Aalborg Universitet
AALBORG UNIVERSITY

DENMARK

Employee participation and learning, a strategy for changes
"experiments"” as tools in the change process
Kofoed, L.B.; Jensen, Lars Peter; Rosengrn, T.U.

Publication date:
1998

Document Version
Ogsa kaldet Forlagets PDF

Link to publication from Aalborg University

Citation for published version (APA):
Kofoed, L. B., Jensen, L. P., & Rosengrn, T. U. (1998). Employee participation and learning, a strategy for
changes: "experiments" as tools in the change process.

General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright owners
and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

- Users may download and print one copy of any publication from the public portal for the purpose of private study or research.
- You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain
- You may freely distribute the URL identifying the publication in the public portal -

Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us at von@aub.aau.dk providing details, and we will remove access to
the work immediately and investigate your claim.

Downloaded from vbn.aau.dk on: March 29, 2024


https://vbn.aau.dk/da/publications/35ffcea0-9c2d-11db-8ed6-000ea68e967b

Employeeparticipation and learning, a strategy for changes
- “experiments’ astodsin the dhange process

Lise Busk Kofoed*, Lars Peter Jensen** , and Torben Rosengrn***
Aaborg University, DK-9220Aaborg &, Denmark
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Abstract: The purpose of this paper is to show and
discusspossbiliti esand poblems concerning changes
using a paticipatory strategy andwith a goodworking
environment in focus. The processngindustry is chosen
as example. The ase study shows that organizationd
changes can be rather problematic. The beginning o
the dhange processwhere all actors are assumed to use
all their potentials in devdoping their future
organization is described. The different employee
groups nedal to learn to participate. An important point
is to use the change processto establish a learning
culture. Experiments based onrefledivelearningin an
“experimentarium” as suppat for the change process
andthe positiveresults obtained are discussed.

INTRODUCTION
Theinitiating thesis for this paper is:

* Changes which take working environmental
aspeds (note 1) into consideration creae the
need for participation d all adorsin al phases
of the process (system designers, managers,
employees) in relation to technicd as well as
organizaional issues.

* If the processof change is democratic and all
adors participate with their knowledge and
experience, and a common leaning processis
established, it will creae better posshiliti es for
development both for the employees andin the
company.

* The different adors need knowledge and
methods for participation. Leaning based an
and centred around adive participation in
experiments and refledions related to the
leaning can support the participative change
process This leaning can be planned and
caried out away from the daly working
situation e.g. in the form of role plays, a
simulation of new situations or developmental
scenarios

Wedosee agred potential for development of methods
to assst techndogicd and aganizaiona changes based
onthe &ove mentioned thesis.

Our reseach projed is concerning the processindustry
and in particular the work in control rooms and
monitoring work. The processng indwstry is a well
documented areg because it has been the focus of alot of
reseach, and development projeds reporting both the
techricd development and the egonamics of monitoring
work in the control room. However, the utili zaion o
existing knavledge regarding thisiis far from what could
be adhieved. For instance there ae problems with the
psychdogcd workingenvirorment, and the organization
of work is quite traditional.(Bergman 1995

We seea chalengein trying to match the new technicd
posshilities with new organizaional structures to
improve the working environment for monitoring jobs.
Animportant questionis how these new structures can be
developed and established, in a way that improve the
working condtions for the enployees. At the same time
we want to crede better opportunities for leaning and
competencedevelopment. This development is necessary
for the employees who have to be adive participantsin
the ontinuots techndogicd and aganizaional renewal
processes of the future.

Within indwstries with a high degreeof automation, like
the processng industry and related industries, thereisa
need for readiness knowledge and awareness when
technicd or organizational changes are on the agenda.
There may be many reasons for changes, e.g. promoting
efficiency, renewa of the atomation systems,
rearangement of the production etc. No matter what the
reasons for the changes are, it is important to have the
above mentioned aspeds in mind so al employees and
managers are ajuipped for continucs changes.

THE CASE STUDY

In November last yea we started a study of a major
change process A Danish processng industry with a
large turn-over hasto improveits efficiency in al aress,
eg. areduction d the number of employees from 200to
150- 170 teforethe end d this century.

