
        

Citation for published version:
Read, M, Gear, T & Vince, R 2012, 'Group inquiry to aid organisational learning in enterprises', Journal of the
Operational Research Society, vol. 63, no. 6, pp. 736-747. https://doi.org/10.1057/jors.2011.80

DOI:
10.1057/jors.2011.80

Publication date:
2012

Document Version
Peer reviewed version

Link to publication

This is a post-peer-review, pre-copyedit version of an article published in Journal of the Operational Research
Society. The definitive publisher-authenticated version Read, M., Gear, A. R. E. , & Vince, R. (2012). Group
inquiry to aid organisational learning in enterprise. Journal of the Operational Research Society, 63, 736-747 is
available online at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/jors.2011.80

University of Bath

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.

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

Download date: 23. Jan. 2020

brought to you by COREView metadata, citation and similar papers at core.ac.uk

provided by University of Bath Research Portal

https://core.ac.uk/display/161907904?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1
https://doi.org/10.1057/jors.2011.80
https://doi.org/10.1057/jors.2011.80
https://researchportal.bath.ac.uk/en/publications/group-inquiry-to-aid-organisational-learning-in-enterprises(7baf9bb0-573a-4826-8dcb-c79c680a16d6).html


Group Inquiry to Aid Organizational Learning in 
Enterprises 

 
 

Martin Read (University of Portsmouth) 

Russ Vince (University of Bath)  

Tony Gear (University of Gloucestershire) 

 
Corresponding author: 
 
Martin Read 
Portsmouth Business School 
University of Portsmouth 
Richmond House 
Portland Street 
Portsmouth PO1 3DE 
Tel: 02392 844008 
Fax: 02392 844319 
Email: Martin.Read@port.ac.uk 
 
Statement of contribution 
 
This paper describes a novel method for surfacing and exploring ‘situated knowledge'  by 
means of group inquiry, utilising group support technology. A practical approach to 
surfacing political, emotional and relational dynamics in an organisation is described. The 
paper explains how a group support tool can aid the process of organisational learning, 
which organisations may adopt and use internally for themselves.  
 
The approach is based on 'group inquiry' with a 'low impact' design of group support 
system (GSS), based on wireless handsets. The paper presents our experience of 
applying the method in small and medium sized organisations. (SMEs). Features of this  
are: 
 

 The organisational context (collective learning in SMEs) where there have been few  
empirical studies.  

 

 The demonstration of how a ‘low impact’ form of group support can aid employee 
groups to access their own ‘situated knowledge’ in a variety of situations. 

 

 The development and validation of a question set  for the purpose of surfacing situated 
knowledge in employee groups. 

 
The method is under-pinned by a social perspective to the theory of organisational 
learning, focusing on the experience and sense-making abilities of personnel in a work-
place. From this perspective learning emerges from social interactions, and the learning 
itself is concerned with surfacing local knowledge about situated practices. The paper 
establishes links between the theory and practice of organisational learning from this 
perspective. 
 

mailto:Martin.Read@port.ac.uk


The process is centrered on the creation of a 'learning space' which is safe enough for 
groups of organisational members to feel able to explore and question the assumptions, 
practices, and power relations which acts of organising have created, with a view to 
change.  Learning about these issues is not comfortable, because it is likely to challenge 
current practices and relationships, particularly of power. 
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Group Inquiry to Aid Organisational Learning in Enterprises 

 

Abstract 

 

This paper describes a method for surfacing and exploring ‘situated 

knowledge' in SMEs, with employee groups utilising a 'low impact' form of 

group support system (GSS), based on wireless handsets.. Some results of 

piloting this method are summarised and one intervention is presented in 

detail. The method encouraged organisational members to give voice to the 

emotions and politics of leadership and learning in organisations, and helped 

to articulate how situated knowledge was ignored, as well as utilised. The 

method is practical, and may be used by organisations for themselves to aid 

the development of group as well as individual reflection, to stimulate the 

consideration of change. 

 

Key Words: 

 

Group Support Systems, Organisational Learning, Situated Knowledge 
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1. Introduction 

 

The activities described in this paper are aimed at finding a solution to a key 

problem in enterprises: the difficulty of acquiring, integrating and applying 

learning and knowledge to sustain growth. A practical approach to surfacing 

political, emotional and relational dynamics is described, which utilises a 

particular design of Group Support System (GSS). The paper explains how a 

group support system can aid the process of organisational learning, 

employing a simple method which organisations may adopt and use internally 

for themselves. The method provides an experiential approach to helping 

work-groups to 'understand and work with the complex social and political 

processes which characterize living and working in organisations' (Vince and 

Reynolds, 2007). 

 

 Methods of encouraging face-to-face conversation may be  particularly 

relevant in an age of media-generated communication, given that it has been 

found that people perceive the latter to be less useful, or beneficial to well-

being, than the former (Schriffin et al, 2010). Group support systems have 

been found to reduce communication barriers and facilitate decision- making 

activities by increasing participation and providing increased opportunities to 

influence the opinions of others in groups (Fjermestad and Hiltz, 1999; 2001, 

Fjermestad  2004). Group decision support has also been developed to help 

identify the core knowledge to be developed by an organisation (Lin et al, 

2007). However there is little evidence that demonstrates the usefulness of 

group support systems as a tool to support organisational learning.  Bennet 

and Tomblin (2006) have contrasted the theoretical underpinnings of 

organisational learning and knowledge management, and have provided a 

framework to guide the application of information and communication 

technology to both of these closely related fields. 

 

The approach to organisational learning which we describe is based on a form 

of 'group inquiry', which has been used in one large organisation (Vince et al, 

2003). The present paper presents our experience of extending ‘group inquiry’ 
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to small and medium sized organisations (SMEs). Features of this extension 

are: 

 

 The organisational context (especially collective learning in SMEs) where 

there have been few previous empirical studies.  

