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Single actors perception and talk of lifelong
learning in a specific organizational context

In spring 2003 a Finnish law firm was certified by the European Union
(EU) as the best organization in Europe in the area of lifelong learning, in
applying and in implementing a lifelong learning (LLL) strategy among its
personnel. The firm was astonished and taken by the award. The firm had
participated in the “Best workplaces in Europe 2003”® contest, but was
not aware of any of the Commission’s special categories at the time of the
contest. As the law firm had not consciously implemented a LLL strategy
among its personnel, they thus formed their conceptual understanding
and created their meaning of lifelong learning after the award. The proc-
ess of translation in this case was thus triggered by an external event.

The intent of this study is to depict how and why an idea (LLL) is
(re)born at an institutional level, how it travels and changes in a process of
translation, how it lands in two specific organizations and how it is per-
ceived and described by local actors in two specific contexts. The focus of
this study is predominantly on single actors perception of a controversial
concept in a local context. It is about an idea, about its travel and about
local perceptions related to this idea.

Theoretically (lifelong) learning theory, sociocultural theories and
organizational learning theories do not often meet. In this study they in-
terrelate and interact. These theories form a bond and framework in the
understanding of how an idea is talked of and perceived, interpreted, made
sense of and understood in an organizational context by individual actors.

This study shows that LLL in organizations is more than merely
about individual competence development. It shows how LLL is construc-
ted in an organizational context by single actors in a complex process
involving not only social and local context, purpose, interest, practice, work
and people, but also the institution and the surrounding society. The insti-
tution and practice interrelate. They are interdependent on one another.
Single actors perception and talk of lifelong learning in an organizational
context hence involves the organization in addition to its institutional field.
Moreover, it involves imitative processes, benchmarking and learning from
best practices.
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PART  ONE - INTRODUCTION

The European Commission promotes, stimulates, enhanc-
es, creates and supports initiatives, projects and programmes 
that stimulate learning, education and knowledge development 
on different levels in all European countries. The aim is to cre-
ate a knowledge based Europe permeated by learning and ed-
ucation. The idea is to shape an area where learning forms a 
natural part of every citizen’s daily life, where learning and per-
sonal development constantly occur, where active citizenship 
and social integration continuously take place. The purpose 
is to enable and promote new ways of thinking and acting, to 
challenge institutionalised solutions, to create new knowledge 
and to promote and stimulate industrial innovation. Learning is 
acknowledged as being not only part of our formal education, 
but also part of our work, occurring not just at school, but also 
through our hobbies and leisure activities, indeed throughout 
our lives. The idea is hence to integrate citizens in activities and 
diversities where continuous learning and knowledge creation 
constantly occurs. The vision is a dynamic and competitive Eu-
rope that enables, supports, stimulates and enhances industrial 
competition, innovation and knowledge creation in addition to 
social integration, human growth and active citizenship. 

In spring 2003 a Finnish law fi rm was certifi ed by the 
European Union (EU) as the best organization in Europe in 
the area of lifelong learning, in applying and in implementing 
a lifelong learning (LLL) strategy among its personnel. The 
fi rm was astonished and taken by the award. The fi rm had 
participated in the “Best workplaces in Europe 2003” contest, 
but was not aware of any of the Commission’s special catego-
ries at the time of the contest. As the law fi rm had not con-
sciously implemented a LLL strategy among its  personnel, 
they thus formed their conceptual understanding and created 
their meaning of lifelong learning after the award. 

13
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The EU, on the other hand, made their understanding 
of LLL in an organizational context explicit by benchmarking 
the law fi rm as a best practice case in the special category of 
lifelong learning through the contest. 

There were three other European organizations nomi-
nated by the EU in spring 2003 in the special category of life-
long learning. I chose to include two of the nominated four 
organisations in this study, i.e. a municipal Swedish housing 
organization in addition to the award winner, a Finnish law 
fi rm. Both organi-
zations were taken 
by surprise as they 
had not actively or 
consciously imple-
mented a lifelong 
learning strategy in 
their respective or-
ganizations at the 
time of the award. 

1.1 A best practice case is being constructed
 
LLL in an organizational context is made explicit by 

the EU through a contest and by nominating and awarding 
the law fi rm.

The base for the “Best Workplace in the EU®” contest 
and for the special category of lifelong learning can be traced 
to the Lisbon European Council that was held in March 2000

“which invited the Commission to introduce a European award for par-
ticularly progressive companies, in order to give higher priority to life-
long learning as a basic component of the European social model” 
(100 Best Workplaces in the EU & Three Special Awards 2003:1). 
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In the Lisbon strategy (Lisbon European Council, 
March 2000) lifelong learning is a core element in which 
LLL is central, not only for competition and employment, but 
also for social inclusion, active citizenship and personal de-
velopment. The aim is to raise both qualifi cations and know-
how. The purpose is to keep pace with and ensure a smooth 
transition into a knowledge-based era which, according to a 
number of EU reports, requires special attention. The objec-
tive is to prepare Europe to become a competitive, dynam-
ic and knowledge-based economy, to enhance education and 
training for living and working in the knowledge society.

The Commission’s interest in making LLL a top prior-
ity is followed up at the Feira European Council in June 2000 
that asked the Member States, the Council and the Commis-
sion, within their areas of competence, to 

“identify coherent strategies and practical measures with a view to fos-
tering lifelong learning for all”(COM(2001) 678 fi nal:3) 

In October 2000, the European Commission published 
the Memorandum on lifelong learning. The aim of the Memo-
randum (SEC (2000) 832), which had been the subject of a six 
month process of consultation across Europe, was to help iden-
tify coherent strategies and practical ways to foster lifelong 
learning for all. At the heart of the Memorandum were new ba-
sic skills, raising levels of investment in human resources, in-
novation in teaching and learning, valuing learning, guidance 
and information and bringing learning closer to home. 

The “100 Best Workplaces EU List” can be directly 
traced to the Commission’s Green Paper on Corporate Social 
Responsibility that was issued on 18 July 2001. 

“In that document, the Commission announced an initiative aiming at 
publishing an annual list of Best Workplaces, as an effective instrument 

15
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to reward companies, which through the attitudes and actions of the man-
agement are seeking to become good workplaces” (Best Workplaces in 
the EU and Special Awards 2003:1) 

In November The Communication “Making a Euro-
pean Area of Lifelong Learning a Reality” 2001 was pub-
lished was formed by active citizens. It builds on the Mem-
orandum and it formed a platform for the competition. 

“This mandate confi rms lifelong learning as a key element of the strategy, 
devised at Lisbon, to makes Europe the most competitive and dynamic 
knowledge-based society in the world” (COM(2001) 678 fi nal:3)

The aim of the Communication and the Memoran-
dum was thus to prepare Europe for the transition to a com-
petitive, dynamic and knowledge-based economy. With the 
help of these initiatives, in addition to the competition, the 
EU hopes, among other things, to strengthen companies’ 
social responsibility, to further employee development, to 
raise workplace standards and to help Europe become the 
world’s most competitive and dynamic knowledge-based 
economy. 

By announcing a competition (Best Workplaces in the 
EU 2003), and by paying attention to and certifying Euro-
pean organizations that distinguish themselves in three spe-
cial categories, i.e. lifelong learning, diversity and gender 
equality, the European Commission strives at raising public 
awareness for, among others, lifelong learning in organiza-
tions. Awareness is raised by ‘constructing’ a success-story 
to serve as an example for other organizations, a best prac-
tice case to refer to in a benchmarking attempt.

“By publicly recognising best-practice organisations, the Commission’s 
aim is to contribute to a professional benchmark in order to raise the 
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overall quality of workplace standards in Europe”(100 Best Workplaces 
in the EU & Three Special Awards 2003:1).

The EU strove, by this initiative, to enhance ‘healthy’ 
competition, to raise public awareness towards these issues in 
addition to raise workplace standards in Europe.

“Through the Special Awards and the 100 Best Workplaces-EU List, the 
Commission has declared its intention to stimulate public awareness re-
garding these issues. By encouraging healthy competition among many 
different organisations and publicly recognising best practices, the Com-
mission aims to establish a professional benchmark in order to raise the 
overall quality of workplace standards in Europe. Along with competing 
for market shares and profi ts, it is hoped that European organisations will 
also strive to be known for the quality of their workplaces” (Best Work-
places in the EU and Special Awards  2003:1) 

One of the ideas is hence to propose living examples of 
how lifelong learning is and/or can be carried out in practice.

”Why is putting lifelong learning into practice a top priority for the Eu-
ropean Union? 
Europe has moved towards a knowledge-based society and economy. 
More than ever before, access to up-to-date information and knowledge, 
together with the motivation and skills to use these resources intelligently 
on behalf of oneself and the community as a whole, are becoming the key 
to strengthening Europé´s competitiveness and improving the employabil-
ity of the workforce; today’s Europeans live in a complex social and po-
litical world. More than ever before, individuals want to plan their own 
lives, are expected to contribute actively to society, and must learn to 
live positively with cultural, ethnic and linguistic diversity. Education, in 
its broadest sense, is the key to learning and understanding how to meet 
these challenges” (SEC(2000) 1832:5).

17
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The objective and aim proposed through the construc-
tion of a best practice case is furthermore to:

“further employee development both personally and professionally 
through outstanding training programs, educational opportunities, and 
policies or programs that focus on the long-term development of the in-
dividual employee” (100 Best Workplaces in the EU & Three Special 
Awards 2003:4).

“The Special Awards and the 100 Best Workplaces-EU List are part of a 
number of initiatives by the Commission to facilitate Europe in becoming the 
most competitive and dynamic knowledge-based economy in the world ca-
pable of sustainable economic growth with more and better jobs and greater 
cohesion” ( Best Workplaces in the  EU and Special Awards  2003:1). 

The vision is a Europe that is capable of both sustain-
able economic growth, with more and better work places, and 
bigger cohesion.

The initiative for the Special Awards and the contest is 
carried out with the help of media partners and independent 
research institutes in each membership country.

“As a basis for the EU initiative, independent workplace surveys are car-
ried out in each of the 15 Member States in close co-operation with na-
tional research partners, national media partners and representatives of 
civil society. Based on the results of the 15 surveys, a list of best work-
places is published in each Member State” (100 Best Workplaces in the 
EU & Three Special Awards 2003:1). 

The selection of suitable candidates in all three catego-
ries focus on superiority, uniqueness, integration and variety. 

“The evaluation focuses on workplace practises exceeding the standard 
of other workplaces through uniqueness, distinctiveness and/or variety of 
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initiatives and results. Furthermore, the comprehensiveness of their ini-
tiatives and policies are taken into account. A limited number of superior 
submissions from each country for each of the three categories are select-
ed” (100 Best Workplaces in the EU & Three Special Awards:4).

 
As a result, a total population of approximately 210,000 

employees in all 15 member states participates in the survey 
process and contest “Best Workplaces in the EU 2003”. Of 
these, 124,196 employees completed questionnaires. 

“All national lists of Best Workplaces are primarily based on the opinions 
of the employees working at participating organisations, who are asked 
to rate their workplace according to a series of qualitative criteria. Each 
participating organisation is asked to conduct an employee survey, fi ll out 
a management questionnaire and send in supplementary material about 
their corporate culture and organisational practices” (100 Best Work-
places in the EU  & Three Special Awards:5).

Mr Pehr Gyllenhammar, Chairman of Aviva, former 
executive chairman of Volvo and founder of the European 
Round Table of Industrialists chaired the Jury that select-
ed the Award winners. Other members of the Jury were Ms 
Miet Smet, member of the European Parliament and former 
Belgian Minister of Employment, Ms Carola Fishbach-Pyt-
tel, General Secretary of the European Federation of Public 
Service (ESPU) and Ms Susan Scott-Parker, founding Chief 
Executive of the Employer’s Forum on Disability. 

“Dear Mr Gyllenhammar, dear Members of the Jury, Ladies and Gentlemen
Today we are honouring companies that have demonstrated outstanding 
achievement in the areas of lifelong learning and the promotion of diver-
sity and gender equality in the workplace. 
Before announcing the names of the winners, I would like to congratulate 
the nominees and all the other companies which took part in this compe-

19
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tition. As Pierre de Coubertin has said ’the most important thing is not 
winning but taking part” (Anna Diamantopoulou, IP/03/438, Brussels 27 
March 2003:2).

Independent research institutes that carried out the con-
test during winter 2003 selected one candidate from their 
country for each of the EU’s three special categories. The EU 
then nominated the best candidates in Europe for each cat-
egory with the help of a highly distinguished jury. 

The organizations involved in this study did not imple-
ment an active or conscious LLL strategy before the nomina-
tion. The private Finnish law fi rm and the Swedish municipal 
housing organization were not even aware of the Commis-
sion’s special categories when they participated in the “Best 
workplaces in the EU” contest. They themselves had diffi -
culty in comprehending the meaning of LLL at and after the 
nomination process. The organizations thus perceived, made 
sense and interpreted their understanding and implementa-
tion of LLL later, after the award. 

A success story was thus created by the EU and later 
reconstructed and interpreted by the law fi rm and the housing 
organization. 

The EU aim and participation was among other things 
to recognize, acknowledge, benchmark and award European 
organizations with best practices in three special categories 
(lifelong learning, diversity and gender equality). The whole 
process is simplifi ed and depicted in the fi gure at the follow-
ing page. 
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The European Council agrees on LLL as part of 
the Lisbon process as a top priority within the EU. 

The aim is to secure a smooth transition for member 
countries into the knowledge-based economy. 

This decision is at its first phase "translated" into 
a LLL MEMORANDUM (2000) and in a second phase

 "translated" to a LLL COMMUNICATION (2001) with 
the help of 12,000 people in all member states. 

One part of the strategy is to show how LLL is carried 
out in practice. The Commission decides to award LLL 

within the Best Workplaces in Europe 2003
contest (consistent with a Green Paper issued in 2001)

 

The independent national research institutes that 
carry out the Best Workplaces in the EU contest in 
each member state identify and select organizations 

that display LLL features, characteristics and practices, 
i.e. organizations that invest time and resources on 

education and competence development.

A distinguished jury at the European Commission then 
nominates four organizations that distinguish 

themselves most in the special category of LLL. 
A Finnish law firm is awarded as best in the special 

category of lifelong learning in Europe.
                                                                 

The two Nordic organizations in this study did not 
actively implemented a LLL strategy in their 

organizations before or at the time of the award

They "construct" their own understanding of 
LLL after the award. 

The success story and best practice case, 
understanding and meaning of LLL is thus being 

constructed first by the EU in co-operation with the national research 
institutes and after the award by the organizations involved.

Figure 1. The construction of success

21
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1.2 Interest and intent 

I became intrigued by the award process, I was fasci-
nated of the phenomenon. I was compelled by the discourse 
and of the complexity and tension within the discourse. 

I had some pre-understanding of the concept lifelong 
learning as I had come across the term before, through work 
in the context of mobility programs for young workers, but 
I wanted to know more and I wanted to understand it better. 
Where did it come from, what was it, how was it different 
from learning, why was the law fi rm awarded, how and why 
did it penetrate the two organization at the time that it did, 
what triggered and affected the process and last, but not least, 
did the concept or language change in the process and how 
was it perceived and interpreted by individual actors´ in two 
specifi c contexts.  

At the time of the award the organizations in question 
did not consciously comprehend the meaning of LLL. A ‘con-
scious’ LLL strategy had not been actively implemented nor 
was one applied at the time of the award. The organizations in-
volved were hence hit by the phenomenon and concept.  LLL 
as a term and idea, concept and strategy was ‘forced’ upon 
them and took them by surprise. The practitioners involved 
knew their practices, their profession, local culture and social 
context. The organizations in question invested heavily and 
consciously in education, in learning practices and in knowl-
edge transfer. The actors´ involved had experience related to 
their fi eld of expertise, of competence, of personal develop-
ment and of their respective organizations. All the same, the 
actors´ and organizations involved did not fully comprehend 
how LLL was related to their experience and interrelated with 
their practices. 

The two organizations studied in this research were 
both picked by national independent research institutes and 
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nominated by the EU for their unique qualities, extraordinary 
characteristics and positive attitudes towards learning and 
competence development. They had well structured educa-
tional programmes and, according to the EU, successful prac-
tices in the special category of lifelong learning. Both organi-
zations spend time and resources in education, in planning 
and in structuring their learning processes, in creating and 
re-creating new practices and in enhancing individual per-
sonal competence development.  Both organizations have ex-
tensive experience of working in teams.

The intent of this study is to depict how and why an 
idea (LLL) is (re)born at an institutional level, how it travels 
and changes in a process of translation, how it lands in two 
specifi c organizations and how it is perceived and described 
by local actors´ in two specifi c contexts. The focus of this 
study is predominantly on single actors´ perception of a con-
troversial concept in a local context. It is about an idea, about 
its travel and about local perceptions related to this idea. 

The history and theories behind lifelong learning are 
described in order to reveal the complexity, controversies, 
tension and evolution behind the concept. The institutional 
EU LLL strategy is depicted in order to contrast and inter-
relate it with local practice. Learning theories acknowledg-
ing the situational, socio-cultural (S/S), local, practical and 
contextual are referred to as they are perceived helpful in the 
understanding of individual actors´ sensemaking processes. 
Organizational learning theories are introduced as they dem-
onstrate learning processes that take place in organizations 
involving the organization, the environment and the individ-
ual. Organizational and LLL theories also provide tools for 
categorizing data in this study.

An idea presumably changes during ‘travel’ in a proc-
ess referred to as ‘translation’. The process involves many ac-
tors´ (see e.g. Latour 1986). LLL in an organizational context 
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in this study is understood to be affected and continuously 
(re)constructed in a circular process involving the institution, 
the organization and the individual.

In an organizational context LLL is perceived to be 
(re)created by individual actors´ in a process involving sense-
making, refl ection and interpretation. 

1.3 Who translates who 

Translation is used as a central concept by e.g. Barbara 
Czarniawska and Bernward Joerges (1996). They show how 
ideas are being reinterpreted and transform locally in a proc-
ess of translation. The concept of translation can be viewed as 
an alternative to the model of diffusion. Bruno Latour (1986) 
uses the term translation instead of knowledge transfer to 
depict a process where diffusion is in the hands of people. 
He contends that every person throughout a translation proc-
ess acts in different ways – they modify, adapt, add on etc. 
An idea, a text or an object is thus transformed in the proc-
ess. The fundamental differences are that ideas do not spread 
on their own (diffusion), but external energy (translation) is 
needed for an idea to spread (Latour 1987). Translation an-
swers the question of energy that is needed for the process. It 
is thus people, both as creators and applicants, who transform 
an idea, whether they apply it for their own purpose or for 
someone else (Latour 1992). When knowledge is transferred 
from one context to another it is thus being translated.  

Consequently, ideas in translation can be argued to be af-
fected e.g. by social context, purpose and interest, i.e. by people 
and, translation not only applies to linguistics or ideas, but also 

EU    ORGANIZATION   INDIVIDUAL
Figure 2. Constantly constructed
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to games, artefacts and/or instruments. They are played, used or 
interpreted differently by different people depending on social 
context, interest and purpose or as Bruno Latour contends:  

“…the spread in time and space of anything – claims, orders, artefacts, 
goods – is in the hands of people; each of these people may act in many 
different ways, letting the token drop, or modifying it, or defl ecting it, or 
betraying it, or adding to it, or appropriating it” (Latour 1986:267). 

Not only ideas are hence in the hands of people. Trans-
lation can involve models, books and practices. Barbara 
Czarniawska Joerges (1996) explain through the concept of 
‘decontextualisation’ the process when knowledge, ideas and 
models are taken from their original context and embedded 
into a new one. Kjell-Arne Rövik (2000) on the other hand 
argue that total quality management programs that were in-
troduced in the 1990´s in the US, throughout Europe and Ja-
pan all took different forms when they were introduced and 
implemented. The differences were not only dependent of the 
processes through which the programs were introduced. The 
programs were transformed foremost because they were not 
introduced in vacuum. When the total quality management 
programs were embedded in new places and organizations 
they were translated; they melted and were mixed with local 
traditions, with other models and other ideas. They were edit-
ed according to local contextual norms, cultural conventions 
and organizational rules. 

The translation concept thus accepts and considers that 
ideas are being reinterpreted during a process of travel. Ideas 
in practice, in a local context, are thus often reinterpreted, 
reconstructed, recreated and perceived different from their 
original ideas. This is acknowledged in this study. 

The award process is an example of a reversed adoption 
of a strategy, from local to institutional, in which the nomi-
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nated organizations serve as passive (tacit) practical exam-
ples or late adopters, the pro-active implementers of LLL be-
ing the EU and the national independent research institutes. 
The EU and the independent national research institutes thus 
serve as the actors´ who ‘implement’, translate and acknowl-
edge LLL in an organizational context through the nomina-
tion, the award ceremony and through the identifi cation of 
organizations that, by their defi nition, carry LLL features.   

According to Latour (2002), imitation, the fundamental 
learning mechanism, is said to lie behind translation. Tarde 
(1890/1962) stated that what is imitated is allegedly superior 
– on the grounds of its qualities or on the grounds of their 
provenance in time and place or a third type of superiority that 
characterizes ideas that have many allies in other ideas – that 
is, ideas that are well anchored in an institutional structure

The trigger for translation of ideas thus involves imi-
tation combined with the perception of a superior idea. The 
process is also argued to involve shared desire (see e.g. Czar-
niawska & Sévon 1996). LLL is perceived a superior idea in 
this study. Imitation, according to my interpretation, involves 
processes of copying, adaptation and that of (re)creation of 
the ‘original’ idea and concept. Shared desire involves in-
volvement, interest and passion. Both processes are in the 
hands of people and interdependent of one another.  The trig-
ger behind a process of translation can thus be understood 
through the concepts of a superior idea, shared desire and 
imitation. This process involves people. People who wish to 
contribute in the making of a better, more competitive and vi-
able Europe. They do so through imitation and processes in-
volving shared desire. Lifelong learning is hence considered 
a superior idea, not only by politicians and the power elite, 
but also among people. 

Barbara Czarniawska and Guje Sévon (1996), as do I, 
use translation to express a process involving motion, trans-
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formation and change. They argue that the concept of transla-
tion is a good way to describe the emergence and construction 
of various types of connections around the globe because of 
its polysemous character: albeit usually associated with lan-
guage, it also means transformation and transference. It at-
tracts attention to the fact that a thing moved from one place to 
another cannot emerge unchanged: to set something in a new 
place is to construct it anew (Czarniawska & Sévon 2005:8).

Czarniawska & Sévon or Latour, however, were not the 
fi rst ones to use the term translation in the context of diffu-
sion of ideas. It was Michel Serres (1982) who introduced the 
term in the context of ideas. 

“It is this richness of meaning, evoking associations with both movement 
and transformation, embracing both linguistic and material objects, that 
induced Latour and Callon, and the contributors to this volume after 
them, to borrow the notion of translation from a contemporary French 
philosopher, Michel Serres” (Czarniawska & Sévon 1996:7). 

Michel Serres (1982) can thus take credit for being 
among the fi rst to use the concept ‘translation’ in the con-
text of ideas. According to Serres, translation is a general-
ized operation, not merely linguistic, but one that takes many 
forms. Consequently, that which is involved in translation – 
be it knowledge, people or things – has an uncertain identity 
and each act of translation changes the translator and what is 
translated (Czarniawska & Sévon 2005:8). Guje Sévon and 
Barbara Czarniawska (2005), argue, furthermore that fashion 
can be the trigger for the travel of ideas. They view transla-
tion as the vehicle, imitation as the motor and fashion as the 
wheel in the process of ‘travel’.  

Many researchers claim that organizations follow 
fashion just as individuals do (Borgert 1992, DiMaggio & 
Powell 1983). The analogy and assumption here is that in-
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stitutions follow fashion, just as organizations and individ-
uals do. The trigger for the travel of LLL can be understood 
in terms of fashion. My interpretation, however is that the 
trigger for LLL may involve fashion, but in this case, also 
a shared vision. The EU has a vision of a Europe including 
high employment rates, educated and active citizens, dy-
namic and competitive economies, innovative industries, 
social integration etc. It thus seems that it is the EU vision 
integrated with fashion that triggers the process of travel 
in this case. Vision involves the strong mental picture of 
a dynamic Europe, the goal, the aim, the purpose and the 
strategy involving a ‘better’ Europe. Travel is used meta-
phorically to depict and explain the translation movement 
and motion from one place to another. Translation is the 
vehicle. In this study LLL travels from practice to award, 
from local to institutional, between the research institute 
and the EU, affected in the process by people, culture, lo-
cal habits, context, purpose, interest, time materialization 
etc. I interpret lifelong learning to be a superior idea, fash-
ion together with shared vision the triggers for travel of the 
idea, translation the vehicle, imitation together with shared 
desire the motor for LLL, i.e. for lifelong learning in mo-
tion involving people.

Vision, fashion  Institution (EU)             People

Shared desire                   A superior idea                     Imitation

People              Local context      Research institute
                                  (organization, individual)

Figure 3. A superior idea travels 
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The pro-active actors´ are the EU together with the na-
tional research institutes. It is the EU that promotes the idea 
of lifelong learning and it is the independent national research 
institutes in Finland and Sweden that select the candidates. 
The EU thus proposes an idea with roots in adult education 
for strategic purposes. They use a complex, superior idea with 
an uncertain identity as a tool for the purpose of the knowl-
edge based society´s aims and demands. The LLL takes the 
form of a strategic framework of which one purpose is to en-
able a smooth transition for the EU membership countries 
from an industrial economy into a  knowledge based one.  

Barbara Czarniawska and Bernward Joerges (1996) 
make a distinction between the travel of ideas and institu-
tions. Institutions do not travel between organizations. An in-
stitution cannot travel between different organizations as an 
institution is a product of action- and mind -patterns that are 
created within the organization they argue. Ideas, however, 
travel and often originate from an institution. 

According to Czarniawska & Sévon (2005) translation 
is a concept that immediately evokes symbolic associations. It 
is symbolic and material at the same time whereas only a thing 
can be moved from one place to another and from one time to 
another. Ideas must materialize, at least in somebody’s head; 
symbols must be inscribed. A practice not stabilized by a tech-
nology, be it a linguistic technology, cannot last; it is bound to 
be ephemeral. A practice or an institution cannot travel; they 
must be simplifi ed and abstracted into an idea, or at least ap-
proximated in a narrative permitting a vicarious experience, 
and therefore converted into words or images. Neither can 
words nor images travel until they have materialized, until 
they are embodied, inscribed or objectifi ed, as only bodies or 
things can move in time and space (Czarniawska 2002:7) 

The nomination of best organizations in the special cat-
egory of lifelong learning shows how a complex and popular 
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idea with an uncertain identity transforms into an award, i.e. 
to an artefact (a vase), through a complex process and chain 
of translation. LLL is transformed during travel through the 
minds of people changing both the translator and what is 
translated in the process and along the journey.   

The practices of the Finnish law fi rm and/or the Swed-
ish municipal housing organization would not have travelled 
without materialization. Best practices of LLL in an organi-
zational context may not have travelled without the contest. 
The contest, the nomination and the award, the publicity, the 
transparencies, documents, web pages and presentations pro-
duced for the contest and after the award made LLL practices 
explicit. LLL can be said to have been objectifi ed through 
the contest and through the nomination. It was symbolized 
through the award, the vase. The actors´ (people) included, 
among others; the HRM-manager at the law fi rm who provid-
ed extra material for the “Best workplaces in the EU 2003®” 
contest; the staff at LTT-Tutkimus Oy that nominated the law 
fi rm as the best in Finland in the special category of LLL; the 
highly distinguished jury that selected the law fi rm as the best 
in the special category of LLL; the Commissioner who fi nally 
awarded the law fi rm; and the representatives of the law fi rm 
who received the award in Brussels. The EU purpose and in-
terest here was to diffuse and benchmark LLL practices.  

Other translators include the people who started this 
process, the actors´ participating in the construction of the 
Lisbon strategy, the ones that followed it up at Feira, peo-
ple that produced the Memorandum, actors´ that created the 
Green Paper and the Communication. They were the ones 
who shared a vision of LLL as a superior, fashionable idea 
that could be both shared and imitated. 

People at the EU and people at the local research in-
stitutes translate the idea through local practical examples. 
They materialize the idea through the Communication, the 
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Memorandum, the Green Paper, the contest, through printed 
material and through the nomination. The local actors´ trans-
late their meaning of the idea through refl ecting on their own 
practices, through the nomination and through the award and 
artefact (the vase) that is the ultimate symbol of the award.

1.4 Empirical gap and theoretical refl ections 

Empirically lifelong learning has mainly been studied 
in the context of adult and complementary education, pre-
dominantly from an individual’s point of view. Not many 
studies involving LLL have been undertaken in an organiza-
tional context from the point of view of individual actors´ talk 
and perception, at least not in the Nordic countries. 

Theoretically (lifelong) learning does not ‘travel’ much 
in the fi eld of organizational learning and visa versa. Hence, not 
many ideas on learning and/or organizational learning are found 

Photo 1. The vase: From the European Commission archives (2003)
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in LLL theories or in the institutional ideas involving LLL. In 
this study these theories interconnect, interrelate and meet. 

Learning, to put it simple, is often viewed as being an 
individual, personal, behavioural and/or a cognitive act. The 
behavioural schools on learning study, among other things, 
individual responses to different forms of stimuli whereas the 
cognitive school views learning as information processing in-
volving cognitive structures and patterns related to individ-
ual learning processes. This study will not directly involve 
schools of thought related to individual cognitive/behaviour-
al learning processes.

My understanding is, that in an organizational context 
peoples learning and individual actors´ perception of (life-
long) learning is strongly interconnected with social context 
and practice (see e.g. Lave and Wenger 1991). This study ac-
knowledges that learning cannot occur in vacuum, without 
recognizing previous knowledge, situation, social context, 
practice and local culture. My interpretation is that individu-
al actors´ perception and talk about (lifelong) learning is in-
fl uenced by previous knowledge, situation, social context, 
practice, experience and local culture. In my view (lifelong) 
learning is thus a social process that takes place in a specifi c 
context, not only in peoples’ heads.  

(Lifelong) learning in an organization is hence not to be 
understood as something that only happens inside the brain, 
separated from experience, situation, mind and social context 
or as Merriam and Caffarella (1999) contend: 

“adult learning does not occur in a vacuum” (Merriam and Caffarella 
1999:22)

 
Learning as Wilson (1993) argues never occurs in a 

vacuum, but is always context- specifi c and occurs interde-
pendently with other people 
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“learning is an everyday event that is social in nature because it occurs 
with other people….and fi nally, it is the interaction with the setting itself 
in relation to its social and tool dependent nature that determines the 
learning” (Wilson 1993:73). 

Paul Hager (2003), a contemporary Australian research-
er in the fi eld of learning at work, has attempted to defi ne and 
distinguish lifelong learning from ‘ordinary learning’. 

“a common factor is that workers place high value on the satisfaction 
they obtain from their work. It provides them with a strong sense of per-
sonal development. This personal development is something that is an 
internal good to the work itself. For these workers, work is much more 
than paid employment. We need an account of work that locates this sat-
isfaction and distinguishes it from work that is essentially alienating” 
(Hager 2003:25)

 
According to Hager (2003), the idea is, that work must 

involve personal development in order to be perceived, ac-
knowledged and recognized as ‘lifelong’ learning. 

My defi nition of LLL involves besides personal devel-
opment learning from, with and of others in a specifi c context 
involving practice      

The Russian psycholinguist, L.S. Vygotsky (1896-
1934), put forward a theory of learning showing that learning 
can never be seen in isolation from the context in which it oc-
curs. Socio-cultural approaches in learning and development 
were hence fi rst systematized and recognized by Vygotsky 
and his collaborators in Russia in the nineteen-twenties and 
thirties. Vygotsky´s ideas are based on the concept that hu-
man activities take place in local cultural contexts. The power 
of Vygotsky´s ideas lie furthermore in his understanding of 
the dynamic interdependence of the social and the individual 
processes. The sociocultural approaches furthermore empha-
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size the interdependence of social and individual processes in 
the co-construction of knowledge. 

Learning theories that acknowledge the socio-cultural, 
the situational, the local and practice will, from now on be 
referred to as S/S theories. They will, in addition to organiza-
tional learning theory and LLL theories form the theoretical 
platform of this study. They are applied as they are argued to 
have an impact on individual actors´ perception, talk, inter-
pretation and sensemaking of lifelong learning in organiza-
tions. Organizational learning (OL) theory is applied to illu-
minate and discuss the dynamic aspects of learning, relating 
the organization with the environment, the individual with 
the organization and the institution. OL theories seem appro-
priate as they recognize the interdependence between the in-
dividual, the organization and the environment. Data is also 
categorized according to OL and LLL concepts and arenas 
related to learning.  

Theoretically (lifelong) learning theory, socio-cultural 
learning theories and organizational learning theories do not 
often meet. In this study they interrelate and interact. These 
theories form a bond and framework in the understanding 
of how an idea is talked of and perceived, interpreted, made 
sense of and understood in an organizational context by indi-
vidual actors´.

Individual actors´ perception and talk

 S/S   OL  LLL
 

Individual actors´ perception and talk
Figure 4. Individual actors´ perception and talk
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1.5 Arguments and questions 
 
In this study I argue that (lifelong) learning as perceived 

by individual actors´ in an organizational context is culturally 
embedded, locally, socially and contextually specifi c affected 
by practice and experience, personal development and previ-
ous knowledge. Moreover I argue that individual actors´ per-
ception and talk is infl uenced by the organization (its aims, 
purposes, strategies and goals) in addition to the institution 
(and the environment) in a process involving both people and 
translation.

LLL is hence perceived to be interdependent with its 
social context as the perception of the concept is assumed to 
interrelate with the organization. Local actors´ and praction-
ers are presumed to be re-creating the concept in the context 
of organizations. LLL in an organisational context is under-
stood to be formed and re-constructed through individual and 
shared interpretation and perception related to practice. It is 
through shared practice that purpose and learning at work is 
defi ned or as John Dewey (1916), who promoted learning by 
doing, puts it:

“the social environment ….is truly educative in the effects in the degree 
in which an individual shares or participates in some conjoint activity. By 
doing his (sic) share in the associated activity, the individual appropriates 
the purpose which actuates it, becomes familiar with its methods and sub-
ject matters, acquires needed skills, and is saturated with its emotional 
spirit” (Dewey 1916:26). 

Lifelong learning is hence studied here as an institu-
tional idea that changes during ‘travel’ and takes another 
form within a specifi c context. Local actors´ perception and 
talk of the concept are interpreted and analyzed. The process 
of travel is depicted with the help of the concept and theory of 
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translation whereas the local perception and talk is depicted, 
explored, understood, analyzed and explained through and 
with the help of S/S, LLL and OL theories, the hermeneutic 
paradigm and the sensemaking perspective. 

In this study the process of translation is triggered by 
an external event and in this study, single actors´ statements 
and talk create local meaning. In order to comprehend local 
actors´ perception and talk, I need to explore the relationship 
between the institutional LLL discourse and practice, i.e. be-
tween the EU and the two Nordic organizations. I wish to de-
pict, understand and show how LLL at this time, in this con-
text, is constructed and to explore who or what affects local 
sensemaking in these cases. Consequently, the research ques-
tions of this study are:

-how is LLL interpreted by local actors´ in two specifi c 
contexts and to understand/depict

-who or what affects this process 
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Gap 
LLL has not been studied in an organizational context 
through single actors perception and talk, at least not in any Nordic 
countries. (Lifelong) learning and Organizational learning theories 
do not often meet.  

Intent 
The intent of this study is to depict how and why an idea 
(LLL) is (re)born at an institutional level, how it travels and changes
 in a process of translation, how it lands in two specific organizations 
and how it is perceived and described by local actors in two specific 
contexts. The focus of this study is predominantly on single actors 
perception of a controversial concept in a local context. It is about 
an idea, about its travel and about local perceptions related to this idea. 

Arguments 
In this study I argue that (lifelong) learning as 
perceived by individual actors in an organizational context is culturally 
embedded, locally, socially and contextually specific affected by 
practice and experience, personal development and previous 
knowledge. Furthermore, I argue that individual actors perception 
and talk is influenced by the organization in addition to the institution 
(and the environment) in a process involving people and translation.

Research questions 
 
 - how is LLL interpreted by local actors in two 
   specific contexts and to understand/depict  
 - who or what affects this process 

Definition of LLL 
personal development and learning from, 
with and of others in a specific context involving practice      

Methodology and method A sensemaking perspective (in which 
individuals create local meaning) within the hermeneutic paradigm 
involving intentional inductive conversational (my term) interviews 
and an analytical thematic process (in which I interpret individual 
actors perceptions and talk of lifelong learning in an organizational context). 

Figure 5. An outline of this study
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1.6 Conceptual distinctions and claim

Lifelong learning as a concept can be argued to be blur-
ry and unclear to its character. It is a discourse that involves 
ideas of social integration. It assumes that learning occurs 
among individuals from the cradle to the grave. The concept 
acknowledges not only formal, but also informal and non-
formal elements of learning. (Lifelong) learning is hence not 
tied to a specifi c place or age. LLL seems to be a discourse in-
volving power struggles and political views, aims and contro-
versies. LLL can, all the same, be viewed as a superior idea. 
It has evolved and survived many periods involving many 
phases throughout history. LLL can and often is viewed as a 
powerful political idea, a tool, strategy and framework. 

My interpretation is that the institutional contempo-
rary LLL discourse within the EU (and the OECD) is shaped 
by history and people. It is related to power structures, mod-
ern politics and ideas interconnected with rapid change, new 
technology, competence development and economic views 
involving competivity, entrepreneurship and innovation and 
less by ideas related to learning (see e.g. Salling Olesen 1999, 
Rubenson 2000).

One part of the EU lifelong learning strategy is to ac-
knowledge best practice cases for benchmarking, imitation 
and transfer purposes. Best practices for others to imitate and 
translate in order to enhance knowledge development, inno-
vation, knowledge creation and learning. Best practices can-
not, however, be transferred, moved or imitated as such. Also 
institutional ideas go through a process of translation involv-
ing the culture and the contextual, the specifi c and the situ-
ational, the local and the practical. 

By institutional I understand offi cial, e.g. the EU/LLL 
related statements, documents, strategies, communications in 
addition to among others UNESCO and OECD documents. 
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By practice I refer to the practical elements involving tasks, 
duties, practices, habit, routines and work. With social con-
text I refer to the group of people that infl uence individual 
work and learning within the organization. Practice thus in-
volves the work that practitioners do, the cases they have, the 
problems they face, the clients they deal with, the people they 
meet etc. Practice is very wide and here loosely defi ned. It is 
defi ned by the work practitioners do, the underlying assump-
tion being that practice varies and is dependent on work, situ-
ation and context.

This study draws upon a sensemaking perspective 
within a hermeneutic paradigm in which I interpret individu-
al actors´ perception and talk of LLL. in which the underlying 
assumption is that individual perception create local mean-
ing. Interpretive phenomenological interviews or rather in-
ductive intentional conversations (my term) are performed 
within two specifi c local contexts in order to catch individual 
actors´ perception and talk of the concept. Being present to 
each other in the interview situation creates dialogues that 
can be as described as interactive processes of sensemaking. 
Interviews are not conducted, rather they are participated in 
since it seems that the person being interviewed both shapes 
and is shaped by the interview. Informants are hence free to 
talk about what they want in a way that makes sense to them. 
Interpretive phenomenological interviews are hermeneutic: 
they are circular and never-ending.

The fact that only four interviews have been conducted 
in two organizations may seem as a restriction, but it is not. 
I argue that individual actors´ insightful perceptions, state-
ments and talk are valuable and create meaning, also in a larg-
er perspective. The participants in this study have practiced 
(law and HRD) in their respective organization for years. 
They have actively, through their positions, been involved 
in developing their profession, practices and organizations. 
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They are knowledgeable and experienced. I am proud to have 
had access and to have been given the opportunity to talk 
with them. My primary data is rich, suffi cient and insightful. 
My secondary data supports my primary data. They together 
create the whole. My data as a whole allowed me to depict 
and create an understanding of the concept within my specifi c 
area of interest. 

Local actors´ perception and sensemaking theory imply 
that meaning is created differently in different social groups, 
even differently between people in the same organization. 
What makes sense to one person is not always true for an-
other. My duty as a researcher is to interpret different actors´ 
perception and talk so that it makes sense in a larger context. 
Social facts are viewed differently in different social groups, 
so understanding and constructions will always be different 
in different contexts, localities and situations, even between 
single actors´. Some generalisations and underlying mecha-
nisms or patterns can apply or be detected all the same, also 
in a study of only one or two organizations and in a study in-
volving four informants, in a study with fewer respondents. 
Sensemaking theory argue that even single words matter in 
making sense. 

The law fi rm case and its informants are acknowledged 
and referred to more in this study than the Swedish municipal 
housing organization because 

a) I had better access to the law fi rm   
b) they were judged best in Europe in the special cat-

egory of lifelong learning
In this study I claim that single words matter and that 

local perception create meaning. Furthermore I argue that in 
order to understand single actors´ perception and talk I need 
to depict, explore and understand the relation and interde-
pendency between the individual and the organization, prac-
tice and institution as I assume that they affect single actors´ 
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perception and sensemaking of lifelong learning in an organi-
zational context. Hence, not only previous knowledge, expe-
rience, personal development and interest affect individual 
talk and perception, but also a process involving translation.

This is thus how I picture the process of travel and 
translation, the interdependencies that presumably affect lo-
cal interpretation of LLL in an organizational context.

Local actors´ perception and talk in this study is argued 
to be infl uenced by experience, previous knowledge, person-
al development, interest and by social context, local culture, 
situation and practice in a sensemaking process. Meaning and 
perception, however, are not created in vacuum, but are in-
fl uenced of previous knowledge, experience, institution, the 
organization, translation and people or as Alfred Schutz and 
Thomas Luckmann put it: 

“Each step of my explication & understanding of the world is based at 
any given time on a stock of pervious experience, my own immediate ex-
periences as well as such experience as are transmitted to me from my 
fellow-men & above all from my parents, teacher, and so on” (Schutz & 
Luckmann 1973:7)

Figure 6. Local actors´ sensemaking process

experience, previous knowledge, personal development and interest

INDIVIDUAL                             PEOPLE                                       LLL

ORGANIZATION                 TRANSLATION              INSTITUTION

social context     a superior idea            power, polities, talk
local culture, situtation            shared desire                        shared vision
practice                                        imitation                                    fashion
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In this study I emphasize the social context strong-
ly, i.e. I do not view (lifelong) learning to be a process in 
which knowledge is constructed only in individual heads. 
Furthermore, I take the softer (or moderate) standpoint of 
constructivism. Kristensson Uggla (2002) distinguishes be-
tween a soft and strong version of constructivism. Support-
ers of the strong version claim that everything is constructed. 
Supporters of the strong version also make claims about the 
world’s ontological status whereas supporters of the softer 
version are happy to acknowledge knowledge as a construc-
tion (Kristensson Uggla 2002:234). The constructivist ap-
proach to learning relies on the individual, but it recognises 
the social. It assumes that learning is an active process in 
which the learner develops his or her own understanding by 
assembling facts, experience and practice. It is a social proc-
ess, in which learning is seen as an act of participation. The 
knowing depends on practice and participation. To become 
part of a community enhances learning and knowing through 
shared practice (Gee 2003). 

George E. Hein (1991) also takes a constructivist 
standpoint and contends that learners construct knowledge 
for themselves. Each learner individually (and socially) con-
structs meaning, as he or she learns. There is no knowledge 
independent of the meaning attributed to experience (con-
structed) by the learner, or community of learners. Thus there 
is no such thing as knowledge ‘out there’ independent of the 
knower, but only knowledge we construct for ourselves as 
we learn. Learning is not understanding the ‘true’ nature of 
things, but rather a personal and social construction of mean-
ing out of a bewildering array of sensations which have no 
order or structure besides the explanations which we fabri-
cate for them. The idea in this study is to show also how the 
social, cultural, local and practical affects the concept of life-
long learning in an organizational context. 
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1.7 Methodological considerations 
 
It is important in any study to reveal and openly discuss 

the method of data collection, the choice of study objects in 
addition to the methodological stance. It is, however, equally 
important in a qualitative study to understand the organiza-
tional and situational context, i.e. the Community of Practice 
(CoP) of the respondents as well as the setting of the study. 
It is important not least because the CoP, practice and social 
context is argued here to shape single actors´ perception and 
talk of LLL in organizations. 

Virtually all qualitative researchers agree that the pur-
pose of their research is to make sense of narrative data, which 
is usually in the form of texts that require interpretation (Te-
sch 1990:4). Thus, the approaches generally draw on herme-
neutics, an area of philosophy that deals with the practice and 
the theory of interpretation (Kusch 1986). 

Hermeneutics has historically been described as the 
theory of interpretation that has been prevalent in disciplines 
such as theology and law. The German philosopher Wilhelm 
Dilthey (1833-1911) redefi ned hermeneutics as a science of 
historical understanding and sought a method for deriving ob-
jectively valid interpretations. Martin Heidegger (1889-1976) 
recast hermeneutics from being based on the interpretation of 
historical consciousness to revealing the temporality of self-
understandings (Palmer 1969). In this research I do not at-
tempt to show the correct interpretation among many. In the 
fi rst phase of analysis (chapter four) I seek to depict and look 
for meaning and make sense of what is said through and with 
help of theory and interpretation. In the second phase (chapter 
fi ve) I concentrate more on talk and how talk produces reality 
through text and through analysing how what is said is said. 
The attempt in chapter fi ve is hence to look more at linguistic 
constructions and how the actors´ act in (dis)harmony of what 
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they say. The purpose is further to relate practice with institu-
tion, i.e. how what is said on a local level with how what is 
said is related and interconnected with the institutional lev-
el. Heidegger, in his famous conversations with Japanese ex-
plained in a book called “Unterwegs zur sprache” (Heidegger 
1959), that his aim is to ‘think Greek thoughts in a more deep-
ly Greek way’. He was then asked if he means to understand 
Greeks better than they understand themselves. The aim was 
not to understand better, but to understand differently, i.e. to 
bring different interpretations and constructual issues to fore. 
Heidegger wished to reveal the unthought and unsaid.  

