous and wide-ranging commitment to learning for all employees

2 Ensuring that education and training become a normal and accessible
aspect of all employees’ careers

3 Placing employees at the centre of the learning process

Source: Adapted from Rainbird (1998)

Empirical context

The case of NCR (Dundee) and Education-for-All

The case study is of NCR (Dundee), a Scottish subsidiary of a major US-
owned MNE. The Dundee plant is a world leader in the design and manu-
facture of automatic teller machines (ATMs) and has won a number of
awards for its exporting and manufacturing performance (Wheatley and
New 1997). In the early 1990s, the Scottish plant’s senior management
began Education-for-All to produce significant organizational change and
achieve the Dundee company’s strategic objectives of growth through con-
tinuous innovation, customer-focus and cost-competitiveness.

The EFA programme, which has been in operation for nine years,
embodies the principles of lifelong learning set out in Table 3.4. EFA has
committed the company to learning for all employees with a broad focus
on education rather than training in skills development for a selected few.
Education has been made available through easy access to well-stocked
flexible-learning centres in the company and through close links with
local universities and colleges. The company has encouraged self develop-
ment through a well-developed career management system and courses in
career development for employees, by paying the fees for any education
course broadly related to the company’s business and by giving employees
time off work to undertake such courses.

The take-up on courses has been impressive with participation in educa-
tion courses rising from 9 per cent of all employees in 1991 to 20 per cent
in 1998. Such courses have included an introductory electronics certificate
for all shopfloor staff, an extensive engineering degree programme designed
to upgrade technicians, participation in a consortium masters programme
and support for doctoral programmes.

The context for change in psychological contracts

After a decade of mass redundancies during the 1970s, the NCR plant
has experienced nearly twenty years of growth in sales and profits largely
associated with the market for ATMs. From the mid-1980s onwards, with
the exception of only a few years, it has been the global market leader in
the design, development and production of ATMs.
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At the same time as investing in employees through EFA, NCR have
been one of the reducing number of firms that have traditionally attempted
to maintain long-term, high-trust relationships with employees through
committing themselves to job security (Martin and Riddell 1996; Tayeb
1998). Currently, the Dundee plant employs some 1,500 managers, design
and development engineers and assembly workers. In 1997, however, a
change in corporate direction towards a ‘solutions’ strategy resulted in
significant outsourcing and in the recent sale of world-wide manufacturing
facilities. These changes have had a clear impact on the Dundee plant,
which remains one of the few integrated design and manufacturing opera-
tions in the NCR Corporation, and on the EFA programme. Following
these changes in strategy a general air of uncertainty has pervaded the
plant. Moreover, for the first time since 1980 and despite record sales,
order books and production, 200 redundancies out of a total head count
of 1,500 employees were announced in March 1998 following decisions to
outsource aspects of production in Dundee. One of our main arguments
in this chapter is that EFA has had a positive influence on psychological
contracts in the plant. However, our previous research (Martin, Pate
and McGoldrick 1999) suggested that the recent changes in job security,
acting as a potential trigger of psychological contract breach, may have
affected employee perceptions of the EFA to create a new ‘transactional
contract’.

Methodological issues

In the introduction to this chapter we indicated an interest in exploring
some of the broader problems of method in HRD research. All researchers
to varying degrees operate on the basis of a personal or shared worldview
of where their research fits into a specific body of theory and a more
general body of knowledge. We indicated our interests at the start of this
chapter and particularly our concern with what we have called ‘reverse
longitudinality’.

Longitudinal research in organizations in recent years has been prim-
arily concerned with analysing the process of change (Pettigrew 1990; Van
de Ven and Huber 1990). In particular, longitudinal research systemat-
ically studies the process of change over discrete periods of time. A set of
research questions are generated, a mode of data gathering decided, analysis
undertaken and then repeated at different points of time. This is perhaps
an oversimplified description of the process but it captures the essence.
The great strength of this approach lies in the design of the original
research questions and the ability to negotiate access to organizations for
times in the future.

Our research is also longitudinal but in a slightly different way. Our work
involves an analysis of a set of common themes over a number of ‘research
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episodes’. The common themes in our work are the psychological contract
and company-based lifelong learning but specific research questions emerge
from our particular analysis of other research and literature and reflect
concerns with other issues that run alongside the core themes. So the
difference between our research and classic longitudinal research in organ-
izations is that our research questions themselves change, adapt and
are modified with each episode of involvement with the company. Thus
whilst we can track the processes of change over time, we do not do so in
a linearway. In this chapter, our focus is on career development but other extant
work we are involved with focuses on issues of knowledge transfer and process
epistemology. The commonality of our work lies in our methods. These in
turn are influenced by a number of contingency factors not least the exigen-
cies of having access to the organization and maintaining good working
relationships with our ‘client’. We have the freedom to pursue our own
research interests but have an obligation to provide useful knowledge for
the company. Therefore, our model, which we might describe as ‘negotiated
freedom’, is not pure as judged by the strictures of ‘proper’ field research
but rather is flexible and adaptable and we would argue successful.

Later in the chapter, we describe specific data gathering and method
analysis that we adopt. These are fairly conventional, using a question-
naire supported by interviews and documentary analysis where appropri-
ate. However, in line with aims of this book, these also reflect philosophically
informed choices. In 1979, Burrell and Morgan popularized the dichotomy
in organizational research between positivist and subjectivist approaches,
which still exist. We, however, are attracted to what Bryman and Burgess
(1995) call ‘methodological pragmatism’. Our position could perhaps be
described as being akin to post-positivism (Trochim 1999) in that we acknow-
ledge the blurring of what were once distinct and opposed epistemo-
logies. This blurring of epistemological boundaries can lead to a perspective
closer to critical realism (Sayer 2000) whereby, whilst we embrace elements
of post-positivism, we are concerned to acknowledge the importance attached
to interpretation and understanding. We are also particularly sympathetic
to the critical realists’ concern with meaning.

Another area of potential criticism of our work and with several other
chapters in this volume concerns the limits of a case-study approach. These
arguments are well rehearsed (Yin 1994). We fully acknowledge the limit
of generalizability of our work but the case-study method, allied to a critical
realist perspective on research, yields a depth and richness of texture to
balance this. Our work in NCR addresses issues of validity and rigour
through multiple evidence sources, variations on research themes and
variations in methods and techniques. We are comfortable that this provides
a workable and realistic approach to triangulation. In this sense we share
the perspective of writers such as Dawson (1994) on the contingent nature
of organizational research and acknowledge the processual dimension of
the research itself.
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Data collection — survey and sampling method

Notwithstanding the larger problems of process epistemology and philosoph-
ical positions, our work exemplifies the methodological pragmatism dictated
by prosaic issues such as funding, negotiating access and maintaining a work-
ing relationship that permits ongoing access to the company. The specific
data used for this chapter was collected over the period May — July 1999
and is drawn from a survey of a cohort of employees who participated in at
least one EFA course beginning in 1995. The data from this survey has been
compared with a matched sample of employees who undertook no EFA
course during the period to provide benchmarks for career movements,
salary differentials and perceptions of psychological contracts. This control
group were matched as closely as possible for age, grade and department.

The cohort of participants who were surveyed numbered 114 and exactly
the same number was surveyed in the control group. These people com-
pleted self-report questionnaires during group sessions that were arranged
in working time, individual ‘drop-in sessions’ for those who could not make
the groups sessions and, finally, e-mailed questionnaires to the remainder.
This three-pronged approach resulted in response rates of 63 per cent
and 55 per cent for the EFA group and control group respectively.

The characteristics of the EFA respondents (hereafter referred to as the
‘sample’) and the control group respondents (‘control group’) were very
close in gender and in age. Educationally, as might be expected, the
control group had a greater preponderance of people with only school
qualifications, whilst people with HNDs and postgraduate qualifications
were much more evident in the sample. However, the two groups were
closely matched in terms of first degree level qualifications.

The research

Results

It is not our intention to report the detailed findings of the research, but
rather to analyse some of our key findings in relation to the four research
questions derived from the review of the literature and other research.

Question 1. To what extent has participation in the programme of
lifelong learning (EIFA) had a positive influence on employees’ career
perceptions and internal career moves?

In relation to our first research question we found some interesting re-
sults concerning career perceptions. For example, participants reported
undertaking EFA primarily for career development with personal satisfaction
and improved earning potential ranked second and third respectively.
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Interestingly, we found that improving work performance as a prime reason
for undertaking EFA ranked low from participants.

We also found that in responses to questions concerning the impact of
EFA on subsequent career development, that EFA was perceived as having
a significant impact on participants’ subjective assessments of career develop-
ment and an even greater one on their job performance. These data are
all the more impressive since the company was not perceived to have fully
put into practice its rhetoric on career development. Some 60 per cent
of the sample group and 57 per cent of the control group had claimed
not to have had a career development interview over the past two years,
even though it was company policy for most of those surveyed. Also two
thirds of the sample claimed their managers took only a little or no inter-
est in their studies. One further point of note, however, to which we shall
return later in the discussion, is that 48 per cent of respondents claimed
that EFA had influenced their expectations of career development that as
yet had not been met.

With respect to internal career movements we found that the career
pattern in NCR did not correspond with the ‘end of career’ thesis dis-
cussed above. The data on job change showed that 54 per cent of the
sample group had changed jobs at least once since 1995 and more than
half of these reported vertical promotion in their existing or new depart-
ment. The pattern of job changes was of a ‘contractor’ type (Gunz, Jalland
and Evans 1998) in which employees appear to build themselves careers
based on a variety of experiences and by working in a number of different
departments.

However, we also found that vertical promotion involving salary increases
were the most common form of job movement for the sample who re-
ported job changes since undertaking their first EFA course. There were
significant differences between the sample and control group in the pat-
tern of changes with the sample group significantly more likely to report
vertical promotion for any job change, especially to a new department.

Question 2. What were employee expectations concerning career
orientations, especially in the context of decreased job security
in the organisation, and what evidence was there of
the protean career contract?

In relation to the second research question, a number of other questions
emerged concerning the career orientations and motivations of people
undertaking lifelong learning. Did they see the old deal as dead and was
their career contract essentially with themselves and their work (Hall and
Moss 1998)? Was there any evidence that employees were more concerned
to manage their career, learn how to become more employable, seek psycho-
logical growth rather than external success and be less concerned with
organizational careers and work self? If so, what are the implications for
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the employer and was there any evidence that they were less organization-
ally oriented in career terms than the control group?

Whilst we had not set out to provide a direct test of these questions, we
have sufficient data to suggest that there was some evidence of protean
career contracts, although these data also provide some inconsistency over
what is claimed and actual career patterns. The first point worth making
is that the fact that these people had chosen to invest time and effort
in education, perhaps knowingly sacrificing short-term career gain and
incurring significant family costs. This may suggest that success for such
individuals is measured in terms of learning how rather than learning what
and also in terms of psychological success rather than material or external
success. Moreover, the reported reasons for undertaking EFA courses sup-
port such a conclusion, with career development and personal satisfaction
ranking much more highly that other reasons, including salary or promo-
tion. In further indirect evidence, the sample group ranked knowledge of
theory and interpersonal skills (‘learning how’) much higher than the
technical skills (‘learning what’) as the most useful learning that they
derived from their courses.

A second point concerns perceptions of who was mainly responsible for
career development and whether there was a change towards individuals
accepting responsibility. There was little perception of shared responsibil-
ity (19 per cent) with an overwhelming 81 per cent of the sample claiming
that the way in which the career development system worked in the com-
pany meant that they themselves had the responsibility for managing their
own careers.

The third point, concerning promotion as a criterion for success, was
not seen as a major reason for undertaking an EFA course. Moreover, it is
clear that the sample group had experienced and presumably sought lat-
eral and vertical job changes, as predicted by the protean career concept.
However, it is also evident that, despite claiming promotion was not a
major issue, the sample group had experienced significantly more vertical
movement than the control group.

A fourth point concerns employability. Although we did not ask ques-
tions in the survey on job security, we know from previous work in the
company and from group discussions with the sample group, that most
employees perceived that they were less secure than previously in their
jobs. Given the recent memories of redundancy, this may not be surpris-
ing. We also found that for the first two job changes at least, the sample
group were significantly more likely to report that employability (internal
and external) had been a more significant consequence of the change
than salary. It appears that perceptions of a significant increase in salary
resulted from the third job change or beyond. It is also at the third job
change or beyond that any significant difference can be found between
the sample and control group in reports of greater internal or external
employability.
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Employees’ perception of the organization’s management of the new
career contract was also considered. Employees believed that the main
reason that the company engaged in EFA was to ‘improve the knowledge
and skills of its workforce’ (followed a long way behind by ‘improving
performance’). This indicates a genuine belief in the long-term outlook of
company policy and in providing development opportunities. The data on
career moves, for the sample and control group, indicates that the organ-
ization provided developmental opportunities for all with 54 per cent and
74 per cent respectively having changed jobs at least once since 1995. The
data on boredom, job variety and job satisfaction seems to indicate relat-
ively high levels of challenging assignments, with the sample group sig-
nificantly less likely to report boredom being the only difference between
the two groups.

The organization’s managers, however, seem to be perceived as having
provided mixed support to EFA participants. Both groups claimed that
their managers placed a great deal of value on education and encouraged
them to take the courses, whilst 66 per cent of those on EFA claimed that
their managers took little or no interest in their progress on their studies.
The provision of the learning centre was not seen to be a particularly
significant resource with less than a fifth of the sample agreeing that it
had been a big help in their learning.

Question 3. To what extent was participation in the lifelong learning
programme (EFA) associated with positive perceptions of salary
enhancement and with a differential between participants and

non-participants?

In response to our third research question there are two points to note at
the outset. First, as we recorded earlier, salary improvement was not a
major factor in encouraging the sample to undertake EFA; furthermore
we have established that the sample exhibited many of the characteristics
of protean career contracts, in which psychological growth was paramount.
Second, however, there is a notorious unreliability in the reporting of
salary increases. In this study, for example, there was no significant rela-
tionship between the number of reported increases in salary bands since
1994 and individuals reporting significant increases in salary as a result of
these job changes. Third, there is no obvious causal connection between
participating in EFA and job moves; indeed, the control group was more
likely to report job changes although these were more likely to be lateral
rather than vertical.

Our analysis suggests that it was not until the third job change and
beyond that the small number of participants (approximately 10 per cent
of the sample) reported receiving significantly different salary increases
from the control group. Whilst the majority indicated improvements in
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salary of some kind, there were no significant differences in reported
increases between the sample against the control.

Question 4. To what extent did the existence of the programme and/or
participation in it have a positive influence on employee perceptions of
their psychological contracts, as measured by their perceptions of the
content of the contract and the consequences of the contract?

In relation to our final research question there are two possible findings
that we might expect. The first is that since EFA is open to all, awareness
of the programme and awareness of high participation rates and the con-
tinuation of the programme would have positive effects on all psycholo-
gical contracts of the kinds identified by Tsui et al. (1997). This would be
likely to result in little or no differences between the sample and control
groups. The second possibility is of a recursive relationship in which parti-
cipation in EFA and positive psychological contracts are mutually related
and reinforcing. If this were to hold, then we might expect to find signi-
ficant differences in how the sample and control group perceived their
employer in terms of overall fairness and trustworthiness. It may also have
shown in their psychological contracts, in terms of factors such as per-
ceptions of career development and fair rewards. It may also have been
expressed through a judgement of whether what was perceived to have been
promised in these areas had been delivered (Guest 1998).

In relation to perceived ‘promises’ made on career development, the
results were generally positive. For even within the control group, 63 per
cent who had not taken a course, reported that they would do so in the
future. Moreover, everyone in the control group was aware of EFA. They
generally accounted for their lack of participation in the programme to
date in terms of factors over which they had a degree of choice, such as
‘other commitments’ (24 per cent). However, since ‘time pressures’ (30
per cent) was the largest overall explanation for not participating, it might
be interesting to explore if this employer-related reason was associated
with perceived breaches of contract. Nevertheless, the overall conclusion
is that access to career development through EFA had been delivered.

The question remains, however, as to whether or not employee expecta-
tions of career development have been met. Three points are relevant here.

¢ Just under three fifths of the sample experienced at least a significant
effect of participation in the programme on their careers, with about
one fifth reporting an insignificant or no effect. This data suggests
that what was promised in terms of career development was actually
delivered.

¢ The sample were asked if career development had been their main
objective, how successful had it been? Forty-five per cent reported
success whilst only 11 per cent reported lack of success.
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¢ The sample was asked if EFA had influenced their expectations of
career development that, as yet, had not been met. Fifty-two per cent
responded with unmet expectations, but given that only 41 out of the
72 members of the sample responded to this question, this cor-
responds to only 29 per cent of the sample with possible perceptions of
a breach of their contracts in this area. Even then, one has to question
the extent to which any breach might be treated seriously enough to
be a contract ‘violation’ (Morrison and Robinson 1997).

There is not room to report all of the data on the perceptions of fairness,
trust and delivery of the deal here. Instead, the following points should be
noted.

e EFA was statistically likely to have increased the perception of the
company as a good employer for both groups.

¢ The impression gained from the analysis was that both the sample and
control groups were relatively committed to the organization. There
were no significant differences in this respect.

¢ There were no significant differences between the two groups in
overall scores of scales measuring perceptions of fairness, trust and
cynicism.

¢ There were, however, significant differences in continuance commit-
ment in that EFA was seen to make the sample more likely to remain
with the company for the foreseeable future.

Critical analysis

The overall pattern of results provides general support for the argument
that this programme of investment in lifelong learning for employees has
paid off in positive career experiences and positive psychological con-
tracts. Thus, within the limitations of a single case study, we hope that the
research has provided some evidence that investment in HRD and careers
pays off. Following Tsui e al. (1997) we suggest that a mutual investment
relationship of the kind generally found in this case study will provide
important benefits to employees and their employers.

Following the line of questioning of our evaluation framework, we found
that there are four broad sets of implications:

1 That career development was the prime reason and expectation for
undertaking EFA and, by and large, their subsequent experience of
career development had been a positive one, as measured by percep-
tions and job moves. The company had played its part in creating a
mutual investment relationship by providing a context of relative job
security and lateral and vertical career pathways. The reality, however,
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did not fully match company policy, particularly in relation to career
development interviews and managers taking an interest in the courses
that participants were following. Moreover, there was evidence that a
significant minority were dissatisfied with their career progression and
feel frustrated by expectations not being met. The extent to which
these frustrated expectations can be treated as a breach of their psycho-
logical contract is less certain. Indeed, it is likely that such circumstances
may have led to the development of different kinds of career orientations
as described in the next paragraphs (which would be an interesting
line of enquiry for the next stage of this research).

There was evidence that participants in the programme were develop-
ing protean career contracts, perhaps engineered by the company’s
policy of encouraging self-development and individual responsibility
for career management. Participants reported ‘psychological growth’
as their main goal and were concerned with employability, managing
their own careers and learning how rather than what. They appeared
less committed to ‘work self” and to organizational careers, evidenced
by their taking time out of managing the politics of their careers. Such
pay-off for political career behaviour is, perhaps, evidenced by the
control group experiencing more overall career movement, but not
so much vertical movement in the latter stages.

The data on salaries are ambiguous but in line with the emergence of
protean career contracts and with the predictions of those writers
pointing to small or even negative economic returns resulting from
lifelong learning and time out for education. Salary increases were
not claimed to be a major factor among the sample (or control group)
and, indeed, other data confirmed such a view. For example, responses
to a question as to whether the offer of a bit more money elsewhere
would encourage people to leave produced no strong desire to change
employers. There were no significant differences in the reported in-
creases in the number of salary bands between the sample or control
group since 1995. Nor were there any significant differences between
the groups in reporting a significant increase in salary resulting from
job changes.

Although we did not ask about satisfaction with salary and with job
security in this study, the overall pattern of data on the psychological
contract shows a positive relationship. The exceptions to this were
shown in responses from two questions on whether respondents be-
lieved ‘managers treated workers fairly’ and whether they would act in
the future as if ‘managers treated workers fairly’. In both cases there
were significant differences between the sample and control group,
with the former less likely to report fair treatment of employees. These
data suggest an interesting line of enquiry for future factor analysis to
determine if there are a significant group of EFA respondents for
whom contract breach has been their experience.
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4 The pattern of responses to the scales measuring the state of the psycho-
logical contract and the items on career development show that EFA
had produced a positive effect on both groups’ expectations and delivery
of career development. Moreover, since there were few significant
differences between the sample and control groups in their reporting
on the trust, commitment and cynicism scales, we can conclude that
either EFA had had no significant effect on psychological contracts
or that its effect had been uniform throughout the company.

The only significant differences between the sample and control groups
were in the greater likelihood of continuous commitment on the part of
the sample and the greater perceptions of fairness among the control
group.

Indeed, reading these data in conjunction with our earlier work which
examined the whole workforce (Martin, Pate and McGoldrick 1999), we
can speculate that EFA has had a particularly positive and localized effect
on that aspect of the employer—employee relationship where one would
have expected it to — career development. However, we also found a more
generalized but less strong positive effect on all other aspects of the psycho-
logical contract. In this sense it has helped to create a sense of balance in
the organization—employee relationship, which, as Tsui et al. (1997) have
pointed out, is likely to be associated with performance outcomes.

Conclusions and key learning points

We believe our case study has made some contribution to the employee
relations literature generally and to the claims made by HRD scholars.
These data provide some support for the thesis that HRD investment
strategies pay, especially if they come in the guise of programmes of life-
long learning and continuous professional development that allow people
to become more employable and grow psychologically. In contributing to
the literature, we also believe that HRD practitioners can take some com-
fort from this study in supporting their efforts to provide lifelong learning
to their colleagues. However, as Rousseau and Arthur (1999) argue, HR
practitioners in this firm may have to pursue agency strategies as well as
these community strategies. These might include offering (a) choices to
individuals in designing their employment terms, jobs and career patterns
to give them more discretion, and (b) designing employment terms and
career opportunities that maximize employees’ external, as well as inter-
nal, visibility. In doing so, they enhance individuals’ employability and
thus become a real employer of choice (Cappelli 1998).

We recognize the limitations of this study, which is restricted to a single
case study. Nevertheless, the next stages of our research, which involve
more statistical analysis and in-depth interviewing, will be to follow up the
lines of enquiry generated by these data. We are also engaged in a similar
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programme of research with another company, and we are confident that
this will help verify our findings and assist us in a broader generalization
of our findings.

Earlier on we reflected on the specific approach to longitudinality adopted
in this chapter. The classic approach to longitudinal research, which would
look at an organization in real time, is not always available to us. However,
if as in our case, the research questions changed with the different re-
search episodes, then perhaps a means of assessing the overall impact of
the change we are analysing could utilize what Leonard-Barton (1995)
describes as ‘retrospective questioning’. There may be some interesting
lessons for organizational researchers with this approach. Inviting contem-
porary members of an organization to ‘think back’ and restructure the
past generally in the light of the questions of the present (see Chet Miller,
Cardinal and Glick 1997). This might go full circle with the interests and
concerns of some researchers on HRD with critical reflection. This is an
area worthy of further consideration by those involved in HRD research.

Our reflection is that the common thread to our work in NCR is change:
that is what we have observed and have reflected in our writings. As Van
de Ven and Poole (1995: 159-60) argue, most studies of change have
been retrospective case histories conducted after the outcomes were known.
This does not apply in our work, rather we have used the questions of
today to interrogate in a different way the experience of the past.
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4

THE TOOLS OF FREEDOM AND
THE SOURCES OF INDIGNITY

John Hamblett, Rick Holden and
Denise Thursfield

Aims and contribution

This chapter is about science and morality. In his Preface to Reclaiming
Reality, Bhaskar (1989) signals his intent to borrow Locke’s (1959) notion
of philosophy as under-labourer. The work of the under-labourer, we are
told, is to clear ‘the ground a little’ and to remove ‘some of the rubbish
that lies in the way of knowledge’ (ibid.). Bhaskar’s aim is to use his
philosophical under-labourings to aid the human sciences that they might
‘illuminate and empower the project of human self-emancipation’. It is
our aim, in turn, to use the work of Bhaskar (op. cit.) and others for the
task of clearing away some of the obstacles that lie in the way to know-
ledge, understanding and human self-emancipation in the field of HRD.
A word that we will use often in what follows is ‘praxis’ (Roberts 1999).
We use that concept as a term of art, as an expressive piece of shorthand
employed to focus the reader’s attention on a specific view of human
agency. Through our usage, praxis is meant, first, to highlight both the
theoretical and practical continuity of human productive activity, or labour.
Second, it serves to define labour not merely as the ‘key to understand-
ing the determinations inherent in all forms of alienation’, but also as the
central activity in a ‘practical strategy aimed at the actual suppression
of capitalistic alienation” (Meszaros 1979: 88). In a recent paper Panitch and
Gindin (1999: 13) have offered a concise exposition of this notion:

Ontologically work is a stand-in for the specifically human capa-
city to conceive of that which does not exist and then to effect its
realisation. Conceived in historical terms, the use of that capacity
to create our material reality through work is intimately linked to
the dynamics of social change. And in the specific context of
capitalism, the organisation of work provides a defining contra-
diction of the social system, and a foundation for working class
politics.
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We have sought to anchor our discussion firmly in the substantive issues
generated within the topical debates on lifelong and workplace learning. In
particular, we will be concerned to examine the perceived links between
learning, work and democracy (e.g. DfEE (1998)), which arise as a result
of the debates concerning EDAP-style employee-led development schemes
(hereafter ELD).

Although philosophical in kind, the importance of this endeavour does
not reside solely, or even primarily, in the sphere of theory. As indicated
by Bhaskar above, the significance of the work should be measured by the
extent to which it supports the practical project of self-emancipation. For,
as Chomsky (1991) has argued, at this point in history, ‘in advanced indus-
trial society the rational and human use of resources and technology pro-
vides the possibility to free people from the role of tools of production in
the industrial process’ (1991: 32).

This is how our argument will be ordered. Our first job in the section
that follows this introduction will be to set before the reader what we have
referred to above as the moral core of our position. Because our case is
controversial we will follow this sketch by anticipating and refuting a number
of objections which might emerge from what we have defined elsewhere
(Hamblett and Holden 1998) as the orthodox account of HRD. We hope
that a consequence of our decision to lead on the moral position will be a
greater degree of expositional clarity in those portions of our chapter
wherein we discuss methodological issues. Next, we will develop in finer
detail the props and planks of our theoretical framework. As suggested
above, our major guide in this endeavour will be the already cited work of
Roy Bhaskar (see also Bhaskar 1989a; Sayer 1992; Collier 1994; Archer
1995). ‘Critical realism’ describes our position more or less accurately. By
way of an introductory comment on the philosophical framework in ques-
tion we can say that Bhaskar’s critical realism is one instance of that class
of philosophies referred to generically as naturalism. Callinicos (1989:
97), with his customary precision and brevity, offers three theses upon
which naturalism rests. These are as follows:

1 man [sic], as primarily a physical and biological being, is a dependent
part of nature;

2 the methodological principles relevant to the formulation and evalu-
ation of theoretical discourses are the same in both the natural and
social sciences;

3 the concepts and propositions of the natural sciences provide the
social sciences with a model for their own procedure.

Through our methodological discussion we want to highlight three
points. First, as already noted, we want to demonstrate the indissoluble
link between scientific explanation and human freedom. This is posited in
contradistinction to the ‘fact-value dichotomy’ native to positivism, which
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inverts the ‘objective’, or ‘value-neutral’ function of science. Second, we
want to show that for Bhaskar, in opposition to contemporary hermeneutics,
‘the main part of the work of emancipation is not cognitive, but consists in
toil, and trouble, conflict, changes in power relations, the breaking up of
some social structures, and the building up of others’ (Collier op. cit.:
191). Third, we want to offer Bhaskar’s idea of the ‘depth investigation’ as
the major means by which researches into the development of human
agency might aid, practically, the project under debate. Our final task
prior to the conclusion will be to present some supplementary remarks on
Realist principles of investigation before relating these to two case studies.
These cases will not be used as examples of best practice in the conven-
tional manner. Rather, we will employ them as the raw material necessary
for the kind of self-criticism identified as a necessary component of pro-
gressive social science by Bhaskar.

In our conclusion we will draw together the key learning points. These
will relate to the following propositions. First, we want to say that those
who research human resource development (HRD) initiatives may only
claim to make meaningful and true statements concerning such initiatives
if they locate their investigation within a realist, social scientific frame-
work. Second, we want to say that because there is an unbreakable link
between the project of science and human emancipation, research into
HRD issues is, of necessity, research into the conditions of human eman-
cipation in work. Third, we want to say that insofar as the project of HRD
is concerned with the realization of human agency within the workplace,
it cannot be contained within the existing, exploitative social relations
definitive of the capitalist mode of production. Fourth, we want to say this
implicates the HRD researcher in a potentially conflictual relationship
with employers and other powerful, vested interests who fund research
activity, stand guard over points of access to research subjects, and who
support the status quo. Finally, we want to say that because authentic
social scientific research into HRD issues is a theoretically complicated
and politically difficult business, a highly developed propensity to, and
facility for self-critique is necessary.

Theoretical context

In order to make our position as transparent as possible we will offer the
outline of the moral core of our position in the form of six propositions.
Following this, in order both to demonstrate what is at stake in the argu-
ment and why it is controversial we will represent the case in a more
natural form of words. First, then, the propositions and what they mean.

1 The development of a just and egalitarian social order is a desirable

goal;
2 the development of such an order is a real historical possibility;
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3 such an order can only be created by the intentional efforts of those
who have a material interest in its development;

4  efforts so described pre-suppose agents with wisdom and moral acumen
sufficient to make rational choices on the basis of the best available
evidence;

5 a necessary though not sufficient condition for the development of
wisdom and moral acumen is that agents subscribe to a process of
lifelong learning;

6 those who take the task of promoting, investigating or facilitating
lifelong learning initiatives are required to evaluate their activities
according to the contribution such activities make to the development
of human agency along the lines set down by (1) to (5).

These propositions can be translated in the following terms: we simply
take it as given that the pursuit of social justice, freedom, self-determination,
call it what you will, is a good thing. Similarly, we take it for granted that
the eradication of the terrible gulf separating the rich from the poor, the
majority who suffer the consequences of exploitation from a minority who
profit from exploitation is a goal worthy of human agents. We take also
the lesson from history that shows us how no amount of moral advocacy or
ethical pleading will ever be sufficient to effect such a transformation.
And it is an argument for transformation that we are intent on develop-
ing. Amelioration within existing structures will not deliver a just and
egalitarian social order.

Transformation is properly the work of those who suffer exploitation,
discrimination and so on. These agents have a shared, material interest in
the generation of non-exploitative, non-discriminatory, truly human struc-
tures. As noted in the introduction, for short, though not without the risk
of confusion, we refer to such transformational activity as ‘praxis’. The
ability of human agents to engage in a genuinely transformative practice,
however, is limited as a result of being subject to exploitative and discrim-
inatory social structures and their attendant relations. A necessary (though
not sufficient) condition for the development of praxis is continuous edu-
cation in the broadest sense.

The workplace represents the capital on which these processes converge.
The qualitative transformation of work and of workplace relations is funda-
mental to the project under consideration. Relations within the workplace
provide the dominant pattern for social relations within the broader soci-
ety. The education of employees within work is, then, of the greatest
significance for the process of transformation. And because there must be
voices, organized, powerful and informed enough to pose such challenges
in a meaningful way, the necessary work should

be done with some thought for the social and material condi-
tions of attaining any given ideals, the means of and agencies for
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attaining them, the social interests and movements that can conceivably
be coupled with or become attached to the ideals and imperatives
in question.