 

 A field based demonstration of how a ‘low impact’ form of group support 

can aid employee groups to access their own ‘situated knowledge’ in a 

number of situations. 

 

 An emphasis  on internal validity of the method in terms of generalisability 

of the findings of one GSS design, and one way of use, across a variety of 

contexts. (e.g. see White, 2006; Finlay, 1998; Eden and Ackermann, 1996,  

for  reviews of the evaluation of GSS). 

 

The method is under-pinned by a social perspective of the process of 

organisational learning, focusing on the experience and sense-making 

abilities of groups of people in a work-place (Higgins, 2009). From this 

perspective learning emerges from social interactions, and the learning itself 

is concerned with surfacing local knowledge about situated practices, 

embedded relationships, and power structures. Of course, this type of 

learning is always present, otherwise it is hard to imagine any co-operative 

activity at all! The question is: can methods be employed which can 

accelerate this learning in a world which is changing, around and within the 

given enterprise? In commercial terms, a successful method could give a 

competitive advantage in terms of accelerating effective change. 

 

Our reasoning has been informed by several perceptions of organisational 

learning, summarized as follows: 

 

There is a tendency to regard organisational learning as the sum or 

result of individual learning in an organisation. An over-emphasis on 

individual learning has minimised the importance of studying collective 

learning. This means that there is often little attempt within organisations to 
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consider the systemic dynamics that impact on the organisation. 

Consequently, the potential for learning and change at an organisational level 

is under-developed or ignored.  

The SME sector is an important research site because the focus is not only on 

individuals within the organisation, but also on a set of diverse stakeholders 

connected to the enterprise, its creation, and its growth.   

 

Learning is defended against as well as desired. Organisational learning is 

unlikely to occur without explicit links between the human experience of 

learning and the broader, organisational power relations within which the 

learning experience is created and contained. Learning is a political as well as 

a personal experience within an organisation: it serves both a desire for 

change, and a desire not to change. 

 

Organisational learning involves analysis of the relationship between 

learning and organising. Such an analysis involves an approach to 

reflection that goes beyond notions of ‘reflective practitioners’, and that is 

designed with the intention of questioning the assumptions and practices that 

have emerged through organising. This broader view includes the 

identification of those organisational designs that have emerged through 

organising, and that can come to constrain learning, or make it possible. An 

outcome of this broader view of organisational learning is a re-evaluation of 

the form and function of reflection in relation to organisational processes, and 

the development of methods which may accelerate them.   

 

The study of organisational learning in SMEs is important because the focus 

of learning in this sector has been on the development of the skills and 

knowledge of individual entrepreneurs, rather than on the organisational 

designs for learning that can sustain and develop successful business activity. 

There is currently a need to provide empirically informed ideas about 

organisational learning in SMEs in order to support SMEs in creating 

organisational designs and activities that can encourage collective learning 

and sustainable development. There has been little research that has 

attempted to highlight ways in which small and medium sized enterprises 
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might organise in order to promote collective and organisational learning to 

promote new organisational practices.  

 

A challenge for SMEs is to appreciate the difference between the concepts of 

individual learning and of organisational learning; and to apply organisational 

learning within a broader notion of the enterprise. Little empirical research has 

been undertaken into these dynamics within SMEs. 

 

The method described in this paper represents one approach, a designed 

intervention into ‘normal’ practice, intended to give the members of an 

organisation an opportunity to understand the emotions and politics which 

have come to shape their organisation, and its practices. Such understanding 

can lead to reflection on, and questioning of, existing assumptions, with the 

possibility of making strategic changes, to the benefit of the organisation as a 

whole. 

 

Development of the method was based on a pilot study of ‘situated 

knowledge’ in each of seven SMEs. Both knowledge and learning were 

studied using a ‘low impact’ form of Group Support System (GSS), based on 

wireless handsets (Gear and Read, 1993). The advantage of using this design 

of GSS was that it helped to minimise individual defensive reactions against 

learning, while encouraging dialogue, on a range of ‘difficult’ organisational 

issues concerned with power relations, leadership and emotional states.  

 

The paper concludes that the GSS method is a useful tool for organisations to 

explore complex issues of organisational behaviour and action; and that the 

open exploration of these issues, as forms of situated knowledge, are 

important to company strategy and development. The field-work from seven 

SMEs supports the proposal that a ‘low impact’ form of group support can 

provide opportunities for organisational learning. The approach may reveal 

and clarify the ways in which employees experience the company, its 

leadership and its operation.  
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2. Organisation Learning  

Our perspective on organisational learning is connected to specific parts of 

the current body of knowledge. We locate ourselves with other academics 

who believe that ‘learning… stems from the participation of individuals in 

social activities’ (Gherardi and Nicolini, 2002; Elkjaer, 1999 and 2003), as well 

as authors who are interested in the politics of organisational learning 

(Coopey, 1995; Coopey and Burgoyne, 2000; Vince 2001), and emotion and 

organisational learning (Antonacopoulou and Gabriel, 2002; Vince, 2002 and 

2004; Gherardi, 2003; Fineman, 2003). From this perspective, organisational 

learning is seen as both a social and political process. It happens with and 

through other people, it is relational by nature, and emotion is seen as ‘the 

core of learning as well as its product’ (Fineman, 2003). In addition, there is 

an emphasis on what is constructed and reconstructed through action. 

Learning is promoted and resisted through communities (of practice), through 

groups of individuals connected through their attempts at organizing and 

contributing to the implementation of their ideas in practice. Therefore, the 

study of organisational learning involves the identification of actions and 

invites reflection on the ways in which organizing perpetuates itself (in 

practice) within the context of broader social and organisational emotions and 

power relations.  

