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MOMENTS OF DIALOGUE
. BETWEEN THEORY
AND PRACTICE

— cases for reflection

BY Introduction

Karin Filander,
Tuula Heiskanen,
Hanna Yldstalo,

he global environment of work systems is changing at
an accelerating pace. It is hardly an exaggeration to in-
terpret global economic conditions and labour markets
Satu Kalliola & to set to an increasing extent the circumstances and
Heidi Kervinen demands of future work organisations and practitioners inside
both the public and private sectors. Employees are increasingly
treated as competitive entrepreneur-subjects who must be per-
manently ready for new productivity and flexibility demands.
These new demands may also imply aims that are difficult to
reconcile.

At the same time, there is an aim to create jobs by increasing
consumption and an objective of committing to the idea of sus-
tainable development. Sustainable development is most closely
connected with the ongoing environmental crisis, but there are
also other global phenomena, such as prolonged armed conflicts
and economic recessions, that end up as humanitarian and social
crises. Global crises force people to expand their customary liv-
ing spaces concretely, and they must also expand their learning
both in the issues of everyday life and working life. Following
Docherty, Kira and Shani (2009, 10-12), we define sustainable
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development as a continuous, changing
learning process that occurs simultane-
ously at all levels in organisations and their
networks.

In this paper, our aim is to offer space for a
kind of ex post facto comparative reflection
on a few classical case studies in which
different kinds of theory and practice relat-
ed projects were implemented inside the
Work Research Centre of the University

of Tampere. Our shared aim has been to
develop a reflection on approaches and
topics that differ in terms of their approach
to the relationship between theory and
practice and between work and education.

The authors of this article were inspired by
the long tradition of action research, start-
ing from the ideas of Kurt Lewin (1948),

in both solving and understanding more
deeply social problems, which has led to
numerous efforts to support problem solv-
ing and learning in individual organisations
and workplaces (e.g., Bradbury et al 2008),
as well as broad-scale studies with a focus
on development configurations (Gustavsen
et al 2008), learning regions (Palshaugen
2014) and policy learning (Karlsen & Lar-
rea 2014). In all of these studies, in one
way or another, the basic task to initiate
the process has been to open a commu-
nicative space (Kemmis 2008) between
those concerned by the specific issue or
problem. Tackling broad-scale problems
with a large number of stakeholders and
those affected by the problems is a more
recent field of study in action research than
studies focused on individual-, group- or
organisation-level problems. Thus, research
methods are also less established in this
new field (e.g., Mead 2008). We consider
that there is room for adult education to

make a contribution to building commu-
nicative spaces that generate learning in
broad issues.

Our interest is in examining what kinds of
knowledge and theory relationships - and
even what kinds of ‘pedagogy’, or rather
‘andragogy’ - were developed and tested
in the case studies. Our aim is to develop
ideas for future critical spaces of reflection
that could be important for facing other
sensitive subjects and conditions of ‘new
labour’ inside labour markets, including
many versions of outsider positions.

There is a need to make sense of what

is going on in the surrounding world and
what kind of resilience the new conditions
require from organisations and individual
workers. In particular, this paper concen-
trates on organisational- and individu-
al-level challenges, but it does not exclude
questioning of the cultural and neo-liberal
ethos that is present in all these cases.

Through the four different case studies,
the paper highlights moments of dialogue
between theory and practice as well as the
possibilities of finding alternative frames
for thinking about the daily and local issues
in relation to the broader development
trends of the economy, labour markets and
society. The original research projects, con-
ducted between 1990 and 2014, are viewed
in the framework of their case-specific
theories. In addition, they are viewed in the
frameworks of experienced or emerging
economic and social crises while sustain-
ability is seen as a mean to cope with the
crises. The authors of the article commit to
a perspective which sees work as playing

a key role in the creation of a sustainable
society (e.g., Hvid et al 2011). The article

Adult education and work life / 93



poses the following questions concerning
the cases:

» What kinds of processes were devel-
oped to produce a better understand-
ing of the broad and difficult change
processes going on in work life?

* How were sensitive subjects such as
power or gender reflected as topics
inside these processes?

* What kinds of developmental methods
were used to develop cooperation be-
tween different kinds of positions, per-
sons and work groups?

