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Workplace learning as participation in the perspective of Cultural 

Historical Activity Theory 

This paper aims to focus on work activity as one of the contexts where older workers’ 

learning needs and learning processes occur. Older workers engage in leisure and care 

activities where learning phenomena can be appreciated also. Yet this research evaluates 

the issue of older workers and learning as subject matter that relates to the aims of the 

Lisbon Strategy. Specifically, this strategy seeks to include older workers in lifelong 

learning and to keep their employability and participation in the labour market, in order 

to facilitate a knowledge driven economy. Therefore this research focuses on learning 

and work activity, even if references to learning in other types of activity - such as lei-

sure one - will be made in the empirical analysis. 

Bruner distinguishes two ways of considering learning: 

� The cognitivist view: mind as computational devise > learning as transmission of 

information and acquisition. Knowledge is seen as unambiguous, coded, and inde-

pendent from context. 

� The culturalistic view: mind as shaped by use of human culture and develops 

through meaning making > learning as knowing and meaning making. Knowledge 

is seen as interpretative, ambiguous, dependent on the context, and often after 

the fact (Bruner 1997).  

Since the research deals with workers, I need to develop the culturalistic view on learn-

ing taking into account learning related to work. I have chosen Cultural Historical Activity 

Theory (CHAT) as my theoretical framework to deal with older workers learning. In this 

theoretical perspective, learning is a cultural and social process of mastering and inter-

nalizing symbolic and material artefacts in carrying out activities with other individuals. 

Each activity is moved by a motive and object which give direction to the individual ac-

tions (Leont'ev 1978)1. The subjectivity is inextricably linked to the collective processes 

of material production. In activity theory there are no personal attitudes, but the self is 

seen as co-evolving with the activities and forming a hierarchy of motives, internalized, 

                                           

1 According to Leontiev, activity has a three-level structure and he theorizes a link between this structure and 
the individual subjectivity. Stetsenko and Arievich develop further this relation (see Stetsenko, A. and I. M. 
Arievitch (2004). "The Self in Cultural-Historical Activity Theory: Reclaiming the Unity of Social and Individual 
Dimensions of Human Development." Theory and Psychology 14(4): 475-503.). 
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although through a process of meaning making, in the participation and acting on the 

objects of activities. The engagement of older workers in learning depends on the quality 

of relation workers have with the object of their working activity. This depends on the 

workplace organization. Where workers can get engaged with the object of the activity, 

they can develop needs of learning and therefore motive to learn. Where workplace or-

ganizations do not allow engagement with the object of the activity, workers can have 

fewer opportunities to develop learning needs and motive to learn. The engagement does 

also depend on the correspondence between the object/motive of the activity and the 

personal hierarchy of motives. 

The relevance of work in providing learning opportunities is a recent acquisition that 

stems from the elaboration of Lave and Wenger (1991, 9-10) over the legitimate periph-

eral participation in communities of practice such as craft activities. Since then the stud-

ies carried out within this perspective2 have shown many aspects of learning at work that 

include the different opportunities for learning in workplaces, the learning dynamic in 

teamwork and the role of power and interests in shaping these, the biographic dimension 

in the individual learning at work, and the institutional factors (Boud and Garrick 1999; 

Billett 2001; Engeström 2001; Fenwick 2001; Fuller and Unwin 2003; Rainbird, Fuller et 

al. 2004; Evans, Hodkinson et al. 2006; Khan, Shirani et al. 2008).  

In these socio-cultural studies, the situated and social character of learning is widely ac-

knowledged. Yet, despite the analyses carried out in different types of workplaces, since 

the study of Zuboff (1988) there are no comparative analyses between work contexts 

based on different strategies of production and neither are there comparative investiga-

tions on older workers’ learning at work.  

My aim is to argue that vocational learning issues have to be discussed in the light of the 

object of the activity in which people are involved, that is the type of production and 

strategy of production. So far socio-cultural studies on workplace learning have been on 

discussion of the most favourable features of workplaces for learning, without taking into 

consideration the constraints of the strategy of production (Billett 2001; Rainbird 2004; 

Rainbird, Fuller et al. 2004; Evans, Hodkinson et al. 2006). In some cases, these latter 

are mentioned, as in Fuller and colleagues (Fuller, Munro et al. 2004), who point out – 

with Keep and Mayhew (1999) -  that the first and second orders choices of employers 

concern market, competitive strategy, work organization and job design, while learning is 

not a third order purpose. Yet these authors focus on power relations (Rainbird 2004) 

and organizational features (Fuller and Unwin 2004) without discussing management 

