
Line Managers and Workplace Learning:
Learning from the Voluntary Sector

RONA S. BEATTIE
Glasgow Caledonian University

ABSTRACT This paper explores the interface between the workplace as a site of learning and the
behaviours of developmental managers, those who develop self, staff and peers. The paper
provides a brief literature review, outlines the research methodology utilized, and presents and
discusses findings from empirical research in the voluntary sector. It is hoped that the findings will
enhance understanding of the role of voluntary sector managers in supporting workplace learning.
The paper provides guidance to policy makers and voluntary organizations about how to support
the development of people-development skills, which ultimately affect the effective performance of
voluntary organizations. It is also intended that the lessons learned from this research will be of
benefit beyond the voluntary sector.
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Introduction

Since the early 1990s there has been growing recognition of the devolution of human
resource development (HRD) responsibilities to line managers (e.g. Mumford, 1993;
Bevan and Hayday, 1994; Heraty and Morley, 1995; de Jong et al., 1999; Ellinger,
2003). However, until very recently, there has been limited research into what
managers do as facilitators of learning (Mumford, 1993; Horowitz, 1999). As a
consequence of this paucity of research we have limited understanding of what
behaviours managers demonstrate in developmental interactions with their employ-
ees (Ellinger and Bostrom, 1999). Yet the increased attention to development on and
through the job inevitably throws greater weight on managers as developers of
others (Mumford, 1993).

Further, due to a resurgence in recognition of the workplace as a site of ‘natural
learning’ (Burgoyne and Hodson, 1983), there has been increasing awareness of the
need to consider the developmental responsibilities and behaviours of line managers
(Marsick and Watkins, 1997; Ellinger and Bostrom, 1999). Indeed the UK National
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Skills Task Force (NSTF) has argued that ‘the capability and commitment of
managers and key workers throughout an organisation’s hierarchy are the most
important factors in determining the provision and effectiveness of workplace
learning (both formal and informal)’ (NSTF, 2000, p. 37).

Although there is an extensive literature on developmental roles that managers
may play, such as mentor and coach, much of this literature is prescriptive and
rhetorical, and there appear to be relatively few examples of substantive research and
empirical studies focusing on managerial behaviours (Horowitz, 1999; Ellinger, 2003;
Ellinger et al., 2005), although MacNeil (2003) has undertaken interesting work
exploring the roles of supervisors as facilitators of learning. Horowitz acknowledges
that the notion of line managers having responsibility for development is valid;
however, he concludes that the ‘HRD literature and practice fails to address
satisfactorily how this should occur’ (Horowitz, 1999, pp. 187 – 88).

A major criticism of HRD is the lack of empirical evidence demonstrating its
presence in organizations, and its influence and impact on individuals and
organizations. This study has been an attempt to address the empirical deficit
described above by providing an evidence base (Hamlin, 2002) for HRD’s
contribution to individual learning and organizational performance through
analysing the actual performance of line managers as developers, rather than
creating a normative list based on anecdote and consultancy imperatives.

Where empirical research exists it often focuses on the barriers that line managers
face regarding facilitating workplace learning, such as: conflict between operational
and developmental duties; managers’ perceptions that they will gain little; lack of
time; short-termism; lack of strategic direction; inadequate support from the HR
function; lack of role clarity; lack of management development; and, lack of
accountability and performance monitoring (Cabinet Office, 1991, 1992; Storey,
1992; Heraty and Morley, 1995; McGovern et al., 1997; Hyman and Cunningham,
1998; de Jong et al., 1999; Thomson et al., 2001).

McGovern et al. (1997) found that effective devolution (of HRM) to line managers
was inconsistent across a range of private- and public-sector organizations, yet their
(potential) contribution is highlighted as a central element of many models of
contemporary HRM (Bratton and Gold, 1994; Storey, 1995). Indeed McGovern and
her colleagues’ findings were contrary to the ‘developmental humanism’ that
underpins many ‘soft’ models of HRM (Legge, 1995; Bell, 1999; Boyne et al., 1999;
Morgan and Allington, 2002), which emphasize the importance of leadership
and trust between employees and managers. They conclude that ‘developmental
humanism’ underestimates the extent to which short-term pragmatism is
embedded within capitalist enterprises (McGovern et al., 1997, p. 27). However,
the organizations reported on here are non-profit distributing voluntary organiza-
tions whose values are not based on capital accumulation; thus the conditions may
be more conducive for developmental humanism to flourish, and may therefore
provide fertile territory to explore managerial behaviours that facilitate learning.
Research into the voluntary sector also addresses the need to overcome empirical
deficits about learning such as the nature of learning within the under-researched
voluntary sector (Colley et al., 2003).