 

A great deal of research has been undertaken into organisational learning in 

the past fifteen years. Even so, as yet ‘we know little about learning at an 

organisational level’ (Schein in Coutu, 2002), and this seems to be particularly 

true in relation to SMEs. Therefore, our general focus in this paper is on 

attempting to better understand, and reveal the relationship between, learning 

and organizing, rather than to focus on individual learning and the impact this 

might have on the organisation. An over-emphasis on individual learning has 

minimised the importance of studying the organisation of learning. This means 

that there is often little attempt within organisations to consider the systemic 

dynamics that impact on the organisation. As a consequence, the analysis of 

learning and change at an organisational level has been under-developed or 

ignored (Vince, 2001).   
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The distinction between individuals’ learning in an organisation and 

organisational learning has been referred to as ‘learning-in organisations’ and 

‘learning-by organisations’ (Lipshitz and Popper, 2000). The first implies 

learning that is directed at improving the proficiency of organisational 

members, the second has organisational level outputs, which implies changes 

in formal and informal norms and procedures. It is particularly this second 

aspect – ‘learning-by organisations’, to which we are seeking to contribute. 

We are aiming to add to knowledge concerning the specific dynamics of 

learning and knowledge creation and distribution. March (1996) has shown 

that such dynamics arise from attempts to manage tensions between 

exploration (trying to shift existing assumptions through new learning) and 

exploitation (trying to reinforce existing assumptions through control 

mechanisms). Such tensions are characteristic of the relationship between 

learning and organizing.  

 

We think that it is important to study how knowledge is constructed and used, 

as well as looking at the potential barriers to the utilisation of knowledge and 

learning (e.g. how it is ignored and abandoned). The full utilisation of the 

knowledge that companies generate (through their everyday practices and 

through attempts to learn) is unlikely to occur without explicit links between 

the human experience of learning and the broader, organisational power 

relations within which the learning experience was created and contained. 

Learning is a political as well as a personal experience within an organisation: 

it serves both a desire to change and a desire not to change.   

 

To summarise, our conceptualisation of organisational learning is that it 

concerns organising processes of learning (‘learning-by organisations’) that 

are fundamentally informed by emotions and politics. In addition, the ability to 

identify ‘situated knowledge’, and to relate this to attempts to learn, is seen as 

one way of shifting assumptions, norms and procedures. Our perspective 

emphasises the importance of identifying organisational dynamics and 

(implicit) designs that have emerged through organising and that come to 

constrain learning, or make it possible. The method we describe provides a 

way for employees to make sense of both their own and others' perceptions of 
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their situation, that is their ‘internally constructed version of reality’ (van der 

Heijden, 1996): the social and political engagement that is shaped by 

individual and collective perceptions.  

 

3. Situated Knowledge 

 

The emphasis on learning in companies has tended to be on individual 

abilities to learn and to apply new knowledge, rather than on gaining an 

understanding of the broader, collective knowledge that is created as an 

inevitable  part of organising . We use the term ‘situated knowledge’ (Lave 

and Wenger, 1991) to refer to individual and collective knowledge that 

emerges from the experience of working in a company. Such knowledge is 

constructed both from everyday experience and practice, as well as from the 

underlying political, emotional and relational dynamics that are characteristic 

of a particular enterprise. We assume that, despite the possibility of a high 

degree of similarity, no two organisations are the same in terms of the 

knowledge they have created, or in terms of the potential for learning that is 

implied by such knowledge. 

 

The paper is concerned with presenting a practical approach to the acquisition 

of situated knowledge, defined as local knowledge which is specific to the 

work and practices of a given enterprise. Two inter-related strands can be 

discerned: knowledge which is work and task orientated; and knowledge that 

relates to the social and working practices. We take the view that in both 

cases, knowledge is created by people in social, working conditions. This 

implies that individuals and groups need opportunities to access this 

knowledge in what has been termed ‘communities of practice’ (Wenger,1998), 

which emphasise the social aspects of how people are working together in an 

enterprise.  

 

Situated knowledge encompasses the established skills and competencies 

which are available, intellectual know-how, processes and procedures which 

have evolved over time, along with rules and roles, and with which an 

enterprise exists. These include product/service aspects, as well as supplier, 
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customer, and competitor knowledge. Equally, situated knowledge involves 

less tangible aspects concerned with how company members and groupings 

relate to each other, regard each other, and interact with each other, in 

sharing power and knowledge, making decisions, and enacting leadership. 

Also, and most crucially, situated knowledge is concerned with how these 

activities can both engender, and drive, a range of emotional states in the 

minds of individuals and groupings, which is emotional knowledge. 

 

These forms of knowledge are the creation of people working together in 

some co-operative and purposive way, which is how this type of knowledge 

acquires meaning. What constitutes knowledge in some context only has 

relevance and value in that context. Because this knowledge exists as a result 

of joint activity, it requires activities which are intrinsically social and collective 

to surface its existence, and open up the possibilities of individual and 

organisational learning (see, for example  Holman et al, 1996).  

 

We describe one such activity aimed at collective learning of situated 

knowledge in SMEs. We argue for a form of social activity involving  

‘conversational learning’ (Jensen et al, 2002; Turner et al, 2009) to address 

the contextual nature of situated learning, facilitated by a ‘low impact’ form of 

group support. The approach which we describe is designed to surface 

relationships (of power) in a social context which are usually difficult to 

explore openly because they may be ‘uncomfortable’ or potentially threatening 

to individuals or groupings. Any review of established relationships opens up 

the potential for change to relations with a redistribution of power (Foucault, 

1979). The approach is designed to be participative and interactive, limiting 

the threat to individuals,  with the potential for learning and change.  