After presenting the cases, we will sum-
marise them from the point of view of to-
day’s challenges.

CASE I:

Changing frames in the
midst of transitions

- an interdisciplinary
programme as a space
for reorientation

The roots of Case | are the planning pro-
cesses aimed at establishing working life
studies in the University of Tampere in a
more institutionalised manner, as opposed
to the former situation in which separate
research projects were executed in differ-
ent disciplines without linkages to each
other. Case | was an attempt to generate
studies which take the theory-practice rela-
tionship and multidisciplinary perspective
as a starting point of working life studies
and contribute to approaches with the
same aim.

94 / Adult education and work life

Case | was part of an interdisciplinary
action research programme that had

a wide-ranging further education pro-
gramme as one of its elements (Kirjonen,
Heiskanen, Filander & Hadmalainen 1996).
The general aim of the programme was

to build bridges over disciplinary and pro-
fessional boundaries in order to initiate
discussions on the challenges of public
sector work in an era when pressures for
change to the whole public sector were
intensifying (Filander 2003). Information
about the educational programme was
widely distributed, and it was offered as

a vantage point for practitioners in the
public sector who might be interested in
reflecting on the development of working
life and issues of working life research from
different perspectives. The research group
hoped to contribute to the creation of pre-
requisites for the sustainable development
of working life in a situation in which the
practitioners were themselves both targets
and central agents of various development
projects that followed each other at an
increasing pace.

In Finland, a decisive shift and turning
point came in the early 1990s at a time that
saw an economic depression, mass unem-
ployment, the internationalisation of the
economy and Finland’s entry into the EU
and EMU (Julkunen 2001, 13). Apart from
cultural changes, a change in retrenchment
policy also meant structural and organisa-
tional changes in working practices. The
economic crisis affected the development
of all levels of the public sector. In public
discussion the change demands were justi-
fied by citing neoliberal ideas and with the
rhetoric of increasing efficiency, greater
freedom and responsibility at the same
time. Finland joined the other OECD coun-
tries in modernising the public sector with



» In public discussion the change demands were
justified by citing neoliberal ideas and with

the rhetoric of increasing efficiency, greater
freedom and responsibility at the same time. »

cuts to public spending, the privatisation
of strategies, quality assurance, personnel
development and changes to the relation-
ship between the centralised state and

civil society (Naschold 1996, 1). This drastic
societal transition was taking place dur-

ing Case |. The participants of Case | who
were from all levels of the public sector
were, facing new kinds of demands to un-
derstand and reframe their work and their
identities in the midst of these massive
changes (Filander 2003, 30). This time pe-
riod can be considered as a turning point
in the Finnish public discussion occurring
when the economic depression had just
taken a sudden turn to the worse. The turn-
ing point took place in the midst of the in-
teractional processes of Case |. While in the
beginning of 1991, the participants of Case |
were still speaking about labour shortages
affecting certain areas of the public sector,
towards the end of 1991, a debate began
regarding laying off and dismissing public
servants. Very soon, this kind of change in
the discourse became common in public
discussions (Filander 2000, 219).

The participants in Case | were 26 pro-
fessionals involved in change and devel-
opment work in the public sector. The
participants included professionals working
in customer service in basic level adminis-
tration and in municipalities, professionals
employed in district and provincial admin-

istration and professionals from central ad-
ministration. Apart from the different levels
of administration, different sectors were
also represented, from occupational health
and safety to education, health and social
services. In addition, there were developers
of personnel work and personnel training
from all levels of the public sector. The
educational background of the practition-
ers varied, including the social and educa-
tional sciences, psychology, medicine, the
juridical field and the technical sciences.
The shared motivation of the practitioners
to participate in the programme was to
see what boundary-crossing perspectives
could provide for their own work. The
group of educators was interdisciplinary,
representing the social, educational, man-
agement and administrative sciences, as
well as psychology and social psychology.
The basic idea of our programme was to
develop a space in which experiences and
perspectives could be shared and chal-
lenged among this interdisciplinary group
of educators and practitioners.

From the point of view of the research
group that was responsible for the pro-
gramme, such an extensive approach came
with a risk. The basic educational question
to be solved through the programme was
how to get a multidisciplinary and mul-
ti-professional group of scientists and pro-
fessionals to work together and find a new
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understanding of their work in the midst of
diverse personal experiences and theoreti-
cal and research-based knowledge.