This empirical study (Beattie, 2002a) focuses on the interface between the
workplace as a site of learning and the behaviours of developmental managers, those
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who develop self, staff and peers, by finding out what line managers actually do to
facilitate learning. The managers studied were line managers at all levels (first to
senior) and had direct responsibility for more than one member of staff.

The paper provides a brief literature review, outlines the research methodology
used, and presents and discusses the findings of empirical research based on two
voluntary-sector case studies.

Literature Review

Human Resource Development Strategy

Prior to focusing on the importance of the workplace as a site of learning it is useful
to remind ourselves of the growing significance of HRD in today’s organizations.

HRD has emerged as a concept, and practice, of growing significance in the
past decade (Beardwell and Holden, 2001), and emphasizes the strategic aspects
of learning rather the operational activities of training and development. While
recognizing the difficulties in defining this emergent discipline, Stewart and
McGoldrick provide a tentative definition:

Human resource development encompasses activities and processes which
are intended to have impact on organisational and individual learning. The
term assumes that organisations can be constructively conceived of as
learning entities, and that the learning processes of both organisations and
individuals are capable of influence and direction through deliberate and planned
interventions.

(Stewart and McGoldrick, 1996. p. 1)

It is argued here that line managers as much as, if not more than, the HRD function
play a critical role in facilitating such organizational and individual learning.

A range of environmental pressures has contributed to the emergence of HRD
strategic activity, which can be seen in the organizations studied here (see Beattie,
2006). These include: the accelerated rate of change; focus on quality; increased need
for organizational flexibility and responsiveness; increased pressure to demonstrate
the contribution of human resources; competition; new technology (Garavan et al.,
1995). A further driver has been the increased recognition of learning as a source of
competitive advantage and the realization that the value of human resources can
appreciate (Wilson, 1999).

A number of themes have emerged from the literature on the role and the practice
of HRD (Wilson, 1999; Horowitz, 1999) which have implications for the roles and
behaviours of line managers in the workplace. First, the role of HRD is: to enable
organizations to respond to challenges and opportunities through HRD interven-
tions; to develop policies which integrate corporate and HRD strategies; to create a
learning culture where learning is shared and continuous; and to add value by
focusing HRD initiatives on areas which enhance competitive advantage, e.g. service
excellence, leadership.

Second, key aspects of HRD practice include: ensuring that all individual
employees and line managers are informed of their role and participate in HRD; the
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continuous assessment of learning and development opportunities to enhance career
development and organisational growth; having a systematic learning system;
adopting a competency-based approach; finally, having a partnership between line
managers and HRD specialists to support employee development. Examples of these
are discussed in the findings below.

The Workplace as a Site of Learning

The role of workplace learning. There has been growing interest in workplace
learning from both theoretical and policy perspectives (e.g. NSTF, 2000; IPD,1 2000;
Kirby et al., 2003; Ardichvili, 2003; Scottish Executive, 2003), particularly as an
organization’s ‘human capital – the knowledge, skills, competencies, relationships
and creativity vested in its people – has emerged as a key competitive factor’
(Reynolds et al., 2002). Consequently this has emphasized the importance of
employees’ ability to learn, and improving the capacity for workplace learning
presents a real challenge for managers (IPD. 2000).

According to the Institute of Personnel and Development (2000) workplace
learning includes all formal and non-formal learning that occurs, partly or wholly,
in the workplace. Formal workplace learning is what most people think of as
‘training’ and may involve structured learning activities such as initial training
for new recruits. Less formal activities, related to day-to-day work activities,
include team development, action learning, knowledge sharing and knowledge
management.

Of particular relevance to this paper is the concept of ‘informal learning’ where
learning occurs ‘outside formally structured, institutionally sponsored classroom-
based activities, taking place under non-routine conditions or in routine conditions
where reflection and critical reflection are used to clarify the situation’ (Marsick
and Watkins, 1997, p. 7). It has been argued that the ‘commitment, enthusiasm
and skills of managers’ are critical to the uptake of informal learning (NSTF, 2000,
p. 42).

While recognized as the most frequent form of workplace learning (Eraut et al.,
1998; IPD, 2000) the value of informal learning has been significantly under-
estimated (IPD, 2000; Reynolds et al., 2002) despite combining:

learning and practice in one activity – learning by doing, for many the most
effective form of learning. It is the least formal mode of learning, but at its best, it
is the form of learning that most closely aligns with corporate success and is likely
to become more important.