 

4. Group Support Systems 

 

The approach taken to acquiring knowledge and learning in organisations 

utilises a Group Support System (GSS) known as Teamworker. Group 

Support Systems may be defined as “interactive computer-based 

environments that support concerted and coordinated team effort towards 
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completion of joint tasks.” (Nunamaker et al, 1997).  There are a number of 

different types of GSS, however many share common characteristics. These 

include enhanced communication facilities between group participants, 

enhanced modelling and interface facilities to permit voting and ranking, and 

the availability of both qualitative and quantitative decision support tools, with 

which members are comfortable, which are transparent in operation and 

which are flexible.  Such systems may be designed to embrace features of 

group-based processes, including processes of information sharing, storage 

and retrieval, and also of learning (Wilson et al, 2007). 

 

A number of studies have considered how best to evaluate the effectiveness 

of GSS in different contexts (e.g. Stevens and Finlay, 1996; Eden (1996); 

Finlay, 1998; Shaw et al, 2002; Groves et al, 2002). White (2006) has 

presented the conflicting views of how to evaluate GDSSs. In particular, the 

contrasting claims of a positivist versus an interpretivist approach are 

reviewed. Others have analysed published studies to assess the effectiveness 

of GSS in experimental and field studies (e.g. Pervan, 1998; Fjermestad and 

Hiltz, 1999, 2001; Fjermestad 2004). These studies suggest that GSS are 

more successful when used in field situations than when used in experimental 

settings. Based on an analysis of 54 field studies, Fjermestad and Hiltz (2001) 

suggest that the use of a GSS in field situations can improve the efficiency, 

effectiveness and satisfaction of group processes, and can improve the 

likelihood of reaching a consensus. 

 

Alavi and Leidner (2001) identified a need for more research in IT enabled 

collaborative learning and a number of studies have been specifically 

concerned with improving collective learning with the support of a GSS (e.g. 

Hardless et al, 2006; Read and Gear, 2006; Groves et al, 2006). Facilitated 

group decision support systems (GDSS) have been proposed by Hasan and 

Crawford (2007) as a socio-technical approach to aid social learning and 

knowledge mobilisation in an organisation to support innovation. 

 

Most studies of GSS studies have been concerned with applications and trials 

of designs that comprised a room-based network of computers. The present 
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field study used a form of Group Support System (GSS) known as 

‘Teamworker’, a system that has been extensively used to support a number 

of different types of groups and tasks (e.g. Gear and Read, 1993; Read et al, 

2000, 2004; Groves et al, 2006). There is a growing interest in group support 

systems generally, and of ‘low impact’ forms which use wireless handsets, in 

particular (see a review by Banks, 2006, of ‘audience response systems’ used 

in higher education). 

 

The system comprises a number of wireless handsets, one for each group 

member.  Each handset has a 0 to 9 digital keypad and this allows each 

member of the group to transmit one or more numbers to a receiver linked to 

a personal computer.  Typically, multiple choice type questions are posed to 

the group on a large screen.  Each participant responds by pressing a key on 

their handset. It is important to note that these inputs are anonymous, and 

that all responses are received before an aggregated bar chart is displayed 

back to the group on the screen. The set of questions can be programmed 

into the software in advance and the responses to each question can be 

saved for later review and analysis. The feedback screen for each question is 

used as a focus for debate and discussion of the reasons for the differences 

or agreements that are displayed (e.g. see Figure1). We believe that it is 

these features of simultaneity of inputs, and anonymity of inputs and output, 

which makes this design potentially useful for organisational learning. 
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Figure 1. Example of a Feedback Bar Chart 

 

5. Design of Field Trials 

 

The choices that we made about the design of this study were primarily 

influenced by our need to find a way of capturing data that represented 

situated knowledge. We were also concerned to explore and analyse the 

nature of this situated knowledge. 

 

The SMEs included in the study were those in South Wales who expressed a 

preparedness to take part. The employees in each SME were invited to take 

part by the HR manager or Chief Executive, without coercion. Group sizes 

ranged between 6 and 10 employees. Each session involved a mix of shop 

floor, and more senior, staff. The selection was made by the management in 

each case, and was based on the availability of staff from production and 

other activities on the given day.  We decided that it was not necessary, or 

useful at the present stage, to design a ‘more scientific’ sample in order to 

explore the value of group support for organisational learning in SMEs, given 

the low state of current knowledge. 



13 

 

Seven SMEs were involved in the pilot study, and in each organisation an 

employee group was used to answer the question set and to engage in the 

session. Two stated aims were given to each employee group: 

 

 To generate collective reflection on how the organisation is managed. 

 To initiate a dialogue on how the organisation is managed. 

 

Each group session lasted approximately 2 hours, and was facilitated by an 

external facilitator, who was not one of the research team, with the minimum 

of intervention. The facilitator was asked to stay out of the dialogue as much 

as possible, with the exception of occasions when it was potentially insightful 

to ask participants to provide an example to illustrate the point they were 

making. 

 

For each session in a SME, the procedure followed was to introduce 

ourselves to the participants, and state the aims. A ground rule was also 

stated: ‘the discussions that take place during the session should remain 

confidential, meaning that if, at any time after the session, you discuss 

anything that anyone has said during the session, that you should do so 

without attributing comments to any individual’.  

 

An audio-recording of the sessions was made, despite the danger of 

employees feeling inhibited by its use. In order to minimise the ‘inhibitions’ 

problem, the group members were assured that the recording would only be 

used by the research team for assessment of the main, emerging themes, 

and would not be made available to senior managers within the firm.  

 

The members of the group entered their personal response to each of a 

series of questions presented on a large screen, without any discussion or 

feedback. This was followed by feedback of each question as an aggregated 

bar chart, and used as the starting point for a group discussion about the 

meaning and implications of the display. It is important to note that the 
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declaration of personal inputs, or views, was not a requirement during the 

discussions, but individuals did sometimes decide to declare their personal 

position or input.  