The solution to the educational problems
was based on a loose idea of generating
alternative frames (cf. Goffman 1974, Schén
1983). The approach was able to generate
an interactive process that proceeded
from confusion - and sometimes even
fierce challenges in the group sessions -
to a turning point of recognition of some
shared experiences. The shared experi-
ences and resulting confusion related to
the worsened economic situation in the
country, which reached the public sector in
the form of demands for budget cuts and
structural reforms. At this turning point,
from the practitioners’ point of view, the
programme seemed to offer some means
to better understand the transition stage
and the work of practitioners as respond-
ing to the new demands. In such a situa-
tion, the practitioners felt it good that they
had a space that made it possible to step
back from their daily work and the power
relations involved in it (Heiskanen 2004;
2007). Practitioners such as those who
participated in the programme are typically
quite lonely in their work. The interactions
during the programme and the evolving
frames provided an impetus for them to
think about their own work somewhat dif-
ferently (Filander 2003).

In retrospect, the programme, with its
wide range of participants and open inter-
action structure, was a daring effort. The
aim of the researchers might be character-
ised as an aim to create a communicative
and transitional space for learning (Filan-
der 1992), a kind of “space of free move-
ment” (Lewin 1948, 5-6). It was a quite
open-minded model for theory-practice
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interaction, without a commitment to any
specific model for developmental work. In-
stead, the idea was to introduce the partic-
ipants to different kinds of developmental
approaches present in work sciences both
nationally and internationally. It might have
failed, for example, because of the pres-
sures and worries that practitioners felt in
the transition stage. At the start, there was
an expectation that the educators should
provide them with some answers and solu-
tions. The idea of a mutual learning pro-
cess in which the educators would also be
learners was accepted only gradually. Only
at that stage did the loose idea of alterna-
tive frames start to yield results.

All in all, the action research project, to
which the educational programme be-
longed as one part, also yielded results
other than those specifically related to
the educational programme. It helped to
build national research networks, and it
functioned as a kind of laboratory for the
theory-practice relationship, which has had
an influence on the working modes of the
Work Research Centre in the University of
Tampere. Apart from research work, the
ideas of theory-practice interaction and
networking have been discussed at the
annual national Working Life Research
Conference organised by the Work Re-
search Centre.

CASE II:

Promoting gender equality
in organisations in an era
of marketization

Equality and sustainable work have a con-
verging aim: they both seek to attain a
better quality of work. Equality is a human
right and thus an important value, but it



can also be seen from another perspective
- promoting equality may also promote
well-being at work. Therefore, when aim-
ing for a sustainable working life, gender
and other social divisions should not be
ignored. Case Il highlights what benefits
action research might provide by address-
ing gender issues and what pitfalls such
attempts to bring forth sensitive and often
taken-for-granted topics might face in
practice.

Finland and other Nordic countries have
practiced an active gender equality policy
for decades. Nonetheless, the advance of
gender equality has been somewhat slow,
and certain equality problems seem quite
stable; in Finland, the wage gap between
women and men is still about 20 per cent,
the labour market remains segregated

by gender and glass ceilings that prevent
women from advancing in their careers
have not been broken, especially in the
private sector. Women still use the vast
majority of family leave, even though men’s
rights to family leave have been improved
through several legislative reforms.

There are several reasons behind this
modest progress of equality. In the EU and
Finland, equality legislation is soft. It is
based on recommendations and voluntary
practices rather than on prohibitions and
sanctions (Kantola 2010). Because of this,
equality issues often have an ‘obligation to
yield’. On an organisational level, previous
gender equality projects have shown that
it is difficult to raise inequality issues in
organisations, and it is even more difficult
to keep them on the agenda (Leinonen et
al 2012; Ylostalo 2012). The Nordic coun-
tries have consistently been ranked as the
highest in the world with respect to gender
equality. Paradoxically, this relatively good

state of affairs may be a hindrance to im-
proving conditions. In Finland, there is a
strong belief that gender equality has al-
ready been achieved, and it can be difficult
to motivate people to promote it further
(Ylostalo 2013). For this reason, promoting
gender equality is not always a harmonious
process.