(Geras 1990: 16—-17, emphasis in original)

In the paper quoted earlier, Panitch and Gindin (op. cit.) make this
same point. They argue that those who argue for a reformist programme
aimed at ‘changing the nature of the capitalist firm’ misapprehend the
nature of the problematic. In particular what such a ‘negative utopia’ fails
to recognize is ‘the social power of capital and the oppositional politics
necessarily involved in changing it’. The ‘social interests and movements’
identified by Panitch and Gindin centre on the trade unions, the workers’
organizations. It is on the unions’ ‘potential as sites of capacity-building
and democratisation’ that we should concentrate (ibid.: 17). In addition
to ‘aggressively fighting for traditional demands’, they argue, new demands
linked to the project of developing members’ ‘overall political and admin-
istrative capacities’ are required.

In Bhaskar’s terms this point regarding the identification of ‘social move-
ments and interests’ suggests three things of significance with respect to
the necessary conditions for emancipation. First, we are alerted to the fact
that ‘all values must be immanent’ (Bhaskar 1989: 113). All agents are
engaged in a practice prior to the intervention of research. Those prac-
tices ‘secrete values’. The motive and the warrant for both the theoretical
intervention and the practical transformation must reside in those values.
So, for example, and as the quotations taken from Panitch and Gindin
above indicate, the practices developed by trade unions secrete values which
speak of the democratic regulation of work. However, it is worth mention-
ing here that the absence of trade unions does not entail the abandoning
of the project of self-emancipation. Our research in SMEs (Hamblett and
Holden 1999) suggests that in such non-union environments ELD schemes
serve to strengthen the bonds of informally constituted work-groups. Theor-
etically it is feasible to suggest that such developments may constitute the
first step to more formal self-organization within a trade union. Whether
or not such an outcome materializes, however, is an empirical question
that cannot be settled by resort to theory.

Second, the critique offered must be ‘internal to its object’ (ibid.). If a
critique is to contribute to a real transformation it must emerge from the
society of which it is a critique. This point comprises two practical ele-
ments: (1) because work in capitalist societies is exploitative and oppres-
sive, and because, as we shall argue, science is necessarily emancipatory,
the researcher must ally herself or himself with the oppressed; (2) this is
very difficult because ‘research’ is also ‘work’ and that which is true for
workers generally is true for researchers as workers. Thus, the critique
must incorporate ‘self-critique’. This point has been made for sociology
most constantly by Pierre Bourdieu (1988, 1993). Finally, because Bhaskar’s
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concept of emancipation is only partly cognitive, a necessary condition for
emancipation is that agents feel a need for change. This is as much of our
argument as we need to explicate at present. We will return to it, below.
Let us move to examine a number of objections that might emerge from
those who hold to the orthodox view.

Perhaps the easiest way to fix the objections that arise is to go right to the
heart of the argument. That point of reference is given by our third pro-
position, which states that a just and egalitarian social order can only be
‘created by the intentional efforts of those who have a material interest in
its development’. By scrutinizing this proposition it is possible to identify
four major objections. We would not claim that this set is exhaustive, merely
that they represent the strongest objections available to the orthodoxy.

The first objections concern the concept of ‘unintended consequences’.
The second objection refers to a particular theory of knowledge, highly
influential within contemporary social science, that we will refer to as
‘perspectivism’. Third, we will examine the question of ‘rationality’ as it is
posed by the orthodox account, and its entailment for the treatment of
‘social structure’. The fourth objection met will concern the knotty ques-
tion of ‘interests’.

It will be evident to the reader that these objections are intimately
related each to the other. The root of this relationship grows from the
common soil of ‘methodological individualism’. There are two elements
of methodological individualism that are particularly significant for our
discussion. First, for those who share this doctrine, events, states of affairs
and so on can only be explained by reference to the behaviour of indi-
viduals. Second (and consequently), according to this doctrine, ‘social
structures are the unintended consequences of individual human action’
(Callinicos 1995: 4). This said, let us move to the objections.

Unintended consequence

The first thing our opponents might wish to claim is that there is no royal
road that leads from intention to outcome. This is a particularly critical
objection where that intended outcome is something as complex as a ‘just
and egalitarian social order’. Crucially, the objection would run that what
our proposition does not allow for are the unintended consequences of human
action.

This Weberian notion feeds into the current debate on lifelong learn-
ing in a number of ways. Some of it surfaces in the commonsense angst,
which denies the possibility of any certainties in a modern world defined
in terms of uncertainty and a radical openness. Most powerfully, perhaps,
it provides the causal context for the learning project (e.g. Fryer 1997).
For, change, it seems, is the only certainty. If agents, organizations, com-
munities and even nation-states are to prosper in the new millennium they
must learn to embrace change.
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So, on this count the best that the HRD project can hope to achieve is
the development of a human resource sufficiently robust and flexible to
deal with constant exposure to the ‘new’. How are we to answer this
objection? We cannot begin by denying the notion of ‘unintended con-
sequences’; it is beyond doubt that this concept represents a significant
dynamic in social reality. We might, however, begin by asking if it is neces-
sarily the case that an acceptance of the emergence of ‘unintended con-
sequences’ leads to the frustration of all social planning? Whilst this very
strong objection might be held by libertarians of the extreme right, it is
not a position that is open to the orthodox advocates of HRD for the
obvious reason that the HRD project presupposes an element of social
planning. Our advocate may wish to argue that it is not social planning
per se that is ruled out by a recognition of the fact of unintended con-
sequences, but rather the planning of something so grand as a just social
order.

Although this weaker objection appears to be more plausible it may be
refutable on two counts. Both of these concern how ‘planning’ is thought
of within the orthodox discourse. First, a strong implication of this objec-
tion is that the creation of a ‘just and egalitarian social order’ is a once-
and-for-all act, and that the ‘thing’ thus created is an object of the greatest
imaginable purity and integrity. ‘Planning’, here, is equivalent to ‘wish
fulfilment’. This is to base one’s objection on a hopelessly idealistic repres-
entation of our argument. It is no part of our case to suggest that such a
social formation can (or ought) to be created out of the blue and all of a
piece. However, as Geras (op. cit.: 8) shows it is one thing to argue that
‘perfection’ is beyond our present grasp, it is another thing to plead that
we are incapable of developing radical changes of the desired kind.

The second count is suggested by the first. For the orthodox the exist-
ing social division of labour is a given. Within that division the ‘planning
process’ is the legitimate labour of ‘experts’, state appointees and managers,
whose work it is to define the shape and content of future societies and
institutions. From this perspective ‘democracy’, then as now, would be ‘about’
the development of the relevant kind of ‘institutions’ by ‘experts’ on behalf
of the majority. As Collier (op. cit.: 202-4) demonstrates such views are
intimately entangled with notions of ‘one-level sovereignty’. The idea, that
is, that the ‘firm’ is the relevant unit of analysis, that beyond the firm there
are ‘relations of the market’ and within its bounds, ‘relations of manage-
ment’. Yet, as Collier proceeds to argue,

The myth of sovereignty — of the nation state or of the economic
firm may . ..be no more than an instance of the same epistemic
‘idol’ (in Bacon’s sense) as the discredited one-level metaphysical
systems. . . . And the vision of a pyramid of democratic loci of
political and economic power, from the street and the shopfloor
meeting to the planetary plan, may have no inherent impracticability
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— only the uphill task of overturning the vested interests that
oppose it.
(Op. cit.: 204)

The orthodoxy might salvage some of its objection if it can demonstrate
that developments within contemporary capitalism both facilitate and set
the bounds for the measures they propose. We, however, follow Pantich
and Gindin who argue that the presumption

That neo-liberal prescriptions of efficiency are compatible with
social justice is the contemporary expression of what Bloch (1986)
designated as one of the key hallmarks of ideology — ‘the premature
harmonization of social contradictions’ within the confines of
existing social relations.

(Op. cit.: 4)

Another way of phrasing this same point would be to suggest that the HRD
project as envisioned by the orthodoxy is imbricated in the ‘power-saturated
ways in which we normally interact’ (Blaug 1999: 148). It is an idealism of
the worst kind, a Utopian discourse that fails to recognize itself.

Perspectivism

The second objection concerns the role of the researcher and the legit-
imate goals of research. This objection turns on a particular theory of
knowledge, which we can refer to as ‘perspectivism’. Although the theory
is expressed in a plurality of ways, the central tenet has been adumbrated
most concisely by one of its fiercest critics, John Searle, for example:

[W]e have no access to, we have no way of representing, and no
means of coping with the real world except from a certain point
of view, from a certain set of presuppositions, under a certain
aspect, from a certain stance. If there is no unmediated access to
reality, then, so the argument goes, there is really no point in
talking about reality, and indeed, there is no reality independent
of the stances, aspects or points of view.

(1999: 20)

The upshot of this position, it is supposed, is that researchers can claim no
privileged access to ‘reality’, or ‘truth’. It cannot, therefore, be any part of the
researcher’s brief to superimpose their worldview over the top of the world-
view articulated by their research subjects. An entailment of this is that
questions concerning the ‘way things ought to be’ are ruled out of court.

Our opponents may wish to extend and strengthen this objection by
arguing that we are guilty of compounding our error by confusing ends
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with means. For, although methodological individualism depends on a
conception of human agents as ‘rational actors’, capable of rational evalu-
ation and planning, ‘rational’, here, refers to means. Agents behave ration-
ally when they select the means most appropriate to achieving a given
end. In other words, actions must be judged rational where they represent
the best possible route to achieving an end that is possible within the
prevailing state of affairs.

By cleaving to such a position, the orthodoxy aligns itself with the domin-
ant tradition in contemporary philosophy. However, as Searle (op. cit.)
shows such arguments rest on a matching pair of non sequitur. First, to
propose that one can only know reality from a ‘perspective’, or a ‘point of
view’ is perfectly reasonable. The mistake is to presume that ‘knowing
reality directly as it is in itself requires that it be known from no point of
view’ (op. cit.: 21). Another way of phrasing this in more technical lan-
guage would be to say that ‘perspectivism’ confuses epistemic relativism
(or, the view that all perspectives are socially produced) with judgemental
relativism (or, the view that all perspectives are equally valid).

The second problem also begins with an unremarkable proposition.
That proposition maintains that language is a medium necessary for the
formulation of facts, and any statement concerning states of affairs. The
mistake resides in the next move. This says that because language is neces-
sary to describe or state facts, the facts described or stated do not have an
independent existence beyond language. For Searle,

It is a use-mention fallacy to suppose that the linguistic and con-
ceptual nature of the identification of a fact requires that the fact
identified be itself linguistic in nature. Facts are conditions that
make statements true, but they are not identical with their linguistic
descriptions. We invent words to state facts and to name things, but
it does not follow that we invent the facts or the things.

(Op. cit.: 22, emphasis in original)

To claim that some explanations are closer to the truth than others is to
claim that such explanations describe more accurately the ‘facts of the
matter’. This, it must be admitted, sets us a new problem which looks like
this: how is one to judge between two conflicting theories when both of
the theories in question are able to point to a body of supporting, empirical
evidence? The answer to this dilemma provided by Sir Karl Popper’s
successor at the London School of Economics, Imre Lakatos, is elegant
and powerful. The name Lakatos gave to his methodology is ‘sophisticated
falsification’. Sophisticated falsificationism can be differentiated from ‘naive
falsificationism’ thus:

For the naive falsificationist a theory is falsified by an . . . ‘observa-
tional’ statement, which conflicts with it. .. For the sophisticated
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falsificationist a scientific theory T is falsified if and only if theory
T' (1) T' has excess empirical content over T: that is, it predicts
novel facts, that is, facts improbable in the light of, or even for-
bidden, by T; (2) T' explains the previous success of T, that is, all the
unrefuted content of T is included . . .in the content of T!; and
(3) some of the excess content of T' is corroborated.

(1995: 32)

This is a dense and difficult paragraph. Let us unpack and supplement
its meaning in a more leisurely way. The first point to make is that, for
Lakatos, conflicting scientific explanations are never conflicts between
one theory, another theory and a single piece of evidence. Rather, as
Callinicos explains, for Lakatos, ‘The history of the sciences is char-
acterized . . . by the existence of series of theories forming scientific research
programmes’ (1989: 124).

Scientific research programmes consist of a ‘hard core’ around which is
constructed a ‘protective belt of auxiliary hypotheses’ (Lakatos op. cit.:
48). Lakatos maintains that:

The negative heuristic specifies the ‘hard core’ of the programme
which is ‘irrefutable’ by the methodological decision of its pro-
ponents: the positive heuristic consists of a partially articulated set of
suggestions or hints on how to change, develop the ‘refutable
variants’ of the research programme, how to modify, sophisticate,
the ‘refutable’ protective belt.

(Op. cit.: 50)

What we are looking at, here, is a set of methodological rules, precisely
defined, which allow us to differentiate between what Lakatos refers to
as ‘progressive’ and ‘degenerating’ research programmes. As suggested
by the first of our quotations above (op. cit.: 32), for Lakatos a research
programme is progressive ‘if it results in some corroborated excess empir-
ical content; that is, as long as its theoretical growth anticipates its
empirical growth, i.e. as long as it keeps predicting novel facts with some
success; it is degenerating when it does not’ (Bhaskar 1989: 32, emphasis in
original).

The significance for us of Lakatos’ methodology of scientific research
programmes is that it provides a sophisticated means by which to evaluate
the ‘relative merit of theories by virtue of their success in explaining the
world’ (Callinicos op. cit.: 125). This methodology, as Bhaskar makes clear,
implies realist ontology: ‘For to say that two theories conflict, clash or are
in competition presupposes that there is something — a domain of real
objects or relations existing and acting independently of their descriptions
— over which they clash’ (Bhaskar 1989: 32, emphasis in original). Callinicos
makes this same point a little differently. ‘It is only from the standpoint of
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our sentences’ truth or falsity’, he says, ‘which depends not on our pref-
erences but the state of the world, that a methodology such as Lakatos’
makes sense’ (Callinicos 1989: 125).

Rationality and social structure

This brings us to the question of rationality. Again, here as previously,
there is an element within the objection that is unrefutable because it
represents ‘truth content’. In this instance we have the claim that agents
are ‘rational actors’. Although left largely unexplicated in the majority
of accounts, this belief is central to the orthodox HRD project, as a
moment’s reflection would serve to confirm. The difficulty arises with the
way in which the boundaries of the ‘rational’, conventionally, are set.

The orthodox, in line with a basic tenet of methodological individual-
ism, and as suggested above, offer a one-dimensional understanding of
‘rationality’, an ‘instrumental rationality’ that underpins a utilitarian theory
of action. As Callinicos points out, ‘the utilitarian theory of action has had
an enormous influence on modern social theory” (1995: 114).

An illuminating, contemporary critique of this view can be found ranged
across the work of the North American, neo-Hegelian philosopher, Charles
Taylor (see, e.g., Taylor 1964, 1994, 1996). A key feature of Taylor’s pres-
entation of the ‘modern identity’ is that ‘the life of production and repro-
duction, of work and the family, is the main locus of the good life” (1994:
23). Taylor refers to this as the ‘affirmation of ordinary life’, and conceives
of this in contradistinction to what were, for earlier ages, the ‘dominant
distinctions of our civilisation’ (ibid.). So,

The notion that there is a certain dignity and worth in this life
requires contrast; no longer, indeed, between this life and some
‘higher’ activity like contemplation, war, active citizenship, or heroic
asceticism, but now lying between different ways of living the life
of production and reproduction.

(Ibid., emphasis added)

Crucially, this ability to contrast between ‘the higher, admirable life and
the lower life of sloth, irrationality, slavery or alienation’ (ibid.) is seen by
Taylor as an irreducible aspect of human nature. He refers to this as the
definitively human capacity to make ‘strong evaluations’ (see also Taylor
1996, esp. ch. 1). Taylor contrasts ‘strong evaluation’ with the notion of
‘weak evaluation’. For Taylor,

In weak evaluation, for something to be judged good it is sufficient
that it be desired, whereas in strong evaluation there is also a use
of ‘good’ or some other evaluative term for which being desired is
not sufficient; indeed some desires or desired consummations can
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be judged as bad, base, ignoble, trivial, superficial, unworthy, and
SO on.

(Op. cit.: 18)

Taylor refers to the ‘weak evaluator’ as a ‘simple weigher of alternatives’
for whom the process of reflection, ‘terminates in the inarticulate experi-
ence that A is more attractive than B’. The strong evaluator, however, has
the ‘beginning of a language in which to express the superiority of one
alternative’. For the strong evaluator: ‘Motivations or desires do not only
count in virtue of the attraction of the consummations but also in virtue of
the kind of life and the kind of subject these desires properly belong to’
(1996: 24-5). The point, here, is that the orthodox reduce, illegitimately,
the concept of rationality to fit the notion of ‘weak evaluation’. Human
agents as strong evaluators, however, conceive of their engagement with
the world of work contrastively; that is to say, in terms of ‘how things ought
to be’. This can be seen directly in the case of ELD schemes and in two
significant ways. We will have more to say about this below. For the moment
we must move to say something on the subject of ‘structure’.

Its finest exponent, Sir Karl Popper (e.g. Popper 1972), most precisely
defined the central tenet of methodological individualism. For Popper
and those who have followed him,

The task of social theory is to construct and to analyse our socio-
logical models carefully in descriptive or nominalist terms, that
is to say, in terms of individuals, of their attitudes, expectations,
relations, etc. — a postulate, which may be called methodological
individualism.

(1972: 136, emphasis in original)

The point at issue is highly significant. It is illuminated by Bhaskar
(1989: 70) who quotes Jarvie as recording that, ‘ “army” is just the plural of
“soldier” and all statements about the army can be reduced to statements
about the particular soldiers comprising it’ (1959: 57). To talk, then, about
‘objective interests’ or the ‘causal efficacy of structures’ is to misappre-
hend, fundamentally, the nature of agents and the world which agents
inhabit. We will deal with the question of interests below. Here, we will
offer some comments, which will suffice to counter the objection con-
cerning social structures. Let us begin with a thought experiment. Imagine
you are a researcher. Your job is to evaluate an ELD scheme in a large
organization. In pursuit of that goal you are to undertake a series of inter-
views. Today you are to interview an employee, a young woman, who has
declined to participate in the scheme. How will you begin to explain this
reluctance?

Her refusal to participate does not appear to be the product of any
physical or mental disability. You learn that she is an avid reader of
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novels and newspapers, that she has a number of hobbies, and that her
experience of school was, on the whole, positive. From her personnel
file you have discovered that she has two small children of school age. You
ask her whether being a ‘working mother’ makes participating in the
scheme difficult. She agrees that this is the case; all the learning activ-
ities have to be undertaken outside working hours, and she sees little enough
of the children as it is. This fits the bill; this is your explanation. You have
explained the social event, ‘in terms of individuals, of their attitudes,
expectations, relations, etc.’. This particular employee does not particip-
ate in the scheme because by doing so she would see still less of her
children.

It is not, however, a strong explanation. It is a response that uncovers
certain important features of an explanation; the desires of agents and the
interpretations of states of affairs they make represent elements of an
irreducible significance within social scientific explanation. However, to
leave the matter there is to leave too much wn-explained. In order to
strengthen the explanation we must move to a consideration of social
relations. These are not simply the structures of power within the woman’s
home, family and local community; nor even all of these plus the division
of labour within her place of work, but in addition the broader set of
gender relations by means of which women’s role in society is enforced.
We might lengthen this list, but the point is made: there are structural
and relational features of the explanation, which are closed to the methodo-
logical individualist. Bhaskar makes this point well and is worth quoting
at length:

Society provides the means, media, rules and resources for every-
thing we do. Far from it being the case that, in Mrs. Thatcher’s
dictum, society doesn’t exist, the existence of society is a transcend-
entally necessary condition for any intentional act at all. It is the
unmotivated condition for all our motivated productions. We do
not create society — the error of voluntarism. But these structures
which pre-exist us are only reproduced or transformed in our
everyday activities; thus society does not exist independently of
human agency — the error of reification. The social world is repro-
duced or transformed in daily life. All social structures . . . depend
upon or presuppose social relations. . .. The relations into which
people enter pre-exist the individuals who enter into them, and
whose activity reproduces or transforms them; so they are them-
selves structures. And it is to these structures of social relations
that realism directs our attention — both as the explanatory key to
understanding social events and trends and as the focus of social
activity aimed at the self-emancipation of the exploited and the
oppressed.

(1989: 4)
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Interests as real things

The final objection takes issue with the idea of ‘material interests’. This
description seems to suggest that ‘interests’ have an objective existence
(e.g. Balbus 1971; Meyerson 1991), an existence beyond the desires and
aspirations expressed by individual agents. This allows for the possibility
that agents can be wrong about matters concerning their interests. From
this point, it is but a short step to the idea of ‘false consciousness’. In the
eyes of the orthodoxy this is an untenable position.

‘The point of the concept of interests’, argues Callinicos, ‘is to relate an
agent’s wants to the objective environment on which his or her opportun-
ities for realising those wants depend’ (1995: 123). The problem, as the
orthodoxy see it, with the view that agents can be mistaken on questions
concerning their interests is that such a proposition appears to break ‘the
connection between wants and interests’ (ibid.). The significance of this
objection for our argument can not be overemphasized. Our argument
for transformation depends upon ‘the move or transition from unneeded,
unwanted and oppressive to needed, wanted and empowering sources of
determination’ (Bhaskar 1989a: 6). However, as generations of orthodox
commentators have pointed out such a transformation has not, histor-
ically, formed a significant part of employees’ articulated agendas.

For Kelly to argue in such a way, however, is to miss the obvious point:

Let us take the familiar argument that most workers are highly
motivated to obtain high and steadily rising earnings, job security,
and an optimum degree of job satisfaction based on the exercise
of skill and self-direction. The salience of these preferences is
beyond dispute, having been confirmed in many attitude surveys,
and manifested in collective bargaining and strike demands.
(1988: 299-300)

The problem for the orthodoxy, as Kelly makes clear, is that as a result of
competitive accumulation a capitalist economy is unable to satisfy these
desires for the majority of employees throughout their lives. ‘In other
words’, argues Kelly,

The inevitability of industrial restructuring by individual firms,
and of periodic economic crises, in a society where no agency has
the incentive as well as the power to promote ‘full employment’,
will conflict with workers’ own preferences for job and income
security.

(Ibid.)

We want to say that Kelly’s argument suggests an objective conception of
interests. This is because, as they are articulated above, they presume
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‘wants’ but the definitive point concerns not the wants as such but the
potential for their realization within a given set of circumstances. Particu-
larly it points to the contradictions within the mode of capitalist compet-
itive accumulation, which makes impossible the satisfaction of these desires
over time. Thus, it can be argued that employees have ‘an interest in a type
of economic system from which unplanned restructuring and periodic
economic crises have been eliminated’ (ibid.). By turn, agents’ ability to
achieve such an end depends on their, ‘structural capacities, that is, on
the powers they derive from their position in the relations of production’
(Callincos 1995: 129). Thus, although we may talk meaningfully only about
individuals as having ‘wants’, and while individual agents may articulate
different ‘wants’, ‘their ability to realize them will depend on their shared
position in the relations of production’ (ibid.).

Methodological issues

‘What connections, if any,” asks Bhaskar (1989: 89), ‘exist between the
human sciences and the project of human emancipation?’. We opened
this chapter by positing an indissoluble link between these two. We then
moved to offer a sketch of that which we identified as the moral core of
that proposition. Following that, and in order to strengthen our case, we
examined some possible objections to that set of claims. It is time, now, to
draw together our remarks on Bhaskar’s philosophy, and where necessary,
to expand upon them. The story we will tell represents an abbreviated
version of that recounted through Bhaskar’s philosophical work. It is not a
synopsis or a summary of that work. Rather we will train our attention on
that line which Bhaskar articulates, carefully, and which draws together in
a single enterprise the goal of scientific enquiry and the project of human
self-emancipation.

The social sciences offer us accounts of society that their authors claim
to be true. In this, the social sciences are no different to the natural
sciences. This is not to claim, however, that the substance of the object
studied by social and natural sciences is the same. For the social scientist,
society is the object of investigation; this implicates the social scientist,
necessarily, in the study of ideas. This is so because the structure of social
relations which comprise any society is dependent on the ‘skilled accom-
plishments of active agents’ (Bhaskar 1989: 4). This is not to argue that
social structures are reducible to the ideas agents have about them; they
always have a material dimension. It is to argue that whether they are
nation-states, churches, workplaces, or whatever, the extent to which so-
cial structures are either reproduced or transformed depends upon the
ideas agents hold concerning such structures, or their consciousness of
them.

Itis the case, frequently, that the ideas agents have about some aspect of
society and the ideas social scientists have about that aspect conflict. For
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example, many managers (and the occasional researcher) explain the
reluctance of employees to participate in training and development activ-
ities by suggesting that workers are lazy, or that they lack commitment,
motivation, ambition or self-confidence, or that they have got out of the
habit of learning. A realist social scientist, while careful to examine the
content of such beliefs would want to include in his or her investigation of
this phenomenon an account of such things as the division of labour
within the workplace and beyond, the structure of social relations within
which the employees and their managers were imbricated and so on. By so
doing, the social scientist may well arrive at a different explanation to that
offered by the manager.

The point, here, is that the social sciences are defined by what Collier
identifies as an ‘irreducible, but corrigible, hermeneutic moment’ (1994:
178). That is to say, that while the social scientist cannot ‘get started’
without an understanding of the ‘meanings actions had for their agents’ it
must be allowed that those meanings may represent ‘systematic delusions’
(ibid.). And that is the case because the social world ‘may be opaque to
the social agents upon whose activity it depends’ (Bhaskar 1989: 4).

Because the social world may be opaque, and because some false beliefs
are functional for the continued reproduction of oppressive structures,
our realist social scientist cannot be satisfied with offering an explanation
that conflicts with another; he or she will be compelled to explain the
existence of the false belief in question. As a consequence we may argue,
also, that because, ceteris paribus, agents who believe that which is true are
more free than those who believe that which is false, those institutions that
generate and are sustained by false beliefs stand in need of replacement
by those that cause true beliefs.

We have gone some way toward establishing the veracity of our claim
that social scientific explanation stands in a necessary and irreducible
relationship to social emancipation. We must, however, go further. Agents
are not only unfree as a result of cognitive ills. Thus, the role of social
science is not reducible to the exposure of false beliefs. The ‘manifest’ of
the social sciences must include also

The explanation of the ‘practical ills’ of ill-health, misery, repression,
and so on; and in between such ills and the cognitive ones, what
might be called the communicative ills of deception (including
self-deception), distortion and so on.

(Bhaskar 1989: 106)

Two points may be drawn from this quotation. First, the identifica-
tion of ‘practical ills” calls forth the need for ‘practical projects’ aimed at
the resolution of those ills. As Collier (op. cit.) argues this is not simply
a matter of ‘technical imperatives coming into play’. Rather, the social
scientific critique ‘may ground assertoric imperatives, i.e. since you need this,
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remove that obstacle thus’ (1994: 183, emphasis in original). Second,
the notion of ‘communicative ills’ (particularly, though not exclusively
self-deception) serves to highlight the need for ‘personal liberation’. This
is where ‘the work of personal liberation is a work of transforming one’s
emotions by means of an explanatory critique of them’ (ibid.). So, emo-
tion and reason, fact and value are inextricably linked theoretically, and
practically.

In order to demonstrate more fully the emancipatory potential of this
idea, Bhaskar develops a model of depth-rationality, where the levels ‘may
be regarded as so many ratchets of reason’ (1989: 102). Before identifying
and discussing these levels it is important to note that they share a com-
mon structure. Each conforms to the dictum that to ‘explain an event or
a regularity is to bring it under a new scheme of concepts, designating the
structures, generative mechanisms or agents producing it’ (op. cit.: 90).
Theory works on pre-existing practices and the ideas associated with them.
Because each level shares a common structure each level holds ‘emancipatory
implications’.

The first two levels Bhaskar defines as ‘technical rationality’ and ‘con-
textually-situated instrumental rationality’. The first of these refers to the
fact that human sciences, like any others, may be used to ‘achieve (more
or less consciously formulated and justified) ends’. It is, thus, the only
kind of rationality recognized by positivistic science. As such it conforms
to that identified earlier, after Taylor, as ‘weak evaluation’. However,
Bhaskar wants to argue that even at the level of instrumental rationality,
the human sciences ‘are not symmetrically beneficial to the parties in-
volved in relation to domination’ (op. cit.: 103). There are two reasons
advanced by Bhaskar for this. First, ‘explanatory knowledge increases the
range of real (non-Utopian) human possibilities which may mean of course
decreasing the range of assumed or fancied ones’ (ibid.). Second, because
knowledge ‘appears as a necessary condition for rational emancipation’,
the ‘dominated, exploited ... or whoever have an interest in knowledge’
(ibid.).

Level three Bhaskar refers to as ‘intra-discursive (non-explanatory) crit-
ical rationality’. Here, Bhaskar wants to maintain that all ‘the sciences . . . are
intrinsically critical, and so evaluative’ (op. cit.: 104). The point is made by
approving reference to the work of Roy Edgley (1976). The point upon
which this claim turns is this: if I accept theory T'I am denying the effi-
cacy, validity, or whatever, of other theories that purport to explain the
same state of affairs. And, I am denying the validity of those practices that
are upheld by conflicting theories.

With levels four to six we move toward the kind of explanatory ration-
ality we have discussed above with respect to the manifest of the social
sciences. At level four, the level of ‘explanatory critical rationality’, we
have reiterated the view that the specificity of the human sciences is not
that they make ‘judgements of truth or falsity on beliefs about their object
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domain’, but that for the social sciences that object domain includes beliefs
about that domain. Whether or not five and six represent qualitatively
distinguishable levels is debatable (Collier op. cit.: 188-9).

It is more likely, as Collier suggests, that these represent ‘special cases’
of ‘explanatory critical rationality’ (ibid.). So, level five ‘depth-explanatory
critical rationality’ is illustrated by reference to Marx’s Capital which has
the ‘Structure of a triple critique: of theories, of practical consciousness
such theories reflect and rationalize, and of the conditions explaining
such consciousness’ (Bhaskar 1989: 109).

Level six represents an account of the form a ‘depth investigation” might
take. This is worth dwelling on for a moment. For, although it appears
to be fashioned from the practice of psychoanalysis, Bhaskar claims that
this idea of a ‘depth investigation’ is ‘a transcendental condition for any
human science and hence (at a remove) for any science at all’ (op. cit.: 112).
We will deal with the special inference one can take from the final clause
in the above quotation in a moment. First let us look at the form of
investigation advocated by Bhaskar. The rudimentary form that Bhaskar
offers is that where two agents conspire in order to arrive at an under-
standing of a frustration suffered by one of them, and a remedy for it.
Thus,

A depth-investigation may be defined generally as any co-operative
enquiry, which includes the agent, into the structure of some
presumed set of mechanisms, constituting for that agent an unwanted
source of determinations . .. with a view to initiating, preserving
or restoring the agent’s ability to act and think rationally.

(Op. cit.: 111)

There are two inter-related points of great significance to be emphasized,
here. First, the outcome of enlightenment of the kind suggested, here,
may be dissonance rather than emancipation. Second, this is because cognit-
ive emancipation is ‘necessary, but insufficient, for full emancipation’.
This is demonstrated by ‘the example of the slave who knows very well that
she is a slave, but remains a slave, unfree’ (op. cit.: 112). So, ‘cognitive
emancipation will in general depend upon non-cognitive (and extra-
discursive) conditions’ (ibid.).