A slightly different point of view involving herme-
neutics is offered by the French philosopher, Paul Ricoeur 
(1976), who claims that human beings think in terms of con-
cepts. It is through concepts that we can understand the world 
and relate to one another. Ricoeur argues, however, concepts 
to be context-specifi c, situated both in time and place. Ac-
cordingly, it is possible for the same concepts to have differ-
ent meanings in different contexts. It can be said that that the 
defi nition and signifi cation of concepts is a hermeneutic sys-
tem (Alasuutari 1995; Ricouer 1976). 

Language and concepts are thus important in under-
standing individual action (Bruner 1990:68; Gioia, Donnel-
lon & Sims 1989). It is through talking with the organization-
al members that we learn something about their perceptions 
of an occurrence. Language is needed to express meaning, 
but also to explain and liberate meaning in actors´ behaviour 
(Müllern & Östergren 1995: 87). What an individual say infl u-
ences what she does which makes her better understand what 
is happening. Jerome Bruner has expressed it as follows: 

 
“A culturally sensitive pshychology is and must be based not only upon 
what people actually do, but they said they do and they say caused them 
to do what they did (Bruner 1990:1).  
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Tomas Müllern argue that our perceptions are formed 
and created by the cultural context in which we encounter 
ourselves. Our perception is infl uenced by the situation, i.e. it 
varies depending on cultural context (Müllern 1994:191). An 
important consequence is that the cultural situation infl uence 
how we treat and interpret a phenomenon that we encounter. 
In one context and situation we interpret in one way, in an-
other we may perceive and interpret a phenomenon quite dif-
ferently. Our interpretation is thus related and interdependent 
with the cultural situation in which we encounter ourselves. 

Hermeneutics is furthermore an approach that acknowl-
edges the temporal situatedness of both the researchers and 
the participants. Understanding is circular, and humans as 
self-interpreting beings are always already within this inter-
pretive (hermeneutic) circle of understanding: thus, 

“interpretation is never a presuppositionless grasping of something pre-
viously given” (Heidegger 1927/1996:141)

Hermeneutic researchers should hence not attempt to 
isolate or ‘bracket’ their presuppositions, context or situation, 
but rather, make them explicit. Interpretative phenomenolog-
ical interviews (and inductive intentional conversations) are 
hermeneutic to their nature. They are circular, complete and 
never-ending. As language experiences, interpretive is atten-
tive to context and is always situated. Weber (1986) describes 
this situatedness as: 

“the invitation is genuine, the interviewer turn to the participant as one hu-
man being to another in a  way that….confi rms the other – the interviewer is 
genuinely present, committed, and open to the participant” (Weber 1986:65)  

The research process in an interpretative study is thus 
a hermeneutic circle. The researcher unavoidably brings her 
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or his pre-understanding to the research. Moreover, the theo-
retical perspective chosen for the study is an important part 
of the researcher´s pre-understanding. The interpretations of 
the concepts and their defi nitions are always in some sense 
‘imperfect’. One of the most important issues in the inter-
pretative study of concepts is the potential. The rigour and 
plausibility of the study are closely linked to the researcher´s 
interpretative ability. Therefore, the researcher needs to be 
open and ready for continuous learning in her or his work. 
Description and interpretation are often so intertwined that 
they can easily be taken as one. In an interpretive perspective 
language is used as an instrument for analysis, perception and 
in making sense. Weick (1995) argues that sensemaking is an 
activity whereas interpretation is a description of a product. 
Descriptions consequently, according to Weick, do not have 
to involve the making of sense. Interpretation, however, is 
essential for understanding experience and the experience al-
ways includes interpretation. Thus, a phenomenologist view 
focus on how we put together the phenomenon we experience 
in a way to make sense of the world and in doing so develop 
a work-wide view. This view holds that there is no separate 
reality for people except what they know their experience is 
and means. The second premise is that the only way for really 
knowing what the other person experience is to experience 
it. This study is infl uenced by phenomenology as I recognize 
and acknowledge the importance of experience even though 
I, the researcher have not experienced what the actors´ have 
experienced as I have not lived their lives. 

Alfred Schutz (in Heritage 1996:58-59) emphasize that 
people interpret the social world as meaningful and under-
standable through social categories and by constructions. For 
Schutz understanding processes go through the whole life and 
societal activity. Common life is not just random events, but 
projected by subjective meanings and intentions. When we 
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meet each other we interpret their doings and actions through 
underlying agendas such as motives, wishes, fears and am-
bitions. The interpretative mechanisms and the evaluation of 
background factors´ are things we have learned upon socialisa-
tion into society. Interpretation helps people understand what 
is going on in a situation, context and how it is time related.

Hermeneutics is, consequently, a theory of interpreta-
tion infl uenced by phenomenology. Interpretation is moreo-
ver culturally, socially, locally, temporally and contextually 
embedded, but it should not be regarded as pure constructiv-
ism as Tappan notes

“Hermeneutic approaches view the knower and the known as fundamen-
tally interrelated, and thus assume that any interpretation necessarily in-
volves an essential circularity of understanding – a hermeneutic circle in 
which the interpreter´s perspective and understanding initially shapes his 
(sic) interpretation of a given phenomenon, and yet that interpretation, as it 
interacts with the phenomenon in question, is open to revision and elabora-
tion, as the perspective and understanding of the interpreter, including his 
biases and blind sports, are revealed and evaluated” (Tappan 1997:651). 

In this study I view the respondents as experienced and 
professional practionners and experts (on law and HRD), as 
actors´ sensitive to their own development and learning, path 
and aims. They are furthermore both experienced and famil-
iar with the organization (strategies, goals and aims), its social 
context, local culture, organizational habits, routines, praxis, 
business and practices. Their interpretation is assumed to be 
infl uenced by their perspective that is infl uenced by their ex-
perience, knowledge and also, by their interest in the fi eld 
of study. My interpretation is infl uenced by my perspective 
and understanding that shape my interpretation. My interpre-
tation is moreover infl uenced by my experience, knowledge 
and interest in the fi eld of study. Our experiences, perspec-
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tives and interests do not correspond. Among the informants, 
the respondents’ experiences, perspectives and interests are 
not the same. They are based on individual perceptions that 
are temporal, situational, social, contextual, local and cultur-
ally embedded. The respondents describe and interpret what 
they know and what they do, based on their understanding, 
experience, practice and interest in a circular interaction with 
the topic. I describe and interpret what the informants say 
based on my understanding, experience and interest in a cir-
cular interaction with the topic combined with theory. Double 
or triple interpretation is thus involved in the analysis in ad-
dition to many constructions and layers of sensemaking that 
seem to intertwine. Blind spots are revealed and my mind 
was open upon interpretation for revision.   

According to Hans-Georg Gadamer (2004) herme-
neutics refers to a practical skill. It is about declaring, inter-
preting, explaining and it is about the skill of interpretation. 
Understanding seems to be a prerequisite for interpretation 
and thus for hermeneutics. To make sense relates close-
ly to understanding, i.e. in order to understand a text, it has 
to somehow make sense to be understandable. On the other 
hand, a text has to be understood in order to make sense. They 
thus seem to be interrelated. They intertwine and intercon-
nect. It thus appears that both sensemaking and understand-
ing are prerequisites for interpretation.

As this study predominantly relies on single actors´ 
opinions related to a blurry concept, i.e. lifelong learning 
in organizations, interpretive phenomenology interviews or 
rather intentional inductive interviews (my term) seems to of-
fer an effective and appropriate method for collecting data. 
The sensemaking perspective within a hermeneutic paradigm 
offers an appropriate methodological framework in which I, 
the researcher, collect data using an interpretive phenome-
nological method and interpret single actors´ talk, language, 



49

perceptions, sensemaking and meanings related to (lifelong) 
learning in an organizational context

 “sensemaking is about such things as placement of items into frameworks, 
comprehending, redressing surprise,, constructing meaning, interaction in 
pursuits of mutual understanding, and patterning” (Weick 1995:6) 

 
The contemporary American Professor of Psychology, 

Karl Weick, uses the term sensemaking to depict the refl ec-
tion that occurs in a process involving retrospective sense. 
This description seems appropriate in order to describe the 
refl ections that occurred at the time of the interviews by the 
single individual actors´ involved in this study: 

 “to talk about sensemaking is to talk about reality as an ongoing accom-
plishment that takes form when people make retrospective sense of the situ-
ation in which they fi nd themselves and their creations” (Weick 1995:15)

Karl Weick means that actors´ constantly create mean-
ing, but that meaning is most intense when change occurs 
(Weick 2000). Individual actors´ and/or organizational mem-
bers, however, do not create meaning in vacuum. Sensemak-
ing is always blended with actors´ former understanding, 
experience, perception and memory. New ideas can, all the 
same, make former understandings and perceptions change. 

Weick´s sensemaking perspective mainly deals with 
sensemaking in relation to the individual actor, but can be 
shared within and related to an entire organization. Karl 
Weick perceives that sensemaking often starts with the indi-
vidual actor, but that a collective understanding can be created 
on an organizational level. Weick hence argues that individu-
al sensemaking can become collectively shared and can cre-
ate common sensemaking. Individual perception can thus be-
come to involve and create an entire organizational culture.       
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1.8 Composition and process 

This monograph will not follow the traditional order 
of a ‘normal’ academic composition, but rather take the form 
of a novel. It thus does not include any separate chapters on 
methodology, theory and data as they intertwine in this study. 
The chapters are not separately presented, but take a dialectic 
form, running into one another.

The aim is to search for dialogue where theory and data 
intertwine rather than present or view theory and data sepa-
rately. The analysis run, on some level, throughout this study. 
Most distinctively analysis is present in chapters four and fi ve. 
The purpose and consequences of the dialectic choice is to 
make this study more readable and interesting for the reader. 

Chapter one describes interest, offers arguments, clari-
fi es aims and attempts, purposes and intents, offers two re-
search questions and a brief discussion, some refl ections, 
motivations and decisions related to my theoretical and 
methodological choices. Furthermore chapter one depicts the 
award process and offers an outline for this study. 

Chapter two shows and presents LLL as an idea and dis-
course, with the help of theory and data in an attempt to un-
derstand how LLL travels and is translated between local and 
institution, institution and practice, through time and history, 
translated differently among different actors´. Chapter three 
discusses some discourses in which LLL does not yet travel, in 
an attempt to present LLL into those circles. Chapter two thus 
links OL/LO theories with LLL theories with the help of social 
situated theory in an attempt to understand individual actors´ 
perception of LLL through the notion of social context. 

Chapter four deals with choices related to methodology 
and methods involving the perspective, view and approaches 
selected in this study. In addition, chapter four relates theory 
with context & practice. In chapter four the attempt is to look 
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for content, sense and meaning with the help of distinguished 
categories that evolved out of LLL/OL theory. The purpose 
of chapter fi ve is to look beyond the obvious, beyond facts, 
words, content and meaning. The aim is to draw attention 
to the institution with the help of a more profound thematic 
analysis. Practice is thus related to institution in this chapter 
with the help of (discourse) analysis.

Chapter six summarizes fi ndings, glues together and re-
fl ects back to the initial questions. A fi nal understanding is 
presented in chapter six with the help of some fi gures and 
new concepts. I summarize and present fi ndings, conclusions, 
contribution and implications. Moreover I discuss the need 
for further research.    

The overall perspective is a sensemaking one in which 
single actors´ perception and talk is perceived important and 
create meaning. In this study, the participatory voices are per-
ceived meaningful and important. Even single word count. 
Without the participation of the single actors´ this study 
would not be what it is. 

The research-process of this study has evolved and can 
be described with the help of four periods: 

HONEYMOON PERIOD 
In April 2002 I was accepted onto the Doctoral Pro-

gramme at Åbo Akademi University. I spent most of the forth-
coming year and a half attending Kataja (The Finnish doctor-
al program in business studies) and EUDOKMA (European 
Doctoral School on Knowledge and Management) doctoral 
courses with the purpose and aim of earning as many cred-
its as soon as possible. I read anything and everything relat-
ed to lifelong learning and philosophy with both enthusiasm 
and passion. Everything seemed interesting and challenging. 
I learned a lot, but by the end I almost drowned in material, 
journals, books, perspectives, well meaning hints and ideas. 
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DEPRESSION 
I was lost in the midst of masses of information. I could 

not orientate within the scientifi c paradigms, the many varia-
tions and orientations. I was thrown out in the ocean without 
a lifewest searching for truth and meaning. 

I did not seem to fi nd the clue, the core and the mean-
ing. The original motivation and passion was lost. I could not 
grasp nor focus, relate or write. I was struggling with my top-
ic, contribution, theoretical and conceptual framework. I hung 
on, among other things, to the Communication (COM(2001) 
678 fi nal) in a desperate attempt to fi nd answers.  It all seemed 
dark and hopeless for some time until I saw

LIGHT 
I participated in a conference. I started to write newspa-

per articles and I started to analyse and to read more theory, 
but I was still doubting myself and this project. Which was 
to be my contribution? Which was my area of expertise and 
superior understanding? What could I bring into the world 
of academia? How could I put it all in writing? How could I 
make a thesis of it all? 

BARCELONA 
I had an intense period of writing in Barcelona together 

with some very insightful seminars on learning in organizations 
that made all the difference. I became more acquainted with the-
ories on social/situational orientations in learning theory and it 
all started to make sense, fall to place and come together. I re-
gained some confi dence and started to see the end of my tunnel. 

In the following chapter I will focus on the blurry con-
cept of lifelong learning and depict it with the help of institu-
tional EU LLL texts in addition to local documents with the 
support of theory. 
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PART TWO – THE TRIGGER 

2.1 What puts the vehicle of translation in motion?
 
In the previous it was discussed that the trigger behind 

translation is a superior idea, imitation and shared desire. 
Shared desire seems to be needed in the process in order to 
achieve mutual understanding or as Callon (1980) puts it: 

 
“..translation postulates the existence of a single fi eld of signifi cations, 
concerns and interests, the expressions of a shared desire to arrive at the 
same result….Translation involves creating convergences and homologies 
by relating things that were previously different” (Callon 1980:211). 

Translation, however, not only involves shared desire, 
but also, people, in addition to imitation and a superior idea. 
The trigger for travel in this study is perceived to be shared 
vision and fashion. The EU has a vision, a purpose and an 
aim. The idea of lifelong learning is attractive. LLL is the 
means to an end, the way to achieve a goal. A concept in 
the hands of politicians. The EU vision involves competitive-
ness, social integration, active citizenship, knowledge devel-
opment, transfer, education etc. The idea of lifelong learning 
is perceived superior by the EU. It is perceived superior also 
among people. The trigger for travel thus involves a vision 
of a better Europe. It also involves fashion. LLL is translated 
into a local context with the help of an external event. The 
educational practices at the law fi rm and the housing organi-
zation are acknowledged to be superior by the EU. 

(Lifelong) learning, however, is not just a hot topic or 
perceived superior by the EU. It has also come to the fore in a 
range of contexts, with politicians in many countries speaking 
breathlessly of the goal of a ‘learning society’ and the achieve-
ment of lifelong learning (see e.g. Hughes & Tight, 1995). 
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“Proposals to encourage and support learning communities, cities and 
regions as well as enabling workplaces to become learning organisations 
are seen as key ways to bring learning and learners closer together. Im-
portance is also attached to the development of local learning centres” 
(COM (2001) 678 fi nal).

The trigger for travel, as previously stated, can also be 
explained, depicted and understood through the concept and 
idea of fashion. Fashion was, according to Czarniawska & 
Sévon (1996), until recently a phenomenon treated with dis-
dain and neglect both in social theory and organization studies, 
but for the authors of Translating Organizational Change fash-
ion it is the key to understanding many puzzling developments 
in and between organizations not least when it comes to the 
diffusion of ideas. Czarniawska & Sévon are not the only ones 
to praise the metaphorical and literal understanding of fashion 
in the context of organizational change, but also e.g. Eric Ab-
rahamson (1996) and Kjell-Arne Rövik (1996) treat fashion 
with interest in the context of organizational studies of ideas.

In the book ‘Global ideas’ Czarniawska & Sévon (2005) 
discuss how people know what is superior and how they learn 
about things to imitate. They suggest that fashion (as used by 
Blumer 1969) holds the answer. Fashion together with a su-
perior idea thus put the vehicle of translation in motion. 

“Fashion is a collective choice among tastes, things and ideas; it is ori-
ented toward fi nding but also toward creating what is typical of a given 
time. Fashion creates ‘a time collective’, as Sellerberg (1994) called it, 
making an allusion to Tarde’s differentiation between a ‘timeless society’ 
and ‘time we live in” (Czarniawska & Sévon 2005:9).

Fashion involves something that people desire and ac-
knowledge at a certain time in a certain place. Shared vision 
and fashion is a powerful trigger for travel. 
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The philosophy of learning throughout life, however, 
is not new. It is an old ideology now appearing in a new con-
text, in a new setting, in ‘new fashionable clothing’ as a ‘new’ 
political strategy. The ‘new’ LLL idea now promotes, among 
other things, a constant urge and need for continuous indi-
vidual development and learning in order to face labour mar-
ket challenges.  The Unesco/World Report for the 21st cen-
tury example presents LLL in the new context related to the 
evolving requirements and needs of the labour market:

 “A key to the twenty-fi rst century, learning throughout life will be essen-
tial, for adapting to  the evolving requirements of the labour market and 
for better mastery of the changing time-frames and rhythms of individual 
existence” (Unesco´s World Reports, http://t21.ca/education/tp.htm) 

LLL is nowadays recognized as a tool to serve the la-
bour market, as an instrument for politicians to play with

“What is clear is that the context of lifelong learning has changed and 
the utopian and generous vision and organizing principle of education re-
forms. It is recognized today as an indispensable tool to enable education 
to face its multiple current and emerging challenges” (Medel-Añonuevo, 
Ohsako, Mauch 2001). 

Lifelong learning is, however, a concept that works also 
in developing countries:  

“We propose lifelong education as the master concept for educational 
policies in the years to come for educational policies in the years to come 
for both developed and developing countries” (Faure 1972).

                                      
Lifelong learning is thus in fashion. Previously it was 

a tool to enable and enhance, among other things, education 
and democratization throughout the world. In the beginning 
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of the 21st century, we fi nd ourselves in the midst of the loud 
voices of the European Union (EU) and its member states, 
the Organisation of Economic Cooperation and Develop-
ment (OECD) and even the World Bank, advocating our need 
to learn throughout life. It is now presented as a strategy in 
a changing world, as an instrument in order to survive in a 
knowledge based economy. 

The Norwegian researcher Kjell-Arne Rövik (1996) 
discusses how old standards often are reinstitutionalized and 
appear again, in a new context, setting, form or frame

“new institutionalists have observed that institutionalized standards  from 
former times can be reinstitutionalized and appear once again as the new 
and correct way of organizing” (in Czarniawska & Sévon 1996:170). 

An idea whose time has come, even a reinstitutional-
ized one, is a powerful one as the French author Victor Hugo 
(in Czarniawska 2005:111) insightfully notes: 

“there is nothing more powerful than ‘an idea whose time has come”.

We can thus explain, depict and understand the EU/LLL 
translation/travel process with the help of fashion and with the 
understanding that the time was right for LLL to reappear. Fash-
ion is a powerful trigger for the travel of ideas. It can enhance 
a process of translation and a powerful reconstruction and re-
institutionalization process. Fashion can help us to understand 
why certain ideas are/become popular at certain times. In this 
case the diffusion of LLL has to do also with shared vision. 
The LLL idea reappears and takes the form of a ‘new’ LLL 
strategy initiated, in this case, by the European Council. 

The role of LLL seems to be instrumental, i.e. the EU 
uses the LLL idea and ideology to serve its goals of which 
one signifi cant one is to enable the EU membership countries´ 
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smooth transaction into a knowledge-based economy. The 
original idea has thus changed through time. The ‘new’ idea 
has been reshaped in order to fi t a new context, aims, goals, 
interests and purposes of the future. The institutional EU re-
lated discourse, however, includes rhetoric from the past. 

The concept of travel helps to depict the movement 
from one context to another. Translation help to depict the 
process of change and transformation that occurs and takes 
place when an idea travels, i.e. when an idea is taken from its 
original context and implemented into a different one.

In this case it was an outside external event that trig-
gered the process of translation.

2.2 The research partner

The contest “Best workplaces in the EU 2003®” in Fin-
land was activated by the EU and carried out in Finland by 
the research partner LTT-Tutkimus 

Oy. The idea behind the contest, according to the na-
tional research institute in Finland, was to:

-arouse interest towards HR (human resource) matters 
in Finland and in Europe

-support organisations in human resource development 
(HRD) related matters 

-create international benchmarking-knowledge on HR 
matters for organisational use and -purpose (LTT-Tutkimus 
Oy 2004). 

The survey gives, in addition to the benchmark report, 
according to LTT-Tutkimus Oy, unique benchmarking com-
parisons and possibilities between the best organizations in 
Finland, the EU and the US. The organizations are them-
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selves given the opportunity to choose what comparative el-
ements they wish to include in their report. Besides bench-
mark-comparisons the report contains a thorough analysis of 
the organizations’ results, a summary of the personnel’s open 
comments and examples of best organizational practices.  

In the year, 2003, when the law fi rm was awarded   
 
-over one thousand European organizations participat-

ed in the contest
-210,000 employees participated in interviews
-nine of the top one hundred workplaces in the EU were 

from Finland 
-one organization from Finland came in the top ten 
-one organization from Finland won the special cate-

gory of LLL 

Data collection in the “Best workplaces in the EU 
2003”® contest was conducted by means of

1) A Trust Index questionnaire was given to the person-
nel involving a full sample or random sample (250 people), a 
paper questionnaire or Internet version, containing 53 state-
ments on a scale from 1-5.

2) A Culture Audit – a questionnaire given to the HR 
department involving one answer per organization, with 
questions related to personnel structure and HR handling in 
the organization.

3) Additional material from the organizations included 
personnel reports, personnel magazines, annual reports, edu-
cational programmes and strategies, plans and structures. 
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The evaluation was conducted with the help of the 
questionnaire that counted for 2/3 of the analysis and with 
the help of HR handling material which counted for 1/3 of the 
analysis and fi nding.

 When I asked LTT-Tutkimus Oy in spring 2003 for 
more details regarding the selection of the best organiza-
tion in the EU special category of LLL, the research institute 
claimed to be bound by confi dentiality and referred me to 
the participating organizations in question for more informa-
tion. Much later, when I contacted LTT-Tutkimus Oy again in 
spring 2005 they told me as much:

 
“in an open ended question one respondent had replied that  the law fi rm 
was a great place to grow professionally, i.e. one cannot develop better at 
any other work  place” (Respondent X/LTT)

They also told me that the EU partly sponsored the con-
test, that 54 organizations participated from Finland and that 
the law fi rm was outstanding as shown in the additional ma-
terial they provided. At the law fi rm some employees had ex-
pressed that they were given the opportunity to develop pro-
fessionally. Moreover the law fi rm is considered unique in 
Finland as they invest immensely in education and develop-
ment and that as an employee you cannot educate yourself 
better at any work place. It was the whole picture that made 
the difference according to LTT-Tutkimus Oy. 
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Learning and development

Introduction training for all new XX team members 

 - days of lectures and meetings 
 - content for example: Welcome to XX company presentations and values, 
   Ethics and Morale in Law Business, CR, HR, IT training several times, 
   Knowledge Management and Library, own operational group
 - after the introduction days the next two weeks are partly working, partly training
 - personal tutor for the first year (XX-Tutor Program)
 - XX-Manual (paper and Intranet version) 
 - Feedback is gathered after two weeks, after one month and after four months 

XX Tutor Program (1) 

 - designated tutor for all new recrution 
 - forms part of the introduction package
 - lasts for 12 months for permanent employes, for trainees the entire training period 
 - the goal is to

      - provide information on how matters are handled  at the firm (XX best practices)        
       - facilitate the integration of the tutoree in the office 
       - make the tutoree part of the XX team 
       - clarify basic principles of the work, provide practical advice related to the work
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Tutor Program (2) 

 - the challenge is to create a genuine interaction between the tutor and the tutoree 
 - tutoring is part of the job description for every employee at the firm 
 - in addition to the tutor, also the team leader, the managers, HR and all colleagues 
   are responsible for guiding the tutoree
 - the tutor should have at least one year´s experience of working at the firm 
 - the tutor is a co-worker, not a supervisor 
 - the tutor and the tutoree shold belong to the same team 
 - training for the tutoring is provided by XX 
 - the tutor gets feedback twice during 12 months

Performance Appraisal Discussions 

 - part of each employees´ personal development plan 
 - done twice a year 
 - including: feedback on past performance (both ways), planning on future actions 
   and projects, career planning and a personal development plan (which is copied 
   to HR and used for the training and development plan/schedule for the whole firm) 
 - HR together with the person´s supervisor /team leader makes sure that 
   the development plans are executed in due time if possible

XX – Academy  (1)

 - legal in-house training program obligatory for all associates and partly also for 
   senior associates 
 - content for example: Competition Law, Capital Markets, Basics and special issues 
   on Procedural law, Key clauses of contracts, Labour Law, Industrial Property Law
 - lecturers mainly the firm´s own lawyers in certain issues outside lecturers are 
   used (for example Bookkeeping and Analysis of financial statements)
 - duration about 1,5 years, meetings approximately every other week, 
   1 to 4 hours per lecture
 - about 30-60 participants on each lecture
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XX-Academy (2) 

 - the first Academy started in May 2002 and continues until September 2003 
 - next one starts in October 2003 
 - continuous program guarantees better opportunity to participate 
 - feedback from all lectures given and analysed 
 - feedback has been very good (on a scale from 4-10, the average is 8,5-9)

Legal training for assistants/secretaries 

 - Program to develop assistants´/secretaries´ legal knowledge and 
   motivate them in their work 
 - content for example: Company Law, Insolvency Law, Labour Law, 
   Regulation of the capital market, Legal proceedings, Acquisition agreements...
 - duration about one year, lectures 1-2 times a month, 2-3 hours/lecture 
 - lecturers mainly the firm´s own lawyers 
 - feedback is gathered and used in order to develop  the next program 
 - first program started in October 2001 and finished in December 2002 
 - new program started in February 2003

Management and Leadership training 

 - Development groups (partners and senior associates) which meet once a month 
   for four hours each time for 6 to 8 months 
 - Each session has a theme on which a theoretical lesson is held and most of 
   the time is spent on discussions and real life issues 
 - The first group will start in August and the next one at the end of 2003 
 - Themes for example: Team leadership, Time Management, Coaching and 
   Feedback, Values, How to handle “difficult” personnel situations/Conflict 
   Management, Customer Relationship Management, Self Management, 
   Project Management, Own leadership skills and developing them 
   (incl. few analysis, for example 360 degree feedback and EQ-I/Emotional 
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Coaching and Feedback 

 - part of management and leadership training 
 - a two-day seminar with lots of exercises on how to be a good coach and 
   how to give, get and ask for feedback 
 - three seminars/workshops held (about 45 participants; partners, 
   senior associates and managers) 
 - next seminar planned for spring 2003

Language training

 - Finnish, English and Swedish mainly
 - Also German and French if needed
 - Spoken written and legal language groups (some 1-3 day seminars, 
   some continuous 1,5-2 hour sessions for 20-30 weeks)
 - 2001-2002 about 15 groups
 - 2002-2003 about 15 groups
 - Feedback is gathered and all training is evaluated

Outside training 

 - all employees can attend outside seminars and other training on a need basis 
   (often discussed and agreed in a Performance Appraisal Discussion) 
 - yearly budget for training and development about 6-7 % of the salary budget 
   (not including salary for training time and travel costs) 
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The extra material they sent to LTT-Tutkimus Oy thus 
consisted of, among other things: 

-Introduction training for all new team members 
-Tutor Programme (1 and 2) 
-Performance Appraisal Discussions
-Academy 1 and 2 (legal in-house training, programme 

obligatory for all associates and partly also for senior associ-
ates (competition law, capital markets, basic and special issues 
on procedural law, key clauses of contracts, labour law, indus-
trial property law, lecturers, mainly the fi rm’s own lawyers)

-Legal training for assistants/secretaries
-Management and leadership training 
-Coaching and feedback
-Language training
-External training 

The national research institute in Finland hence identi-
fi ed the law fi rm as outstanding compared with other Finn-
ish participants in the special category of LLL, i.e. in profes-
sional further employee development well structured training 
programmes, educational opportunities and programmes that 
focus on the long-term development of the individual em-
ployee (as defi ned in 100 Best Workplaces in the EU & Three 
Special Awards 2003:4).  

However, in order to gain a deeper understanding of the 
discourse  and the process of translation, I need to go back in 
time. I need to depict the evolution and historical develop-
ment of the concept in order to understand the discourse, in 
order to understand how an original educational idea is trans-
formed into a fashionable tool for the EU and into a best prac-
tice case, in order to show how the idea of lifelong learning is 
translated into local practices. 
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2.3 History and time

People imitate desires or beliefs that appear attractive at 
a given time and place. The image that Czarniawska & Sévon 
(2005) are evoking is one guided by fashion. Attractive ideas 
are translated into ‘new’ ideas, objects and practices as in our 
case when the EU detected an appealing idea, translated the 
law fi rm practices for their own purpose, interest and use in 
an attempt to benchmark best practices in an organizational 
context within the LLL strategy. 

 However, translation always changes the original and 
those who translate. There is thus always room for new fash-
ions and for subsequent translation. This circular or perhaps 
spiral process produces an enormous variety of different re-
sults of an original idea, as was already shown. 

Before the 20th century, education was a privilege that 
only involved the upper social classes. What is now new in 
education is that it involves the whole society (Silvennoinen 
& Tulkki 1998). 

The LLL idea and discourse can, however, be traced 
back as far as to John Dewey who already noted in 1916 
that;

“It is commonplace to say that education should not cease when one 
leaves school. The point of this common place is that the purpose of 
school organization is to insure the continuance of education by organiz-
ing the powers that insure growth. The inclination to learn from life itself 
and to make the condition of life such that all will learn in the process of 
living is the fi nest product of schooling” (Dewey 1916:51).

The idea of lifelong education was, however, fi rst for-
mulated by a modern educational and learning system in 1919 
by a British adult education committee that stated the need 
for lifelong learning in a document. According to this report, 
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adult education should not involve just one special group, but 
be available for all (Jessup 1969; Suchodolski 1976). 

“Adult education must not be regarded as a luxury for a few exceptional 
persons here and there, nor as a thing which concerns only a short span 
of early manhood, but that adult education is a permanent national ne-
cessity, an inseparable aspect of citizenship, and therefore should be both 
universal and lifelong (Ministry of Reconstruction 1919:55) 

Eduard Lindeman (1926a) and Basil Yeaxlee (1929) 
provided an intellectual basis for a comprehensive under-
standing of education as a continuing aspect of everyday life. 
They drew upon the French notion known as French perma-
nente and developments within adult education within Brit-
ain and North America. 

The inclusiveness of LLL is a main trait that has sur-
vived all phases throughout history. Documents and reports 
from practically all nations, as well as reports from intergov-
ernmental organizations such as the European Union, the 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD), and the United Nations Educational, Scientifi c and 
Cultural Organization (UNESCO) uniformly promote life-
long learning as the foundation for adult education and as a 
training policy for all.

In 1994, UNESCO chose ‘Lifelong Learning for All’ as 
its mid-term strategy covering the period 1996-2001. In the 
same year, the OECD Conference of Ministers of Education 
proposed that all member countries should adopt a “making 
lifelong learning a reality for all” strategy as a priority for the 
ensuing fi ve-year period. 

The modern roots of lifelong learning can be traced to 
UNESCO’s second International Adult Education Congress 
in Montreal in 1960. The fi nal report does not contain the 
words lifelong learning, but the conference is nonetheless ac-
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cepted as being the founding platform for the concept and 
idea as it recognises the right to education and learning for all 
throughout life:

“Having regard to the fact that education must be realistic, scientifi c and 
related to present-day life, so as to contribute to the overall development 
of the modern man, to mutual knowledge and respect of peoples and their 
cultural values, and to the strengthening of peace throughout the world, 
and also to the fact that a similar role is played by art; considering that 
education and culture should be available to everyone, irrespective of 
race, sex, nationality and religion, thereby helping to ensure equality of 
rights to men and women in all walks of life… Education should embrace 
the great ideals of mankind and should foster mutual respect between the 
peoples, and mutual appreciation of their cultural values; it should break 
down racial hatred and make for brotherly understanding among the peo-
ples, it should militate in favour of peace throughout the world” (World 
Conference on Adult Education 1960:2) 

 UNESCO, the internationally recognised authority 
on education, is thus generally perceived as being the father 
and promoter of lifelong learning, although the idea was not 
UNESCO’s alone and the origins of the idea can be traced 
elsewhere. 

 Typical characteristics for the UNESCO viewpoint on 
lifelong education have been a human value base, an aspira-
tion for democracy, inclusiveness and a global way of think-
ing. Furthermore the integration of pedagogical learning ac-
tivities into all different areas and spheres of life have been 
emphasised and pinpointed by UNESCO in addition to a hu-
man resources policy aiming at democracy and personal de-
velopment as the extract below vividly shows:

“In Learning to Be, the report of the International Commission on the 
Development of Education, under the chairmanship of Edgar Faure, the 
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Organization took a fi rm stand and declared its refusal to choose between 
quantity and quality, between democratisation and effectiveness, affi rm-
ing on the contrary, the two are inseparable and must therefore go for-
ward together, each strengthening the other. The democratisation of ac-
cess to education, and its renewal, remain two durable and indissociable 
objectives in UNESCO’s action, in harmony with its humanistic approach 
to development as opposed to merely economic considerations” 
(www.UNESCO.org/education/educprog/50yr/brochure/:3) 1.10.2005.

The attempt of the Faure report 
(1972) was to advocate the right, 
access and necessity of learn-
ing for all. In the Delors 
report (1996) lifelong 
education was, twen-
ty-four years later, replaced with the term lifelong learning. 
The societies had developed and the world looked different, 
the demands, the atmosphere and the time was different so 
even UNESCO felt the need to update their rhetoric, goals and 
mindset accordingly. Twenty-four years after the Faure report 
the UNESCO´s Delors Report acknowledged the need to 

“rethink and update the concept of lifelong education so as to reconcile 
three forces: competition, which provides incentives; co-operation which 
gives strength; and solidarity, which unites (Delors 1998:18).

  
Competition played one part of the report, together 

with co-operation and solidarity. The report also recognized 
the changes in the nature of work together with the demands 
these changes enhanced. 

“There is a need to rethink and broaden the notion of lifelong education. 
Not only must it adapt to changes in the nature of work, but it must also 
constitute a continuous process of forming whole beings – their knowl-
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edge, as well as the critical faculty and ability to act. It should enable 
people to develop awareness of themselves and their environment and 
encourage them to play their social role and work in the community” 
(Delors 1998:21).

                                    
At the end of the 1980s and at the beginning of the 1990s, 

the OECD and the EU translated the idea of lifelong learning 
to fi t the problems of, among others, the labour market.

The OECD and the EU thus translated the idea for po-
litical purposes and interest combining an attractive idea with 
the needs of the labour market. 

“In fact, this present situation is a continuation of the OECD lifelong 
learning discourse made public in its report, Recurrent Education: A 
Strategy for Lifelong Learning (1973), which reframed the lifelong learn-
ing discussion in largely economistic and employability terms. 
(Medel-Añonuevo, Ohsako, Mauch 2001:1). 

According to the OECD (1996b) the promoted idea on 
lifelong learning is not as school centred as it was before. 
Furthermore, LLL is perceived important also for innova-
tions, democracy and for the sustainability of societal order. 

“Success in realising lifelong learning – from early childhood education 
to active learning retirement – will be an important factor in promoting 
employment, economic development, democracy and social cohesion in 
the years ahead” (OECD 1996b:13)

In the report the economic viewpoint, however, is 
strongly visible. The OECD always stresses the economic 
national benefi ts and viewpoints of LLL. The OECD stresses 
the economic LLL benefi ts both for individuals as well as for 
nations. The OECD perceives LLL as a win-win for all, not 
least the global economy.
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This change of focal point of LLL from democracy and 
from a human value base to fi t the demands of the economic 
and knowledge-society did, however, not please everybody.

“The predominantly economic interpretation of lifelong learning in the 
last ten years, however, has become problematic for many educators 
and practitioners who have come forward with such terms as “Lifelong 
(L)Earning” and “Learning to Earn” as their succinct criticism of the way 
the term is being promoted” (Medel-Añonuevo, Ohsako, Mauch 2001:1). 

In the nineties lifelong learning was thus linked to re-
training and learning new skills that would enable individuals 
to cope with the demands of the rapidly changing workplace 
(Matheson and Matheson 1996; Bagnall 2000). LLL talk in 
the nineties was also talk about innovations. However, as a 
consequence of the criticism that the Memorandum (2000) 
faced, the Communication (2001) interconnects knowledge-
based economy talk with talk on societal order, social inte-
gration, active citizenship and democracy. 

UNESCO aimed in the nineties at developing the hor-
izontal integration involving education and life, not only 
should educative learning experiences be found in everyday 
life, but also in continuous educational situations.

The modern UNESCO idea is basically based on four 
pillars:

-learning to know (by combining a suffi ciently broad 
general knowledge with the opportunity to work in depth on 
a small number of subjects)

-learning to do (in order to acquire not only an occu-
pational skill, but also, more broadly, the competence to deal 
with many situations and work in teams) 
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-learning to live together (by developing an understand-
ing of other people and an appreciation of interdependence) 

-learning to be (so as better to develop one’s personality 
and be able to act with ever greater autonomy, judgement and 
personal responsibility (Delors 1998: 97)

2.4 LLL in Finland

Talk on lifelong learning and education has surfaced 
in Finland three times during the past century. The idea was 
transported to Finland in the 1960s as part of UNESCO’s II 
international adult educational world congress recommen-
dations. 

In the beginning the principle of lifelong education in 
Finland was connected to voluntary civic educational work 
and later to adult vocational education. Lifelong education is 
here parallel with lifelong learning although certain distinc-
tion can be made. 

Lehtisalo & Raivola (1999) point to reasons as to why 
LLL did not become a development strategy in the 1970s. 
One reason they give was that LLL in Finland was being mar-
keted in an OECD sequential spirit according to which ado-
lescent education was to be postponed - to be given at adult 
age. Another reason the idea of LLL was not more successful 
was because the educational system was not yet holistically 
perceived. Adult education was thus still separated from the 
rest of the educational system. 

The idea of LLL reappeared in offi cial documents in 
1978 when the cabinet decided on adult educational devel-
opment and planning principles. This cabinet decision made 
it possible for lifelong education and learning’s second ap-
pearance in the Finnish educational system (Lehtisalo & 
Raivola 1999). 
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“By lifelong learning is meant the continuous learning process through-
out a person’s life that includes all human learning regardless of the con-
text and the way in which learning occurs. Learning occurs continuously 
both in structured education and informally” (KM 1983:62)

The third time LLL turned up in Finland was in the 
1990s - as a consequence of the discussions and speeches that 
were held and had been held at the European Union at differ-
ent levels about the knowledge society and the knowledge-
based economy´s requirements. LLL was brought to Finland 
for the third time as a working tool for the knowledge society 
and its inhabitants. In between these appearances, the concept 
suffered from practical implication. During the third phase it 
seems important to also aim at operationalizing the concept: 

“The principles of lifelong learning principles need to be put into prac-
tice” (KM 1995:13).

Representatives of the economy on the one hand wish 
education to benefi t productivity whereas pedagogical repre-
sentatives on the other hand emphasise the substance in learn-
ing and the meaning of learning in individual growth proc-
esses. Lehtisalo and Raivola state that lifelong learning should 
not be transformed into something mandatory dictated by eco-
nomic and societal change (Lehtisalo and Raivola 1999:188).

2.4.1 A new direction

LLL has both in the OECD and the EU taken a some-
what economic and technological direction. According to 
Lehtisalo and Raivola (1999:188) international competi-
tion, economic life and an interest to comply with the needs 
of working life are the true motivators for LLL in the 21st 
century.
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There has been a signifi cant amount of critical debates 
around lifelong learning and its operations that serve the in-
terests of capital, the state and the labour market and not the 
interest of the human or as Salling Olesen puts it:

“The idealistic, wishful thinking, that has in the last 3-4 decades been slow-
ly worn down by the absence of practical implementation, now seems to be 
promoted by power elites in the capitalist world” (Salling Olesen 1999:1). 

Technological changes in the EU were rapid in the 
1990s. Finland, along with the rest of Europe, was moving 
fast towards something that has been labelled and named as 
the knowledge society and/or knowledge-based economy. 

The European Parliament and Council declared 1996 as 
the year of Lifelong Learning in Europe and during the same 
year the Finnish cabinet established a committee to plan a na-
tional lifelong learning strategy.

The strategy of lifelong learning (LLL) rose to the 
very peak of educational policies in the EU in 2002. This 
is confi rmed by documents addressing this subject prepared 
by the EU. Such documents are among others, the Memo-
randum (SEC(2000) 832) on lifelong learning and the Com-
munication (COM (2001) 678 fi nal) in which arguments for 
decentralisation and deformalisation can be found, in the 
interest of capital on the one hand, and with the desire to 
provide an inclusive society on the other. Deformalisation 
stands for bridging the gap between formal, informal and 
non-formal learning. 

The Communication (COM (2001) 678 fi nal) “Mak-
ing a European Area of Lifelong Learning a Reality” builds 
on the Memorandum. Its top priority and foremost aim is to 
make Europe the most competitive and dynamic knowledge-
based society in the world.  Implementation of lifelong learn-
ing in practice is a highly signifi cant priority of the EU, but 
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arguments for social cohesion and an inclusive society are 
also strong and powerful. Arguments related to knowledge 
and competitiveness can be found in these documents togeth-
er with arguments related to social inclusion, employment, 
active citizenship, equal rights for learning etc. 

It seems that many interests, purposes and political 
agendas can be traced to these documents, all translated to 
serve different purposes. Learning theories play a less domi-
nant role in these texts. It is ‘talk’ about technology and econ-
omy that dominates. 

History thus reveals that there has been a shift from 
the original thoughts on lifelong learning, including ideas on 
personal development and human growth, to economic inter-
ests, demands, pressures, changes and requirements that the 
knowledge-based economy now stands for. 

Lifelong learning has thus gained new vitality and use, 
rhetoric and framework in a new context. 

LLL is now found to be the key for socio-economic 
needs related to adapting human resources to demands at 
work, economic growth and competition or to use the words 
of Salling Olesen: 

“Now the reasons given are those of economic competitiveness, whether 
on a national or a continental level (Europe versus North America versus 
Asia)” (Salling Olesen 1999:1). 

or Rubenson:
 

“Driven by different ideology with different goals and dreams the idea 
reappeared in the latter part of the 1980s. Judging from national policy 
documents as well as those coming from intergovernmental organisations 
like EU, OECD and UNESCO it is evident that lifelong learning has be-
come the New Jerusalem by promising to solve some of the economic and 
social problems facing the industrialised world” (Rubenson 2000:2). 
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The previously published Memorandum (SEC(2000) 
832) was critizised for defi ning lifelong learning in terms of  
employment and labour market demands. This is how life-
long learning is termed in the context of the Communication 

“lifelong learning is, however, about much more than economics. It also 
promotes the goals and amibitions of European countries to become more 
inclusive, tolerant and democratic” (COM(2001) 678:7).

In the fi gure we can see how the idea and concept has 
developed through history and time. 

Lifelong learning based and constructed upon many 
competing discourses, controversies, inconsistencies, para-
doxes, inner contradictions and compelling ideas depending 
on who translates, for what purpose and where the idea trav-
els. Its practical implication is dependent on time and place.

The (post) modern ‘institutional’ LLL is thus shaped 
by ideas and talk on human fulfi lment and individual com-
petence development, of social integration and of economic 
interests as well as of the knowledge-based society’s many 
requirements and demands for new skills and competences. 

I understand the lifelong learning discourse to be a con-
struction, a discourse that is interdependent with history, pow-
er relations and time. It is people who are behind these con-
structions. The concept does not go free from power struggles 

learn through living       adults learn too           value based view             economy        knowledge-based society
                                                                                                                     
John Dewey               Adult Education      UNESCO Adult           OECD         EU
               Committee               Education Congress                       Informal                
                                                                                                            Formal               
                                                                                                           Non-formal                      

1916                          1919                         1960                              1970           1990    

Figure 7. The evolution of lifelong learning
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and controversies, competing ideas and inconsistent talk. It is 
all produced by people with different political agendas, pur-
poses and interests. The EU documents involving history re-
veal that shared desire and a mutual vision has been diffi cult 
to achieve, also in the area of lifelong learning. 

The institutional concept is heavily infl uenced by polit-
ical views, rhetoric and (paradoxical) talk. The market econ-
omy realism is struggling to take over the discourse. This is 
symptomatic of this era, not only refl ected upon the lifelong 
learning concept and discourse. The economic view and mar-
ket economy ideology refl ects post-modern European values 
and constructs the bases for many discourses of our time, not 
LLL alone. 