Recently, the public sector has become
more market-oriented throughout the Nor-
dic countries, and business-oriented think-
ing has penetrated activities that have not
traditionally emphasised profit making. As
a result, gender equality is being present-
ed as an export commodity, and equality
policies appear to be closely connected

to the interests of the labour market. One
outcome of this is project-based activities
to promote equality, which represent a
form of new governance in that they aim to
bring together individuals, organisations,
enterprises and state officials to solve the
problems of welfare politics through mar-
ket-oriented interventions. Consequently,
promoting gender equality has become a
site for mixing public and private interests
(Brunila & Yldstalo 2013).

This case demonstrates how gender
equality has been promoted on an organ-
isational level by using action research.
Action research is well suited to the aim of
advancing gender equality because it is a
participatory and democratic process con-
cerned with adding to practical knowledge
in the pursuit of worthwhile human pur-
poses, and it is grounded in a participatory
worldview (Reason & Bradbury 2001). It
aims at changing certain conditions while
also studying the process of change. The
aim is to ‘put theory to work’ by bringing
together action and reflection and theory
and practice in participation with others
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» The networking of municipalities to
innovate together was one of the core ideas

of the LOM programme. »

and in the pursuit of practical solutions to
issues of pressing concern (Brydon-Miller
et al 2003). The role of the researcher is
that of participant and researcher.

Action research has helped to overcome
some of the problems described above, but
it has also created new problems. When
gender equality is promoted in organisa-
tions, the members of that organisation
play a crucial role in the process. Action
research aims to empower people and give
them a voice and opportunity to partici-
pate. It seeks to hear and make use of their
experiences to generate change (Leinonen
et al 2012). Change can be created, for
example, through negotiations about gen-
der and gender equality. However, these
negotiations have sometimes ended up
with weak compromises, and the gender
perspective has been lost. When advanc-
ing gender equality, gender and equality
should be under constant negotiation.
Negotiation puts gender and equality in
motion, which is a precondition for change.
The outcome cannot be known, but it is
important to find ways for it to become
part of the negotiation. One of the main
points of action research is to create room
for ruptures, fractures and, eventually,
change.

In order to achieve a more equal society
for all - for women and men, for young and
old, for people of different ethnic back-
grounds and so on - and to have a better
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quality of working life and productivity in
the future, it is essential to keep the equal-
ity perspective on the agenda, as is active
development work. Action research pro-
vides a communicative space which could
be used to include the equality perspective
in discussions on sustainable working life.

CASE llI:

Influence and learning at
work — applications of the
Swedish LOM programme
in Finnish municipalities

In this era characterised by rapid change
and numerous humanitarian, social and
economic crises, we are nonetheless able
to detect some stability, or maybe cycli-
cal movement. The Finnish public sector
organisations seem now to face, in part,
the same kind of challenges as in the early
1990s, when they were criticised for having
organisational structures that were too
rigid, resulting in a lack of genuine client
orientation, high expenses and problems
in the quality of working life. Moreover, the
recession of the 1990s turned out to be a
severe crisis for the whole country, not just
for the public sector. According to Kiander
(2002), no other country of the European
Union or OECD was hit as hard as Finland.
In 2015, Finland was once again in a deep
economic turmoil, due both to global and
domestic developments. One of the Finnish
responses was to completely renovate the



public health and social services. The case
of Quality Project and Quality Network be-
low shed light on the programmatic ways
not only to survive but also to learn and
make changes in a sustainable manner.

In the 1990s, the Local Authority Employ-
ers and the most important trade unions
cooperated with the Work Research Centre
of the University of Tampere in adopting
action research - more specifically, dia-
logue-based and process-oriented Scan-
dinavian communicative and participative
action research - as a development tool in
the modernisation of municipal organisa-
tions in Finland. In particular, the principles
of the Swedish LOM programme (Gus-
tavsen 1991) were followed, but the Nor-
wegian activities conducted by the Senter
for Bedre Arbeidsliv (Qvale 1994) and an
evaluation of the LOM programme (Na-
schold 1992) were also taken into account
in developing a unique multi-methodolog-
ical approach, called the Laatu (Quality)
project (Kasvio et al 1994).