Why is the ‘depth investigation’ a ‘transcendental condition’” for ‘any
science at all’> The answer to this lies at the heart of our debate. For
Bhaskar, science is, first, work. It is work undertaken by men and women
who have undergone special training, who learn to use dedicated equip-
ment, who develop special skills. It is work done, also, by men and women
who have to earn a living by selling their capacity to deploy those skills to
an employer. It is work done by men and women who are, therefore,
subject to hierarchical managerial relations, who compete for jobs and
resources with other men and women engaged in similar pursuits within
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other scientific establishments, or ‘firms’. In short, science is made within
the set of social relations inscribed by the same political, economic and
ideological pressures as those that define all work within capitalism. There-
fore, social scientific investigations into the causal context of discovery are
a necessary feature of research work.

These points illuminate the important distinction between arguments
and explanations concerned with the ‘ameliorations of states of affairs’
and ‘those concerned with the transformation of structures’. Emancipation-
enhancing ameliorations are not difficult things to imagine. Through parti-
cipating in an ELD scheme, an employee learns to speak Spanish. As a
result of knowing the language she experiences a greater sense of free-
dom on her annual holiday in Spain; in addition this raise in the stock of
her knowledge serves to increase her self-confidence; moreover she is
encouraged to exercise this enhanced self-confidence through a greater
level of participation in the trade union which she has come to recognize
as instrumental in winning the ELD scheme for her and her colleagues. By
participating in trade unions sponsored education activities she comes to
see more closely the oppressive nature of her workplace experience.

She is not, however, emancipated. She is in a position analogous to that
of the ‘slave who knows very well that she is a slave, but remains a slave,
unfree’.

Empirical context

There is no one method of realist enquiry. Any realist methodology must,
however, encompass certain principles that have their origins in the realist
ontology described above. Development of a realist methodology in the
field of HRD must also confront the primary objective of research: to
facilitate self-emancipation through the recognition of objective interests
on the part of employees. We begin this section with an outline of some
basic principles of realist enquiry. Using evidence from research carried
out in two very different organizations we will illustrate the model and
develop some aspects of a self-critique. This last, important point will be
taken up, again, in our concluding section.

The aim of realist enquiry is to identify and explain the causal powers
inherent in social objects and to show how these powers generate particu-
lar effects. The key to this process is the use of abstract modelling. We will
offer a rudimentary model of this process. In sum, real social objects
consist of a variety of emergent properties, each of which can be separated
out and examined through abstract thought. These abstractions can then
be merged back into concepts that embody the concrete nature of the
object from which it has been abstracted, and which illuminates the causal
powers that emanate from concrete objects.

There are, however, a number of sub-issues concerning the process of
abstraction that must be borne in mind. First, the nature of an object and
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its causal powers are internally related. If the nature of the object changes,
then so will its powers. It is for this reason that realist social theory is
concerned with explanation rather than prediction. Second, because of
the stratified nature of the social world, abstract realist modelling is multi-
layered. To identify the causal processes that link phenomena it is neces-
sary to explore the interplay between the emergent powers of both
structures and agents. Third, because the causal powers of a social object
amount to more that the sum of its parts, that is because social systems are
more than an aggregation of individual members, it is necessary to ensure
that abstraction does not entail desegregation at the conceptual level.

A final issue concerning realist abstract modelling is the need to explain
the relationship between the concrete object and its theoretical abstrac-
tion, specifically between empirical and rational claims to truth. Accord-
ing to the realist position the world consists of real objects, which possess
real causal powers. These objects and causal powers exist independently
of our knowledge of them. Independent reality is, therefore, the primary
generator of knowledge. The realist position also states, however, that
social objects possess real causal powers regardless of our knowledge or
understanding of them. In order to describe these powers we must invoke
theoretical concepts. Thus, realist social theory must adjudicate between
the empirical and the theoretical. An effective way of doing this is to draw
on Sayer’s (1992) distinction between real objects and thought objects. He
suggests that to overcome the dichotomy between empiricism and ration-
alism we must ensure that thought objects contain empirical statements.
Thus, when constructing an abstract model of social reality we must ensure
that theoretical concepts are grounded in concrete reality.

To illustrate the process of abstract realist modelling, the chapter draws on
previous research carried out by the authors of this chapter. This research
investigated the effects of ELD programmes on participants’ attitudes to
learning in two case-study organizations. The evidence thus meets the realist
principle of comparison between different social contexts. By isolating the
causal powers of ELD schemes in specific organizations we can best iden-
tify how such schemes might constrain and/or facilitate self~emancipation
through the recognition of objective interests on the part of employees.

In order to interrogate the extent to which ELD programmes can facili-
tate this process we must first identify the emergent properties of various
schemes and the causal powers they engender. We begin this process
by describing the key concrete features of ELD programmes, which are
then combined into internally related concepts that form the basis of the
abstract theoretical model. The key features identified from previous
research refer to three significant dimensions: (1) the formal aims and
objectives of programs; (2) the involvement of a range of stakeholders;
(3) the range of learning activities included in the scheme.

The formal aims and objectives put forward by employers range from
‘giving something back to employees’, fostering loyalty and commitment,
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overcoming resistance to training and engendering a ‘learning culture’. In
the majority of organizations, these aims and objectives are mixed and a
variety of rationales for adopting this approach are articulated. While hold-
ing to Bhaskar’s proposal that all learning aids the oppressed it is, never-
theless, possible to conceptualize these rationales into those that give most
benefit to the organization and those that give most benefit to the employee.

The involvement of stakeholders refers to the balance of management,
personnel and trade union representatives on steering committees, and whe-
ther the scheme coordinators are located in managerial or non-managerial
sectors of the workforce. It is the structure of the social relations within
which the scheme is enmeshed. Abstraction of these concrete features
allows us to conceptualize schemes as either management led or genuinely
employee led. Finally, the scope of learning activities allowed for by
the schemes range from an open/inclusive model wherein any activity
(excluding sport) which is not work-related is permissible, to a closed/
exclusive model. As with aims and objectives, these concrete features can
be conceptualized in terms of their bias towards the organization or the
employee.

Running parallel to the emergent properties of ELD programmes is
the agency of participants. When discussing participants we stress the
definition of agency put forward earlier in the chapter. That is, a
conceptualization of agency as ‘praxis’ which is invoked by humans who
possess the capacity to reflect on not only their actions, but also on their
motives. As suggested above, this conception of agency draws on Taylor’s
(op. cit.) distinction between weak and strong evaluation. There is also
a requirement here to bring the notion of interests into our analysis. We
have argued that actors have objective interests that result from their
relationship to social structures. So, the aim of any investigation into the
causal powers of agency should interrogate how agents evaluate their wants
and desires in the context of objective workplace interests.

The first ELD case study is a small to medium-sized healthcare insurance
company. Situated in a northern city which has twisted in the sharp wind
of what is often referred to, euphemistically, as ‘industrial re-structuring’,
this is a modern firm, which attempts to portray an image of a ‘caring
company’. The architecture of the place speaks a modern language of
‘open-ness’. The open-plan office space is separated from the corridors
by floor to ceiling glass walls. The firm uses a variety of equally modern-
sounding techniques to reinforce this claim such as ‘team development
days’ and ‘employee development days’. There is no trade union. Our
fieldwork, here, comprised a one-to-one interview with the group planning
manager (GPM) and a planned series of three group-discussion sessions
with participants in the scheme. As with all such group discussion we under-
take, these were conducted on a semi-structured basis. Our optimum
number of participants in such groups would be six to nine. Each group
member would be briefed via an invitation to attend which would outline
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the nature of the subjects we wished to discuss with them. In fact, here
(not unusually) our groups were reduced to two in response to the ‘pres-
sures of work’.

Responsibility for staff development lies with the GPM who is well versed
in the discourse of ‘holistic management techniques’ and who commun-
icates a serious attitude towards professional staff development. All talk of
creating a desire for learning and personal development masks, however,
a desire to use ELD to bring about a specific set of business benefits. This
bias towards the organization becomes more pronounced when the menu
of sanctioned learning activities is taken into account. The company allows
only two activities, Tai Chi and Italian. The former activity is deemed to
benefit the business because it helps staft overcome the high-pressure nature
of their work. The latter activity, it is believed, will benefit the firm if and
when it moves into European markets. The involvement of stakeholders
in ELD at this firm is limited. The scheme is run by the GPM who also acts
as co-ordinator.

The generative effects of the above emergent properties have been to
create a prescriptive ‘top-down’ scheme of which participants have little
ownership. The scheme is, quite obviously, not employee-led and it runs
contrary to the ethos of ELD. Participants do not associate the scheme
with notions of personal development, and the majority expresses a total
ignorance of the principles of ELD. Many believed the term ‘ELD’ refers
to, specifically, Tai Chi and Italian. The distorted version of ELD at this
firm generates perceptions amongst staff that ELD is simply another man-
agement initiative aimed at increasing their motivation and commitment.

It would be tempting to argue, in conclusion, that the scheme does
nothing to promote workplace democracy (although this was never really
the aim). In a formal sense this would be true. However, by employing
Bhaskar’s model of depth rationality we are able, conceptually, to rescue
the good without sugaring the pill. In particular, we would draw the
reader’s attention to Bhaskar’s contention that the processes through which
knowledge is generated ‘are not symmetrically beneficial to the parties
involved in relation to domination’. We would highlight two points with
respect to this insight. First, although the ELD programme in question did
not heighten, directly, the level of social control the participants were able
to exercise over their work activity, the impact of the learning on indi-
vidual participants was positive for them insofar as it expanded the bounds
of their knowledge. Second, their participation in the scheme as consti-
tuted by their GPM, and their subsequent participation in the focus group
discussion may well have served to facilitate a clearer-eyed view of the real
motivations for the introduction of the scheme. Such a conclusion, though
speculative, is warranted theoretically on acceptance of Taylor’s conception
of ‘strong evaluation’. Such a conclusion also serves to undermine the
orthodox notion of ‘mutuality’ that pictures all learning as mutually bene-
ficial to both employers and employees. As suggested above, it may cast,
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also, a long shadow across associated fancies concerning the so-called
‘motivational effects’ of ELD schemes.

The second organization is a Labour-run city council. The council serves
a small northern city. Historically the city has been protected from the
level of unemployment suffered by some of its near neighbours by the
particular configuration of industry within its bounds. Most recently a
burgeoning tourist trade has offset the worst effects of recession. Here,
ELD is open to employees in lower-level manual, craft and administrat-
ive grades. The formal objectives of this scheme are biased towards the
employee, and are articulated as ‘encouragement of individuals to take con-
trol of their own learning’, ‘to continually develop’, ‘to increase self-esteem
and self confidence’, and ‘to create a culture of lifelong learning’. This
bias towards the employee is further reflected in the views of the scheme’s
administrator who suggests that it be also aimed at encouraging ‘citizen-
ship’ amongst employees. The structure of our fieldwork, here, was as
follows: one-to-one interviews with ‘expert witnesses’ were run alongside
group discussions, some comprising participants and others for managers.
One novel method employed at city council was the ‘post-cards from the
learning zone’. We used these in order to encourage participants, un-
accustomed to communicating through the formal medium of writing, to
say something personal and meaningful about their learning experience.

A variety of stakeholders are involved in the city council’s ELD pro-
gramme. A steering group comprising representatives from personnel,
Unison and learning advisers run the scheme. This last group represents a
potentially significant force within the scheme. Identified on the basis of
their communication skills, their knowledge of the workplace and the
workforce, and their commitment to learning, these learning advisers are
deemed to offer an impartial, alternative source of advice and guidance to
that available via line management. The employee-oriented demeanour of
this programme is further enhanced by the open/inclusive interpretation
of learning that includes any non-sporting activity that is not work-related.

The combined effects of these emergent properties of the city council’s
ELD programme have been to generate an inclusive and employee-led
scheme. The involvement of those managers charged with a responsibility
for running and developing the programme has been geared toward facilita-
tion rather than control. The benefits to the city council are ambiguous
and diffuse. In part this is due to the factors internal to the scheme that
have been adumbrated above. We must also, however, make reference
to a broader range of factors.

The impact of organizational restructuring that resulted from the coun-
cil’s switch to unitary status and the fears and uncertainties this process
generated cannot be discounted. Indeed, this restructuring and its
entailments can be seen to feed more or less directly into a process of
strong evaluation. Even among those who elected to participate there was
a more or less precisely articulated concern regarding an employer who
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speaks of ‘cuts’ and leaves vacant positions unfilled and so on, and who,
on the other hand is willing, apparently, to give away money for all man-
ner of odd-sounding activities. Surely, the message seemed to be, this is
not how things ought to be?

On the positive side empirical evidence, generated especially via the
postcards, seemed to indicate strong evaluation of a different kind with
respect to the learning experience. Thus, at the outset of their chosen
course of study, many participants expressed feelings of apprehension:

First session — nervous, hadn’t done any further education for
years.

Before I started my course I felt a little apprehensive. After I felt
much more confident and relaxed.

Everybody knew someone on the course. Several were ‘old hands’
so I felt a bit out on a limb. Have never done pottery before so I
found I needed to concentrate, but I find this beneficial to me.

Before the session I felt excited and a little nervous.

That they persevered in the face of uncertainty and discomfort indicates a com-
mitment to a particular view of that which is ‘good’, ‘worthwhile’, ‘worth
striving for’ and so on. This indicates, by turn, that agents are thinking
contrastively and, hence, in terms of strong evaluation. And, the benefits
of this for participants are evident from postcards posted post-learning:

The exam was easier than I thought, a real feel good factor, and
great for my children to see me having exams as well as them.
Made me feel confident to apply for a management job.

It has given me a lot more confidence and I feel much happier in
myself.

The one thing that sticks in my mind about the course is the sense
of satisfaction and accomplishment I felt.

Felt like my employer was taking an interest in my development.

The question for employers is what to do with this enhanced self-confidence,
this willingness to learn and participate in the organization? Our experience
suggests that this is where amelioration runs up against the tyranny of
structure. For, the very fanfare which signals, proudly, the requirement
to produce a different type of employee is played on the same instru-
ment which calls for a reduction in labour costs, for ‘efficiencies’, for
‘out-sourcing’ and ‘downsizing’. Thus, the newly knowledgeable, clear-sighted
and confident employee is contained within the familiar grip of a low-status,
low-skill, low-pay job. The two things that seem to have increased are
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the levels of uncertainty with regard to the future, and the degree of effort
required to exhaust one’s responsibility to the employer. Thereby, the first
step is taken in a process wherein the lay (or proto-scientific) discourse of
‘us versus them’ to which these workers have long had intuitive access is
raised to the level of theoretical understanding. And, by such means are
the sources of indignity re-forged into the tools of freedom.

Conclusions and key learning points

If research into HRD is not a scientific endeavour, then what kind of
enterprise is it? If the narratives that researchers generate make no ‘truth
claims’ then what s their currency? If they represent nothing other than
the ‘good news stories’ required, with good reason, by the powerful élites
who have a vested interest in the stability of the status quo, how do they
differ from propaganda pure and simple? If, on the other hand, they
claim to be something other than ‘good new stories’ we need to know how
analysis proceeds in the absence of rational, scientific criteria. If it is dif-
ficult to imagine how systematic analysis is possible under such condi-
tions, it is well nigh impossible to conceive of a constituency who would
take seriously the prescriptions born of studies that renounce all claims
to scientific rigour. Our argument has been that investigations into the
development of human agency within the workplace can and ought to be
carried out in a scientific fashion. And, we have tried to make plain what
this means in theory and practice.

Given that, for the adherents of positivism appeals to scientificity are
synonymous with claims to value-neutrality, we opened our account with
an attempt to demonstrate the internal, irreducible connection that holds
between fact and value with reference to what we referred to as the moral core
of our position. The key idea, here, is that of ‘human, self-emancipation’. We
used the short-hand term ‘praxis’ as a means of denaturalizing the notion
of ‘work’. We did this in order to make clear the fact that human emancipa-
tion is not a mystical, other-worldly, or ‘higher’ activity in the first instance;
rather, it is work as fully conscious activity. It is the work of transformation.
We have argued, therefore, that research into HRD issues is, of necessity,
research into the conditions of human emancipation in work.

Why is praxis the ‘work of transformation’? The answer to that question
is simple to articulate: because emancipation cannot be achieved within
existing structures. Poverty, homelessness, chronic unemployment, tedi-
ous and uncertain work, exploitation and generalized oppression are not
the contingent effects of an ‘unrestrained’ or ‘liberal capitalism’, they are
integral to capitalism per se (Barratt Brown and Radice 1996). One cannot
hope, rationally, to transcend the impact of oppressive structures through
reforms dictated by the logic of those structures.

The recognition of these propositions does not mark, necessarily, a happy
realization for the researcher in HRD. For, such recognition implicates
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our researcher in a potentially conflictual relationship with employers and
other powerful, vested interests who fund research activity, and stand guard
over points of access to research subjects. There is, then, an imperative on
the researcher to make alliances, to develop research agendas and prac-
tices which take into account, in Geras’ words quoted earlier, ‘the social
interests and movements that can conceivably be coupled with or become
attached to the ideals and imperatives in question’.

Authentic social scientific research into HRD issues is not merely polit-
ically difficult; it presents, also, theoretical complexity of a high order, and
significant problems of an empirical kind. We have said something about
this last pair above. Here, we want to emphasize these points which emerge
from reflection on Bhaskar’s idea of the ‘depth investigation’. Such an
investigation, the reader will recall, is one which is concerned to expose,
‘an unwanted source of determinations . . . with a view to initiating, preserv-
ing or restoring the agent’s ability to act and think rationally’ (1989: 111).
We can divide these ‘unwanted determinations’ into two broad categories,
the psychological and the sociological. Given that in cases concerning HRD
issues it is probable that determinations of both types will be involved, inter-
disciplinary research teams ought to be the order of the day. Our own
research demonstrates the limitations of working in single discipline teams.

The reader will recall, also, that such investigations represent ‘co-operative
enquiry, which includes the agent’ (ibid.). Obviously, a co-operative endeav-
our of this kind requires the careful building of high levels of trust. Such
trust does not come cheap, either in effort or resources. Our empirical
work, again, provides an example of the boundaries one encounters when
empirical work is time constrained. We have been limited, mostly, to one
shot group work conducted within the workplace. Thus, we have been
unable to move beyond the orthodox ‘researcher/subject’” model. More-
over, the physical location of the encounter is, for agents, the site of ‘power-
drenched relationships’.

Some indication of the possibilities, which emerge when empirical studies
of this kind are developed, can be gained from the work, already cited,
by Sennett and Cobb in the northern United States (Sennett and Cobb
1997). Other examples of work which witnesses the rewards of high-trust
research relationships would include that undertaken by Paul Willis among
young working-class males (Willis 1977) and the seminal study of the coal
community by Dennis et al. (1969).

That, then, is our argument and the sum of that which we hope you will
take from it. As a parting salute we offer you the following quotation. It is
an extension of the extract from Noam Chomsky we included in our
introduction, and it goes like this:

This, then, is the real challenge of the twentieth century...: to

create social forms that will realize the humanistic conception of
Man [sic]. And it is the responsibility of teachers, of citizens, and
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of ourselves, to liberate the creative impulse and to free our minds
and the minds of those with whom we deal from the constraints of
authoritarian ideologies so that this challenge can be faced in a
serious and open-minded way.

(1991: 32)
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5

TOWARDS EVIDENCE-BASED
HRD PRACTICE

Bob Hamlin

Aims and contribution

This chapter is about the expertise that HRD practitioners require to
maximize their contribution to organizational effectiveness. It presents
arguments in support of an evidence-based approach to HRD practice and
promotes the idea that HRD practitioners should endeavour to use evid-
ence derived from good research to inform, shape, measure and evaluate
their professional practice. A case is also presented for closer collabora-
tion between HRD scholars and HRD practitioners as a means to achieve
mutually desired research goals and to create research-informed HRD
interventions that not only improve and enhance the practice of HRD in
organizations, but also advance the field of HRD knowledge. For this
purpose (and in accordance with the thinking of McLagan (1989), Marsick
and Watkins (1994) and Swanson (1995) in the USA, of Simon and
Streumer (2001) in the Netherlands and of the University Forum for HRD
(1995) and Walton (1999) in the UK) the concept of HRD has been taken
as comprising four key components. These are as follows: ‘training and
development’, which includes management training and development;
‘career development’; ‘organisation development’; and ‘learning’, which
includes organizational learning. It is assumed that the majority of readers
are actively engaged in some way with organizational change and develop-
ment. It is also assumed that readers will be engaged in academic re-
search, possibly as part of a Master’s degree in HRD or HRM or other field
of study within the broad subject area of organization and management,
whilst many more readers may be doing research without knowing it.

Theoretical context

What is meant and understood by ‘evidence-based’ HRD practice?

A first requirement is to set out what is meant and understood by the term
‘evidence-based’ practice within the field of organization and management
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in general and HRD in particular. This understanding has been influ-
enced strongly by the developments over the past eight years or so of the
theory and practice of evidence-based medicine (EBM). Most medical schools
now train physicians in the skills of evidence-based practice. EBM originated
in the UK in the early 1970s as part of an agenda first propounded
by Cochrane (1972) for improving the effectiveness and efficiency of
medical practice in Britain. This agenda was taken up by the McMaster
Medical School (1992) in Ontario, Canada, who coined the term ‘evidence-
based medicine’. Its Evidence-Based Medicine Group (1996) has since defined
EBM as ‘the collection, interpretation, and integration of valid important
and applicable patient-reported, clinician-observed, and research-derived
evidence . . . to improve the quality of clinical judgements and facilitate
cost-effective health care’ (see Tanner 1999).

Another important influence has been the fact that an evidence-based
approach is now seen as relevant to and well established in most of the
other professions and client groups comprising healthcare provision in
Britain besides medicine, including therapy, nursing, mental health and
child health (see Bury and Mead 1998).

Sackett et al. (1996) define evidence-based medicine as the ‘conscientious,
explicit and judicious use of current best evidence in making decisions
about the care of individual patients’.

In the context of EBM the term ‘judicious use’ means balancing the
risks and benefits of alternative sources of evidence including research
evidence, clinical expertise, beliefs and values of therapists and patients,
clinical assessment of the patient and the patient’s preferences. Hence
evidence encompasses a wide range of information sources of which research
evidence is just one. However, the use of the term ‘best evidence’ primarily
refers to scientific evidence derived from research which Gray (1997)
describes as falling into two categories, namely:

1 that which increases the understanding of health, ill health and the
process of healthcare;

2  that which enables an assessment of the interventions used in order to
try to promote health, to prevent ill health or improve the process of
healthcare.

The former concentrates on the development of the knowledge base
from which new ideas can be created for evaluation using the second
category of research. It also provides contextual information against which
the evidence arising from the latter should be interpreted. The second
category of research is primarily concerned with the evaluation of ideas in
practice. In America the clinical practice guidelines issued by the Agency
for Health Care Policy and Research (AHCPR) have been designed ‘to
assist practitioner and patient decisions about appropriate health care for
specific clinical conditions’. The guidelines suggest that best evidence
should basically consist of either the ‘findings from research of varying
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designs and thus of varying scientific strength ranging from, for example,
a “meta-analysis” to an individual descriptive study, or the consensus of
experts’ (Stetler et al. 1998). Consensus is recognized as a lower form of
evidence compared to empirical research and thus of lower strength, but
it is evidence none the less. In Britain the type of evidence used in the
practice of EBM can vary in scientific strength ranging typically from ‘a
systematic review of multiple well designed randomized controlled trials’
to ‘the opinions of respected authorities based on clinical evidence, descript-
ive studies or reports of expert committees’ (Sackett 1997). However,
Gray (op. cit.) argues that ‘qualitative or survey study designs’ can be more
appropriate for answering many of the research questions associated with
evidence-based practice in the other areas of healthcare provision. Further-
more Popay and Williams (1998) present very strong arguments for using
evidence derived from qualitative research which they claim ‘make import-
ant and unique contributions’ to evidence-based healthcare.

Having explored the various debates and interpretations Bury and Mead
(1998: 11) provide a working definition which they consider more helpful
to therapists applying evidence-based practice in the broader field of
healthcare, as follows:

Evidence-based practice is the conscientious, explicit and judicious
use of current best evidence in making decisions about the care of
individual patients, integrating individual clinical expertise with
the best available external clinical evidence from systematic research.

From an American perspective on the application of evidence-based
practice and the role of nursing leadership in a particular healthcare
setting, Stetler et al. (1998: 48-9) found that often ‘the best evidence of
well-established research findings was not available to substantiate various
clinical, managerial or educational decisions’. Hence, in a similar way to
Bury and Mead, they have produced a helpful summary definition ‘as part
of [their] realistic goal to enhance professional, evidence-based nursing
practice’ as follows:

Evidence-based nursing de-emphasizes ritual, isolated and unsys-
tematic clinical experiences, ungrounded opinions and tradition as
a basis for nursing practices . ..and stresses instead the use of
research findings and, as appropriate, quality improvement data,
other operational and evaluation data, the consensus of recognized
experts and affirmed experience to substantiate practice. ..
inherent to evidence-based practice are critical thinking and
research utilisation competencies . . . and the ability to use research
as a process.

Just as Stetler et al. view evidence-based practice as applying to man-
agerial and educational decisions as well as to clinical decisions, Bury and
Mead (1998) claim evidence-based healthcare in Britain goes beyond
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EBM. Its scope includes evidence-based commissioning/purchasing,
evidence-based policy, evidence-based patient choice and evidence-based
management.

Various calls for evidence-based management have been made in the
British literature. For example, although evidence-based medicine can
draw on more clear-cut scientific research than that available in the field
of management, Rosemary Stewart (1998) argues it is still desirable to
practice evidence-based management. To her, evidence-based management
is an attitude of mind that:

¢ thinks in terms of evidence for decisions and about the nature of the
evidence;

e asks questions such as: what is happening?; how is it happening?;
why?; and what are the consequences?;
is aware of the potential limitations of the different answers; and
is interested in research to try to find the answers or at least to reduce
the ignorance.

She suggests managers need to build a questioning approach into their
everyday management practice and encourage the creation of a research
culture. However, to develop a research culture requires at least one
senior manager to act as a role model.

Axelsson (1998) points out from a broader European perspective that
many physicians in many healthcare organizations where large-scale organ-
izational and managerial changes have taken place, have started to ask for
empirical evidence on the efficiency and effectiveness of the different
organizational models introduced. Drawing on the work of Ham et al
(1995) he notes that many healthcare managers and politicians are
starting to ask for more scientific knowledge upon which to make their
decisions on organizational design. Hence he strongly promotes the idea
of an evidence-based approach to healthcare management in order to
improve its practice as well as to stimulate research on the organization
and management of healthcare. Referring to the work of Altman (1994)
he draws attention to the fact that the practice of EBM has exposed
various gaps in the medical knowledge base, with a large proportion of
published medical research lacking either relevance or sufficient meth-
odological rigour to be reliable enough to answer clinical questions.
However, the identification of such gaps has been helpful in cumulatively
generating new medical research which has continuously improved the
practice of medicine. Encouraged by this he claims that the evidence-
based approach can be applied to the practice of management in general
and to healthcare management in particular. However, there needs to be
some modification in approach for two main reasons. First, because there
are important methodological differences between medical research and
management research: the former can be seen as being quantitative and
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empirical in character with the latter being more qualitative and pheno-
menological. Second, because of the significant differences and variability
in the educational and professional backgrounds of managers compared
to physicians. Taking these differences into consideration Axelsson (op.
cit.: 313) takes evidence-based management as meaning that managers
should examine the scientific basis for their practice by learning to search
and critically appraise empirical evidence from management research as
a basis for their decisions. This means they should be asking questions
such as the following. What do we know empirically about different
aspects of organization and management? What is the scientific state
of this knowledge? What is the effectiveness and efficiency of different
models of management? What is the experience of these models from
different organizations?

These questions are similar to those posed by Rosemary Stewart and
have important implications for both management practice and manage-
ment research. Recognizing the practice of evidence-based management
needs time and that many managers may say they have no time to spare
for it, Axelsson also points out that that is what many physicians said when
EBM was first introduced. However, they found very soon that ‘they could
improve the quality of their decisions so much [by adopting an EBM
approach] that it was well worth the time and effort’. Today evidence-
based practice is a widespread feature of medical and healthcare practice
in the USA, Canada, Britain and many other European countries, and is
beginning to be applied also in healthcare management and healthcare
education. This being the case it should be possible for an evidence-based
approach to be used to improve the practice of management in general,
and also human resource development in particular.

The need for an evidence-based approach in HRD, together with ex-
amples of the benefits to be derived from practising various forms of it,
are set out in subsequent sections of this chapter. At this juncture it
seems appropriate to provide a working definition for evidence-based HRD
taking account of the definitions given above for evidence-based medi-
cine, healthcare and healthcare management respectively. This seems
justified given that modern day HRD professionals operate very much in
the role of internal or external consultants, as do physicians and thera-
pists. Additionally they are concerned professionally with most aspects of
organization and management and many also perform in managerial roles.
Furthermore, HRD as a function and process is necessarily a key strand in
the practice of management and an important component of the role of
the line manager.

Based on what is happening in healthcare and healthcare management,
the suggested definition for evidence-based HRD is as follows:

Evidence-based HRD is the conscientious, explicit and judicious
use of current best evidence in making decisions about the
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development of individuals, groups and organizations, integrat-

ing individual HRD practitioner expertise with the best available
external evidence derived from systematic research.

(Adapted from the Bury and Mead definition of

evidence-based practice in healthcare)

For EBM, best evidence is based on a combination of three dimensions,
namely ‘research’; ‘clinical experience’ and ‘patient preferences’. Sim-
ilarly for evidence-based HRD, best evidence could be viewed as being
derived from a combination of good-quality research; consensus of recog-
nized professional experts and/or affirmed professional experience that
substantiates practice; quality improvement, operational or evaluation data;
and the systematic feedback of opinions or preferences of client managers.

For many HRD practitioners the application of evidence-based HRD
even at the lowest strength of scientific evidence will likely be an un-
realizable goal for reasons outside their control. However, this does not
mean they cannot be ‘research minded’ and build a ‘research orientation’
into their professional practice. They can and many do adopt what is
termed a ‘research-informed’ approach to practice. A suggested definition
for research-informed HRD is as follows: ‘Research-informed HRD is the
conscientious and explicit use of research findings and the research pro-
cess to inform, shape, measure and evaluate professional practice’ (see
Hamlin and Ash 2000). With these in mind, the question begging to be
asked is the following: Is there a compelling need for either an evidence-
based or research-informed approach to HRD practice? It has been argued
elsewhere that evidence-based and/or research-informed practice should
be key features at the forefront of initiatives for revitalizing HRD for the
new millennium (see Hamlin, Reidy and Priddey 1998). It has also been
argued that HRD lacks a sound and sufficient empirical base; that many
organizational change and development programmes fail because change
agents omit to use the findings from empirical research or to engage with
research as part of their change agency practice; and that a gap exists
between research and practice (see Hamlin and Stewart 1998). These
arguments support the contention that there is a compelling need to
move towards evidence-based approaches to HRD practice.

The need for evidence-based and research-informed approaches
to HRD practice

Much HRD practice, particularly in the field of management development
(MD), is based on little analysis of empirical research into the conditions
prevailing in particular organizational contexts. Furthermore, despite a
significant body of qualitative research on managerial work that has been
reported in the management literature, little has been used to inform
management development. This has led to few organizations achieving a
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proper return on their investments in management development activ-
ities, whether conducted off-the-job or on-the-job. As West and Patterson
(1998) reveal, in many organizations the HR function (including HRD
and MD) has had little impact on the bottom line with managers perceiv-
ing it merely as part of the ‘tinsel rather than the trunk of the organisa-
tional tree’.