(IPD, 2000, p. 2)

Finally, Marsick and Volpe (1999) suggest that organizations are beginning to foster
informal learning in recognition of it being the most pervasive form of learning in
organizations. They, however, acknowledge that ‘we know little of how it can be best
supported, encouraged and developed’ (ibid., p. 3). It is hoped that this paper can
contribute to enhancing the efficacy of informal learning to benefit individuals,
organizations and the people they support through developing greater understanding
of the part line managers can play.
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Concerns about workplace learning and informal learning. Workplace and informal
learning are not without criticism. First, Garrick (1998) challenges the view that
informal learning can be ‘utilised’ to promote ‘learning organisations’ arguing that
‘so-called democratic and participative workplaces are being ‘‘framed’’ by an
economistic human capital theory and a ‘‘mercantilisation’’ of knowledge’. He
continues that ‘respect for the dignity of others, equity, and an appreciation of
situated ethics have a place in ‘‘workplace learning’’, especially in the postmodern
context’ (Garrick, 1998, preface). Such a philosophical perspective is likely to have a
sympathetic audience in the voluntary sector which is studied here.

Second, Woodall (2000) expresses several concerns regarding workplace learning.
First, she found that, while both senior HR and management development
specialists thought the workplace was the most important place for learning, there
was limited awareness of the full range of work-based learning interventions and
potential development challenges that could be used. She found little evidence of
systematic promotion of workplace learning; it was expected to ‘happen’ as a
consequence of individual managers working on personal development plans.

Second, Woodall suggests that within HRM systems there is a need to review
other aspects of HRM policy and practice, including performance management
systems, to ensure that they complement, rather than impede, work-based
development, and to ensure that line managers play a key role in development.
She contends that:

Performance management systems are needed that create the space for separate
development reviews with sufficient time for reflection, and which have as a key
performance indicator evidence of line manager facilitation of the development of
their direct reports.

(Woodall, 2000, p. 29)

Finally, Rainbird warns that workplace learning should not be regarded as a
panacea. While acknowledging that the workplace is significant as a site of learning
she also cautions that ‘it is also highly problematic: [as] its primary purpose is not
learning, but the production of goods and services’ (2000, p. 1). However, in the
case of the organizations studied here learning is part of their raison d’être as they
are trying to develop the capacity of individuals to live increasingly independent
lives.

Line managers and workplace learning. Line managers are recognized as having a key
role to play in facilitating workplace learning (Marsick and Watkins, 1997; IPD,
2000; Scottish Executive, 2003; Hamlin et al., 2004). Marsick and Watkins suggest
that managers, supported by the organization’s learning system, can facilitate
informal learning for individuals through planning for learning, creating mechan-
isms for learning in teams and developing an environment conducive for learning.
They further suggest that managers can ‘plan more consciously to turn challenges
into learning opportunities, seek alternative viewpoints and perspectives to
compensate for blind spots and limitations, and draw out lessons more explicitly’
(Marsick and Watkins. 1997, pp. 308 – 09). However, they and Kirby et al. (2003,
p. 49) acknowledge that managers need to be skilled to facilitate such learning, with
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the latter arguing that ‘just as the modern workplace requires greater learning,
modern management requires greater understanding of that learning’.

The effectiveness of managers supporting workplace learning depends significantly
on whether they have the appropriate knowledge, skills, attitudes and have
themselves received appropriate development (Storey, 1992; IPD, 1995; Hyman
and Cunningham, 1998; Thomson et al., 2001). Such effectiveness also depends on
whether the organizational climate is supportive of such managerial activity
(Reynold et al., 2002).

The view that managers need to develop themselves, if they and others are to
benefit from workplace learning, is developed further by Beckett.

Leadership in [workplace] learning will be more apparent in those who understand
their own ‘context’ or situation in daily social life at work – shared feelings,
thoughts and actions at work construct us as workers. Those who can recognise
this –who are open to their own organic learning possibilities – can then advance
such learning in others.

(Beckett, 1999, p. 96)

He continues that, to enhance workplace learning, there is a need for ‘more explicit
and structural attention to adult learning, particularly learning arising from affective
experiences (feelings, emotions), and on the particular context, or ‘‘situation’’, of
those experiences’ (ibid., p. 97).

An IPD study (1995) raised concerns about the competence of line managers
undertaking HRM roles. It found that both line managers and personnel specialists
felt that there was a lack of support and training for line managers, particularly
relating to employee motivation, a critical skill and knowledge area for effective staff
development. Meanwhile Storey has argued that an impediment to line managers
behaving as developers of others is their own lack of development, as ‘managers who
have themselves received little education and training are less likely to recognise or
approve the need for investment in the training of their subordinates’ (1992, p. 213).
In their study of empowerment Hyman and Cunningham (1998) found that some
managers found it difficult to adopt a more facilitative style of management that
would support development.