What used to be an ideology based on human growth is 
thus today a discourse shaped by economic talk on competi-
tiveness, effi ciency, rationality, benefi t, cost and return, ide-
as based on the knowledge-based economy’s many demands 
and requirements integrated with talk on social inclusion and 
personal fulfi lment.

An idea, however, cannot catch on according to Czarni-
awska & Sévon (1996) unless it already exists for some time 
in many people’s minds, as a part of a master idea in a trans-
local space/time. Master ideas serve as focus for fashions and 
build a bridge between the passing fashion and a lasting insti-
tution. It seems, according to Czarniawska & Sévon (1996) 
that, master ideas come from the narratives of the past which 
are translated into the present set of concepts and are project-
ed in the future, often in opposition to the present. This con-
forms well to the LLL discourse. Some ideas stay around and 
become modern whereas others stay on and become institu-
tions. Some ideas simply disappear. 

The LLL discourse stayed around for decades, became 
modern, disappeared and then reappeared in a new shape, in 
a new conceptual frame with a different message. The driving 
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force lay in the interest, people, purpose and shared desire and 
in the energy that comes with translation (Czarniawska 2005). 
The driving LLL force used to be found in democratization 
with talk related to human values. It is now found in the needs, 
desires and demands of the knowledge-based society. 

When new ideas, habits and praxis travel through the 
world they must as Giddens (1991) expresses it, be disem-
bodied from their original context and then embedded again 
where they land. This means that an idea that comes to a new 
place is never identical with the original one. It is translated 
to fi t the new context, the present needs, desires, purposes 
and gaps. 

Not only is LLL an idea, an institutional discourse with 
a long and interesting history shaped and translated differ-
ently by politics, power, people, purposes, interest, aim and 
talk, but theoretically LLL is also a confusing concept that is 
translated differently by different translators. 
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PART THREE – THEORY MEETS THEORY

3.1 A confusing concept that is translated differ-
ently by different translators
or as Richard Rottenburg in Global ideas puts it:

“translation is never identical to the original and globalisation produces 
as much variety as standardization” (Rottenburg 2005:12).

Peter Jarvis fi nds the concept of lifelong learning ex-
tremely confusing since it combines individual learning and 
institutionalized learning (Jarvis 2004:64). In this chapter I 
will introduce LLL into the fi eld of Organizational Learning 
(OL) and Learning Organization theory (LO). These theories 
seem relevant and most pressing in the context of LLL in or-
ganizations, in addition to the previously mentioned learning 
theories that recognize the contextual, socio-cultural, situa-
tional, cultural and work related aspects related to learning. 

Learning can thus be understood both as an individual 
process which continues throughout life – lifelong learning - 
or as institutionalized and formalized: in other words the edu-
cational system. The latter is often distinguished and under-
stood as lifelong education. In an organization I understand 
(life)long learning as a social process that takes place in a 
specifi c context, not only in peoples’ heads.

Dave edited in 1976 the book “Foundations of Life-
long Education” in which he understands lifelong educa-
tion to comprise formal, non-formal and informal patterns of 
learning throughout the life cycle of an individual for the con-
scious and continuous enhancement of the quality of society. 
Dave´s attempt was to introduce lifelong education as a norm 
for the whole range of age groups and educational services. 
As the precursor of lifelong learning, lifelong education was 
conceived as a holistic and integrated strategy that was di-
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rected towards the fulfi lment of adaptive and creative func-
tions of the individuals learning to the continuous improve-
ment of the quality of personal and collective life.

Longworth and Davies (1996) defi ne lifelong learn-
ing as continuous and as a support process where individuals 
are given the possibility to obtain the needed understanding, 
knowledge, skills and values through which they can cope 
in life in changing roles, various situations and different sur-
roundings. They thus recognise the supporting role of learn-
ing. The outside pressures of society and needs presented 
through changes of working life, however, are also present in 
Longworth and Davies defi nition.  

Oliver (1994) perceives lifelong learning as a wide and 
holistic concept in which child, adolescence, adult-education 
and learning is included. According to Oliver, lifelong learning 
is a psychological mind model and a way to perceive learning. 

Silvennoinen (1998) has a similar defi nition. According 
to him lifelong learning is a question about how an individual 
continuously absorbs new information, knowledge and skills 
in order to think, interpret, act and adapt. Many researchers 
stress the individual. 

Lifelong learning can easily, as Carolyn Medel-
Añonuevo, Toshio Ohsako and Werner Mauch (2001:7) rec-
ognize, be offered as an appropriate remedy for practically 
every thinkable crisis people are faced with on both the mac-
ro and the micro level, be it poverty, war or sickness. 

According to Thompson (2001) the term lifelong learn-
ing includes so many elements that it looses its importance. 
The secret of LLL according to McGivney for instance is hid-
den in the fact that it means everything (2001). According to 
Oliver (1999), however, there is a risk in the wide and loose 
use of the concept that it looses signifi cance.

It seems that the concept is ambivalent and its use as 
ambiguous; it is at the same time everything and nothing and 
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it can thus be defi ned at the same time in so many various 
ways (McGivney 2001).  

Nevertheless, talk on lifelong learning is a way to pro-
duce reality according to Silvennoinen, Tulkki (1998). By 
creating ‘new’ concepts institutions aim at getting people to 
act in a different way or at least to view the world through 
lifelong learning lenses. Yet it is very confusing and unclear 
what lifelong learning really is or what it is meant to be or 
stand for according to Silvennoinen, Tulkki (1998). 

There are many interests and confl icting ideas that 
steer, direct and imply what LLL should aim at or stand for. 
According to Lehtisalo & Raivola (1999) human growth and 
self-development should be the starting point in the defi nition 
of lifelong education, not the pressures for change that work-
ing life and society stands for. According to Silvennoinen and 
Tulkki (1998) talk on lifelong learning aims, despite talk on 
education, fi rst and foremost to adjust attitudes to be in har-
mony with the demands of the labour market, i.e. to fi t the 
requirements of the knowledge-based society for innovative 
knowledge and new skills. 

One strong view on LLL is thus that people need to 
continuously develop themselves in order to be competitive 
on the labour market (Silvennoinen, Tulkki & Honkanen 
1998). Lifelong learning, consequently, is not lifelong school-
ing. Rather, the concept increasingly stresses the importance 
of having people take responsibility for their own learning, 
while the task of educators is to provide an environment in 
which this can be done effectively (see for example the Mem-
orandum 2000 and the Communication 2001). The European 
Commission defi nes LLL as:

‘all learning activity undertaken throughout life, with the aim of improv-
ing knowledge, skills and competences within a personal, civil, social 
and/or employment-related perspective’(COM (2001) 678 fi nal:33). 
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Learning at work is how the Ministry of Education in 
Finland perceives that LLL principles can be applied in prac-
tice. It is assumed, on the one hand, that competence at a glo-
bal competitive level is maintained through learning at work 
and on the other, that opportunities are being created for indi-
viduals to fulfi l themselves (KM 1993:36). 

The literature on LLL does not, however, contain strong 
opposition to one thing that is self-evident, i.e. that learning 
is a continuous process (Pantzar 1991). LLL is not static, it is 
dynamic. There is thus no fi xed ending for learning, it is con-
tinuous. LLL is constantly under construction. It is constantly 
reconstructed in an ongoing process of translation between 
institution and practice affected by need and desire, purpose, 
social context, culture and interest or as Medel-Añonuevo, 
Ohsako and Mauch (2001) state:

“Learning is both an individual and a social process. While learn-
ing takes place at the individual level with the interplay of cognitive, 
emotional and physical elements, the learning process is very much 
shaped by the environment in which the learning fi nds himself/herself.  
Learning environments are no static and constantly pose new chal-
lenge to the learner. The learner needs to assimilate and accommo-
date the changes in his/her environment” (Medel-Añonuevo, Ohsako, 
Mauch 2001:14)

My interpretation and defi nition of lifelong learning in 
an organizational context includes not only personal develop-
ment, but also learning from, with and of others in a specifi c 
context involving practice.

Lifelong learning can thus be seen from many perspec-
tives and it can involve many processes, controversial ideas 
and views. All the same, there has been mutual and/or shared 
understanding that LLL consists of formal, informal and non-
formal elements of learning. 
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Even if much of the core KM (Knowledge Manage-
ment) literature is focused on how to consciously provide 
structures, spaces and opportunities for workplace learning 
the informal elements of (lifelong)learning are predominant-
ly dealt with here through recognising and acknowledging 
the social/situational, contextual, implicit and tacit aspects of 
learning. The more pro-active forms of learning are acknowl-
edged, dealt with and recognized through the pro-active OL 
forms of learning. 

The following chapter focus pre-dominantly on infor-
mal learning as it is seen more problematic than the other 
two forms (arenas) of learning within the concept of lifelong 
learning.  

3.2 Formal, non-formal and informal learning
 
Basil Yeaxlee, recognized the non-formal elements and 

opportunities related to (lifelong) learning already in 1929.

“Much adult education will never know itself as such, and will be recognized 
only by leaders and teachers of real insight. It will go on in clubs, churches, 
cinemas, theatres, concert rooms, trade unions, political societies, and in 
the homes of the people where there are books, newspapers, music, wireless 
sets, workshops, gardens and groups of friends (Yeaxlee 1929:155)

Richard Bagnall (1990) does not use the word intui-
tion, but he suggests that informal learning is obtained un-
consciously, existentially through the mere experience of liv-
ing in a particular environment or context (Bagnall, 1990). 
Bagnall’s view on learning is not very different from the one 
adopted here. Informal learning can thus be termed and un-
derstood as “learning how to be”; i.e. learning how to exist, 
be and act, in a specifi c community of practice. It is basically 
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unconscious, incidental, incremental and accidental learning 
that occurs from being and existing in a specifi c social com-
munity of practice. My understanding is that a prerequisite 
for learning how to be is ‘learning how to be with’ which 
brings to the fore the social skills needed in order to interact 
in practice, e.g. for knowledge to transfer and be created.

3.2.1 Learning how to be with 

It was Jerome Bruner who in 1986 made a distinction 
between ‘learning to be’ and ‘learning about’. The former re-
quires ‘knowing how’, the art of practice, the latter facts and 
information. Learning about requires knowing that, which 
confers the ability to talk about a game, but not necessarily 
to play it. Transforming ‘knowing how’ into ‘knowing that’, 
the tacit into its nearest explicit equivalent is as transforming 
learning from learning to be into learning about. 

Michael Polanyi (1969) is the father behind the term 
‘tacit knowing’. Polanyi referred by the term to the sort of 
knowledge that is diffi cult to make explicit. Later the ‘tacit 
knowing’ term has been used often, among others, by e.g. 
Nonaka and Takeuchi in their book “The knowledge-creating 
company” published in 1995 in which the authors show how 
‘tacit knowledge’ can be made explicit with the help of sym-
bols and metaphors in the Japanese car-industry. Their theory 
has been heavily critized, among other things, for the lack of 
empirical evidence. 

It was, however, through these ideas, that ‘learning 
how to be with’ emerged. ‘Learning how to be with’ is ar-
gued to be important in the context of workplace learning. It 
is viewed as an elementary and tacit part of informal learn-
ing as there is less likely much knowledge creation if the 
learner does not have the ability and know how to be with, 
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that is know how to be together with others in a social con-
text, in practice. This is often perceived as natural or given, 
i.e. the ability to know how to be together e.g. in a workplace 
context, but it is often not. It is recognised here as the tacit 
dimension of informal learning. ‘Learning how to be with’ 
presupposes and correlates with ‘learning to be’. The former 
stresses the ability to know how to interact together in a spe-
cifi c social context. It involves the knowing how to speak 
and work together, how to interact and communicate with 
one another, how to read body-language and how to be un-
derstood. It is often assumed and agreed upon that we learn 
from each other. It is often also assumed and agreed upon 
that through human interaction and involvement knowledge 
is transferred and new knowledge is created. These assump-
tions and agreements, however, involve social interaction, 
i.e. the knowing ‘how to be with’. Consequently, knowl-
edge does not transfer in learning processes without this tac-
it knowing. New knowledge is not created nor do we learn 
from each other if the social dimension and interaction is not 
recognised. It is thus vital for learning that we know how to 
be together. It is not enough to recognise the social context, 
but also the skill, art and ability that is involved in the par-
ticipatory processes. 

Traditionally lifelong learning has been studied in the 
context of adult education. Individual learning has been stud-
ied from a cognitive or behaviour perspective where focus 
has been on individual human beings behaviour stimuli or 
cognitively related learning processes. Learning has thus of-
ten been seen as an activity with a beginning and an end, iso-
lated from practice and social context. It has been perceived 
that learning: 

“has a beginning and an end; that it is best separated from the rest of our 
activities; and that it is the result of teaching” (Wenger 1998:3). 
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Consequently, learning has not always been viewed as 
an interaction or as a dialectical social process, but rather as an 
input with a measurable outcome such as changed behaviour. 

Here, the art of ‘learning how to be with’ is defi ned as 
the ability to know how to interact with people in practice. 
The art of ‘learning how to be with’ presupposes the art of 
‘learning how to be’ and it involves the skill and the art to 
know how to interact, i.e. the tacit knowing dimension related 
to social interaction. It is perceived important in the context 
of informal learning and in this study it is considered a pre-
requisite for informal learning. 

3.2.2 Context- and situation-specifi c learning 

Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger (1991) introduced a 
new way of understanding learning in 1991 through the con-
cept of communities of practice. Originally it was used in 
the understanding of situated learning processes in organiza-
tions, but has also become quite infl uential in participatory 
design as a way of understanding relations between differ-
ent groups of users in a specifi c context (Wenger 1998).  The 
concept situated learning (Lave and Wenger 1991), is not a 
pedagogical strategy, learning technique or a theory of learn-
ing, it is a way to understand learning. Learning is seen as a 
social process that considers individual needs in addition to 
the learners cultural background. Consequently learning al-
ways occurs in a specifi c context in relation to others. Learn-
ing occurs everywhere among and with people, i.e. learn-
ing occurs regardless of the educative form and institution.                                                                                        
                                                                          
“We emphasize the signifi cance of shifting the analytic focus from the in-
dividual as learner to learning as participation in the social world, and 
from the concept of cognitive process to the more-encompassing view of 
social practice” (Lave and Wenger 1991: 43). 
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Communities of practice is a concept in which the re-
searchers depict an activity system in which the participants 
share an understanding of what they are doing, how it affects 
their own life in relation to others, but also to the activity it-
self and to the world. A human does not enter a learning situ-
ation in vacuum. He carries with him his own history and al-
ways comes from a different cultural context.  

Lave and Wenger’s theory (1991) on situated learning 
was not the fi rst to recognize that learning was contextual-
ly dependent, socially embedded in and related to practice. 
Michael Polanyi (1962) is recognized as one of the forerun-
ners to the idea related to communities of practice. Polanyi´s 
interest and research was developed in the middle of the 20th 
century in the context of scientifi c practice. He wrote of the 
concept in terms of tradition, a system of values that describes 
how knowledge is transferred within a social context.

“An art which cannot be specifi ed in detail cannot be transmitted by pre-
scription, since no prescription for it exists. It can be passed on by example 
from master to apprentice. This restricts the range of diffusion to that of per-
sonal contacts…(for example) while the articulate contents of science are 
successfully taught all over the world in hundreds of new universities, the 
unspeciafi able art of scientifi c research has not yet penetrated to many of 
these…To learn by example is to submit to authority. You follow your master 
because you thrust his manner of doing things even when you cannot analyze 
and account in detail for its effectiveness. By watching the master and emu-
lating his efforts in t he presence of his example, the apprentice unconscious-
ly picks up the rules of the art, incluing those which are not explicitly known 
to the master himself. These hidden rules can be assimilated only by a person 
who surrenders himself to that extend uncritically to the imitation of another. 
A society which wants to preserve a fund of personal knowledge must submit 
to tradition…We accept the verdict of our appraisal, be it at fi rst hand by re-
lying on our own judgment, or at second hand by submitting to the authority 
of a personal example as carrier of a tradition” (Polanyi 1962:53). 
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Nevertheless, it is generally acknowledged that Jean 
Lave´s and Etienne Wenger´s work on ‘community of prac-
tice’ was conclusive in generating a growing research interest 
for learning in relation to social and situational context. The 
researchers viewed and argued learning to be a social proc-
ess, a process that takes place in a social context. Lave and 
Wenger (1991) perceive learning as participation in practice, 
in a social context. 

3.2.3 Learning arenas

Informal learning can thus be viewed as an activity that 
is present in daily activities defi ned by practice and involve-
ment, activity and social interaction. Lifelong learning can be 
viewed and divided in terms of e.g. learning arenas. By learn-
ing arena I here refer to the physical place in which learning 
occurs and takes place. Formal learning can be understood 
as the arena in which formal education takes place, i.e. the 
school, university etc. Non-formal learning can be understood 
as the physical and geographical place in which non-formal 
learning occurs, i.e. the church, the home, the political party, 
the course, the locality for pursuing a hobby, the association, 
course location etc. Informal learning recognizes learning at 
the workplace, i.e. learning from experience, within a social 
context, situation, by doing, involving oneself, by watching, 
practising and participating. Informal learning acknowledg-
es, according to e.g. the KM literature, also the conscious, 
pro-active dimensions of learning. Here, however, the intui-
tive, incremental and tacit dimensions related to workplace 
learning are highlighted. 

Traditional views on learning are hence replaced in this 
study by contextual, situational and social views on learning. 
Although Lave and Wenger’s (1991) initial works were not 
integrated or linked with any theories on lifelong learning or 
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organizational learning, they are emphasized here in the con-
text of informal learning, i.e. with learning at work. 

Informal learning is argued by Marsick & Watkins 
(1990) to be different from incidental learning. In their in-
terpretation incidental learning involves learning from mis-
takes/trial and error, assumptions, beliefs, values, hidden 
agendas, the action of others and learning from involve-
ment, whereas informal learning is self-directed, network-
ing, coaching, mentoring and learning from experience. The 
incidental and informal dimensions are, however, said to be 
interconnected. In their interpretation informal learning is 
given a pro-active label and incidental learning a more tacit 
or hidden one. The authors claim that informal learning is in-
tentional whereas incidental learning is not. Incidental learn-
ing seems to occur on a subconscious level not involving ex-
plicit cognitive thinking.  

All the same, informal and incidental learning take 
place wherever people have the need, motivation and oppor-
tunity for learning. After a review of several studies conduct-
ed on informal learning in the workplace, Marsick and Volpe 
(1999:5) concluded that informal learning can be character-
ised as follows: 

 - integrated in daily routine 
 - triggered by an internal or external jolt 
 - not highly conscious 
 - haphazard and infl uenced by chance 
 - an inductive process of refl ection and action 
 - linked to the learning of others 
 
Wain simply states that informal learning is often distin-

guished from other kinds of learning by the fact that “it is non-
intentional” (Wain 1987:48) as opposed to formal learning, 
which refers to intentionally constructed learning activities. 
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La Belle (1982) and Mocker and Spear (1982) also 
defi ne informal learning by distinguishing it from “formal 
learning” which they characterise as being university or col-
lege studies; short professional training courses: or externally 
planned programmes of instruction.

I view informal learning as interrelated with social con-
text, practice and knowledge. Here incidental learning is under-
stood to be informal learning, thus involving the incidental, im-
plicit, accidental, unconscious and random learning as well as 
learning from practice, experience, context, situation and learn-
ing from others. Informal learning is predominantly viewed 
here as being non-intentional and non-purposeful, i.e. learning 
through involvement, through being around, through practice, 
imitation, intuition and through situations. It is basically viewed 
as learning to be and learning how to act in a specifi c commu-
nity of practice. ‘Learning how to be with’ is furthermore high-
lighting the interactive social dimension of learning to be and is 
perceived to be a prerequisite for learning to be.  

Informal learning is thus unstructured, non purposeful 
and does not lead to a certifi cate. Informal learning is learning 
from every day experience, from social context and from sit-
uations, from being in a profession, from artefacts, symbols, 
history and merely from being around, from traditions, cel-
ebrations, routines and from daily practices. Informal learn-
ing can thus be both subconscious, accidental or implicit. It is 
often non-purposeful, but can be intentional to some extent. 
It can be referred to as learning how to be and how to act in a 
specifi c community of practice or as Sauquet (2004) puts it:  

‘Learning processes are dependent on contexts, be they hallways (Dix-
on 1997) or enablers (von Krogh et al., 2000). They are predicated on 
conversations among individuals. When thinking of learning, or creating 
knowledge, verbal exchanges are crucial vehicles for sharing experienc-
es, ideas, or previous knowledge.’ (Sauquet 2004:382).
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I conclude by stating that there are many perspectives 
and ideas related to workplace/informal learning. There has 
been a shift from the cognitive and behavioural perspectives 
on learning towards the socio-cultural one. Within the social 
perspective there are at least two schools of thought related 
to learning; one in which learning is actively constructed and 
the other which implies that learning is a more unconscious 
and implicit process that occurs within a social context. 

Lifelong learning theory is interested in when we learn 
and in making sure that we learn. Here I categorize and un-
derstand it also in terms of where we learn. 

The widespread claim is that learning starts before we 
are born and continues until senility. LLL is perceived to be a 
continuous process. Theoretically it is thus shaped of formal, 
non-formal and informal learning. Those concepts are adopt-
ed in this study and will be used in categorising and analys-
ing data. As one idea in this study is to inter-relate LLL with 
OL theory I have chosen to divide the analysis (and learn-
ing) into three levels, the individual, the work group and the 
whole company. 

There are three basic concepts and pillars, i.e. formal, 
informal and non-formal learning that form the basis and 
structure of LLL and will be used and interpreted as a tool to 
categorize data in chapter 4. 

The understanding and interpretation of these concepts 
as used in this study are presented below in fi gure 8 and dif-
fer somewhat from the EU defi nitions. I understand non for-
mal learning to also be e.g. learning at home, through hobbies 
and leisure activities and informal learning to be more or less 
work related, contextually and situational specifi c, culturally 
embedded and related with practice. 



91

The EU defi nes formal learning as: 
“learning typically provided by an education or training institution, 
structured (in terms of learning objectives, learning time or learning sup-
port) and leading to certifi cation. Formal learning is intentional from the 
learner’s perspective” (COM 2001 8678) fi nal: 32).

 The European Commission’s defi nition on informal 
learning is: 
“Learning resulting from daily life activities related to work, family or 
leisure. It is not structured (in terms of learning objectives, learning time 
or learning support) and typically does not lead to certifi cation. Informal 
learning may be intentional, but in most cases it is non-intentional (or 
“incidental/random”)” (COM (678) 2001 fi nal: 3).

 The European Commission defi nes non-formal 
learning as:
 “Learning that is not provided by an education or training institution 
and typically does not lead to certifi cation. It is, however, structured (in 
terms of learning objectives, learning time or learning support). Non-for-
mal learning is intentional from the learner’s perspective” (COM (678) 
2001 fi nal:33).

Formal  Informal   Non-formal

Purposeful, intentional Non purposeful  Purposeful, intentional 
Structured  Non-structured  Structured 
Certificate  No certificate        No certificate 
Learning about that Incidental, accidental    Often related to
and about what Learning how to be,         hobby, activity or interest
  how to act, implicit learning                     involvement in politics
  influenced by social context/    trade union, church, 
                                      situation, culture and intuition      courses and home
                                      It is shaped by practice             Non-purposeful, non- 
                                      in a workplace context              intentional, non-structured

Figure 8. Lifelong learning arenas and conceptual understanding
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3.3 LLL does not travel much within the OL and 
LO discourse

LLL is fashionable and has been re-institutionalised in 
many circles. It travels as I have showed in circles known to 
us as informal learning or work place learning, it travels be-
tween institution and practice, local and institution, it trav-
els and is translated in time through history, it travels within 
powerful EU strategies, papers, memorandums and reports. 
It travels within and between UNESCO, OECD and the EU. 
Informal learning travels through the notion of social context 
within the socio-cultural aspects of learning, but at large, LLL 
does not travel much within the LO/OL literature. Why?

LLL does not travel much in the organizational learn-
ing and learning organization literature, although the last sec-
tion of the book “Learning to be” published by Edgar Faure at 
UNESCO in 1972 gives suggestions and principles on how to 
become a learning society. Lifelong learning is, according to 
Faure (1972), seen as the cornerstone for the learning society, 
and the master concept for educational policies. 

The learning organization theories can, to some extent, 
be argued to build upon ideas on the learning society even 
though the level of thought, purpose and angle is different, i.e. 
Faure has a macro level in mind whereas LO theories evolve 
around micro level and often recognizes the top management 
as the actor. The general (naïve) understanding, however, is 
that organizations/societies that are learning organizations/
societies survive crises and are better prepared and equipped 
to encounter and survive changes, to challenge and fi ght dif-
fi culties than those organizations/societies that are not.  

The European Commission had not actively discussed 
the need to advance towards a ‘learning society’ before the 
nineties. Many authors are critical of the learning perspective 
in organizational studies in that it allegedly conceals aspects 
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of power and politics in organizations and fails to ask the 
question of whose interests are being served (Easterby-Smith 
et al. 1998; Huzzard 2000a). Easterby-Smith et al. imply and 
argue that power and politics, top management and leaders do 
not always have the human being’s interest at hand.  

The intention here, however, is not to become in-
volved in these debates, but rather to introduce LLL in the 
LO/OL circles through the notion and award that triggered 
a translation process and put LLL in an organizational con-
text. But, is organizational learning a new way of think-
ing? Easterby-Smith and Luis Araujo provide one reply:                                                                                              
                  
“the idea of organizational learning has been present in the management 
literature for decades, but it has only become widely recognized since 
around 1990 “ (Easterby-Smith and Araujo 1999:1). 

Two developments have, according to Mark Easterby-
Smith and Luis Araujo, been highly signifi cant in the growth 
of the fi eld. First, it has attracted the attention of scholars from 
disparate disciplines who had hitherto shown little interest in 
learning processes. A consequence of this is that the fi eld has 
become conceptually fragmented, and representatives of dif-
ferent disciplines now debate over who has the correct model 
of organizational learning. The second development is that 
many consultants and companies have caught onto the com-
mercial signifi cance of organizational learning. Much of the 
effort of these theorists has been devoted to identifying, tem-
plates, or ideal forms, which real organizations should at-
tempt to emulate. (Easterby-Smith and Araujo 1999:1-2)

Organizational learning is often coupled with positive 
results for the organization. Change, evolution, development, 
innovation and reorientation are being expected and anticipat-
ed as an outcome of organizational learning. There is hence a 
mutual understanding among researchers (see eg. Easterby-
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Smith 1990; Lant & Mezias 1992; McKee 1992; Mumford 
1992; Senge 1990) that learning is vital in order to accomplish 
positive results. The idea is that organizations learn in order to 
survive. Not only do they survive, they often become innova-
tive, competitive etc. Organizations that learn are thus likely 
to perform better in competitive business environments.   

The OL fi eld is divided and there are no easy answers as 
to what OL and LO theories stand for and/or whether they are 
two distinctively different schools of thought or not. Often the 
two are used in literature to mean the one and same thing. 

Tomas Müllern (2006, personal communication) dis-
tinguishes between individual learning involving behaviour-
al and cognitive approaches, small-group learning involving 
among others, communities of practice and social infl uenc-
es on learning and between organizational learning that, ac-
cording to Müllern consists of behavioural approaches, learn-
ing organization and ‘learning in organizations’. Learning in 
organizations consists of sensemaking & communication, 
knowledge management, the cultural perspective and the re-
source/knowledge based view.  

In 1995, Tomas Müllern and Katarina Östergren intro-
duced the concept of a learning culture and argue that organi-
zational learning is born in a learning culture.

“A learning culture is the context in which the organizational learn-
ing is born. Learning culture is coupled to the institutional conditions 
that are present in the actual organizational field and that influence  
organizational learning. The concept is used to depict how ideas 
are formed and diffused in different forms of organizations, i.e. how 
sensemaking looks like within and between organizations” (Müllern 
& Östergren 1995:15).

 This is signifi cant as it implies that organizational 
learning is culture and context specifi c. It is thus a learning 
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culture and a specifi c context within a certain fi eld in which 
organizational learning is born, nurtured and shaped.

Richard Cyert and James March (1963:):99) on the other 
hand, provide one of the earliest contributions to the literature 
on organizational learning and defi ne organizational learning 
(OL) as a process by which organizations as collectives learn 
through interaction with the environment. This means that the 
individual organization adapts their activities and actions in 
accordance and interactively with the environment. Cyert & 
March viewed OL as an adaptive process where goals, atten-
tion rules and search rules became adapted to the experiences 
that are made within the organization. The idea was that OL 
is executed on the basis of rules. Organizational experiences 
determine the contents of these rules. If the rules no longer fi t 
organizational experiences they had to be altered.   

Another early contribution to the OL literature is intro-
duced through the works of Donald Schön (1963, 1967, 1973). 
Schön was among the fi rst to link the experience of living in a 
society in constant change with the need for learning. 

“The loss of the stable means that our society and all of its institutions 
are in continuous process of transformation. We cannot expect new sta-
ble states that will endure for our own lifetimes. We must learn to un-
derstand, guide, infl uence and manage these transformations. We must 
make the capacity for undertaking them integral to ourselves and to our 
institutions. We must, in other words, become adept at learning. We must 
become able not only to transform our institutions, in response to chang-
ing situations and requirements; we must invest and develop institutions 
which are “learning systems” that is to say, systems capable for bringing 
about their own continuing transformation” (Schön 1973:28). 

 Schön thus made the defi ning contribution for the 
learning organization (LO) through the notion and urge for so-
cieties to learn. This happened one year after the Faure report 
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that was published by UNESCO in 1972. Schön suggests that 
the movement toward a learning system, of necessity, is a 

“groping and inductive process for which there is no adequate theoretical 
basis” (Schön 1973:57). 

According to Schön, transformation can thus not be 
completely planned or theoretically driven, but is rather in-
duced in a continuous circular process involving and in-
tertwining transformation with learning and the other way 
around. Systems learn when they transform and transform 
when they learn. Schön thus viewed organizational learning 
as a transformative process – a process which actively imple-
ments planned change to help organizations self-refl exively 
examine and change their own routines and cultural norms 
(Argyris and Schön 1978). 

The American researchers Barbara Levitt and James 
March (1988, March & Olsen 1975) have stated that curves 
related to experience are evidence of organizational learning. 
Organizations learn, according to Levitt & March directly 
through (trial and error) and indirectly through other organi-
zations’ experiences, e.g. through imitation. In addition, or-
ganizations intermediate their learning with the help of histo-
ry, symbols, behaving norms and expectations – learning can 
also be perceived to be linked to a cultural process. Learning 
was viewed as a process in order to 

“encode, store and retrieve the lessons of history despite the turnover of 
personnel and the passage of time” (Levitt and March 1988:319)

or to continually improve existing processes of adaptation. 
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3.3.1 Organizational learning begins with the indi-
vidual?

By defi nition, organizational learning (OL), however, 
is a process that can be fully understood only at the organi-
zational level. Nevertheless, several theorists on the subject 
have tended to agree that organizational learning begins, and 
often ends, with the individual (Argyris and Schön 1978, 
1996; March and Olsen 1976; Senge 1990).   

“all learning takes place inside individual human heads (Simon 
1991:125). 

According to Jarvis (2004), the idea e.g. that teams 
learn (e.g. Watkins and Marsick 1993) is quite misleading. 
Only individuals learn, but e.g. within a team there is a great 
deal of inter-subjectivity, so that exposed to the same pres-
sures different individuals might reach similar conclusions 
and decide together on a plan or action. Many of the ways we 
thus have of talking about learning and education are based 
on the assumption that learning is something that individuals 
do. Christine Prange (1999:27) states that one of the greatest 
myths of organizational learning is the ‘who question’, that 
is ‘the way in which learning might be considered organiza-
tional. There are thus many who argue that it is individuals, 
not organizations, who learn. 

But can organizations learn? If we think of organi-
zations as living organisms the answer is yes. Living or-
ganisms are open systems and live in a dialectic relation 
with the world. Organizational learning can thus be defi ned 
as the organizational ability to renew and change (Sydän-
maalakka 2004). Chris Argyris and Donald Schön relate the 
individual to the organization, also using the metaphor of 
an organism: 
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“an organization is like an organism each of whose cells contains a par-
ticular, partial, changing image if itself in relation to the whole. And like 
such an organism, the organization´s practice stems from those very im-
ages. Organization is an artifact of individual ways of representing or-
ganization” (Argyris and Schön 1978:16).

 
Organizational learning and individual learning intercon-

nect in the works of Chris Argyris and Donald Schön (1978; 
1996). They suggest that each member of an organization con-
structs his or her own representation or image of the theory-in-
use of the whole (1978:16). The picture is always incomplete 
– and people, thus, are continually working to add pieces to 
form a picture, an image, of the whole. Members of the organi-
zation need to know their place in the organization. Individual 
members are hence according to Argyris & Schön continually 
engaged in attempting to know the organization, and to know 
themselves in relation to the organization. Their continuing ef-
forts to know and to test their knowledge hence represent the 
object of their inquiry. Public representations of organizational 
theory-in-use are needed in the process to which individuals 
can refer to. This is what we call organizational maps. These 
are jointly shared, they both construct and are used to guide 
inquiry. Organizational theory-in-use is thus continually con-
structed and re-constructed through individual inquiry. It is en-
coded in private images and in public maps. These are the media 
of organizational learning (Argyris and Schön 1978: 16-17).

Stephen Marquardt (1996) state that organizational 
learning differs from individual and team learning as organi-
zational learning occurs through shared revelations, knowl-
edge and thinking models that the members of the organi-
zation have. This knowledge (mental map) is dependent on 
earlier experience and knowledge, i.e. the organizational 
memory that is depicted in the organizational processes, pro-
cedures, routines and actions.
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The organizational learning movement thus seems to 
recognize the interdependency between the individual and 
the organization, the organization and its environment. 

An agreement on the fact that individual learning is a 
prerequisite for organizational learning thus exists to some 
extent, but it is, all the same, argued that individual learn-
ing is insuffi cient in bringing about organizational learning. 
Consequently, organizational learning is not the sum of each 
individual’s learning (Fiol and Lyles 1985:804) – some learn-
ing seems to be embedded in the organization as collective 
mental maps. It is, however, according to Müllern & Öster-
gren (1995) the individuals in the organization who learn 
through developing shared insights, knowledge and mental 
pictures. I understand that it is individuals who learn through 
embedding, constructing and re-constructing collective men-
tal maps into the organization. These maps are not, however, 
static, but do change and are constantly re-created as Argyris 
& Schön suggest (1978; 1996) in a search between the indi-
vidual and the whole. 

Kolb’s experiential learning cycle is a good example of 
learning applied to organizations. According to Kolb (1984), 
learning takes place in a succession of moments which com-
bine refl ection and action. The learner, who faces a surprise, 
makes observations to which data, new situations, is con-
trasted. Data is hence compared with or related to previous 
knowledge or concepts. This inductive step is followed by 
a moment in which the learner frames the problem in a new 
way, guides future action which, in turn, results in a new ex-
perience. This cycle is repeated until the learner fi nds a satis-
factory solution. Learning is thus tied to experience and prob-
lem-solving. Learning occurs when refl ecting upon mistakes 
in a process of trial-and-error according to David Kolb (1984). 
However, it is claimed (Sauquet 2004) that Kolb’s theoreti-
cal experiments often fail due to the fact that it is not a real 
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problem or situation without any real meaning for the partici-
pants. Thus, the connection to real practice, according to Sau-
quet (2004) is missing from Kolb´s experiments. However, 
the notion of experience, previous knowledge, action and re-
fl ection is important, because it is through experience, previ-
ous knowledge, action and refl ection that knowers know and 
knowing is induced also according to Donald Schön (1983) 
who introduces one of his main ideas in the book “The refl ec-
tive practioner”. It was, however, John Dewey, who fi rst ob-
served and coined the term ‘refl ective thinking’ and revealed 
the idea that learning occurs through a combined process of 
acting and refl ecting. 

Salomon and Perkins (1998) summarize in “Individual 
and social aspects of learning” that organizations, like indi-
viduals, can learn. Many of the fundamental phenomena of 
learning are the same for organizations. However, organiza-
tional learning also has distinctive characteristics with refer-
ence to what is learned, how it is learned, and the adjustments 
called for to enhance learning. These derive from the fact that 
any organization by defi nition is a collective, with individuals 
and larger units in different roles that involve different per-
spectives and values, passing information through their own 
fi lters, and with noisy and loss-prone information channels 
connecting them. 

Consequently, the OL theory strongly implies, inter-
connects and is interested in issues relating individual organ-
izational member to learning processes in the organization. 
I interpret and understand organizational learning as an on-
going circular process in which the individual organizational 
member learns in interaction with the organization through 
action and refl ection. They learn when they relate themselves 
to the organization and to the environment, the past and the 
future in a process involving creation, experience and recrea-
tion. They thus learn when they position themselves with and 
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in relation to others and to the organization. Individuals learn 
through creating shared insights together, by understanding 
and positioning themselves in relation to the previous, the 
present and the future, in relation to the organization, to oth-
ers and to themselves.

3.3.2 Organizations create knowledge in learning 
processes

The technical view assumes, according to Mark East-
erby-Smith and Luis Araujo (1999), that organizational learn-
ing is about the effective processing, interpretation of, and 
response to, information both inside and outside the organi-
zation. This information may be quantitative and qualitative, 
but is generally explicit and in the public domain. The social 
perspective on organization learning focuses on the way peo-
ple make sense of their experiences at work. These experi-
ences may derive from explicit sources such as fi nancial in-
formation, or they may be derived from tacit sources, such 
as the “feel” that a skilled craftsperson has, or the intuition 
possessed by a skilled strategist. From this view, learning is 
something that can emerge from social interactions, normally 
in the natural work setting. In the case of explicit information 
it involves a joint process of making sense of data. The more 
tacit and “embodied” forms of learning involve situated prac-
tices, observation and emulation of skilled practitioners and 
socialization into a community of practice. (Easterby-Smith 
and Araujo (1999:3-5)

According to Nonaka (1994) and Nonaka and Takeuchi 
(1995), organizations do not only process information – they 
create knowledge. They thus make a clear distinction between 
the concepts information and knowledge. Knowledge is infor-
mation that is interpreted and given a meaning; it is anchored 
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in values and beliefs and is closely connected with action 
(Nonaka and Takeuchi 1995). Learning is the process through 
which knowledge is created and developed (Vera and Crossan 
2003). Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) thus framed the organi-
zational learning processes in terms of and involving phases 
of knowledge creation and individual learning. Socio-cultural 
approaches emphasize the interdependence of social and indi-
vidual processes in the co-construction of knowledge.

Building on the idea and viewing on organizational 
learning from the point of view of the management, individ-
ual learning is not suffi cient for organizations to be success-
ful. In order for organizations to encounter change, survive 
competition and compete on a global market, organizations 
need to transform and distribute individual knowledge (Kim 
1993) and to acquire new knowledge (MacDonald 1995). The 
authors thus identify three crucial elements in order for or-
ganizations to be successful, those of transforming (creating), 
distributing (sharing/transferring) and acquiring (using) new 
knowledge. Garvin used almost the same terms in defi ning an 
LO in 1993 as:

“a learning organization is an organization skilled at creating, acquiring, 
and transferring knowledge, and at modifying its behaviour to refl ect new 
knowledge and insights” (Garvin 1993:51).

Garvin (1993) explains the management practices of a 
learning organization as systematic problem solving, experi-
ment, building on past experience, learning from other or-
ganizations (benchmarking and borrowing), and transferring 
knowledge. 

Chris Argyris (1992) argues in his book “Overcom-
ing Organizational Defences” that the primary problem fac-
ing companies is not the ability to remember past lessons, 
but rather the ability to acquire new knowledge. This ability 
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is strengthened when organizations gain an understanding of 
two key features of their operation: single versus double loop 
learning and tacit versus explicit knowledge. 

The OL theory relates learning to knowledge, to knowl-
edge transfer processes and to the processes related to the ac-
quirement, creation and co-construction of new knowledge. 
The perspective is clearly managerial, not individual. Most 
scholars agree, however, that organizational learning is a proc-
ess linked with information, knowledge and understanding.

3.3.3 OL is linked with information, knowledge and 
understanding

 
 Organizational learning, however, is a fi eld of confu-

sion or as Fiol and Lyles (1985) state:
 

“Systematic assessment of the strategic management literature suggests 
an interesting dilemma: although there exists widespread acceptance of 
the notion of organisational learning and its importance of strategic per-
formance, no theory or model of organisational learning is widely accept-
ed. Major research…along with more modest efforts provide the basis for 
initial attempts to defi ne, to develop, and to differentiate organisational 
learning and its components. Each has approached the project from differ-
ent perspectives, leading to more divergence” (Fiol and Lyles 1985:803).

 A consensus on the importance of OL to long-term 
growth and survival also exists and it is assumed that organi-
zational learning will improve the performance of the organi-
zation (Argyris and Schön, 1978; Fiol and Lyles 1985; Senge 
1990), i.e. these authors all apply a prescriptive, normative, 
technical and functional view on organizational learning. The 
managerial interest is predominant and the purpose is to be 
successful and to survive in the long run. 
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The information-processing perspective on OL is re-
fl ected for example in Huber’s (1991) defi nition on organi-
zational learning 

“an entity learns if, through its processing of information, its range of its 
potential behaviours is changed” (Huber 1991:89)

This view can be regarded as static, a linear view that 
does not encompass the dynamic, continuous, knowledge-
creating and circular nature of organizational learning that 
Nonaka (1994) and Crossan, Lane and White (1999) em-
phasize. 

Argyris, Watkins and Marsick and Senge among oth-
ers may all be considered normative writers in the context 
of organizational learning. They advocate views on how or-
ganizations can learn more effectively. They are not satisfi ed 
with describing organizational learning as they see it, nor do 
they recognize that it is the culture that nurture and foster or-
ganizational learning. They present practical tools to inter-
twine pedagogy with production. Their confi dent advocacy 
of particular prescriptions (Edmonsen 1996) is, however, in 
contrast to the evolutionary view of learning, which suggests 
that the presence and type of learning behaviour is always de-
pendent on social context. 

The notion of OL has thus become very prominent in 
the near past. Managers see OL as a powerful tool to improve 
the performance of an organization much in the same way 
that the EU sees LLL as a powerful tool to improve the per-
formance of its member countries. Accordingly, the EU uses 
LLL as an instrument to gain higher profi tability, to improve 
competivity in order to transit smoothly into a knowledge-
based economy. The managers implement OL in order to in-
crease effectiveness, competivity, innovation, knowledge 
creation and knowledge transfer. 
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3.3.4 Adaptive, pro-active and generative learning 

Generally, one can distinguish between two different 
processes of organizational change associated with the OL; 
adaptive learning, i.e. changes that have been made in re-
action to changed environmental conditions and proactive 
learning, i.e. organizational changes that have been made on 
a more wilful basis. Pro-active learning goes beyond react-
ing to environmental changes. A distinction between adaptive 
learning and proactive learning has been adopted in organiza-
tional learning theory. 

In general, it is assumed that adaptive learning comes 
along with a lower degree of organizational change. This 
means that adaptive learning is seen as a process of incremen-
tal changes. What is more, adaptive learning is also seen as 
more automatic and less cognitively induced than proactive 
learning. Many theorists hence consider adaptive learning in-
ferior to proactive learning (Argyris & Schön 1978, Fiol & 
Lyles 1985, Senge 1990, Dodgson 1993). 

Chris Argyris’s (1992) theory based on single-loop and 
double-loop learning can serve as an example of adaptive 
versus pro-active learning. In single-loop learning the under-
lying assumptions are not questioned whereas in double-loop 
learning the underlying policies and orders, assumptions and 
programme are questioned. In single loop learning, goals, 
purposes, values, plans are rules are operationalized rather 
than questioned. Single-loop learning seems to be present 
when goals, values, frameworks are taken for granted where-
as in double loop learning errors are detected and corrected 
in ways that involve the modifi cation of an organization´s un-
derlying norms, policies and objectives. Argyris (1992) ar-
gues that organizational learning is dependent on the capac-
ity to engage its organization in double-loop learning. Argyris 
claims in his book that one of the largest hindrances to learn-
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ing is that most organizations learn through single loop rather 
than through double loop learning. He goes on to suggest that 
one of the most important aims of a learning organization is 
to develop the capacity to engage in double loop learning, i.e. 
the capacity to think critically and creatively about underly-
ing mechanisms, assumptions, programme and frameworks. 

Argyris thus prescribes double loop learning as a solu-
tion for organizations. Moreover, he suggests that most or-
ganizations store and use knowledge in a tacit rather than in 
an explicit form. His advice on how to become a learning or-
ganization focuses also on making tacit knowledge explicit, 
so that it is available to everyone in the organizations. 

Peter Senge (1990) made ‘learning organizations’ a 
trendy phrase and helped to launch ‘systems thinking’ as a 
manager’s conceptual framework. Senge argued that a learn-
ing organization worthy of the LO title successfully develops 
fi ve component technologies, i.e.; systems thinking, person-
al mastery, mental models, building shared vision and team 
learning. He views them interdependent of one another. Senge 
differentiates in learning organizations from other organiza-
tions in terms of their greater adaptability. Adaptive learning 
is described by Senge as coping behaviour, whereas genera-
tive learning is seen as creativity.