 

A question set of 30 questions was used within each SME, designed around 

three key issues which are centrally concerned with organisational learning, 

following a theoretical framework presented by Vince – power, leadership, 

and emotion (Vince, 2001; Vince, 2004, Ch.3). The questions were designed 

using a 5-point Likert-type, agree/disagree scale.  The question set is shown 

in Table 1.  

 

Question 

Number 

Question Text 

1 Decision-making power is widely shared throughout the 

organisation 

2 The predominant management style is participative rather than 'top-

down'. 

3 I feel able to participate in decisions which are important to the 

organisation. 

4 Senior managers commonly delegate decision-making to others. 

5 It is easy for me to raise awkward issues with managers. 

6 Staff are encouraged to speak out. 

7 Difficult issues are not normally brushed under the carpet 

8 Staff are 'open' in their communications (e.g. there are few 'hidden 

agendas'). 

9   When the going gets tough, people help each other. 

10 People are willing to admit when they make mistakes or errors of 

judgement. 

11 Conflicts and disagreements are dealt with openly. 

12 There is generally a high level of trust between members of staff. 

13 I feel comfortable expressing my feelings in the organisation. 

14 Important issues for the organisation are discussed readily. 

15 Staff rarely feel anxious. 
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16 Staff rarely behave defensively. 

17 We do not have a blame culture in the organisation. 

18 Staff are encouraged to reflect on the organisation's processes. 

19 I rarely feel threatened when things are going wrong. 

20 I rarely feel powerless in the organisation. 

21 Important issues are not avoided. 

22 We have regular meetings to review progress and discuss issues. 

23 I would welcome more responsibility within my job. 

24 I am satisfied with the way I am managed by my immediate boss. 

25 We learn from mistakes, and are not blamed for them. 

26 I enjoy my work. 

27 I trust the information I get from senior management. 

28 I receive open and honest feedback about my performance. 

29 I have the opportunity to influence the way I work. 

30 The organisation needs to change. 

 

Table 1. The Question Set Used to Capture Situated Knowledge 

 

The GSS provided immediate, visible results, shown graphically to each 

group. The importance of the graphs is that they highlight differences and 

similarities of opinion while maintaining anonymity of personal response.  

 

The outputs from group sessions were recorded for analysis in two ways. The 

inputs from the handsets provided a quantitative record of all judgements. The 

dialogue was audio-recorded, and then transcribed for later analysis. These 

two forms of record, one quantitative, the other qualitative, complemented 

each other in terms of analysis and conclusions. The quantitative information 

provided a survey of feelings and opinions from groups, while the dialogue 

provided insights into the reasons why these views were held. 

 

During a group session the feedback display to each question was used as a 

means of stimulating a conversation focussed on the range of responses, 

(that is, range of perceptions). A low level form of facilitation, which simply 
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summarized each display, was found sufficient to generate conversations 

focussed on the reasons for differences. We found that individuals sometimes 

declared their own input, and sometimes preferred to maintain their 

anonymity. The particular usefulness of the bar charts in this context is that 

they highlighted differences/agreements of perception, and maintained a 

collective focus. The discussions that emerged from responses to the 

question set were audio-recorded for later analysis to provide the researchers 

with insights into situated knowledge within each enterprise.   

 

6. Results of the field Trials 

 

Different themes emerged from an analysis of the conversations in each SME. 

For the purpose of this paper, which is to describe and show, by example, 

how the method works in practice to surface situated knowledge, we present 

some results from two separately managed sections of one of the SMEs, 

known as ‘Tech’. This organisation is a manufacturing company employing 80 

staff. The organisation makes components for a multi-national electronics 

company, and is part of a network of small firms in South Wales that service 

this multi-national.  The organisation is split into two distinct parts which we 

call Tech1 and Tech2, each manufacturing particular components on separate 

sites with their own management structure, but the same chief executive. 

 

6.1. Feedback Screen Responses 

 

Separate sessions were organized for Tech1 and Tech2. There were 

significant differences between Tech1 and Tech2 in terms of the responses 

obtained from each of these employee groups.  These differences are 

demonstrated with reference to the four questions 3, 10, 22 and 26 (see Table 

1 for details of the question set).  Figure 2 shows the Tech1 and Tech2 bar 

charts for each these four questions.  Discussion of the responses for each of 

these questions is below: 
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Q3. I feel able to participate in decisions which are important to the 

organization 

 

80% of the participants representing Tech1 feel able to participate in 

decisions which are important to the organisation, as compared to only 22% 

representing Tech2. Furthermore, 55% of the representatives of Tech2 felt 

unable to participate, compared with 10% in Tech1. This implies a much 

greater feeling of participation in Tech1 than in Tech2. 

 

Q10. People are willing to admit when they make mistakes or errors of 

judgement 

 

80% of the representatives of Tech1 believe that colleagues are willing to 

admit to making mistakes or errors of judgement, as compared with only 22% 

from Tech2. None of the representatives of Tech1 disagreed with the 

statement although 20 percent were uncertain. In contrast, 66% of the 

participants from Tech2 felt that people are not willing to admit to making 

mistakes or errors of judgement, with two thirds of these on the pole of 

strongly disagreeing. These results strongly suggest that a blame culture 

exists in Tech2, but not in Tech1. 

 

Q22. We have regular meetings to review progress and discuss issues 

 

In Tech1, 90% of participants stated that regular meetings are held to review 

progress and discuss issues, compared with 44% from Tech2.  In addition 

56% from Tech2 did not feel that there were regular meetings of this type, 

compared with only 10% from Tech1.  These results are significantly different, 

especially as there was no uncertainty in responding expressed by either 

group of participants. 

 

Q26. I enjoy my work 

 

80% of the participants from Tech1 indicated that they enjoy their work, 

compared to 67% from Tech2. On the other hand, 20% of the participants 
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from Tech1, and 22% from Tech2, disagreed with the statement. Interestingly, 

given the results to the other questions, 33% of Tech2 representatives 

strongly agree that they enjoy their work, as compared to 20% from Tech1. 