In 1995the mmpany changed its automation system from
an old hydraulic system with mimic boards and a lot of
manual control to a total new computer based eledric
system with monitors and a lot of automatic control

loops.
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The system is now runring smoacthly, but it took about
two yeas before the operators were famili ar with the new
techndogy. The new system has increased the work |oad
in the control room, becaise alot of monitoring tasks
which before were dore manually in the procesgng plant
now have been relocated to the control room. Espedally
the mental work has increased and thereby the stress
level.

In the same period rew processes have been added to the
plant, and dd ores have been renewed, and dwe to this
thereis gill agreat need for monitoring and maintenance
work at the plant (outside the @ntrol room). The
company usesjob rotation between the different tasks and
have nat yet changed the number of persons on ead shift
as a mnsequence of the change in techndogy.

Except for minor technicd changes, and implementation
of the automation system, the wmpany has nat changed
very much within the last 30 yeas, and it is the
asaumption that there is potentials in an arganizaional
change which could make the ampany more profitable
and a the same time bring a necessary renewal into the
company.

Handling the dhange process

The administrative diredor isinspired from theideas in
BusinessProcessReangneging (BPR), and wants to run
the dhange processwith “open doa's’, and all employees
are invited to participate & much as possble. The
administrative diredor redly wants the processto be
exemplary and democratic. The working environment
both duingand after the dhange processis very much on
the agenda, and the management have promised that no
one will be sadked, becaise the reduction d the
workforce will t ake placeby people leaving because of
age.

Aninternational consulting company (nate 2) is hired to
supervise the change processand their message was that
they could hande a diange processwith nofrustrations.

The gproach o the mnsultants wasto adivate & many
employees as possble in the process To fadlitate ad
prodice an “asis’ picture of the adua company situation
together with the amployees, and furthermoreto creae a
“to be” situation. This approach takes alot of resources
(time, motivationand invavement), which o course will
influencethe daily work situation. Everybody is very busy
either with the dhange projed or with the daily work
tasks, and the wnsequenceis that the extra work load
with the dhange projed isacased o being the reason for
al problems.

Thefirst phase of the dhange projed

The objedive of the change was efficiency, better
profitability and reduction d the number of employees,
and at the same time amuch-nealed renewal of the

organizaion. The BPR-process $ioud be with a high
degreeof employeeinvavement. Using their experience
and knowledge, the eanployees dodd cortribute to
designtheir future work. With input from employees and
managers onal levels, the consultants odd gude and
fadlit ate the process

The first step was an analysis and a description d the
adual company situation and a discusson d posshble
means to read the goal. In this phase there was a rather
optimistic @amaosphere - many could seesome interesting
perspedives for their future work situation. But the talk
about the reduction d the staff took alot of attention,
especialy among the operators. They started to talk
about, with how many operators they (the consultants and
the management) would reduce ashift.

The onsultants' approach was from the very beginning
to activate & many in the mmpany as possble. In the
next step, where the analyses of posshiliti es for changes
shoud be cmmpleted, they formed a main working group
with representatives from consultants, employees and
managers. Thisgroup shoud be relieved from their daily
tasks and do nehing but work with the change process
The consultants trained this group to fadlitate ad
andyzeinput from their coll eagues. The group could set
up ad hac groups or workshops in which they made so
cdled “posters’.

A poster is a big pieceof paper on which a group can
make an ill ustration a mode in large scde of, eg. a
work process Different adors in a workshop can
contribute to creae aposter. It could for instance be a
group of operators who hed to make aposter about the
monitoring process When making a poster the
participantsin the group at the sametime can tell what is
goad and what is problematic with a spedfic task.
Members from the main group finished the poster. The
final step isto dscussthe process siown onthe poster.
For this purpose dl operators are invited to a
presentation d the poster, held by one of their coll eagues
fromthe main group. After the presentation the operators
can comment the results.

