Does staff participation matter at all in a learning process?

Background 


For two years, a Committee has been working on a competence concept to be implemented in a company applying to all employees. In connection with a hearing, nine persons completed a reading test. The test persons were to respond critically to two questions concerning a manual made by the committee. The manual was supposed to create an overview of the aim and the work involved with the competence concept. The Joint Cooperation Committee and the Local Joint Cooperation Committee, the top management and the department managements were involved as a part of the company’s formal structure.  

The persons completing the reading test were selected by departments according to criteria laid down by the Committee. According to the criteria test persons had to be very dedicated and they had to be interested in the competence concept. The Committee gave the test persons two questions. The task had to be completed in ten days. The test persons worked with the two questions individually and replied in writing. In addition, they gave feedback on content and connections between the company’s espoused theories and their own theories-in-use. The Committee made a summary of the feedback from the test persons but did not forward this to the test persons after the hearing. The test persons thus did neither receive response on their contribution nor on how their contribution had been used. In return for their effort they received a box of chocolate. In the summary the Committee had described the contributions of the test persons and which items neither of the test persons could recognize. 

Aim 

In this master project I wish to answer the following questions: To which extent does the test persons experience that they influence final decisions – and how does this correspond to the expectations of the Committee? Does the test persons experience that learning is generated through the staff involvement they have experienced in this case?

Method 
Through an empirical study and by including theory on staff involvement and organizational learning, I will try to answer the above questions. Both Committee representatives and representatives of the test persons took part in the interviews. Emergence of new and important knowledge when interviewing the test persons, made it necessary to re-interview the Committee. During my interview with the test persons I presented the Committee’s summary, which they had not previously been acquainted with. This had interesting verbal and non-verbal effects. During my work with the interviews I found relevant themes to answer my project questions: 

1. Resources 

a. Knowledge as a resource 

2. Expectations to the task – both test person and the Committee 

3. Staff involvement 

a. Experience of staff involvement during phase 1 

b. Non-verbal reactions to the summary 

c. Experience of staff involvement during phase 2 

d. Ownership 

e. Frustration 

f. Reward 

4. Learning 

a. the test persons 

b. the Committee 

5. The future hearing process 

Result 
Many implications were involved in “experience” and the summary was the starting point of a more nuanced reflection process of the test persons on the hearing they were a part of. The reflection revealed a discrepancy between what the test persons experienced they could influence and what they actually could influence. The interview indicated that the test persons were upset when confronted with the summary, but through reflection in the interview, the test persons realised that they had no influence on final decisions, but also that they did not expect to have any influence. This had consequences for the ownership of the concept. The lack of ownership influenced their experience of involvement. However, this did not make them stop working with the implementation of the concept.     

The staff involvement level the test persons were a part of was at the lowest level of involvement: The level of one-way-hearing where there are no opportunities for involvement or debate. The Committee chose not to use all knowledge and feedback from the test persons. This experience will not in the future keep them from taking part in a similar task if they find it interesting. In the future they hope to be heard because of their knowledge and competences. They expressed that they would not be demotivated in the long run even though they were presented with the summary. 

The test persons considered the task exciting, and they chose to work with the task, because they were interested and dedicated. The work with the task was an expression of single-loop learning. The test persons increased their knowledge of competence development and they were interested in getting the concept to fit into their own every day work. This approach is an expression of individual learning. This approach also was an expression of organizational learning, because they took responsibility for their task and tried to create consistency between their theories-in-use and the Committee's theories-in-use. The basis of organizational inquiry will still exist even though the company at present does not work on changing their espoused theories.  