Thomson et al. (2001) found a correlation between line manager involvement in
development and the existence of formal development policies, shared responsi-
bilities for development, competency-based development and a higher than average
use of personal development plans. They also found that where an individual’s line
manager was involved in their development the impact of development was doubled.
However, half their sample rated their line managers’ involvement as low, thus
suggesting that normative perceptions of extensive line manager involvement in
development activities may be exaggerated.

With regard to what motivates managers (and professional developers) to develop
others, the limited research to date (AMED, 1991; Mumford, 1993) suggests the
following reasons:

1. to pursue the resolution of problems;
2. to give people skills to do their job;
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3. managers believe that improving the performance of others will reflect well on
their own’

4. personal satisfaction from seeing someone grow and develop to their full
potential;

5. develop own skills, knowledge and insight;
6. employing organization demands they do so through formal development

schemes; and,
7. to improve profitability or financial efficiency.

This paper explores what motivates voluntary sector managers to develop others.

Research Design

The aim of the overall study reported here was to identify the behaviours used by
voluntary-sector senior and first-line managers when facilitating employee learning
in the workplace. To address this aim five research questions were developed.

1. What do line managers do to facilitate learning?
2. What do line managers do to inhibit learning?
3. What motivates line managers to develop staff?
4. What influence do individual factors have on developmental behaviours?
5. What influence do organizational factors have on developmental behaviours?

The first, third and fifth questions have informed the development of this paper.
This study involved case-study research into two voluntary organizations

providing a range of social care services, Quarriers and Richmond Fellowship
Scotland (RFS). Quarriers is a multi-functional social care charity providing services
for children, young people, families, people with epilepsy and people with learning
disabilities. At the time of the fieldwork Quarriers employed nearly 1000 employees.
Richmond Fellowship Scotland (RFS) is a social care charity specializing in
providing services to support people with learning disabilities and/or mental health
problems. At the time of the research RFS employed around 750 employees. While
acknowledging the limitations of examining only two organizations, the author
argues that this was appropriate given the exploratory nature of this research
designed to address the paucity of empirical and theoretical research on this topic.

The two organizations were selected as it was hoped that they would provide
evidence (Hamlin, 2002) of good practice. First, they are both recognized as Investors
in People (IiP) and are regarded within the sector as being employers of choice.
Second, as social care organizations they both have well-developed supervision
policies which, it was hoped, would provide an insight-yielding context to explore the
behaviours of managers when developing staff. Supervision in social care provides an
explicit framework for line managers as developers and is a holistic approach to
managing, teaching and supporting staff (Sawdon and Sawdon, 1995). It requires
employees and their ‘supervisors’ to meet regularly to reflect on and plan for learning
and work.

As this study was trying to understand and explain why people have different
constructions and meanings regarding their developmental experiences at work a
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qualitative research approach was deemed appropriate as such techniques ‘seek to
describe, decode, translate and otherwise come to terms with the meaning, not the
frequency of certain more or less naturally occurring phenomena in the social world’
(Van Maanen, 1983, p. 9).

The first phase of the study involved an initial period of ethnographic immersion
to gain familiarity with the culture, language and operations of each organization.
This involved the researcher spending three weeks in each organization visiting a
range of operations and conducting informal interviews with staff; in effect, an
‘induction’ programme. The participant observation continued with participation in
relevant training courses, such as induction or appraisal, and observation of
meetings. The author has discussed the challenges of ethnographic research
elsewhere (see Beattie, 2002b). The second phase included a series of intensive
semi-structured interviews (n¼ 60), utilizing critical incident technique (Flanagan,
1954), with senior line managers (SLM), first-line managers (FLM), employees and
key informants (KI) such as Chief Executive or Director of HR. Forty-one
developmental relationships, learning partnerships between a line manager and their
direct reports, were explored.

Managers and employees were asked questions regarding managerial behaviours
that facilitated employee learning and organisational factors that might influence
learning. The data was then analysed utilising a grounded theory approach, given the
lack of existing theory, to identify the facilitative behaviours demonstrated by line
managers and their interaction with workplace factors. Findings have been presented
using the impersonal pronoun and codes to minimise identification of respondents.

Findings and Discussion

This section of the paper presents and discusses the results of the study by, first,
outlining the behaviours identified through analysis of developmental interactions.
Second, it explores how these behaviours interact with organizational factors and,
finally, highlights some of the outcomes for individuals and organizations.