The municipal partners in the development
shared an interest in enhancing the quality
of services and the voice of the clients,
while the employers focused more on pro-
ductivity and performance issues and the
staff on increasing employee involvement.
The means to achieving these goals were
new working models, or modes of opera-
tion, to be produced as a result of dialogue
conferences.

The dialogue conferences, an approach
adopted from LOM, were the main action
research interventions organised by the
researchers. The first conferences were
theme based (overall productivity, em-
ployee voice), with the aim of offering the
representatives from many municipalities

the chance to get together and share

their views on the visions, problems and
possible solutions for a better future. The
participants came from all levels of the
organisations involved. They were engaged
in a process of democratic dialogue, which
was guided by a set of principles empha-
sising the equal right to participate and the
significance of the work experience of all
participants (Gustavsen 1991). The demo-
cratic dialogue served as both a pragmatic
tool and a theoretical concept including
assumptions about equal communication
and interaction leading to innovation. The
networking of municipalities to innovate
together was one of the core ideas of the
LOM programme. However, the municipal-
ities did not co-operate with each other
spontaneously, without the input of the re-
searchers, and participated in the research
meetings on invitation only.

Along the lines of Lewin’s (1948) action
research cycle, where evaluation-based
learning leads to new type of interven-
tions, this was taken into account in the
next phase of the action research activi-
ties, which were organised as the Quality
Network. Starting around 1995, dialogue
conferences were used to start and evalu-
ate the development processes within one
municipality or its specific service sector.
However, the researchers continued to in-
vite the municipalities to come together to
discuss common issues or modify further
the development and research methods,
with action researchers from other re-
search institutions (Kalliola & Nakari 2004).

Other arenas for democratic dialogue
were also set up to secure more profound
changes in organisational culture, such as
participatory management, shared decision
making, autonomy and discretion at work.
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These arenas were task forces character-
ized by performance expectations, steering
groups with supervisory roles, study and
research circles and department- or shop
floor-level workplace meetings.

With 25 projects by 2001, and many oth-
ers that followed, it is important to ask how
and why dialogue interventions worked.
What is the explanation for the document-
ed improvements in client satisfaction and
in the quality of working life from the new
organisation of work life and often also for
productivity gains? (cf. Kalliola & Nakari
2004)

According to the results of some case
studies (Kalliola 2003; Kalliola, Nakari &
Pesonen 2006), one of the crucial factors
is the concrete practical outcome: the
realisation of the plans made together in
the dialogue conferences. The prerequisite
for this is committed managers who have
the authority to make decisions. Decision
making involves power that can be shared,
or re-distributed, in a functional way dur-
ing the process of democratic dialogue.
The re-distribution of power can be seen
as embedded in the design of LOM-type
projects through dialogue at all hierarchical
levels of an organisation, and thus the de-
sign contributes to the increase in employ-
ee influence.

In addition, the project design contributes
to the mutual learning of the participants.
When everyone takes their turn express-
ing new ideas, or sometimes doubts,
about the issues under investigation, a lot
of information is shared and processed.
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This enables mutual learning across or-
ganisational, hierarchical and occupational
borders.

If the idea of democratic dialogue is fully
realised, the dialogue fora offer partic-
ipants both a voice and a choice in the
formulation of sustainable organisational
change, which is pushed forward by any
kind of crisis. This feature is also impor-
tant from the point of view of gender in
organisations. The Finnish labour markets
were (and are) so strongly divided by
gender that the concept of ‘labour market
segregation’ is appropriate (Kolehmainen
1999). The majority of the employees in
the public sector as a whole, but also in
municipalities, are women. In addition, the
participants in the action research projects
described here were mostly women. Their
voices and choices in the process contrib-
uted to a more solid and sustainable basis
for working life.

Nowadays, the changes in the funding
policies of the Finnish Work Environment
Fund and the Ministry of Employment and
Economy constrain the maintenance of the
networks. However, the researchers - and
to some extent, the new generations of
researchers in the Work Research Centre
of the University of Tampere - continue
and develop the tradition. Among the new
initiatives, and as one example of a new
action research cycle, is the use of dialogue
conferences as a tool (combined with
individual methods) to promote profes-
sional agency at work (Paloniemi, Hokka,
Vahasantanen, Herranen, Eteldpelto & Kal-
liola 2014).