 
“By enhancing each of the other disciplines, it continually reminds us that 
the whole can excess the sum of its parts” (Senge 1992:12).

By mental models he refers to the blocks that some-
times hinder us from thinking creatively and keep us from 
having an open mind. 

‘Mental models focuses on the openness needed to unearth shortcomings 
in our present ways of seeing the world. Team learning develops the skills 
of groups of people to look for the larger picture that lies beyond individ-



107

ual perspectives. And personal mastery fosters the personal motivation to 
continually learn how our actions affect our world’ (Senge 1992:12). 

According to Senge, personal mastery is not something 
you possess. It is a process. It is a lifelong discipline. People 
with a high level of personal mastery are acutely aware of 
their ignorance, their incompetence, and their growth areas. 
Furthermore they are deeply self-confi dent. Team learning, 
according to Senge (1990) is viewed as 

‘the process of aligning and developing the capacities of a team to create 
the results its members truly desire’ (Senge 1990:236).

 
Senge’s special interest is said to focus on decentralis-

ing the role of leadership in organizations so as to enhance 
the capacity of all people to work productively toward com-
mon goals. Or as Senge further argues:

“It is no longer suffi cient to have one person learning for the organisa-
tion, a Ford or a Sloan or a Watson. It is just not possible any longer to 
fi gure it out from the top, and have everyone else following the orders of 
the ‘grand strategist’. The organisation that will truly excel in the future 
will be the organisation that discovers how to tap people’s commitment 
and capacity to learn at all levels in an organisation” (Senge 1992:4).

I understand adaptive learning as adaptation to new sit-
uations, to the environment, to outside pressure, to new tools, 
new personnel, new technology etc. I perceive it to be dif-
ferent from informal learning even though they both occur 
mostly at the workplace. Adaptive learning involves not only 
the individual, but also the organization. Adaptive learning 
occurs through adaptation involving incremental learning in 
order to conform with the outside and to changes whereas 
informal learning according to my interpretation involves in-
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cidental, informal, sudden, unplanned, accidental, implicit, 
subconscious and tacit learning. It is culturally locally and sit-
uational specifi c. It involves learning in a specifi c context in-
volving artefacts, practice, experience, history, symbols etc. 

The adaptive learning concept as used in this study dif-
fers from the understanding of e.g. Schein (1996) who per-
ceives adaptive learning as a gap or problem between where 
we are and where we want to be. We learn, solve the prob-
lem and close the gap according to Schein (1996). Schein 
perceives generative learning as an action where the learner 
learns how to learn, i.e. perceives new ways of thinking about 
problems or rethinks cultural assumptions.

These concepts evolved from literature on OL and LO 
theories and are perceived focal also in the understanding of 
lifelong learning in organizations according to my interpreta-
tion. These concepts are acknowledged in an attempt to com-
prehend single actors´ perception of LLL in an organizational 
context. They will be used as instruments to categorise data 
in chapter four. They will be used on three levels. Together 
with the LLL concepts formal, informal and non-formal ele-
ments they will form an analytical instrument through which 
data will be analyzed in a theory guided content analysis at-
tempt used on qualitative data in qualitative research in which 
theory guides data into certain categories. 

Adaptive (low intense)               Pro Active (medium)       Generative (high)

adapting to new situtations            cognitively incuded       enhance creativeness be open
reacting to the environment           planned organization change       to questions underlying orders
adapting to survive               intentional                           assumptions, policies, structures
reacting to new               purposeful                           re-creating ourselves
environmental conditions,             active        learning how to learn
to change & to new situations       roviding facilities,                        reflecting on action and practices
techology
opportunities 

Figure 9. OL/LO concepts adobted for this study 
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Pro-active learning as interpreted in this study is about 
consciously and actively providing learning facilities, struc-
tures and opportunities for learning. Adaptive, pro-active and 
generative learning can also be comprehended and explained 
in terms of intensity in relation to change (Müllern, personal 
conversation 2006) in which adaptive learning stands for low 
intensity learning whereas generative is high in intensity in-
volving refl ection of underlying assumptions. 

3.3.5 Learnifi cation (my term)

Besides lifelong learning, the change in society that has 
taken place in education has been described through the con-
cept ‘learning society’ as was previously shown through ex-
amples and references to the Faure (1972) report published 
by UNESCO. In a learning society people live in a continu-
ously changing world where lifelong learning is an imper-
ative for survival. The concept lifelong learning and learn-
ing society are often used as synonyms. The learning society 
though put specifi c focus on the place where learning takes 
places whereas lifelong learning is often more interested in 
when learning occurs (Moreland 1999). We are moving to-
wards learning management and a learning era. 

The learning organization is often defi ned via the exist-
ence of organizational conditions that favour (organizational) 
learning. The learning climate and a culture that offers learn-
ing opportunities represent basic elements and contextual 
factors´ for learning. Those must represent the basic bricks 
when building a learning organization, i.e. to structure the 
organization so that it recognizes meaningful learning and ar-
ranges facilities that enable learning throughout the company. 
A learning company can, according to Pedler, Burgoyne and 
Boydell, be defi ned as 
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“an organisation that facilitates the learning of all its members and continuous-
ly transforms itself and its context” (Pedler, Burgoyne and Boydell 1991:1). 

However, as a result of the authors’ extensive experi-
ence in this fi eld, they suggest a few years later a more, in their 
mind, appropriate defi nition for the learning organization, i.e. 

“an organisation that facilitates the learning of all its members and conscious-
ly transforms itself and its context” (Pedler, Burgoyne and Boydell 1997:3)

 
The authors thus replaced the word continuously with 

consciously which implies that the transformation is a cog-
nitively active process. They thus suggest that the ongoing 
transformation should be a conscious, cognitively induced 
process. This, however, is somewhat contradictory to Schön’s 
(1973) and Senge’s (1990) view that systems should bring 
about their own learning in inductive groping processes inter-
twining learning with transformation, in processes that can-
not be fully planned or steered. Pedlar et al’s defi nition and 
notion is, however, important here as it recognises the condi-
tions favouring learning. Whether learning in organizations is 
planned, conscious and purposeful or unconscious, implicit 
and intentional remains to be seen. I do not see why it could 
not be both.  

Karen Watkins and Victoria Marsick have also been ac-
tive in shaping an understanding of what a learning organiza-
tion is and is not. Their original defi nition is from 1992: 

‘Learning organizations are characterized by total employee involvement in 
a process of collaboratively conducted, collectively accountable change di-
rected towards shared valued or principles’ (Watkins & Marsick 1992:118). 

Many ideas and defi nitions as to what a learning organ-
ization is have been put forward. Most suggestions are nor-
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mative to their character. Not one single defi nition has been 
completely agreed upon, but there are, however, notions as to 
what a learning organization is not.

“What the learning organization is not, however, is a statement in the cor-
porate vision, put there to look good to shareholders, with no attendant 
questioning about where the organization is now and what it should do to 
make that statement real” (Marsick & Watkins 1999:4). 

The authors continue: 

‘We hope that organizations will never canonize the learning organiza-
tion as an impossible ideal. We think that the ideas have been compelling. 
It is a vision worth promoting and striving for, even when the reality is less 
than we hoped for’ (Marsick & Watkins 1999:4).

The learning organization should thus, according to 
Marsick & Watkins, never be just talk or politics, a façade or 
a showroom, but rather a serious ideal, a vision still intact in-
volving concrete action plans, strategies, practices, routines, 
follow-up and evaluation schemes. 

The view that organizations can never attain learning 
organizational status or that a learning organization is never 
complete or completed is recognised also by Senge who illus-
trates this with reference to the achievement of organizational 
excellence:

 
“a corporation cannot be “excellent” in the sense of having arrived at 
permanent excellence; it is always in a state of practising the disciplines 
of learning, of becoming better or worse” (Senge 1990:11). 

 Hamel and Prahalad (1993:80) involve knowledge-
based economy terms in their defi nition: 
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“Being a learning organization is not enough; a company must also be 
capable of learning more effi ciently than its competitors” (Hamel and 
Prahalad 1993:80) 

However, while there are those who view the learning 
organization as a positive ideal – a new workplace paradise for 
employees resulting in phenomenal organizational perform-
ance and success – there is another school that presents the 
learning organization as a negative ideology – a new work-
place nightmare for employees in which they are exploited in 
even more devious ways. They see the learning organization 
ideology as one more managerial tool to stimulate worker pro-
ductivity without providing more pay or benefi ts and as such 
serving to exploit employees who mistakenly believe that they 
are working for self-development and their own betterment 
(Easterby-Smith 1997, Marsick & Watkins 1999). The learn-
ing organization concept and discussion has also been viewed 
as fashion, fad, buzzword or hype (see e.g. Eccles & Nohria 
1992, Garavan 1997, Scarborough and Swan 2001) that will 
soon be replaced with new, trendy concepts and ideas. The 
power of fashion, however, should not be undermined. 

Recent research in mental health has shown that our 
lifestyle and the many requirements, not least requirements 
related to new technology and constant learning, that are 
forced upon citizens and employees are too demanding. Mis-
takes and errors are not allowed whereas it can be precisely 
those that lead to new solutions. Many have also started to 
disthrust the idea on lifelong learning and the unhealthy in 
the requirements of having to continuously develop oneself 
(Ollila, 2002).

Alvesson´s (1999) critical article on educational fun-
damentalism points ironically and sarcastically to the mod-
ern society´s overwhelming and exaggerated thrust and be-
lief in education. Or as Hawkins (1994) so vividly puts it, it 



113

is unproblematically assumed that learning, like vitamins and 
stopping smoking, is a good thing. 

A certain awareness and conscious understanding of the 
critical discourses surrounding lifelong learning and learning 
in general are important to recognise. In fact, this phenomenon 
can be labelled ‘learnifi cation’, a naïve thrust that all learning 
is good and that learning will always bring about more good. 

There is a lot of research that supports a relation be-
tween negative stress and the requirements that our society   

The insight and my understanding of a learning organi-
zation, however, is that it is an ongoing process, a metaphor 
that suggests that we need to treat the concept as a scenar-
io, aspiration, mental picture, strategy, as a future vision or 
dream of something for organizations worth striving at. A 
learning organization is thus an ideology diffi cult to grasp 
and accomplish. Senge’s view is also supported by Waterman 
who writes that he has 

“never seen one” (Waterman 1994:65) 

and Pedler et al. who state 

“that creating one is easier said than done” (Pedler, Burgoyne and 
Boydell 1991:2)

and Kerka (1995) who states that it is diffi cult to fi nd 
real-life examples of learning organizations. 

 
The institutional (offi cial European) defi nition of a 

learning organization is:  

“an organisation that encourages learning at all levels (individuals and 
collectively) and continually transforms itself as a result” (COM (678) 
2001 fi nal:33).
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The organizational learning movement is occupied with 
questions of the nature of learning in organizational environ-
ments and with what managerial leaders can do to enhance 
learning processes within organizations. The great contribu-
tion of this movement is to see the managerial leader as af-
fecting the kind of learning that goes on in an organization 
and to defi ne one of his or her role responsibilities as enhanc-
ing the learning of others (Vaill 1996). This on the other hand, 
is exactly what the critics oppose. 

The general understanding of LO theory is that for or-
ganizations to be successful they need not only to facilitate 
learning, but also to identify where and how knowledge is 
shared in order to induce and affect the learning of others in 
mutual co-constructions where it is argued that new knowl-
edge is also created or as Senge points out:

“Organisations learn only through individuals who learn. Individual 
learning does not guarantee organisational learning. But without it no 
organisational learning occurs” (Senge 1990:139).

In the fi gure below i have combined and depicted some 
organizational learning defi nitions with learning organization 
defi nitions in chronological order in an attempt to summarize 
this discussion. Both the OL and LO movement can be cri-
tizised to take a managerial and functional view on learning. 
The approach is normative, functional, technical and mana-
gerial. The role of LO is predominantly to enhance, facilitate, 
stimulate, motivate, stress and enable learning whereas the 
OL movement is occupied with questions related to how we 
learn, the outcome of learning and, in linking the individu-
al with the organization and with the environment. The OL 
movement is occupied with questions involving organiza-
tional learning with attention rules, experiences, mental mod-
els, processes, mechanisms, underlying patterns, assumptions 
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and structures involving experimental learning (Kolb 1984), 
double-loop learning (Argyris and Schön 1978) and learning 
in the context of practice (Schön 1978). OL learning is in-
volved with questions involving information processing and 
with relating knowledge with learning. Moreover OL stresses 
the individual in relation to the organizational, the environ-
ment to the institutional. It involves the organization and the 
individual, the institution and the organization. 

The LO movement through Senge (1990) takes a more 
systems, managerial and functional oriented approach to 
learning. This view, however, is different from some OL, 
e.g. Donald Schön´s (1973) view, in which organizations are 
viewed upon as systems that learn when they transform and 
transform inductively when they learn. 

What is, however, surprising, is that the OL/LO move-
ment, literature and theory does not recognize LLL much. 
They are viewed as two different discourses that barely in-
terconnect. 

With the help of the literature overview of LO/OL the-
ories I was able to distinguish between three concepts and 
three levels; i.e. the adaptive, the pro-active and the gener-
ative concepts and the individual, group and organizational 
level. With the help of these concepts and categories I will 
begin to depict and guide primary data into categories.

To introduce OL/LO theory to LLL and vice versa on 
three levels combining six concepts on three levels forms a 
matrix. The general understanding may be that informal and 
non-formal learning is individual whereas adaptive, pro-ac-
tive and generative learning more often organizational. The 
attempt here, however, is to challenge earlier assumptions 
with the help and support from social situational learning the-
ory and through single actors´ perception of lifelong learning 
in an organizational context. Lifelong learning is here com-
prehended in terms of learning arenas, i.e. where learning oc-
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Cyert and March (1963:99)
a process by which organisations as collectives learn through interaction 
with the environment
Schön (1973:57) 
groping and inductive process for which there is no adequate theoretical basis
Argyris and Schön (1978:16)
each member of an organization constructs his or her own representation or 
image of the theory-in-use of the whole 
Fiol and Lyles (1985:803) 
the process of improving actions through better knowledge and understanding 
Levitt and March (1988:320)
encoding of inferences from history into routines that guide behavior
Fiol and Lyles (1985:804)
OL is more than the sum of the parts of individual learning 
Senge (1990:3) 
where people continually expand their capacity to create the results they truly 
desire, where new and expansive patterns of thinking are nurtured, where 
collective aspiration is set free, and where people are continually learning 
how to learn together 
Huber (1991:89) 
an entity learns if, through its processing of information, its range of its 
potential behaviours is changed
Pedler, Burgoyne and Boydell (1991:1)
an organization that facilitates the learning of all its members and continuously
transforms itself and its context
Watkins & Marsick (1992:118) 
Learning organization are characterised by total employee involvement in a 
process of collaboratively conducted, collectively accountable change directed 
towards shared valued or principles an entity learns if, through its processing 
of information, its range of its potential behaviours is changed   
Hamel and Prahalad (1993:80) 
Being a learning organization is not enough; a company must also be capable 
of learning more efficiently than its competitors 
Garvin (1993:51) 
an organisation skilled at creating, acquiring and transferring knowledge, and 
at modifying its behaviour to reflect knowledge and insights 
Argyris (1996:3)  
an organization may be said to learn when it acquires information 
(knowledge, understanding, know-how, techniques, or practices of any kind 
and by whatever means)
Pedler, Burgoyne and Boydell (1997:3) 
an organisation that facilitates the learning of all its members and consciously 
transforms itself and its context
COM (678) 2001 final:33
an organisation that encourages learning at all levels (individuals and collectively) 
and continually transforms itself as a result” (COM (678) 2001 final:33).

Figure 10. OL and LO defi nitions
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curs and organizational learning through learning intensity, 
i.e. how deeply learning affects the organization and the in-
dividual, the underlying assumptions, structures, practices, 
norms and routines. The matrix is an effective tool for ‘eval-
uating’ and analysing learning. 

This matrix not only summarizes discussions on learn-
ing organization and organizational learning. It also ac-
knowledges the concepts and levels that I perceive important 
in relation to lifelong learning in an organizational context.                           
It acknowledges adaptive, pro-active and generative learn-
ing in addition to formal, informal and non formal learning. 
Further, it recognizes the individual, group and organization-
al level which I perceive important in order to understand the 
dynamism and interaction between the individual, the group 
and the organization. It thus combines theories, levels, are-
nas, intensities and concepts. The cubistic form implies fl ex-
ibility, dimension and depth. It implies that the levels and 
forms, arenas, intensities and types in learning both inter-
twine and interact. 

Figure 11. A synthesized matrix
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The attempt is to introduce lifelong learning concepts 
into OL/LO theories with the help of practice, with the help 
of individual actors´ and with the help of context/situational/
social aspects on learning. The aim is to understand, inter-
pret and make sense of single actors´ perception and talk of 
LLL in a specifi c organization context. The idea is that even 
single statements create meaning. The matrix is a tool that is 
perceived helpful in order to understand, organize, explore, 
interpret and analyse primary data. 

Before analysis, however, I will present, discuss and 
argue for my choices on methodology and methods relating 
these choices to data, interest, questions and context. 
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PART FOUR – THEORY MEETS PRACTICE

4.1 Access and data

Hammersley (1990) considers the discovery of the 
social world as the main assumption that underlies qualita-
tive research. This he suggests can only be attained if the re-
searcher, guided by exploratory orientation, directly observes 
and participates in the natural setting. It seems to me that any 
phenomenon can only be properly understood if it is investi-
gated in the setting in which it occurs, through people’s ex-
periences of it. It thus seemed important to conduct the in-
terviews in the informants own context, i.e. their respective 
workplaces. 

Phenomenology is a school of thought that claims that 
all our understanding comes from sensory experience of a 
phenomenon, but that experience has to be described and in-
terpreted. It is about how people describe things and experi-
ence them through their senses. The philosophical assumption 
is that we only know what we experience. The problem with 
this view is that it implies and suggests that the researcher 
herself should experience what the actors´ have experienced. 
Participant observation is the recommended method within 
phenomenology. In this study I do not claim to have expe-
rienced what the participants have experienced.  I have not 
worked in the law fi rm and/or housing organization. Nor have 
I participated in their meetings and or daily work as a par-
ticipant observer. What I have done is interviews. I have lis-
tened to their talk about their experiences. I have heard them 
speak about their perception of LLL in an organizational con-
text. I have asked them about their experiences and they have 
talked about their practices. Thus, I have tried to understand 
their social world and their experiences in their own context, 
through interviews.  
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A Finnish law fi rm was awarded the best organization 
in the special category of lifelong learning in spring 2003. A 
municipal housing organization won the award in Sweden 
and was also nominated by the EU as one of the top four in 
Europe. Both organizations were surprised and astonished as 
they did not know of the EU’s special categories upon par-
ticipation in the “Best workplaces in Europe 2003®” contest. 
The questions related to the special categories were ‘hidden’ 
in the contest. The organizations selected for this study were 
not aware that their (educational) practices could be labelled 
lifelong learning. The term and award was thus ‘forced’ upon 
them, it hit them by astonishment and it travelled to them from 
the EU, much though to both organizations sincere delight and 
honest surprise. An external event thus triggered the transla-
tion of the concept to these specifi c organizational contexts. 

Four European organizations were nominated in the 
special category of lifelong learning, among them the mu-
nicipal housing organization, a car factory, the law fi rm and 
a construction company. The amount of time and resources 
spent on education were crucial for the research partners and 
the distinguished jury in addition to inclusiveness that was 
both highlighted and central in the nomination process, i.e. 
the understanding that education, development and learning 
processes were carried out throughout the organizations in-
volving all of the employees. 

“We spend a lot of money on this. The two years when we invested the 
most money we had a budget of 60 000 SEK/employee. I had an educa-
tional budget of 8 millions. It is an educational budget that is comparable 
in money with a company or commune with thousands of employees. It 
was impossible to get rid of so much money”’. Respondent 4 

I chose to study two of the four nominated organiza-
tions. The fact that I did not choose to study all of them can be 
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seen as a restriction. However, quantity does not always guar-
antee quality. In sensemaking, even single words and single 
actors´ matter. Consequently, I was both satisfi ed and quite 
saturated with studying only two organizations and four re-
spondents. I gained plenty of both written and oral data. I also 
collected supporting data and had access to plenty of ‘nat-
urally occurring’ data (Silverman 2004). The naturally oc-
curring involved EU published contest material, brochures, 
magazines, reports, competence development programmes, 
leafl ets, communications, memorandums, papers etc. Adding 
all of it together helped me to form a comprehensive view 
and enabled me to write a thorough thesis on the topic. I thus 
triangulated between transcribed tapes from four extensive 
interviews, between documents, both from the EU, UNESCO 
and the OECD and from the organizations studied and be-
tween observations made during the interviews. I also con-
ducted a pre-study that may or may not have had an impact 
on my pre-understanding of the topic. I performed extensive 
discussions on lifelong learning with EU offi cials before the 
here analysed context-specifi c performed interviews. In addi-
tion I conducted a brief telephone-interview with an employee 
responsible for the “Best Place to Work” contest in Finland. I 
did not, however, at least consciously let my pre-understand-
ing, dictate my questioning, approach, view or ability during 
the in-context interviews. I tried to have an inductive mind 
during the data collecting process and during analysis.

I do admit, however, that after having read through and 
analysed e.g. the “Communication” (COM (2001)678 fi nal) 
and the “Memorandum” (SEC(2000)1832) I was starting to 
form a slightly critical view of the LLL concept and topic. 
This slightly critical approach can account for my pre-under-
standing. A carefully critical mind corresponds with and can 
furthermore be related to my personality, my way of being, 
acting, thinking, interpreting, analysing and in making sense.  
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 I was thus given access not only to the companies, 
but also to internal and external publications, press releas-
es, award and contest material, reports, papers etc. through-
out this process. Much of the institutional secondary data I 
printed out from the Internet, from the EU, the UNESCO and 
the OECD web-pages. The institutional secondary data con-
sists basically of documents and reports produced by the EU, 
UNESCO, the Finnish Ministry of Education and the OECD 
about LLL, of which the most important for this study are 
the ones produced by the EU; the Memorandum (2000) and 
the Communication (2001). Secondary data in this study thus 
consists of all of the above, about 200 pages altogether. 

The examples and extracts used in chapters one and 
two serve the purpose of describing, depicting and introduc-
ing the award process, the history and evolvement of the con-
cept LLL, the translation and construction of LLL, the travel 
of the original idea to various contexts throughout time and 
context, researchers and theories. They are perceived impor-
tant in comprehending, understanding, explaining and de-
picting this phenomenon in an introductory attempt. They are 
also perceived important in contrasting primary data to and 
complementing primary data with.
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4.2 Intentional inductive conversation or inter-
pretive phenomenological interviews 

Gibson Burrell and Gareth Morgan launched the in-
terpretative paradigm in their book “Sociological Paradigms 
and Organizational Analysis” in 1979. They emphasize the 
importance for a researcher to understand the experience of 
the actors´. The interest within this paradigm should hence lie 
in actors´ perceptions and experiences, not in any structured 
reality. Consequently, interpretation is an active methodolog-
ical act that the researcher uses in order to create meaning 
(Weick 1995). 

In this study primary data was collected through in-
depth unstructured open-ended interviews at the two organ-
izations studied. These interviews could almost be labelled 
dialogues. Dialogues are often understood as reciprocal con-
versations. In these cases however, the participants in the dia-
logues were not fully equal as it was I, who was the activa-
tor and who guided the conversation. It was I, who posed the 
questions and directed the conversation. On the other hand, 
the interviews were very much an interaction, a mutual con-
versational construction in which we created an understand-
ing and tried to make sense of the concept together. The most 
appropriate term to describe the interviews would hence be 
intentional inductive conversation. In intentional inductive 
conversation (my term), the researcher is the activator. The 
act, here the interviews, involves both refl exivity and con-
struction, i.e. an active refl ection on practice.

“When a practitioner refl ects in and on his practice, the possible objects 
of his refl ections are as varied as the kinds of phenomena before him and 
the systems of knowing-in-practice which he brings to them. He may re-
fl ect on the tacit norms and appreciations which underlie a judgment, or 
on the strategies and theories implicit in a pattern of behavior. He may 
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refl ect on the feeling for a situation which has led him to adopt a particu-
lar course of action, on the way in which he has framed the problem he 
is trying to solve, or on the role he has constructed for himself within a 
larger institutional context” (Schön 1983:62).

The situation was open to both parties and the tone was 
conversational, the outcome was an interpretation and a proc-
ess that can be labelled sensemaking. During the interviews 
I used a so-called ladder technique (my term) in which we, 
I and the respondents, slowly climbed up the ‘ladder’ until 
there was nothing more to say on the topic and we both felt 
that a point of saturation was achieved. The interviews, how-
ever seem to be interconnected with interpretive phenome-
nological interviews as they were hermeneutic: i.e. circular, 
complete and never-ending. As language experiences, inter-
pretive interviewing is attentive to context and is always situ-
ated. Weber describes this situatedness: 

”the invitation is genuine, the interviewer turns to the participant as one 
human being to another in a away that…confi rms the other – the inter-
viewe is genuinely present, committed, and open to the participant” (We-
ber 1986:65). 

”through dialogue, we get to think things through, glancing at the mir-
ror the other hold up to us, discovering not only the other, but ourselves 
(Weber 1986:66). 

The danger with interpretive phenomenological inter-
views, however, is that the purpose of the interview becomes 
more important than the experience of the participant in tell-
ing the experiences. In this study, I told them who I was and 
what my interest was. The exact content, purpose or concep-
tual meaning was not outspoken, defi ned or agreed upon. It 
developed as a process as we talked. We talked about the 
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award process and about the nomination, about the respond-
ents own development, work place praxis, learning practices, 
their education and careers, in short, their own story in the 
context of practice and organization, i.e., their perception and 
talk of lifelong learning in an organizational context.   

During the interviews I did not have any specifi c frame-
work or closed mind as to what LLL in an organization is/was 
or how LLL in an organizational context should be compre-
hended, talked of and/or perceived. The replies at hand often 
gave me an opening for the next line of questioning. If the 
response was inexact, not fully understood or only partly an-
swered, I posed a follow-up question to cover the area more 
thoroughly. The skills, questions, way of being and acting, 
ability and sense as to what is important and what is asked 
is pronounced in such situations. The interviewer must be 
a good listener and a sensitive person, a perceptive human 
being and an attentive researcher, an active co-human and 
a humble servant. She must guide, not lead and she must, 
above all, thrust her instincts. 

In interpretative research, interpretation is aimed at the 
meaning of what the respondent is saying and involves the 
researcher´s meaning to what is said (intersubjectivity). Be-
hind this is a hermeneutic epistemologic understanding. The 
aim for hermeneutic interpretation is that the researcher cre-
ates categories of meanings for subjects with similar char-
acteristics. Categories are based upon an inductively shaped 
interpretative generalisation.  

Yet, interpretations are often seen upon as construc-
tions and the meanings that are given to interpretations, as 
social constructions. The meanings that I give to the respond-
ents interpretations on LLL are my own constructions (in-
terpretations) based on my sensitiveness, sharpness, ability, 
experience, understanding, observation, skill, perception, 
pre-understanding, logic and mind. The meaning that the re-
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spondents give through description, refl ection and intense 
interest interrelated with the topic and their work, personal 
development and work place, are their interpretations and/or 
constructions. Meaning in this study was also partly co-con-
structed, as it was I, the researcher who pose the questions 
(and decided what was interesting or worth asking) and hence 
became involved. It was also I, the researcher, who decided 
when and how to follow up on questions. It was I, who decid-
ed when or how to intensify, clarify, continue and/or let go. 
Most of the time, however, I just listened and gave space to 
the interviewees as I was interested in their talk and percep-
tion, not my own. The interview questions are hence not ana-
lyzed or made explicit. The single actors´ perceptions, talk 
and language are, however, analyzed in depth. Through them 
I, the researcher, am tacitly, indirectly and implicitly present.

The actors´ were interviewed as employees in a specifi c 
context. In the analysis, the respondents are hence acknowl-
edged and recognized as experienced and important actors´ 
with expertise knowledge and insightful thoughts. They have 
experience and knowledge of local organizational practic-
es and of specifi c/situational routines, of structures, habits, 
background and culture. Their importance and value lies in 
the fact that they work in important positions at the organiza-
tions that were nominated as best in the special category of 
lifelong learning in Europe. 
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4.2.1 Sensemaking 

”Sense is generated by words that are combined into the sentences of conver-
saton to convey something about our ongoing experience” (Weick 1997:106) 

Sensemaking implies that when we speak about human 
perception we refer to the whole. An individual interprets mat-
ters in terms of a larger framework interdependently with her 
capability, experience and interest. A human being interprets 
through concepts. It is through concepts and meaning that or-
der in this world is created. It is by concepts that we understand 
the world and can relate to one another. Consequently, it is con-
cepts that help to make the world and sentences meaningful to 
us. Concepts can be said to involve abstractions of reality called 
by different names (Luostarinen and Väliverronen 1991). 

Karl Weick (1995) uses the term ’sensemaking’ as part 
of human life:

”a developing set of ideas with explanatory possibilities, rather than as a 
body of knowledge” (Weick 1995:xi). 

 
A single actor perceives things, objects, attributes and 

subjects differently, depending on which her background is 
and what her social context is. The human is thus given an 
active role in the sensemaking process. Perceptions indicate 
that we have a relationship to the things, attributes, objects 
and subjects that we encounter. To have a relationship helps 
us function and manage. It helps us to avoid chaos. The idea 
with the sensemaking perspective is that the individual is 
forced to give things meaning, in order for reality to matter 
and to become manageable. 

Through the interviews the actors´ interpreted their un-
derstanding, perception and thoughts relating LLL to their 
own experiences, personal develoment, practices, organiza-
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tion, colleagues, context etc. The interviews forced the ac-
tors´ to refl ect upon their practices, to make sense, to give 
meaning and to interpret their understanding, perception and 
experiences related to the concept. 

The term lifelong learning was not very familiar to the 
respondents. The conversations lasted from 1-3 hours each 
time. The discussions that lasted the longest were with the ac-
tors´ involved with and responsible for HRD. I interviewed 
two lawyers and the HRD manager at the private Finnish law 
fi rm and the person responsible for HRD at the municipal 
Swedish housing organization. I was very satisfi ed and satu-
rated with my primary data. Each actors´ voice, talk, words 
and sentences were recorded and transcribed. The interviews 
were very successful and data was suffi cient in order to answer 
the research questions, fulfi l the purpose and aim of this study 
and in order to draw conclusions related to single actors´ per-
ception and talk of LLL in a specifi c organizational context.  

The respondents described very openly and willingly 
their cultures, traditions, professions, practices, actions, rou-
tines, activities, ways of thinking, being and viewing LLL in 
addition to their own lifelong learning processes, experience 
and development. They seemed happy and proud to talk to 
me, at the same time some awkwardness among the lawyers 
in relation to the subject could be detected. The lawyers, I pre-
sume, felt insecure and awkward as the term implied that this 
was not their fi eld of competence and/or expertise. They were 
thus thrown into the land of the unknown even if they partici-
pated willingly. The managers were articulated, more secure 
and more certain in terms of the subject. It was the HRD man-
ager at the law fi rm who suggested whom among the lawyers I 
should interview. All single actors´ are perceived equally valu-
able, articulate and important actors´ in this study. In fact, their 
participation and importance cannot be highlighted enough.

In qualitative research the aim is not to obtain statistical 
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generalisations, in qualitative research the aim is to describe 
processes or incidents, to understand certain action or to give a 
theoretically interesting interpretation to a phenomenon. Thus 
it is important that the persons interviewed know much or more 
about the phenomenon than the interviewer or that they have 
more experience of it. In this respect the choice of respondents 
should not be random (Tuomi & Sarajärvi 2004:87).

That lifelong learning was not used, had not been im-
plemented and was not an integrated part of the organizational 
vocabulary became clear and was obvious among all of the 
respondents, also at the Swedish municipal housing organiza-
tion. The managers at both organizations, however, were more 
ready and better prepared in relation to the topic. They had 
given the terminology and strategy, concept and meaning more 
thought and specifi cation, before the interview. It was obvious-
ly easier for them than for the lawyers to communicate with me 
about LLL. It was easier for them to express the reasons behind 
their LLL success. The managers were the ones that had been 
involved in planning educational structures and programmes 
related to competence development strategy discussions in ad-
dition to implementing HRD activities, carrying out the contest 
and putting organizational strategies into practice. The media 
had also already interviewed them several times in relation to 
the contest. They were thus used to some publicity and admira-
tion. They had some experience in understanding the topic as 
they had already created their success story many times in their 
minds and for the press. They had a better taste for the term and 
it was easier for them to use and express it. They had already 
constructed some meaning and interpretation for it. Their an-
swers were thus more ready, better prepared and both more 
shallow and insightful at the same time; shallow because some 
replies were too ready, and insightful because some replies had 
and were pondered upon refl ectively related to action, the or-
ganization and practice. They involved both time and thought.
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4.2.2 Contructionism or constructivism
 
Social constructionism or, briefl y, constructionism, is 

according to Sanna Talja, Kimmo Tuominen and Reijo Savol-
ainen (2004) in the widest sense a synonym for ‘the linguistic 
turn’ in human and social sciences. In constructionism, the 
primary emphasis is not on mental, but on linguistic proc-
esses. Constructionism sees language as constitutive for the 
construction of selves and the formation of meanings. Con-
structionism speaks of discourses, articulations and vocabu-
laries, and replaces the concept of cognition with conversa-
tions, i.e. 

“we produce and organize social reality together by using language” 
(Talja, Tuominen and Savolainen 2004). 

The basic assumption of constructionism is that knowl-
edge is constructed in “systems of dispersion” (Foucault 
1972). The production of knowledge is always positioned: 
we are not dealing with a pure refl ection of a single position 
but rather with dynamic tensions among multiple positions 
(Bowker and Star 1999). Thus, while cognitive constructiv-
ism and collectivism assume that individuals´ or discourse 
communities´ mental models have a relatively stable form 
and existence, constructionism takes the view that the words 
of language do not carry meaning that remains stable 

“through the changing occasions of their use” (Garfi nkel 1967:40). 

Constructionism thus emphasises the context and per-
spective dependent and argumentative nature of language use. 
Edwards (1997) makes a distinction between ontological and 
epistemological constructionism. In the former, the research 
object is not solely language, but also organizations, techni-
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cal artefacts, economic and ecological structure. In contrast, 
epistemological constructionism and discourse analytic stud-
ies usually avoid going beyond language, argumentation and 
rhetoric. 

Sanna Talja, Kimmo Tuominen and Reijo Savolain-
en has in an article accepted for publication in 2004 distin-
guished between constructivism, collectivism and construc-
tionism. 

Constructivism and constructionism are hence some-
times distinguished, but not always in any one consistent way. 
I will use constructivism with the implicit idea that knowl-
edge can only be understood through construction process-
es. There is thus not any knowledge ‘out there’ that can be 

Metatheory CONSTRUCTIVISM      COLLECTIVISM      CONSTRUCTIONISM 
Origin of Individual   Individual      Knowledge is social in      Production of knowledge 
knowledge creation of   creation of       origin; the individual      in ongoing conversations;
 knowledge    knowledge      lives in a world that is       knowledge and identities 
 structures   structures      physically, socially and     are constructed in 
 and mental   and mental      subjectively      discourses that categorise 
 models    models;      constructed; mutual      the world and bring 
 through           influenced      constitution of the      phenomenon into sight 
 experience      by history      individual´s knowledge 
 and                 and social      structures and the socio-
 observation   relationships   cultural environment 

Philosophical
influences
               Kelly Piaget   Bruner        Bruner (later work)      Bakhtin 
                                            (early work)     Vygotsky         Foucault 
                                                                                          Garfinkel
                                                                                                              Gergen 
                                                                                                            Wittgenstein (later work) 
                Volosinov

Figure 12. Major features, infl uences and representatives of cognitive con-
structivism, collectivism and constructionism (slightly revised)
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put into a head or context without construction. For an indi-
vidual this means that when you hear, sense, feel, observe, 
see, understand, learn or realize something you construct 
your knowledge through reconstructions in your mind. So-
cial constructivists thus tell stories, make interpretations and 
constantly reconstruct. 

Consequently, epistemologically I believe that I can un-
derstand, create, share, preserve, accumulate knowledge and 
learn only through constructions and reconstructions in my 
mind. How I construct and shape meaning depends on ex-
perience, intelligence, analytical skills, prior understanding, 
experience, social interaction, context, culture, situation etc. 
I therefore believe knowledge to be a construction. Episte-
mologically knowledge cannot be obtained, created, shared, 
preserved, accumulated or understood without a construction 
or as Schutz and Luckmann put it: 

“In the natural attitude, I only become aware of the defi cient tone of my 
stock of knowledge if a novel experience does not fi t into what has up until 
now been taken as a taken-for-granted valid reference scheme” (Schutz 
and Luckmann 1974:8)

 
No matter how independent or individual a research 

process is, it is also always a co-construction in the sense that 
it belongs to a certain social community of practice in which 
certain ways of producing facts apply, certain ways of talk-
ing and producing knowledge are approved of etc. A study is 
therefore not conducted in a vacuum or as Kristensson Uggla 
puts it:

‘It would be naïve to deny that observations are theory dependent, that 
interpretations can form and decide the results of experiments etc’. (Kris-
tensson Uggla 2002:233). 
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Mir & Watson (2000) argue that constructivism occu-
pies a methodological space characterised by ontological re-
alism and epistemological relativism. 

Schools of thought are divided within social construc-
tivism. A lot of the arguments put forward and differences 
expressed are about issues related to ontology, i.e. what does/
does not exist and about what does/does not exist independ-
ently of knowledge. Among constructivists there are both re-
alists and idealists (Czarniawska 2005). A good example of 
realist ontology is new pragmatism, i.e. that things do exist 
without people knowing of them. Idealists, on the other hand, 
argue that if it is not possible to prove that something ex-
ists independently of human knowledge one can assume that 
knowledge and reality are one and the same. 

The only assumption that Barbara Czarniawska (2005) 
accepts is that reality is constantly being constructed and it 
is not worth looking for its essence. This means that it is not 
important to establish the traits that an organization has, but 
rather search for why an organization is what it is, i.e. how 
it has been constructed of those who organise it and by those 
who observe it. According to Bruno Latour (1998) research-
ers should look for the performative, not demonstrative, defi -
nitions of organizations. 

In this study I look mainly for the performative one. 
Performative defi nitions as stated in Czarniawska (2005) 

According to Kristensson Uggla (2002:352) there are 
two versions of constructivism. One that sees constructions 
as consequences of human action, created and shaped by hu-
mans. The other that takes a structural perspective on reality, 
and views reality as something that is constructed by anony-
mous, self-regulating systems. Thus to answer the question 
whether hermeneutics is constructivism or not, it is important 
to distinguish whether we talk about active constructivism or 
about a deterministic version of constructivism. 
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In this study I take a position closer to an active form of 
constructivism. I thus take a moderate, relativistic position. 
The ontological assumptions of the two methods applied in 
this study are slightly different, in the fi rst perspective the 
text is presumed to be refl ecting the world rather than con-
structing it, which is the understanding of the second attempt 
of analysis. I thus position myself and this study closer to rel-
ativism, subjective epistemology and constructivism than to 
pure realism, objective ontology or positivism. I claim there-
fore to be a moderate relativist-subjectivist-constructivist. In 
hermeneutics, it is important for the researcher to position 
herself. It is important as it is presumed that one own´s po-
sition affects handling and analysing of data, which it does, 
also in this study.  

Epistemologically, a subjectivist aims at revealing her 
thoughts and mind map to the reader whereas an objectiv-
ist aims at shutting herself out of the study. Ontologically, it 
comes down to whether I wish to look behind the text into 
reality or if I consider the text to be reality, i.e. do I wish to 
1) fi nd out what the text is about or 2) how the text is produc-
ing reality? This study aims at doing both, roughly divided in 
two chapters.

This study thus takes an active, moderate constructivist 
interpretative view (Denzin & Lincoln 1994; Guba and Lin-
coln 1994a) seeking to understand and interpret through de-
scription, sensemaking and analysis. 

I apply a constructivist paradigm, relativist ontology 
(multiple realities), and a naturalistic set of methodological 
procedures (Denzin and Lincoln 2004) in which emphasis 
and interest is put on constructions, practice, context, situa-
tion and interaction or as Sauquet puts it. 

‘The situated learning perspective attempts to describe the learning proc-
esses interwoven with practice in context. From this standpoint we gain 
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a better understanding of the relationship between learning and identity 
building and the role communities play in it. We also are better equipped 
to understand the importance of people. More importantly, the perspective 
helps us to undertake a more  critical reading on learning coming close 
to the question formulated by Shotter in terms of knowing as the possibil-
ity ingrained in identity (1993) or in more Vygotskian terms, underscor-
ing the importance of others in constructing our identity and knowledge’ 
(Sauquet 2004:382).

                    ONTOLOGY/EPISTEMOLOGY

REALISM           RELATIVISM

OBJECTIVE            SUBJECTIVE

POSITIVISM                    CONSTRUCTIVISM

                  QUANTITATIVE/QUALITATIV
Figure 13. Positioning myself and this study
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4.3 Theory guided content analysis 
              
The analysis conducted in this chapter is a descriptive 

attempt of analysis where what is said is looked upon as facts, 
as refl ections of truth and as reality, where theory guides data 
and in which data is analysed ‘through’ theory. I look for what 
is said here in a descriptive sense, more than how and why 
what is said is said. The respondents’ answers are examined 
here from the point of view of content and meaning. Partici-
pants’ accounts, or verbal expressions, are thus treated as de-
scriptions of actual processes, behaviour, or mental events. 
The attempt is consequently to refl ect the ‘truth’, not to see 
how the “truth” is constructed, i.e. what constructions lie be-
hind ‘facts’. The name for the analytical method as applied 
here can be labelled theory-guided content analysis (see e.g. 
Tuomi & Sarajärvi 2004). 

Content analysis is often used in quantitative research 
to analyse quantitative data. The theory-guided content anal-
ysis method is furthermore often viewed as being positivis-
tic or rationally objective. The method, as applied here, is 
used on qualitative data in qualitative research as I do not test 
any hypothesis, conduct deductions or measure data, count 
categories or statements. The purpose of this analysis in this 
chapter is hence not to conduct positivist research. The aim is 
not to reach any objective reality, since such a reality cannot 
be captured according to my understanding. The aim for con-
tent analysis, as applied here in chapter four is consequently, 
to gain a description of the phenomenon studied in a tight and 
general mode (Tuomi & Sarajärvi (2004:105). 
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4.3.1 Organizational and situational context
 
With social context I refer to the group of people that in-

fl uence individual work and learning within the organization. 
In this study, the respondents’ workplaces are understood to 
be the contextual setting, i.e. their work-related Community 
of Practice (CoP). Practice and social context within respec-
tive CoPs are argued to be infl uential as to the respondents’ 
perception of LLL. 

“Here it is a way of doing things. We did not talk about lifelong learning with 
that name, but it was built in the culture. It is understood that in such a profes-
sion you cannot be successful without continuous learning”. Respondent 1

The anthropologists Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger 
(1991) use the term ‘practice’ when they discuss how actions 
are situated in their socio-cultural contexts. The basic argu-
ment given by Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger is thus that 
communities of practice are everywhere and that we are gen-
erally involved in a number of them. 

In this study the respondents’ action, refl ection and prac-
tice are primarily understood in relation to the respondents’ 
context of practice, i.e. their refl ections on interaction and ac-
tion at work. Numerous other CoPs that the respondents may 
or may not be involved in are not studied here. However, it 
is noted and perceived that other and former CoPs may also 
infl uence and construct the respondents’ present view on LLL 
in addition to the larger organizational fi eld.

“For me the concept is familiar. I have a background in  managing com-
plementary education, i.e. in educating adults. For me lifelong learning 
is familiar”. Respondent 1  
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From a situated point of view, people learn as they par-
ticipate and become intimately involved with a community or 
as Jacobson (1996) puts it:  

“learning is situation in interactions among peripheral participants and full 
participants in a community of meaning. These interactions take place in the 
context of practice and the process of gaining mastery” (Jacobson 1996:23). 

4.3.2 Context 1 and context 2
 
The private law fi rm is a successful establishment in eve-

ry sense of the word. Success is effectively produced through 
symbols such as location, dress code, artefacts, tables, chairs, 
carpets, drawings, curtains, vases, magazines etc. The entire 
interior is tasteful and elegant. The people and the customers at 
the establishment look good; i.e. they are well and expensively 
dressed, they wear business suits, nice jewellery, elegant hair 
cuts, designer shoes etc. – which is all very appropriate and in 
line with a successful law fi rm and a modern business. 

When I visited one of the law establishments I was sit-
ting in the reception area for about 20 minutes before the 
scheduled interviews. I enjoyed the sofa, the sea view, read-
ing the law fi rms staff magazines and observing some people, 
mostly lawyers. 

The meeting room where I sat and discussed fi rst with 
the manager (respondent 1) and later with a partner (respond-
ent 2) was vast, tasteful, solid and comfortable. The coffee 
was served out of a modern steel coffee set. 