At first when the posters were quite simple ad
ill ustrated the adual situation, a number of comments
came up. In the following sesgons the posters becane
more cmplex andthe operators did na understand them,
and the time spent for presentations was too short to
make them understand the posters. Furthermore alot of
rumors started amongthe operators. About the numbers
of manning, the lack of seaurity, the managements

hidden agenda dc.

This stuationamongthe operators is now that thereis no
trust in the cnsultants or the management, nobody can
seethe alvantage from giving input to the process and
there is no motivation to participate in the cange
process The change processis more or lessowned by
the main group andthe @rsultants. They have developed
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their own languege (“a change slang’), which in away
has worked for the main group it self, but at the same
time widened the gap between the group and the rest of
the organization Themain group now hasto show all the
motivation They now own the processand the rest of the
employees do nd fed any responsibility towards the
result..

The temperature of the working environment is
deaeasing, because the processhas driven the operators
to consider the @mpany culture, their working
envirorment andtheir possble future work condtionsin
anew way. They have been dscussing dfferent isaues as:
the mental work load in the @ntrol room, what is job
satisfadion, what does a safe work situation mean etc.
The discusgons are highly influenced by uncertainties
conreded to the dhange situation. In away the operators
express during their frustration that they need a much
deeper discusson d posshilities and concerns in
connedion with the adual change process They redly
need an understanding d the frames in which they can
seetheir own possbiliti es and future work. It is difficult
to dscussif you donit know the premises. They also need
somebody to fadlit ate a onstructive discussonsoit is
gaingto be proadive and nat readive. A goodsparring
partner could be ahelp for the operators  they in an
analytic and constructive way might be ale to put up
suggestions for their future work situation. They have to
takethe overall goal for the dhangein consideration, but
the working environment as described in “The
Developmental Work” (note 3) could be the starting
point for a proadive discusson.

As asuitable sparring partners to the various groups of
employessit woud be natural to think o the members of
the company’ s cooperation committee & this group of
persons represents all the various groups of employees
andfurther due to the nature of the mmmitteeshoud be
well informed about the cmpany’ s thoughts about the
future as well as about the aurrent change process This
has not worked ou, and we discovered that the reason
wasthat the magperation committeemembers did na fed
that they were equipped to dscuss the change process
At the same time the cooperation committee &so had
redized that they did na have the necessary knowledge
to participate & a @aperation committeein a thange
process They needed knowledge ot their role. But
they had awish to asdst their colleagues as well as the
management in this difficult change process They felt
they were moving away from the change process

So now was the time for us to intervene and try to
improve the working environment and suppress the
frustrations. We dedded to start en intervention with the
cogperationcomrmittee Firstly because they could be the
key to goen the processfor their colleagues, seandy to
help the moperation committeeto get “closer” to the
change process Our idea of such an intervention is

based on experiments with leaning, and fadlit ated
refledionsin an "experimentarium”.

EXPERIMENTSIN AN “EXPERIMENTARIUM”
We consider leaning and change processs to be very
conreded (Busk Kofoed et. a., 1997). Therefore, to
support change adivities, e.g. get the badkground to
participate in a dhange process we want to establish a
framework for leaning and development. This
framework shoud dfer posshiliti es for employees from
al levels and functions of the company to participate in
a omnonleaningand cevelopment process where they
can benefit from ead athers' resources and crede a
common basis for the cmmpany’ s further development.
It is our opinion that such a framework can be made by
establi shing an experimentarium.

The ideas in the experimentarium are based onadion
leaning (seethe next subsedion), andit is established in
a ' room which is removed from the daily life of th
organizaion. It is aroom for experiments which can be
made without any dired influence on the production a
the prodLct.

The purpose of the eperimentarium is to gve
employees, managers and ckevelopers/consultants by
themselves or in mixed goups the opportunity to
develop, to test new ideas, andto carry out experiments
in an experimental situation. In pradice the
experimentarium can be placal in a concrete room; but
the spedfic arangement is dependent of the experiments
going on, eg. training and development by distance
leaning The eperimentarium has to be seen/understood
morelike avirtua room for different adivities, where the
spedfic adivities' furnish’ the room.