CASE IV:

Renegotiating
organisational order

The effects of the international economic
crisis began to appear in the operation

of Finnish companies in 2008. Business
declined quickly, especially among compa-
nies operating in international markets, as
their credit supply became more difficult.
Despite a small recovery in Finland’s total
production, growth remained modest dur-
ing 2010-2011, and the second downturn
in 2012-2013 showed that several Finnish
companies, regardless of sector, faced a
long-term period of severe uncertainty. In
addition, sectors that typically tolerated
economic downturns well were not safe
either. Consequently, between 2008 and
2014, several Finnish companies in different
sectors reorganised.

In a study called ‘Sustainable means for
adaptation in enterprises during economic
downturn’, administered by the Work Re-
search Centre in the University of Tampere,
13 Finnish companies operating in different
sectors were followed in the time subse-
quent to the economic crisis. In 2010-2014,
one to three rounds of semi-structured,
qualitative interviews were carried out

in all the companies. During each round,
both employer and employee representa-
tives were interviewed. Typically, the local
manager and the head of the human rela-
tions department or production manager
represented the employer, while the shop
stewards represented the employees. The
interview data were supplemented by ad-
ditional data, such as annual reports and
information gathered from newspapers and
the Internet. In addition, a one-month eth-
nographic observation was carried out dur-
ing 2014-2015 in one company. This case

can be positioned as a first fact-finding
and diagnosis phase of the action research
cycle, as formulated by Lewin (1948).

For economic and production reasons, all
13 companies participating in the study
carried out several organisational changes
during the following period. Eleven compa-
nies carried out staff reductions. The first
strategy to be applied was the decision not
to renew temporary employment and free-
lancer contracts. In some of the companies,
voluntary retirement, including incentives,
was also used. In most of the companies,
layoffs and/or dismissals were carried out.

In addition to staff reductions, production
systems were developed in all the compa-
nies. The companies in the service sector
and newspaper industry also increased co-
operation with their competitors. In nearly
all the companies, customers’ needs were
attended to more sensitively, and products
and services were tailored according to
the customer demands as far as possible.
While maintaining a loose connection to
customers’ expectations or the conglom-
erate level, the decisions framing local ne-
gotiations also added internal freedom of
action on a local level in a few companies.
In half the companies, the significance of
internal cooperation was emphasised and
resources were targeted to improve the
preconditions for mutual communication
and cooperation.

In short, organisational change manifested
diversely but with certain similarities in the
cases. When the permanent staff redun-
dancies were wide or temporary layoffs
lasted longer than expected, the changes
affected all parts of the organisations. Staff
redundancies were carried out relatively
swiftly and disrupted internal communica-
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» The networking of municipalities to
innovate together was one of the core ideas

of the LOM programme. »

tion, particularly if the legitimation of the
negotiation process or its outcomes were
questioned by the employees. As such,
staff redundancies may be seen as a revo-
lutionary change. However, with regard to
the other means of adjustment, the time
subsequent to the economic crisis appears
as a period of fine tuning and constant
reorganisation, thus resembling a conver-
gent change.

Applying Luhmann’s (2002) ideas on
autopoietic systems and Herne’s (2004)
boundary work theory, the study focused
on the issue of how boundaries regarding
organisational membership, skills, responsi-
bility and commitment were reconstructed
and renegotiated during the organisational
changes. The study also examined how or-
ganisational actors applied various power
resources when participating in the emer-
gence of the renegotiated organisational
order in both formal and informal arenas.

The results suggest that firmly established
cooperative practices seem to contribute
to the acknowledgement of diverse per-
spectives and various possibilities during
renegotiations. When emerging from diver-
sity and multiplicity, the renewed organisa-
tional order affords complexity and a new
normality based on constant self-renewal.
In order to adapt to the long-term eco-
nomic downturn, and in an environment
shaped by megatrends such as globalisa-
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tion and digitalisation, organisations need
to sustain constant, convergent change. It
may be crucial to adopt a system that is
self-renewing, communication and cooper-
ation based and autopoietic. Nonetheless,
the cases show that it is demanding to
construct an autopoietic system because of
the powerful and long history of the tradi-
tional understanding of organisations and
leadership, which celebrates separation,
segmentation, one (economic) hegemonic
rationality, hierarchy and managers instead
of multiplicity, diversity and contradictions.