These results show less significant differences between Tech1 and Tech2 

than do those of the other questions discussed above.   

 

 

Figure 2.  Comparison of Responses for Tech1 and Tech2 
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6.2 . Analysis of Dialogue. 

 

The dialogues that took place as a result of the review of the bar charts for 

Tech1 & 2 were captured on a digital audio mini-disc recorder. We have 

provided a selection of quotations in Table 2 to illustrate the differences 

between the two parts of the Tech Company.  

 

Tech 1 employee quotes Tech2 employee quotes 

 Everybody feels as if they could go 
and speak to any of them (the 
managers)” 

 “They are bending over backwards 
to please us because without us 
they couldn’t go on. It takes a long 
time to learn the skills” 

 “We don’t have any conflict 
really… you tend to sort things out 
between yourselves if there is any” 

 “There is a lot of fairness here. 
Everyone is treated exactly the 
same. You are asked ‘do you mind 
going on a job’, you don’t mind 
being asked it is when you are told. 
But if you do mind, you still have to 
go. You are asked the proper way” 

 “At the moment they are prepared 
to say ‘stop the line’, you don’t 
have to carry on regardless, things 
are sorted out on the line at the 
time when the problems occur” 

 “We are down to earth and we can 
speak, you’ve got to be able to say 
what you think to each other” 

 “Speak your mind, say what you 
think” 

 “They ask us if we’ve got any 
problems, whether they want to 
hear them is another thing” 

 “The general manager said ‘I want 
it’ so we had no option but to do it” 

 “They just don’t want to know, 
they make the decisions and that’s 
it” 

 “There is delegation going on but 
when something goes wrong it is 
always someone else’s fault. We 
get the blame for things” 

 “We have managers and senior 
managers. Managers can’ agree 
among themselves, they fear for 
their jobs” 

 “The most senior managers won’t 
even speak, they don’t want to 
listen or even look at you, that’s 
how I feel anyway” 

 “If you speak out then they say 
‘shut up, just get on with it’. You 
can be talking to them and they 
walk away” 

 “If they can save money rather 
than spending on us lot. We’ve got 
to have safety boots, we are still 
waiting for them. Trainers are not 
acceptable, but we are still 
wearing trainers” 

 “They call a meeting every 
Monday, a quality thing, it’s only 
about ten minutes. 

 Every time there is a statement 
from management you are waiting 
for a follow up” 

  “Upstairs don’t want to know if 
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there’s a problem” 

 “There’s no trust between us and 
them.” 

 “We are not given a choice, they 
do not discuss things, everything 
comes through the grapevine” 

 “They are not ready to give an 
open answer” 

 “Sometimes there is so much 
hassle you come here with a 
headache” 

 “We are treated as second and 
third class citizens” 

 

 

Table 2.  Employee Quotes from Tech1 and Tech2 

 
 
6.3 Discussion of differences between Tech 1 and Tech 2. 

 

Tech1 and Tech2 are two parts of the same organization, representing 

tensions that exist in the organisation as a whole. Although we have chosen 

the above quotations from the recorded dialogue to emphasise the difference, 

differences between Tech1 and Tech2 are clearly in the collective perspective 

that has come to characterise the experience of working in either part of this 

company. Understanding the tensions that shift the experience of work from 

one set of emotions towards another is important because learning often 

emerges from seemingly contradictory or conflicting positions. In Tech such 

contradictions were easy to see because they were represented in and acted 

out by the two employee groups.  

 

From our analysis of the dialogues in both parts of Tech we were able to 

identify three organisational tensions that are likely to underpin the promotion, 

or avoidance, of collective learning. These are: 

 

 A feeling that ‘saying it’ gets you somewhere/ a feeling that ‘saying it’ 

gets you nowhere. 

 Mistakes can happen/ Mistakes don’t happen. 
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 ‘Us and them’ works ok/ ‘Us and them’ doesn’t work. 

 

There are two fairly simple, but important components to situated knowledge 

(and the potential for organizational learning) that are common to both parts of 

Tech. First, the staff members collectively believe that they should be able to 

say what they think and feel (and that doing so is going to get staff 

‘somewhere’, rather than ‘nowhere’).  Second, that there is a ‘proper way’ to 

be treated and asked to carry out tasks. These two ideas also represent both 

what is successful about Tech1 and what is problematic about Tech2. The 

organising practices of both parts of Tech are informed by these collective 

dynamics.  They are simple messages that can be seen to have powerful 

effects because they represent the difference between a part of the company 

seen as ‘successful’ and a part of the company seen as ‘unsuccessful’. All 

parts of the Tech organization may benefit from being informed of these two 

collective dynamics, with a view to making changes to organizing practices 

and strategies. 

 

7. Some Practical Considerations 

 
Our aim was to produce an environment in which people were consciously 

participating in the creation of shared meaning, and the development of new 

and aligned actions (Dixon, 1999). Our assumption is that situated knowledge 

is a unique construction of the emotional, relational and political dynamics of a 

specific context.   

 
It should be emphasized that the design of the set of 30 questions was based 

on the need to capture data concerned with issues of leadership, power, and 

the interplay of these with emotional states. (see model of organisational 

learning, Vince, 2001, 2002). One lesson for us was that the original set of 30 

questions was long for one session. Analysis of the dialogue also showed that 

certain pairs of questions generated conversations focused on the same 

themes in a given SME. On the basis of retaining only those questions which 

raised fresh themes, we were later able to reduce the question set to 16, (see 

Table 3). 
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Question 
number 

Question 

1 I am in control of what I do 

2 My actions make a difference to the organisation. 

3 I can grow and develop in my organisation. 

4 I am part of a working community. 

5 I enjoy my work. 

6 The activities I am engaged in are meaningful 

7 Decision making power is widely shared throughout the 
organisation. 

8 It is easy to raise awkward issues. 

9 Managers are normally 'open' in their communications,  with few 
hidden agendas. 

10 People are willing to admit when they make mistakes or errors of 
judgement. 

11 Conflicts and disagreements are dealt with openly. 

12 There is trust between people at different levels of the 
organisation. 

13 We have regular meetings to review progress and discuss 
issues. 

14 We do not have a blame culture in the organisation 

15 We receive open and honest feedback about our performance. 

16 
The organisation needs to change. 

 

 Table 3. The reduced question set 
          
 

Our experience suggests that one can probably use a set with fewer than 20 

questions without any significant loss of meaningful information at a session. 