Mumford (1997) argues there is a continuing failure on the part of
many HRD academics and practitioners, both in business schools and
management development training centres, to define and implement their
offerings in terms of what managers actually do. Rather, they continue to
base their programmes predominantly on the views of classical theorists
and modern day management ‘gurus’, and tend not to adopt or be influ-
enced by the empirical research findings of writers such as Stewart (1982),
Mintzberg (1975) and Kotter (1982). Hence much management develop-
ment is based on inappropriate or obsolete models of management. This
view appears to be reinforced by research from the Zenger Miller Group
in the USA whose consultants observed ‘interesting shifts in practice —
although not in theory’ (Russ-Eft et al. 1996).

Even when management research has been used to inform the content
and processes of management development, the studies have often been
small-scale and the results ‘thin’. For example, although Rosemary Stewart
collected diary data from over 100 managers for her work on ‘the choices
managers make’, Mintzberg and Kotter observed and interviewed only
small numbers of managers for their respective research studies on the
‘fundamental features of managerial life’ and the ‘realities of what managers
do’. As Mumford (op. cit.) claims ‘little really is known about manage-
ment other than generalized statements of managerial work’ and that what
managers need to be able to do ‘is more likely to be specific and contingent
than easily generalisable’.

Compared to the American management literature there is in Britain a
dearth of reported empirical research into the ‘particularities’ of manage-
ment, whether in the private, public or voluntary sector. Thus, in the
teaching of management and the development of managers, there has been
an over reliance on what is known about management as derived from
research carried out in America. For example research carried out and
reported in the mid to late 1980s by the author on the criteria of manage-
rial effectiveness within UK secondary schools found reported in the British
and American literature only ten directly comparable empirical studies
across all other sectors in the British and American literature (see Hamlin
1990; Hamlin and Stewart 1990). Of these, only one was of UK origin, and
even this had been a small-scale project. Since that time several household-
named organizations in the UK, including BP and NatWest, have carried
out research into effective and ineffective management using similar re-
search methods. But few organizations release their research findings into
the public domain, and even those that do tend to reveal scant details. Of
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the small number of empirical research studies that have been added to
the British management literature base most have been concerned pre-
dominantly with the effectiveness of top managers as opposed to senior,
middle and junior managers. (For example see the work of Spurgeon and
Flanagan (1997); Alimo-Metcalfe and Alban-Metcalfe (2000, 2001) in the
healthcare sector.)

An analysis of more than 100 of the most recent USA leadership studies
completed as part of the Zenger Miller empirical research programme
into ‘what leaders do’ at grass roots level, showed that despite its import-
ance there was little agreement on what constitutes leadership (see Russ-
Eft et al. 1996). Furthermore, a review of five general competency studies
carried out by the Zenger Miller researchers revealed no common identi-
fication of leadership behaviours. Of the three studies that examined lead-
ership competencies, each defined leadership differently. Moreover, most
of the studies were concerned with senior management only, excluding
examination of leadership embedded in the roles of middle, junior and
first line supervisory managers. From this one can conclude that even in
the USA there has been a general lack of empirical management research
into the vast majority of management and leadership roles within organ-
izations below senior management level. It is suggested the same applies
in the UK and other countries worldwide. This suggestion is supported by
Axelsson (1998) who has carried out a wide-ranging review of the history
of management research. He concludes that after nearly a hundred years
of research on organization and management, the practical knowledge in
the field seems to be back almost on the same (very low) scientific level as
when the research started.

The argument that HRD lacks a sound and sufficient empirical base
appears to apply to the much promoted government inspired ‘compe-
tency approach’ to management development in Britain. This approach,
spearheaded by the Management Charter Initiative (MCI), has been much
criticized (Jacobs 1989; Burgoyne 1990; Stewart and Hamlin 1992, 1993;
Tate 1995; Mumford 1997; Woodall and Winstanley 1998). Various com-
mentators have questioned the soundness of the research and the re-
search methods used to derive the competencies (Bates 1995; Stewart and
Sambrook 1995; Tate op. cit.). Referring in particular to the MCI manage-
ment competencies Mumford (op. cit.) argues strongly that insufficient
(research) effort has gone into deriving their content. This is supported
by Woodall and Winstanley (1998). Highlighting the fact that in general
most organizations adopting the competency approach ‘find they have to
adapt a generic description of competency to their own needs’, they stress
‘the importance of involving staff in the process of identifying competen-
cies in order to develop ownership and commitment’, and suggest ‘the
language must be that used by managers in every day usage and this is
something that needs to be addressed from within the organisation’. But
to identify such organization-specific competencies requires some form

100



TOWARDS EVIDENCE-BASED HRD PRACTICE

of internal research. However, this needs to be relevant, robust, and of
sufficient academic rigour to secure the ‘ownership’ and ‘commitment’ of
people within the organization. According to Woodall and Winstanley,
‘ownership’ and ‘commitment’ are of paramount importance.

Turning to the organizational development (OD) component of HRD
practice, considerable evidence suggests that failure to use ‘best evidence’
derived from ‘good research’ in order to influence decision making in
professional practice can account for failure in attempts at bringing about
beneficial organizational change and development. It appears that the
majority of ‘down-sizing’ and ‘delayering’ exercises tend to be unsuccess-
ful with few ever achieving the aimed-for goals (Wyatt and Co. 1994; de
Meuse, Vanderheiden and Bergamann 1994; Howard 1996; Hussey 1997).
Furthermore the majority of TQM and BPR programmes are also unsuc-
cessful with 50 per cent to 70 per cent failing to yield the required im-
provements or benefits claimed (Schaffer and Thomson 1992; Hammer
and Champney 1993, Kearney 1994; Hamel and Prahalad 1994; Wilkinson
et al. 1993; Coulson-Thomas 1996; Nelson and Coxhead 1997). Regarding
culture change the situation is even more bleak with the failure rate run-
ning at over 80 per cent in the UK (see IRS 1997). Additionally research
suggests that many organization change initiatives fail badly, resulting in
unintended consequences that seriously damage the organization and the
people within it. (See Marks 1994; Devine and Hirsch 1998; Worrall and
Cooper 1997, 1998, 1999, 2000.)

Various commentators have put forward reasons as to why OCD pro-
grammes fail. Most causes appear to come from within the organization
itself, stemming from what is a general lack of change management know-
how and skill on the part not only of many managers, but also of many
trainers and developers. In particular, as will be demonstrated, it appears
they tend not to take heed of ‘received wisdom’, or follow ‘best practice
approaches’, or adopt an ‘evidence-based/research-informed approach’
to managing organizational change and development. However, when they
do, as will also be demonstrated later, their change agency is enhanced.

A ‘distillation’ of ‘best practice’ relating to the management of change,
derived from the change management models offered by a wide and vari-
ous range of experts, has been extracted (Hamlin 2001a) and presented
in the form of a ‘Generic Change Management Model’, illustrated in
Figure 5.1.

Although most change management models described in the manage-
ment literature are basically sound and have high face validity, in many
cases the simplified diagrammatic/summary formats of the models similar
to Figure 5.1 can appear overly simplistic and just plain commonsense.
Herein lies a potential weakness of change management ‘models’ and
‘prescriptions’. They can be subjected to oversimplification in use, result-
ing either in the skipping of important steps or a general lack of rigour in
the application of each step. From the literature it also appears that a
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Stage 1 Diagnose/explore the present state and identify the required future state

Stage 2  Create a strategic vision

Stage 3  Plan the change strategy

Stage 4  Secure ownership, commitment and involvement including top
management support

Stage 5 Project-manage the implementation of the change strategy and
sustain momentum

Stage 6  Stabilize, integrate and consolidate to ensure perpetuation of the change

Figure 5.1 A generic change management model
Source: Adapted from Hamlin (2001a)

general lack of change agency expertise is exacerbated by one or more of
the following ‘managerial failings’.

Failing 1: Not knowing the fundamental principles of
change management

Complacency and ignorance appear to be two of the most significant factors
that contribute to the failure of organizational change programmes. For
evidence of this see, for example, Hammer and Stanton (1995) comment
ing upon the situation in the USA, and the Royal Society of Arts (1995)
reporting on ‘The Role of Business in a Changing World’ within the UK
context.

Failing 2: Succumbing to the temptations of the ‘quick-fix’ and
simple solutions’

The management literature contains considerable anecdotal and research-
based evidence of this failing. Attention is drawn particularly to the writings
of Kilman (1989), Hussey (1996), Kotter (1996) and Gamblin (1997).

Failing 3: Not fully appreciating the significance of the leadership and
cultural aspects of change

Beckhard and Pritchard (1992) discuss in some detail the interdepend-
ence of what many expert commentators consider to be the three most
important factors in a fully functioning organization, namely ‘leadership’,
‘culture’ and ‘the management of change’. Other writers including Hammer
and Stanton (1995), Warrick (1995) and Kotter (1996), commenting from
an American perspective, have demonstrated that failing to give sufficient
attention to the ‘leadership’ and ‘cultural’ factors leads to failure. Euro-
pean examples of major transformational change programmes failing because
of insufficient attention being given to the cultural issues have been well
documented. See for example Brooks and Bate (1994), Boonstra and Vink
(1996) and the Industrial Relations Service (1997).
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Figure 5.2 The critical contribution of appropriate HRD effort to change
management effectiveness

Source: Adapted from an original model by Stewart and Hamlin (1990). Published also in

Hamlin, B., Keep, J. and Ash, K. (2001) Organizational Change and Development, Financial

Times/Prentice Hall. Copyright 2001 Pearson Education Limited. Reprinted by permission

of Pearson Education Limited

Failing 4: Not appreciating sufficiently the significance of
the people issues
This can be inferred from the range of undesired, unintended and damag-
ing consequences resulting from badly implemented OCD programmes as
the work of Marks (1994) and Worrall and Cooper (1997, 1998, 1999, 2000),
suggest. For other evidence see also Hammer and Stanton (1995), Alexander
(1991), Hussey (1996), Skilling (1996) and Devine and Hirsch (1998).

Failing 5: Not knowing the critical contribution that
the Human Resowrce Development (HRD) function can make to
the management of change

Implicit in all change is the need for people either to acquire new know-
ledge, attitudes, skills and habits (KASH) or to redistribute the existing
know-how. Clearly this process is an HRD issue. The scale and nature of
the HRD effort built into OCD programmes will determine whether or
not they succeed. Change can either be brought about beneficially with
the organization reaching its desired future state, or detrimentally with the
organization suffering unintended, damaging consequences and ending
up in an unwanted state, as illustrated in Figure 5.2. For managers to be in
control of change they need to be in control of the KASH issues associated
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with change itself. This means giving sufficient time and attention to the
‘soft’ HRD (and HRM) aspects of managing the change process. (See
Stewart and Hamlin 1990; Stewart 1993 and 1996; Hamlin and Stewart
1998.) More recent writers also claim that HRD is an integral component
of change and growth that lies at the heart of managing change. (For
example, see Bennett and O’Brien 1994; Grundy 1997; Bruce and Wyman
1998; Walton 1999; Thornhill et al. 2000.)

Unfortunately the failure to incorporate appropriate HRD effort into
many change management programmes comes about because of the
way trainers and developers are perceived by line managers (for example
see Holland and Aitken 1999), and how they perceive themselves. Histori-
cally most have operated in roles and positions widely considered of ‘lower
status’ than those of other functional specialists in, for example, finance
or marketing. Generally they have lacked ‘credibility’ in the eyes of line
managers. This has not been helped by being part of personnel depart-
ments also lacking in credibility because of the dominant focus on
administration (Hussey 1997; Herriot 1998; West and Patterson 1998).

Hence many trainers have had little or no access to top management, or
experience in positions of significant strategic influence. In many cases
the constraints or barriers experienced have been self-induced due to
their own narrow understanding of HRD. For over a decade calls have
been made in the UK for trainers to become more managerial in orienta-
tion, and to develop themselves for roles with strategic influence (Coopers
and Lybrand 1985; Barnham, Fraser and Heath 1988; Phillips and Shaw
1989; Stewart and Hamlin 1990). It is encouraging to note that strategic
HRD is now emerging as a significant and discrete field of scholarship
complementing that of strategic HRM (Thomson and Mabey 1994; Mabey
and Salaman 1995; Harrison 1997; Rothwell and Kasanas 1989a and 1989b;
Walton 1999; Wilson 1999). However, the majority of trainers and developers
will continue to find themselves operating at the margins of organizational
life unless they improve their ‘credibility’ in the eyes of line managers. But
this means managers overcoming the five OCD ‘failings’ outlined above.

As discussed earlier, traditional approaches to manager and manage-
ment development do not adequately address these ‘failings’. In many
organizations the management climate is not conducive for trainers and
developers to operate strategically as internal management and organiza-
tion development consultants. This precludes the development of appro-
priate management development initiatives that could, perhaps, help
managers to overcome their ‘failings’. Within the field of management
and organization development there appears to be a ‘vicious circle’ in play
where the five OCD ‘failings’ of managers contribute to the ‘credibility’
problems of HRD practitioners. This leads to a lack of ‘appropriate’ HRD
effort in OCD programmes that fail to trigger managers to question the
‘inappropriateness’ of the MD programmes on offer, which in turn leads
to failure in managers being helped to overcome the five OCD ‘failings’.
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Figure 5.3 Management and organization development: a vicious circle

Source: Bob Hamlin in Hamlin, B., Keep, J. and Ash, K. (2001) Organizational Change and
Development, Financial Times/Prentice Hall. Copyright 2001 R.G. Hamlin. Used with permis-
sion of Pearson Education Limited

And so the ‘vicious circle’ goes on as illustrated in Figure 5.3. At the heart
of this vicious circle is a perceived lack of sufficient evidence-based or
research-informed professional practice on the part both of line managers,
trainers, developers and other HR professionals.

Evidence suggests those ‘evidence-based’ approaches to practice, or at
least ‘research-informed’ approaches, need to become essential features of
the process of managing organizational change and development if maxi-
mum success is to be assured. As Quirke (1995: 175 and 214) observes,
‘the use of internal research as an instrument on the corporate dashboard’
provides ‘continual feedback that allows greater responsiveness’ and helps
‘to speed up the changing behaviour within organizations’. Several other
UK writers have argued the case for research-informed approaches to
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HRD including management development and organizational change and
development (Jacobs and Vyakarnam 1994; Davies 1996). Similar argu-
ments have been made in the USA. For example, Swanson (1997) exhorts
HRD professionals to advance their professional practice by becoming
truly expert practitioners through what he calls ‘back yard’ research,
whilst Jacobs (1997) calls for collaborative partnerships between HRD prac-
titioners and HRD scholars for integrating research and practice. Their
views are strongly supported by Russ-Eft et al. (1997) who present telling
arguments encouraging HRD practitioners to use the results of current
HRD research in order to enhance their professional practice. Reflective
research-informed HRD, enhanced by collaborative partnerships between
managers, trainers and developers on the one hand and HRD scholars on
the other for producing good internal research, will become increasingly
important in the drive for excellence and expert practice in the field of
change management.

Implications for HRD/OCD practice

As can be inferred from the foregoing, managers, trainers, developers and
all other HR professionals with responsibilities for bringing about organ-
izational change effectively and beneficially, whether or not in collabor-
ative partnership, need to be appropriately skilled to perform the tasks of
the change agent. Invariably these are to:

diagnose, understand and make sense of the organization;
formulate appropriate change strategies;

implement these strategies effectively and beneficially;

critically evaluate the effectiveness of their own contribution;
draw lessons by reflecting upon their own professional practice.

CU s 00 N —

A detailed discussion of these five tasks have been presented elsewhere
(Hamlin and Davies 2001), but it suffices here just to acknowledge the fact
that these tasks of the change agent are complicated by virtue of the
increasing complexities, contradictions and paradoxes associated with organ-
izational life and the processes of organizational change. Hence change
agents need to be very selective in the theoretical approaches they use to
inform and shape their practice, and they need also to build into their
organizational change and development programmes sufficient time for
review and reflection. From such reflection new theoretical insights may
be gained as to why particular aspects of change programmes either suc-
ceed or fail. Furthermore, new ways of approaching the problems of change
may emerge through the development of new ‘ideas or theories’ informed
by the practice. Additionally, as change agents they need to incorporate
research activities as part of their professional practice for the purpose of
better informing, shaping and evaluating what they do. Conducting internal
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research is itself a process which can help make change occur. It can,
when conducted with appropriate academic rigour, lead to fundamental
issues concerning the effective functioning of the organization being
brought to the surface and being confronted. As a result people are more
likely to admit in public both the effective and ineffective features of
organizational life including their own individual performance or behavi-
our deficiencies, and to advance personal ‘theories’, reactions and opinions
which otherwise would not be revealed. Such research gives HRD/OD
practitioners the evidence required ‘to hold a mirror up to the organiza-
tion’ that will ‘reflect accurately’ the truth and realities of organizational
life (see also Bruce and Wyman 1998).

However, the question needs to be asked as to how evidence-based and
research-informed approaches might become commonplace features of
HRD practice, particularly in the area of strategic organizational change.

Implementation of evidence-based and research-informed HRD practice

For reasons already discussed, it is unlikely that an ‘evidence-based’ approach
to HRD can ever emulate the model of Evidence-Based Medicine. How-
ever, it should at least be possible to emulate the various evidence-based
approaches successfully and beneficially applied in healthcare and healthcare
management. At best this might mean that ‘best evidence’ for HRD is
limited to the findings of good quality empirical research based solely on
qualitative methodologies, which is an approach that is becoming increas-
ingly legitimized within various areas of healthcare. At worst, but still
desirable, evidence-based HRD practice might just mean practitioners build-
ing into their every day practice the ‘questioning approach’ advocated by
Rosemary Stewart or using ‘best evidence’ of lowest strength in the hier-
archy of scientific evidence. It needs to be recognized that there are many
HRD professionals who have had experience of carrying out rigorous
research as part of a Master’s degree and have since become research-
minded and reflective. Although not strictly ‘evidence-based’ in practice
they are certainly ‘research-orientated’. In terms of the strength of scien-
tific evidence this approach falls short of the minimum requirements to
be considered as ‘evidence-based’, but even so it needs to be recognized as
a desirable feature of professional practice. Encouraging this approach
would be a significant development leading to evidence-based practice.
What follows are a few recent real life examples of how the ‘evidence-
based’ and ‘research-informed’ approaches have been used in practice by
various HRD practitioners and others. These examples are drawn partly
from personal experience, partly from the experiences of other reflective
practitioners, and partly from the literature. They indicate that the notion
of research-informed and evidence-based HRD is not rhetoric but a reality.
They also provide pointers that give direction to ways of enabling and expand-
ing the implementation of research-informed and evidence-based practice.
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Organizational change and development: ‘reflections on practice’
pointers towards research-informed and evidence-based HRD practice

In their recent book Hamlin, Keep and Ash (2001) provide various prac-
tical insights and perspectives on ‘what makes for effective and successful
organizational change and development’. Many of these are based on the
‘narratives’, ‘stories’ and ‘lessons’ offered by various reflective research-
informed change agents, including managers, trainers and developers,
who have been successful in bringing about beneficial organizational change
either in their own organization or in host organizations. A detailed analy-
sis of these various ‘reflections on practice’ by Hamlin (2001b) reveal
several common lessons from which a number of generalized insights and
conclusions have been drawn regarding effective change agency in prac-
tice. The critical factors pertaining to most of the case histories reinforce
various aspects of the ‘Generic Model of Organisational Change Manage-
ment’ referred to earlier in this chapter which was derived from ‘best
evidence’ reported in the management literature. Other critical factors
common to many of the ‘reflections on practice’ demonstrate the benefits
of knowing the common failings of managers when managing change,
and the importance of avoiding them. The key insights gained include:

e the significance placed on ‘communicating with all stakeholders
for the purpose of securing common ownership, commitment and
involvement’;

¢ the pivotal importance of ‘securing the active commitment, involve-
ment and participation of senior to middle managers’ and particularly
‘top management’;

¢ the need to be ‘clear, consistent and open with regard to what you are
seeking to achieve, setting clear strategic objectives and sharing the
vision’;

¢ the importance of ‘recognizing and addressing the real problems or
root causes of problems, including the cultural dimensions’;

¢ the importance of ‘giving enough time for the OCD programme to
take root and succeed’;

¢ the importance of the ‘contribution that the HR function can make
and the strategic role it can play in bringing about transformational
change’;

¢ the need to recognize ‘the role of learning in the change manage-
ment process and the need for a no blame culture’;

® the value of ‘being reflective’;

¢ the emphasis and importance placed on ‘the value of conducting
internal research as part of change agency practice’.

The latter two insights are particularly significant. For most of those
who contributed the case histories, reflection was a legitimate component
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of their change agency practice which they made an integral and explicit
part of the change process. Furthermore, many wished they had spent
even more time up front of their change projects carrying out research
to understand better the organizational context, particularly the cultural
aspects, in order to form a stronger foundation upon which to build their
change programmes and developments.

Quality in healthcare

Enabling the implementation of evidence-based practice

This example relates to the world of nursing and healthcare management
(Kitson, Harvey and McCormack 1998). Some of the case studies pre-
sented in this work relate strongly to change management, facilitation and
learning issues in contexts, settings and situations similar to those faced by
managers and HRD practitioners in other types of organization. At heart
it is the belief that ‘the implementation of good quality research is likely
to have improved outcomes for patients and is therefore important for qual-
ity patient care’. The conceptual framework presented by the authors
suggests that ‘successful implementation of research into practice is a
function of the relation between the nature of the evidence, the context
in which the proposed change is to be implemented, and the mechanisms
by which the change is facilitated’. As much attention needs to be given to
preparing the context and choosing the facilitation method as to testing
the evidence. Four case studies are presented of varying degrees of quality
from low to high relating to the evidence, the context and the facilitation
respectively. The most successful implementation seems to occur when
evidence is high; when the context is receptive to change with sympathetic
cultures and appropriate monitoring and feedback mechanisms, and when
there is appropriate facilitation of the change, using in a complementary
way the skills of both external and internal facilitators. The framework
could be used as a tool by HRD practitioners for implementing research
findings or engaging in research activities as part of their change agency
practice. Additionally it provides a useful reminder of the importance of
giving sufficient attention to the process issues of change which call for
high levels of facilitation skill and change agency expertise.

Research-informed and evidence-based HRD through professional
partnerships

As already mentioned various authors in the UK have called for more
research informed approaches to human resource development and man-
agement development (Jacobs and Vyakarnam 1994; Davies 1996; Hamlin
and Davies 1996). Others have argued the case for more internal research
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in support of organizational change programmes and organizational
learning (Quirke 1995; Stewart 1996; Hamlin and Reidy 1996 and 1997;
Hamlin, Reidy and Stewart 1997; Denton 1998; Easterby-Smith and Araujo
1999). In the USA Swanson (1997) advocates that HRD professionals should
‘advance their professional practice by becoming truly expert practitioners’
through what he calls ‘backyard research’. Jacobs (1997) strongly advocates
HRD collaborations between organizations and universities. However, these
should be ‘professional partnerships’ in which the ‘partners’ recognize
that HRD scholars and HRD practitioners enter such partnerships with
their own respective goals. Thus, in ‘HRD professional partnerships’, there
is a dual goal to advance the HRD field and improve the organization
through the findings and application of rigorous internal research. Build-
ing upon the ideas of Jacobs, and a number of tentative ideas shared by
a group of HRD academics and practitioners attending the 1997 Annual
Conference of the University Forum for HRD, a ‘conceptual framework’
has been devised to illustrate the connection between ‘HRD professional
partnerships’ and the ‘HRD research—practice gap’ (Figure 5.4).

Bridging the research—practice gap
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Figure 5.4 Closing or bridging the HRD research—practice gap through HRD
professional partnerships

Source: Bob Hamlin in Hamlin, B., Keep, J. and Ash, K. (2001) Organizational Change and

Development, Financial Times/Prentice Hall. Copyright 2001 R.G. Hamlin. Used with permission

of Pearson Education Limited
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The narrow outside ‘boxes’ to the left and right of the model are there
to remind us that the joint research effort is not a ‘service contract’ but a
‘collaborative partnership’. The narrow outside boxes at the top and bot-
tom of the model illustrate the connection between the respective
‘stakeholders’ who are jointly involved in the active ‘processes’ of research
and consultancy. These need to be relevant, rigorous, robust and ethical if
they are to lead to ‘outcomes’ of maximum value to the interested parties.
The large box to the left of centre of the model endeavours to illustrate
‘professional partnerships’ in which HRD scholars from universities, in
partnership with HRD practitioners, conduct internal organizationally re-
lated research to academic standards. At the centre of this box is the
notion of the ‘reflective research-informed/evidence-based’ practitioner.
The large box at the centre of the model draws attention to the cyclical
nature of the processes for conducting internal research and consultancy
respectively. These are similar and follow a ‘common’ sequence of stages
from entry to reporting. The outcomes from the research/consultancy
activities as illustrated in the large box to the right of centre of the model
are perceived as being mutually reinforcing. At the outset of an HRD
intervention the reflective research-informed/evidence-based HRD practi-
tioner uses ‘best evidence’ to support his or her decisions. This might
mean building a ‘research’ component into the HRD strategy for the
specific purpose of using empirical evidence from internal organizational
research to further inform, shape and measure the required HRD inter-
vention and thereby enhance the professional practice. Building sufficient
rigour into the research with the help of an HRD scholar in a professional
partnership arrangement will give the necessary ‘academic credentials’
required to ensure the credibility and acceptance of the research by people
inside the organization, and also impart value in terms of its contribution
to the advancement of knowledge.

This concept of collaborative ‘professional partnerships’ for generating
internal partnership research, and the processes involved, bear similarity
to the notion of ‘co-operative research’ as advocated and practised within
the healthcare sector (Sang 2000). To get ‘research into practice’ Sang
draws attention to a ‘virtuous cycle’ of co-operation that needs to exist
from beginning to end of the research process involving the initiators,
commissioners, designers, planners, implementers and evaluators.

An HRD professional partnership in practice

Case-study example: HM Customs and Excise (Anglia Region)

This HRD professional partnership was set within the Anglia Region of
HM Customs and Excise (HMCE), which at the time was one of fourteen
executive units comprising HMCE within the UK. The partners in this
instance included Dick Shepherd, the regional head of ‘Anglia’, Margaret
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Reidy his internal research officer/HRD consultant, plus the author and
Professor Jim Stewart from Nottingham Trent University.

The aim of the partnership was to help bring about radical change in
the management culture of the organization through HRD initiatives based
on the findings of rigorous internal academic research. The research pro-
gramme included, amongst other activities, an extensive ‘ethnographic’
longitudinal case study on the changing culture of the organization. It also
comprised a complementary empirical research study into the criteria of
managerial and leadership effectiveness using critical incident technique
and statistical analytic methods for processing the data.

The partnership comprised two strands, the one concerned with the ‘ethno-
graphic’ research, the other with the study of managerial effectiveness.
The ‘ethnographic’ research became coincidentally the focus of a PhD/
MPhil study programme undertaken by the research officer. Hence this
strand of the partnership was partly contractual for the doctoral studies
component and non-contractual for all of the other aspects. The manage-
rial effectiveness strand to the partnership differed from the ‘ethnographic’
strand in that it was wholly voluntary and non-contractual with each partner
entering the ‘partnership’ with quite different yet complementary goals.
It should be mentioned that in the ‘Anglia partnership’ the internal HRD
practitioner, Margaret Reidy, carried out most of the field research, but
the other stages of the research programme were done jointly.

At the time of his appointment as regional head of Anglia in 1991, Dick
Shepherd found himself in a region which, whilst productive, was working
with a ‘command and control’ style of management. However, to reflect
the changing organizational environment where year on year demands to
deliver more for less were being made by the department, the management
style needed to be changed. Furthermore, to cope effectively with the
various change programmes he anticipated would be imposed ‘top-down’
from above, and those he intended initiating himself, he concluded a new
cultural infrastructure was required. He found though that change was
slow to happen due to the effects of ‘cultural lag’, a term first coined by
Bate (1996). He realized he needed to understand better the resilient but
no longer relevant culture of his organization so as to know how best to
change it. Hence he commissioned an ethnographic longitudinal research
study from Margaret Reidy on culture and cultural change that was designed
to help inform, shape and measure the changes he had set his mind to
bring about. In the main his early change initiatives were a success in
terms of changing the organizational structure. However, the desired
changes in the management culture were only partly achieved as revealed
by the ethnographic study. A large proportion of managers persisted in
managing in the traditional ways of the Civil Service.

At the beginning of 1995, Shepherd decided to address again the issue
of changing the management culture. However, he wanted to know with a
greater degree of certainty the type of managerial behaviours that were
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proving particularly effective within the changing organization which therefore
needed to be encouraged and promoted, and conversely those behavi-
ours that were least effective which needed to be discouraged or elimin-
ated. Furthermore, he and Margaret Reidy were curious to know whether
a different research methodology would substantiate the longitudinal
‘ethnographic’ research findings. Hence a second strand of the HRD
professional partnership was formed focusing on a complementary re-
search programme into managerial and leadership effectiveness. This
latter research, and its application to inform and shape the range of HRD
interventions used to bring about significant change in the management
culture of ‘Anglia’, has been published in some detail elsewhere (see
Hamlin and Reidy 1997; Hamlin, Reidy and Stewart 1997, 1998 and 1999).
In summary, the initial research revealed six ‘positive’ criteria relating
to managerial effectiveness within ‘Anglia’, and twelve ‘negative’ criteria
relating to managerial ineffectiveness.

The criteria are rich and robust in that they are underpinned by beha-
vioural statements which are relevant in terms of the inherent language
and culture of ‘Anglia’, and have been piloted and tested through a number
of diverse tools. A further research study was carried out focusing speci-
fically on team leaders with the purpose of identifying criteria of leadership
effectiveness. It was based on twenty of the ‘positive’ leadership-specific
behavioural statements obtained from the managerial effectiveness research,
and used the same data processing methods.

Dick Shepherd presented the preliminary findings from the critical incid-
ent stage of the research to his managers at his 1995 Annual Management
Conference. The results were well received with people agreeing that the
identified behaviours did exist. These were then discussed in syndicate
workshops with some of the revealed behavioural problems being addressed.
Various managers and team leaders carried the results back to their offices,
and ran similar workshops with their own people in order to address those
problem issues affecting them. Subsequent monitoring of the culture changes
that had taken place as a result of the research-based HRD interventions
revealed marked increases in the incidence of ‘positive’ managerial beha-
viours, and reductions in the ‘negative’. However, many problems remained
with certain managers still exhibiting attitudes and behaviours associated
with ineffective management as defined by the ‘negative’ criteria. Hence
it was concluded additional effort was required to effect further change
in the management culture. The reasons why the initial findings had not
had a bigger impact was that some people did not relate the ‘negative’
behaviours to themselves, although they accepted that in general such
behaviours were a major problem for the organization. The strict codes of
confidentiality and anonymity as applied when conducting the research
meant none of the observed critical incidents and behaviours reported in
the findings were attributed to any persons in particular. Hence it was too
easy for some people to believe that other managers elsewhere in the
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organization were the ones exhibiting the negative behaviours. Some man-
agers were obviously reluctant to analyse their own behaviours in relation
to the research findings. This created a barrier to further cultural change.
Therefore a different approach was needed that would encourage and
enable managers and team leaders in the organization to relate the ‘posi-
tive’ and ‘negative’ criteria to their own behaviours. The approach used
was based on the concepts of self-analysis, 360-degree feedback and action
learning, using a range of ‘framework tools’ focusing on different criteria
and problem issues identified by the managerial and leadership effective-
ness research. Team-effectiveness workshops were set up for particular
team leaders (managers) and their respective teams, and these were facili-
tated initially with the help of Margaret Reidy. Through the process of
action learning, participants at the workshops were helped to translate
and transfer to themselves not only the positive findings of the research,
but also the negative findings that required personal remedial action as
revealed by the 360-degree feedback process. This team effectiveness/
action learning workshop approach enabled people to obtain feedback
from colleagues without risk of compromising their positions or relation-
ships within the organization. It allowed them to work through problems
in a supportive climate and learn from them, and led to meaningful change
on a personal, team and organizational level. Subsequent workshops be-
came self-generating and self-facilitating.