Discussion

The central idea of this analytical reflec-
tion was to collect together new and older
cases that open up the strong tradition

of action research at the Work Research
Centre in the University of Tampere. These
projects have grown out of doing research
on, discussing, teaching and writing about
action research projects at the Work Re-
search Centre of the University of Tampere
over the course of 25 years. In this article,
we have collected some most interesting
examples and reflections in four cases that
have responded to large-scale societal
challenges in order to develop sustainabil-
ity at work.

Case | creates a framework story of
challenging and confronting maximally



different viewpoints during times of ex-
treme economic hardship. The discussions
among the participants of the educational
programme within the built communica-
tive spaces in the conditions of maximal
diversity can also be connected to the
system-level challenges for change that
we are currently facing. The challenges are
actualised in working life as, for example,
new productivity and flexibility demands,
for which both individuals and work sys-
tems have to be permanently ready.

The equality and gender project, our Case
I, has created spaces to meet sensitive,
gendered practices and structures that are
often difficult to verbalise. In today’s crises,
these types of gendered phenomena arise
especially in the female-dominated fields
of the public and service sectors. Austerity
policies that cut public expenditure are
applied in a number of countries, including
Finland. There is some research knowledge
suggesting that austerity measures actu-
alise inequality issues (e.g., Evans 2015).
This is also a challenge for research. One
challenge is to identify the approaches
and methods by which the multiple and
co-constituted effects of austerity meas-
ures can be detected. Another matter for
reflection is how the researcher builds his/
her role within the wider social discussion
around the adverse effects of the austerity
policies that hit some social groups more
than others.

The dialogue- and negotiation-based reor-
ganisation projects in the public and pri-
vate sectors, as presented in Cases Il and
IV, were confronted by severe economic re-
cessions, the former in the early 1990s and
the latter in the 2010s. In the former case,
the projects supported concrete improve-
ments in conditions that were found to be

problematic in the target organisations;

in the latter case, the interactive method
helped the workers in the organisation to
articulate for themselves in a better way
their own situation in the context of organ-
isational turmoil. When the participants,
along with the researchers, continued to
carry out their interactions in the changed
conditions, renewal turned out to be pos-
sible. This is a worthwhile thought for con-
sideration in the context of the numerous
present reorganisation challenges. In both
cases, the theory-practice interaction took
place in the framework of participation and
learning in communicative spaces (dem-
ocratic dialogue; autopoietic systems),
where the actors analysed their changing
organisational environments and created
new modes to work or at least to adapt.

Action research has been described as an
interactive and solution-seeking inquiry
between the researcher and those who
participate in it (e.g., Reason & Bradbury
2001). This description applies to the cases
I, I and 1. The authors of this article want
to emphasise that talk is also action that
changes the world. This is not an empha-
sis that would be shared by all the action
research traditions. In the cases, joint ses-
sions of talk contributed to the translation
of unconscious and practical theories into
discursively shared knowledge. The role
of the researcher in Case |V differs from
that in the other cases as it has to do with
solution seeking. In Case |V, the researcher
used an ethnographic method in the inter-
actions with the organisation members and
focused on the question of self-renewing
communication and cooperation in the
autopoietic system.

We have shown how different studies car-
ried out at the Work Research Centre of
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the University of Tampere have addressed
issues related to the sustainable devel-
opment of working life at different times
and in somewhat different ways. However,
the common characteristics are a multi-
disciplinary and dialogue-based approach
combined with the balanced use of theory
and practice in action-oriented research.
We hope that our empirical examples will
generate insights for the construction of
communicative spaces on matters that
deal with pressing social issues related to
both work and other social fields. Many
researchers, facilitators, initiators and adult
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educators of change management are just
now confronting similar global transforma-
tions, such as facing a new wave of mas-
sive unemployment, worrisome problems
of climate change or many problems and
challenges of integrating great numbers of
migrants to Finnish culture. There is a very
topical need to find and develop broad ap-
proaches (e.g., Gustavsen et al 2008; Mead
2008; Torbert & Taylor 2008) that could
help tackle very broad-scale problems, es-
pecially those present in current European
everyday life.
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