It shodd be posshle to make experiments withou
arranging afull scde wpy of the concrete work place
e.g. when trying rew ways of cooperation and team work,
or showing the @nsequences when delegating
responsibility and authority.

During working with spedfic adiviti es the participants
are taught to see themselves and their colleagues as
experts within their fields, and they also experience a
commonleaning process Thisisimportant to gpen the
eyes of the different employee groups for ead athers
resources 9 they can take part in a ommon development
process - a process in which everybody in an
interdisciplinary cooperation can contribute with
expertise to solve problems or to creae innowetion. A
broader understandng and knawledge of other
employees' /colleaguesvork may cause mutual resped,
strengthen the rfidencein own resources, and improve
cooperation gpportunities (Busk Kofoed, 1994).
Different adivities from both working processes and
leaning methods can be dedt with in the
experimentarium. The learning processis necessary to
conred and support the different adivities which have to
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be worked on in the eperimentarium. We have to
develop the optimum condtions for leaning. crede
security, confidence, and motivation. Pedagogcdly we
find some of the main focuses will be to establish ahigh
degreeof adive participationin al phases of runrningthe
experimentarium, to ensure and fadlit ate refledions, and
to make the leaning processvisible.

Thelearning processes

Our basic gproach to leaning is that leaning is
problem- based and that leaningis based onleaningin
groups during a process where refledion loops have a
predominant place Our understandng o leaning
processss is based on Kolb's cycle which describes
experimental learning as leaning taking placein a g/cle
with four key points. - daing - refleding - thinking -
deciding - (Kolb, 1984). Based on this and Schon’'s
(1987 ) ideas about refledion in the leaning process
John Cowan (1996) has developed a leaning method
concept based onseveral small refledionloops - Kolb
cycles (as paraphrased by Cowan: - experience -
refledion- generdisation - test - ) and planned refledion
threetimesin aleaning process seefig. 1: before (for)
or in the very beginning d the learning processwhere it
is considered what the process $al be to fulfill the
leaning needs, in the midde of the process whereit is
corsidered haw the processso far has fulfill ed the scopes
and aims, whether they are still relevant and what
changes in plansif any are necessary, and finally after
(on) the leaning process or rather as the end d the
processarefledionloop is madein arder to dedde what
has been accomplished andwhat is gill missng. In this
third refledionloop it is considered how the experience
can be used in the future in the daily work situation as
well asin future leaning processes.

Reflection

prior exploratory consolidating further

Fig. 1. The Cowan diagram. (Cowan, 1996).

One of the main purposes using this approach with three
refledion loops is to tead the participantsto lean and
improve the quality, depth and relevance of what has
been leaned.

Results from the experiments
We have made 4 experiments in the experimentarium:

1. Two about cogperation committeework

2. Two about sampling and quality of samples

Experimentarium 1

The experimentarium with the cooperation committee
was planned to pas the three refledion loops of the
Cowan diagram (fig. 1).

We had two days, ead o five hou’s incl. lunch and
coffeebredks to run the experimentarium, and the plan
was to make the participants lean howv to analyse a
spedfic topic and make a onclusion d the analysisin
order to suggest some further adion onthe topic. The
work consists of the foll owing phases:

Start:

* sdedion d asubjed to be analysed (there were
three subjeds to chocse anong al suggested
by the @moperation committed
abrain storm on the subjed
organising/caegorising the results of the brain
storm in topics/themes

Analysing method

* seledion of some of the topicsthemes to be
analyzed

seledion d anges to approach the analysis
daingthe analysis

conclusion

suggest further adion

L

Thefirst five “das’ were planned for day one and the last
threefor day two.

Major points of the exeriment

The participants in the experimentarium shoud work in
small groups (3-6 persons) with the analyses because this
shoud supply the processof the experiment with some
extramajor points:

* the participants will | ean together

* everybody will be head

* mutual inspirationwill have asynergic dfed
Refledion loops

Before the adud start we did a short refledion for adion
loop where we tried to match ou intentions with the
experimentarium to the participants expedations.