However, if the research is to reveal useful information relating to each of the 

three main issues - power, leadership and emotion - one should probably not 

reduce the number of questions below about 15. This can allow for at least 

four questions focussed on each of the three issues (power, emotion and 

leadership). The reduced question set was not ‘validated’ in a statistical 

sense, but is ‘validated’ in the sense of being sufficient to raise the issues 

which surfaced in conversation in the seven SMEs which were involved in the 

study. 

 

More important than the number of questions is the way in which the facilitator 

was able to prompt meaningful contributions from the employees during 
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sessions. In early sessions (the first two or three firms visited) there tended to 

be too many contributions from the facilitator. Some of the employees in the 

sessions had little experience of contributing to discussions on questions 

related to power, leadership and emotion within their organisation.  

Understandably, there were sometimes silences of up to about a minute, 

particularly for the first one or two questions. The temptation for the facilitator 

(an experienced lecturer) to ‘help out’, and fill the silence was sometimes hard 

to resist. This became obvious in parts of some of the audio -recordings. We 

learned to use ‘silence’ as a stimulant rather than a problem, particularly for 

the first screens presented back to each group, so that a practice of ‘self-

involvement’ developed at the start of a session. This approach led to some 

quite long unfilled silences, but also to an improvement in the quantity and 

quality of the contributions of the employees attending the session.  

. 

In running the supported sessions, short, open-ended ‘prompts’ to encourage 

conversation were found to be helpful in stimulating discussion, depending on 

the degree of congruence that existed between their responses to a given 

question. A comment from the facilitator pointing out differences, or  

similarities, of responses was frequently sufficient to open a conversation. On 

some occasions, the facilitator would ask a speaker to provide an example of 

the occurrence of a declared mode of behaviour. However, the preferred, (and 

frequently used), approach to generating conversation was to wait for the first 

person to break the ‘silence’ which ensued as participants studied each 

feedback screen. 

. 

Another issue that had to be considered was the question of whether senior 

managers in the SME should attend the sessions along with their employees. 

On the one hand, if the managers attended it would show a degree of 

managerial commitment to the sessions, which could have a positive effect on 

the group members. On the other hand, the presence of senior managers 

could be seen by some group members as a threat (depending on the existing 

culture of the firm) and could inhibit honest discussion. It was also important 

for us to achieve and maintain a high degree of co-operation from the senior 

managers of the firms involved, and so we decided to leave the decision (as 
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to whether to attend) to the senior managers themselves. In the event, as far 

as we could judge, the presence of the managers did not have a significant 

inhibiting effect on discussions, but this issue remains important. 

 

8. Reflections on Experience 

 

In this section we broaden the discussion by posing some questions to 

ourselves, and generate responses, which represent our thinking at this 

stage. 

 

 If situated knowledge is important, how is such knowledge constructed, 

used, ignored and abandoned?  

 

On the one hand it can be argued that situated knowledge relating to norms, 

procedures and relationships, and ‘the way we do things here’ are essential 

prerequisites to the continuity of the activities of any firm, big or small. 

However, these relate to current operations, dependent on single-loop 

learning, and do not lend themselves to making changes to ‘the way we do 

things here’, which relates to double-loop learning as a means of informing 

change. The consideration of revised ways of operating implies, inevitably, 

some relational changes with implications for the ways in which power is 

shared and leadership is enacted. These are difficult issues for a firm to 

address in open forum, partly because it may not seem to serve the best 

interests of those in power, or those content with the status quo. The paper 

describes one practical way of breaking into this cycle, with its in-built 

tendency towards self-maintenance.  

 

 Can we provide, have we provided, convincing evidence for the claim 

that ‘a low impact GSS can provide opportunities for organizational 

learning’? 

 

The low impact GSS and associated protocol provide the opportunity for an 

intense episode for the participants from a firm. The sample of people from 
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across departments and from all levels of the organization are not typically 

members of a group who regularly work together, but will usually know each 

other. This means that whatever learning takes place is not bounded to one 

part of the organization. The other key component is the nature of the set of 

questions which were posed to the groups. These concerned relational issues 

of organizing, and the interplay with (sometimes unconscious) emotional 

states, issues which are not commonly addressed or confronted in 

organizations. However, the anonymity guaranteed by the handset 

technology, with which each person responds, appears to make it easier, and 

presumably worthwhile, for some honesty of response to occur. Apparently, 

the threat to the individual is reduced to a level which increases the potential 

for some risk-taking behaviour. This propensity to take risks also continued in 

the ensuing discussion of the reasons for the appearance of the feedback 

screens, even when those screens may be critical of certain relationships, or 

ways of operating and behaving in the organisation. 

 

 Does the method reveal and clarify the ways in which employees 

experience the company, its leadership and operation?  

 

The handset responses of themselves reveal little of the ways in which 

employees experience their company, its leadership and operation. The 

feedback screens are the means of generating conversation which may reveal 

the reasons behind each display. These conversations provide a vehicle for 

participants to learn about themselves from each other. In our experience it is 

often the more senior staff who learn the most, with comments at the end 

such as: ‘I have to say I have learned something today’, perhaps also 

indicating a degree of surprise!. The ease with which this conversation seems 

to focus on key issues, with little or no facilitation, perhaps indicates a degree 

of contained emotion, for which the session provides a means of expression. 