This is how the law fi rm was described in the award re-
port (Best Workplaces in the EU 2003 and Special Awards) 

“One of the oldest and largest law fi rms in Finland, it evidences its com-
mitment to staff education by the fact that its annual learning budget 
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amounts to seven percent of total salaries. In addition, the fi rm makes a 
point of offering training and development for everyone, including law 
courses for assistants. All employees – there are 186 – have their own 
personal development plan, reviewed twice a year. What it comes down to 
then is that the largest groups of employees, assistant attorneys, spend an 
average of 150 hours a year in training.  The largest non-legal group, staff 
assistants, spend an hour a week in courses on law. Tutoring and men-
toring programmes, ‘coaching’ and job rotation supplement this learn-
ing programme. The fi rm also offers language training, either in-house 
or outside. One employee said: ‘in this workplace I am able to build my 
know-how to the greatest possible extent in Finland”.

The law fi rm acts in the areas of mergers & acquisitions, 
technology, fi nance & capital markets and dispute resolution. 

Respondent 1 has a solid background and expertise pro-
fessionally and educationally in HRD and the fi rm (3 years). 
A common acquaintance acted as a gate opener to him. We 
began the intentional inductive conversation by exchanging a 
few words about our common acquaintance and my research 
project and then started talking about lifelong learning. It was 
a very relaxed, pleasant and a fruitful meeting that lasted a 
couple of hours.

Respondent 1 gave the impression of being profes-
sional, serious, knowledgeable, structured, dynamic and well 

M&A      TECHNOLOGY FINANCE  &       DISPUTE RESOLUTION 

Private M&A      IPR  Capital market transactions      Dispute avoidance & resolution  

Public M&A      ICT (incl.  Banking, financing and      Competition law 

Private equity     Media & marketing Financial, credit and      Bankruptcy & company 

Figure 14. Law fi rm areas of expertise 
(source: web page, accessed 19.10.2005)
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spoken. He was prepared and actively involved in the fi rm’s 
success story. He was opinionated and fairly dominant in his 
views and ideas.  He had clear ideas on what to do and where 
to go, why they won and how it was achieved. He looked very 
satisfi ed with the whole process. When I asked if all learning 
is good, encouraged, supported, facilitated etc. in the fi rm, he 
replied NO and explained that competence development had 
to primarily be work related. The law fi rm’s culture, tradi-
tions, praxis and roots were also stressed and highlighted in 
this discussion.

Respondent 2, the lawyer, was much more hesitant in 
his answers. He has a solid background in the fi rm. He has ad-
vanced from a trainee position some ten years ago to a present 
partner position. He has seen the fi rm grow and been part of 
it in every sense of the word. He has grown with the fi rm and 
knows it inside out. However, the topic lifelong learning was 
obviously both odd and awkward for him. He preferred to 
talk about knowledge, tacit knowledge and knowledge trans-
fer. Respondent 2 was, however, both open and willing to 
play this inductive research game with me. 

Respondent 3 has a solid background in the fi rm and 
she too has advanced from a trainee position some 10 years 
ago to a successful partner position. She is refl ective and crit-
ical, open, intelligent and honest. I saw her at another estab-
lishment of the fi rm, an equally elegant and spacious estab-
lishment with the exception that there was no sea view and 
the lawyers had to make their own coffee. 

The Swedish municipal housing organization looked or-
dinary. The staff seemed ordinary, as did their offi ces, shelves, 
clothing and furniture. There was no showing-off, no ele-
gance. I met respondent 4, an enthusiastic elderly gentleman 
who had ideological ideas, burning cheeks and a deep passion 
for learning, at their headquarters in Sweden. He had very well 
articulated ideas on human values, learning, environmental is-
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sues, innovations related to learning, creativity etc. We met in 
one of the housing organization’s dull rooms, on a cold and 
rainy autumn day. He did not have any formal education, but 
had learned through, with and in practice, i.e., a true practi-
tioner who learned as he lived and live as he learned. He had 
more than ten years of experience of the organization. 

“I do not have any, how to say it, formal education. It has been an inter-
est and an engagement. 
I have learned the same way we develop education at our company”. Re-
spondent 4

This is how the housing organization is described in the 
report from Brussels (Best Workplaces in the EU 2003 and 
Special Awards)

“A municipal housing agency with 113 employees in the town of Botkyr-
ka, south of Stockholm, it has demonstrated that it’s possible for a gov-
ernment-owned entity to put in place a strong programme of competency 
training for its staff. Between the years 1997-99, some 10 000 education 
days were provided. Every employee now has an individual development 
plan. The authority has a budget calling  for € 7,250 to be spent on edu-
cation each year for every single on of the 113 employees. Competency 
development has become, in effect, the agency’s most important invest-
ment. In the year 2000, the agency broadened its programme by unveiling 
its ‘training for company development’. The idea here is to link training 
to the development of the whole company. Among the trainees are house 
managers who know the tenants and what their needs and desires are. The 
agency’s goal is to transform these positions from ‘handyman,’ repairing 
what was broken, to ‘managers’ responsible for service”. 

It is Sweden’s 14th biggest public housing organization 
with 11,668 apartments. The housing organization owns up 
to 40 % of the community’s apartments. 27,000 people live 
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in the community’s apartments, which is 36 % of the popu-
lation of the community. Their turnover in SEK 679 million 
(source: web page, accessed 19.10.2005)

The public housing organization restructured the whole 
organization due to an economic crisis in 1997.  

A group of former handymen were systematically edu-
cated into managers. They participated in a thorough three 
year ‘formal’ three step educational programme including 
20-30 days of courses in study technique, economy, admin-
istration, planning, rental law, customer service, information 
technology, communication skills, environmental issues, di-
versity, technique (electrical skills and ventilation), business 
management and psychology.

4.4 Method and analysis
 
During data analysis the researcher takes a close look 

at the data she gathers and tries to make sense of it. In quali-
tative studies, this means spending a lot of time with your 
data. In the early stages of data analysis, the importance lies 
within sense making and organizing. It is helpful to remem-
ber that the purpose of data analysis is about creating mean-
ing or making sense (Chenail & Maione 1997), i.e. forming 
concepts, themes and or categories in order to understand. 
The need for making sense is unique and occurs repeatedly 
as people are creative and strive at clothing the world with 
meaning (Bender 1998). 

It seems to me that in this study not only data and theory 
intertwine in the search for making sense, but also the anal-
ysis of data was interrelated with the process involving the 
making of sense and interpretation. The analysis can there-
fore be described as a simultaneous dialectic process interre-
lating theory with data. 
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Making sense through theory-guided content analysis 
(not to be confused with theory based content analysis) is sim-
ilar to making sense through data generated content analysis. 
In data generated content analysis the concepts evolved from 
data whereas in theory-guided content analysis the theoretical 
concepts are already known (Tuomi, Sarajärvi 2004:116).

The aim in the fi rst phase of analysis in the forthcom-
ing text is to depict, explain, create meaning and make sense 
of data (primarily interviews) through theory-guided content 
analysis applied on qualitative data. The theoretical concepts 
that evolved out of theory (see chapter one) are used here in 
a fi rst and preliminary attempt to organize and structure data. 
The attempt is not to count, prove, test, count or control data, 
simply to organize and to make sense of primary data. The 
matrix is used as a structuring device, as an instrument that 
aids in organizing, ‘cleaning’ up, refl ecting upon and discuss-
ing both content and meaning, i.e. in relating data to theory 
and theory to data. After having interviewed I transcribed all 
interviews. I wrote each interview down, word by word. I 
listened to the tape many times. I transcribed and then read 
the text over and over again. I became sensitive to my data.  I 
came to grow quite attached to it and felt that ‘it was talking 
to me’. I became one with it.

In the fi rst phase of analysis I structure and categorize 
primary data on three levels, individual, group and organiza-
tional, with the help of the theoretical concepts that evolved 
out of  LLL/OL/LO theory and as interpreted and explained 
in chapter one and depicted (again) below.
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Formal  Informal   Non-formal

Purposeful, intentional Non purposeful  Purposeful, intentional 
Structured  Non-structured  Structured 
Certificate  No certificate        No certificate 
Learning about that Incidental, accidental    Often related to
and about what Learning how to be,         hobby, activity or interest
  how to act, implicit learning                     involvement in politics
  influenced by social context/    trade union, church, 
                                      situation, culture and intuition      courses and home
                                      It is shaped by practice             Non-purposeful, non- 
                                      in a workplace context              intentional, non-structured

Adaptive (low intense)         Pro-active (medium)       Generative (high) 

adapting to new situations            cognitively induced                     enhance creativeness, be open
reacting to the environment           planned organizational change    to question  underlying orders 
adapting to survive           intentional                              assumptions, policies, structures
reacting to new           purposeful              re-creating ourselves
environmental conditions,           active                                  learning how to learn  
to change & to new situations        providing facilities,                 reflecting on action and practices
technology                                              
opportunities

Figure 15. The complemented model
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4.4.1 Individual formal learning

Formal learning is structured, intentional and leads to a 
certifi cate. At the law fi rm the self-evident requirement for an 
acting lawyer is a law degree. The education of acting law-
yers, however, does not stop with a Masters degree from a 
law school. This is implicitly recognized and stated 

“in a profession like this you cannot be successful without continuous 
learning”. Respondent 1 

Learning (continuous education) at the law fi rm is thus 
valued, imperative and facilitated, supported, encouraged and 
induced. Employees, lawyers, are encouraged to take addition-
al degrees partly even supported and sponsored by the fi rm.

 
“We do try to support those who take courses at open university. We also 
partly sponsor lawyers who wish to take a Master of Law exam abroad 
and study in another country for one year”. Respondent 1

If the lawyers spend time abroad achieving a degree, 
they are bound by a contract, but which and who benefi ts 
from the experience? 

“I will never need the Master in Laws degree that the fi rm party sponsored, 
but when I am with foreign clients they see from my CV that this fellow under-
stands what we are talking about and where I come from”. Respondent 3

The benefi t of a second qualifi cation may, however, be 
indirect or implicit as expressed here by Respondent 3. Fur-
thermore foreign clients may value and recognise it. It may 
be a fruitful way to understand another community of prac-
tice, their culture, way of being, thinking and acting, an effec-
tive instrument for foreign clients. 
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The opportunity and degree is thus appreciated and rec-
ognised both by the fi rm and the lawyer. However, when the 
law fi rm invests time and resources, they expect something in 
return. The employee gains, but is expected to give in return, 
to perform better, take on more roles and more responsibility. 
The many diversifi ed roles that come along and are part of 
being a successful lawyer is stressed and highlighted.

“We have this one lawyer who is a good example of a student who enters the 
fi rm as a trainee, who stays on and learns, takes on more responsibility and 
in a few years time spends an year abroad, returns to us and develops, takes 
the position of a top-lawyer, but also takes on other roles. She now has both 
the customer relation and client recruitment role in addition to her lawyer 
role. She understands that the position involves many roles”. Respondent 1

4.4.2 Group and organizational formal learning

A group of former handymen were systematically edu-
cated into managers at the municipal Swedish housing or-
ganization during a thorough 3-year three step educational 
programme in the 1990s. The education had more features 
of formal than informal or non-formal work place learning 
even though it took place at the housing organization and was 
tailor made to fi t the housing organization’s specifi c purpos-
es. It was a systematic, structured, purposeful, comprehen-
sively and actively planned extensive formal educational pro-
gramme that led to certifi cations suited to fi t a specifi c job 
description at the housing organization.

The whole organization was restructured and their sta-
tus got a boost through the educational programme.  

“Our managers are attractive on the working market with the education 
and experience they have”. Respondent 4. 
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The housing organization thus succeeded in introduc-
ing and carrying through formal education at the workplace. 
It involved employees, i.e. former handymen who were moti-
vated to learn the skills and tasks of a house manager with the 
idea and purpose of becoming one. The housing organization 
thus combined individual, group and organizational learning 
including formal, non-formal and informal elements of learn-
ing, in an organizational context. It was an implicit attempt of 
deformalization, i.e. of bridging the gap between formal, in-
formal and non-formal learning in addition to, here, between 
individual, group and organizational learning. The formal ed-
ucation involved learning what and learning that. The infor-
mal part involved learning ‘how to be’ and learning ‘how to 
act’ as a house manager. The non-formal part of the education 
occurred during their spare time. The education was formal 
as it was subject related and content oriented, structured, in-
tentional and led to a certifi cate. 

The informal learning was more related to learning how 
to do and how to act in a specifi c ‘new’ community of prac-
tice, i.e. in the context of house managers. The model of situ-
ated learning proposed by Lave and Wenger in 1991 suggests 
that learning always involves a process of engagement in a 
‘community of practice’. Learning involves participation in a 
community of practice, in our cases involvement, interaction 
and participation at work or as Lave and Wenger put it:

“A  community of practice involves much more than the technical knowl-
edge or skill associated with undertaking some task. Members are in-
volved in a set of relationships over time” (Lave and Wenger 1991:98).

 
The non-formal learning was related to activity and in-

terest in addition to practice. They learned both individually 
and in groups, during working hours and during their spare 
time, i.e. both at work and at home.  Their learning had an 
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impact on the whole organization. The participants learned 
through the social domain, i.e. from relating problems with 
practice and learning related to and in a specifi c context. 

4.4.3 Individual informal learning

Informal learning may be implicit, unintentional, un-
conscious and non purposeful. The law fi rm stresses the taken-
for-granted, the traditional, the professional and their work-
culture in addition to the implicit and habitual in their ways of 
learning as part of their organizational every day practices.

“We learn from each other, for example, how a senior handles a negotiat-
ing situation”. Respondent 2.

“We have an open door policy within this company. To give advice and 
share knowledge is a habit with  us”. Respondent 1

To learn from and with the premises, the context and 
from being involved is stressed at the law fi rm. Knowledge 
seems to be both context-specifi c interrelated with practice or 
as Alfons Sauquet points out:

“Learning processes are dependent on contexts, be they hallways (Dix-
on 1997) or enablers (von Krogh et al., 2000). They are predicated on 
conversations among individuals. When thinking of learning, or creating 
knowledge, verbal exchanges are crucial vehicles for sharing experienc-
es, ideas, or previous knowledge” (Sauquet 2004:382).

 
Knowledge and learning can thus be said to be contex-

tual and can occur even at a subconscious level. It is about 
learning through socialization and about learning through 
practice, through listening and participation. 
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Informal learning involves learning to be and ‘learn-
ing how to be with’, i.e. learning how to interact in practice, 
in a certain domain, social context, profession and situation, 
in a specifi c community of practice, together with others.The 
habitual is also expressed here, implying that it is part of the 
law fi rm tradition, culture and praxis to share knowledge in 
this specifi c community of practice. It is a way of acting and 
being. Knowledge sharing can, however, occur in any situa-
tion, during a coffee break, in the corridor, during lunch etc. 
Learning at the law fi rm, hence, is not always purposeful. It 
can happen incidentally or accidentally, i.e. simply by being 
around and through being involved.

 “Here it is a way of doing things. We did not talk about lifelong learn-
ing with that name, but it was built in the culture. It is understood that in 
such a profession you cannot be successful without continuous learning”. 
Respondent 1

The tutor and introduction programmes involve a proc-
ess in which experienced lawyers at the fi rm guide and aid 
newcomers to the community of practice, i.e. to the fi rm’s 
way of being, doing and acting. It is perceived important at 
the law fi rm to know how to be and how to act at the law fi rm. 
It is perceived equally important to know and be introduced 
to who is who and to who knows what and that. The tutor pro-
gramme is particularly designed to help newcomers adapt to 
the law fi rm community of practice.

Informal learning at the Swedish municipal housing or-
ganization is also about how to be and how to act in a specifi c 
community of practice:

“We wish with this introduction to give a good start in the company to the 
newcomer through establishing a network at an early stage of employ-
ment. The introduction is individual in collaboration with our own per-
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sonnel and consists of: social care and guiding (mentoring), introduction 
in the company culture (meeting with the CEO), get to know the company 
(business plan, annual report, organisation etc.), introduction to the work 
role (routines, ways of doing), introduction in the computer system and 
local knowledge (tour in the company and municipality)”. Housing or-
ganization brochure for 2000-2002

Informal learning occurs in an inter-relation with prac-
tice. However, the word practice, among law professionals is 
ambiguous as Donald Schön notes:

 
“When we speak of a lawyer’s practice, we mean the kinds of things he 
does, the kind of clients he has, the range of cases he is called upon to 
handle. When we speak of someone practising the piano, however, we 
meant the repetitive or experimental activity by which he tries to increase 
his profi ciency on the instrument. In the fi rst sense ‘practice’ refers to 
performance in a range of professional situations. In the second, it re-
fers to preparation for performance. A professional practitioner is a spe-
cialist who encounters certain types of situations again and again. This 
is suggested by the way in which professionals use the word ‘case’ – or 
project, account, commission, or deal, depending on the profession. All 
such terms denote the units which make up a practice and they denote 
types of family-resembling examples” (Schön 1983:60)
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4.4.4 Group informal learning
 
As the law fi rm has grew, different forms of learning 

facilities enabling learning were structured and systematized 
over the years, in order to support learning in every phase of 
change and growth. Among others, a tutor-programme was 
developed. The idea of the tutor-programme is to involve the 
newcomer with the expert in order for the newcomer to be-
come acquainted with the law fi rm traditions and cases, prac-
tices and habits, culture and people.  

According to Lave and Wenger (1991) everybody can 
learn in such processes, not only the newcomer, but also the 
expert. Learning, according to Lave and Wenger, is a social 
process in which exchanging experiences and refl ecting on 
learning, at best, makes everybody a learner, not only the 
learner. The tutor-programme can hence be viewed as a mu-
tual activity, a process involving the expert and the learner, a 
process in which both are involved and both learn. 

Even if the law fi rm tutor programme is both systema-
tized and structured, it is also casual. It varies among the tu-
tors and tutees. They themselves create it, both the process 
and its content, the form and its value. 

“Some go to lunch almost every day during the fi rst weeks. Some meet 
once a week and some do not meet after the fi rst weeks. It varies very 
much”. Respondent 1

Consequently, group informal learning can be support-
ed, facilitated and encouraged, but the aim is to keep it casual. 
It is structured, but the purpose is not to over-control contex-
tual learning. The casual, friendly, open and interactive as-
pects in learning are hence recognized at the law fi rm. 

The law fi rm way of working, i.e. to organise work 
and problem solving through team-work involving cases, is 
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an excellent example of informal group learning where most 
of the learning comes from being involved, implicitly and 
existentially.   

”we work in teams and the tutee is part of it whereby the work comes back 
to the team and our everyday work”. Respondent 2

  
It is here recognized that learning occurs through in-

volvement and participation as in legitimate peripheral par-
ticipation. When learning takes place in a social context, 
learning is considered a process acquiring an identity within 
a specifi c community of practice. Thus, learning a trade or a 
task not only involves acquiring certain given knowledge, but 
also involves the dynamics of participation in a group.  These 
dynamics of participation, which these authors conceptualise 
as ‘legitimate peripheral participation’, is what enables the in-
dividual to simultaneously acquire knowledge and a place in 
the community. In this sense, learning, according to Lave and 
Wegner (1991) is less a matter of content than a matter of be-
ing. It is a process by which the individual learns how to per-
form – as a professional – and uses the language and performs 
the tasks defi ned by his or her particular professional group. 

Lave and Wenger coined the concept of communities 
of practice in 1991. Originally is was used in the understand-
ing of situated learning processes in organisations, but has 
also become quite infl uential in participating design a way of 
understanding relations between different groups of users in 
a specifi c context (1998). According to Eric Lesser and John 
Storck (2001), a community of practice provides members 
with a sense of identity – both the individual sense and in a 
contextual sense, how the individuals relates to the commu-
nity as a whole. 



153

4.4.5 Organizational informal learning

In the law fi rm case, the systematization of competence 
development and education takes a very structured, purpose-
ful, active and intentional form. The aim, however, is all the 
same to also recognize the contextual and situational in learn-
ing. Furthermore, the law fi rm strives at creating an atmos-
phere that stimulates, induces and encourages learning be-
tween and among everybody 

“It was one of the criteria that we were certifi ed, that it involved the whole 
staff. It was important”. Respondent 1

Also the celebrative dimension aims at involving and 
integrating everybody, to strengthen company identity and 
pride, to enhance a spirit of belonging and socialization. It 
can be viewed as an important dimension of organizational 
informal learning here exemplifi ed through the Swedish mu-
nicipal housing organization case:

“When you are nominated you should hit the big drum to gain publicity 
and create awareness. That is what we did. We made a big party. We in-
vited all tenants and gained plenty of publicity. We celebrated outdoors 
with music, balloons and a grand cake. Here (in the Congratulations to 
all of us brochure) is Sofi a, our CEO standing and cutting the cake”. Re-
spondent 4

At the law fi rm the event was also celebrated, however 
their celebration took on a more distinguished form suitable 
for their community of practice:

“We did celebrate the event. We had a champagne party for the whole 
staff at the same time as the award ceremony took place in Brussels”. 
Respondent 1
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The company identity, sense of integration, belonging, 
meaning and pride can hence also be built through cultural 
artefacts as the law fi rm case exemplifi es:

“The vase is in the reception area. We have this fi ne engraved ceramics 
vase that we brought with us from Brussels to remind us”. Respondent 1

or as Clifford Geertz recognizes: “meanings can only 
be stored in symbols” (Geertz 1973:127). 

It is thus clear how symbol and meaning interact. Mean-
ing is hence embedded in the symbol. Vice versa, the symbol 
is embedded and always has to involve some form of meaning 
to be meaningful. Also rituals, myths, language and art Geertz 
(1973) argues can be perceived as symbols. Here, both the 
celebrations and the vase are perceived to be symbols creat-
ing meaning for the staff in the context of the award, the prize 
and of lifelong learning in an organizational context.

Photo 3. The award: The European Commission archives (2003)
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“The prize – I see it as a positive signal for what we have done. Our think-
ing has been rewarded so we know we will keep going in the same direc-
tion”. Respondent 2

or as the President of the law fi rm puts it:

“The acknowledgement that 
our educational and develop-
ment activities have received 
is important to us because 
our personnel’s professional 
knowledge and continuous 
development are key factors´ 
for a knowledge-intense fi rm’s 
competitiveness”. CEO/Law 
fi rm magazine 1/2003 

4.4.6 Individual non-formal learning

Human beings learn throughout their lives and in al-
most all situations –at home, in their leisure activities and at 
work. We start learning even before birth, and we continue 
until senility. Some of the learning is incidental and largely 
subconscious, but a large amount of learning is planned and 
purposive (Tough 1971). This is what is meant by the notion 
of lifelong learning according to Tough. What is new, is the 
notion that also learning from hobbies and/or activities, not 
specifi cally related to work and/or the work-place can be im-
portant and perceived as (lifelong) learning.  

Non-formal learning is structured, non-structured, in-
tentional, non-intentional, purposeful and non-purposeful. It 
does not lead to a certifi cate. It is often related to hobbies, ac-
tivities and interests. The basic claim and underlying assump-
tion of non-formal learning is a rationale, that all kinds of 
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learning, also ones related to hobbies and spare time are good 
for humans, not only specifi c, work and topic related, subject-
oriented learning involving learning that or learning about.

The law fi rm is interested in supporting and facilitating, 
even sponsoring non-formal learning to some extent, but ba-
sically they prefer learning to be work related.

“We do agree in the development discussions what courses and educa-
tion is appropriate. We do emphasis both work and competence. We do 
not support all hobbies – it has to be work-related. There are people who 
would like to know more, but it is only useful and appropriate for us to 
support learning only up to a certain limit. We have to think hard what to 
prioritize as ‘WE DO WORK HERE”. Respondent 1

It is interesting to note how the organizational policies 
differ in this respect between the two organizations studied 
here. The housing organization have adopted an almost re-
verse policy:

 “one of the things we refused in the past was supporting driving lessons 
which probably would have been accepted today as it involves personal 
development processes with higher self esteem as a result”. Respondent 4

When the law fi rm stresses the need for learning having 
to be work-related, the housing organization states the op-
posite. Almost anything that supports personal development 
and human growth is possible at and supported by the hous-
ing organization. 

“of all wishes it is only one co-worker that wanted to have a driver’s li-
cense that we did not approve of…now I think why not? More freedom 
means more effi ciency…”. Respondent 4
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The support, however, means bigger work efforts, more 
pressure and expectations. The housing organization admits 
that when employees are invested in, given freedom and re-
sponsibility, it is a tactical strategy on their part.  A return on 
investment is expected.

“It is perceived generous of the company to invest in me, therefore I try a 
little more. It is unbelievably tactical as is the freedom under responsibil-
ity that we have”. Respondent 4  

4.4.7 Group non-formal learning 

The law fi rm also enhances group belonging and in-
tegration through group non-formal activities that are sup-
ported, structured and available for law fi rm employees. The 
events are related to hobbies, family and interests and are also 
available to family members: 

“in October we have a children’s Saturday with activities in the offi ce 
– food and then circus” Respondent 1

 
 The idea is to enhance social integration. The organi-

zation hence recognizes the importance of relating work-col-
leagues with hobbies, activities, interests, family and peers. 

“During the whole year we have big common happenings – there are sev-
eral, big within group events and among group events and then at least 
once a month they go to a concert, theatre, very different kinds of ….and 
we hope that everyone can fi nd their own. In October we have a children’s 
Saturday where we meet at the workplace and then to circus. We have also 
been skiing”. Respondent 1
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4.4.8 Organizational non-formal learning

An entirely new situation occurs, as the housing organi-
zation points out, when learning and co-working involves a 
group who is unwilling to learn. It could be labelled group 
non-learning, but as there is not such a category explicitly 
known in this study, this situation is categorized under ‘or-
ganizational non-formal learning’ and exemplifi ed here: 

“There still is a group who wish not to take part, be activated, participate 
or be involved. This group slacks behind. Those who were and are uncer-
tain, uninterested – it is up to yourself in the end”. Respondent 4

This corresponds very well with the general under-
standing and view on lifelong learning, i.e. that LLL is an 
individual matter. Everyone is responsible for his/her own 
knowledge, development, skills and competitiveness. The 
organization can make learning possible by enabling, facili-
tating, building structures and supporting activities, but they 
cannot do the learning for the individuals. Not everyone is 
interested, regardless of how fantastic the programmes, op-
portunities, facilities or learning projects are. Not everyone 
wants to become involved and work for the whole, for the de-
velopment of others, the company and/or themselves. Lesser 
and Storck (2001) posit that communities are only respon-
sible to their members and to develop their own processes 
(Lesser and Storck 2001:832).
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4.4.9 Summary

LLL in organizations is understood here to involve 
learning from the context and from situations, through inter-
action and involvement. Meaning is created through symbols 
involving celebrations and artefacts. Meaning is perceived to 
enhance a feeling of belonging and incrementing a sense of 
identity among its CoP members. Talk of lifelong learning in 
organizations is hence heavily infl uenced by practice, situa-
tion and social context. LLL seems, accordingly, to involve 
the art of ‘learning how to be with’ and knowledge sharing. 

Lifelong learning in an organizational context is dy-
namic, interactive and can be viewed upon as a construction. 
It involves not only the individual, but also the group and the 
organizational. LLL is perceived by the actors´ as an activity, 
i.e. closely linked to practice. The recognition of the many 
different aspects and levels of learning imply that LLL is un-
derstood to involve far more than merely schooling leading to 
a certifi cate. LLL in organizations constitute also the induc-
ing, enhancing and stimulating of others to learn, i.e. learning 
from, of and with others. It, consequently, involves creating 
meaning and some shared understanding together. It hence 
involves continuously co-constructed knowledge sharing, en-
hanced and induced through, among other things, practice. 

(Lifelong) learning is perceived to be connected and in-
terdependent with previous knowledge and experiences, in ad-
dition to our lives outside work. It is hence not only related to 
practice and/or learning at work. Learning is interpreted to be 
both social and active, therefore it cannot be viewed as an iso-
lated affair only occurring at work, or only affected by work 
peers, situation and practice. Previous knowledge and formal 
learning in addition to hobbies, family, friends, interest and 
activities (non-formal learning) interrelate and are perceived 
to also have an impact on (lifelong) learning in an organiza-
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tional context. Formal, informal and non-formal learning are 
implied to be interrelated and interconnected in the perception 
and talk about lifelong learning in an organizational context. 

LLL theory to present date has been rather individual, 
adult and complementary education oriented. The EU interest 
in LLL learning is based on the knowledge-based economic 
viewpoint claiming that the adoption of an LLL strategy will 
enhance competitiveness and enable a smooth transition for 
people, organizations and their nations from a modern soci-
ety to a knowledge-based one. A LLL strategy is perceived 
to solve many educational and workforce related issues, it 
is launched to enhance new skills, it is hoped to create in-
novations and competences among fi rms. A LLL strategy is 
aiming at ensuring competitive advantage to European organ-
izations, its people and to nations on a global arena. Institu-
tionally LLL is involved with questions related to personal 
fulfi lment, active citizenship, social integration and demo-
cratic processes, economic interests and the knowledge-based 
society’s requirements for new skills and competences. 

Lifelong learning theories can be said to be concerned 
with theories on informal, formal and non-formal learning. 
These types of learning can be viewed upon as different arenas 
Figure 16. Findings related to formal, informal and non-formal learning

FORMAL                 INFORMAL          NON-FORMAL

INDIVIDUAL             
additional degrees           situations, culture                  non-work related         
access                              praxis to share                       hobbies, activities
entry                                open door, social context       and interests
                                       a habitual way of doing things
                                        tutor programme
GROUP                         
handymen were turned                  being involved,                concert, family day
                                        introduced to the COP        
                                       tutor-programme                 
                                        team-work
ORGANIZATION      
into house managers      celebrations                           not everyone wish 
                                       continuity                              to take part
                                       celebrations                           non learning
                                       artefacts
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for learning. Most LLL theories are based on the understand-
ing that LLL is about individual competence development. 
Situated social learning theory recognizes and implies that in-
formal learning is related to its social context and to situation. 
One learns by being around, through being involved and by 
being part of a community. Our actors´ show, through talk and 
perception of LLL, that (lifelong) learning in organizations 
is heavily infl uenced by its social context, culture, practice, 
action and situations. Meaning for the concept is construct-
ed through e.g. the tutor-programme in which older lawyers 
guide new comers into their community of practice. Learning 
at the law fi rm occurs through participating and through being 
involved in practice and activities related to real cases. 

Meaning is also created here, among other things, 
through symbols involving a vase and celebration. Symbols 
increment a sense of belonging which enhance the creation 
and embrace the formation of a company identity. An identity 
is also co-created here through the supporting of non-formal 
elements in learning, e.g. company gatherings involving the 
individual and the whole, hobbies and family.  Also the non-
formal in addition to formal elements as shown in fi gure 13 
are found to involve learning and knowledge-sharing, i.e. to 
construct meaning, among single actors´, of lifelong learning 
in an organizational context.  

The fi nding at this stage is that meaning and sense of 
lifelong learning in organizations through talk and percep-
tion of individual actors´ is not only constructed through indi-
vidual competence development and plans, but also in group 
and organizational processes involving not only formal edu-
cation, but also informal and non-formal elements of learn-
ing. The lines between the levels and categories are fi ne and 
they often interconnect. 

The next phase of analysis involves the adaptive, pro-
active and generative forms and ways of learning. 
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4.5.1 Individual adaptive learning

The adaptive is a form of learning shaped by the envi-
ronment, by demands and requirements, new technology and/
or new legislation. Firms adapt in order to survive, adapt and 
fi t in. It can be termed as a low intense form of learning.  

The Swedish award winner tried to follow a rigorous 
long-term 3-year individual development scheme, but soon 
realised that it did not work as the world around them con-
tinually and rapidly changes. The adaptive form of learning 
thus requires fl exibility. 

“We had an ambition that all co-workers would have a three year in-
dividual competence development plan, but we have not succeeded to 
follow this. The reason that we have not succeeded is because this type 
of education must be fresh. To keep following a rigorous a plan is not 
working as we are an organization in continuous motion.  We make many 
changes and every change has its specifi c feature that requires new 
skills”. Respondent 4 

The adaptive form of learning is more of a non-active 
survival type of learning, more of a reaction to the environ-
ment. The housing organization emphasizes and stresses the 
importance of fl exibility and freshness in their individual ed-
ucational programmes in order to be able to react adequately 
to change and new requirements. Flexible educational struc-
tures were thus called for instead of rigorous educational 
programmes or development systems. Education must be 
kept fresh, structures must allow fl exibility and plans need 
to be continuously updated and reformed according to indi-
vidual aims and pursuits. Individual adaptive learning is thus 
shaped by, and adapted to change, here expressed through 
the requirement of freshness and fl exibility. Practice is im-
plicitly implied to play a role here. The organization is in 



163

continuous motion because internal changes are adapted to 
external changes to better serve practice and be part of a so-
ciety in transition. 

4.5.2 Group adaptive learning 

At the law fi rm, groups are formed, shaped and adapt-
ed to fi t specifi c client needs. They evolve and develop from 
one case to the next. The formation of groups is sensitive to 
situation and related to experience, expertise and skill as well 
as to requirements and needs. Learning comes from adapt-
ing to client problems and specifi c cases. Learning evolves 
throughout the case, from being involved, from working with 
experienced seniors and demanding clients, from interactive 
meetings and from adapting old knowledge to new problems. 
Learning here is shaped through customer needs and specifi c 
case demands. To create a team for a specifi c project is an ef-
fective way of organizing work with group adaptive learning 
as an outcome.    

“Every team is originally created for a specifi c project – there is one 
partner who is responsible for the case and builds up the team so that it 
involves older and younger assistants  depending on the transaction size, 
time frame, schedule and scope”. Respondent 3

4.5.3 Organizational adaptive learning 

There are forms of learning that are more adaptive, than 
pro-active or generative to their nature. When I spoke to the 
Swedish award winner about lifelong learning it became evi-
dent that they did not use the term lifelong learning at the 
time of the contest. The housing organization did not know 
of the EU special category of LLL upon participation in the 
contest. They do now and they also claim that; 

163



164

“Everybody talks more of lifelong learning now”. Respondent 4 
 
The concept and term has evidently now landed in 

Sweden (2003). Before the award the Finnish law fi rm did 
not advocate lifelong learning at their web page as they did 
after the award: 

“Continuous learning (in Swedish translated at the web page as  livslångt 
lärande=lifelong learning) Continuous learning is seen as a key to the 
success of the fi rm. We expect all members of our staff to have a genu-
ine interest in developing their professional skills. Our lawyers regularly 
participate in internal and external seminars and courses, and we provide 
challenging opportunities for training and further education through var-
ying work assignments. (Law fi rm web page, 07/2005, and 06/2006)

The law fi rm introduced the term and web text after 
the award, in other words, something changed in the proc-
ess due to the award.

As organizational learning is diffi cult to grasp, one 
distinctive or obvious feature for organizational learning can 
be recognised through changed behaviour, changed norms, 
routines, beliefs, values, changed terminology, new ways of 
talking as viewed in this extract and example. Another way 
to view organizational learning is through new insights and 
understanding.  

          One of the earliest contributions to the OL move-
ment was when the individual organization adapted their ac-
tivities and actions accordingly with the environment. The 
fact that the Swedish apartment organization now talks dif-
ferently can be seen as one form of organizational adaptive 
learning. They have thus adapted their talk and web pages 
to fi t the environment. A low intense form of learning has 
occurred.  
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4.5.4 Individual pro-active learning 

Pro-active learning is planned and structured to its form 
and is more conscious and cognitive than adaptive learning. 
It is more than just merely reacting to changes in the environ-
ment. It involves planning and readiness for change to meet 
future challenges and actively plan for development. The rig-
orous 3 year educational programme is a good example of 
medium intense learning. But also, to educate your staff or 
receive groups can be viewed upon as pro-active individu-
al learning as it involves planning, active knowledge sharing 
and learning from preparing as these two responses from the 
two different organizations vividly show:

 “To educate your own staff is always a challenge: even a top specialist 
learns from preparing a lecture. It takes time and is part of the job”. Re-
spondent 1

“To receive groups is an important learning situation and demands differ-
ent types of knowledge, e.g. how to show overhead slides and talk in front 
of a group”. Respondent 4

Naturally these situations must also be viewed as pro-
active group learning involving interactive elements involv-
ing the audience, but in these responses the individual learn-
ing dimension is stressed. 

A top specialist at the law fi rm learns from preparing a 
lecture based on expertise, knowledge, practice and experi-
ence. The expert learns from preparing, but also from and with 
the participants. Senior partners at the law fi rm are responsi-
ble for in-house law training (named the In House Academy). 
Specialized lectures are hence offered to junior lawyers. That 
is an example of a situation where knowledge is shared and 
new knowledge is created. It is a process in which the experts 
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and juniors are involved in together. The expert learns from 
refl ecting on practice, based on real cases.

The housing organization Manager learns from receiv-
ing groups. The house-manager learns through preparation 
when refl ecting on practice, but also through interaction and 
in co-construction with the audience. 

In both cases learning is, at least partly, pro-actively 
and thoroughly planned and involves careful refl ection on 
practice. 

This is an active form of knowledge sharing, as exem-
plifi ed here, learning from, with and of others. It is also said 
to be part of the job at both organizations and it demands dif-
ferent types of knowledge and skills. 

4.5.5 Group pro-active learning

 There are many forms of pro-active group learning 
at the law fi rm of which the tutor programme is the one that 
is recognized and acknowledged, spoken of and perceived 
important the most. The tutor-programme takes a very ac-
tive, planned, systematised and structured form at the law-
fi rm even if its design and form varies among the tutors and 
tutees. The programme was shaped and actively structured 
due to growth and could therefore also be claimed to be an 
adaptive form of learning stimulated by growth more than 
change. However, the pro-active dimension is predominant 
involving features recognized here as informal learning. The 
tutor-programme at he law fi rm is supported. It is also man-
datory, evaluated, monitored, followed up, reported and even 
managed to some extent. 

“Before it was more ad hoc – one self tried to fi gure what could be of in-
terest to a young lawyer, now it has been packaged in a way that the tutor 
and tutee receive support”. Respondent 2
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The programme is packaged and the pair receives sup-
port. It is, however, to a large extent up to the pair how the 
programme is carried out. Practice often partly organises tu-
tor structures at the law fi rm. However, it is an excellent ex-
ample of how knowledge is shared and new knowledge is 
created as the tutee is also part of the work group interacting 
through active and participatory casework. 

The trainee and introduction programmes, as well as 
the In House Academy at the law fi rm are also very struc-
tured, purposeful and planned. They can thus also be labelled 
as pro-active group learning where knowledge is actively 
shared and learning is induced.  Other examples:

“Development groups (partner and senior associates) meet every month 
for four hours. Each session has a theme on which a theoretical lesson is 
held. Most of the time is spent on discussions and real life issues such as: 
Team leadership, Time Management, Coaching and Feedback, Confl ict 
Management, Customer Relationship Management, Self Management 
etc.”. Law fi rm/competition material

In the development groups interactivity is viewed im-
portant as is the homogeneity and level of skills and experi-
ence of the group. The aim of the development group is to be 
on top of things, to be updated and aware of what is going on 
in society. In these groups theory is confronted with practice 
in a process involving refl ection, action, practice and experi-
ence. To learn from each other, of others and with others is 
stressed at the law fi rm. 
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4.5.6. Organizational pro-active learning

The housing organization stresses continuity as part of 
the organizational process in learning;

“We do not intend to lay low even if we slow down a little at times. The work 
continues. It is not a one-off thing”. CEO/housing organization brochure

 
The law fi rm also stressed continuity in addition to the 

integrative dimension of learning, both well-known elements 
from LLL theory and understanding:

‘It is widely understood that one seminar does not bring along the one 
correct way of learning. We have tried to do things widely, systematically 
and long term, involving everybody’. Respondent 1

The two organizations selected for this study met with 
each other during the award ceremony in Brussels in March 
2003. The Swedish housing organization copied some prac-
tices they viewed as excellent from the Finnish law fi rm. This 
can be viewed as an active form of organizational learning;

“The core business is something that everybody in the company should 
know. We copied this idea from the law fi rm and we have now started a 
construction technical education that the whole company staff must par-
ticipate in”. Respondent 4

The law fi rm also offers extensive law education to 
their assistants and secretaries. The fact that they offer law 
training and development, i.e. the core business, to everyone 
was one reason that the law fi rm was awarded. That was in 
fact viewed as crucial as it was perceived that social integra-
tion was effectively put into practice. The law fi rm thus in-
cludes their secretaries and assistants in their core business. 
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The law fi rm was awarded for it and the housing organization 
copied this idea. The housing organization also imitated some 
practices from another company that they came to meet dur-
ing the nomination process.

“It was a small company in Småland that won the ‘Best workplaces in 
Europe’ â  contest. They work very much like us with a strong emphasis 
on self-responsibility, they represent something we very much hold as a 
model and are aiming at”. Respondent 4. 

 
Here we can identify vivid examples of what Garvin 

(1993) explains as learning from other organizations, through 
benchmarking and borrowing or as Sévon (1996) contends 
that not only do Western people and organiszations praise 
their heroes, they imitate them.

Many studies show that organizations prefer uniform 
behaviour (Brunsson 1989; Levitt & March 1988, Meyer & 
Rowan 1977) models rather than creating their own models 
based on experience and problem solving. Many researchers 
(Borgert 1992; DiMaggio & Powell 1983) thus have found 
that organizations follow fashion and imitate other organiza-
tions, just as humans do.  

4.5.7 Individual generative learning 

 Generative learning stresses the creative, the refl exive 
and the deeper form of learning, the kind of learning that may 
have on impact on values, attitudes, underlying norms and as-
sumptions, patterns, structures, and beliefs. This is the most 
deep and intense form of learning. 

 It involves new ways of doing and thinking. It in-
volves refl ecting on why we do as we do, why we act as we 
act, why we think as we think and/or why we are as we are. 
It involves learning how to learn and it enhances creativi-
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ty among employees. According to Peter Senge (1990) real 
learning gets to the heart of what it is to be human. We be-
come able to re-create ourselves. This applies to both indi-
viduals and organizations in his view. Thus, for a learning 
organization it is not enough to survive. According to Senge, 
adaptive learning is important – indeed it is necessary. But, 
for a learning organization, adaptive learning must be joined 
with generative learning, i.e. with learning that enhances our 
capacity to create (Senge 1990).

The housing organization expresses concerns related to 
old learning and unlearning. They are aware that old habitual 
ways of thinking and learning are hindering new, fresh ideas.

 
“It is important to continuously take part in courses and in lectures be-
cause it gives you an energy kick even when the topic is not specifi cally 
related to work. You are released from the work tasks for a while. You may 
learn to think in different paths. This is important for an individual in her 
development. Creativity is a gift of only a few – we are so trapped in cer-
tain paths in thinking”. Respondent 4

This is what (Senge 1990) referred to as mental mod-
els and (Argyris 1996) as skilled incompetence, i.e. mental 
blocks hindering us from learning which implies the need for 
unlearning. It is here identifi ed, exemplifi ed and recognised 
by the municipal Swedish housing organization in Sweden.

However, Vygotsky (1896-1934) implies that learning 
is essentially always new ways of thinking about something, 
but for learning to take place, it must somehow be related to 
old assumptions, knowledge, ways of thinking etc. For new 
learning to occur there must hence be categories or concepts 
through which understanding and meaning can take place. 
New knowledge can, however, challenge current understand-
ing and thus stimulate new ways of thinking. 
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4.5.8 Group generative learning

“To mix people in our internal education from different departments is a 
winning concept. We bring people together and thus create and strength-
en our company identity, a bigger understanding for the whole and we 
learn from one another. It is very valued, to learn from one another and 
take part in other’s experiences”. Respondent 4

“It does not seem to make any difference what sort of education we ar-
range as long as put together the right groups”. Respondent 4

It is interesting how the housing organization celebrates 
the heterogeneous whereas the law fi rm encourages and ac-
tively stimulates learning in more closed groups, i.e. senior 
partners have their own forum for learning, newcomers their 
own, juniors theirs, experts theirs etc. 

Heterogeneity, however, is a winning and valued concept 
at the housing organization. Learning with others and learning 
from and of others’ experiences is both stressed and highlight-
ed. This is where knowledge and experience is actively shared. 
Learning with the ‘right’ people is also explicitly expressed, 
identifi ed and highly recognised. To learn together enhances 
furthermore the understanding of the whole organization. 

The law fi rm emphasises working together, refl ecting 
on practical cases as one of the best forms of learning.

 
“The greatest learning comes from refl ecting upon practical examples”. 
Respondent 1

“At the Academy which is in-house law training we make education less 
formal and more practically oriented”. Respondent 3.

These examples can be viewed as a generative form of 
group learning, as there is the refl exive (generative) attempt 
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involved in relating learning with refl ecting on real, practical 
cases. The practical dimension and the refl exive part is high-
lighted by the law fi rm. It seems that the most genuine form 
of learning among lawyers takes place there and then - when 
refl ecting upon real cases, when refl ecting on practice and 
experience.  

4.5.9 Organizational generative learning

At the law fi rm they are very conscious of inventing 
structures, strategies, routines and practices for the diffusion, 
transfer and support of knowledge preservation and use of 
knowledge. The fi rm also recognises the implicit and tacit 
form of knowing:

“How we get the information out that we have in our heads is a big ques-
tion and how we succeed with this is a future challenge… the idea is that 
when a project is over we evaluate how the model could be developed. We 
also go through the whole case to evaluate the time frame, administra-
tion, legal aspect, control, etc. – what could have been done better – the 
evaluation is thus divided in two phases”. Respondent 2

The outcome of the learning described here often re-
sults in some changes that affect not only the individual or 
the group, but the whole organization. The participants work 
through a case with the help of a model. After and during the 
work process they develop the model to fi t their case. Af-
ter case-work they refl ect upon the model they have based 
their case on. They refl ect on it through their experience and 
through practice. They suggest and agree upon improvements 
and develop the model for future cases. The reformed model 
is distributed within the fi rm. They also refl ect upon particu-
lar cases in terms of time and money, learning and handling. 
The law fi rm team refl ects on both practice and action in or-
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der to improve quality, effi ciency, routines and action, in or-
der to preserve, develop and transfer of knowledge. 