At the end d day onethe group prepared ashort seminar,
where they presented the status of the work so far to an
“externa” opponent. The role of the opponent was to
placesome provoking questions (fadlit ating questions)
about why, how, who, when etc. These questions $oud
fadlitate the refledionin adionloop and we started day
two by questioning the results of the refledions with the
question: “Where aewe now?’.

The experimentarium ended with afinal seminar where
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both the result of the work (suggestions for further
adion) and the processes of reading it were refleced
(refledion on adion). At this saminar the opponent was
also present.

Results from experimentarium 1
Experimentarium 1 has been run twice Both d them
with 3-4 persons, and both time the participants
succealed in making an analysis of the dhosen subjed,
for some relevant topics. They aso made some well
argued conclusions and suggestions for further adion. So
considering the dired result/product of the exercise, the
participants have leaned to make fast and powerful
analyses of spedfic topics with a little help from the
coaches.
Astothe' extramagor points' to be leaned duing th
processof the experiment, this part was even more of a
success The following list of experiences/results/skill’ s
ismore or lessexpressed dredly by the participants in
an evaluation d both experiments, 1-2 weeks after the
experiments took place
The participants expressed that they had:
* seen that they together possessd a large
amourt of knowledge

* experienced that their individual differences
were astrength

* leaned to see eab other as experts on dfferent
fields

* observed that ahdistic view of atopic resulted
in abetter analysis

* experienced some cgritive jumps

* seen that one has to analyze and assess

consequences before implementing
Experimentarium 2
The semond“experimentarium” was carried ou becaise
the company had experienced problems with the samples
used for Quality Analysis (QA), and the employees had
expresed awishtolean how to draw samples corredly.
It was agreed to make a ourse in sampling techniques
and sampling equipment. Planning d the murse shoud
na start before the mmpany culture and the anployees’
attitude towards the management and the cmpany as
such was discovered, so the process sarted by
interviewingthe participantsin arder to get the feding o
the adlture. Addtiondly the interview was used to initi ate
arefledionloop before the adual process Throughthis
refledion loop the participants were forced to express
their opinion and fedings related to their particular daily
tasks, and thus forced to clarify for themselves which
weretheir governing values and which were their acual
needs for leaning.
The participants had dfferent badgrounds and dfferent
jobs. Some had only 7 yeasin public schods, 3 were
lab technicians, and ore was heal stores-clerk and hed a
badkgroundas highly skill ed technician.

They al had rather negative eperiences with their
managers will and ability to make dcanges and they
were, even though they had expressed the neel for
leaning more, rather disillusioned with regard to
participate in courses.

On this basis and after discussons with the head of QA
it was dedded to run 2 perallel courses with 7-8
participants. Each course shoud have 4 sessons, one
sesgonaweek in 4 conseautive weeks.

The themes of the murses were:

. Sampling and the QA-system, about the
documentation in the QA system covering
sampling, and about the importance of
employees’ adive participationin keeguingthe
QA system adive and “fit”.

. Sampling equipment and sampling techniques
with an evauation d the tedchniques and
equipment currently used.

. Hedth andsafety in general andin particular in
relation to sampling.
. Corred sampling exercise based onthe 3 first

sessions. The participants in pairs were asked
to plan and perform an adual sampling.

Because of the participants” badkgrounds it was dedded
onlyto gve avery brief presentation d the subjed to be
worked with in the sesgons, and then let the participants
taketherole a consultants to the management. Through
this processbrainstorming, categorizaion and problem
analysiswere gplied astods.

Refledion.

Inthe very beginning d the first sessonthe participants
recadved a short presentation d the theory about
experiential leaning and about the pedagogcd method
based onrefledion.

They were then asked individuall y to consider how they
woud contribute to make the murse asuccessand what
their successcriteriawere. The result was presented in
plenum.

The next refledion loop was made & the last item in
sesgon 3. Here the participants were asked to reflect on
what they had acaomplished so far - was it what they
expected - and shoud the last sesson be thanged in
order to achieve the goals et up in thefirst sesgon?
The 3 " refledion - refledion onwas made as a ourse
evaluation with the questions. “did | lean what |
wanted?’, “can | work better and acampli sh more onthe
next course, | am gaing to participate in?’, and “what
havel leaned fromthiscourse and hav do we make use
of it in ou daily work?’.