It is relevant to note that, in response to an anonymous post-session question, 

53% of the participants felt that they had gained insights into how the 

organisation functions, while a further 28% were uncertain how to answer this 

question. All the organisations involved with the pilot study have requested 

repeat sessions which indicates that the method has value for them. Of the 57 
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participants, 95%  felt that both of the stated aims of the sessions were 

achieved. 

 

 What insights has the research generated, and therefore what is the 

contribution we have made to research on organizational learning?  

 

The sessions in each company used the same questions. However, the 

nature of the conversations relating to each question screen showed 

differences on each occasion. This leads us to suggest that the organizational 

issues relating to a given question in a given organization are likely to be 

different in each case.  

 

9. Discussion and Conclusions 

 

This paper makes a contribution to organisational learning by detailing and 

demonstrating a practical approach to both surfacing and researching 

‘situated knowledge’, based on the use of a ‘low impact’ form of group support 

system with employee groups. The method is shown to facilitate a form of  

‘collective learning’, providing opportunities to understand the nature of 

‘situated knowledge’ in a given context. The method provides a means for an 

organisation to explore its own situated knowledge, for itself, without the 

necessity for an  outside agency to intervene.  

 

The simple design of GSS based on wireless handsets was particularly 

appropriate to the task, providing confidentiality and simultaneity of inputs to 

each question from each member of staff in the group. The low level of 

facilitation, with no requirement to participate actively, or to declare ones 

personal input, reduced the degree of anxiety which may be present when 

responding to sensitive questions which relate to working practices. 

Anonymity of inputs may be a ‘double-edged sword’ in some decision making 

contexts (Klein, 2002; Read et al, 2000b, 2004), but it does provide a degree 

of safety allowing more participation to take place at an organisational 

learning session. 

 



27 

The GSS was used to support employee groups in the discussion of 

organisational issues and dynamics that are often avoided, or discussed 

‘elsewhere’ (that is, not openly in the organisation), and that relate to conflicts 

and/or power relations. The system proved to be particularly useful because 

the anonymity of responses minimised individual defensive reactions to these 

‘difficult’ issues. We were able to encourage a dialogue, and capture data on 

emotional, power and relational dynamics within each SME, and highlight 

collective perspectives on these dynamics. Dialogue in this context implies 

thinking together in order to reflect on the assumptions that organising has 

created over time. The process of dialogue is aided when it is possible to 

surface and to explore differences of meaning and opinion on critical issues in 

a non-adversarial way. The central purpose of dialogue is to:   

 

‘Allow a free flow of meaning and vigorous exploration of the collective 

background of their thought, their personal predispositions, the nature 

of their shared attention, and the rigid features of their individual and 

collective assumptions’ (Isaacs, 1993). 

 

The case study demonstrates a key issue concerned with the acquisition of 

‘situated knowledge’: the difficulty of raising potentially sensitive issues 

relating to power and leadership in a collective way. The political and 

emotional aspects which are central to organisational existence, and created 

by the collective for practical reasons, can be exposed by a suitably designed 

group-based method, as presented in this paper.  

 

A value of the method is that it encourages a group to reflect on what has 

been exposed, with a view to change. The anonymity of individual inputs, 

coupled with the non-intrusive design of the on-line technology, led to group 

sessions becoming ‘intense episodes’, during which data on underlying 

emotions and power relations emerged in a less-threatening way.  

 

The nature of the interaction in a group will be linked to inter-connected 

organisational dynamics. On the basis of the evidence which we have 

presented, the use of ‘low impact’ group support can offer opportunities for 
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individuals to suspend their defensive reactions to an extent which is sufficient 

for the group to build a more collective, as well as individual, understanding. 

Each member of a given group leaves, to varying degrees, the safety of their 

own power and role, and enters into the collective domain of the group. The 

degree to which each does suspend their (external) role and position may 

govern the extent and nature of the group’s learning (Moscovici and Doise, 

1994). It is arguable that, at times, individuals may be locked into rigid 

positions due to external roles and relationships, prohibiting participation. 

Further research of this potential issue is required, which also relates to 

research of reflexive aspects, to understand how individuals and groups may 

learn to use the method on repeated occasions. 

 

The method has the potential not only to aid organizational knowledge 

acquisition in a given organisation, but also to provide an instrument with 

which to address studies into the nature of this form of learning itself. In 

particular, the method may enable an investigation of the nature of ‘situated 

knowledge’ in various organizations, parts of one organisation, and in different 

business contexts. The objective of the method is simply to provide a forum 

which is safe enough for differences to emerge, be discussed, and in that 

discussion for learning to take place. The paper describes a way of doing this 

with the aid of a particular design of GSS. We cannot claim that the opinions 

of one group are representative of the whole organisation. Indeed, differences 

between groups in an organisation warrants further studies. 

 

 

An application of the method in a larger organisation has been reported. 

(Vince et al, 2003). The organisation was broken down into departments for 

repeated, supported sessions. An issue for applications in larger 

organisations is how to design sessions so that both inter and intra 

departmental learning can take place, while maintaining a low level of threat 

to individuals. Another issue concerns the presence, or not, of more senior 

managers at sessions. There is an opportunity for human resource (HR) 

practices to contribute towards the design of sessions in order to encourage 
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appropriate behaviours and interactions in each situation. (Swart and Kinnie, 

2010). 

 

There is potential for researching the impact of this form of collective learning 

on processes of change and strategic renewal over time in longitudinal 

studies. For example, the use of the same set of questions at repeated 

sessions may enable studies of connections between the learning which takes 

place at sessions, and the implementation of changes. The method also 

makes it possible to focus attention on novel ways of operating and more 

collective, and perhaps participatory, forms of leadership.  
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