They, however, also express the idea that there is a 
lot of knowing-in-action and knowing-in-practice involved, 
i.e. knowing that is diffi cult to express or formulate. Knowl-
edge is hence sometimes diffi cult to make transferable or 
explicit. In these refl ective learning processes knowledge 
is not only preserved and developed, but new knowledge is 
also shared and created.  

4.6 Findings

The LO is viewed upon as an organization that ena-
bles, facilitates, stimulates, enhances, induces, supports and 
encourages learning from, with and of others. The organiza-
tion supports and enhances learning of the individual and the 
individual supports and create knowledge, specifi c and valu-
able for the organization. Single actors´ perception and talk 
of (lifelong) learning is presumed to be related with context. 
Individual actors´ perception and talk on learning is hence 

ADAPTIVE                            PRO-ACTIVE                          GENERATIVE

INDIVIDUAL             
freshness and flexibility        to learn                           to be released from work   
rigorous plans do not work   by careful preparation    tasks
                                              through reflecting on      we are trapped in certain
                                              practice                           ways of thinking 
                                              3-year plan

GROUP                                
teams are created to            tutor, academy                 to mix people
suit a specific project           introduction, trainee       to reflect on practice
                                            
ORGANIZATION                                  
everybody talks of it           copying and imitating      careful thorough 
more now                                                                    documentation
new ways of talking 

Figure 17. Findings related to adaptive, pro-active and generative learning
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perceived to be contextual. The constructivist approach on 
learning imply that we do not learn isolated facts and theo-
ries in some abstract ethereal land of the mind separate from 
the rest of our lives: we learn in relationship to what else we 
know, what we believe, interrelated with our prejudices and 
our fears. On refl ection, it becomes clear that this point is ac-
tually a corollary of the idea that learning is active and social. 
We cannot divorce our learning from our lives (Hein 1991). 

Learning organization theory is concerned with creat-
ing an atmosphere that generates, enhances, transfers, sup-
ports, encourages, facilitates, enables and stimulates learning 
and knowledge transfer. LO theory is interested in that we 
learn in order to create (new) knowledge. It is often related to 
change, survival and to success. It is presented as an impera-
tive in order to challenge future demands, in order to survive 
and in order to be(come) successful. LO is often viewed upon 
as a vision, strategy, goal, framework and/or metaphor. The 
approach is managerial, technical, normative and functional 
whereas LLL theory is more interested in when and where 
individuals learn (learning arenas). The LO, however, is not 
only about individual learning, but involves also the idea of 
creating a system that enhances learning of all at all levels, 
a process in which learning intertwines with transformation. 
Learning is hence linked to change, information and transfor-
mation in an ongoing process. LO theory is basically interest-
ed in enhancing learning on all levels, in developing systems 
that enable and are capable of organizational learning in cir-
cular, continuous processes, intertwining learning with trans-
formation -  implying, according to my interpretation, that 
learning cannot be fully managed, directed or steered only 
supported, stimulated, enhanced, encouraged and enabled. 

Theories and ideas on organizational learning and 
learning organization in addition to lifelong learning theory 
intertwine in this study. All are viewed as dynamic processes. 
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The interpretation and meaning that is created and argued for 
here give the theories a stance beyond the individual. The 
inclusiveness, the whole, the integration, the group and the 
organizational is emphasised, in addition to the notion and 
importance of interaction through refl ecting on practice on 
all levels.  

OL theory is interested in relating the individual with the 
organization and the environment. Moreover, organizational 
learning theory is interested in linking learning to organiza-
tional change and development. Furthermore OL is concerned 
with questions related to how organizational learning affects 
the learning of others. When an organization learns, the in-
dividual, on some level, affects also how other members or 
the organization think, act and learn. OL theory is interested 
in connecting learning with knowledge and with practice, in-
volving processes of refl ection on practice. OL/LO theories 
is understood in this study also through the level of intensity, 
i.e. in relating learning to organizational change.  

An organization does not, according to my understand-
ing thoroughly learn without individuals or without individu-
als refl ecting on practice. The refl ection of practice and the 
notion of social context, the interrelation between the indi-
vidual and the organization, the dimensions and levels here 
presented are perceived and found to be interconnected. LLL, 
as interpreted by single actors´, involving experience and 
practice, in a specifi c CoP, is found to be infl uenced by for-
mal, informal, non-formal, adaptive, pro-active and genera-
tive learning on three levels. 

LLL in organizations is more than merely about in-
dividual competence development. (Lifelong) learning is 
knowledge sharing in continuously co-constructed process-
es involving experience, practice, knowledge sharing, social 
context and it is situation-specifi c and it runs throughout the 
organization.
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4.6.1 Summary

Many content analytical studies are criticised for their 
incompleteness in character. The researcher may have de-
scribed her analysis very specifi cally and carefully, but she 
has not been able to present interesting conclusions, but rath-
er she presents the structured data as if they were conclusions 
(Grönfors 1982).

This occurred here to some extent. I guided my data 
into categories evolving from theory. This was done in order 
to handle data, in order to organize and categorize data, in 
order to make sense and meaning of data. It served as a clas-
sifi er and as a base for further analysis. It helps me to look 
further, to look beyond. In content analysis the meaning and 
content of a text is searched for whereas in the next step of 
analysis focus is more on how content and meaning is con-
structed, in how talk affects meaning. 

According to Rorty (1989) people pull words from 
the vocabularies of society and makes sense using ideology. 
They pull words from the vocabularies of organizations and 
make sense using third-order controls They pull words from 
vocabularies of occupations and professions and make sense 
using paradigms. They pull words from vocabularies of cop-
ing of predecessors and make sense using tradition. And they 
pull words from vocabularies of sequence and experience and 
make sense using narratives. 

But all of these words that matter invariably come up 
short. They impose discrete labels on subject matter that is 
continuous. There is always slippage between words and what 
they refer to. Words approximate the territory; they never map 
it perfectly. That is why sensemaking never stops according 
to Karl Weick (1997:107). This is why making sense never 
reaches a fi nal point. The importance, however, according to 
my understanding is to recognize that meaning is infl uenced 
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and created through the framework we have, the social con-
text we are in, the local culture surrounding us and through 
the situation we fi nd ourselves in. It is affected by the words 
and expressions that we have, by our experiences, by concepts 
and by a world that we can relate to and understand. It is infl u-
enced by our education, profession and through the work that 
we practice and through the people that we work with. Mean-
ing and sense can also be created through whom we know 
and by ideas that we believe in. It is hence also produced by 
the society we live in. Furthermore it is created by the ability 
that we possess and through the understanding that we have 
for the concept in general and by what it means to us, in par-
ticular. Meaning and sense is furthermore and foremost, to my 
understanding, also created through and with the help of other 
people, their words, expressions, meaning, sense and interpre-
tation of the world. Mutual understanding involves body lan-
guage, symbols and all of our senses, not only words.    

The importance of the matrix does not lie in perfection 
nor in the purity or clarity in the theory-generated categories, 
but in the examples, in the discussions it generated and in the 
fi ndings that the discussions around data within the catego-
ries resulted in. The matrix was constructed out of theory in 
terms of categories. The theory-guided content analysis can 
be used on qualitative data in qualitative research to enable 
and enhance discussion, interpretation, content, meaning and 
understanding. It is not deductive or quantitative to its char-
acter. I did not count statements, arguments, words or claims. 
I did not monitor or control theory and/or data. I did not de-
duct, nor did I test hypothesises. I did not present objective 
truths and/or make claims on rationality. The outcome of the 
structure is more a refl ective process, an interpretation of the-
ory through practice, in search for content and meaning, un-
derstanding and interpretation. The idea is that every state-
ment and response is important and creates meaning.  
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A critique against this analytical method is that it steers 
and leads data to fi t certain theory generated categories. Data 
is more or less forced into these categories. The categories, 
however, helped me to grasp data. The process also helped 
me to get to know my data. It also helped me to relate theory 
with data and vice versa. In addition it helped me to structure 
my thoughts on the subject. 

Lifelong learning in an organizational context, through 
single actors´ perception and talk, interpreted by me, is thus 
found to be and consist, at three levels, of among other things: 

F O R M A L   LEARNING 
-A law degree is a pre-condition for working as an act-

ing lawyer at the law fi rm. Law education is further support-
ed through the in-house academy, through intensive trainee-
programs, through the systematized tutor-programme and 
through offering law education also to secretaries and assist-
ants. Further education is supported. Basically all work-re-
lated formal education is supported at the law fi rm. 

 -The housing organization produced their house man-
ager education programme. Handymen were turned into 
House Managers. 

I N F O R M A L   LEARNING 
-Learning how to be and how to act as well as ‘learning 

how to be with’ is acknowledged and recognized, enhanced, 
stimulated, structured and systematized at the law fi rm. The 
law fi rm way of working in teams, their open door, knowl-
edge-sharing culture enhances and induces informal learn-
ing as does the trainee-, tutor-, and introduction-programmes 
in addition to the in-house law-education. The knowing and 
skill involving ‘learning how to be with’ is, in fact, essential 
and most crucial in order to act and perform as a full member 
of the organization, in order to be able to practice law.
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 -The housing organization recognises, stimulates and 
values learning how to be in their Community of Practice. 
Furthermore, at the housing organization they learn from 
each other and from others, on all levels. They imitate and 
they copy. The housing organization recognizes the value of 
celebrations, continuity, happenings and symbols. 

 
N O N - F O R M A L   LEARNING

-The housing organization supports, recognizes and en-
courages also non work-related activities, hobbies and inter-
ests involving the idea that freedom conveys responsibility.  

 
-The law fi rm does not support non work-related edu-

cation, but they sometimes organize family activities with the 
specifi c aim to interconnect family with work and work with 
family and hobbies.

A D A P T I V E   LEARNING
-At the housing organization they have e.g. adapt-

ed their talk to fi t the environment. They have furthermore 
adapted their structure to meet future challenges e.g. through 
turning former handymen into House Managers. 

 
-At the law fi rm they adapt groups to fi t client needs and 

they have adapted and structured e.g. the tutor programme 
due to growth.  

 
-They adapt their talk and text due to the award

P R O - A C T I V E   L E A R N I N G 
-The law fi rm induces active knowledge sharing through 

structured systematized processes and programmes. Learn-
ing, however, also occurs through careful preparation.
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-The housing organization learns through well designed 
educational programmes. Further education is stimulated in 
mixed groups.   

G E N E R A T I V E   L E A R N I N G 
-At the law fi rm learning occurs at all levels through re-

fl ective processes related to cases and client needs.
 
-The housing organization enhance non work related 

activities and education in order to generate new ideas.

Law fi rm
At the law fi rm lifelong learning is continuous and re-

lated to competence development very strongly. (Lifelong) 
learning is encouraged and enhanced, stimulated, support-
ed, sponsored and induced at the fi rm and it involves learn-
ing that is work-related, i.e. learning that is perceived use-
ful and benefi cial for the fi rm. Lifelong learning is called 
continuous learning in English whereas in Swedish the term 
‘livslångt lärande’ (=lifelong learning) is applied. Text in-
volving continuous learning were introduced after the 
award.  The law fi rm thus adapted their talk to fi t the award 
and the institution.

It is, however, mostly through talk with the help of 
practice and team-work that lifelong learning is spoken of 
by the actors´. It is through practical work with clients and 
with colleagues, in groups and in refl ective processes involv-
ing refl ection on cases. The most generative form of learning 
appears to occur when refl ecting on cases, i.e. on practice. 
It is practice on how to improve and develop models, how 
to share new knowledge and how to share improved mod-
els with others that makes sense in relation to the concept 
at the law fi rm. How to preserve ‘old’ knowledge and how 
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to transfer and make knowing that is tacit and implicit to 
its character, so called knowing-in-practice, explicit, expres-
sive and available to all, seems to create meaning at the law 
fi rm? It is in knowledge sharing practices that knowledge 
is best shared, enhanced and induced. Learning, however, 
is also actively shared and induced through systematized 
programmes, i.e. through learning about the Community of 
Practice and learning through careful preparation, individu-
ally and in interaction with others. To share knowledge is de-
veloped through systematized in house structures. Learning 
is perceived and expected to be more than merely individual 
competence development. It is not accepted to merely think 
about your own learning, career and development. At the law 
fi rm the employees have to actively share their knowing and 
knowledge, both through structured programmes, but also 
informally as members of the community. Knowledge is 
shared within the fi rm, among the lawyers, among legal as-
sistants together with secretaries. It is every lawyer’s respon-
sibility to share and develop knowledge within the fi rm. It is 
part of every lawyers job description. It is enhanced through 
roles and through responsibility. It is implicitly embedded in 
the law fi rm’s culture and atmosphere. It is part of the pro-
fession and their praxis. Learning at the law fi rm is said to 
be integrated to involve everybody. At the law fi rm, in-house 
training with, from and of others within the fi rm is highly 
valued and hardly any outside expertise is used in their ed-
ucational programmes. They learn from each other, of and 
with each other. The law fi rm community is strong. At the 
law fi rm they share and create their own knowledge in co-
constructed in-house refl ective processes that pre-supposes 
the art of ‘knowing how to be with’. 
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Housing organization 
Perception of (lifelong) learning at the housing organi-

zation is developed through self-responsibility. That is talked 
of and perceived important by the single actor involving the 
housing organization in this study. 

Copying and recognising, benchmarking and imitating 
good practices is furthermore an explicit and accepted way 
of developing company practices and strategies at the hous-
ing organization. Lifelong learning is perceived to be con-
tinuous and also other than strictly work-related learning is 
strongly supported, encouraged and enhanced at the housing 
organization. Non-work related topics and subjects outside 
the work domain are argued to be good for generative learn-
ing, inspiration, motivation and individual development. It is 
hence stimulated and important to be open to new approaches 
in doing and thinking. They therefore enhance curiosity and 
an open mind for their employees on all levels. 

However, the housing organization admits that ex-
tensive learning possibilities, resources invested and facili-
ties made available are based on a tactical strategy on their 
part, as is freedom under responsibility. They invest and give 
freedom to their employees. Consequently, they expect more 
work and more responsibility in return. 

The housing organization values learning from others. They 
use a lot of outside expertise and they say that it does not matter 
what sort of education they arrange as long as they put together 
the right groups as learning from others’ experiences is valued 
and perceived important both in-house and out-house.  LLL at the 
housing organization is more than merely about individual com-
petence development. It is sharing knowledge through the expe-
rience and practises of others. The society around is recognized. 
It is about learning from and of others and learning with others 
within the organizations, but it is also about learning from others, 
i.e. about copying and imitating others outside the organization.  
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4.7 Themes

Some themes started to evolve during the structuration 
process, out of data. They came out of data or as Silverman 
(1993:9) puts it: content analysis in qualitative research is “to 
understand the participants categories”. This was achieved in 
the end, through theory-guided content analysis. In the fol-
lowing I will briefl y go through the themes and thoughts that 
evolved out of data. I present and interpret some new data 
here, in order to offer a more comprehensive picture and in 
an attempt to refl ect data better, more comprehensively and 
more truthfully. This attempt shows that ‘reading data’ is in-
deed, a matter of interpretation. The intention hence, is to in-
terpret data from different angles to make interpretation and 
its importance explicit. 

4.7.1 Segregation

The law fi rm indicated that it was growth more than 
change or adaptation to the environment that led to the struc-
turing and systematization of some of the learning programmes 
(e.g. the trainee, introduction and tutor programme), but that 
the basis for the programmes was found in the culture and 
thus easily implemented and enforced in the organization. 

However, not all employees were uncritically happy 
about the extra workload that the systematization, support 
and evaluation generated;

‘Everything was less bureaucratic in 1997 when there were only 20 lawyers 
than now when we have over 100. The structuration involves dull things 
such as planning and evaluation, the bureaucracy increases’ Respondent 3.

It can thus be stated that learning also generated bu-
reaucracy at the law fi rm.
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Another interesting feature of the law business was the 
perception in relation to career; 

‘it is part of the law business that you enter the business at a young age; 
you mature, develop, make a career, grow in your career and go on’…Re-
spondent 1.

Implicitly it is thus said that young newcomers are pre-
ferred, that the law fi rm prefers to hire staff at a young age. 
Young newcomers are expected to learn about the law fi rm 
traditions, culture, habits and practices. They are expected to 
grow and develop with and within the fi rm. Young arrivals 
are, consequently, shaped by the fi rm. Seen from this per-
spective the law fi rm can be said to represent a rather closed 
organization despite statements of the opposite. Structurally 
supported learning at the law fi rm can be stated to be not only 
bureaucratic, but also hierarchical and segregated; i.e. assist-
ants and secretaries have their own education (legal training 
from assistants/secretaries), partners their own lunches and 
development groups, associates their own In House Acade-
my etc. There is thus a rather strict hierarchy embedded in 
terms of knowledge sharing and learning, despite statements 
on open door policies, open atmosphere and on the everyday 
in knowledge sharing. Consequently the structurally support-
ed HRD view does not enhance or fully support the open, the 
heterogeneous, the integrated and the social if you look at the 
law fi rm structures and practices from this angle. 

Knowledge sharing can thus be said to be an institu-
tionalized practice at the law fi rm, but also to some extent, a 
hierarchical, non-integrated, segregated and bureaucratic ac-
tivity. Learning is not only structured and enhanced, but also 
steered to some extent through tunnels of hierarchy, close-
ness and separation. 
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‘I do not think our organization is hierarchical, compared to any other 
law fi rm, we do not have hierarchy. If we compare ourselves to an ad 
agency or IT-fi rm we probably do. So it depends who you compare us 
with’. Respondent 1 

4.7.2 Personal and individual

The underlying assumption at the law fi rm is that con-
tinuous lifelong learning is a necessity dictated by the pro-
fession. It is an understanding that in order to be successful, 
lawyers have to continuously develop themselves. It is relat-
ed directly to the profession and to the culture of working in 
a competitive law fi rm where lawyers strive to become part-
ners. To become a top-lawyer you have to continuously de-
velop yourself. It is thus implied that it is your responsibility 
as a lawyer, i.e. each and everyone´s responsibility, not solely 
the fi rm’s.

The underlying assumption at the housing organiza-
tion is that learning is always personal, but that learning of-
ten takes place in a group or in an organizational context or 
situation. It can thus be labelled individual, but also social, 
interactive or as group learning. Individual personal learning 
is stimulated and supported, generated and activated by the 
situation and the group to support and enable personal growth 
whereas at the law fi rm individual personal learning is also 
stimulated, generated, activated and supported not only by 
other people, but also by the profession, context, practice, sit-
uation and tradition. 

Lifelong learning is thus about individual personal 
learning. The insight is based on the assumption that the or-
ganization can only do so much. The rest is up to you, to each 
and everyone, to oneself. Lifelong learning is thus viewed 
upon as a personal exercise that occurs in a social context. 
(Lifelong) learning can be supported, enhanced, developed 
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and structured through different educational options, possi-
bilities, development discussions, programmes and incen-
tives. By the end of the day, however, personal development 
is up to oneself. This was vividly exemplifi ed by those staff 
members at the housing organization who did not wish to par-
ticipate or be activated.

4.7.3 Practice is created through talk

The fact that the municipal Swedish apartment organi-
zation now talks differently can be seen as one form of organ-
izational adaptive learning. They now (2003) talk about life-
long learning. They did not used to talk about it, but claim that 
one reason for them to now be using the term has to do with 
the environment, with the fact that everybody else in Sweden 
now talks more about lifelong learning. They are thus adapt-
ing their talk in accordance with the environment. Reality is 
constructed in accordance with and in a larger context. They 
do what everybody else seems to be doing. They are open to 
the outside infl uences. Talk produces practice. 

The housing organization copy and benchmark best 
practices from others. They learn from others’ experienc-
es both outside and inside the housing organization. What, 
however, seems to work for a private Finnish law fi rm may 
not work in a Swedish municipal housing organization.                                                                      
Practices need to be locally adapted.  Knowledge and prac-
tices often are diffi cult to transfer as knowledge and practices 
seem to be dependent on and embedded in social context, sit-
uation, culture and local people. Talk and best practices, may 
hence be transferred, but are translated in the process and of-
ten take a local shape in a new context.  

The interactive dimension is never questioned at the 
law fi rm. It is part of the job to work in teams with cases and 
clients. Working at the law fi rm unquestionably involves the 



187

art and skill of ‘learning how to be’ and ‘learning how to be 
with’. Even if the law fi rm seems to thrust their own prac-
tices, habits, traditions, routines, structures, expertise and 
profession to a large extent, they do, however, in the devel-
opment groups, discuss and ponder upon the infl uences, con-
sequences, trends, talk and politics that occur in society. 

To learn from the right people plays an important role 
at the law fi rm. Learning is constructed and knowledge is 
shared, new knowledge is produced through being with the 
‘right person’ in the ‘right situation’ at the ‘right time’. The 
introductory programmes involve learning about who knows 
what and who knows that, who is who and who talks what. 
People in action, who work and interact in a specifi c domain, 
who work with and refl ect on specifi c practical cases with oth-
ers through talk involving refl ection, hence build and shape 
the practices at the law fi rm. 

             
‘The greatest learning comes from refl ecting upon practical examples’. 
Respondent 1

‘At HS Academy which is in-house law training we make education less 
formal and more practically oriented’. Respondent 3.

 The law fi rm refl ects upon both practice and action 
to improve quality, effi ciency, routines and action. However, 
they also express the idea that at their fi rm there is a lot of 
knowing-in-action and knowing-in-practice that is diffi cult to 
express or formulate, in other words knowledge that is diffi -
cult to render transferable or explicit.

To learn from the premises, the context and from being 
involved is precisely what informal individual learning seems 
to be about, whether it is individual, group or organizational 
learning and whether it is conscious or subconscious. It is 
thus about learning through socialisation and talk, about who 
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is who and who knows what, through practice and through 
refl ecting on practice. It is about learning to be, learning how 
to act in a certain domain, how to talk within the communi-
ty, context, profession and situation. It seems to involve con-
text- and situation-related learning endorsed within a specifi c 
community of practice involving talk that produces practice.

4.7.4 Self-responsibility

‘A good company development is built upon responsibility. I am con-
vinced that there are two things that make people develop; one has to do 
with education and competence development – the other is about self re-
sponsibility. To give people responsibility. To thrust makes people grow. 
And to support this thrust and responsibility. It is not enough to just give 
tasks and responsibility. Support, help, structures and openness must be 
part of this strategy’. Respondent 4

 
The key words consist of responsibility and thrust. The 

Swedish organization was very open and confi dent regard-
ing this approach. Nevertheless, they state that it is a tacti-
cal strategy on their part, not merely a structure developed to 
support the individual.

‘It is considered generous of the company that they wish to invest in me 
therefore I try more. This is as tactical as it can be. As is this enormous 
freedom under responsibility that we have’. Respondent 4. 

It is strongly suggested that freedom, self-responsibil-
ity and thrust benefi t the company as well as the individual. 
Freedom, self-responsibility and thrust often generate feel-
ings of importance, generosity and power. The individual 
may feel the support, the thrust and the belief through the 
time and money invested in her. She may, however, also feel 
the stress that comes with the burden related to responsibil-
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ity. The employer always expects more of an employee when 
time and money has been invested in him/her. This circle can 
be a good one - an engine for true generative individual learn-
ing and/or company development. However, it can also be a 
vicious circle, one in which the employer or the employee 
constantly exploit the other.   

At the law fi rm, education works partly and mostly as 
an incentive. For instance, promising lawyers are offered the 
opportunity to spend a year abroad, partly sponsored by the 
fi rm, to pursue e.g. a Master in Law exam in the United States 
of America. This is a strong incentive that top lawyers see as 
being worth achieving and aiming for. Competition is embed-
ded and present in such incentives. From the organization’s 
point of view the benefi t of such extensive and costly educa-
tion is not as explicit and/or direct, though loyalty, a long last-
ing bond, a strong sense of pride and thrust will be the hoped 
for outcome of such an investment. Furthermore, when a fi rm 
invests heavily in something, they do expect return on invest-
ment. The employee at the law fi rm receives, but is expected 
to perform better and work harder, take on more roles and 
more responsibility. 

Where the law fi rm stresses that learning has to be 
work-related, the housing organization states quite the oppo-
site. Almost anything that supports personal development is 
supported. However, as previously stated, there may be a vi-
cious circle hidden and implemented in such an attitude and 
openness. Support and investment appears to mean better 
work efforts, more work, more roles, responsibility and ex-
pectations. As the housing organization admits, when the fi rm 
invests in employees, giving them freedom and responsibil-
ity, it is a tactical strategy on their part and a return on invest-
ment is expected. What comes around goes around. 
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4.7.5 Identity & pride
To create an atmosphere that stimulates and encourages 

learning is an active attempt to stimulate and encourage so-
cial integration. 

‘It was one of the criteria that we were certifi ed, that it involved the whole 
staff. It was important’. Respondent 1

 
Celebrations also aim at involving and integrating eve-

rybody, strengthening company identity and pride, enhanc-
ing a spirit of belonging and socialisation. This is an impor-
tant dimension of organizational informal learning. Company 
identity and pride can be built not only through talk and cel-
ebrations, but also through cultural artefacts. 

According to ideas on situated learning (e.g. Brown, 
Collins and Duguid 1989), knowledge does not exist only 
in people, but in the discourse among individuals, in the so-
cial relations that bind people, the physical artefacts they use, 
gain or produce. 
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In order to fully answer the questions on how LLL is 
perceived by local actors´ in two specifi c contexts and to an-
swer who or what affects this process, I need to include the 
institutional and the translation process more explicitly into 
the analysis as I argue that institutional talk and discourses in-
fl uence single actors´ talk and perception on lifelong learning 
in an organizational context.  
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PART FIVE – TALK MEETS THEORY 

I concluded chapter four by stating that the adaptive, 
pro-active and generative categories serve as appropriate cat-
egories and means for studying and structuring data on sin-
gle actors´ perception and talk on (lifelong) learning in or-
ganizations. The categories, however, do intertwine and there 
is some data that does not fi t any of the categories. Out of 
the theory guided categories discussions, thoughts, interpre-
tations and sensemaking, however, evolved. Some may not 
have appeared without the help of these categories and with-
out some levels, intensities and dimensions. Therefore chap-
ter four including pre-analysis followed by a discussion in-
volving themes forms an appropriate base for the upcoming, 
second phase of analysis. 

I detect, however, that not only the categories inter-
twine, but also the methods to some extent. I start off with 
theory-guided content analysis in qualitative research on 
qualitative data where informant responses were fi tted in cer-
tain categories to fi t theory. The structuring element for the 
categories was theory. I conclude the analysis and chapter by 
identifying fi ve themes that make sense and construct mean-
ing of lifelong learning in an organizational context. The 
themes evolved from data, from refl ection, through interpre-
tation and from the fi rst set of analysis. Themes that evolved 
were data based, but evolved through structuring data into 
categories. Themes evolved and ‘spoke’ out of data.  

I  consequently gradually move on to analyse not only 
what is said as facts, i.e. content and meaning, but start incre-
mentally to listen more closely to both text and data, being 
more attentive to how what is said is said. I thus gradually 
moved on to the second phase of my analysis, i.e. to a form 
of analysis that is infl uenced by discourse analysis.

The attempt of this part of analysis is to capture linguis-
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tic expressions, not to view interview answers only as facts 
about how users think or behave. Participants’ expressions are 
consequently not only examined here from the point of view of 
content and meaning, but also from the point of view of their 
implications and effects in constructing different versions of 
reality. The reliability of the answers does not depend on the 
trustworthiness of participants’ answers, since even a speaker 
who lies reveal important values and truths of her (sic) culture. 
All forms of talk and texts represent situated speech which 
provides evidence of the various ways in which a particular 
phenomenon can be approached. Research data does not de-
scribe reality; but provides ‘evidence’ of local practices. 

 As a text, qualitative data always has a structure of its 
own. Data can always be researched as such, as its own re-
ality, regardless of its relation to the outside reality that it is 
presumed to be describing or refl ecting. Texts are thus not 
viewed as descriptions of the object of research; they are the 
object of research. Text extracts are a necessary basis for the 
researcher’s argumentation in the research report, and they 
also provide the linguistic evidence for the researcher’s inter-
pretations (Potter & Wetherell 1987). 

Many qualitative data researchers agree that merely us-
ing a descriptive approach on qualitative data is to undermine 
and under use it. A major part of the richness of language is 
not being used if language is being treated as one only refl ect-
ing reality, i.e. as an inaccurate tool or simply as an inexact 
lens (Alasuutari 1999:113). 

I do not make claims about my data being complete or 
claims that it refl ects a comprehensive truth of the topic. To 
fulfi l such an ideal state I would probably have needed more 
samples, more interviews, more organizations. I would ac-
tively have sought a higher saturation point. Even then I may 
not have been satisfi ed or convinced that my data would have 
refl ected the whole truth of this topic. The idea here is that 
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single statements count and create meaning. The argument for 
using multiple phase analysis is to make explicit how differ-
ent tools and methods give different discussions and conclu-
sions at hand. Moreover, I wish to show that my data is suf-
fi cient for the claims that I make. Furthermore I wish to show 
how data deserves to be seen from more than one angle and 
to show how a somewhat more comprehensive understanding 
of the topic can be achieved through such an attempt. 

I feel that I have been honest and truthful to my data 
and, it is, after all, the researcher’s call to abstract and decide 
what is/is not relevant or interesting in a study. It is the audi-
ence’s call to decide whether or not the study is coherent and 
the arguments consistent. When the law fi rm Manager read 
through my interpretation related to his interview answers his 
comments revolved about his statements about learning at the 
law fi rm having to be work-related. He did not wish this ele-
ment to be stressed as much as he felt that 

“this is normal at any workplace” Respondent 1
                
With the help of Wetherell and Potter (1988) I wish to 

point to contextual issues that I perceive as most important in 
analysing qualitative data. 

   
“the constructivist method of interpretation used in discourse analysis 
problematizes some traditional approaches in qualitative analysis, In-
terview talk is approached with very different expectations from how we 
have learned, as members of culture, to interpret people’s talk in every-
day life. Participants’ accounts, or verbal expressions, are not treated as 
descriptions of actual processes, behaviour, or mental events. Interview 
talk is by nature a culture and collective phenomenon. The meaning of an 
answer is not a straightforward matter of external or internal reference, 
but also depends on the local and broader discursive system in which the 
utterance is embedded (Wetherell & Potter1988:168). 
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5.1 Discourse analysis 

I hence attempt to continue the analytical process by 
looking beyond what was said, beyond content, fact and ob-
vious meaning. I now turn to look at language in an attempt to 
make a more thematic analysis inspired by discourse analy-
sis. I hence look for what terms the informants use and what 
sort of talk they produce. I look more at the context and at 
the social domain in order to understand why they spoke as 
they did. I think about how and why the respondents talk as 
they do. I look for background in order to see and understand 
how discourses were/are shaped. I look for inconsistencies 
within one respondent’s talk and for consistencies with other 
respondents’ talk. I relate respondents’ talk with institutional-
ised talk, i.e. offi cial EU / LLL talk, and I see how competing 
discourses are shaped and inner contradictions are formed as 
part of them. I hope to see how discourses intertwine and how 
the whole topic becomes more insightful, different.

The attempt now is to grasp some of these themes on 
a more profound level in order to obtain a more conclusive 
insight on lifelong learning in an organizational context. The 
starting point for analysis now is data, not theory. The ma-
trix, it can be argued, hindered some data from its richness 
to blossom to its rightful full extent. The tool generated some 
valuable refl ections, but here and now it is data that talks 
and meaning is created from data with some help and insight 
from theory.

The category of Critical realism and Contextual con-
structionism (Parker 1998; Cromby & Nightingale 1999; 
Madill, Jordan & Shirley 2000) contend that there are real 
structures that do exist independently of our experiences. We 
are only able to access, however, the circular relationship be-
tween reality and discourse. Discourses shapes reality, and is 
shaped by it and also by people. 
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According to the dictionary (Uusi sivistyssanakir-
ja 1991) the word ‘discourse’ means discussion. Discourse 
can also be defi ned as a way of talking. The word ‘discourse’ 
originates from the word ‘discoursus’ meaning to run around, 
whereas ‘text’ originates from the word ‘textum’ meaning 
knitted together. The French word ‘discours’ means speech, 
talk, jargon and speak. All discourses have their own aim 
and institution and their own means of categorizing, inter-
preting and forming an entity (Luostarinen and Väliverronen 
1991:53; Pietilä 1986:48) or as Jorgensen Winther and Phil-
lips (2000) put it 

“discourse is a specifi c way of talking about and understanding the world 
(or a part of it)” (Jorgensen Winther, Phillips, 2000:7). 

A discourse may also be considered as 

“a well bounded area of social knowledge”(McHoul & Grace 1993:31). 

Defi ning the term discourse is not an easy task. Lan-
guage, talk, stories and conversations are the essential stuff of 
organizational interaction and discourse is a feature of social 
life in general. The defi nitions are heavily infl uenced by the 
multi-disciplinary roots of discourse analysis, which is both 
a strength and a weakness. The array of sociological, psycho-
logical, anthropological, linguistic, philosophical and literary 
approaches, however, has given discourse analysis both cred-
ibility and status (Grant, Keenoy and Oswick 1998:2). 

The fi eld of discourse analysis can be seen as divided 
in the French one including discourse analysis inspired by 
structuralism and semiotics and in discourse analysis seeking 
inspiration from linguistics. According to Finnish research-
ers, discourse analysis means an approach in which the use of 
language is separated in order to depict ways in which cultur-
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al-social reality is being constructed. Discourse analysis can 
be categorized as a way of analysing qualitative data in which 
text is studied as text. Furthermore discourse analysis can be 
defi ned as detailed social behaviour through which social re-
ality is being produced (Suoranta 1991, Suoranta and Eskola 
1992; Jokinen, Juhila and Suoninen 1999). 

The text and context, however, are always inseparable, 
as Dachler and Hosking suggest (1995:5) Discourse analysis 
thus focuses on talk and texts as social practices, and on the 
resources that are drawn on to enable practices.

There thus appears to be signifi cant diversity of views 
regarding the defi nition of ‘discourse analysis’. One view of 
discourse analysis, stemming from philosopher H.P. Grice, is 
to see discourse analysis as a further development of linguis-
tic or semantic analysis:

 
‘the study of the use of language as it fl ows or unfolds, as opposed to the 
rather atomistic sentence-based focus of stylistics or traditional linguis-
tics’ (Sim 1998: 231). 

Discourse analysis can, however, be claimed to be part 
of the linguistic turn in the societal sciences and the humani-
ties which emphasizes the role of language in the construc-
tion of social reality. Michel Foucault views discourses as 
practices that systematically form the objects of which they 
are speaking. In other words, discourse refers to the process 
in which meanings are produced.

Whilst discourse analysis may not constitute a “stand-
alone” research methodology, it provides a valuable tool by 
which the researcher can analyse the ‘objectivity’ with which 
a given research question is approached, and may also pro-
vide a means for elucidating the manner by which social forc-
es shape individual cognition, and subsequent collective ac-
tions. Within organizational research, particularly that which 
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is concerned with the nature of organizational change, dis-
course analysis may prove to be a fruitful technique for un-
covering the epistemology of the underlying assumptions 
which shape organizational culture and behaviour. 

“Discourse analysis can be used to trace the interconnection between a 
discourse and the social context in which it emerges. By analysing a dis-
course critically alongside the social context, the method (of discourse 
analysis) can take account of agents and groups of agents who take part 
in discourse and trace the relations between discourse and social proc-
esses” (Garnsey and Rees 1996:1042).  

In discourse analysis language users are not viewed as 
informants, but the focus is on how the respondents make 
things explicit through language. For discursive research this 
means that for action and phenomenon it is not purposeful to 
rush into naming reasons, but rather focus on the ways (rou-
tines, habits) through which the actors´ describe phenomenon 
and name reasons for them (Jokinen & Juhila & Suoninen 
1999:18). Language and action is thus not viewed as opposites, 
but both are seen as action that either reinforces or changes 
social reality (Jokinen & Juhila & Suoninen 1999:19). 

The ontology in discourse analysis presumes some lev-
el of constructivism (socially different sort of realities can be 
produced).

In my apprehension and use of discourse analysis, I am 
interested in how discourses are constructed and maintained 
through talk, habit, practice, routines, action, speech, arte-
facts and interaction, in how discourses are contradictory and 
competitive within themselves, in how smaller discourses are 
present in bigger discourses, i.e. in how reality is produced 
differently in different social domains and in how knowledge 
is produced through discourses. I am not particularly looking 
for power relations, problems or repressions in my data. I am 
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basically comparing 1) one respondent’s statements and 2) 
comparing them to other informants’ statements in addition 
to 3) institutional talk and text.

In discourse analysis, interview data is analysed at a 
macro sociological level, as social texts. Discourse analysis is 
an approach which surpasses the dichotomy between subjec-
tive meanings and objective reality, as well as the dichotomy 
between user-centred and system-centred research (see Talja 
1997). It concentrates on the analysis of knowledge forma-
tions, which organize institutional practices and societal real-
ity on a large scale. 

Discourse is social action and interaction, but also a 
way to construct reality, one form of knowledge. Meanings 
are not abstract, but produced in a social, historical, and in-
stitutional context (Lehtonen 1996). What adds to the con-
fusion, however, is that the end results of the construction 
process are also said be discourses. Discourses thus have a 
double character; they construct social reality and are them-
selves constructed (Potter & Wetherell 1987). 

On a more general level, some regard discourse not sim-
ply as a linguistic mechanism, but as a mode of thinking. Such 
an interpretation implies discourse in the social construction 
of reality. The more infl uential approaches to discourse anal-
ysis are those which situate discourse within a social context 
(Fairclough, 1992 a, b and c; van Dijk 1997a). The texts are 
not analysed in relation to how well or how poorly they repre-
sent reality, but to demonstrate the reality that is constructed 
in these texts and to evaluate the consequences of this con-
structed reality (Talja, 1998). However, discourses should not 
be understood only as reports or accounts of organization-
al reality. They have a far more active role; they shape and 
direct organizational behaviour and generate meaning. Tal-
ja (1998:20-21, 33) explains how each discourse builds on a 
few widespread claims. These claims are not necessarily true 
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or untrue, but they are commonly shared. The claims are also 
selective. Two contradictory discourses can exist at the same 
time. Many contradictory discourses can exist simultaneous-
ly in an organization for example. They may compete with 
each other, in other words, fi ght for the status of being the 
best and the most truthful interpretation of social knowledge. 
A discourse has a strong inner logic, but can be contradictory 
and alternative in its relation to other discourses.

Discourses cannot hence be analysed without their con-
text, place and time. Discourses are constructions shaped by 
history and social domain.  

The constructivist method of interpretation used in dis-
course analysis problematises some traditional approaches in 
qualitative analysis. Participants’ accounts, or verbal expres-
sions, are not treated as descriptions of actual processes, be-
haviour, or mental events. Interview talk is by nature a cultural 
and collective phenomenon. The meaning of an answer is not a 
straightforward matter of external or internal reference, but also 
depends on the local and broader discursive system in which 
the utterance is embedded (Wetherell & Potter 1998:169). 

In discourse analysis, the interaction between the inter-
viewer and the interviewee is taken into consideration in the 
analysis, contrary to positivist methods where an attempt is 
made to eliminate the infl uence of the interviewer.  My presence 
and infl uence is hence noticed, called for and legitimized.

My approach to discourse analysis is not one pure, earli-
er defi ned clear methodological approach, but rather my own 
interpretation and construction, understanding and apprehen-
sion. It could also be termed thematic analysis. I construct 
the discourses myself out of the themes that stem, that ‘speak 
to me’ out of the data. I look for homogenising and contro-
versial statements, inner and outer contradictions, inconsist-
encies, harmony and competitive discourses. I listen to data 
and I use my creative tools, i.e. my brain, in the process. I 
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think through and read, hear and listen. I see and detect for-
mations within the themes that evolved out of data. I compare 
one respondent’s statements with themselves. I also compare 
statements with other respondents’ statements as well as with 
institutional discourses on many levels, so as to detect para-
doxes, inconsistencies, contradictions, harmony and/or com-
petitive discourse and in order to detect and identify irregular 
or regular claims and/or assumptions. 

The attempt here is to show how the perception of LLL 
in an organizational context is interrelated with institution 
and the translation process. 

5.1.1 Economic talk 

5.1.1.1 Money talks
Two organizations are awarded for LLL, one as best in 

Europe and the other as best in Sweden. Both organizations 
have been celebrated for having implemented LLL success-
fully in their organizations. The silence, the squirming, the 
use of more appropriate terms for LLL in a business con-
text, such as competence development, knowledge sharing 
and educational strategy reinforce that not only is LLL per-
ceived personal, but also shaped in and by its context through 
practice. When I ask the actors´ about lifelong learning, the 
respondents start talking about themselves, about education 
and about knowledge in business terms. The terminology 
lifelong learning has not yet been launched. It is not actively 
used. Context together with practice produce talk, words and 
sentences. Those words create meaning.  

The concept was unknown, unfamiliar, unclear and/or 
alien at the time of the award. LLL as a terminology or strat-
egy had not yet been implemented or introduced, despite the 
award and despite the nomination. Moreover, LLL is not yet 
an active part of a competitive and professional Nordic busi-
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ness discourse. LLL is not yet a known strategy among fi rms. 
It has not yet been implemented, at least not actively or con-
sciously. It has not yet been operationalized. It lacks practi-
cal implication and implementation. Lifelong learning is thus 
not yet a hot topic in the business world although LLL is a 
hot topic in the EU and an active part of political economi-
cal rhetoric. The meaning and understanding of the concept 
is thus yet too vague to be expressed in fi rm and/or convinc-
ingly through other than terms familiar to the respondents. 
The underlying and implicit understanding that LLL is a per-
sonal process makes it diffi cult to grasp and, to some extent, 
uncomfortable to talk about. 

Economic, also company-related talk is, however, ac-
tively produced by the EU in the context of LLL. Econom-
ic talk is hence an active part of the (post)modern institu-
tional understanding of LLL. To award organizations in the 
special category of LLL is an EU attempt to operationalize 
and launch economic related LLL talk into local practices. 
By benchmarking organizations that the EU identify as suc-
cessful in this fi eld is a way to implement the (post)modern 
understanding of LLL into organizational realities. 

The underlying assumptions for a Nordic business dis-
course involves competitiveness, rationality, benefi t, cost and 
return, i.e. a claim and idea that through objective rationality 
business success is enhanced, cost and labour effectiveness is 
accomplished, return on investment is ensured and competiv-
ity is achieved.               

LLL in these two fi rms is produced through pieces of 
talk on themes that the informants value, know something 
of and view important in relation to LLL. This is how LLL 
is constructed and shaped in these two cases, i.e. through in-
direct and direct talk, through denial, through silence, awk-
wardness and through discomfort to some degree. This is 
how it is produced here at this time. This is how reality is con-
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structed in these organizations. This was established when I 
looked behind the words and the obvious meaning, when I 
started to look deeper into how certain arguments were made 
explicit through talk, but also through silence, awkwardness 
and discomfort, through the domain and discourse. This came 
to me when I started to ponder how they talked about life-
long learning. They did, of course, talk about LLL, but in 
different terms, using their own familiar terms. The business 
discourse may in part be controversial to many smaller and 
larger LLL discourses, but nevertheless LLL in this study is 
shaped in business terms by its context through practice. In 
another context and/or situation it may be spoken of in differ-
ent terms, shaped by another domain, thus strengthening or 
contradicting the offi cial EU / LLL discourse.

Here LLL is produced and strengthens the institution-
al view on LLL as part of the knowledge-based economical 
view and discourse, thus shaping and reinforcing the institu-
tional LLL which was the idea of the award.

Respondent 1 connected LLL also to complementary ed-
ucation to some extent, because of her own professional back-
ground. From a discourse analytical point of view this shapes 
his understanding and underlying assumption. It strengthens 
the idea and his view that LLL is being constructed by and of 
adult education. However, in this study LLL is mainly con-
structed by business terms although respondent 1 refers to an-
other context. This statement confi rms that lifelong learning is 
a construction of many discourses. In this study complemen-
tary education is subordinated the business discourse. 

Respondent 4 explains their success in the special cat-
egory of LLL in terms of competence development and in 
monetary terms. 
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‘There are many reasons as to why we won this category in Sweden. We 
view education or competence development as an important investment. 
We invest plenty of money in it. Those two years when we invested the most 
we had a budget of 60 000 SEK per employee. I had an educational budget 
of 8 million. It is impossible to spend so much money. Respondent 4.

Both competence development and money are active 
constructors of the competitive business discourse. Money is 
also part of the institutional business-related discourse that 
the examples below clearly show. The institutional LLL dis-
course is constructed of business talk using terms such as 
funding, benefi t, cost and return and fi scal incentives.  

“The Commission will evaluate various models of individual funding 
schemes (e.g. ‘individual learning account’) to assess their impact on in-
vestment, participation in learning and on learning outcomes. This evalu-
ation will take full account of the work done by the OECD in this fi eld and 
an evaluation report will be presented by the end of 2000.

“The Commission will propose that research into the benefi ts, costs and 
returns of investing in learning, building on current research, be support-
ed under the 6th Research Framework Programme. 