Results from experimentarium 2
Through the final evaluation refledions of the
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participants from both groups showed:

« that theparticipants had ga a higher opinion o their
own skill s.

« ahigher remgrition d other personrdl-groups” work
and expertise

« that it isagoodideato solve problemsin ajoint tean
with persons of different badkground as the mullti
disciplinary approach gves better solutions.

« that leaningthroughadive experience andrefledion
was experienced as interesting and effedive

« that they had leaned alot about sampling

PERSPECTIVES

If our experiments are to succeel, using rather short time,

there are some m@ndtions which have to be fulfill ed

before the start:

. we as fadlitators and planners will need a
thoroughknowledge and undrstanding o the
company culture and gowerning values
the participants must have mnfidenceto ead
other andto us 0 that they fed safe

. the company must provide the time to
participate

. the participants oud be atthusiastic

. the participants must accept that they will have

to contribute alot to the processand that they
must make refledions before, in and after the
processin order to get the full benefit of their
efforts and participation.

Concean’sabou the eperimentarium

In some caes where thetime in the experimentariumis
very limited it may be very difficult to acamplish to pass
threefull refledionlogps. In such cases one shoud oy
plan for the most relevant refledion logp. In such cases
it woud be an advantage if the participants have tried to
passall threeloopsin an ealier leaning process

A seoond concern is to establish the evaluationin due
time, so close to the experiment that the participants dill

remember what happened, and at the same time & a
catain dstance so that they have the possbility to refled
uponthe adivities.

Ancaher conrcerniswhether it is possble to transform the
results from the experimentarium to daily pradice In
order to make this possble it is important that the
management gives the “space”to carry out and supports
the implementation. In na daing so there will be amajor
risk to end yp with employees even more frustrated than
before the experimentarium.

Posgbiliti es with the experimentarium

Having succealed the two experiments, we seeagrea
potentia in the ideas of using the experimentarium to
establish common leaning processs, which can help
companies during aganizaional changes towards a

leaning aganization.

What hasto bedorein such asituationisto findaway to
remove the focus from dl the negative aspedsin changes
towards the potentials in leaning and developmental
situations, and in the new jobs, but of course still be
aware of the problems. We think that one way to accept
changes and dscover potentials/posshiliti es could be to
participate in experiments, where the subjed to be
analyzed are the new working condtions. It will take
several experiments to creae accetance of changes
which invdve thanges of values and culture.

An example of an experimentarium could be made to let
groups of operators develop and assessdifferent possble
work situations and for instance examine some of the
major problems they seethrougha simulation play.

It is our belief that this kind d experimentarium
adivities can overcomealot of the adual frustration, and
improve the working environment, not only at present but
also in the future, becaise the adors invdved can
combine their knowledge to develop better working
tasks, and at the same time obtain mutual resped.

The ddlenge for the management is to seeparticipation
and leaning as a strategy in the thange process andto
implement methods which can support adual and future
changes.
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Notes

1. Thedefinition d working environment is both physicd
and socio-psychdogicd aspeds of the work situation.
2. We have been invited to study the process We ae dso
al owed to advise both the rsultants, the anployees and
the management and we ae ale to interfere in the
change processand cevelop as well as test or examine
new ideas

3. Definition o “The Developmenta Work”. The
Developmenta Work is a production concept introduced
by the Swedish Metd Workers' Unioninthemid 1980 s.
It describes anew strategy for the trade unions focusing
on what they see & current posshiliti es of establi shing
consensus between the workers and the employers on
development of work, flexibility, quality, qualificaions
etc. - posshiliti es related to the new market condtions.
Job enrichment and Hghly skilled workers to seaure
flexibility, involvement of employeesin dedsion making
andplanning o work to increase motivation and quality,
and employeeinfluenceon prodict and services are some
of the potentials outlined 1. During the past 10 yeasthe
unions and the working environment experts have been
increasingly engaged in the mncept.
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