The research-informed/evidence-based HRD practice outlined above,
which took place between 1995 and 1998, was highly successful in engag-
ing the active interest and commitment of ‘Anglia’ people to the process
of strategic change. Managers went much further in their thinking than
had been the case with previous organizational change programmes. In
the past ‘Anglia’ people had not always responded well to certain organ-
izational change initiatives, particularly those involving consultants using
external research or adapted ‘off the shelf” OD instruments that failed to
‘ring true’. In this case they were willing to move forward with cultural
change brought about through the strategically led and research-informed/
evidence-based HRD interventions initiated by Dick Shepherd. This was
because the internal research findings presented an accurate picture of
the actual realities of managerial life as it existed, and also ‘struck a chord’
with people. But the perceived value of this research-informed/evidence-
based HRD practice stemmed particularly from the attributes of the re-
search resulting from the ‘Anglia’” HRD professional partnership, namely
its academic rigour and credentials, the strict codes of anonymity and
confidentiality that were applied, its relevancy and the sense of ownership
it engendered. In the case of the ‘Anglia’ cultural change programme the
contribution of the internal research was pivotal and of crucial import-
ance. As Dick Shepherd said, ‘it was of enormous value in bringing about
the culture change, and gave me the confidence and courage to proceed
with the change programme’.
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Conclusions and key learning points

Several lessons can be drawn from the examples outlined above. There
are strong arguments that strategically led research-informed/evidence-
based HRD practice can become a central plank of any HRD strategy for
helping to bring about beneficial organizational change and development.
However, this is unlikely to become commonplace if most HRD practitioners
remain constrained at the margins of the organization, rather than at its
centre. The question is how might HRD professionals become centrepiece
players on the organizational stage? Certainly this will not happen unless
and until line managers overcome the five OCD ‘failings’ outlined earlier
in this chapter, and unless and until HRD people increase significantly
their competency and credibility. Herein lies a major challenge for those
who educate and train managers, trainers and developers, particularly
university academics who teach on professional qualification programmes
such as the MBA and Master’s degrees in HRD and HRM. They should
be making key contributions towards such developments as:

1 Ensuring that the organizational/business leaders and managers they
teach do fully understand the significance of investing in appropriate
HRD (and HRM) effort when initiating and implementing organiza-
tional change programmes. This might mean changing the way HRD/
HRM is taught in business schools. Greater emphasis should be placed
on helping practising managers recognize not only the importance to
themselves of becoming more skilled as change agents and research-
informed/evidence-based reflective practitioners, but also on the value
of co-operative or partnership research and professional partnerships.

2 Ensuring HRD practitioners develop the skills required to operate
effectively and with competence, confidence and credibility at strat-
egic levels within organizations. This includes helping them develop
expertise as internal consultants, change agents, strategic organiza-
tional facilitators, and as research-informed/evidence-based reflective
practitioners.

3 Doing more applied research themselves, focused towards enhanc-
ing professional HRD practice as well as advancing the field of HRD
knowledge.

4  Working collaboratively with their current and past students and
other research-active HRD practitioners, preferably within HRD pro-
fessional partnerships and other co-operative or partnership research
arrangements.

5 Recognizing the potential of such partnerships for generating aca-
demically rigorous HRD research that can be of relevance and interest
to HRD practitioners.

A key message for those readers who are HRD practitioners is the need
at least to become a reflective research-informed professional; and then to
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embark upon a journey towards becoming an evidence-based practitioner,
emulating what other professionals do in the healthcare professions. HRD
professional partnerships or co-operative research arrangements with HRD
academics are one means of enhancing professional HRD practice through
research.

There is also an important message to be drawn from the above examples
for top managers and business/organizational leaders. They need increas-
ingly to recognize the value of research-informed/evidence-based HRD
for bringing about beneficial organizational change and development.
However, as an HRD-orientated manager, trainer, or developer it may
fall to you, the reader, to ensure this message ‘strikes home’ at the top
of your own organization. This may prove an essential requirement if you
are to maximize your contribution to organizational effectiveness and help-
ing to bring about beneficial organizational change and development.
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RESEARCHING HRD
IN SMALL ORGANIZATIONS

Rosemary Hill

Aims and contributions

If this volume is an axiomatic recognition of the need for a serious
examination of research in the specific field of HRD, then this chap-
ter recognizes an equally demanding need — that of HRD enquiry into
small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). In accepting the arguments
that smaller organizations are not scaled-down versions of large ones
(Westhead and Storey 1996) and that the majority of the HR literature in
the UK derives from large organizations (Harrison 1997) it would seem
sensible to want to address such a potentially serious omission through
an understanding of how the research process in SMEs might inform
both the ontology of HRD and the epistemological issues in research-
ing it. Proposals for a new body — the Small Business Service (SBS) —
‘to act as a voice for small business at the heart of Government’ (DTI
1999: 1) recognize the importance that the UK government places upon
the contribution of small organizations to the nation’s socio-economic
infrastructure.

Against this academic and commercial rationale, the chapter examines
an episode of case-study research into HRD in three small organizations
located in the Wirral, in the north-west of England. In the chapter,
the theoretical context of HRD and the smaller organization is explored
and the research context explained; but its main focus is to describe
the case-study methodology used. This it does in two ways: first, by discuss-
ing case-study research from a conceptual perspective; and second, by
describing the data collection and analysis techniques adopted. A crit-
ical analysis of issues raised by the research and how the characteristics
of the small organizations studied may have shaped the casework design
and analysis techniques in practice is then offered. The chapter pro-
ceeds with a comparison of the different HRD approaches found in the
three cases, and closes with a discussion of research conclusions and
implications.
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Theoretical context

The issue of small organization ‘smallness’

Definitions of what constitutes a small organization do vary within the
literature and defining it is no easy task. Those used in the research align
with the European Commission’s definition of SMEs summarized at Table
6.1 — essentially organizations employing less than 250 people. The terms
‘SME’ and ‘small organization’ are used interchangeably in the chapter, as
both are equally applicable to the three cases studied (although it is recog-
nized that ‘small’ is positioned specifically within the data at Table 6.1 as
pertaining to organizations with less than 50 employees). The most signi-
ficant point here is, perhaps, that because the term ‘SME’ encompasses
such a broad church, it is important to define its constitution and applica-
tion within a particular piece of research or writing.

Stanworth and Curran (1976: 7-8) report that the Bolton Committee
saw the small organization as a socio-economic unit displaying the charac-
teristics in Box 6.1. This conceptualization may, however, be criticized. For
example, small organizations frequently create niche markets (Bradburd
and Ross 1989), thus achieving quite a large, if not always obvious, market

Table 6.1 European Commission’s definitions of SMEs

Number of employees Defined as:

0-9 Very small (micro) firms
10-49 Small firms

50-249 Medium firms

250 + Large firms

Source: Compiled from TUC (1997), originating in a Commission of the European Com-
munities publication of 3 April 1996

Box 6.1 Small firm characteristics as reported by the Bolton Committee

1 Economically, a small firm is one that has a relatively small share of its
market.

2 Managerially, the small firm is administered by its owners or part-owners
in a personalized way, rather than through the medium of formalized
management structure.

3 It is independent in the sense that it does not form part of a larger
enterprise and owner-managers are free from outside control in taking
their principal decisions.

Compiled from: Stanworth and Curran (1976). Copyright 1976 Blackwell Publishers
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share. In contention of point 2, Storey (1994: 150) suggests that ‘once
small firms exceed between ten and twenty workers, they begin to employ
individuals to act as managers or supervisors’, reflecting an overall pattern
in the relationship between non-owning manager recruitment and small-
firm growth. The matter of independence at point 3 is also interesting and
contestable. For instance, such reasoning may extend to larger organiza-
tions that operate within a framework of autonomous units in an effort to
enhance flexibility, responsiveness and entrepreneurialism (Handy 1995;
Harrison 1997; Osborne 1995; Stanworth et al. 1989) — typically believed to be
small-organizational traits (Storey op. cit.). Are such business units ‘small’
organizations in their own right? Or must the essence of small-firm operation
inherently and constitutionally incur absolute freedom from the encum-
brance or comfort of large-firm endorsement? Several SMEs encountered
early on in the research whilst seeking access to case-study organizations
were either wholly reliant upon a single large customer (and thus seen as
extensions of these customers’ businesses), or functioning as an independ-
ent franchise of a larger organization. These small organizations were,
however, still regarded by the local Training and Enterprise Council
(TEC) as part of the region’s SME populace — thus offering a perspective
on the above speculation about the essence of ‘small-firm operation’.

Watson and Everett (1993) suggest that a non-quantitative approach to
small business definition is preferable to one where, typically, figures relat-
ing to size of workforce or annual turnover are quoted. They do, however,
acknowledge that there are difficulties in applying qualitative methods to
include the need for consistency of measurement processes across differ-
ent industry sectors. Certain sectors appear to contain a proliferation of
small organizations. For instance, Curran and Burrows (seen in Storey op.
cit.: 17) located almost 90 per cent of all UK businesses employing between
one and twenty-four workers in the construction and service industries;
whilst Keeble et al. (1992) report that service industries in general are
typified by an above-average share of small organizations.

The main point in all of this discussion is that small-organization ‘small-
ness’ is a multi-dimensional concept which may not always be judged from
a size perspective alone and that, perhaps, there is no such thing as a
‘typical’ small organization.

HRD and the small organization

If there is no such thing as a typical small organization, then it may also
follow that there is no such thing as an approach to HRD that is ‘typical’
of small organizations — empirical findings of this study seem to indicate
so. Vickerstaff and Parker (1995: 60) report: ‘Case-study-based work has
revealed a high degree of unplanned and informal training activity in
small firms, where there is typically unlikely to be a dedicated personnel
manager or training officer.’
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Other literature — for example, Cosh, Duncan and Hughes (1998), DfEE
(1997), Gibb (1997), Harrison (1997), Lane (1994), Metcalf, Walling and
Fogarty (1994) and Westhead and Storey (1996) — supports this and a
sibling argument that in many small organizations training does not take
place at all. It is also worth adding here that where training does occur in
SMEs, not only is it more likely to be reactive and informal but it tends to
be short term and almost exclusively directed at the solution of immediate
work-related problems rather than the development of people. Sadler-
Smith, Down and Field (1999: 375) cite research that points to ‘training
interventions in smaller firms being less sophisticated than those in larger
firms’. Collectively, such factors suggest that HRD in small organiza-
tions focuses on training that is predominantly job-skill related, delivered
simply on the job as part of the job (rather than training taking place away
from the workplace in a more formal setting). It is seen by the small
organization not so much as ‘proper training’, but instead regarded as
‘part of everyday life’ ( Joyce, McNulty and Woods 1995: 19). In this sense,
‘the job’ in an SME may be conceived of as an HRD intervention in itself.
These arguments indicate that the characteristics of HRD in small organ-
izations concur with much that is characteristic of SMEs themselves —
essentially informal, uncomplicated and action-oriented, with a tendency to
ground policies and activities in values of ‘business as usual’. They also
imply that the dynamics of HRD in small organizations could be very
different from those in larger enterprises (Joyce, McNulty and Woods
1995).

‘Working’ interpretation of HRD for researching
in the small organization

First, it is acknowledged that HRD comprises an intricate web of issues
and activities as demonstrated by a wealth of writers such as French and
Bazalgette (1996), Garavan, Costine and Heralty (1995), Harrison (1997),
Stewart and McGoldrick (1996) and Weinberger (1998). One HRD activ-
ity is the training and development of people in a work organization.
Whilst recognizing that the individual activities of ‘training’ and ‘develop-
ment’ may hold separate and differing connotations for the overall philo-
sophy and practice of HRD - as advanced by Buckley and Caple (1990)
and Harrison (1997), for example — ‘training and development’ (TandD)

is applied here in its aggregate form, in keeping with composite definitions
of TandD such as that offered by ITP UK (1996: 27):

any activity that develops skills and/or knowledge, and/or behavi-
our. Activities may range from formal training courses run intern-
ally or externally, to informal on the job training by a supervisor.
Also includes other activities such as shadowing, coaching,
mentoring etc.
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Box 6.2 How the term HRD was used in the research

In the research, the term HRD was used in a descriptive sense, in that it
(HRD) may be thought of as a series of activities carried out in a work
organization — aimed at the training and development of individuals and
teams, and the development of the organization itself — rather than as an
abstract and perhaps rhetorical construct.

Harrison (1997: xiii) defines the term ‘training’ as ‘shorthand for planned
instructional activities, and sometimes for wider developmental activities
and processes’, and assigns ‘development’ to ‘all learning experiences
whereby growth occurs’. She then goes on to say that when development
is ‘used in conjunction with “training” it is in order to distinguish wider
learning experiences from narrowly focused, planned, job-related events’.
There are similarities in the definitions advanced here by IIP UK and
Harrison. Each informs us that TandD activities engage both formal and
informal processes, for example. Combined, the two infer that training is a
more formal and narrowly focused activity designed to impart or improve
upon specific knowledge and skills. Development is aimed inherently at
the realization of growth and a capability to think, behave and perform
differently — changes invoked through planned or emergent learning experi-
ences (Megginson 1996).

In discussing the concept of HRD, Stewart and McGoldrick (1996)
argue that whilst there is no definite view of what constitutes HRD, it is
both strategic and practical. They also suggest that HRD is implicit in
organizing and managing, and is concerned with leadership, culture,
organizational learning and development, and change. There are also
many interpretations of HRD which have been located in various theories
and practices relating to the subject over several decades. Weinberger
(1998) helpfully summarizes a range of HRD definitions offered by a
variety of authors over the period 1970 to 1995. For purposes of the
research described in this chapter, HRD is used descriptively/practically
rather than conceptually, as that seemed a more pragmatic and, therefore,
appropriate application of the term in the context of studying small organ-
izations. Box 6.2 explains.

The interpretation at Box 6.2 explicitly exhibits key components of
TandD and organizational development (OD), and strongly implicates
performance improvement and learning capability. Furthermore, for empir-
ical investigations HRD was organized within three primary ‘branches’,
as depicted in Figure 6.1. As suggested by the figure, TandD activities
constitute the dominant component in this interpretation of HRD, whilst
the learning and development processes and underpinning theories asso-
ciated with OD (see for example, French and Bell 1990; Stewart 1996)

126



RESEARCHING HRD IN SMES

HRD

|

Training and development

(T&D)
Organization development Organizational behaviour
(OD) (OB)

Figure 6.1 Branches of HRD

and organizational behaviour (OB) (see for example, Davis and Newstrom
1972; Robbins 1997), feature as subordinated but significant contributors.

Whilst Figure 6.1 might imply clear demarcations between TandD, OD
and OB, in reality there exists a blurring of the boundaries between them
and an effective HRD researcher or practitioner, arguably, should be able
to call upon all three as and when necessary.

So where does all this leave the notion of researching HRD in small
organizations? The research described in the chapter has mainly concen-
trated upon what TandD activities were carried out in the cases studied.
Having said that, the project’s total involvement with HRD was much
deeper and wider than merely an investigation into what TandD was, or
was not, being done. For example, research activities included the design
and facilitation of team-building and role analysis interventions in one of
the case-study organizations, development of an appraisal proforma in
another, and mentoring owner/managers to some degree in all three cases.
Achieving close involvement and reciprocity (in the form of offering some
hands-on ‘expert help’) with research respondents, and making observa-
tions and drawing conclusions about the wider issues of HRD as discussed
above were, therefore, inevitable consequences of the research.

The empirical context

The multiple case study was the primary research strategy of a four-year
doctoral programme aimed at examining the effectiveness of UK national
HRD (N/HRD) in small organizations using the Investors in People (IIP)
standard and process as the paradigm case for N/HRD. Data were col-
lected intermittently in the three organizations between October 1996
and June 1998, with a follow-up visit made to two of the cases in mid-1999.
The casework was preceded by a preliminary survey of 350 small organiza-
tions in the Wirral over the first half of 1996. The survey was supported by
the local TEC and aimed at surfacing employers’ views about IIP. It was
conducted in two phases: phase one comprised a postal questionnaire;
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Table 6.2 The case-study organizations

Organization — Nature of work Approx. nos. employees
(at time of selection)

Case 1: Light engineering: design and build 19
machines for mainly the automotive
industry; trading as a limited company;
single site; international trade

Case 2: Install/maintain security and 70
telecommunications systems; trading as a
PLC; several sites over the UK; national
trade

Case 3: Youth and community project work in the 6
voluntary sector; single site; a registered
charity serving the local (Wirral)
community only

and phase two featured a series of semi-structured interviews with the
owner/managers of twenty-three of the surveyed organizations. As a second-
ary research strategy, the preliminary survey had two basic components:
access and prehension. ‘Access’ is meant in a literal and practical sense —
that is access as being a ‘way in’ to the case-study organizations. ‘Prehension’
is used within the context of Kolb’s (1984) writings about experiential
learning in that the survey provided an initial insight into characteristics
of the local small-business community. It is also a useful glimpse into
some of the problems, experiences and opinions of owner/managers,
and invaluable bedrock of data to inform the subsequent case fieldwork
(prehension). In discussing their methodology for managing a particular
multiple case study, Miles and Huberman (1994: 31) refer to the principle
of conducting a large survey prior to casework as ‘nesting’. The survey
and casework were supplemented by literature and Internet searches, and
interviews with several people prominent in areas of expertise relevant
to the study.

Overview of the case-study organizations

Table 6.2 presents an overview of the three case-study organizations. They
were selected because the survey interviews had been mutually pleasant,
achieving a ‘feel-good’ factor and, in each case, researcher and research
respondent felt that they would be able to collaborate effectively together,
over a sustained period of time, towards the realization of independent
goals and mutual benefits. This may have added a potential weakness to
the research design in that such factors could be atypical of the SME
sector and that the research relationship could, perhaps, be perceived
as overly cohesive. However, given the well-known problems of access
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(Easterby-Smith, Thorpe and Lowe 1993), such potential weaknesses were
judged acceptable. The three cases had the advantages of providing a
contrasting and complementary mix of industry types, and based upon the
impressions gained in the interviews, they also offered a contrasting and
complementary mix of management styles, organizational structures and
cultures, markets and ambitions.

Case 1, being a specialist engineering operation with an expanding
overseas market, presented an opportunity to study the effect of design
innovation and growth on the way it viewed HRD. As an organization at a
cross-roads with regard to the direction of its current market position and
national growth, Case 2 demonstrated an interesting blend of trade and
service aspects and, therefore, training and development needs and act-
ivities. In complete contrast, Case 3 operated locally (to the Wirral) in a
‘pure’ service environment in the voluntary sector. As an organization
focused on bringing together the separate agendas of individual and com-
munity development through the progression of a live project, Case 3’s
modus operandi reflects the principles of action learning as advanced by
McGill and Beaty (1992) and Revans (1983): the volunteers being the
action learners, the community project serving as the action learning prob-
lem, and Case 3’s field officers operating as facilitators of learning for the
volunteers and a project result for the community. Congruent with Case
3’s primary ‘product’ — the facilitation of people- and society-based learn-
ing — research findings revealed that this organization naturally exhibited
a more developmental infrastructure and focus than the other two cases.

Methodological issues

Overview of research methodology

The case-study design, analysis and ongoing data interpretation were based
upon the discussions about case-study research by Yin (1994), with the
analysis techniques advanced by Bryman and Cramer (1990, 1997), Easterby-
Smith, Thorpe and Lowe (1993), Feldman (1995), Miles and Huberman
(1994) and Riley (1990) being used to broaden Yin’s arguments. For ex-
ample, Bryman and Cramer’s (1990) and Easterby-Smith, Thorpe and
Lowe’s (1993) discussions of quantitative research methods helped to in-
form management of the preliminary survey, to include the construction
of questionnaires and the ordering and analysis of the data collected. The
qualitative analysis techniques described by Miles and Huberman (1994)
were particularly useful with regard to the case-study data in terms of
explaining how to: design data collection documents; write up and code case
field notes; and engage data analysis techniques such as pattern coding,
memoing, interim case summaries and data displays. Feldman’s (1995) dis-
cussion of semiotic analysis was adopted in the development of a technique
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of cross-case comparison and analysis, described later in the chapter as
‘from metaphor to model’. The majority of case data were acquired by
means of semi-structured and informal interviews, telephone conversa-
tions and site observations: typically, all three cases preferred flexibility
and informality of contact and reporting — a reflection of small
organizational operating values.

Case-study research — a conceptual perspective

Is the case study a method or an approach? Yin (1994: 13) argues that the
case study:

comprises an all-encompassing method — with the logic of design
incorporating specific approaches to data collection and analysis.
In this sense, the case study is not either a data collection tactic or
merely a design feature alone ... but a comprehensive research
strategy.

In exemplification of how the case study is something ‘bigger’ than just
amethod or an approach, Yin (1994) suggests that case studies may collect
any mix of quantitative and qualitative data through a variety of evidence
collection mechanisms — direct observation, interviews, questionnaires and
surveys, for instance — over either a sustained or a short period of time.
Essentially, the case study provides an adaptable framework for applica-
tion in a number of research contexts and environments that may be
conducted through a range of sub-strategies that seek to explore, describe
or explain the phenomena under scrutiny. It was thought that these prime
factors (comprehensive and adaptable) rendered the case-study method/
approach particularly suitable for researching in SMEs as it allowed for a
good deal of intra-case individualism and flexibility — in order to meet
each small organization’s particular set of needs — within the framework of
a visibly consistent and rigorous inter-case process.

Whatever a particular set of needs a case study may have, Yin (op. cit.)
stresses the importance of developing a quality of research design aimed at
maximizing: construct validity (establishing correct operational measures
for the concepts being studied); internal validity (for explanatory studies
only — establishing a causal, as distinguished from a spurious, relation-
ship); external validity (establishing the domain to which a study’s findings
can be generalized); and reliability (demonstrating that the operations of
a study can be repeated, with the same results). Yin (ibid.: 18) defines a
research design simply as:

an action plan for getting from here to there, where here may be defined

as the initial set of questions to be answered, and there is some set
of conclusions (answers) about these questions. Between ‘here’
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Box 6.3 Case-data collection methods

Semi-structured interviews Participant observations
Unstructured interviews Non-participant observations
Group interviews Informal telephone interviews
Questionnaires Informal observations and ‘overhearings’
Reviewing organizational

documents

and ‘there’ may be found a number of major steps, including the
collection and analysis of relevant data.

The journey ‘between here and there’ in the three case-study organiza-
tions is now discussed.

Data collection

Case data were collected over two main phases. The first phase, from
October 1996 to April 1997, explored what HRD policies and practices
were in place in the three cases and to what extent N/HRD encouraged
and supported their efforts: during the second phase, from May 1997 to
June 1998, the research focus changed conceptually from an exploration
of content to an explanation of why N/HRD had or had not been adopted
in the cases. Further contact was attempted with all cases during April/
May 1999 in order to review site activities twelve months on, and generally
tidy up loose ends. At this time, it transpired that Case 1 (the engineering
company) had gone into receivership in late 1998 and had ceased trading.
Box 6.3 summarizes the case-study data collection methods utilized which
captured a mix of both quantitative and qualitative data so that the
quantitative versus qualitative distinction was ‘not seen as a dichotomy,
but as a continuum, with mixed methods at the midpoint of scale’ (Martin
1990: 31).

Interviews and questionnaires

Semi- and unstructured interviews were the mainstay of the casework.
Semi-structured interviews were managed by means of a prepared topic
guide, but it was not unusual for a semi-structured interview to evolve into
an unstructured one. For instance, as Case 1’s technical manager (the
main respondent in this organization) shared an office with the MD and
the financial manager, much unscheduled and unstructured group debate
ensued during site visits. It was common for other managers and shop-
floor employees to wander in and out of the management office and interrupt
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or join in with discussions: the presence of a researcher was apparently
not perceived as a barrier to the assortment of jokes, arguments, work
and personal issues presented to the MD and/or technical manager by
those who ‘dropped in’. It was also common for either the MD or the
technical manager (or both) to disappear for a while during an interview
to accompany a caller back to the shopfloor to deal with an urgent matter.
The informality and spontaneity of such phenomena were taken to be
significant examples of small-organization behaviour, and regarded as
opportunities to observe firsthand site activities and the interactions of
managers with managers and managers with employees. The research role
in these scenes seemed to slip randomly and naturally between that of
participant and non-participant observation.

Interviews in Case 3 too mostly digressed into unscheduled and unstruc-
tured discussion, as the management respondent was difficult to keep
focused on the planned subject matter and liked to use the research
process as a reflective mechanism to bounce ideas off. On the other hand,
Case 2’s sales and marketing director (the main respondent) appeared
content to forgo control over the content and flow of information — inter-
views with him invariably assumed a question and answer scenario, and
were rarely subject to interruption. Interestingly, Case 2 was the largest
and most structured of the three cases. The main point here is that, even
though consistency in data collection across the three cases was planned
for, in reality a pattern of data-collection technique unique to each case
emerged naturally over time. Researching in these small organizations
proved to be an organic process that required a relaxed and flexible style
of interaction, to include the researcher’s personal demeanour and dress
mode. However, whereas it was necessary to permit a substantial amount
of freewheeling during the bulk of the casework, there came a point when
a structured intervention was needed to ‘force’ a particular construct (‘form-
ality’, for instance) into a context in order to ensure consistency and
rigour of data collection/interpretation across cases. It was found that two
questionnaires delivered some twelve months apart served this need. This
approach - structured (but sparing and timely) intervention in the observa-
tion of predominantly naturally-occurring organizational processes —
worked well and was effective, as it reflected a balance between informality
and structure that small organizations seem to achieve, or gravitate towards,
naturally.

Informal telephone interviews

These were mostly ‘opportunist’ and conducted during telephone con-
versations with case respondents for purposes of scheduling/postponing/
rescheduling site visits, clarifying information, and just generally keeping
in touch. This type of informal contact was, however, invariably useful and
as such worthy of reflection and recording in case notes.
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Reviewing organizational documents

Organizational documents were reviewed both on and off site during the
case fieldwork. A total of 22 documents from Cases 2 and 3 were cata-
logued as off-site items — about 50 per cent related directly or indirectly to
HRD matters. Nothing was collected off-site from Case 1, although on site,
product information and technical drawings relating to product at various
stages of design were frequently offered up for scrutiny. The scarcity of
the off-site document collection (given three organizations and the lon-
gevity of the study) was seen as yet another sign of SME informality.

Informal observations and ‘overhearings’

These were also opportunist in nature, but could be powerfully meaning-
ful in content. This ‘technique’ basically entailed keeping eyes and ears
open and being attuned to what might be happening outside of the planned
scope of a particular contact. Feldman (1995) relates how semiotic analysis
may be used in the interpretation of qualitative data. Drawing upon the work
of Eco, she (ibid.: 21) describes semiotic theory as ‘a unified approach
to every phenomenon of signification and/or communication. Semiotics
is concerned with everything that can be taken as a sign. A sign is every-
thing which can be taken as significantly substituting for something else’.
The data gained through informal observations and overhearings lent
themselves particularly well to the principles of semiotic analysis. The
practice of reviewing organizational documents (above) also holds sig-
nificance for the process of semiotic analysis, whereby the relevance of a
document’s content can become secondary to the relevance of the docu-
ment’s ontological status and the context and manner in which it is
regarded by the respondent and offered up for scrutiny. For instance, the
tendency by Case 1 respondents to offer only documents relating to pro-
duct design may be taken as a sign of the high regard that this organiza-
tion placed on its design innovation capability; a valuable insight that in
turn helped shape understanding of other organizational beliefs, values
and HRD perspectives.

Data analysis framework — ‘Seeing the wood for the trees?’

Data analysis and interpretation were carried out continually throughout
the fieldwork by way of writing up, coding and repeated reading of case
notes. It was also helpful to periodically develop a written summary, or
focus sheet from case notes. Miles and Huberman (1994: 77-8) refer to
this analysis as the production of an ‘Interim Case Study’, and describe
the practice as ‘the first attempt to derive a coherent, overall account of the
case’. There was a period of concentrated effort to bring together all
the issues identified from all organizations over the final six months of the
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Prospective definition Defining the wood and finding the trees

Explorative
expansion:
exploring the
branches

Convergent analysis:
seeing the wood
for the trees?

Reduction

Analysis and
interpretation

Conclusions

Areas for
further research

Figure 6.2 Seeing the wood for the trees?
Source: Graphic design by David Llewelyn, Spryte

research project, when it became necessary to design a convergent analysis
framework to manage and ‘reduce’ (Miles and Huberman 1994) the vast
and varied amount of data and information gathered. A way into the
development of this framework was to summarize and describe the re-
search design diagrammatically. The display at Figure 6.2, entitled ‘Seeing

the wood for the trees?” depicts this, metaphorically, as a tree.

The research was seen to comprise three broad phases:

Prospective definition (Defining the wood and finding the trees)
Explorative expansion (Exploring the branches)
Convergent analysis (Seeing the wood for the trees?)
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Box 6.4 Three phases of the research

Prospective definition phase: (Defining the wood and finding the trees)

Key word: FOCUS
Activities in this phase included the development of a project statement,
research objectives, conceptual framework and key concepts in order to
determine and define the scope of the study (‘defining the wood’). The
preparatory survey is also positioned within this phase because it prospected
for: (a) an initial empirical understanding of the world of the SME; and (b)
organizations for subsequent casework (‘finding the trees’). This phase was
very much one of experiential learning (Kolb 1984), whereby perspectives
and ideas were continually being framed and re-framed.

Explorative expansion phase: (Exploring the branches)

Key word: GROWTH
Having defined the wood and found the trees, the case fieldwork involved
an expansive phase of gathering data from within the thick of the trees’
branches. This was a time of great excitement and increasing confidence as
relevant empirical data were captured and skills and techniques, such as
those of taking and writing up case notes, were honed or acquired. It was
also a time of frustration due to a tendency to become distracted by a myriad
of interesting, but peripheral, issues in the case-study organizations.

Convergent analysis phase: (Seeing the wood for the trees?)

Key word: REDUCTION
As the branches of a tree are connected by its trunk to a hidden root system,
so research data may be interpreted through a process of convergent analysis
designed to probe beneath their surface. Immediately where the trunk of
a tree grows into the ground, it tends to thicken slightly for stability and for
protection of its roots. As research data filters through a convergent analysis
process, two things tend to happen. First, new insight and perspectives may
become apparent; and second, new questions may emerge. The former may
then be offered as research conclusions, and the latter suggested as areas for
further research and clarification. Thus, as a tree draws upon its roots through
its trunk for growth, so does the research process attempt to understand the
‘truth’ through a convergent mechanism in order to ‘grow’ a particular
body of knowledge.

Whilst it is difficult to locate time-scales and particular activities precisely
within these phases, Box 6.4 provides a summary.

The model at Figure 6.2 led to the development of a convergent
analysis framework (CAF) at Figure 6.3 that enabled a cohesive explora-
tion of the project’s main concepts and constructs, and a more focused
explanation of findings. In keeping with Yin’s (1994) arguments about
maximizing the quality of case-study design to address matters of validity
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Figure 6.3 Convergent analysis framework (CAF)

and reliability, the CAF (Figure 6.3) was constructed so that it drew from
and related to the research objectives and conceptual framework. The
CAF depicts a continual dissemination of data from several conceptual
and empirical sources into a narrowing focus of cross-case examination
and analysis and an ultimate focal point for research conclusions and
review.