Developmental Behaviours

Analysis of interview data revealed a hierarchy of developmental behaviours (see
Figure 1) that occurred across developmental interactions (see Table 1 for definition
of all behaviours). Developmental interactions occurred within a range of contexts,
including formal and informal supervisory sessions or through everyday work
activities such as care of service users and meetings. These interactions provided
evidence of the nature of the learning relationships.

Behaviours, such as caring, informing and being professional, are at the foundation
levels of the hierarchy because these are closest to the ‘professional’ backgrounds2 of
the managers and were found to be practised by most of the managers studied. More
sophisticated and demanding facilitation behaviours, such as empowering and
challenging, are at the higher levels of the hierarchy and were less frequently
observed. The expertise required for these latter behaviours was acquired by
managers as they gained experience and/or progressed up the managerial career
ladder, and saw managers demonstrating significant facilitation expertise where they
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were helping individuals to help themselves rather than providing ‘right and wrong
answers’ (Raelin, 1999, p. 147).

Interaction with Organizational Factors

Learning culture. Both organizations have similar missions. These are to help
individuals overcome or minimize disadvantage by focusing on the needs and rights
of individuals and to help them live as independently as possible. To fulfil these
missions the strategic policies of both organizations echo similar themes, such as
quality, continuous improvement and standards. Of particular relevance to this
study were their aspirations to become learning organizations. This could be seen in
the language used in policy documents and in respondents’ statements: ‘It’s a
learning organization; you’re always learning’ (Employee 4, Quarriers).

The cultures of both organizations are based on their commitment to social care
models of practice and person-centred planning. The translation of these values
into everyday practice was confirmed by respondents at all levels. This was
exemplified by the author’s visit to one of Quarriers’ projects where a team leader
described how they saw the philosophy of the organization as one which ‘gets staff

Figure 1. Hierarchy of facilitative behaviours
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to think about the dreams and aspirations of service users and tries to help them
achieve as much as possible’ (Employee 2, Quarriers). The physical evidence of
these values could be seen in this project, and others visited by the author, with
person-centred plans and their realization being presented graphically on the walls
of the house. The team leader also acknowledged that this philosophy had been
beneficial to them personally by making them more self-aware and more open to
new ideas.

Of particular interest to this study was whether managers transferred the
organizations’ human-centred approaches to social care to employee development.
Respondents, at all levels, confirmed that these were indeed transferred to workplace
learning:

I think the culture is very much about being an enabling organization, and
enabling not only the clients that we come into contact with but also the members
of staff.

(SLM4, RFS)

I know from my personal experience that the Project Leader and team leaders are
always trying to . . . do the best for every staff member so that it helps our service
users.

(Employee 9, Quarriers)

Putting the people we work with at the centre of our work is really important and
that comes across through person-centred planning and also in terms of staff
development. So I think there is always a link; you can’t separate out how we work
with staff from how we work with service users.

(KI2, Quarriers)

First, and fundamentally, caring behaviours were recognized, by managers,
employees and key informants, as contributing to the creation of positive learning
environments, for example through encouragement of staff ideas. ‘You do feel quite
motivated when you know there is encouragement from your manager that what you
want to do is important’ (Employee 19, Quarriers).

Second, a common feature of the developmental interactions explored was the
psychological security (Schein, 1993; Woodall and Douglas, 2000) felt by many staff.
This was particularly seen in those interactions involving behaviours such as being
approachable: ‘FLM5 is the kind of person you can say anything to . . . and [they’re]
not going to take offence at what you’re going to say . . . there’s not a fear’ (Employee
15, Quarriers).

Marsick and Watkins (1997) describe developmental managers as being able to
present challenges to staff and this more sophisticated behaviour was demonstrated
by a minority of managers in this study’s sample. Examples included challenging
employees to break out of their comfort zone by applying for promotion or by
challenging individuals to work answers out for themselves rather than spoon-
feeding them. A first-line manager demonstrated the value of such learning, which
resulted in them asking one of their previous managers (SLM2, RFS) to become
their mentor.
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They never told you. They always made you work it out for yourself . . . asking you
questions, kept asking you more . . . . Probably I developed more in that eight-
month period than I did in the previous four years.

(FLM3, RFS)

Managers also played an important role in transferring organizational culture
and learning values. For example, one described how they had helped an employee
moving into the organization ‘understand the different culture’ (SLM5, Quarriers).
In particular, line managers were seen as having a significant influence on culture at a
local level. ‘Managers are understanding that learning is a cultural activity at the
heart of service delivery, it’s not separate’ (KI1, Quarriers).