“The Commission will produce, based on information provided by the 
Member States, an overview of fi scal incentives available for learning fi -
nanced by individuals and companies with a view to the identifi cation and 
adoption of good practice”(COM (2001) 678 fi nal:20)

To talk and provide evidence in terms of monetary val-
ue and functional sums is a very convincing, logical, rational 
and a powerful method to prove excellence and success, on 
both micro and macro level. Money can hence be perceived 
as ‘objective’ as monetary sums are easy to correlate to and 
argue with. Talk about money shapes the business discourse 
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and helps to understand the construction of LLL in an or-
ganizational context. LLL is thus part of the business/com-
petitive discourse, monetary values and talk strengthens this 
view on both levels. Lifelong learning is thus shaped in these 
organizations by the business domain, by business talk and 
through talk about money. The institutional business related 
LLL discourse is shaped by economy, i.e. also by talk about 
money. Talk about benefi t, cost and return are also active-
ly shaping and constructing the institutional business related 
discourse. The EU therefore awarded what they themselves 
are constructing, thus strengthening their own construction. 
Consequently they are awarding what they themselves value 
and perceive important.

5.1.1.2 We compete – therefore we win
The assumption and idea underlying this discourse is 

that competition generates business success. It is a commonly 
mutually accepted understanding and agreement within eco-
nomic theory. 

“The Feira European Council in June 2000 asked the Member States, the 
Council and the Commission, within their areas of competence, to ‘iden-
tify coherent strategies and practical measures with a view to fostering 
lifelong learning for all’. This mandate confi rms lifelong learning as a 
key element of the strategy, devised at Lisbon, to make Europe the most 
competitive and dynamic knowledge-based society in the world” (COM 
(2001) 678 fi nal:3). 

 
This piece of rhetoric is a good example of EU and LLL 

talk. The aim is to achieve something through talk, speech, 
rhetoric and texts. The purpose is for nations within the EU to 
start talking in those terms thus enhancing and strengthening 
EU self-importance, self-esteem, pride and identity, to con-
vince people that it is possible to be number one in a global 
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market. This is an example of the business-related competi-
tive discourse that represents the offi cial EU / LLL discourse 
and constructs the business-related institutional discourse. 
Talk about the most competitive and dynamic stresses the 
competitive dimension of the business discourse, the attempt 
and aim to be number one, the competitive claim and under-
lying assumption, i.e. that if we compete – we can win. 

The idea here is based on an understanding that lifelong 
learning enables and stimulates competition and makes the aim 
possible. This is an example of the business related competi-
tive talk produced through talk and texts created by the EU. 

To always have to be prepared confi rms not only the 
importance and readiness of the law fi rm, the continuous di-
mension of the job, but also the competitive spirit as an impor-
tant part of the law fi rm culture and profession. Implicitly it is 
stated that if you wish to be number one you always have to 
be prepared. It is part of the job and understood to be part of a 
professional, successful lawyer, it defi nes an attorney at law.

“We do not have a written or unwritten dress code, but everyone knows 
that when you have a meeting with a client you dress accordingly. If you 
do not have a client meeting and it is hot, you can wear shorts. But, you do 
have a suit in the wardrobe in case a customer is in the reception area and 
wants to negotiate. You always have to be prepared”. Respondent 1 

Thus, if you wish to be part of the business, you have 
to be constantly prepared. It is part of the spirit to always be 
prepared. To be number one in requires that you play your 
role, which includes wearing the appropriate clothing and be-
ing constantly prepared. 

The housing organization is proud that their managers 
are noticed, that they are wanted on the labour market. This, 
in their mind, strengthens their company identity. It commu-
nicates to the housing organization that they are the best, that 
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their employees are desired on the labour market. The fact 
that their highly skilled extensively invested in Managers can 
be taken away from them is not seen as a potential risk. This 
is viewed as a positive sign, a symbol and a quiet statement 
that they are number one. They are the the most competitive. 
They are at the top. They have produced and educated the 
best house Managers in the industry.

 
“Our landlords are attractive on the working market with the education 
and experience they have”. Respondent 4

“This is our utmost fi nest PR. Let our house managers seek out the mar-
ket, the best is when other companies take our house managers, then our 
status is raised and it means publicity that is invaluable and it has been a 
correct strategy. It was a conscious strategy”. Respondent 4 

The law fi rm exemplifi es the same thing in the following: 

“Our vision is to be the most wanted work place, our HR aim is to be the 
number one choice”. Respondent 1 

To be at the top generates many things. Knowledge and 
increased competence generate self-esteem; good self-esteem 
generates more hours for the company etc. Within the busi-
ness discourse this line of reasoning is generally viewed as a 
positive circle generating benefi ts for everybody. In the pre-
vious however, I also discussed the downsides of such think-
ing. To invest in education and human resources may seem 
generous, but it can also stimulate stress, feelings of exploita-
tion etc. It can thus also be a devious and dangerous circle.  

However, to be at the top and investing heavily in educa-
tion can also mean losing your staff to the competition. Here, 
the housing organization has chosen to view this as a positive 
sign that they are on the right track, they are number one, they 
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have the most wanted personnel etc. They are at the top, they 
are the best and also the most competitive, specifi cally when 
it comes to their most valuable resource, i.e. human resources. 
The law fi rm wishes to be the most attractive fi rm for poten-
tial lawyers and among law students. The law fi rm spoke re-
peatedly about top-lawyers. By using the term ‘top-lawyers’ 
the informants wanted to strengthen and make explicit that 
normal, regular, shabby or inferior lawyers do not work at the 
fi rm. Their lawyers belong to the crème de la crème. They are 
the top-ones. The law fi rm is very aware of their reputation, 
appearance, elegance and importance. One way to produce 
and strengthen this image is through façade and interior deco-
ration, location, address, appearance etc.; another is through 
talk. In talking about top-lawyers and top-specialists, the law 
fi rm produces reality thus reinforcing the importance and im-
age of their fi rm and their lawyers. They strengthen the com-
petitive dimension of the business discourse:

“One of our top lawyer’s duties is to teach our younger lawyers”. Re-
spondent 1

“A top-lawyer understands that it is not enough to be just a top-law-
yer, but he/she also needs to take on other duties such as client-relations, 
training, recruitment, supervision etc. It is also a top lawyer’s duty to edu-
cate younger lawyers”. Respondent 1 

“To educate your own staff is always a challenge: even a top-specialist 
learns from preparing a lecture. It takes time and is part of the job”. Re-
spondent 1

Lifelong learning here is thus shaped by talk familiar 
for a business domain. LLL is constructed through talk about 
being number one. It is shaped through talk about being a top-
lawyer and a top-specialist. It is created through talk about 
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success, about talk about having to be constantly prepared and 
available. On an EU-level ‘top and number one’ speech is re-
inforced through talk about dynamism and competitiveness. 

5.1.1.3 We are the winners
A strong sense of identity and belonging, an open culture 

and a positive working environment are perceived as being es-
sential for motivation and innovation, for coping with stress, 
in fi ghting tiredness and emptiness, for co-operation and team-
work. All of the above are also constitutive elements of a mod-
ern business discourse. To be aware of such values is perceived 
important and part of most organizations’ HR-values. It is one 
of the core elements of HRD, i.e. to make people feel good 
about themselves and others, to enhance motivation to work 
for the company and the business. It is part of the EU / LLL in-
stitutional discourse, not only strengthened through talk on ed-
ucation for all, but also specifi cally through talk about activat-
ing the social in an organizational context. It is labelled social 
integration here, and it is constructed among others, through 
talk about learning organizations. The most important feature 
of social integration is that it is inclusive, not discriminative or 
segregating. The claim is based on the underlying assumption 
that social integration enhances participation and well-being.

“Enterprises should be facilitated to become learning organisations, 
where everyone learns and develops through the work context, for the 
benefi t of themselves, each other and the whole organisation, with such 
efforts being publicised and recognised” (COM (2001) 678 fi na:14l). 

Social integration is one of the political keys of the in-
stitutional lifelong learning discourse. Social inclusion policy 
is vital and has long been part of LLL history and the insti-
tutional discourse with the aim that learning should be inclu-
sive, made available for all and possible for everybody.             
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The EU enhances and encourages companies to follow 
this path of thinking. Both organizations have chosen this 
path, although as described earlier, segregation, hierarchy 
and bureaucracy can be detected at the law fi rm. The segre-
gation, hierarchy and bureaucracy are inconsistent with and 
controversial to the institutional understanding of social inte-
gration. This is interesting since the law fi rm was specifi cally 
awarded for their inclusiveness, i.e. for offering law educa-
tion to all. It is thus, again, a matter of interpretation what is 
or is not inclusive and on the other hand, what appears to be 
may not always be as it appears. The law fi rm offers, encour-
ages, stimulates and enables learning for all, but is also segre-
gating and discriminating education to some extent. 

The conclusion and my understanding is that there is a 
slight inconsistency between the institutional understanding 
of social integration and the one produced and reinforced at 
the law fi rm. There was inconsistency in respondent 1’s talk. 

“We take care about them, they are not just machines that work here and 
bill for us. They are people who have a life outside the offi ce and that oth-
er life has to be recognised in certain phases of life”. Respondent 1

“They cannot participate in all possible courses as WE DO WORK 
HERE”. Respondent 1

 
On the one hand the law fi rm emphasises work very 

strongly. For example in the case of learning and education, 
it is said that is has to be strictly work-related. On the other 
hand, respondent 1 produces an awareness of other than work 
related needs and a life outside the offi ce through inconsistent 
talk. There is thus a slight contradiction in the talk he produc-
es. On the one hand he strongly emphasises work and on the 
other, the social and the understanding for a life outside work 
is stressed. The housing organization is more consistent. 
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“We had not thought about it before we won the special category on lifelong 
learning in Sweden and were nominated among the top four organisations 
on a European level that we teach people for their lives. We are developed 
for life which goes far beyond specifi c work related task.” Respondent 4

 
Another interesting point to note is that respondent 1 at 

the law fi rm talks about ‘employees’ rather than ‘co-workers’, 
whereas the housing organization and respondent 4 tends to 
refer to co-workers instead of personnel, employee or staff 
which is exemplifi ed through this example. 

“We as a group, our co-workers at The Organization, put high demands 
on lectures’. Respondent 4 

 
Respondent 1 thus distances and alienates himself from 

the employees through talk on social integration that he pro-
duces whereas respondent 4 creates a stronger bond between 
himself and the staff. He in fact sees himself as one of them, 
not as one of the others. 

Social integration at the law fi rm is produced through 
offering education and core competence to everybody. It is, 
however, somewhat inconsistent with the institutional under-
standing of social integration as at the law fi rm education is 
segregated, i.e. offered to homogenous groups. True integra-
tion is not celebrated or produced despite the award. Education 
at the law fi rm can thus be perceived as being hierarchical and 
segregated. Learning is also apprehended to be bureaucratic 
including systematized programmes, follow-up systems and 
structured products. The law fi rm produces awareness related 
to a social life through talk of employees not being machines, 
through talk about having to consider that employees have a 
life outside the offi ce, through talk that employees have dif-
ferent phases in their lives. All the same learning and educa-
tion has to be strictly work related. So some degree of segre-
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gation and inconsistency is again produced, not least through 
talk about THEM rather than we. 

5.1.2 Integrative talk

5.1.2.1 ‘We’ is also constructed through pride & identity
Integration and integrative talk assumes that success 

and business activities cannot be accomplished alone. It also 
implies that social is a constructor of wellbeing and a builder 
of company belonging and identity. To be social furthermore, 
fulfi ls primary human needs.   

To strive at becoming a learning organization can help 
organizations in creating a stronger company identity as well 
as enhancing learning from others. It enables top perform-
ance and generates competitive advantage. It stimulates inno-
vation and encourages teamwork. A strong company identity 
is a source of pride and pride is important in creating positive 
outcomes. To be part of it means for the individual and for the 
organization, that you are a winner, not a loser, that you are 
part of the winning team, not a losing one.

To be proud of your own organization is part of social 
integration, here produced in business terms. The law fi rm 
constructs pride through talk on importance, professional 
knowledge and continuous development among others. 

“The acknowledgement that our educational and development activities 
have received is important to us because our personnel’s professional 
knowledge and continuous development are key factors´ for a knowledge 
company’s competivity” (Law fi rm magazine 1/03)

This celebrative “speech” is another example of pride 
construction by the law fi rm with the help of their own law 
fi rm magazine (1/03). Pride speech is legitimized through re-
ferring to important people:
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“A good workplace 
An enterprise’s responsibility towards society is often divided into eco-
nomic, social and environmental responsibility. The primary and most 
important target group for social responsibility is the enterprise’s own 
personnel. 

From the staff point of view the yardsticks applied to social responsibil-
ity consist especially of fairness, maintenance of working capacity, edu-
cation and training and the job satisfaction experienced by the working 
community. 

Well being at work is the result of several factors´, such as the successful 
functioning of the workplace as a social community, a good command of 
one’s work and the performance of both the working environment and the 
individual employee. The employee’s health and social capacities, and 
the values and attitudes of the employee and the working community are 
examples of factors´, which infl uence performance. 

Trust, openness and good management are key factors´ in maintaining 
well being in work. 
Mr Jouko Kuisma, Senior Advisor, Corporate Responsibility, at the Kesko 
Group, is of the opinion that an enterprise’s responsibility towards soci-
ety and its economic performance do not constitute confl icting targets. 
On the contrary, improving economic performance is also part of the aim 
when an enterprise puts responsibility towards society into practice. 

This opinion is undoubtedly correct when taking care of the personnel’s 
well being at work in a responsible manner is concerned. A study carried 
out in the US in 1993 indicates that in the one hundred enterprises with 
the best working atmosphere the return on invested capital was almost 
double that of the enterprises included in the Frank Russel 3000 index. 

Good management and improvement of know-how directly correlate with 
personnel satisfaction and this in turn correlates with customer satisfaction. 
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Taking care of the well being of both the working community and the indi-
vidual employee constitutes an intrinsic value of the XXX  corporate cul-
ture. Regular internal enquiries are used to measure the well being and 
the satisfaction of our working community. 

At the end of last year, we participated in the Finland’s best workplaces in 
2003 study carried out by LTT-Tutkimus Oy. 
The employees at the workplaces taking part in the study participated on 
a voluntary basis and judged their own workplaces using fi ve different 
criteria, credibility, respect, equity, pride and community spirit. 

XXX  ranked fi fth among the best workplaces in Finland and we feel hum-
bly proud of this. We are especially proud that we were elected to repre-
sent Finland in the special Company Awards category “lifelong learn-
ing” in the competition to fi nd Europe’s best workplaces and that XXX  
won the award. 
It is important to us to be acknowledged for our education, training and 
development activities because professional know-how and the continu-
ous development of our personnel are key factors´ which determine the 
competitiveness of an enterprise selling knowledge and expertise. 

Managing Partner”(Law fi rm magazine 1/03)

The housing organization constructs pride through talk 
on self-esteem, by daring to do wrong and through taking ini-
tiative.

“With increased competence comes increased self-esteem. We have today 
a staff that has gained an increased self-esteem, who dare take initiative 
and above all, is not afraid to do wrong. Everyone can feel that the com-
pany is behind us in our work. It is wonderful to see co-workers that are 
not afraid of changes, but stimulate it and are involved in creating it. It 
is a resource that is invaluable in a modern enterprise”.  CEO/Company 
brochure 2003
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It is important, however, to note that social integration 
(identity and pride) as part of LLL is also constructed here in 
business terms. 

“To mix people in our internal education from different departments is a 
winning concept. We bring people together and thus create and strength-
en our company identity, a bigger understanding for the whole company 
and we learn from one another at the same time”. Respondent 4

‘The acknowledgement that our educational- and development activities 
have received is important to us because our personnel’s professional 
knowledge and continuous development are key factors´ for a knowledge 
company’s competivity’ (Law fi rm magazine 1/03)

5.1.2.2 Celebrations
Celebrations are seen as an 

important and crucial part of so-
cial integration in organizations. 
Parties can give a feeling of be-
longing, help people to mix, en-
able the creation of an open en-
vironment and atmosphere, aid 
the construction of a successful 
company image, stimulate and 
strengthen  the idea of ‘we to-
gether are number one’, ‘we are 
the one’, ‘we have fun and we al-
ways win’ atmosphere.

This picture of the CEO at 
the municipal Swedish housing 
organization is from their cel-
ebrative brochure “Congratula-
tions to all of us” produced after 
the nomination.

Photo 5. CEO: Housing 
organization publication
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“When you are nominated you should hit the big drum to gain publicity 
and create awareness. That is what we did. We made a big party. We in-
vited all tenants and gained plenty of publicity. We celebrated outdoors 
with music, balloons and a grand cake”. Respondent 4

5.1.2.3 Artefacts
Artefacts often serve as important signals and symbols 

of success that are put there to actively shape company iden-
tity and pride, competitiveness, winning, celebration, integra-
tion, belonging and success.

“The vase is in the reception area. We have this fi ne engraved ceramics 
vase that we brought with us from Brussels to remind us”. Respondent 1

“The prize – I see it as a positive signal for what we have done. Our think-
ing has been rewarded so we know we will keep going in the same direc-
tion”. Respondent 2                        

I thus conclude that lifelong learning is constructed 
through business talk. It is shaped by the domain, context and 
practice. It is constructed of business terms in an organiza-
tional context. It is strengthened through talk about money, 
of being number one and of being at the top. It is constructed 
through talk about being prepared, about continuous devel-
opment and of social integration. It is shaped through talk 
about pride, identity, celebrations, parties and artefacts, but 
foremost it is shaped through the underlying assumption that 
LLL in an organizational context is about you and about your 
own story.
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5.1.3 Personal talk

5.1.3.1 Lifelong learning is about your own story
The squirming, the silence, the uncomfortable appear-

ance and insecure looks indicate that the informants view 
LLL as inappropriate for a business domain. They perceive of 
LLL as a personal matter, maybe too personal for a business 
discourse. LLL is produced in an organizational context by 
business terms. Lifelong learning from an individual’s point 
of view is seen as being a personal process.

The respondents in this study feel comfortable when 
expressing themselves through a business discourse or by 
talking about their own learning and development stories. 
All but one of the informants construct their understanding of 
LLL as a personal process. Respondent 1 takes an organiza-
tional point of view, as does the President of the law fi rm (in 
the personnel magazine). 

This is a typical example of how the informants re-
sponded when we talked about lifelong learning in an organ-
izational context. They took the individual perspective and 
told me about their own personal development process. 

“I started to work with the company in December 1994. I was employed 
as responsible for the environment for the whole company. Then I worked 
with it for only a year and then I complemented environmental work with 
helping out on the educational side Then I was made responsible for the 
whole educational side and have been doing that since. I was also an ad-
ministrator for two years, but I still helped out and was responsible for 
the environment, as well as involved in education. What I have done at the 
company involves environment and education. Previously I have worked 
with environment and education, mostly, in different situations. I have for 
example, been environmental representative and a abf  representative. 
XXX is an educational association so one can say that the environment 
and education has followed me”. Respondent 4
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Respondent 4’s insightful statement on every human’s 
need supports his underlying understanding of lifelong learn-
ing being a personal process.

“The awareness of the concept I hope will not disappear and I do not 
think it will, as historically we have spoken of education for children and 
youth. We have also talked about adult education, but that has been for 
adults without education whereas I think we have become more aware to-
day that every human has needs. This awareness cannot be taken away. 
We are open for new ideas and new knowledge for as long as we live”. 
Respondent 4.

 
However, discourses are never individual creations, 

how can anyone claim personal to be a discourse, a construc-
tor of LLL in an organizational context? 

It is not the sole discourse of LLL in an organizational 
context, but through talk, silence, awkwardness and through 
personal stories it is evident that it is part of it and an impor-
tant constructor of lifelong learning in an organizational as 
the informants’ construct it. From an organizational point of 
view LLL in an organizational context is not merely shaped 
by the personal and the individual. However, it is part of it, 
also from an organizational point of view.

“I was born in the forties. When you come up to that age you do not have 
the same opportunity to spend three four fi ve years to get a formal educa-
tion”. Respondent 4.

The respondents’ relation of their own lifelong learning 
stories and processes thus imply and strengthen the idea that 
lifelong learning is perceived among the respondents to be 
about each and everyone’s own story and learning-process. 
Furthermore institutional talk and EU texts also support and 
produce this understanding to some extent: 
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“…lifelong learning should comprise all phases and forms of learning 
from pre-school to post-retirement” (COM (2001) 678 fi nal: 9).

 
Respondent 3 spoke almost only about her own train-

ing, career, education, involvement, personal process and in-
dividual development, her tasks and her roles. It was her un-
conscious way of expressing that lifelong learning is about 
individual personal development.

“At one time I refl ected together with the HR manager about my develop-
ment. The options were that I could either experience a year abroad in 
further education or do further training to become a district judge. The 
HR manager stated ‘why don’t you do both? ….Then I had a feeling that 
the world spins too fast”. Respondent 3 

LLL in an organizational context is perceived as indi-
vidual and personal process by three of the four informants 
in this study. 

5.1.3.2 Personal versus individual  
Not all education is supported at the law fi rm. It seemed 

important to make that distinction, to make it clear that the 
fi rm is an important player and actor in a rational professional 
business domain, not a playground. Some may wish to learn 
more about Power Point or take some courses in Spanish, but 
the fi rm only supports it up to a certain limit. 

“everything is not prioritised even if it would be fun to study Spanish, but 
it is not to our benefi t if it is not used in work. The starting point is that we 
do not support all spare time activities – it has to be work related. There 
are those who would like to know more, but it is not necessarily purpose-
ful or benefi cial to us”. Respondent 1
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I concluded earlier that this strong and strict work rela-
tion talk is not consistent with comments that respondent 1 
made related to social integration and learning. On the one 
hand work is emphasised and there does not seem to be room 
for much other than work related learning in the company. All 
education and learning has, at some point, to be benefi cial for 
the company. On the other hand, respondent 1 made state-
ments about employees not being machines etc. implying that 
there in fact is room for more than work related activities in 
the company.

The work-relation is an active constructor of how LLL 
is shaped through talk at the law fi rm. Work related individual 
competence development is supported almost without lim-
it. Lifelong learning at the law fi rm is thus shaped and sup-
ported also through work related individual competence de-
velopment even if they claim that development cannot only 
be about yourself. One constructor of the personal/individual 
discourse is thus individual competence development. Com-
petence development is also part of the business/knowledge-
based discourse. 

The housing organization perceives it to be important 
to be also involved in other activities than specifi c job du-
ties or competence development programmes. Their claim is 
that competence development in other than direct individual 
work related and specifi c work related tasks can generate 
new ideas, energy, self-responsibility and positive outcomes, 
i.e. human growth. This kind of talk strengthens the personal 
human growth dimension within the individual/personal dis-
course. At the housing organization talk constructs human 
personal growth rather than about individual competence 
development.

“It is important to continuously take part in courses, and in lectures be-
cause it gives you an energy kick even when the topic is not specifi cally 
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related to work. You are released from the work tasks for a while. You may 
learn to think in different paths. This is important for an individual in her 
development. Creativity is a gift of only a few – we are so trapped in cer-
tain paths in thinking”. Respondent 4

“To thrust makes people grow. And to support this thrust and responsi-
bility. It is not enough to just give tasks and responsibility. Support, help, 
structures and openness must be part of this strategy”. Respondent 4

The European Commission talks about both individual 
competence development and personal fulfi lment in relation 
to LLL. Both are thus recognised by the EU and through the 
institutional understanding of LLL.

“Overall, consensus can be surmised around the following four broad and 
mutually supporting objectives. Personal fulfi lment, active citizenship, so-
cial inclusion and employability/adaptability” (COM (2001) 678 fi nal:9).

“The social partners, at all levels, are invited to agree that each employee 
should have an individual competence development plan, based on an as-
sessment of his/her individual competences, and in accordance with over-
all competence development plans at the enterprise’ level” (COM (2001) 
678 fi nal:22).

Individual competence development and personal 
growth are thus both active constructors and important ele-
ments of the (post)modern institutional LLL. In this study 
personal human growth is strengthened and valued by the 
housing organization whereas the law fi rm almost only talks 
about individual competence development. However, re-
spondent 2 spoke about human growth in the context of be-
coming a district judge. She never did this, however, because 
she chose to go to America to study for a Master in Law qual-
ifi cation instead.
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“it would have,  from a human growth learning point of view, been a pos-
sibility to gain access to an environment where there is no selection – you 
deal with all  the cases that are at hand”. Respondent 2

Personal human growth has been another of the corner-
stones in the original understanding of lifelong learning that can 
be traced back to universities and to the church. The economic 
business discourse is strong in the (post) modern institutional 
understanding of LLL, constantly struggling to win over other 
weaker discourses, e.g. the personal human growth discourse.

“There were, however, concerns that the employment and labour market 
dimensions of lifelong learning were too dominant within the defi nition. 
Indeed, in relation to specifying the objectives of lifelong learning, re-
sponses tended to echo the Memorandum as well as citing wider aspects 
such as the spiritual and cultural dimensions of learning. Overall, con-
sensus can be surmised around the following four broad and mutually 
supporting objectives: personal fulfi lment, active citizenship, social in-
clusion and employability/adaptability” (COM (2001) 678 fi nal:9)

Personal human growth is not perceived as equal with 
individual competence development. They are competing 
with one another, but can intertwine. Personal human growth 
struggles for room and space, talk and understanding. It is, 
however, considered rather weak in relation to economic/busi-
ness discourses and interests. Individual competence develop-
ment is a legitimate, strong, (post) modern discourse that is 
part of the individual/personal, business and knowledge-based 
economy talk discourse whereas the personal refers to human 
growth and is not perceived as important and benefi cial for the 
economy. Both individual competence development and per-
sonal human growth are active constructors of the personal/
individual discourse together with self-responsibility, i.e. the 
understanding that it is up to you in the end. 
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5.1.3.3 It is up to you
Self responsibility is another discourse that the institu-

tional lifelong learning consists of. Talk about self-responsi-
bility shapes, supports and constructs the personal/individual 
discourse of LLL also in an organizational context. Lifelong 
learning in an organizational context is hence not only construct-
ed of business terms in a business domain through talk on mon-
ey, about competitive advantage, about being at the top, being 
number one, of pride, social integration, artefacts, celebrations, 
self esteem, personal human growth and of individual work-re-
lated competence development. It is also created through strong 
and persuasive talk about self-responsibility, through talk that 
strengthens the idea that it is up to oneself in the end. It is built 
upon the idea and understanding that one basic degree, com-
petence or skill is not enough, that competence and skills must 
be constantly developed and updated, i.e. that by the end of the 
day, we are all responsible for our own development and lives. 

Stressing self-responsibility at various social levels for 
the development of lifelong learning has become a norm and 
way of speaking, supported, awarded and enhanced by the EU. 
It defi nes LLL both theoretically and institutionally as much 
as talk about individual competence development does. 

“The member-states are primarily responsible for their systems of learn-
ing and training. In practice, achievements of these systems depend on the 
investment and commitments of various factors´ from all spheres of social 
and economic life, including social partners, and last but not least, from 
efforts of each individual who is in the last instance responsible to strive 
for his own learning” (Memorandum SEC (2000) 1832 :5).

The housing organization also talks about self-respon-
sibility. To push people forward and invest in education may 
seem generous, but on the other hand it may also be a tactical 
and devious strategy 
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“It is considered generous of the company that they wish to invest in me 
therefore I try more. This is as tactical as it can be. As is this enormous 
freedom under responsibility that we have”. Respondent 4

Self-responsibility can thus also be viewed as a devious 
and exploitative mode of working and talking that is spread-
ing throughout societies at all levels. 

Talk about self-responsibility does not recognise weak-
ness, tiredness, stress, slow learning, learning through mis-
takes, sickness or problems with learning in terms of time, 
capacity, strength, old mental models, elements hindering us 
from learning etc. The self-responsibility talk within the per-
sonal/individual discourse can thus be viewed upon as ex-
ploiting and devious. The implicit claim is to get people to 
take responsibility not only for their own learning, but also 
for their own work, for others, for the company, for society 
and for the economy at large. Talk about active citizenship 
that the EU produces is part of this discourse. 

The housing organization produces two mini discours-
es within the self-responsibility one. Respondent 4 is incon-
sistent in his talk. On the one hand he talks about tactics, 
freedom and responsibility and on the other about thrust, 
support and personal growth. It is thus not only devious and 
exploiting talk about tactics and freedom that shape self-re-
sponsibility, but also talk about thrust, support and personal 
growth. 

“A good company development is built upon responsibility. I am con-
vinced that there are two things that make people develop; one has to do 
with education and competence development – the other is about self-re-
sponsibility. To give people responsibility. To thrust makes people grow. 
And to support this thrust and responsibility. It is not enough to just give 
tasks and responsibility. Support, help, structures and openness must be 
part of this strategy”. Respondent 4
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These statements seem inconsistent. On the one hand 
there is a strong idea that links self-responsibility with tactics. 
On the other hand there is talk about self-responsibility and 
thrust as well as the assumption that what is good for you is 
good for us and what is good for us is good for you in the end.

 Self-responsibility here is thus constructed through 
talk about support, thrust, help and personal growth, tactics, 
freedom and responsibility. Two competing discourses can be 
identifi ed here within the self-responsibility one, both part of 
the larger personal/individual discourse. Both discourses sug-
gest that it is up to oneself in the end. 

5.1.3.4 It is not only up to you
“One understands that in such a profession you cannot be successful 
without continuous learning”. Respondent 1

“Continuous learning is seen as a key to the success of the fi rm. We ex-
pect all members of our staff to have a genuine interest in developing their 
professional skills. Our lawyers regularly participate in internal and ex-
ternal seminars and courses, and we provide challenging opportunities 
for training and further education through varying work assignments…
.”Law fi rm web page 07/2005 

Two years after the award LLL is constructed at the law 
fi rm through talk about the future, by talk about continuous 
learning, professional skills and further education. The indi-
vidual self-responsibility claim is built and embedded in the 
text. The fi rm requires self development through supported 
structures and challenging opportunities. It is built in the pro-
fession and the law fi rm contract. 

Individual competence development is strongly sup-
ported and encouraged, stimulated and enabled within the 
fi rm. The talk strengthens the idea that further education is 
not only supported, but also imperative for lawyers working 
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in the fi rm. In order to be successful and to become a partner 
you have to continuously develop yourself. It is not entirely 
up to you. It is not your free choice whether or not you par-
ticipate and educate yourself. It is not entirely up to you what 
you study or whether you choose to develop yourself. At the 
law fi rm further and continuous education has become a part 
of the company values and strategy. The value of learning 
and further education is strongly encouraged by the law fi rm, 
even to the point where it is no longer only voluntary, chal-
lenging, supported and inspiring for the individual, but also 
mandatory, work-related and imperative. It forms the com-
pany competence development strategy. It is not any longer 
entirely up to the individual employee, but is foremost in the 
company’s interest that he/she develops themselves. How-
ever, the law fi rm stresses that they do discuss suitable fur-
ther education and individual competence development plans 
with their employees.

“Twice a year we have a development discussion with all. It is face-to-face 
conversation. We have a form that can be used and needs to be fi lled in and 
returned so that we can monitor their development. It is a feedback conver-
sation where feedback is given, but its focal point is on development. We go 
openly through what the individual desires and then we look at the priori-
ties for next year and decide what is in our best interest”. Respondent 1

Although they discuss, the law fi rm nevertheless puts 
the company interests fi rst. The housing organization, on the 
other hand, hesitates to push those who do not wish to partic-
ipate in educational programmes, competence development 
structures and teamwork.

“There still is a group who wish not to take part, be activated, participate 
or be involved. This group slacks behind. Those who were and are uncer-
tain, uninterested – it is up to yourself in the end”. Respondent 4  
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Therefore at the housing organization you can choose 
whether to be a looser or a winner, to succeed or fail, to be-
come involved or to remain a passive observer. One self is 
responsible for education and further development. There is 
a choice. At the law fi rm individual competence develop-
ment is not based on free choice. It is part of the law fi rm 
strategy. It is mandatory and part of the law fi rm strategy. 
Nor is it entirely up to one self what to educate further in. 
It has to be work related and related to the company’s pri-
orities. Education and learning processes are prioritised and 
carefully planned, evaluated, monitored and managed at the 
law fi rm whereas the housing organization has taken an ap-
proach claiming that individual competence cannot be fully 
planned or managed.

“We had an ambition that all co-workers would have a three year long 
individual competence development plan, but we have not succeeded to 
follow this. The reason that we have not succeeded is because this type 
of education must be fresh and to keep following a rigorous a plan is 
not working  as we are an organisation in continuous motion.  We do 
many changes and every change has its specifi c feature that requires new 
skills”. Respondent 4

According to the housing organization, the organization 
can enhance development and learning. However, as learn-
ing, personal growth and development is a process, the fi nal 
responsibility is wit the one self. The housing organization 
claims that an organization can enhance, encourage, enable, 
structure, facilitate and plan education and further develop-
ment, but they cannot fully manage a personal process. Flex-
ibility is thus one necessary organizational and operational 
tool in terms of educational planning and development, ac-
cording to the housing organization.
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“What I value about lifelong learning is that it is a process and this is 
why we have put so much effort in fi nding different forms of learning and 
we have noticed that is needed. We have on top of the ordinary tried out 
process groups – we had that for a term –all our education was process 
groups where one could choose a theme which one desired to work with. 
The aim was to come up with  proposals’. Respondent 4

The law fi rm has a more strategically oriented view on 
learning and claim that it is not enough to only take responsi-
bility for your own learning or as Respondent 1 puts it:  

“To merely do your own thing. Sorry, it does not work here. It is not in our 
culture. We are one company and each one contributes. It is crucial and 
every one’s competence is equally important”. Respondent 1 

The law fi rm thus implies that for an individual it is not 
enough to be active and to participate, to learn and/or to qual-
ify. LLL at the law fi rm also involves the learning of others, 
not only learning from others or with others. Their organiza-
tional understanding of LLL includes more than the individ-
ual and the personal, i.e. the education of others. This is also 
strongly produced and embedded in institutional LLL talk.  

“Enterprises should be facilitated to become learning organisations, 
where everyone learns and develops through the work context, for the 
benefi t of themselves, each other and the whole organisation, with such 
efforts being publicised and recognised” (COM (2001) 678 fi nal:14).

This is also part of LO/OL theoretical ideas. The under-
lying claim of the housing organization is that learning can be 
encouraged, supported, encouraged and stimulated by others 
and by different learning situations. It is though regarded a 
process that cannot be entirely managed, monitored, super-
vised or planned. It is fl exible and loose to its character.                    
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The law fi rm takes this one step further and makes learn-
ing, education and competence development a basic skill and 
compulsory factor in working for the fi rm, i.e. part of their 
core competence and development strategy. They have thus 
structured and systematised competence development. It is 
part of their strategy and they strive not only at enhancing, de-
veloping, enabling, supporting, encouraging and facilitating 
learning, but also at monitoring, evaluating, structuring, man-
aging, evaluating and controlling it. Furthermore, the law fi rm 
claims that competence development is not only about your-
self and your own learning, but it is also and foremost about 
learning for the company and the learning of co-workers. 

5.1.4 Knowledge talk

5.1.4.1 Sharing knowledge 
The knowledge discourse assumes that knowledge pro-

duces more knowledge, innovations, better and more prod-
ucts, new work opportunities, increased productivity etc. 
Within the LLL discourse knowledge is strongly intercon-
nected with technology.

Both organizations preferred to talk in terms of their 
own learning stories and in terms produced by the business 
domain, within the knowledge-based economy, i.e. of compe-
tence development, core competence, knowledge sharing and 
knowledge management; all of which are well-known, com-
fortable, safe and familiar terms in (post) modern business. All 
are active ingredients of everyday knowledge-based business 
talk, strongly enhanced and stimulated by the EU. The basic 
claim of the knowledge-based discourse is, besides continous 
change, the understanding that knowledge enhances competi-
tiveness, innovation and success which stimulates the econo-
my which stimulates people etc. Knowledge can thus be seen 
as a tool for the economy and an outcome of learning.
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“In order to achieve the Lisbon aim of a knowledge-based socie-
ty’…………
………‘Yet people, their knowledge and competence are the key to Eu-
rope’s future” (COM (2001) 678 fi nal:3).
….
“This includes ensuring the rights of citizens to have access to opportuni-
ties for acquiring and updating knowledge and competences throughout 
life” (COM (2001) 678 fi nal:10).
…….
“This Communication contributes to the establishment of a European area 
of lifelong learning, the aims of which are both to empower citizens to move 
freely between learning settings, jobs, regions and countries, making the 
most of their knowledge and competences, and to meet the goals and ambi-
tions of the European Union and the candidate countries to be more pros-
perous, inclusive, tolerant and democratic” (COM (2001) 678 fi nal:3).

Respondent 2 spoke not only about his own learning, but 
also about knowledge transfer and knowledge sharing as well 
as about different responsibilities and programmes, about the In 
House Academy and about transforming tacit knowledge into 
explicit; thus implying, the underlying assumption being, that 
lifelong learning in an organizational context is about knowl-
edge management and sharing. To speak about knowledge is 
a way of producing reality and maintaining and reinforcing a 
popular competitive business as well as the knowledge-based 
discourse. The two discourses - business and knowledge – are 
partly interrelated. They are both shaped and actively pro-
duced in the same domain, within the same society. For exam-
ple competence development, here classifi ed as a personal/in-
dividual discourse, is very much also part of the business and 
knowledge-based discourse. In a business discourse there is 
talk of knowledge and a knowledge discourse involves ele-
ments of business talk. The basic claim is that knowledge is 
good for business and learning develops knowledge. 
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The knowledge-based discourse is also an active part of 
the institutional EU / LLL discourse. Knowledge is also thus an 
active creator of the organizational LLL discourse here shaped 
by the business context and by the knowledge-based discourse. 

“Knowledge Management is to preserve practical knowledge produced 
through our cases and to produce models and thus make use of this knowl-
edge internally”. Respondent 2 

Talk about making tacit knowledge explicit strengthens 
and upholds the views upheld and shared through knowledge 
management theory, i.e. the discussions involving tacit and 
explicit and including talk about whether tacit knowledge can 
be made explicit.

“How we get the information out that we have in our heads is a big question 
and how we succeed with this is a future challenge… the idea is that when 
a project is over we evaluate how the model could be developed. We also 
go through the whole case upon closure in an attempt  to evaluate the time 
frame, administration, legal aspect, control, etc. – what could have been 
done better – the evaluation is thus divided in two phases”. Respondent 2

Knowledge sharing and the creation of new knowledge 
is one part of the evaluation process at the law fi rm. The pres-
ervation of old knowledge is another part of the evaluation 
process. The law fi rm is aware that they should make use of 
the knowledge and tacit knowing that they possess through 
experience, by making it explicit. 
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5.1.4.2 Knowledge sharing practices involve many roles
’It is part of this culture and tradition that a senior teaches younger law-
yer”. Respondent1

 
To have different roles is part of the law profession as 

well as a larger discourse and understanding that working life 
in a knowledge-based society consists of many roles and are-
as of competence. To have many roles also means to have the 
right qualifi cations and skills for different tasks. This again 
puts pressure on both the employer and the employee. It is 
thus not enough in e.g. the law fi rm to know the law, since 
a top lawyer must also know about administration, client re-
cruitment, customer relations, education etc. 

“She has to manage our offi ce, she has a CR role, client recruitment, cli-
ent contacts, i.e. she understands that the job consists of many pieces”. 
Respondent 1

“We have many examples of lawyers who come to this bureau, take re-
sponsibility, study abroad, take on more responsibility and understand 
that it is not enough to be a top-lawyer, but that he/she also needs to take 
responsibility for other duties such as client relations, education, recruit-
ment, counselling etc.” Respondent 1

To have many roles is a production of the knowledge-
based society. The many requirements are constructions of 
the knowledge-based society. In fact, the many roles and the 
demand for new skills is another basic claim of the knowl-
edge discourse. It is assumed that one education or role is not 
enough. It is here produced through the law fi rm practice. 

The roles in the law offi ce are many. One role is to teach 
someone a junior.
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“To educate your own staff is always a challenge: even a top-lawyer learns 
from planning a lecture. It takes time and is part of the job”. Respondent 1 

Yet another role and skill is to speak the language of 
the client:

“I will never use the ’Master in Law’ exam that the company partly spon-
sored, but when I have foreign clients they see from my CV that this per-
son understands what we are talking about and where we come from”. 
Respondent 3

And last, but not least to be able to make explicit what 
it is that you do:

“It is knowledge to be able to tell about what it is that you do. To stand in 
front of a group. It has been an incentive for many. I must develop myself 
at public speaking. I must perform better in showing overhead slides…”. 
Respondent 4

The knowledge-based discourse is here partly construct-
ed of knowledge sharing practices through the requirements 
for many roles, new skills and many areas of competence, 
and the many roles and various requirements for competence 
enhance learning. It is valued and important at the law fi rm to 
make your knowledge explicit and available for all. 

5.1.4.3 Learning of, from and with others
The law fi rm’s tutor programme is a good example of 

a planned, supported, systematized, social and structured 
HRD activity for learning and sharing knowledge However, 
the structured form in this case was enhanced by growth, not 
change. The structured form is part of the law fi rm’s compe-
tence development strategy, in an attempt to plan, monitor, 
systematise, manage and evaluate learning.
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Knowledge sharing is an important part of the knowl-
edge-based discourse which is constructed here e.g. through 
talk about the tutor programme. The tutor programme thus 
shapes the LLL discourse in an organizational context.

“Every new employee gets a tutor; he has a tutor when he starts here the 
very fi rst day. The new employee meets the tutor during the fi rst day. The 
fi rst 3-4 months we lead it from Human Resources, then we leave it. After 
a 4-month long trial period we discuss the tutor process”. Respondent 1

“Before it was more ad hoc – you yourself tried to fi gure what could be of 
interest to a young lawyer, now it has been packaged in a way that the tu-
tor and tutee receive support. It is equal to its nature and when we are in 
our work groups the tutored is part of our group”. Respondent 2

By stating that the tutor programme is equal to its na-
ture suggests that knowledge is created together. It is shared 
and constructed interactively. It is not based on the idea that 
the tutor teaches the tutee, that the junior learns from the sen-
ior. The equality claim takes this process further and makes 
the process mutual. They construct understanding, knowl-
edge, learning and knowledge sharing together.  

Coaching, tutoring and mentoring are still non-struc-
tured forms of learning at the law fi rm. 

“Mentoring – we talk about it and we understand the meaning of it, but it 
is not systematic, it is mental support, coaching and maybe and perhaps 
mentor-couples have not been formed. During the four years that I have 
been here we have talked about it”. Respondent 1 

Sharing knowledge can thus occur in many ways at 
many different levels. To learn from each other has almost 
become a mantra during the past decade and critical voices 
are few. It is a knowledge-based claim that we can learn from 



235

each other. It is a way to produce reality. To learn from each 
other is also a mean for sharing knowledge, although the law 
fi rm very strongly emphasises enhancing the learning of oth-
ers, not only learning with or from others as the housing or-
ganization tends to do. The learning of, from and with others 
pre-supposes ‘learning how to be with’ and the art and skill of 
‘knowing how to be with’.

“It is very valued, to learn from one another and take part in others’ ex-
periences”. Respondent 4

To imitate is also a popular mode of learning from oth-
ers. It is also legitimate and well acknowledged and an ac-
cepted method for sharing knowledge.

“They worked very much like us and I have the ambition to learn from 
their working methods”. Respondent 4

5.1.4.4 Imitation
Respondent 4 was very open to all kinds of learning. 

He willingly admitted that they copied the core competence 
idea from the law fi rm. He also told me that another fi rm that 
participated in the competition made an impression on him. 
He was impressed by the way the other organization active-
ly pursued strategies to decentralise responsibility, towards a 
higher level of self-responsibility. To copy and imitate suc-
cessful practices of others is a well known and agreed upon 
strategy in the study of organizations. It is a legitimate, prov-
en way to share knowledge. It is an instrument for creating 
new knowledge. 

“By publicly recognising best-practice organizations, the Commission’s 
aim is to contribute to a professional benchmark in order to raise the 
overall quality of workplace standards in Europe” (Address at the Con-
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ference and Awards Ceremony for the EU 100 Best Workplaces and Spe-
cial Awards 2000, Brussels 27 March 2003:1).

It is not espionage; it is imitation, learning from each 
other, exchange of ideas, knowledge sharing and learning 
from best practices. Knowledge sharing is thus part of the 
knowledge-based discourse, much celebrated by knowledge 
management theorists as well as shared by the EU. In fact, 
this whole award process is based on imitating best practic-
es, i.e. the sharing of knowledge through benchmarking and 
through a best practice case. By honouring the winners, the 
Commission wishes to draw attention to the quality of par-
ticularly progressive companies and to promote the main-
streaming of these good practices across Europe into more 
and more companies. 

However, as discussed in the theoretical chapter, knowl-
edge and best practices often change in a ‘translation’ proc-
ess. They are adjusted to fi t another set of practices, another 
set of people in practice. The transfer and sharing of knowl-
edge always go through a process of construction and recon-
struction, also when an individual shares knowledge with an-
other in which people are the actors´.   

The knowledge-based sharing discourse and practic-
es are here shaped through talk about learning from others, 
e.g. through the tutor programme, coaching, mentoring and 
team-work although the law fi rm also emphasises affecting 
and contributing to the learning of co-workers as well as of 
creating knowledge together, hence not only knowledge shar-
ing and learning from and with others.             

Imitation and learning from best practices is yet anoth-
er important offi cial EU / LLL claim. Here imitation is an ex-
emplifi ed practice and an active constructor of the knowledge 
sharing element of the knowledge-based discourse.   