Data analysis — individual cases

Data from each case were analysed and interpreted within the consistent
framework engendered by the CAF. As well as the common constructs
examined (organizational formality, HRD approaches, and owner/man-
ager perspectives on N/HRD), and in order to inject an element of rival
theory (Yin 1994), each case was assigned a particular SME characteristic
as an additional focus in this process (innovation in Case 1, evolution
and growth in Case 2, and leadership in Case 3). An outcome of the
individual case analyses was a set of three ‘organisational metaphors’ as
follows:
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Case 1: ‘Against the background of making the product’
Case 2: ‘Connecting with contextual criticality’
Case 3: ‘Pulling from the front as not yet up and running’

These ‘metaphors’ were derived from the language frequently used by
principal research respondents, and other signs and symbols located in
discussions with employees and organizational documents. If a sign is a
significant substitution of something else (Feldman 1995) characterized
by detachment from the item it substitutes, then a symbol system may be
thought of as a significative theme constructed through signs (Berger and
Luckmann 1991). In this sense, signs and symbols co-exist within a system
of shared meaning. It is argued that a work organization too has a system
of shared meaning, sometimes called ‘organizational culture’ (see, for
example, Robbins 1997). So, if we live in a world of signs and symbols that
help shape and interpret the shared meaning of a work organization, then
it would seem logical to understand organizational phenomena through
an exploration of its signs and symbols. As management respondents illus-
trated personal and organizational perspectives with description and stories
grounded in both reality and metaphor, each of the above three organ-
izational metaphors was deemed to be symbolic of its respective organ-
ization’s primary culture.

Cross-case comparisons and analysis — ‘From metaphor to model’

The use of organizational metaphor was extended into the cross-case analysis
process by engaging an epistemological principle advanced by Nonaka (1996).
He (ibid.: 23) argues that the conversion of tacit knowledge to explicit
knowledge ‘means finding a way to express the inexpressible’, and that
‘it is often the very conflict that metaphors embody that jump starts the
creative process’ (ibid.: 25). In suggesting how the imagery of a metaphor
can lead the creative process to the logic of a model, Nonaka (ibid.) further
comments:

But while metaphor triggers the knowledge-creation process, it
alone is not enough to complete it. The next step is analogy.
Whereas metaphor is mostly driven by intuition and links images
that at first glance seem remote from each other, analogy is a
more structured process of reconciling contradictions and mak-
ing distinctions. Put another way, by clarifying how the two ideas
in one phrase are actually alike and not alike, the contradictions
incorporated into metaphors are harmonised by analogy. In this
respect analogy is an intermediate step between pure imagination
and logical thinking.

The basis of Nonaka’s argument is that movement from ‘pure imagina-
tion’ (metaphor) to ‘logical thinking’ (model) is too great without an
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‘But the universe is even more talkative . . . it speaks not only of ultimate
things (which it does always in an obscure fashion) but also of closer
things, and then it speaks quite clearly.” (Eco 1992)

Metaphor Analogy Model
Universe (isa) Symbol system (of) ‘Ultimate things’
B < -
(obscured/notlobvious) I T
(is)

Talkative (which gives us) Signs (which are) ‘Closer things’

(apparent/readily observable)

Figure 6.4 From metaphor to model

intermediary step — analogy, whereby an enquiry into how the elements of
a metaphor are similar and yet different facilitates a more structured ana-
lysis. But the process begins with the imagery of metaphor.

As metaphor is rich in signs and symbolism which managers tend to use
to ‘articulate their intuitions and insights’ (Nonaka 1996: 23), and that
the analysis of research data is inherently concerned with the passage of
knowledge from tacit to explicit state, then the principle of ‘from meta-
phor to model’ is appropriate in the analysis process here. This principle
also captures the spirit of owner/manager conversations and disclosures
encountered in the research, which by and large were colourful, and often
metaphorical, recollections of everyday events. Figure 6.4 illustrates how a
metaphor from a passage by Eco (1992: 24) was abstracted to build into a
model conceptualizing the principle of ‘from metaphor to model” used in
the cross-case analysis process.

In Figure 6.4, the ‘universe’ is depicted as a symbol system — obscured
and ‘ultimate’ — that exudes more obvious ontological signs by ‘being
talkative’. An exploration of these signs (‘closer things’) may lead to a
discovery of what is hidden in the higher system (‘ultimate things’), which
in a work organization tend to gravitate towards issues allied to values,
beliefs, culture and management perspectives. Two observations are made
here. First, that Figure 6.4 is an axiomatic illustration of ‘from metaphor
to model’, in that Eco’s metaphor led to the development of the model
(Figure 6.4). Second, that as the metaphor used to extrapolate the model
is epistemologically grounded, the model provides a fitting framework to
analyse research findings.

To move the data underpinning the three organizational metaphors
(above) from metaphor to model was a two-stage process. First, a listing
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was made of the principle characteristics of each case as suggested by the
metaphors. Then a semiotic analysis based upon principles of analogy
(Nonaka 1996) and opposition (Feldman 1995) was carried out to organ-
ize and compare the data within a matrix. Two questions were asked in
this process: ‘How are the cases alike?’ and ‘How are they different?” The
result was an understanding of how the cases compared culturally to feed
into further cross-case analyses of the constructs contained in the CAF
(above). Findings from the cross-case comparison of HRD approaches are
now discussed.

The research findings

Table 6.3 compares the HRD ‘planning’, ‘doing’ and ‘evaluating’ activities
in the three cases. The statements at the top of the table are summaries of
the three HRD approaches extracted from the individual case analyses.

It may be observed from the table that each HRD approach differs from
the other two, with Case 1 most closely matching the conventional SME
paradigm. Whilst all three organizations demonstrate little formality in
their HRD processes, Case 3 shows a focused determination to explore
TandD at organizational, team and individual levels — a probable reflec-
tion of its industry and operational focus. Whereas Cases 1 and 2 appear
more internally focused, Case 3 demonstrates an external perspective
through participation in programmes and activities such as the New Deal,
National Vocational Qualifications (NVQs) and foreign exchanges. The
semiotic cross-case analysis technique advanced above (asking how are the
cases alike, and not alike?) revealed a similar pattern, with Cases 1 and 2
more culturally akin to each other than to Case 3. Other data suggested
that, in all three cases, HRD concentrated upon developing the organiza-
tion to meet the particular demands of its own operating environment
and circumstances: engineering and product development needs in Case
1; to a reasonable sufficiency and balance in Case 2; and attention to
issues concerning both society and enterprise in Case 3. There was also
evidence to suggest that the cases directed HRD effort at organizational
level first and at individual employee level second — or not at all. For
example, Case 1 focused its innovative energy on the development of new
technology aimed at enhancing organizational product design and manu-
facturing capability; Case 2’s managing director interviewed all employees
under the auspices of an appraisal system in order to enhance his own
(and, therefore, according to his self-conceptualization, his organization’s)
knowledge base without reciprocity in the form of employee development;
and even Case 3 seemed to concentrate more upon the development of
formalized organizational structures and systems over the development of
individuals.

If, then, small organizations pursue organizational development before,
or to the exclusion of, individual development, the extent of HRD (in
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RESEARCHING HRD IN SMES

its broader sense) in small organizations may be misunderstood and under-
estimated. As much of the literature on the subject appears to con-
verge upon the TandD of individuals, this point may be valid. However,
differing rationales in each case for developing organization over indi-
viduals were determined. For instance, Case 1 preferred to employ quali-
fied craftsmen and saw individual development as the responsibility of
individuals; Case 2’s MD felt that TandD was lost time; and the develop-
ment manager in Case 3 recognized a need for personal intervention in
the development of employees, but saw the augmentation of formality and
work projects as more pressing and immediate priorities for the needs of
the organization.

Critical analysis

In focusing upon small organizations, the data presented in the chapter
raise some important issues for the conceptual and practical development
of HRD, and for researching it. In particular, the data question the relev-
ance of ‘conventional’ HRD thinking and practices to SMEs. Whereas the
underpinning concepts and theories of HRD may just as readily apply to
people in small organizations as to those who work in large ones, HRD
approaches in small organizations are individualistic and reflect small-firm,
not large-firm, logic. Based upon the three cases studied, the importance
of trying to discover what each organization’s logic might be, cannot be
underestimated, undercut or undervalued. Academics and practitioners of
HRD may also have to concede that a particular SME’s chosen logic could
be not to ‘do” HRD at all — or, perhaps, do it in ways that are not obviously
located in some form of externally recognized theory or practice. Fur-
thermore, if as already argued the issue of organizational ‘smallness’ is a
multidimensional concept not determined exclusively by size, then the
disposition and delivery of HRD within autonomous business units of
large enterprises may be better served by small- not large-firm logic and
perspectives.

With regard to issues surrounding the theory and practice of conduct-
ing research in SMEs, the study suggests that a cohesive pattern of short,
uncomplicated, intermittent interventions, that do not interfere with
organizational direction, pace and fluidity, forms the basis of an effective
research methodology. This would position longer-term casework more
acceptable to small organizations than, for example, a disjointed battery
of surveys. Interestingly, the argument for research continuity and cohesion
here is antithetical of much that is characteristically attributed to SMEs.
It may be, however, that ‘dipping in and out’ in a sustained and loosely
structured manner appeals to a small organization’s tendency towards
‘informal formality’.

As it was relatively difficult to locate literature specifically about researching
HRD in SMEs, the programme of work was initially designed to emulate
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‘purist’ case-study tradition. However, within that framework, field prac-
tices and interactions with respondents were shaped considerably by the
characteristics of small organizational life and the idiosyncrasies of owner/
managers. For instance, it soon became apparent that small organ-
izations do not relate well to planned research schedules, systematic data
collection, and formal reporting: and although extremely willing to share
their views and experiences, owner/managers do not tolerate what they
perceive as interference rather than help. They like to tell, and be listened
to. During the initial visit to Case 1, for example, the technical manager
explained in no uncertain terms what the role of ‘consultants in small
companies’ should be. However, he was keen to hear how the ‘learning
organization’, which he described as a ‘black hole’, could be of tangible
value to a small organization. This remark presented an interesting
challenge, but more importantly it offered a valuable lesson.

The data analysis technique ‘from metaphor to model’ mirrors small
organizational life, as it is has strong visual impact located in practical
contexts. The technique was especially useful in extrapolating and articu-
lating organizational phenomena in a ‘language’ that connects with the
SME - that is a language of everyday activities and problems, and things
you feel you want to know more about.

Conclusions and key learning points

First, it must be said that to present in detail the entire project’s main
conclusions would be inappropriate in the context of the chapter. So a
single finding of most significance (to the chapter) is featured here. As
case respondents have indicated that small organizations need to focus on
critical issues to survive, that survival is about connecting with critical
markets and customers, and that everything must be done against the
background of the product, then it is not unreasonable to believe that
product/service capability might inevitably seem more crucial to a small
organization than the individual capabilities of those who work there.
Their development, it seems, is considered best left (either permanently
or temporarily) to occur ‘naturally with the job’. If, as the research con-
cludes, HRD in small organizations is more instinctively directed at the
development of the organization than at the training and development of
those who work there, this poses a potentially significant barrier to the
traditional notion of HRD, and N/HRD, in SMEs, which mainly appears
to focus upon the training and development of individuals.

It is also possible that the small and, perhaps, predominantly intro-
verted world of the SME may cause it to suffer the effects of individual
subjective realities and industry habitualizations (Berger and Luckmann
1991) more acutely than larger organizations. This creates a self-reinforcing
position that may considerably inhibit the likelihood of effective external
intervention and receptiveness to alternative HRD perspectives and credible
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(genuine and appropriate) ‘help’ — to include collaborative research
approaches.

Given the validity of all this, it may be sensible that the HRD profession
should concentrate its SME effort on helping owner/managers in the
following ways. First, to intervene more deliberately and effectively in
their business systems and processes, thus organically building upon existing
but intuitive skills and capabilities (the HRD function supporting with
process, rather than content intervention). Second, to step outside of their
often solipsistic existences to interact and learn with and from their people.
Third, to create more effective ways of positioning the job as the HRD
intervention for individuals. There is little point in talking to an owner/
manager about the virtues of ‘training plans’, ‘lifelong learning’, or any other
‘HRD-speak’. Evidence from the research suggests that the language of the
SME is grounded in notions of activity, energy, pace and having to find
ways out of problems rather than planning for them to happen - ‘being in
it’, as one case respondent put it. To be perceived as a credible and worth-
while endeavour, HRD in an SME is best located conceptually and pract-
ically in what is currently critical to the organization. Above all, it must
achieve an immediate and highly visible payback to the business. Informality
and simplicity of HRD delivery in this context need not equate to inade-
quacy: again, short, uncomplicated interventions that complement and work
with an SME’s pace, fluidity and direction seem acceptable and effective.

Finally, the research has highlighted some interesting areas for further
research; notably those concerning the knowledge-development and learn-
ing processes in small organizations, and a perceived lack of clarity about
the impact of HRD on SME capability and performance (see, for example,
Cosh et al. 1998 or Storey 1994). It may be that the two issues are con-
nected, and that notions of tacit knowledge (Nonaka 1996; Spender 1996)
and related ideas on ‘informal’ and ‘incidental’ learning (Marsick and
Watkins 1997) hold the key to analysing and understanding HRD pro-
cesses in small organizations and how to study them.
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EVALUATING THE IMPACT OF
MANAGEMENT DEVELOPMENT
ON PERFORMANCE

Jonathan Winterton and Ruth Winterton

Aims and contribution

This chapter describes a research project, undertaken for the UK Depart-
ment for Education and Employment, which investigated the impact of
management development upon performance in sixteen organizations.
The aim is to contribute to debates both on the role of HRD in improving
performance and on ways of evaluating HRD impacts. While much of the
literature on measuring the impact of HRD on performance is from the
USA, the debates take on a particular significance in the UK context
because it has long been recognized that UK managers are inadequately
trained and qualified in comparison with those of competing nations.

As post-war demand for managers increased (Clements 1958: 158), Brit-
ish industry was handicapped by a shortage of suitably qualified managers
(McGivering, Matthews and Scott 1960: 79). The general lack of qualifica-
tions among senior managers in the UK has been reiterated over the years
(CBI 1989; Legatt 1972; Mangham and Silver 1986) and reinforced by
recent work completed for the UK Government’s Skills Task Force (Johnson
and Winterton 1999).

The background to the study described in this chapter was rooted in
policy initiatives designed to remedy deficiencies identified in successive
reports on management education and training during the 1980s and
1990s. In 1987 two reports were produced as part of a review of manage-
ment education and training, prompted by the recognition that the UK
still lagged behind other industrialized nations in terms of its formal
management education (Constable and McCormick 1987; Handy et al.
1987). A few years later, the Cannon and Taylor Working Party Reports
(IoM 1994), arising out of the 1992 Institute of Management review of
management development, noted that the challenges of organizational
changes, especially contracting out, de-layering and empowerment, made
the need for management development particularly acute. The situation was
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exacerbated by persistent structural unemployment, competitive pressures
from low-wage economies, rapid technological change and standards in
education that were inappropriate to the needs of employers.

The Handy Report recommended that a group of top companies form
a Charter Group and establish a charter of good practice for management
development (Constable 1991). From these origins, the Management
Charter Initiative (MCI) was established in 1988 as the operating arm of
the National Forum for Management Education and Development and by
the end of 1991 had the support of over 800 companies. Following the
adoption of a competence-based approach to vocational training in the
UK, MCI was recognized as the lead body for management and developed
a generic set of occupational standards relating to areas of activity in
which managers need to be competent (Miller 1991). In 1994, with renewed
concern over developing the UK managerial workforce, the Employment
Department (now the Department for Education and Employment,
hereafter simply ‘the Department’) decided to appraise the use of the
Management Standards developed by MCI. The subsequent study that we
undertook for the Department investigated the business benefits that could
be attributed to competence-based management development in a range
of sixteen organizations.

The Growth, Competitiveness, EEmployment White Paper from the European
Commission (1994) argued that skills must be raised at all levels if Euro-
pean enterprises were to compete in global markets. At the same time the
Teaching and Learning White Paper (European Commission 1996) stressed
the need to provide opportunities for continuous development in order to
achieve this. The arguments resurfaced in successive Competitiveness White
Papers in the UK during the 1990s and, after the Labour victory of 1997,
in the work of the Skills Task Force and the emerging framework for life-
long learning. For UK managers, the need to increase the volume and
quality of development is particularly acute given the dramatic changes
taking place in the external environment and in organizations (Winterton
et al. 2000).

The study was therefore stimulated both by the need to increase man-
agement development and to evaluate the effectiveness of development
that was competence based, the approach promoted under the reform of
vocational education and training in the UK (Winterton 2000). If per-
formance improvements could be identified and attributed to manage-
ment development, managers would be more likely both to engage in
development themselves and to make opportunities available for their
subordinates. Moreover, if tangible benefits to business could be identi-
fied from the competence-based approach, more managers might use the
NVQ /SVQ route to accredit their competence, thereby raising the overall
level of managerial qualification.

After this brief introduction, the remainder of the chapter is organized
into six sections. The conceptual and theoretical underpinning of the
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study is first considered in relation to the literature on the role of HRD in
general, and management development in particular, in improving per-
formance. The third section outlines the empirical context, explaining
the logic of the research design and briefly describing the sixteen organ-
izations involved. The fourth section takes up this discussion of methodo-
logical issues, elaborating the design of the case-study protocol and the
fieldwork that was involved. The next section describes the main findings
of the research in relation to the five hypotheses articulated at the design
stage. The critical analysis that follows highlights the significance of the
findings. Clear performance benefits were identified from management
development, and these were more evident where management develop-
ment was linked with organizational strategy and where HRD systems and
processes adopted a coherent set of competence statements, such as the
Management Standards. The concluding section draws out the significance
of both the substantive research findings and the procedural methodolo-
gical issues that together represent the key learning points of the study.

Theoretical context

There is an extensive literature supporting the crucial role of human
resources in improving organizational performance and sustaining com-
petitive advantage (Arthur 1994; Carter and Lumsden 1988; Coopers and
Lybrand 1992; Cutcher-Gershenfeld 1991; Downham, Noel and Prendergast
1992; Huselid 1995; MacDuffie 1995). Snell and Dean (1992) showed that
effective management of human capital, especially in relation to build-
ing employee skills and commitment, was the key factor in releasing the
productive potential of advanced manufacturing technology. Where
organizational strategies have focused on replacing employees with phys-
ical capital, the effect of human activity on organizational performance is
correspondingly minimized (Zuboff 1988). However, investment in human
resources as the ultimate source of competitive advantage (Barney 1991;
Pfeffer 1994) is more plausible in the context of globalization, which weakens
the advantages deriving from economies of scale and access to product
markets and capital (Reich 1991). Therefore, the optimum human
resources policy, and the potential role of human capital, is contingent
upon the relative importance of cost, quality and flexibility imperatives in
the manufacturing strategy adopted (Youndt et al. 1996: 841).
Nevertheless, there is insufficient robust evidence concerning the effect
of HRD on organizational performance, because relatively few organiza-
tions bother to evaluate the impact of training and development beyond
the reaction level as defined in Kirkpatrick’s (1967) typology. The paucity
of evaluation of HRD initiatives is often explained by the difficulty of
attributing causality: ‘at best, management development and training must
always be an act of faith’ (Peel 1984: 35). Not only is it difficult to identify
operational results that are amenable to improvement through training
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and development, causality is difficult to establish because often ‘no single
factor, including training, could by itself have brought about the change
that has taken place’ (Robinson and Robinson 1989: 275). The problem is
compounded by ‘political’ considerations which deter proper evaluation
because of vested interests in demonstrating the effectiveness of MD oppor-
tunities for which individuals are responsible or to which they have
committed time or money (Fox 1989; Currie 1994; Easterby-Smith 1994).
Because of these practical difficulties in measuring the effects of develop-
ing people (Harrison 1992), reported benefits are often anecdotal and
confined to a single aspect of performance.

Not only is the cumulative body of knowledge under-developed, it also
lacks a coherent conceptual framework and an accepted structural model
(Becker and Gerhart 1996). In one of the pioneering contributions to the
HRD and performance literature, Rummler and Brache (1992) distin-
guished three different levels of analysis: individual; process; and organiza-
tion. In the influential Analysis for Improving Performance, Swanson (1994)
adopted the same framework of analysis, which was perpetuated in sub-
sequent work (Lynham 1998; Holton 1999; Swanson 1999).

This division of individual, process and organizational levels of per-
formance has created conceptual confusion because it neglects the team
or group level in the structure and conflates structures with processes.
Performance at the team level links individuals with the organization and
therefore plays a pivotal role in translating individual performance
improvements into bottom line results (Katzenbach and Smith 1992;
Magjuka and Baldwin 1991; Sundstrom, De Meuse and Futrell 1990). Team
level activities are important in facilitating the transfer between individual
learning and organizational learning through the development of shared
mental models (Kim 1993) and the adoption of routines that improve
existing practices to develop core competence (Barney 1991; Grant 1991).
However, as Russ-Eft (1996) has argued: ‘We need more research on defin-
ing and measuring team performance.’

Individuals, groups and the organization as a whole represent different
structural levels, whereas processes (along with capacities and accomplish-
ments) exist at each of these levels, as Fisher and Sleezer (1999) recog-
nized. In advance of commissioning the research described here, the
Department established an expert group to identify an appropriate methodo-
logy for assessing the business benefits of the Management Standards. From
the outset, the study group drew a clear distinction between levels in the
organisational structure and work processes at each of these levels in explor-
ing appropriate methodologies for tracing and measuring the business
impact of management development, particularly that which was competence-
based (Leman et al. 1994). Given the causal ambiguity concerning the
mechanisms by which human resource practices translate into improved
business performance, the expert group recognized that rigorous methods
of analysis would be required (Barney 1991).
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The literature provided the expert group with some indication of the
nature of performance benefits to be anticipated from management develop-
ment. At the individual level, the literature demonstrates above all else
the difficulties of measurement and attribution associated with identifying
performance improvements arising from management development.
In relation to team performance, the key message is the importance of
developing collective knowledge so that when individuals change jobs,
organizational capacity is not adversely affected (Brooks 1994). With
organizational performance, the literature links the achievement of crit-
ical success factors to the management capability of organizations (Berry
1990). Strategies that recognize core competence as a key resource for
gaining competitive advantage are prevalent in the recent literature (Barney
1995; Campbell and Sommers Luchs 1997; Hussey 1988, 1996; Prahalad
and Hamel 1990; Thurbin 1995; Tobin 1993). Clearly, if the development
of core competence, including managerial competence, is a crucial deter-
minant of improved organizational performance (as represented by com-
petitive success), then improved performance of individuals and teams
ought to be intervening outcomes.

The need to link management development with organizational strat-
egy (Taylor and Thackwray 1995) is also prominent in recent literature,
as is the need to justify individual development in terms of benefits to
the organization (Mitrani, Dalziel and Fitt 1992). There is evidence that
organizational performance is enhanced when there is a good fit between
organizational strategy and employees’ competences, whether employees
are developed in line with strategy (Wright and Snell 1991) or strategies
are designed to match employees’ competences (Snow and Snell 1993).
Finally, recent literature contains claims that management development is
more effective where HRD systems and procedures have adopted the MCI
Standards (King 1993).

Having considered the literature alongside the evaluation needs of the Employ-
ment Department, the expert group proposed five testable hypotheses:

Management development improves individual performance.
Management development improves team performance.
Management development improves organizational performance.
Improvements in individual, team and organizational performance
are more likely if management development is linked to organizational
strategy.

¢ Improvements in individual, team and organizational performance
are more likely if HRD systems and processes are based on a common,
coherent integrated set of competence statements (such as the MCI
Standards).

The expert group recommended to the Department that these hypotheses
could best be tested using a case-study approach in a range of organizations.
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The group drafted a preliminary case-study protocol identifying the evid-
ence to be assessed in relation to the processes and performance out-
comes to be investigated at each level. The draft protocol was included as
part of the specification for the project when the tender was awarded to us
with colleagues at PriME Research and Development of Harrogate.

Empirical context

In order adequately to test all five hypotheses, it was necessary to include
‘counterfactual cases’. We needed organizations that did not use the
Management Standards as well as users, and to include organizations in
which management development was not linked with organizational
strategy as well as those where there was a clear link. For each of the four
categories defined by these two variables, the objective was to identify five
organizations suitable for case study. Information therefore had to be
gathered from potential case organizations before any fieldwork took place
in order tentatively to allocate them to one of the four categories.
Contenders for study were identified from discussions with MCI, the Depart-
ment Steering Group, and from previous research. The organizations were
to be drawn from a range of different economic sectors, and it was intended
that one third of the organizations studied would be SMEs (fewer than 200
employees).

The MCI supplied details of twenty-five organizations known to have
adopted the Management Standards and a second tranche of eighteen
organizations, known to practise competence-based management develop-
ment but not thought to be users of the occupational standards, was also
identified. Initially, a letter was sent to each organization by the Department,
which the researchers followed up by telephone to arrange a meeting with
senior managers and negotiate access. Difficulties in achieving access, par-
ticularly with SMEs, made it necessary to approach further organizations
and out of a total of 126 organizations approached sixteen cases were
selected for detailed study from those that agreed to collaborate.

The sixteen cases were tentatively allocated to the four categories on the
basis of preliminary discussions with the contact in each organization,
and the cases appeared to be weighted in favour of Standards users, and
especially in favour of those claiming that management development was
closely linked with organizational strategy. There were early indications that
using the double dichotomy as a basis for categorizing cases was an over-
simplification and would prove less useful than intended. Each dimension
was really a spectrum, with cases located somewhere along each continuum.
Differentiating cases according to whether management development was
linked to organizational strategy was especially problematic, since most
respondents believed that development was linked to strategy. Clearly
management development could be integrated with organizational strat-
egy in some respects and not in others and the difficulty in establishing
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Management development linked
to organizational strategy?
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HRD processes
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5 7
no
D C

Figure 7.1 Achieved cases by type

the extent to which the two were integrated was reflected in the different
perspectives of individuals in the same organization.

It was feared that these problems would impose limitations on the extent
to which the first conditional hypothesis (concerning the impact of linking
management development with organizational strategy) could be tested.
Differentiating cases according to whether the organizations had adopted
the Standards appeared less problematic, and cases were provisionally
labelled as users and non-users (of the occupational standards developed
by MCI). However, the case studies demonstrated that some organizations
that were ostensibly users of the Standards had not, in fact, adopted them
comprehensively.

The case reports and written evidence were evaluated by independent
consultants and validated against the criteria established by the expert
group. The cases were re-classified on the basis of this evaluation, produc-
ing the achieved cases shown in Figure 7.1. In this final classification, only
four cases were defined as type A, while five were viewed as type D, and
the remainder type C. Type B, in which HRD systems were based on the
Management Standards but management development was not linked to
organizational strategy, proved to be an empty cell. This finding con-
firmed empirically, for the cases studied, what, with the benefit of hind-
sight, might have been assumed a priori: that an organization is unlikely to
adopt the Management Standards and not link its management develop-
ment to organizational strategy.

The sector, size and final classifications of the sixteen cases that were
involved in the study are shown in Table 7.1 and detailed information is
provided in the extended account of the case studies (Winterton and
Winterton 1999a). In terms of sectors involved, the cases were drawn from:
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Table 7.1 Characteristics of collaborating cases

Case Sector Size Category
01 mining 200 D
02 galvanizing 103 A
03 retail 410 A
04 oil 4,000 C
05 engineering 3,500 C
06 civil service 68,000 C
07 insurance 260 A
08 charity 2,300 D
09 law courts 560 A
10 newspapers 3,200 C
11 NHS Trust 1,400 C
12 aeroplane components 274 C
13 NHS Trust 7,000 D
14 clothing 170 D
15 footwear 167 C
16 NHS Trust 1,400 D

primary (2); manufacturing (5); private services (3); public services (3);
and the health service (3). In terms of the size distribution (by number of
employees), the cases were drawn from: <201 (4); 201-499 (3); 500-1,999
(3); 2,000-3,999 (3); and > 3,999 (3).

Methodological issues

The Employment Department study group considered a variety of meth-
odologies and recommended an embedded, multiple case-study approach
to investigate the impact of CBMD and the adoption of the Management
Standards.

The case study offers a distinct advantage in examining ‘a contemporary
set of events, over which the investigator has little or no control’ (Yin
1984: 20). Case studies, whether exploratory, descriptive or explanatory,
are by definition empirical inquiries that investigate a contemporary phe-
nomenon within its real-life context, when the boundaries between phe-
nomenon and context are not clearly evident, and in which multiple sources
of evidence are used (Yin 1981). Given appropriate research design, a
series of case studies may be generalized to theoretical propositions, not
to a universal population, as is the goal with statistical generalization from
a sample. In recommending a case-study approach, the expert group recog-
nized that observation would play a minor role in data collection and that
case-study reports should be kept concise and focused on the issues relating
to the hypotheses outlined above.

A multiple case-study approach was identified as most appropriate for
this research. Multiple case studies offer the advantages associated with
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replication when cases are selected to offer either literal or theoretical replica-
tion, the theoretical framework establishing the conditions under which
a phenomenon should be, and should not be, found. It was recognized
that the research design for the case studies would have to embody the
theoretical and conceptual underpinnings of what was being studied. As
the elements of the design were developed, so the theory was more clearly
articulated. In formulating the research design, five areas were addressed:

¢ The research question to be explored: how does management develop-
ment or the adoption of the Management Standards developed by MCI
improve performance?

* Propositions or hypotheses: such as the hypotheses that management
development improves both individual and team performance.

¢ Unit of analysis: the primary unit of analysis was the organization, but within
this sub-units such as functional areas and individuals were defined.

* Logic linking data to propositions: such as evidence of improved per-
formance following the adoption of the Management Standards.

e  Ciriteria for interpreting a study’s findings: it was necessary to estab-
lish criteria to assess what constitutes a significant improvement in
performance.

After the initial theory development stage, the cases for study were
selected and the hypotheses operationalized by defining appropriate meas-
ures and identifying methods of data collection. An embedded design
(involving more than one unit of analysis) was most appropriate for this
research since each case involved a consideration of different functional
areas and different levels of analysis. Each case was a self-contained study,
and each case report sought to establish conclusions concerning the pro-
positions to be tested. The cross-case analysis aimed to explain convergence
and divergence between cases in terms of a priori predictions made as part
of the replication logic at the design stage.

The expert group offered a tentative case-study design including the
data collection protocol that specified the written evidence required and
recommended detailed interviews with key respondents in each organ-
ization. This initial case-study protocol was operationalized, piloted and
refined by the authors once the research was commissioned. The protocol
defined the written evidence to be examined in relation to each hypo-
thesis and the range of measures of performance to be considered. It also
comprised interview schedules that were to be used for in-depth, semi-
structured interviews with senior strategic managers (chief executive,
finance director and head of human resources), line managers and junior
managers. The full case-study protocol is contained in the official report
of the study (Winterton and Winterton 1996).

As a minimum in each case, face-to-face interviews were conducted with
the three senior strategic managers, four line managers and four team
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members. Multiple sources of evidence were collected to increase the reli-
ability of data through triangulation and interlocking questions in the inter-
view schedules were designed to test for consistency between the views
of managers at different levels. Details of improvements in performance
and of HRD systems and processes were collected through an extensive
range of written evidence. Managers’ job specifications gave an indica-
tion of the extent to which responsibility for management development
was a feature of their role, while company accounts were examined as
evidence of improvements in organizational performance.