The development of local learning cultures involved letting people make
mistakes, and treating people with respect, consistent with key principles of
andragogy (see Knowles et al., 1998), as illustrated by the following line manager:
‘I think it is about having the culture right; that people know you’re not perfect.
That mistakes are all right and most are actually remedied quite quickly’ (FLM3,
RFS). The same manager used football as a metaphor to describe how they were
trying to create a culture where their staff saw themselves as the ‘best team’ in the
organization.

It’s about promoting a culture that we’re the best . . . I think that’s quite important
because people feel good about going to their work and that they’re working for a
joint cause . . . . You’re leading a team but you’ve got different positions. You’re
always going to have a star in every team but the rest of them have to work as hard
and everybody should be appreciated for the things they do.

The development of local learning cultures was assisted by managers utilizing
different approaches to learning, heightened by their awareness of adult learning
principles communicated by organizational courses and publications. This insight
was also filtering down to employees who were recognizing that training per se was
not the only answer to development needs.

I think at one time everybody thought that [learning] meant going on a training
day but now we’re into recognizing different ways of learning such as reading,
getting a video or just having small coaching sessions.

(RFS Employee 5)

HRD strategy and practice. Common themes emerged from the HRD strategies
of RFS and Quarriers. These included the desire to maintain IiP accreditation,
recognition of the role of line managers in HRD processes, encouragement of staff to
take responsibility for their own learning and expansion of accredited training such
as Scottish Vocational Qualifications (SVQs). There were also explicit links made
between learning and quality, with both strategies aiming to support the continuous
improvement of staff and ultimately services. Another common feature was using
language that emphasized learning rather than training.

The transfer of values from social care to employee development could also be
seen in HRD practices such as: the supervision and appraisal processes, which mirror
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person-centred planning; the development of individual learning and development
plans; learning portfolios kept by staff.

A central element of both organizations’ HRD strategies is the pivotal role that
line managers play in supervision and appraisal. Supervision is the pivotal element in
an organizational learning system which links organizational processes such as
induction, quality standards, appraisal and learning opportunities (see Figure 2). The
contribution of line managers to this learning system was stressed by a key informant
while recognizing the challenges line managers faced in facilitating learning.

[Line managers set] the tone of what is expected, modelling and encouraging
learning attitudes in the workplace . . . . The role of a line manager as developer is
actually very complex and multi-faceted . . . . They’ve got to be both managing the
performance of an individual ensuring that the outputs of that performance are
correct and appropriate, and at the same time they’ve got to be running
development objectives alongside and seeing the work as a means of developing
people. I’m conscious there is quite a debate there. First and foremost people are
there to provide a service. I would argue that the way they provide that service is
itself a learning activity for people.

(KI1, Quarriers)

Quarriers, for example, outlined the responsibilities of managers in development as
including: assessment of training and development needs; induction; support and
supervision; providing clear information; on-the-job instruction, coaching and
counselling; improving performance; being positive role models (IiP Storyboard,
1998). These responsibilities are reflected in many of the behaviours identified above
in Figure 1, such as: assessing, caring, informing, advising and being professional.

Figure 2. Organizational framework for supporting learning
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Managerial responsibility for learning is most clearly seen in managers’ contribu-
tions to the supervisory processes of both organizations.

A first-line manager indicates below how this framework guides their develop-
mental responsibilities:

Supervision is a process that is naturally there where I am expected to perform in a
certain way; supervisees are expected to perform in a certain way. So the system is
there to support the developmental role.

(FLM3, Quarriers)

Both organizations have explicit supervision policies stating the purpose and frequency
of supervision, appraisal and training needs analysis. Critical incidents involving
supervision showed individuals and their managers identifying learning opportunities
and reflecting on and evaluating learning opportunities experienced. Supervision also
enabled managers to reinforce expected standards of performance. It is argued here
that the frequency of these meetings contributes to the development of trust necessary
for the effective functioning of learning partnerships (Probst and Büchel, 1997).

Concerns have been expressed that social care supervision has not fulfilled its
potential due to managers lacking facilitative skills and having limited understanding
of adult learning theory (Sawdon and Sawdon, 1995; Hughes and Pengelly, 1997).
Both organizations addressed this by providing courses, on supervision, appraisal,
training for trainers and coaching, designed to maximize the links with practice.
Increasingly, such training incorporated content on adult learning theory to ‘help
people see that people may be approaching things in a different way because of their
learning style’ (KI3, Quarriers).

Managers had also learnt how to be developers through experiential learning, for
example by reflecting on how their own managers had facilitated their learning,
particularly through supervision.