 



237

Coaching and mentoring are embedded ways of sup-
porting and enhancing knowledge sharing although they are 
not yet a structured or systematised form of learning at the 
law fi rm. They are acknowledged and part of the culture, but 
they are not yet managed, controlled, evaluated, monitored or 
planned. They are part of the law fi rm culture and perceived 
as a duty, role and active part of the profession.  

“it’s always been part of this culture and tradition that a senior guides a 
junior in her work. Tutoring is developed to support the newcomer. Coach-
ing and mentoring stand for continuity that every more experienced em-
ployee initiates. It is a duty. My duty is to be patient. My duty is to guide 
and share information…” Respondent 3.

5.2 Work defi nes practice

Practice involves the work that practitioners do, the 
cases they have, the problems they face, the clients they deal 
with, the people they meet etc. Practice is very wide and 
here loosely defi ned. It is defi ned by the work practitioners 
do, the underlying assumption being that practice varies and 
is dependent on work. The claim is that work defi nes prac-
tice. Practice is essential to learning. Practice is often the 
main if not the only reason for learning in an organizational 
context. Without practice, learning in an organizational con-
text would not seem relevant or understandable. It is through 
practice that learning becomes interesting, relevant, intrigu-
ing and involving. 

Practice is often monotonous work, often involving rep-
etition. The more routines it involves, the more increasingly 
tacit and spontaneous it becomes. If the work becomes too 
routine-loaded, practitioners may even miss out on refl ecting 
on their action and on their practices and may even stop ask-
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ing themselves why they do things in certain ways and how 
they could improve and enhance their practices. Their work 
involves ‘knowing-in-action’ and ‘knowing-in-practice’, to 
use Donald Schön’s terminology, i.e. the embedded knowing 
how to do because of the repetition and routine experience 
you have. You thus know how to act and how to be.

Practice at the law fi rm as well as at the housing or-
ganization is based on many roles. The many roles are part of 
the institutional knowledge-based claim as well as of practice 
here. The many roles and expectations in this study involve 
teaching, meeting with clients and groups, working on cases 
in teams, learning in development groups, to be exact inter-
active work. 

Knowledge is shared through many channels and paths 
of wisdom. It is expressed through, from, to and with oth-
ers. Since it is often co-produced together, knowledge is thus 
created. The law fi rm has structured many channels to share 
knowledge such as the trainee, introduction and tutor pro-
gramme as well as the in-house Academy. 

“Upon joining XX, all new recruits attend an orientation programme. By 
receiving both an introduction to practical matters such as the informa-
tion services and IT system, as well as an overall understanding of the 
fi rm, new employees can quickly become valuable and effi cient members 
of the staff. The programme includes instruction on the fi rm’s operating 
environment and markets, its strategies, policies, values, professional eth-
ics and practices. 
The process of getting to know the fi rm continues through tutoring, as well 
as an active, supportive and coaching oriented management. All members 
of our fi rm belong to a group, which has been formed to maintain a high 
level of expertise in certain key areas. Our in-house legal training sys-
tem has been systematised. We also invest in outside legal and non-legal 
training. As part of the continuous learning process, we encourage post-
graduate studies and internship abroad”. Law fi rm web page 07/2005
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Through many of these programmes the community of 
practice is introduced to newcomers. The importance of the 
community of practice is in fact invaluable in terms of being 
able to cope, handle oneself and one’s clients, handle cas-
es as well as various situations, here strengthened and thus 
enhanced. Through these introductions the newcomers learn 
about praxis. They learn how to be and how to act, but more 
importantly they learn about who is who and who knows 
what, which is perhaps the most important knowledge and 
learning in the communities in practice, the others being to 
learn about how to be and how to act in various roles and situ-
ations, with clients and among team-members. 

The law fi rm had an implicit LLL strategy before the 
award (in 2003). After the award the law fi rm adapted to the 
award and what was their implicit LLL strategy has become 
explicit. The discourse has thus changed slightly from implic-
it talk to explicit talk. 

The law fi rm refl ects on their practices more thorough-
ly upon closing each case. Refl ecting involves the process 
of taking distance to the case, literally. They evaluate their 
cases in two phases and refl ect deeply on their action in the 
second evaluation phase. They do so in order to improve and 
enhance their future practices. The evaluation is written and 
saved. They thus refl ect on the tacit norms that applied during 
the case, on the roles they constructed for themselves, on the 
institutional boundaries or possibilities, importance or value 
they created or enhanced in society or the practice of law. 
They may simply refl ect on the institutional elements that ex-
isted during the case. They actively refl ect on their knowing 
and their action. They also aim to preserve old knowledge 
with the help of their Knowledge Manager and to share new 
knowledge that was created through working with a case. 
They actively seek to make use of everybody’s knowledge. 
They are also aware of the challenges included in transfer-
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ring tacit knowledge into explicit. Furthermore this form of 
knowledge transfer undergoes a construction and reconstruc-
tion process if only in the head of one person. 

 The housing organization refl ects on practices in e.g. 
process teams and group work. There are 12 different themes 
that they refl ected upon on in mixed groups. Number 11 is on 
routines and on quality: 

“Premises and Co-workers. Our administration includes many tasks to 
meet client needs, from caring for premises to service, maintenance and 
administrative tasks. The quality and effi ciency in the organisational ad-
ministration is directly dependent on thoroughly thought routines. The 
task is to critically evaluate our present routines and come up with a de-
velopment scheme; - what routines need to be similar in the company? 
– how can we develop and make our routines more effi cient”? (Housing 
Organization competence development plan  2000-2000:17)

This is said to enhance not only development and re-
fl ection on practice, but also identity, pride and learning as 
well as a deeper understanding of the whole.  

“you gain a deeper sense for the company and a more thorough under-
standing for the whole company, you receive knowledge for free when you 
participate together with others, you learn from each other. You get to 
know each other and can take part of each other’s experiences. It seems 
not so relevant what kind of education we organise as long as we put to-
gether the right groups”. Respondent 4

  
There are many examples of how learning is said to be 

valued when related to practice. 

“When I arrived here I was very cautious. I did not know much about 
ovens, packages and such – now I can reconstruct an oven, washing ma-
chine or dryer. And it works, he laughs. I notice how I improve in my 
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work. I impress both myself and others” 
(Housing organisation competence development brochure, interview with 
one invested upon House Manager)
“Today you are more of an entrepreneur that cares for the whole of “your” 
area. It is a huge difference from what it was. Today I manage my area 
myself with the support from the head offi ce. I plan together with the ten-
ants what needs to be done. I have developed immensely through this, he 
says. I am more confi dent, secure and stronger in my professional role. I 
take initiative. I am like a new person – I have learned how to talk to peo-
ple, I have gained knowledge and overview on cost, time etc.”  
Housing organisation competence development brochure (interview with 
House Manager in Housing Organization brochure) 

   
The understanding is strong that practice is in fact shap-

ing LLL in an organizational context. Learning is valued and 
regarded as being most meaningful when related to practice.  
However, LLL is not only shaped by practice or individual 
competence development here although practice is the lead-
ing and most relevant discourse affecting and shaping the 
other discourses. Lifelong learning is also shaped through 
the sharing of knowledge, i.e. the learning from, with and to 
others as well as through the co-creation of knowledge and 
learning. It is also constructed through social integration by 
the competitive business discourse in economic terms, here 
in the business domain as well as by the knowledge-based 
discourse based on constant requirements for new skills and 
new competences.  
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5.3 Refl ecting on practice

The informants did not know at the time of the inter-
views that what they were doing could be labelled lifelong 
learning. The awards in the special category of LLL came as 
a surprise to the organizations following their participation in 
the “Best Workplaces in Europe 2003 Ò” contest. The organi-
zations were not aware of the European Commission’s special 
category on lifelong learning when entering the contest. The 
respondents thus constructed their understanding of LLL in 
an organizational context to me and together with me to some 
extent. I was part of the situation and thus inevitably involved. 
I chose a very open and inductive, non-structured and loose 
approach throughout my interviews, which I have named ‘in-
ductive conversation’. I did not present myself as an expert 
on LLL, merely as a doctoral student interested in the topic. 
I may have had some background knowledge on LLL. My 
aim was, however, not to let my pre-understanding infl uence 
the situation. If it did, I cannot know, but I do not think it did. 
The respondents refl ected on their practices and of their own 
professional development to me. They were hesitant at times 
and somewhat reluctant at other times in their answers as they 
perceived lifelong learning as somewhat personal. They were 
also hesitant because they could not point out or say exactly 
or precisely what LLL is or what it means. They seemed un-
familiar with the historical, educational, political, economic, 
social, ideological, pedagogical or other background related 
notion directly related to LLL. They were thus not familiar 
with the specifi c vocabulary or the correct formulations. They 
were, however, needless to say, products of this world, of their 
own culture, of their practices, context, customers, cases and 
co-workers. They were also and foremost heavily involved in 
their work, in their practices. They used their own ‘language’ 
in the construction of the concept, i.e. in terms familiar to 
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them in a business domain. The whole interview process came 
thus to be about refl ecting on practice. The informants tried to 
make sense of the phenomenon through talk about their prac-
tices, or, as Donald Schön (1983) so well puts it:   

“Stimulated by surprise, they turn thought back on action and on the 
knowing which is implicit in action. They may ask themselves, for exam-
ple: ‘What features do I notice when I recognise this thing? What are the 
criteria by which I make this judgement? What procedures am I enacting 
when I perform this skill? How I am framing the problem that I am try-
ing to solve?’ Usually refl ection on knowing-in-action goes together with 
refl ection on the stuff at hand. There is some puzzling, or troubling, or 
interesting phenomenon with which the individual is trying to deal. As 
he tries to make sense of it, he also refl ects on the understandings which 
have been implicit in his action, understanding which he surfaces, criti-
cises, restructures, and embodies in further action. It is this entire process 
of refl ection-in-action which is central to the ‘art’ by which practitioners 
sometimes deal swell with situations of uncertainty, instability, unique-
ness, and value confl ict” (Schön 1983:50).

They tried to make sense of the term, of the concept, 
of the phenomenon and of their practices in relation to the 
term. They spoke of it in term of cues. They spoke of it in 
terms of their experience. They distanced themselves from 
work through the interviews. They refl ected on their practices 
in relation to lifelong learning. 

In the following sections, I will conclude this phase of 
analysis through an interpretation on the practices that the re-
spondents refl ected upon in the interviews. 

LLL is thus here part of a business discourse shaped by 
context and practice. It is shaped in a business domain through 
talk familiar in this domain. It is shaped through competitive 
talk about being number one and being at the top. The under-
lying assumption and basic claim of the business discourse is 
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that of competitiveness, benefi t cost and return. It is under-
stood that business is good for competitiveness. LLL is thus 
constructed here in economic terms as is the institutional un-
derstanding and talk about LLL. In fact there has been much 
criticism that the economic, labour and employment aspect 
of institutional LLL is too strong. This results in the constant 
clash between discourses at institutional level, a clash relat-
ing to power, politics and priorities. 

LLL within the business/competitive discourse is also 
constructed through talk about us and we, i.e. through talk 
about social integration. This is shaped through talk on iden-
tity, pride and self-esteem supported by artefacts, celebrations, 
symbols and signs.  Respondent 1 however talked inconsist-
ently about the employees as “them” and “they” instead of 
“we” or “co-workers”, thus distancing himself from the re-
spondents despite talk about social integration and in so do-
ing, contradicted himself. He was also inconsistent in his talk 
about learning and education having to be strictly work-re-
lated on the one hand, but understanding and acknowledging 
that the employees have a life that needs to be considered and 
supported outside the offi ce on the other. The law fi rm educa-
tion was also perceived to be segregating and discriminating 
to some extent as senior partners had their own exclusive ed-
ucation, juniors their own homogenous one, assistants theirs 
etc. Segregation is not in harmony with the EU understanding 
and construction of social integration which is based on in-
cluding everybody and offering education to everybody on an 
equal basis regardless of race, gender, age etc. The law fi rm 
was specifi cally rewarded because of their integration and be-
cause they convinced the jury through talk in economic terms. 
The EU thus awarded partly what they had constructed.    

The informants talked about themselves. They spoke 
about their own learning, about their own competence devel-
opment and career. The implication is that LLL is perceived as 
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personal and individual. LLL theory and the institutional under-
standing of LLL largely also support this view, i.e. that lifelong 
learning is about individual competence development and per-
sonal human growth. It is shaped here through personal learn-
ing stories, of talk about individual competence development 
as well as through talk about self-responsibility, the underlying 
assumption of self-responsibility being that it is up to you your-
self in the end. You are yourself responsible for your own learn-
ing. You cannot be successful without continuous learning.  

Talk about self-responsibility is strengthened and up-
held by the EU / LLL discourse where self-responsibility is 
also actively produced through e.g. talk about active citizen-
ship. The EU also talks about individual competence develop-
ment as well as personal fulfi lment. Self-responsibility here 
consists of controversy and competing elements constructed 
by respondent 4 involving talk about both tactics and freedom 
under responsibility on the one hand and talk about thrust, 
support, help and personal growth on the other. The EU dis-
course does not explicitly involve talk about tactics and free-
dom, but is implicitly understood to be part of it all the same. 

Personal human growth is not only an element of self-
responsibility. It also forms the personal/individual discourse 
together with the competing discourse, individual competence 
development. Personal human growth and individual compe-
tence development are thus not the same. They are each oth-
er’s opposites and competing with one another. One is in har-
mony with the original lifelong learning ideas and claims. The 
other is in harmony with modern lifelong learning claims. The 
law fi rm produces talk about individual competence develop-
ment whereas the housing organization also talks about human 
growth. Competence development is also part of the business/
competitive as well as the knowledge-based/knowledge shar-
ing discourse. The discourses thus not only fi ght with one an-
other, but also intertwine and clash with one another. 
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Lifelong learning is always an individual process that 
can be enhanced, enabled, facilitated, supported, stimulated 
and encouraged through systematised structures and educa-
tional programmes, but it cannot be fully controlled, steered 
or led as it is personal and it is a process, according to the 
housing organization.

The law fi rm takes another approach. They perceive 
LLL in an organizational context to be more than merely 
about individual competence development. They also tend to 
try to manage, structure, systematize, monitor, evaluate, con-
trol and follow up their competence development strategy. 
It is not voluntary, loose or implicit. The law fi rm explicitly 
constructs the understanding that LLL is not up to you. The 
understanding is that competence development is not merely 
based on free will. It is thus perceived as being mandatory 
and imperative, embedded in the profession and law fi rm cul-
ture. The law fi rm requires not only individual competence 
development from their employees, but also fi rst and fore-
most the learning of others, with and from others. They also 
talked about learning interactively and creating knowledge 
together through talk about the tutor-programme that was 
said to be based on equality.                

Lifelong learning is also about sharing knowledge. 
Knowledge sharing is produced and shaped at the law fi rm 
through their practices and through talk about the tutor, 
trainee, work introduction programmes, through team-work, 
coaching and mentoring as well as through the in-house acad-
emy. The discourse of knowledge sharing is upheld by the 
housing organization through talk about imitation and learn-
ing from best practices. Imitation is an important way of shar-
ing knowledge upheld and strengthened also by the EU. In 
fact, the award process is based on this very basic idea and 
claim, i.e. that learning from others is an excellent way of 
sharing knowledge. 
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Lifelong learning in an organizational context and 
viewed from an organizational perspective, is shaped by prac-
tice to a large extent. Learning without practice is as empty or 
useless as practice without learning. These are interdependent 
and work thus defi nes practice and practice work. However, 
LLL in an organizational context is also shaped by learning 
from the social context and from the situation. It is here re-
fl ected through formal, non-formal, informal, adaptive, pro-
active and generative learning. It is understood that learning 
can be both explicit and implicit. It is continuous and dynamic 
and it is a process, shaped by the business/competitive as well 
as the knowledge-based/sharing discourses. It is understood 
to be personal and individual, however, in an organizational 
context LLL is also co-constructed in mutual processes. 

The greatest learning at the law fi rm comes from re-
fl ecting on practical cases and on real action in co-construct-
ed in-house interactive processes. Knowledge is shared and 
produced together in mutual learning. 
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5.4 Linking theory with practice 

One argument of this study was that the perception of 
lifelong learning in an organizational context is infl uenced 
by practice. The discourses identifi ed strengthened this ar-
gument. In fact, all discourses identifi ed here are basically 
constructed through the notion and infl uence of practice. The 
respondents talk in context with their own practice, experi-
ence, knowing, understanding and comprehension. They re-
fl ect on practice when they speak even when they speak of 
their own competence development.   

All talk is more or less intertwined with practice. Fur-
thermore institutional LLL talk aims at comprehending and 
valuing practice. In fact the whole award process was an 
attempt in sharing best practices and benchmarking good 
practice. However, practice is diffi cult to share and/or trans-
fer. It is always and continuously locally constructed and 
reconstructed in an ongoing process in constructivist and 
socio-cultural learning processes. In so doing, it is adapted 
to fi t new practices, situations and circumstances. It is prac-
tice that is also steering and infl uencing knowledge shar-
ing. It is practice that infl uences knowledge creation and 
the use of knowledge as well as the preservation and use of 
old knowledge. Furthermore, old knowledge is constantly 
reconstructed in a process adapted to fi t new situations and 
practice. The law fi rm strengthens and recognises this view. 
This view also supports the constructivist learning claim 
and understanding that even individual knowledge is re-
constructed and co-constructed in attempts to make implicit 
knowledge explicit and in order to be accepted. In the end 
it nevertheless comes down to these sharing and creation 
processes pre-supposing the understanding, understanding 
and knowing of ‘learning how to be with’. 
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The lifelong learning element of this study is the proc-
ess notion of the continuous as well as the notion of informal, 
formal and non-formal learning. 

LLL in an organizational context is continuous learn-
ing in an ongoing process. It involves elements of informal 
learning, i.e. learning from premises and context, through 
interaction and various situations. It also involves the formal 
and the non-formal, i.e. the stimulation and acknowledge-
ment of formal education as well as encouraging hobbies, ac-
tivities and other than strictly work related learning, activity 
and education. Lifelong learning in organizations involves 
and is constructed through practice and it interconnects the 
individual with the organization, as well as the organization 
with institution.

The housing organization is a learning organization 
supporting, facilitating, recognising, acknowledging, en-
couraging and enabling all forms of learning, also generative 
forms enhancing creativity. The municipal Swedish housing 
organization also recognises and supports adaptive forms of 
learning by adapting themselves constantly to the demands 
and requirements as well as the spirit and new knowledge 
stimulated by the surrounding society. Their structures and 
programmes are in fact based on fl exibility, freshness and 
continuous change. The municipal Swedish housing organi-
zation also encourages learning pro-actively through various, 
exciting learning structures and programmes.   

The law fi rm stimulates and heavily invests in organi-
zational learning through the enhancement and inducement 
of learning with, of and from co-workers and others. They 
have, among other things, prioritised and recognised the im-
portance of in-house learning.  

“The in house work is prioritised here and valued as important as client contacts. 
Lots of resources and time are invested in in-house learning”. Respondent 2
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The law fi rm takes the learning organization concept 
one step further through the systematization and structuration 
of learning processes and through the acknowledgement of in-
house knowledge and learning. The attempt is to manage, mon-
itor, evaluate and control individual, team and organizational 
competence development and in-house knowledge transfer as 
well as learning. The law fi rm also strongly relies on the law 
fi rm practices, the open culture, years of tradition involving 
knowledge sharing, teaching of others, mentoring and tutor-
ing. Moreover they constantly refl ect on their practices. 

They try to manage, steer and lead a process in an at-
tempt not only to stimulate, induce, support and enable learn-
ing, but also to manage and monitor it. On the other hand, the 
bases are to be found in the traditions, in their culture. They 
are not satisfi ed merely with building a learning organiza-
tion or relying on individual competence development, but 
they attempt to manage learning, also at team and organiza-
tional level. They do not believe that a system can enhance 
and stimulate its own learning without heavy and active in-
volvement, structure and feedback. The roots and base for 
it is, however, in the foundation. Their learning is both con-
scious and unconscious, actively recognised and constructed 
through explicit refl ective action processes. 

Individual competence development is mandatory and 
part of the profession and law fi rm culture. It is part of their 
competence development strategy. The law fi rm however in-
sists on learning being more than merely individual compe-
tence development. LLL also has to include the affecting, in-
ducement, enhancing and stimulating the learning of, with 
and from others. The law fi rm actively seeks to make in-house 
knowledge and learning available and fl oating through vari-
ous refl ective and interactive channels. They aim at making 
individual implicit knowledge explicit and available for all. 
They seek to constantly and actively stimulate, induce and 
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manage the learning of others in a continuous process and 
systematised structure. They talk about an open culture and a 
tradition stimulating knowledge transfer. It is still there, but 
through growth and change, there was a need to systematise 
it. They thus recognise both non-structured and structured 
forms and ways of knowledge sharing and learning, the one 
supporting the other.  

Lifelong learning in an organizational context here is 
more than individual competence development, it is about 
co-constructed knowledge and stimulating and inducing the 
learning of co-workers through in-house processes involving 
refl ection. 

The methodological approaches used here were infl u-
enced by the understanding that the use of more than one 
method enhances a more thorough understanding of the topic. 

Competitiveness, rationality,    The knowledge discourse 
benefit, cost and return, i.e.                                                                  assumes that knowledge  produces
a claim and idea that                                                                            more knowledge, innovations, 
through objective rationality                                                                   better and more products, new 
business success is enhanced,                                                                 work opportunities, increased 
cost and labour effectiveness                                                                  productivity etc. Within the LLL 
is accomplished, return on                                                                      discourse knowledge is strongly 
investment is ensured and                                                                       interconnected with technology.
competivity is achieved

BUSINESS/COMPETITION         INDIVIDUAL/PERSONAL       KNOWLEDGE-BASED 
Money talks                                       Lifelong learning is about your   Knowledge sharing 
We compete- therefore we win          own story                                     Knowledge sharing practices
We are the winning team                   Personal versus individual           Learning of, from and with 

INTEGRATIVE                                                                                       others
 "We" is also constructed of pride     It is up to you                                  Imitation
& identity, celebrations and              It is not only up to you           
artefacts

Integration and integrative talk assume that success and business activities cannot be accomplished alone and/or 
relying solely on rationality. It also assumes that social is a constructor of wellbeing and a creator of company 
belonging and identity. To be social furthermore, fulfils primary human needs. 
Individual refers to the self and competence development whereas personal is considered more intimate and 
spiritual, relying on inner values and human growth

Figure 18. Discursive fi ndings
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The methodological mix also showed how methods intertwine 
and clash as well as how diffi cult it is to be truthful to one 
method or perspective when interpreting and analysing data. 

 The theoretical bridge and implication as well as con-
tribution of this study thus lies in the awareness and notion of 
practice, in the understanding that they are, in fact, united. 

 At the law fi rm the sharing of, with and from was in-
duced and actively enhanced whereas at the housing organi-
zation learning from and with was valued. That is basically 
the difference. At the law fi rm these processes were actively 
structured, whereas not at the housing organization. For or-
ganizations to be successful it is thus important to develop 
and enhance those processes as it is in those interactive inter-
nal processes through refl ecting on practice that knowledge is 
best shared and transferred, induced and produced.
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PART SIX - CONTRIBUTION

An idea is born. Ideas are not born in vacuum. They are 
shaped and constructed by people through their social and 
cultural context, infl uenced by the time and history in which 
they are born. Ideas are, not only infl uenced by cultural so-
cial context in which they are born, but also, by their larger 
context, the environment, institutions, ideologies, power, his-
tory and people, i.e. by the political, societal, economical and 
physical time in which they are born. People and social con-
text infl uence ideas in travel in a process involving transla-
tion. An idea is infl uenced by local practices and social con-
text when it hits an organization. The trigger for the travel of 
an idea can be traced to trends and fashion. The trigger for 
travel of ideas can also, as in this case, be shared vision, an 
ideology that involves shared desire. Shared desire involves 
involvement, interest and passion. The drivers for translation, 
the process of change and transformation, can be superiority, 
imitation and shared desire. They are all interdependent with 
people. An idea does not travel without energy, without peo-
ple. Shared desire thus involves people. People are involved 
in shared desire. An idea in motion is reborn and reshaped by 
its users in a process of translation. An idea is hence re-con-
structed when it is used (see eg. Czarniawska & Sévon 1996). 
It is thus paradoxically enough both shaped and used at the 
same time. Furthermore ideas in translation shape and change 
the user. Ideas are translated and transformed when they are 
applied. They are used and implemented differently in dif-
ferent contexts depending on purpose, desire, intent, previ-
ous assumptions and aim. They are adapted in accordance 
with the new context. The process of translation hence seems 
to involve elements known as adaptive learning. Ideas are 
consequently used differently by different people, in differ-
ent contexts. An idea is also perceived differently by different 

253



254

people in the same context because of individual experience, 
knowledge, skills, interest, education etc.

This way of reasoning and understanding shape my in-
terpretation of LLL in this study. The social/situational ori-
entation of (lifelong) learning that emphasize and bring to 
the fore the social, situational and the contextual aspect re-
lated to learning combined with ideas and theories of transla-
tion helped me to see why an idea is constructed differently 
and takes another form in a different context. The OL/LO 
theories helped me to link the individual to the translation 
process involving the organization. The notion of practice 
helped me to identify the driver for single actors´ perception 
and talk of LLL in an organizational context. LLL theory, 
institutional texts and history helped me to identify the dis-
cursive and rhetorical, visionary, strategic and inconsistent 
dimensions of the concept.  

In this case the trigger for translation into a specifi c 
context was triggered by an external event.

6.1 Theoretical contribution
 
The conceptual understanding of translation helped me 

to defi ne my questions and to depict the problem, i.e. it helped 
me to see that in order to comprehend the relationship between 
the institutional LLL discourse and practice, i.e. between the 
EU and the two Nordic organizations I need to explore and 
understand how and why LLL is constructed differently in dif-
ferent contexts and who or what affects this process. I hence 
wanted to understand and depict the communication process 
between practice and institution and that of the individual and 
of the collective in order to answer the research questions of 
this study, i.e. how is LLL perceived by local actors´ in two 
specifi c contexts and who or what affects this process? 
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Ideas are not static when they are being used, they are 
dynamic and they change in a process of application. They 
are constructed and reconstructed when they are applied. 
They are in the hands of people. Carriers of ideas are peo-
ple who co-construct and re-construct ideas within their so-
cial context in a process between the collective, the institu-
tion and that of practice. The conceptual tool of translation 
as used in organizational studies gave me a theory and idea 
that aided and helped me to comprehend the complex proc-
ess of travel between institution and practice. This process 
is argued to infl uence single actors´ perception and talk of 
lifelong learning in an organizational context. It involves 
the processes of shared desire, a superior idea and imitation.  
When ideas are shared, they change. 

The notion of fashion gave me the metaphor and con-
cept for understanding what is behind and what may trigger 
a process of travel, i.e. what may put the machinery of trans-
lation in motion. In my case I argue that it is not only fash-
ion, but also shared vision that put the machinery in motion. 
The EU has a strong and clear vision within the framework 
and ideology of lifelong learning. The EU vision related to 
lifelong learning involves ideas related to social cohesion, 
active citizenship, competitiveness, basic learning skills for 
all, employability etc., but fi rst and foremost it involves a 
vision of a smooth transmission from an industrial era into 
a knowledge-based one. The EU aims are many and contro-
versial. Inconsistent discourses go into one another. Shared 
visions and desire thus seem to have been diffi cult to ac-
complish as discourses seem to fi ght and be partly in dis-
harmony with one other. The travel metaphor helped me to 
depict and frame time with distance, relating history to the 
present and institution to organization. When ideas are ex-
changed, they travel. When ideas move and are diffused, 
they travel. 
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LLL theory helped me to see how this phenomenon and 
idea has evolved through time and what elements it consists 
of and is constructed by. Time and history, the local social 
context and wider environmental context, politics and soci-
ety all infl uence and shape smaller discourses within the larg-
er one. Contradictory and competitive discourses are traced 
within the dominant ones. Fights and repression, power and 
politics in addition to economic aims and games contribute 
and shape their construction. Shared vision and desire is thus 
hard to accomplish. LLL is, however, not static, but dynamic 
and continues to evolve. Theories on lifelong learning thus 
helped me see and view the phenomenon from different an-
gles, also as a discursive phenomenon. This helped me to 
comprehend, present and depict the complexity and confu-
sion within the concept.

LLL theory gave me the formal, non-formal and infor-
mal learning arenas and tools for categorizing data in this study 
and helped me understand that I need to look for other theo-
ries in order to link LLL to organizations. I looked for aid and 
support within the OL/LO theories. In general, LLL theory 
does not travel much within OL/LO theory and or discourses. 
The S/S orientation in learning theories thus helped me to link 
LLL/OL/LO theories to context and situation. Donald Schön 
(1978) helped me to link LLL with practice. The social/situa-
tional orientation brought to fore the social and the contextual, 
the situational, and the local. Social, situational and contextual 
theory (S/S) theory helped me to relate LLL in organizations 
to its social, cultural, situational and local context. The school 
of thought infl uencing this study corresponds with the evolu-
tionary view of learning that suggests that the type of learning 
we fi nd is dependent on social context.

 Organizational learning theory acknowledges individ-
ual experience and the organization, the environment and the 
process. OL theory attempts to understand and explain inter-
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relating learning processes, the tension, and importance of, 
and between the individual, the environment and the organi-
zation. Most theorists agree that organizational learning is re-
lated to the individual and to organizational experience. OL 
theory was, despite its many interpretations, however, useful 
in this study as I categorized single actors´ perception and talk 
of lifelong learning not only in formal, non-formal and infor-
mal categories, but also in adaptive, pro-active and generative 
categories. I challenged the assumption that (lifelong) learn-
ing is individual and organizational learning organizational. 
Moreover, OL theory acknowledges the relationship between 
information, knowledge, sharing and learning. Learning oc-
curs when knowledge is shared and OL recognizes that new 
knowledge is co-created in these processes. Consequently, 
OL/LO theory gave me the concepts of adaptive, pro-active 
and generative learning that served as tools in relating indi-
vidual actors´ talk and perception to change and learning in 
organizations. These concepts generated discussions that were 
insightful and helped me to look further, deeper and beyond. 

 LO/OL theories gave me the notion of and differences 
in systems thinking related to organizational change. 

 LO theory also helped me to depict the visionary and 
metaphoric view on organizations, the naïve and normative 
apprehension that learning organizations are better equipped 
to survive crises and changes, better equipped to enhance 
competitiveness and challenge competition, better equipped 
to meet challenges and face problems. Organizations may 
aim at becoming learning organizations, but nobody has seen 
one. It is merely a metaphoric and visionary strategic plan-
ning device, a process, not a state. The assumption is that 
a learning organization enhances organizational learning. 
Many researchers thus approach LO/OL theory with a techni-
cal, normative, managerial and functional approach whereas 
the approach in this study is constructivist. 
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 Theory gave me a tool to describe content and meaning 
and further allowed me to make sense and interpret. It helped 
me to depict fact and reality as they appeared in text and data. 
The theory guided content analysis as applied here on qualita-
tive data in qualitative research gave me a discussion platform 
that enabled me to understand content and meaning. 

The discourse analytical inspired thematic approach 
gave me the tool to look beyond content and meaning, be-
yond the obvious facts, text and data. My own interpreta-
tion of discourse analysis helped me to see and consider how 
‘facts’, ‘truth’, knowledge and statements, values and views 
were constructed, i.e. what assumptions they were build 
upon, which institutional statements supported local talk. It 
helped me to detect and understand controversies and ten-
sion. It helped me to look not only for what was said, but also 
how and why it was said as it was said. Discursive under-
standing and theory helped me to link the organizations with 
the institution in an attempt to understand and depict the in-
terrelation between the two. 

An interpretative paradigm and a sensemaking perspec-
tive was applied throughout this work in which actors´ per-
ception and talk is central. Every actors´ participation, talk, 
sentences, apprehension, words and replies are considered 
important in an attempt to create meaning. 

LO/OL         LLL   OL/LO
                                                    

ORGANIZATION       S/S   INDIVIDUAL   
         PRACTICE
         ACTORS  
                                                                                           

THEORY GUIDED       INSTITUTION ANALYTICAL
CONTENT ANALYSIS    DISCOURSE         
APPLIED ON     INSPIRED 
QUALITATIVE      THEMATIC
DATA      APPROACH

Figure 19. Interlinkage
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6.2 Implications

The translation process in these cases is triggered by an 
external event. The (post) modern idea of LLL hits organiza-
tion and is confi rmed through individual actors´ talk and per-
ception. The EU thus defi nes the (post) modern understand-
ing of LLL through these cases. 

LLL in an organizational context is shaped in this study 
through single actors´ talk and perception of money and com-
petivity, through talk about imitation, knowledge sharing and 
of the many roles that contemporary work involves. Further-
more, meaning is created by the personal/individual discourse 
involving learning and competence development in addition 
to self responsibility. Pride and identity are shaped through 
talk of the award, through celebrations, social belonging and 
with the help of cultural artefacts. 

Both organizations adapt their talk after the award. The 
competition and the award process forced the organizations 
to refl ect on their practices. The sensemaking process of LLL 
in an organizational context can thus be explained through 
generative intense learning involving refl ection and intense 
experiences, adaptive processes involving new terminology, 
pro-active processes involving careful and planned prepara-
tion, structuration and systematization. Furthermore LLL can 
be understood by informal processes involving the social, the 
cultural, the local, the situational, the tacit, the unconscious, 
the implicit and the contextual, by formal learning involving 
access and entry, by non formal learning involving activities, 
hobbies in addition to non-learning involving an unwilling-
ness to change, move on, adapt and learn. 

Single actors´ talk is predominantly affected by their 
own learning experiences, the organization, by peers, by inter-
action, informally by being involved, through participation. It 
thus seems that professional education and background have 
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little, other than entry status, impact on (life) long learning in 
organizations in which learning is often context-, situation- 
and practice-specifi c. 

It furthermore seems that it is no longer acceptable or 
enough for individuals to think merely of their own learning. 
It has to be shared. It has to be transferred in order to enhance, 
stimulate and in order to be useful for the organization, in or-
der to make an impact and in order to change the thinking of 
others. Good learning experiences thus have to be shared in 
order to create new knowledge, new insights, new learning.  

Individual actors´ perception and talk of LLL in this 
study reveal, not only the different forms and levels of learn-
ing, but also the importance of sharing knowledge and learn-
ing experiences. Single individuals responsibility must there-
fore not only be about building one´s own competence and 
development, but to contribute to the competence and devel-
opment of all. Individuals must hence be stimulated to share 
and make individual and team learning and knowledge ex-
plicit and transparent, available to all.  Therefore it seems 
appropriate to suggest (even at the risk of being labelled nor-
mative or at the risk of contradicting myself) learning audits 
and Learning Managers (my term) to organizations. An an-
nual learning audit would involve refl ection and the ‘evalua-
tion’ of learning experiences. A Learning Manager would co-
ordinate learning, collect and identify learning experiences 
and make ‘good’ learning experiences available to all. It thus 
seems that learning occurs on all levels in organizations. It 
also seems that segregation at the law fi rm hinders inclusive 
learning to some extent and that important learning experi-
ences are not always shared. Learning experiences need to be 
shared in order for knowledge to be transmitted and in order 
for new knowledge to be created.

The organizations became involved in the translation 
process through the contest, the nominations and through the 
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award. EU talk was confi rmed, at least to some extent, by sin-
gle actors´. The EU thus confi rms their perception and defi ni-
tion of LLL in an organizational context through these cases. 
It may therefore seem that single actors´ talk is also infl u-
enced by dominant societal discourses through processes in 
which the LLL concept is (re)born and constantly reshaped.  

Behind the superior idea there is the evolution. Behind 
the institution, the EU, there is a desire, a shared vision of 
a knowledge based economy. Lifelong learning is a concept 
with history. It has evolved and survived many phases and 
ideas. In the (post) modern idea there are traces of the original 
idea, but foremost it is shaped through talk on  active citizen-
ship, increased competivity, basic skills for all, self responsi-
bility, knowledge and competence development etc. in order 
for the EU to become the most dynamic knowledge-based 
economy in the world. LLL as a concept and idea is used 
as a tool to enhance and stimulate the EU measures, means, 
aims and purposes in order to ensure a smooth transfer for the 
membership countries to a knowledge based economy. Best 
practice cases are searched for, nominated and awarded. 

 My starting point was that the two organizations 
studied did not know that what they were doing could be 
termed LLL. Very few, if any, empirical studies on LLL have 
been conducted in a Nordic context from an individual ac-

society   institution  people

         shared desire   A SUPERIOR IDEA   imitation

people      actors   society
              

Figure 20. Lifelong learning travels
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tors´ organizational point of view. The viewpoint taken here 
was thus individual actors´ in an organizational context. This 
study shows that LLL in organizations is more than mere-
ly about individual competence development. It shows that 
LLL is constructed in a complex process of translation in-
volving not only social and local context, purpose, interest, 
practice, work and people, but as exemplifi ed and explained 
in this study through the contest, also the institution and the 
surrounding society. The institution and practice interrelate 
and are interdependent on one another, involving the indi-
vidual and the organization, in addition to the society and the 
environment.

This study fi lls a gap through introducing theories of life-
long learning to learning organization and organizational learn-
ing theory through the notion of practice and social context.

The intent and aim of this study was to comprehend 
and depict the relationship between the institutional LLL dis-
courses and practice, i.e. between the EU and the two Nordic 
organizations. It was accomplished with the help of theory-
guided content analysis in addition to thematic analysis and 
through descriptive processes in chapter one. I have explored 
and depicted how an idea, when it hits a specifi c context, is 
perceived by local actors´ in two specifi c contexts and who 
or what affects this process in an attempt to understand the 
whole complex communication process between the local 
and the institution, the individual and the organization.

Lifelong learning is thus continuous, not static. Life-
long learning is dynamic, not linear. Lifelong learning can 
be objectifi ed/materialized through reports, awards, papers, 
strategies, communications etc., but it will always be trans-
lated differently depending on people, social context, situa-
tion, culture etc. The local interpretation of LLL on an or-
ganizational level is interdependent with its environment. It 
involves the organization in addition to its institutional fi eld. 
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It involves imitative processes,benchmarking and learn-
ing from best practices. Moreover, it involves shared experienc-
es, practice and the acknowledgement of (self)responsibility, 
many roles and responsibilities, the construction of identity 
and pride, the organization and oneself.  

(Lifelong) learning occurs continuously on all levels in 
organizations. The degree and intensity vary as does the are-
na for (lifelong) learning. 

GAP     QUESTIONS         MEANS             CONTRIBUTION 

Two orgs are awarded     how is LLL interpreted            to interrelate LLL with                to show how two
to their surprise               by local actors in two              OL/LO theories with             methods complement    
                                         specific contexts                      the help of S/S theory             and shape the whole     
                                                                                                                                                  
 LLL theory focus mainly      who or what affects                 to show how the organization                                      
 on adult individual further    the process?                          is interdependent with the
 competence development                                                     individual and the institution with
 education and                                                                         the organization in processes 
            involving translation 
LLL has not been studied                
in a Nordic org. context/                                                      LLL is more than individual  
single actors perception                                                            competence development it involves  
                                      learning from, with and of others.   
                                                                                                                    Perception and alk is interdependent 
                                 with social, culture, local, situational     
                                     context and  practice     
theories on OL and LO and                                                                   
do not  correspond with LLL                     To acknowledge the art of ‘learning how     
                                                                                         to be with’ and the active sharing  of  
        learning experiences as a pre-condition   
              for knowledge creation and sharing.    
LLL theory is mainly occupied with                                         
questions related to when, what               LLL is co- and re-constructed  in mutual   
     continuous, imitative processes involving  
            processes of translation, 
              the construction of identity, a sense of belonging     
and that we learn                                            many roles, (self) responsibility and shared   
          experiences

Figure 21. Contribution
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6.3 Conceptual contribution 

A few new words and concepts evolved throughout the 
writing process. 

The art of ‘learning how to be with’ is defi ned as the 
ability to know how to interact with people in practice. It is 
a prerequisite for learning from and with others. It is impor-
tant in relation to knowledge sharing and the creation of new 
knowledge. Knowledge is not shared nor created without so-
cial interaction and ability. The art of ‘learning how to be 
with’ hence emphasise and acknowledge the art and skill in-
volved in the tacit, sensitive, intuitive,  social and interactive 
practices and abilities. Consequently, it is the ability, art and 
skill related to knowing how to interact with people in prac-
tice that enhance and pre-suppose the creation of new knowl-
edge and knowledge sharing practices. ‘Learning how to be 
with’ is perceived essential in the attempt to interconnect LO/
OL with LLL theory through theories related to social/situ-
ational and contextual learning. 

Learning audit and Learning Manager (Lifelong) 
learning in organizations is found to be more than merely 
about individual competence development. It is about shar-
ing and it is about co-constructing identity and mutual, shared 
experiences. It is not enough to merely develop yourself as 
every individual in the organization is part of sharing and 
learning, in making their learning experiences, processes and 
knowledge explicit. A learning audit is suggested to be an an-
nual event in which a Learning Manager together with per-
sonnel shares and identifi es good (learning) organizational 
practices with e.g. the help of the matrix. 

The audit is preceeded by seminars in which the Learning 
Manager encourage refl ection on action and practices, in order 
to identify and challenge underlying norms, structures, prac-
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tices, goals, rules, mechanisms and assumptions. It is hence 
suggested (at the risk of being normative) that the organiza-
tions may benefi t from a Learning Manager who not only co-
ordinates and stimulates education, learning processes and the 
making of refl exive learning processes explicit, but also identi-
fi es, collects, preserves, presents, stimulates and shares ‘good’ 
learning experiences in order to enhance knowledge sharing 
and the creation of new knowledge, in order to stimulate re-
fl exive learning processes and in order to make development  
processes explicit, transparent and available for all. 

Learnifi cation involves a process of linking learning to 
all possible contexts. The movement is occupied with relating 
and linking learning to societies, organizations, companies, 
cities, regions, villages, countries, states, politics, strategies, 
metaphors and systems. The uncritical idea is that all learn-
ing is good and the linkage with anything and practically eve-
rything brings more good. The uncritical learning movement 
here termed ‘learnifi cation’ does not acknowledge learning 
from mistakes (Kolb 1984) or through double-loop learning 
(Argyris & Schön (1978). It does not involve deep refl ection 
and/or question underlying mechanisms, purposes, goals, rou-
tines or practices. It simply advocates learning as the solution 
to almost anything and everything without deeper meaning 
or refl ection. It does not acknowledge non-learning, unlearn-
ing, unwillingness or capacity problems, stress and other bar-
riers that hinder learning. Learning is used as a rhetorical de-
vice without refl ecting on any underlying mechanisms and/or 
structures without recognizing that all learning is not good. 

 
Intentional inductive conversation is a process that 

involves the interviewer and the respondent. It is an open, 
intentional and conversational situation in which pre-under-
standings should not present any hinder for free conversation. 
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It is an interactive situation in which the participants are not 
fully equal, but closely intertwined in an intense, situational, 
contextual and specifi c situation.  The participants may seem 
equal and they may seem to be having a conversation, but it 
is the interviewer who guides the situation and who poses 
questions. It is the interviewer who raises more specifi c ques-
tions and add-on questions. It is the interviewer who controls 
the conversation although the tone is conversational and the 
event is situational, specifi c, contextual and intense. The re-
spondent, however, has the power in relation to responses. It 
is thus the interviewer’s responsibility, ability and task to dig 
deeper, to involve refl ection on practices and action, while 
creating an interactive, co-constructed and refl exive atmos-
phere. Intentional inductive conversation demands that the 
participants share an interest in the topic and has time for re-
fl ection. Furthermore, both participants should have an open 
mind, a positive attitude and the ability to listen, be sensitive 
to the situation, of the process and each other. 
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Single actors perception and talk of lifelong
learning in a specific organizational context

In spring 2003 a Finnish law firm was certified by the European Union
(EU) as the best organization in Europe in the area of lifelong learning, in
applying and in implementing a lifelong learning (LLL) strategy among its
personnel. The firm was astonished and taken by the award. The firm had
participated in the “Best workplaces in Europe 2003”® contest, but was
not aware of any of the Commission’s special categories at the time of the
contest. As the law firm had not consciously implemented a LLL strategy
among its personnel, they thus formed their conceptual understanding
and created their meaning of lifelong learning after the award. The proc-
ess of translation in this case was thus triggered by an external event.

The intent of this study is to depict how and why an idea (LLL) is
(re)born at an institutional level, how it travels and changes in a process of
translation, how it lands in two specific organizations and how it is per-
ceived and described by local actors in two specific contexts. The focus of
this study is predominantly on single actors perception of a controversial
concept in a local context. It is about an idea, about its travel and about
local perceptions related to this idea.

Theoretically (lifelong) learning theory, sociocultural theories and
organizational learning theories do not often meet. In this study they in-
terrelate and interact. These theories form a bond and framework in the
understanding of how an idea is talked of and perceived, interpreted, made
sense of and understood in an organizational context by individual actors.

This study shows that LLL in organizations is more than merely
about individual competence development. It shows how LLL is construc-
ted in an organizational context by single actors in a complex process
involving not only social and local context, purpose, interest, practice, work
and people, but also the institution and the surrounding society. The insti-
tution and practice interrelate. They are interdependent on one another.
Single actors perception and talk of lifelong learning in an organizational
context hence involves the organization in addition to its institutional field.
Moreover, it involves imitative processes, benchmarking and learning from
best practices.

Åbo Akademi University Press
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