A dossier was compiled of written evidence and interviews for each
organization studied, and a case report was written in accordance with the
protocol. The case reports provided background details of the organiza-
tion, details of the organizational strategy, the HRD systems and processes,
and the evidence of improvements in individual, team and organizational
performance attributed to management development by respondents. Each
case report was validated with two senior managers in the organization
and revised before being evaluated and used in the cross-case analysis.

To test the five hypotheses, a team of independent consultants was
asked to rank the cases according to three criteria:

e the extent of improvements in individual, team and organizational
performance attributable to management development;

e the degree to which management development was linked to
organizational strategy;

e the extent to which the Management Standards had been adopted in
HRD systems and processes.

The evaluation was co-ordinated by a consultant who had been involved
in developing the Management Standards and had participated in the
original expert group but had not been involved in the case studies; she
was therefore familiar with the protocol but was not biased by knowledge
of particular cases. The rank order of the cases according to the three
performance measures and the two defining characteristics was used to
structure the cross-case analysis. The rankings made it possible to test
for any correlation between the defining characteristics and performance
improvements measured at the three levels, as well as correlation and
concordance between the three performance measures. In addition to
the case-study evidence, therefore, the hypotheses were examined using
robust non-parametric techniques. The results of the statistical tests are
reported in the concluding section.

The research
The dossiers for each case study were too extensive to be included in the

official report of the research (Winterton and Winterton 1996) although
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abbreviated case reports are included in the extended account of the
study (Winterton and Winterton 1999a). A selection of the evidence is
considered below in relation to the hypotheses outlined above.

In the cases demonstrating the most robust evidence of improvements
in individual performance, the central importance of management develop-
ment was demonstrated through written evidence and corroborated
interviews. The improvements included increased personal confidence,
awareness of potential and continuous development of general managerial
skills and competences. Managers reported having a better understanding
of both organizational objectives and their individual responsibilities.
A range of efficiency gains were attributed to management development,
such as better planning and time management, more effectiveness in
running meetings, and improvements in project management, change
management and problem solving. Increased competence in managing
people was also cited, especially through raising skills in communications,
presentation, leadership and motivation. Middle management mentioned
empowerment, faster individual career advancement and a more method-
ical approach to developing others.

Improvements in individual performance were clearly associated with
the use of the Management Standards and the implementation of NVQs,
which provided criteria for performance, facilitated best practice
benchmarking and promoted new ways of conceptualizing work tasks.
With the Standards, individuals take responsibility for, and can track, their
own development, and this is associated with increased commitment and
motivation.

In the organizations providing less robust evidence of improvements
in individual performance, there were nonetheless examples of specific
improvements attributed to management development activities. In other
organizations, isolated examples of individual performance gains were cited,
but these were more a consequence of ad hoc initiatives than the result of
operating a coherent management development framework. Towards the
lower end of the ranking, there was ambiguity in relation to reported
improvements, difficulties of measurement and of attributing improve-
ments to management development. In particular, there were difficulties
in separating individual and team performance measures, and systematic
measurement and evaluation was thought to be too costly. It was also
noted that the outcomes of development vary between individuals and
that the effects are difficult to isolate when other major changes are taking
place.

Where there was most evidence of improvements in team performance
attributed to management development, these typically related to process
issues such as quality of service, better focus on customer needs, reduced
queues, better telephone standards and improved customer relations.
Managers in some organizations cited evidence of more strategic beha-
viour and identified better procedures and monitoring of actions. Cost
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reductions, efficiency gains and more effective debt control were also
reported. Other examples of improved team performance arising from
management development included improved procedures for controlling
and handling materials as well as the identification of potential areas for
improvement in the future such as new information systems.

Improvements in team performance attributed to management develop-
ment initiatives designed to promote team working included greater flexibil-
ity, awareness of team responsibilities and more effective team working.
Both interpersonal and interdepartmental relations improved as a result
of better communications, and individuals were also said to demonstrate
increased commitment and motivation. In one case, managers identified
improved team performance, such as more ‘flexibility and commitment’,
as a result of management development introduced to support business
process re-engineering. In another case, improvements in team perform-
ance as a result of management development initiatives were visible in the
changes in team behaviour, including performance and the dynamics of
work-groups.

Major difficulties of measurement of team performance and of attri-
buting improvements to management development were encountered,
especially where the same measures were used for individual and team
performance, or where team performance was regarded as a function of
a manager’s performance. Equally, team performance was difficult to
separate from organizational performance and was affected by extraneous
factors.

The organizations which were ranked highest in terms of organizational
performance improvements displayed quantified, written and corroborated
evidence and respondents were unequivocal that management develop-
ment had contributed to all prime measures of business efficiency. In such
organizations, managers emphasized increased turnover and profit, sales
and revenue growth, increased market share and competitiveness. Product-
ivity, efficiency and quality gains were important factors, as was decreased
unit costs. Other benefits reported were reductions in arrears and stock
holding, shorter waiting times and queues, and reduced staff turnover.

In cases ranked lower than the best, evidence was provided of specific
business benefits, which were largely attributable to management develop-
ment activities. Where improvements in organizational performance were
identified, the extent to which these were attributed to management develop-
ment initiatives varied from the unequivocal cases where they would have
been impossible without management development, to cases where the
contribution of management development was implicit. Other cases showed
how management development was the major, but not the only, contribu-
tion to success, or how management development was a necessary factor,
in conjunction with other changes.

Problems of measurement of organizational performance were most
serious in the weaker cases, and largely arose from the interaction of other
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factors affecting bottom line results. Difficulties of attribution were a con-
sequence of being unable to produce counter-factual evidence as to what
outcomes might have been expected in the absence of management develop-
ment initiatives. In cases where improvements could not be attributed
unambiguously to management development, few attempts had been made
to measure its impact.

In the cases where written evidence and corroborated interviews showed
how organizational strategy and management development were inter-
related, the links between the two were pervasive and demonstrated in a
variety of ways. Typically, management development was shown to be an
intrinsic part of the business plan, and to support strategic priorities.
Business objectives were shown to be linked to strategy through defined
competences, strategic objectives were mapped onto performance stand-
ards, and personal development plans related to business plans. Roles and
responsibilities for management development were devolved to individuals
and their line managers, with only limited HR intervention, thereby embed-
ding management development within OS.

Major changes provided both the opportunity and necessity of linking
management development to organizational strategy, and management
development initiatives responded to changes in the organization’s environ-
ment. Extensive restructuring or business process re-engineering provided
opportunities for linking management development to organizational strategy
and focused attention on the competences required to achieve the
organizational transformation. Throughout, the MCI Standards and NVQs
were seen to provide a structure for the links.

Even where the links between management development and organ-
izational strategy were less clear, there was some evidence of management
development initiatives to support specific aspects of organizational
strategy. In other cases, problems were identified in establishing the link;
for example difficulty in identifying which competences would improve
organizational performance. Also, management development was found
invariably to lag organizational strategy where this was dynamic, and
immediate priorities inevitably took precedence over longer-term strategic
management development. An apparent paradox was also highlighted be-
tween devolving responsibility for management development and linking
it to organizational strategy, since much management development is focused
on the needs of the individual, not the organization.

In four organizations, the Management Standards were comprehensively
adopted in HRD systems and processes. In these organizations, all or most
management development activities were competence-based. The Manage-
ment Standards were central to appraisal, training and development,
although they were used less extensively in job descriptions, recruitment
and remuneration. Written evidence and corroborated interviews demon-
strated the ways in which the Standards were adopted and the benefits of
building management development initiatives around the MCI Framework.
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The major benefit identified from adopting the Management Standards
was the coherent structure that they provided for training, management
development and personal development. Gaps in competence, for example,
are more readily identified through appraisal, training and development
needs are specified more precisely in relation to the competences required
for individuals to meet the needs of the organization, and there are clear
criteria for human resource planning and career succession. In addition,
management development is linked to a qualifications framework.

In three cases, the Management Standards had been partially adopted,
and were used to a limited extent in some HRD systems and processes.
The remaining nine organizations had either not attempted to adopt the
Management Standards or had only made limited progress in this direc-
tion, so that they were regarded as non-users. The research identified
some limitations to the adoption of the Management Standards both in
the extent to which they had percolated through an organization and in
the range of HRD systems and processes involved. The main limitations
were that the Standards were not extensively used in recruitment and
selection, other than in relation to job profiles, and reward and remuneration
systems were rarely linked to the achievement of competences defined
in the Standards. Additional criteria were sometimes used alongside the
Standards, especially in relation to specific technical competences, and
familiarity with the Management Standards was less extensive outside the
HR specialists.

Critical analysis

The sixteen organizations provided very positive and highly significant
results demonstrating performance improvements as a result of manage-
ment development. Despite the difficulty of measuring performance, and
especially team performance, the three measures of performance were
significantly correlated. The overall coefficient of concordance between
the rank orders of individual, team and organizational performance was
significant at the 1 per cent level (Kendall’s @ = 0.796), showing that the
rank position of an organization in terms of one performance measure
was similar to its rank position for another performance measure. More-
over, as Table 7.2 shows, each pair of performance measures correlated at
the 5 per cent level or better, especially in the case of individual and
organizational performance (Spearman Rg=0.797). Of the three perform-
ance measures, organizational performance was the most problematic,
but the significant rank correlation coefficients suggested that team per-
formance could be ‘captured’ adequately by individual and organizational
performance measures.

Significantly, the results of the rank correlation also provided support
for the conditional hypothesis that management development was more
likely to improve performance when linked with organizational strategy.
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Table 7.2 Spearman rank correlation coefficients

Factor TP OP oS HRD
1P 0.635 0.797 0.863 0.611
TP 0.650 (0.411) (0.170)
or 0.658 0.548
OS 0.575
Key:

IP = rank in terms of evidence of individual performance improvements attributed to man-
agement development

TP = rank in terms of evidence of team performance improvements attributed to manage-
ment development

OP = rank in terms of evidence of organizational performance improvements attributed to
management development

OS = rank in terms of evidence of link between organizational strategy and management
development

HRD = rank in terms of evidence that HRD systems and processes are based on the manage-
ment standards

Statistical note:

For 14 degrees of freedom, Ry ;) = 0.645; Ry 05 = 0.456

In the table, correlation coefficients in italics are significant at 1 per cent; others are significant at
5 per cent (results in brackets are not significant at the 5 per cent level)

The Spearman rank correlation coefficients between organizational strategy
and both individual and organizational performance were significant at
the 1 per cent level. There was no significant correlation between organ-
izational strategy and team performance, which may reflect the difficulties
of measurement and attribution already noted. In the case of individual
and organizational performance, these results offer unambiguous support
for the importance of linking management development to organizational
strategy in order to realize business benefits.

The rank correlation also provided support for the conditional hypo-
thesis that management development was more likely to improve perform-
ance when HRD systems and processes were based on the competence
statements in the MCI Standards. The Spearman rank correlation coeffi-
cients between HRD and both individual and organizational performance
are significant at the 5 per cent level, although again there is no significant
correlation between HRD and team performance. In the case of indi-
vidual and organizational performance, these results again offer support
for the importance of designing management development around the
Management Standards in order to improve organizational performance.

Conclusions and key learning points

The conclusions and learning points to be drawn from the research out-
lined above relate both to the substantive findings, which contribute to
the debate on the role of HRD in improving performance, and the pro-
cedural aspects of the methodology developed to undertake the study.
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In substantive terms, three policy implications follow from the above
conclusions, relating to the performance measures that should be used
to monitor the business benefits of management development, linking
management development to organizational strategy, and adopting the
Management Standards.

First, the most reliable performance measures for monitoring the business
benefits of management development are individual and organizational
performance, which correlate with, and therefore probably also incorporate,
the less tangible organizational performance measures. The strength of
the link between management development and both individual and team
performance suggests that management development should be promoted
with the message that developing people contributes to business success.

Second, performance benefits are more likely to arise from manage-
ment development where this is strongly linked with organizational strat-
egy. The link between management development and organizational
strategy should be seen as complementary to the value of developing
people since this is the mechanism through which the development of
individuals contributes to business performance. In policy terms, these
findings provide further support for the Investors in People approach, through
which development is linked to organizational strategy.

Third, performance is improved additionally where organizations adopt
the Management Standards as a framework for development within HRD
systems and processes. The additionality is important and provides sup-
port for further promoting the MCI Standards, encouraging their adoption
by organizations to provide coherence in management development and
to support mobility within the managerial workforce.

In the context of this book, the key learning points are procedural ones,
relating to the development of an appropriate methodology to test the
hypotheses established at the outset. A detailed case-study protocol was
developed to cope with the complexity of identifying performance improve-
ments at individual, team and organizational levels in a wide range of
different settings. In process terms, the protocol was also designed to
investigate the nature of links between management development and
organizational strategy and the ways in which HRD systems and processes
incorporated competence statements.

A complex protocol was inevitable given the need to reduce causal
ambiguity and to relate performance improvements to specific develop-
mental events. However, the complexity operated as a barrier to entry in
many organizations, creating major difficulties in negotiating access. The
protocol was stretched to the limit in being applied to organizations in
such different sectors, but it proved possible, by using generic terms and
analogous measures, to translate into all sector contexts. The different
sizes of organizations, however, proved most challenging; the methodo-
logy was less well suited to the largest case studied and proved unworkable
in a very small firm that was removed from the final case list.
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A case-study approach was necessary in order to capture qualitative
information, including such ‘soft’ measures as perceptions of individuals,
as well as exploring the relevant development and performance processes
within organizations at different levels. In adopting such a methodology,
however, there was a risk of marginalizing the findings because policy
makers invariably seek ‘hard’ measures, with quantitative data that can be
subject more easily to statistical tests. The challenge, therefore, was to
devise a methodology that could permit hard conclusions from soft data.

By using a team of consultants to make independent comparative evalu-
ations of the case reports (i.e. ranking them against established criteria), it
was possible to employ non-parametric techniques and arrive at concrete
statistical conclusions. In other words, the study demonstrated the poten-
tial for combining the richness of case-study research and subjective evalu-
ation by independent experts with robust statistical methods capable of
offering a quantitative measure of the extent of correlation between the
factors being investigated.
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8

LEARNING FOR CHANGE BY
TELLING STORIES

Jeff Gold, Stuart Watson and Mike Rix

Aims and contribution

There has been intense attention given to HRD as learning at work in
recent years. From traditional approaches to on/off-the-job or skills learn-
ing through team programmes to organization-wide initiatives aimed at
creating learning companies and achieving Investors in People status, learn-
ing has become the factor that is considered essential for survival,
sustainability and, where appropriate, competitive advantage. In addition,
learning is usually seen as central to any large-scale change initiative such
as TQM, BPR, culture change or simply the installation of new equipment.
These views of the centrality of learning are replicated in other contexts
beyond the boundaries of organizations. Thus professional bodies advoc-
ate learning within frameworks of continuous professional development
and government agencies support ‘lifelong learning’ as a means of achiev-
ing a ‘learning society’. It would seem that learning became the emblem
of the 1990s, destined to continue into the new millennium. Indeed, the
vast numbers who are now locked into the learning industry via processes,
products, journals, books and conferences will ensure a long life for a
notion that, as we will explore below, is rather tenuous. Indeed, many of
the learning activities and initiatives referred to above side step the inher-
ent difficulties of specifying exactly what is meant by learning, how it
occurs or whether it has taken place, attesting to the ambiguity of the
term and the plethora of possible meanings.

In this chapter, we will examine a collaborative approach to researching
HRD based on a methodology adapted from Learning Histories (Roth
1996). We will first of all explore our conceptualization of the terms ‘learn-
ing’ and ‘workplace’. In particular, both terms will be located within what
are referred to as ‘nets of collective action’ (Czarniawska-Joerges 1993).
Working with a social constructionist approach, we will explain the devel-
opment and use of a reflective infrastructure as a methodology to research
HRD during planned projects of change at work. We will highlight how

166



LEARNING FOR CHANGE BY TELLING STORIES

such projects are subject to diverse interpretations which are held in place
by the ‘vicissitudes of social process’ (Gergen 1985) which in turn affect
whether learning occurs. We will argue that narrative knowledge is re-
quired to gain access to such understandings and meanings and will con-
clude that researching HRD has a vital contribution towards making
learning work.

Theoretical context

Conventional views of HRD tend to focus on interventions at the level of
the individual’s potential to think or act more effectively and usually result
from some perceived perturbation in the individual or their environment.
Thus individualized versions of learners are placed ‘in the centre of the
learning discourse’ (Gray 1998) and the responsibility for learning is passed
to individuals, e.g. individual learning accounts, employee led develop-
ment, learning styles, self-development, self-directed learning, learning
contracts, and associated provision of support such as learning centres,
CBL, learning packs, workbooks, etc. It is supposed that organizations can
learn by developing individuals. That is, if individual learning refers to
something a person thinks and does, then organizations must learn in a
similar way. According to Weick and Westley (1996), this approach is the
consequence of the difficulty in finding an experiential referent for the
term organization so when it comes to learning, it may be easier to refer
to individual learning as though this was evidence of organization learning.
It might therefore be construed that the purpose of researching HRD is to
capture the process and results of learning interventions at the individual
level and perhaps the impact of this at the macro-organizational level.

An immediate problem, highlighted by Holmes (1998), is that it is diffi-
cult at any time to say how learning takes place. The verb ‘to learn’ may
not refer to an activity performed by someone with the consequence that
the term operates at a high level of abstraction and is used to cover a wide
range of common processes which may not have anything in common at
all. Second, individualized views of learning decontextualize and distort
the importance of the social and cultural context of learning (Reynolds
1997). Thus, whatever performance that is called learning and how it
occurs is never decided by individuals alone.

These problems highlight the importance and value of language and
social process in the social construction of learning. Rather than the focus
on individuals, learning occurs as part of an ongoing social process of
sense making. Learning is mainly but not wholly linguistically constructed
according to the discursive and narrative conventions of particular cul-
tures (Harré and Gillett 1994). Whether such learning is concerned with a
change in knowledge or skills or occurs through direct relationships with
others or other forms of mediation, the result will be the adoption and
structuring of practices which will serve to further relationships within a
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social-cultural context. Thus, to acquire a skill to perform in practice or
make a claim to know relies on the presence of linguistic categories and
understandings which form an interpretative context which only make
sense as part of a social process of interchange and relationships between
people.

Individuals are likely to live through many exchanges with others, dir-
ectly or indirectly, in a variety of contexts during the course of time,
often during the course of a single day, and these will all contribute to the
positions adopted and identities that are formed. We are able to use differ-
ent ways of talking and different practices in different contexts because we
have acquired and draw upon different interpretative repertoires (Potter
and Wetherell 1987). Thus whenever we speak, we draw upon the
resources of a social language, a way of talking or discourse (Bakhtin
1981) that is specific to a group or community and whatever we do has to
make sense in a context or risk being seen as nonsense. Because there is
the potential for a vast range of exchanges and relationships which provide
the basis for an ongoing construction of life at work, it may be better to
understand organization or work as the process of construction of meanings
which lead to collective action. Czarniawaska-Joerges (1993) refers to ‘nets
of collective actions’ where meanings are constructed through exchanges
between people and within which actions are taken based upon such
constructions. To learn means to become a member of a net. Within any
workplace, there may be a range of nets where: ‘One net of collective
actions is distinguishable from another by the kind of reality it constructs,
as it is socially perceived. However, what is publicly acknowledged and
recognised is just the tip of the iceberg’ (ibid.: 61).

Seen in this way, it becomes evident why so many intentional efforts to
make learning work or to bring about a change in practice, however minor,
meet with difficulties, often fatal but certainly with unintended consequences
for those who initiate such efforts outside the ‘net’. It also emphasizes
why, if we are to gain anything approaching an adequate understanding
of learning, the working of relationships in the ‘dark side’ of organizations
(Pedler and Aspinall 1996) need to be captured and understood. In
this chapter, the ongoing processes that make and remake meaning within
local contexts, ‘nets of collective action’, provide the unit of study for
researching HRD. As argued by Czarniawska-Joerges: ‘Any understanding
of organizations thus requires an understanding of the meanings ascribed
to and produced by a given net of collective action’ (1993: 61).

Thus within any location called organization, there are likely to be a
range of nets, each with a version of reality represented in the values and
interests of its participants. For change agents, what they may be able
to see and understand in nets outside their own, represents ‘just the tip
of the iceberg’. In such situations, change agents are likely to form an
abstracted version of practice within nets, meaningful and sensible only within
the context of their own net.

168



LEARNING FOR CHANGE BY TELLING STORIES

Nevertheless, armed with internally coherent and rational versions of
their project of change, which can be presented to others as opportunities
for learning, change agents are likely to struggle to deal with what Bruner
(1991) refers to as ‘the rich and messy domain of human interaction’.
They are therefore more likely to resort to a physicalist conception of
change or what Latour (1987) refers to as a diffusion model, whereby the
claim for change can be attributed with its own ‘energy’, ‘force’, ‘pressure’
and ‘momentum’ as it moves toward a desired goal and others can be
cast as ‘resistors’ to ‘unfreeze, change and refreeze’. In contrast to this
logico-scientific mode of reality construction, Bruner posits that human
interaction can be better understood by narrative providing a representa-
tion of versions of reality but also contributing to the making of reality.
Polkinghorne (1988) claims it is through personal stories, myths, fairy
tales and novels that narrative can be seen as the ‘primary form by which
human experience is made meaningful’. Thus narrative is used to make
ourselves intelligible to others, providing coherence to past and present
events and a direction for the future. In local contexts, narratives provide
the store of knowledge that must be referenced in ongoing activity and
making sense of new situations. Further, since narratives concern people
and their practice within a context, they will also be imbued with the value
constructions of the context reflecting the desires, concerns and interests
of a net of collective action. As claimed by Czarniawska (1997), in organ-
izations, narratives ‘are carriers of life itself” and, as we argue, the source of
understanding in researching HRD by providing a complex portrayal of
social situations and rich ingredients for study.

Empirical context

A significant project of change in the north of England forms the focus of
our research. The project (N1), which began in autumn 1998, concerned
an attempt by a local government agency, to encourage inter-organization
learning among forty-eight companies via the creation of learning net-
works. All companies, having already achieved Investors in People (IIP)
status, were considered ready for a more advanced approach to HRD. As
described within the proposal for funding which was made during the
summer of 1998:

the overall aim of the project is to help companies embed the
processes and practices developed during the recognition process
(of IIP) while at the same time, establish the link between the
development of a robust life-long learning culture and company
growth and competitiveness.

The project sponsors proposed to provide a programme of leading-
edge HRD workshops for managing directors and chief executives at

169



J. GOLD, S. WATSON AND M. RIX

6-weekly intervals which would help them transfer appropriate practices
and models to their own organizations. It was proposed that each work-
shop would be facilitated by the IIP advisers.

The project also proposed to develop further HRD ideas such as ‘inter-
company mentoring projects’ and use electronic conferencing to create a
virtual dimension to network activity.

It is important to add that N1’s only existence at the time we became
involved consisted of an approved funding document, a series of memos
and varying degrees of enthusiasm among the change agent and two sponsors
in the local government agency. In other words, N1 was hardly very real
at all with no other hard facts to point to indicating that the change agent
had a great deal of work still to do.

Methodological issues

Our approach to research was via Learning Histories, understood as at-
tempts to assess projects of change by endeavouring to understand the
value of learning within projects through the investigation of ‘noticeable
results’ (Roth 1996). The approach is an attempt to elicit, capture and
document data from ‘multiple perspectives’ with particular reference to
‘controversial events’ with the aim of representing the voices of different
interests in an equitable manner in the form of ‘story jointly told” (Kleiner
and Roth 1997). In its most basic form, a Learning History is a narrative of
a project of change as a learning intervention, earlier comments on the
meaning of learning notwithstanding.

According to Roth (1996), there are three key purposes to a Learning
History. First, it is a learning tool that promotes learning by allowing people
to reflect as the project of change unfolds. Second, it provides an assess-
ment in the service of future learning by providing the means for people
in the project to assess their efforts in bringing about learning and change
so that further learning can be planned. Third, a Learning History supplies
a diagnostic lens, which help identify what is happening in a project and
why barriers to learning may exist.

In addition, we see Learning Histories as a participatory approach to
researching HRD by reconciling the differing traditions and values of
academic and change agents through a process of partnering (Gold et al.
1999). This is accomplished first, by allowing researchers to collect data
from many sources within the change, especially the interpretations of
events made by different communities. Second, the data can be used to
engender critical thinking among participants in the face of conflictive
and paradoxical situations (O’Connor 1995).

A crucial part of our approach to the use of Learning Histories was the
use of narrative analysis (Georgakopoulou and Goutsos 1997; Van Dijk
1997). As personal accounts of important events, narratives told as stories
work in two connected ways. First, they have an epistemological orientation
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to provide a description that is a plausible and credible but contingent
representation of reality. Second, storied accounts also have an action
orientation in that they are seeking to do something as part of an inter-
action with others (Potter 1996). That is, storytellers have an interest in
their story which reflects their values, desires and prejudices and those
of their local context although the teller may also seek to hide such inter-
est via a range of linguistic and rhetorical devices. Stories will therefore
rhetorically seek to establish a purpose and a valued endpoint. As data to
be read as text, stories gathered become amenable to techniques of liter-
ary, narrative and rhetorical analysis which reveal the valuational features
of the local context and learning within nets of collective action. Data
analysed can then be fed back to participants to allow the consideration of
their situation and the possibilities for action.

The means to achieve data collection and critical thinking was a reflect-
ive infrastructure. Controversies in projects of change arise from disputes
about the meaning of what is going on (Schén and Rein 1994). Such
disputes cannot be solved by appeals to fact or obvious truths because
particular facts and truths will be selected to support the arguments and
interests of different communities. The reflective infrastructure seeks data
via a set of reflective devices such as logs and recordings relating to con-
troversial events and issues and, at the same time, provides feedback via a
range of devices, to participants involved. As well as the opportunity to
observe meetings and interview individuals, the particular approach to
reflection pays attention to the means by which sense is made through
language in story-telling.

The research

Partnership arrangements were made for the collection of data from
different participants and conditions for the working of the Learning
History methodology agreed. In addition, we agreed to provide an inter-
pretation and feedback of data gathered to participants to facilitate their
reflection on key issues and so that they could consider alternative ways of
proceeding.

In the project N1, we were first of all able to monitor the intervention
through access to project documentation and interviews with the change
agent and sponsors. Adopting space travel themes and language, N1’s
initial shape was set in its ‘flight plan’ to provide ‘high energy to fuel . . . the
formation of a Galaxy of Learning’ which would be achieved by ‘engaging
warp engines’ leading to a ‘warp drive’ followed by a ‘chain reaction’! It
was three months before this view was presented to others whose energy
was sought to form a ‘steering group’ with the change agent and continue
the translation of the version of change envisaged. This consisted of a
group of five employers from the local area who, it soon became apparent,
had their own interests which were very much at variance to the change
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agent’s. We noted the particular attention given by the employers to the
importance of the ‘here and now’ and the casting of the change agent
and his sponsors as ‘visionaries’ with ‘their esoteric stuff of the future’.
The principal concern, which quickly found mutual agreement and co-
ordination among the employers, concerned surviving the approaching
recession (October 1998). Each was able to build up a version of current
reality with a recession story — ‘it’s as bad as it could be’. We were able to
observe the construction of an alternative reality, something much more
‘real’ and ‘truthful’ to the employers present. To them recession seemed
‘unstoppable’ — the markets, the trade figures, the value of sterling and
high interest rates all said so.

The change agent and sponsors went back to reconsider and reshape
the world that they had created. We were able to examine how the change
agent had partly adapted to the situation through his storied account
following the next meeting with the employers.

According to Gergen (1994), stories are ‘saturated’ with value, which
are derived from the accepted realities and truths of a teller’s context.
By the selection and ordering of characters and events, the story moves
towards a valued endpoint, working as a resource for particular purpose
and this gives it rhetorical and argumentative qualities (Edwards 1997).
The point of a story is shown by a range of linguistic devices which
attempt to capture the engagement of the audience making the story
‘tellable’ (Labov 1972). As a personal story conveying feelings, emotions
and values, the text becomes an ‘affective device per se’ (Georgakopoulou
and Gousos 1997). Through the selection of events and the inclusion of
particular characters, the story leads us towards a valued endpoint reflect-
ing the interests and value constructions of the change agent and his
sponsors.

The first paragraph provides a preamble which sets the context of the

story:

We had decided to produce chapters for the meeting as a result
of the feedback (whinging) from last time. I remembered the
innuendo that chapters are needed and that the group was uncom-
fortable with a completely open agenda. P, H and I arrived ¢.30
minutes early and went through the agenda and chapters. Every-
thing was set, we were all very pleased with ourselves particularly
the new brand image.

The overall plot appears to make progress in the meeting. While the
teller is grudgingly conciliatory with respect to using feedback from the
last meeting, producing chapters and having a less open agenda, a posi-
tion is established that reflects the views of the change. This is the first
‘we’ which includes ‘P, H and I’; the employers by contrast are positioned
as ‘whinging’ and ‘uncomfortable with a completely open agenda’ (Davies
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and Harré 1990). A number of intensity markers (underline) emphasize,
amplify or hedge feelings (Quirk et al. 1985). Thus ‘Everything (emphasis)
was set’ and they were ‘all very pleased (amplified) with ourselves’. We can
see here the localized reality constructed by the advocates of change which
is valued and based on a set of shared agreements. However, in the next
paragraph, we see a challenge to this reality, centred on the ‘new brand
image’ with which the change agent was ‘particularly’ pleased.

The first to arrive was F followed by G and finally J. Everybody was
late — very late — and it took 45 minutes to really get underway. We
followed the agenda, the people from last time did seem to feel
more comfortable. We presented the brand image that seemed to
irritate G and he said so. It did not have the right feel or portray
the right image, a funny thing seemed to happen — once G had
declared he did not like the image the others seemed to join in.
They seemed to want to hunt in a pack and they seemed to work
themselves into a minor state over the model. Anyway after that
they got stuck into the invitation letter. I was a bit fed up, we had
put a lot of effort into the meeting and the brand and they seemed
to be just picking.

In this paragraph, the valuational reality of the advocates of change works in
two ways. First, it gives a positive status to certain meanings, talk and actions.
Second, it limits the status of the meanings, talk and actions of others.
Thus the teller is expecting his work to meet with approval; however
the disapproval produces feelings of discomfort and anger. The rejection
of the brand image and subsequent actions by the others (attacking ‘the
model’, getting ‘stuck into the invitation letter’, ‘picking’) leads the teller
to draw on what Edwards (1997) calls a ‘repertoire of irrational mass reac-
tion’. The others are compared to a metaphorical ‘pack in a hunt’” who
‘work themselves into a minor state” and get ‘stuck into the invitation letter’.
The purpose of this seems to challenge the seriousness of the response
of the employers. In the last line of the paragraph, the teller stands back
from the action and highlights his feelings. He was ‘a bit fed up’ because
they had put ‘a lot (amplified) of effort into the meeting and the brand’.
In this external evaluation of what happened, the value orientation of the
change agent takes the form of an argument (Walker and Sillars 1990).
The teller claims to be ‘a bit fed up’ because they ‘had put a lot of effort’
into their preparation for the meeting. The justification for such a view is
that effort is a good reason for being fed up. In comparison, the employers
are less serious; they are ‘just picking’. The argument is being used rhetor-
ically to persuade his audience of the justice of his position.

While later in the meeting, the change agent was able to establish suffi-
cient common ground to set up a steering group of employers and change
agents, the teller still had doubts:
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When we closed the meeting everybody agreed to stay with the
steering group, but I wonder, anyway we will see, this is an ambi-
tious project which will take some getting going, the steering group
experience is a valuable taste of things to come.