I think what has been best for me has been having a manager who’s been good at
that. [A manager] who I have felt developed me, who’s given me a chance to
stretch my wings a bit and find out what I am capable of.

(SLM1, RFS)

Finally, both employees and managers recognized that supervision was a major
source of learning.

I thought it was great you had someone giving you this reassurance, direction if
required and feedback on what you were doing.

(FLM 5, RFS)

In my previous job [in the private sector] I never got any supervision or reviews.
I never had the opportunity to air my concerns or say anything at all about my
job or about what I was doing or what I thought about anything I was doing.
Since I came here it’s been very in-depth . . . ’ how have you felt about this and are
you clear about that?’ . . . I think it is really, really good.

(Employee 3, Quarriers)
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Learning and Work Practice

Developmental interactions focusing on work practice related either to direct social
care or to management duties.

Marsick and Watkins (1997) suggest managers can draw out lessons from
experience for future circumstances, and surface assumptions and tacit beliefs that
help with understanding. This could be seen frequently in supervisory interactions
where managers stimulated their staff to think more about their actions and
behaviours by reflecting on past experiences to inform future practice.

This is demonstrated by a senior line manager encouraging a middle manager to
engage in reflective practice, particularly when negotiating with potential contractors.

Through supervision we look for opportunities in learning from one situation to
the next. We would deliberately take time after situations and think about how
can we make it better the next time.

(SLM 5, Quarriers)

Another example relates to the practice of supervision itself.

[They –LM3] give tips on how supervision should be. It’s like obviously you can’t
supervise everybody in the same way; people don’t learn the same way nor need
the same support as the next person.

(Employee 12, RFS)

Discussions on work practice also involved helping staff solve problems or deal with
issues.

[They –LM5] gave me some pointers to think about when I was dealing with the
situation [tension between service users] and [they] obviously made sure I felt
comfortable with the situation.

(Employee 16, Quarriers)

Managers also demonstrated willingness to assess the short and long-term
development needs of staff, reinforcing organizational policies for appraisal and
career development, as well as supporting succession planning for the organizations.

as well as it [development] being a priority for the project and the organisation I
can see that [they] also think along the lines of my development . . . that makes me
feel valued . . . and it inspires enthusiasm (Employee 4, RFS).

I’ve been placing responsibility on both of us to look at learning opportunities that
might help longer-term career development (SLM6, Quarriers).

Motivation to Support Learning

All managers accepted, and many welcomed, having some responsibility for
facilitating the learning of their staff.
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I really firmly believe that unless we know our staff and unless we know what their
development needs are and the areas in which they excel and which could be
utilized I really don’t think we can provide a quality service unless as managers we
know that about the people that work for us.

(FLM4)

Two main motivators emerged. One was ensuring staff met organizational
standards of performance. The second motivator was the satisfaction of helping
someone else to develop.

It is important for me that the reputation of the organization is good and that’s
not just what I do but obviously it’s what the people that I am responsible for do
as well. So it’s important that I’m developing people.

(FLM5, Quarriers)

It was a really powerful thing as a supervisor [to see someone achieve] . . . when
you’ve got that gut instinct [that] people can do it . . . . I get a lot of pleasure and
satisfaction from seeing someone develop.

(FLM5, RFS)

Individual and Organizational Outcomes

A range of positive individual outcomes from facilitative developmental interactions
was reported. These included: effective induction; learning new work practices; stress
management; and confidence-building. There was also evidence that managers were
helping individuals to improve their abilities to be reflective practitioners.

[I’m] more assertive, more confident in using my skills and also in what I’m talking
to people about what my role and responsibility is, but also where that stops. I
think it’s made me critically evaluate my practice more.

(Employee 3, RFS)

Another employee stressed that their manager’s support had been critical to them
embarking on and achieving an HND in their mid-fifties after leaving school with
no qualifications. ‘[I]t wasn’t like being at school . . . . I think there was probably a
confidence in [them –FLM 5] that I knew [they] would make it OK’ (Employee 15,
Quarriers).

Positive organizational outcomes emerging from the interaction between
managers’ behaviours and organizational factors included: improved services for
service users through role modelling; more effective teams; grassroots employees
contributing to the development of services and operations encouraged by
managerial recognition; improved morale; and improved communication.

[FLM 5] does a lot of direct work with service users so staff see [them] working with
service users, related professionals and carers. I think [they’re] a good role model.

(SLM3, RFS)
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We as a team can come to a happy medium where everybody has got a bit of input
and no one feels that their opinion isn’t valued.