‘We’ now refers to the steering group who have acted together, although
the teller expresses of feelings of uncertainty. By the end of the meeting,
the steering group is an emerging net of collective action which through
further activity together was able to move the project forwards although in
a different shape to that envisaged by the change agent.

Two months later, N1 had progressed to its first key event, the ‘official’
launch of the project involving forty employers, represented mainly by
managing directors and chief executives. The purpose was to launch the
main idea of the project relating to the formation of learning networks
among employers to operate over the next 18 months and beyond. Vital
to this work was the energy of eight development agency advisers who
would facilitate the working of the networks. It is important to note that
the advisers already saw the forty employers as ‘their clients’.

The change agent presented N1 to the advisers as a ‘learning oppor-
tunity’. In particular, there was a need for advisers to adapt their practice so
that they could take on a responsibility for facilitating the learning net-
works as they emerged. From the early documentation of the project,
there is evidence of the change agent’s expectations of the advisers:

there will be new things to consider and learn such as action
planning and facilitating networks . . . the project will initially cause
some more work for advisers but this is an investment. .. the
project can be crafted to ensure it eases their workload . . . in the
longer term.

Preparation for the envisaged new role included three half day ‘learn-
ing’ sessions with the change agent before the official launch of the project
at the first network event. It was at this first event, where there were a
number of difficulties, that a narrative was collected from each adviser.

The advisers saw their identity as ‘professional’ advisers and ‘experts’.
They had ‘pride’ in their relationships with the clients whose represent-
atives would form the learning networks and were concerned about others
‘imposing’ on their clients. After all, ‘who knows our clients better than us’.

A particular value evident within the narratives was the importance the
advisers attached to their achievement so far. In previous times, the advisers
had been set challenges but had been able to meet them and this had created
a shared view that ‘we were made to win’. However, a crucial part of such
practices was the way new challenges were presented to them. There was
a concern for ‘being in control’ and ‘developing commitment’. As one
adviser commented: ‘We can get excited about a vision if we are helped to
define what it looks like.
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A further requirement for success was to ‘be set down’. This phrasing
was used by several advisers and refers to the point at which the advisers
reached joint understanding concerning what to do, how to do it and how
to assess it. This difficulty for the advisers was that none of these require-
ments had been settled with the consequence that they felt ‘isolated’. The
failure to meet the requirements for dealing with new challenges had left
the impression that they ‘had been rail-roaded’.

Such talk and accompanied pattern of practices can be seen as the
background values and interests, the importance of which would be to
limit attempts by others to require them to adopt new practices and change
roles. The change agent would have to reference these existing patterns of
talk in order to have any hope of persuading the advisers to change. Until
such persuasion occurs, his interventions are likely to be seen as a ‘devi-
ation’ from ‘existing patterns of action’ (Gergen 1995). The following
extract from one adviser’s narrative gives an indication of an attempt to
discredit the change agent’s work:

We arrived at 2.00pm and went up to the reception area of the
attic suite at the Hotel. There was a very tense atmosphere amongst
everyone including R and G, the two people ultimately respons-
ible for the running of the programme. Most of the Advisers were
nervous, as this was the first event of this kind which they had
been involved in as facilitators. We had plenty of experience of
facilitation of issues with mainly internal co-ordinators although
this was certainly new ground for us.

The first paragraph establishes the context and the narrator’s connec-
tion to it. N1 is something of an unknown quantity and he is expressing
some of his concerns about the expectation to adopt a revised identity of
facilitator. He uses an intensity marker and a certain amount of hyperbole
to highlight the ‘very tense atmosphere amongst everyone’. He goes on
to tell us about his concern and the connection to his interests and the
interests of others, his net of collective action. Thus while they had ‘had
plenty of experience’, the explicative ‘although’ is used to emphasize the
uncertainty of N1 which was ‘certainly new ground’.

In the next paragraph, the teller breaks the flow of the narrative to
provide an external evaluation (Labov 1972) to press a point about R and
G who are seen as ‘ultimately responsible’, a move which simultaneously
attempts absolve the advisers from responsibility:

I, for one felt a little disappointed and perturbed at the extreme
nervousness of R and G. I didn’t expect them to display super-
human qualities but did expect them to feel a little more comfortable
with the event having lived and breathed it for some time (particu-
larly R). The tension in the air was so thick you could cut it with an
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oxy-acetylene torch (knife too blunt). The atmosphere amongst
everyone was almost debilitating and we desperately needed some
strong, confident leadership to give us an injection of confidence.

He emphasizes their ‘extreme nervousness’ and uses negative encoding
(Polyani 1985) such as ‘I didn’t expect...superhuman qualities but. ..,
to highlight what he did expect from them, utilizing the emotional discourse
of nervousness to rhetorically contribute to his version of events (Edwards
1997) and to blame others. R in particular is seen as more blameworthy
who the narrator, working with the categorization of ‘leadership’ (Edwards
1991), assumes must be in control of events and have a large degree of
certainty, after all, he had ‘lived and breathed it for some time’.

The basic structure at work here can be seen as part of a three-part
sequence where the narrator establishes an initial proposition which could
be challenged: ‘I, for one, felt a little disappointed and perturbed at the
extreme nervousness of R and G.” He then offers a concession which
includes evidence against the first proposition: ‘I didn’t expect them to
display superhuman qualities.” The concession is then qualified as the
narrator attempts to reassert the first proposition: ‘but did expect them to
feel a little more comfortable with the event having lived and breathed it
for some time (particularly R)’.

As explained by Antaki and Wetherell (1999), the effect of this is rhetor-
ical in seeking to provide exoneration from blame for the advisers and
attributing it to the change agent (Antaki 1994). In this way, the story
constructs R. as blameworthy for the difficulties described as an element
its purpose. The categorization again provides an indication of the shared
background knowledge and expectations of the advisers. However, not all
projects are clear cut and NI in particular was a project that had many
possibilities but was also subject to many interpretations and the teller was
not yet aware of this complexity.

In the event itself, there had been a disappointing turnout from the
MDs and CEs and later in the narrative, there is some qualified considera-
tion of the energy that the advisers can provide to N1: ‘Perhaps we had
not done the correct selling job on these companies in order to make
them appreciate the importance of their attendance! Perhaps we were not
given sufficient time to effectively sell the programme to our clients!’

Following the report of the above event, and in response to our inter-
pretation of the story provided, the advisers’ voices were heard and their
experience acknowledged and, more importantly, valued. N1 continued,
although not without further difficulties from often-unpredictable sources.

Critical analysis

The change agent and his sponsors referred to in this chapter frequently
used key HRD terms of with good intentions to achieve an obviously
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good outcome. As we have observed and recorded, projects of change
presented were ‘opportunities for learning’ and ‘a chance for develop-
ment’ for individuals and organizations. However, it would be a very
rare circumstance if the path of change could be guaranteed to match
the intentions of change agents and their sponsors. Absorbed as they
might be with visions of what should be learned, who should be developed
and how organization should change, it was easy to neglect the import-
ance of context and miss the variety of possible interpretations within
contexts where, as explained by Gergen (1989), shared understandings
are ‘hammered out on the forge of daily relationships’. It has been part
of the purpose of our research to employ narrative knowledge to capture
the complex workings of such relationships and the versions of world
constructed by them. However, what does such an approach to research
do? Orthodox research practice is built on a real world assumption and
that, as researchers we stand apart from the real world of our observing
and data collecting to enable the production of knowledge that has
the status of truth or a fact. In this process, we bring into play a range of
ideas and practices that would apparently require us to follow rules of
methodology already ‘in place’ (Hosking and Ramsey 1998). We could
argue that our approach has, in particular, employed unconventional
and non-HRD domains of knowledge, although discourse and narrative
analysis are rather conventional fields somewhere else. We could still
be accused of reinforcing a subject-object binary whereby the researcher
as knowing subject positions others as objects to be known. The outcomes
of our work can be seen as expert monologues. However, as social con-
structionists, we refute such a conception of research. Like all claims to
knowledge, research is understood as a process of social construction,
where findings do not serve as a picture of truth, reality or a world inde-
pendent of the researcher. Instead, what we do, i.e. observe meetings,
collect and interpret narratives, write book chapters, etc., is our attempt
to make meaning. However, as so clearly stated by Gergen: ‘If others do
not recognisably treat one’s utterance as meaningful, if they fail to co-
ordinate themselves around such offerings, one is reduced to nonsense’
(1995: 37).

Just as there is a precariousness in your response to this chapter, so it
was with all feedback to participants in project N1. In other words, our
findings from research had to be part of a process and unless supple-
mented by the responses of others, faced the very real prospect of making
no sense at all. Always remembering that a process is not in our hands
alone, we attempted to avoid such an outcome by attending to the use of
our work within relationships of various kinds. We have reported in detail
on such processes elsewhere (Gold et al. 1999; Rix and Gold 1999), how-
ever there seem to be two key features of such collaborations.

First, we acknowledge the differences between academic and change
agent/business worlds but see these as differences in language which fail
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to co-ordinate temporarily rather than as a permanently fixed order with
images of academic ivory towers separated by theory from the hurly-burly
of everyday organization life in times of change. This separation produces
dichotomies such as academic = theory and business/change = practice
which, in our view, are false and unnecessary. Instead, both researchers
from academe and change agents work with praxis, that is theory and
practices, or ways of talking and going on, which are suited to context.
Second, the opportunities, and especially the difficulties, presented by
HRD interventions associated with projects of change provided sufficient
space for conversation and dialogue between researchers and change agents
to occur. By acknowledging our already existing background knowledge
and our respective interests, what Shotter (1994) refers to as ‘responsive
ways of going on’, a meaning between us could be made and sustained
although we also recognize the contingent, temporary and unfinalized
features of such arrangements.

Emerging from such considerations, it is incumbent upon researchers
(and change agents) to be reflexive of their background knowledge and
interests. In particular, as we indicate above, there is the danger that our
research can be seen as the expert production, a privileged view of truth
and facts which in turn can soon lead to some kind of power over others
(Hosking and Ramsey 1998). Instead, as we believe we have shown through-
out this chapter, it is possible to act in a reflexive way where, as explained
by Ruby (1980), we ‘deliberately, intentionally reveal . .. the underlying
epistemological assumptions’ of what and why we are researching and how
we do it.

Conclusions and key learning points

This chapter has examined findings from our recent work in adopting a
narrative approach to the study of HRD during a project of change. We
have rejected mainly individualistic and cognitivist views of learning and
aligned the term organization with ongoing processes of sense making
and collective action within local contexts. We have argued that it is within
nets of collective action that ways of working and co-ordinating are made
meaningful in an ongoing social process of construction. Such meanings
are always local and contingent but may, through continued use, embel-
lishment and accompanying practices, become accepted and valued as the
truth and the real. In this way, we can say that learning has occurred and
continues to do so, forming the ‘taken-for-granteds’ of a local ontology
which can also provide the resources to defend against the encroachment
of others. It is access to such resources that has been afforded by our
narrative approach to researching HRD.

We have shown how attempts to engender HRD through a project of
change, for whatever progressive purposes claimed by the sponsors, can
be understood as attempts by the meanings made in one context to
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interrupt locally accepted versions of reality in another. We have shown
how such versions are likely to be highly valued and how a failure to
achieve co-ordination provides the source for claims of frustration to
change agents. This does not mean that the agents that make the nets of
collective action set out to resist change and learning. Indeed, a key tenet
of the social constructionist view is that change and learning are an ongo-
ing and everyday achievement (Bass and Hosking 1998) even though there
may be an appearance of stability. What is important is how ongoing and
accepted processes are (re)produced and, in the face of the efforts of
others to interrupt and impose their version of change, others are able
to invoke a stock of already available narratives to provide the necessary
resources to counter such efforts as required. However, such others do
not just live by one narrative and a single set of values. Boundaries between
nets are seldom impermeable and members of one net often practice in
others. They are therefore able to reference the narratives from other con-
texts if necessary or desired and such narratives form part of a ‘bricolage’
to help them deal with difficult situations (Brown and Duguid 1991), as
revealed by the valuational discourse within the project referred to in this
chapter.

Boundary impermeability also provides some encouragement for change
agents seeking to bring HRD from one net into another. The narratives
and values of the nets of collective action revealed in this research provide
a partial view of the stock of knowledge which must be referenced in any
attempt by those outside to bring about change and learning within. Fur-
thermore, change agents can become aware of the narratives that form
the background knowledge in their own nets and others, seeking to build
the bridges to cross the boundaries between nets (Van Looy et al. 1997).
Indeed this is one of the purposes, and a key learning point, of research-
ing HRD presented in this chapter. Learning Histories and the reflective
infrastructure provide a framework for collaborative working between re-
searchers and the business world providing the interests of each party is
satisfied in a reciprocal chain of value.

Finally, we have shown how our adapted approach to Learning Histories
has provided access to nets of collective action working below the ‘tip of
the iceberg’. By use of various devices in the reflective infrastructure, we
have been able to discern the operation of valuational discourses which,
we claim, are vital for understanding HRD interventions designed to bring
about learning at work. It is accepted that this approach can only be
partial, however by establishing partnership arrangements, we were able
to gather multi-voiced data from within the project. As data was gathered,
interpreted within a social constructionist meta-theory and then fed back
to project participants, we could make no assertions with respect to the
truth or moral authority of our claims, nor that others would learn from
such efforts. That is, our own interventions could also be seen as a rhetor-
ical move which, like all others, had no guarantee of success.
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LEARNING TO CHANGE,
CHANGING TO LEARN

Case studies in the automotive sector

Penny West

Aims and contribution

Organizational learning and the ‘learning organization’ are human resource
development concepts that are of growing interest in contemporary
theoretical and practical management literature. The concepts and their
contribution to the process of change are examined in the context of
the automotive sector, a sector well known for innovative work practices
and continuous change. The chapter offers an analysis of established theor-
etical perspectives connecting learning and change and continues with a
discussion of comparative case-study research within two manufacturers,
the Rover Group and Volvo, and two component suppliers, Creative Engineer-
ing and XZZ components. The conclusions that are drawn indicate that
individual and organizational learning are human resource development
processes that all the organizations are attempting to promote in order
to deal proactively with change and to maintain competitive advantage
and market share. Such interventions may appear to democratize the employ-
ment relationship and to be dependent upon the contribution and the
continuous development of the individual. However, they may also be seen
as part of an ‘ongoing effort by managers to reassert their control as they
seek to coax, inspire, demand or otherwise produce action in their organ-
isations’ (Alvesson and Willmott 1998: 28).

Theoretical context

Organizational learning and the learning organization

Over the past decade in particular, theorists have advanced a range of inter-
pretations of organizational learning and what constitutes a ‘learning organ-
ization’ although clear definitions are imprecise and often subject to wide
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interpretation. Tsang (1997), for example, discusses not only the wealth of
recent literature on the topics but also the growing dichotomy between two
streams of research that he identifies as the descriptive (how does an organ-
ization learn?) and the prescriptive (how should an organization learn?).
He further suggests that organizational learning and the learning organiza-
tion are terms that are often used interchangeably which tends to complicate
an understanding of both phenomena. Despite this element of confusion,
promoting learning within organizations is increasingly seen to be vital
for those that are keen to sustain competitive advantage. The emerging
trend is seen as one in which strategic human resource management is
less concerned with how to react over the long term but more focused on
how to influence and create the environment in which the organization
operates both now and in the immediate future. In other words, to be a learn-
ing organization capable of continuous proactivity, transformation and choice.

Hence, Tsang (op. cit.) identifies the interrelationship between the two
concepts stating that a learning organization is one that is good at organ-
izational learning per se. Leading from this then, what does the term
organizational learning mean? A simple definition states that learning means
getting everyone in the organization to accept and embrace change as an
ongoing process (Stata 1989). To expand upon this notion, most theorists
would appear to view organizational learning as complex and multi-
dimensional, as a process that unfolds over time, and link it with knowledge
acquisition and improved performance (Garvin 1993). Nevertheless, theor-
ists appear to differ on a range of significant issues. For example, Fiol and
Lyles (1985: 803) consider that ‘organisational learning means the pro-
cess of improving actions through better knowledge and understanding’
while Argyris (1977) suggests that it is a process of detecting and correct-
ing error. Huber (1991: 89) takes a systemic approach by stating that ‘an
entity learns, if, through its processing of information, the range of its
potential behaviours is changed’. Stata (1989: 64) considers that organiza-
tional learning occurs ‘through shared insights, knowledge and mental
models and builds on past knowledge and experience, that is, on memory’.

From the variety of perspectives quoted, prescriptive theorists consider
that behavioural change is required for learning, while those focusing
on descriptive studies suggest that new ways of thinking are sufficient.
Some indicate information processing as the mechanism by which learning
occurs; others prioritize shared insights and organizational memory. Garvin
(op. cit.) attempts to draw these streams of research together by suggest-
ing that unless there are adjustments to the way work is organized and
performed (that is, there is continuous improvement to established sys-
tems and practices), significant change and double loop learning cannot
occur.

Garvin (op. cit.: 80) therefore presents a definition of a learning organ-
ization that acknowledges that new ideas are an essential starting point if
organizational learning is to occur.
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A learning organisation is an organisation skilled at creating, acquir-
ing and transferring knowledge, and at modifying its behaviour
to reflect new knowledge and insights.

New knowledge creation can occur as a result of insight or inspiration
from within the organization; additionally it can also be provoked from
external influences by expanding and/or relaxing organizational bound-
aries. Whatever their source, such new ideas form the foundation for
organizational improvement and learning. They alone cannot create a
learning organization, however, unless there are accompanying changes
to the manner in which the organization and the people within it perform
and are developed and managed. In other words, it seems that while many
organizations can develop skills in acquiring and creating knowledge, few
seem to be successful in applying that knowledge to their own activities
and behaviour. This connects with the view advanced by Beer and Eisenstat
(1996) and other commentators on processual and emergent change.
They suggest that for learning to be of relevance to the organization,
there have to be simultaneous changes to structures, systems and beha-
viours to make it work and to take the organization somewhere better than
it is now.

The key issue identified by early writers Pedler, Burgoyne and Boydell
(1991) and more recently by Belohlav (1996) is organizational transforma-
tion or the ability of a company to recreate itself, to become a different
organization to meet the new competitive realities it faces now and in the
future. Hence the importance of understanding processes by which the
organization can develop itself and can choose its course of action rather
than being forced to change by outside intervention is elevated. The infer-
ence is that if the organization is recognized as an open system operating
in a dynamic and non-linear environment, it also has a degree of control
and choice over its own destiny if it so chooses (Burnes 1996; Morgan
1997; Stacey 1996).

On a practical level, writers (Coopey 1996; Garvin 1993; Hirschorn and
Gilmore 1992; Nonaka 1991; Senge 1991) argue that learning organizations
are basically skilled at a range of activities that enable them to develop
and integrate their learning within and beyond the organization (see
Figure 9.1). These include their capacity for the following:

1 systematic problem solving (which traditionally underlies much of the
quality movement and is essentially focused on transformation in man-
agement, work practices and organizational activity);

2 experimentation, actively seeking and testing new knowledge, and learn-
ing from mistakes and encouragement of a ‘no blame’ culture;

3 drawing upon memory and past experience as vital sources of learn-
ing and unlearning;

4 learning from and with others;
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5 communicating effectively within and beyond the organization;
6 systems thinking and developing shared ideas/models of the current
organizational position in the wider context.

In connection with this final point, the interaction of groups/teams in
terms of the organizational learning process becomes more significant,
particularly in the area of enquiry, the automotive sector. Hendry, Arthur
and Jones (1995) offer some useful insights relating to team learning in
which they draw upon March and Olsen’s (1975) model which describes
three themes that contribute to the analysis of learning in terms of the
individual, the organization and the environment:

¢ Theme one — individual learning occurs in successive foundation, forma-
tion and continuation stages. The foundation stage is concerned with

Characteristics

Individual People take an active role in identifying and undertaking self-
development activities that lead to continuous learning and
improvement in knowledge, skills, aptitude and performance

Group Good communication, trust and understanding of shared meanings
within groups in order to identify and solve problems and to
experiment with measures for change and improvement

Departmental Encouragement for self-development, experimentation and
creativity within an environment that tolerates mistakes. Toleration
of ambiguity and uncertainty and a good understanding of their
contribution to the effective performance of the ‘whole’ organization

Organizational The organization is unique in terms of its ability to promote and
sustain the learning processes that are required for all
stakeholders so that change is an ongoing process for both the
individual and the organization in terms of its ability to promote
further learning and change

Intra-organizational ~ Excellent communication between departments with celebration of
‘difference and variety’. Avoidance of ‘compartmentalization’ with
cross-fertilization of ideas, HRD and work approaches within the
organization

Inter-organizational  Deliberate and continuous attempts to transfer learning and
information between organizations by experimentation and sharing
best practices through collaborative ventures and exchange of
ideas, personnel and approaches to work organization

Extra-organizational Continuous attempts to understand, anticipate and create
environmental change and translate it to the advantage of the
organization and all its stakeholders by undertaking and/or
exploring contemporary practical and analytical research, learning
from this and promoting any required changes or adjustments to
work organization

Figure 9.1 Characteristics/levels of learning potential
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basic readiness for learning; the skills needed to achieve learning,
together with the experience of success and self-confidence through
learning activities.

Theme two — the formation stage focuses on the wider issues of self-
development, independent learning and an understanding of role
interdependence and teamwork.

Theme three — the continuation stage is displayed by self-motivation
and independence as a learner, the development of a questioning
approach and an increasing level of autonomy on a group and indi-
vidual level.

Hendry et al. (1995) continue their analysis by drawing a matching
frame of reference at the level of the organization (see Table 9.1). They
see this as involving dependency, transitional and independency phases:

The dependency phase responds to people at the foundation learning
stage by means of formal job training, remedial education together
with a basic introduction to teamwork.

The transitional phase attempts to respond to individuals at the forma-
tion learning stage by offering wider opportunities for job rotation and
shadowing, wider industry training together with increased opportun-
ities for teamwork and experiential learning.

The independency phase responds to the continuation learning stage
by offering linked career planning shared responsibility for produc-
tion and investment goals and broad commitment to work group

autonomy.

Table 9.1 Individual readiness to learn and the organizational response

Individual learning ability

Organizational response

Continuation stage

The individual is self-motivated; has
achieved independence as a learner; has
developed a questioning approach;
demonstrates autonomy at a group and
individual level

Formation stage

Self-development; independent learning;
role interdependence; interest in team-
work

Foundation stage

The individual is ready to learn; shows
interest in acquiring the skills to learn;
involvement in learning activities

Independency

Organization offers linked career
planning; shared responsibility for
production and investment goals;
broad commitment to work group
autonomy

Transitional

The organization offers job rotation
and shadowing; wider industry
training; opportunities for team-
work; experiential learning

Dependency

The organization offers formal job
training; remedial education;
introduction to teamwork
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They indicate, however, that for organizational learning to occur, much is
dependent upon individual readiness to learn and also people’s enthusiasm
to join in shared learning efforts. The manner by which this team learning
is translated into organizational learning is analysed in terms of the man-
agement of ‘routines’ — the translation of ‘learning by doing’ to ‘remem-
bering by doing’ (Hendry et al. 1995: 184). These findings connect with
Huber’s (1991) analysis of organizational identity and memory discussed
earlier and Zemke and Zemke’s (1995) findings on adult learning that
suggest that individuals are pragmatic in their approach to learning and
do so only when they are convinced that it is in their own interests. Hence,
the role of managers is significant in ensuring that people are offered
appropriate and relevant data to enable them to make an informed choice
to underpin their current and future actions and development.

Organizations and the people within them, therefore, are highly indi-
vidualistic and will be driven by their own interpretation of the meaning
of what it is to be a learning organization. In this way, organizational
learning will not be static but will continuously adapt and evolve as indi-
viduals and groups within the organization are encouraged to develop
skills, knowledge and a common sense of purpose to achieve shared (and
often changing) goals and targets. The tension identified by Tsang (1997)
is that the number of prescriptive texts on how to be a learning organiza-
tion emerging in the 1990s ignore much of this complexity while the
more rigorous, descriptive analyses of organizational learning often lack
substantiation from empirical research and inevitably, accessibility for
managers. The chapter therefore attempts to explore these issues through
an examination of four case studies in the automotive sector. Research
was undertaken from 1993 to 1997 and explores the approaches of the
organizations in developing individual and organizational learning and
how this affected the change process.

Empirical context

The automotive sector

The mass production of automobiles accounts for the largest manufactur-
ing activity in the world. It incorporates a work system that to many has
‘raised production, cut costs and reduced the judgement and skill needed
by the average worker’ (Kanigel 1997: 498). This system developed in the
early part of the twentieth century by pioneers such as Ford and Taylor
was to be globally emulated across a range of sectors. Since that time the
automotive industry has been at the forefront of innovation in work organ-
ization and it continues to be one of the lead sectors for the advance-
ment of new work practices and organizational forms. However, the trigger
for profound change for Western companies in the sector (particularly
over the past forty years) was the threat of their own collapse. Market
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maturity, overcapacity, outdated and inflexible factory work practices, poor
employment relations and the increasing penetration of established mar-
kets by Japanese producers from the 1960s onwards posed severe threats
to those established in the sector. Whilst Japanese approaches to work
organization had evolved over time, this presented an immediate and
major crisis for Western companies that forced them to re-invent them-
selves in order to remain competitive. Hence, established companies were
confronted with two key challenges if they were to survive.

First, they needed to learn new skills that were associated with the new
organizational forms developed in Japan incorporating ‘lean’ approaches.
Lean production systems revolutionized the way that vehicles were built in-
sofar as the approach allows the use of less resources within the context
of a ‘justin-time’ (JIT) framework, greater flexibility in product variety,
improved quality and reduced lead times for new product development. In
his analysis of lean production, Harrison (1994: 179) suggests ‘the com-
petitive advantages of lean manufacturers who can support low-cost, high
accuracy products with short order-to-delivery times can be devastating
in the marketplace. Lean manufacturers can use their superior design,
production and delivery systems to reduce costs or increase variety, or
both.” But its success is heavily dependent upon a skilled, flexible and
highly motivated workforce that is geared towards achieving continuous
improvement in a production environment in which the pace of work is
often unremitting.

Lean production is also dependent upon integrated buyer-supplier rela-
tionships between organizations involved in production and assembly. It is
likely that component suppliers and buyers will have close association at
the research, design and assembly stage and will be involved in joint train-
ing and development needs identification and delivery. Preferred supplier
status grants an element of security to the supplier in the relationship,
as it signifies that the buyer is satisfied with levels of quality and perform-
ance and is confident of the organization’s commitment to continuous
improvement. The buyer, however, inevitably assumes a dominant role in
the relationship and can exert considerable controls over the supplier,
particularly in terms of monitoring, performance, delivery and pricing. It is
the supplier that bears the brunt of the manufacturers’ continuous drive
for year-on-year cost reduction and increased productivity. Indeed Kenney
and Florida (1993) consider that large manufacturers such as Toyota,
Honda, Nissan and Mazda have used their resources and power in their
American transplants to construct JIT complexes that have become a source
of discipline and structure for the network of producers. Lean production
is therefore dependent upon the flexibility of both workers and the manu-
facturing system itself (Boer 1994). Nevertheless, whilst the emergence of
such developments appeared enlightened to existing players in the sector,
they inevitably posed a threat to established Western organization and
management systems per se.
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If this was not enough, the second challenge that faced established
companies in the sector was that if they were going to attempt to regain
any form of competitive advantage they had to ensure that people would
embrace and adopt the changes that lean production systems demand.
Hence, the key for success in this environment was seen as the ability to
learn and change continually; the key approach for achieving this has been
the development of organizational learning, to become a learning organ-
ization capable of continual transformation in order to meet the challenge
of change. For organizations in the sector, therefore, the focus has been
both to introduce new work arrangements and to effect change through
people by moving towards a team-based environment. Indeed, the emphasis
on teamwork is considered by Womack, Jones and Roos (1990) to be at the
core of modern production processes in the automobile industry.

The implications for management in a manufacturing environment are
therefore significant. If continuous improvement is to be a realistic goal
there has to be a sense of reciprocal obligation, in which workers respond
positively if they feel that management values their skills, will go some way
towards trying to keep them in employment and will delegate responsibility
to the team. Sandkull (1996: 76), however, warns ‘because lean produc-
tion . . . is being introduced with little reference to the reality of particular
cases . . . it readily becomes managerial rhetoric, a device to maintain estab-
lished power structures, the inertia of which precludes learning’. Paradoxic-
ally, the risk is that what managers set out to implement may be jeopardized
due to their inherent desire to preserve positional power, hence reinforcing
an inability to learn and change.

Methodological issues

Background and research methods

The organizations selected as case studies for research are the Rover Group
and Volvo (manufacturers and assemblers) and Creative Engineering and
XZZ Components (component suppliers). They were selected because,
with varying levels of success, they have been recognized within their sector
as organizations that have attempted to deal with change by means of a
learning approach. Indeed Schon (1989: 114) considers this learning
approach to be ‘an idea that has become in good currency in recent years
for a variety of reasons mainly associated with environmental instability’.
Hence, the linkages are drawn between continuous improvement, change
and double loop learning (learning to learn) so that people have the
opportunity to challenge the status quo and to modify existing methods
and operating systems, if required.

The approach of each organization has been inspired and dictated
by different internal and external factors prevalent within their task and
contextual environments. It is acknowledged, however, that the sample is
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limited and biased towards those already established in the development
of learning and change. Their relevance is such that they provide a
source of interpretive investigation that may inform future studies in a wider
sample of organizational settings. The ontological stance throughout the
investigation was based upon gaining an understanding of people’s
knowledge, opinions, interpretations and the depth and complexity of
their experiences of learning and change by means of interview and
observation. Similarly, the epistemological position suggested that the most
effective way of generating such information was to interact with people
within the organizations, to ask questions and to listen to their responses
and explanations.

The process of selection and elimination, with the final decision to
confine research to one industry sector by means of the case-study approach,
was justified on the basis that it was an attempt to achieve a degree of
corroboration, validity, generalizability and reliability (Dey 1993; Mason
1996). Given the qualitative nature of the investigation, however, there is
likely to be more emphasis on validity rather than reliability. Generalizability
is approached from the concept of possibility in the occurrence and/or
development of findings similar to those in the research sites, in other
organizations (Perakyla 1997).

From a research design perspective the qualitative case-study approach
was also selected for its flexibility and ability to reveal a range of percep-
tions surrounding organizational change, learning interventions and how
those involved interpret them. As Cassell and Symon (1994: 5) observe
‘only qualitative methods are sensitive enough to allow the detailed analysis
of change. ... With quantitative methods we may be able to assess that a
change has occurred over time but we cannot say how or why.” Whilst
concerns surrounding case-study research are recognized, the approach
was considered to be the most useful research strategy because of its
flexibility and ability to adapt to areas of original and emergent theory. Its
selection, therefore, was considered appropriate given the dynamic and
changing contexts in which organizations in the automotive sector oper-
ate, the nature of contemporary theoretical debate that seeks to provide
analyses and evaluation of the phenomena and the comparative nature of
the research.

Observation was conducted on the basis of a non-participant, overt
approach and whilst this was appealing on ethical grounds, one of the lim-
itations is that of reactivity whereby people’s behaviour may be affected by
the observers presence. An additional limitation is that observations are
‘inevitably filtered through the interpretive lens of the observer’ (Sapsford
and Jupp 1996: 59) and what the researcher obtains can only be con-
structed as selected representations and interpretations of reality.

Interviews within the research sites were conducted by means of struct-
ured and unstructured approac