(Quarriers Employee 15)

A couple of times I’ve done a wee certificate for a member of staff that’s done a
good piece of work or just little things in a team meeting, recognising somebody’s
success in front of everybody.

(FLM1, Quarriers)

When I’ve been with them [SLM5, Quarriers] I’ve always felt really valued . . . I’m
re-energised.

(Employee 19, Quarriers)

I think a lot about that is sitting down together and trying to achieve clarity about
what we are actually saying and where we are going.

(SLM1, RFS)

Such outcomes were confirmed by recent independent social work inspection
reports.

Finally, each organization’s recognition as an Investor in People also confirms
that managers were playing an active part in workplace learning by satisfying the
standard’s requirement that managers, at all levels, and individual employees can
give examples of actions that managers have taken or are taking to support employee
development.

Conclusion

The literature review revealed a growing interest in workplace learning (NSTF, 2000;
IPD, 2000; Scottish Executive, 2003; Kirby et al., 2003; Ardichvili, 2003). This study
has confirmed that the workplace is an important site of learning and that line
managers have a critical role to play, which is effectively articulated by the senior
manager below.

There is so much that actually goes on that you are able to help people develop
and learn within that sort of [workplace] setting. There is nobody better equipped
to do that than the managers who are there and with the people at that point in
time.

(SLM 2, RFS)

Woodall (2000) has rightly expressed concerns about workplace learning: first, the
need for active promotion and support by managers in environments where there is
limited opportunity for guided reflection, and, second, the need to have effective
integration of workplace learning with other HRM processes, such as performance
management. However, the organizations investigated here have provided lessons on
how these issues can be addressed. RFS and Quarriers resolved the first through
supervision, which provided regular opportunities for guided reflection, as could be
seen in the development interactions in the thinking behaviour category. Moreover
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Figure 2 depicts the organizational framework for learning and development,
showing that both organizations have addressed Woodall’s second concern by
adopting a systematic and integrated approach to learning and development.

The HRD strategies and learning climates created in both organizations, building
on the person-centred values of social care, contributed to the support systems
(Marsick and Watkins, 1997; Wilson, 1999; Horowitz, 1999; Thomson et al., 2001)
available in each organization. This suggests that developmental humanism still has
a part to play in modern HRD where the environment is conducive to it flourishing,
unlike the environments researched by McGovern et al. (1997). The most important
element in this learning system is supervision, providing a pivotal link between
individuals and their manager, and between individuals and the organization as a
whole. It is argued here that such regular one-to-one development and performance
discussions provide the conditions for rapport and trust to be developed, critical for
meaningful developmental relationships.

Beckett (1999) and the IPD (2000) argued respectively that to support workplace
learning effectively managers need to understand the theory and practices of adult
and workplace learning. This was addressed by both organizations through the
provision of training courses, publications and experiential learning to help
managers with their developmental responsibilities, as well as emphasizing the
importance of the workplace as a site of learning opportunities. Of particular note
was the hierarchy of behaviours revealed in this study, which, the author argues,
needs to be taken account of when organizations and management development
specialists are developing management development programmes and considering
the devolution of HRD responsibilities to line managers. Significantly there needs to
be recognition that it takes time for managers to acquire the experience and
confidence to demonstrate higher-level behaviours such as empowering and
challenging.

This research has enhanced our understanding of the role of voluntary sector
managers in supporting workplace learning and provides guidance to policy makers,
academics and voluntary organizations about how to support the development of
people development skills, which ultimately affect the effective performance of
voluntary organizations. It is also argued that the lessons learned from this
exploratory research will be of benefit beyond the voluntary sector, in particular by
highlighting that the development of the trust required for effective developmental
relationships demands regular contact between managers and employees and that
line managers require development themselves to be effective facilitators of learning.

It is intended to replicate this research in organizations outside the voluntary
sector and the social care field to test whether these behaviours are found in different
organizational contexts. In the meantime the author, with colleagues from the UK
and USA, has recently embarked on a comparative analysis of findings from
research across the voluntary, public and private sectors to develop a more robust
theoretical base relating to line managers as developers (citations provided once
review process completed). To date, and perhaps surprisingly given the differing
organizational environments, there has been significant corroboration. However, not
unsurprisingly there is greater evidence of caring behaviours in the voluntary sector.
Some contrasting behaviours have been found, in particular related to challenging
which was seen as facilitating in this study whereas in a study of the corporate sector
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(citation to be provided) it was seen as inhibiting learning. Ultimately this growing
body of knowledge will strengthen the theoretical and evidential base of HRD and
contribute to improving the efficacy of HRD practice.
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Notes

1 Now the Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD).
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