                                           

2 It is worth to note here that Lave’s and Wenger’s work, as well as the following studies which take inspiration 
from it, are not developed into the perspective of CHAT. However it is possible to appreciate some similarities 
with CHAT as the emphasis on practices and the conceptualization of human development as occurring through 
participation in these latter . See also Lave, J. (1993). The practice of learning. Understanding practice: per-
spectives on activity and context. S. Chaiklin and J. Lave. Cambridge, Cambridge University Press: 3-32. 
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decisions about competitiveness and production strategies. Moreover they do not con-

sider the issue of how motive for learning develop. They consider individual characteris-

tics to explain the interplay between contexts and individuals. Yet Fuller and Unwin, 

adopting the Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus and field, tend to explain the different en-

gagement of older workers with new forms of working through reference to individual 

characteristics and prior position in the system of relations of production (Fuller and Un-

win 2005; Fuller and Unwin 2006). Referring to individual characteristics and prior status 

does not fully appreciate the current interplay between subjectivities and activities. In 

this research the subjectivity conceptualization is grounded in the past and present ac-

tivities in which the older workers have been engaging. 

Keep and Mayhew warn that discourses on vocational education should take into account 

the complexity of the production strategy to avoid political indications that will not be 

able to contribute to reach the desired outcomes of an affluent society and social inclu-

sion: 

“Current UK VET policies are failing to address these issues and appear incapable of acknowledging 
that skills are often a third-order issue. Unless and until first-order questions, such as choice of 
product market and competitive strategy, and consequent second-order decisions about work or-
ganization and job design, are confronted, the underlying causes of Britain's skills problem will 
continue to be ignored. The danger of policies and institutional devices (such as the National Tar-
gets for Education and Training) which concentrate on boosting the supply of qualifications and 
formalized skills and knowledge is that they appear to offer a relatively swift and simple short cut 
to a wide-ranging set of desired outcomes-increased economic competitiveness, greater productiv-
ity, rising GDP, and greater social inclusion-without having to confront complex and difficult choices 
about how businesses choose to compete." 

                                                                                                                                                                             
(1999, 12) 
My aim is to bring the concern about how businesses choose to compete into the analysis 

of workplace learning. Yet my focus is on the subjectivities of the older workers and how 

their engagement in workplace learning occurs. CHAT perspective allows connecting 

market strategy, workplace organization and individual subjectivity. 

The correspondence between the motives embedded in the personal hierarchy of workers 

and the motives in the object of the industrial production can provide a way of interpret-

ing the degree of engagement of workers in workplace. Workplace learning appears then 

as linked to the degree of engagement of worker in the workplace and this – in turn – 

can be interpreted as linked to the object of the production which shapes the workplace 

organization. 

 

Strategies of production and workplace organizations 

Strategies of production 

From the literature reviewed, the strategies of production are discussed as interpretation 

of economic changes and tend to be seen as a sequence of models, where the latest 

overcomes the former (Herrigel 2004). Yet it is possible to find empirical evidence of past 

models operating in current enterprises that, although they may be considered to have 
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been overcome in the literature, are still present in the practices (Regini 1995; Victor and 

Boynton 1998; Huys and van Hootegem 2002). 

The economic sociology, the sociology of organization, sociology of work and industrial 

sociology tell us about different market strategies. Yet these disciplines are not focused 

on the relation between the different market strategies and workplace organizations. 

However a careful discussion of works from these disciplines can provide useful elements 

to connect market strategies and workplace organizations (for a full discussion see (Mig-

liore 2009). 

The most popular strategy of production is the mass production with its Tayloristic way of 

organizing shop-floor. Since the development of mass production, other strategies have 

been developed to respond to changed circumstances and interpreted in the literature of 

economic sociology, sociology of work, sociology of organization and industrial sociology 

(Piore and Sabel 1984; Kern and Schumann 1991; Streeck 1991; Regini 1995).  

From the 1970s new developments have changed the circumstances that previously op-

erated the corporations organized in a Tayloristic way for the mass production. The 

spread of mass production enabled new corporations to emerge in other areas of the 

world, while the increasing saturation of domestic markets induced the search for new 

outlets as well as new economies of scale (Piore and Sabel 1984; Mathews 1989; Wood 

1989; Hayter 1997). In other words, corporations now play on worldwide markets, tend-

ing more often to become transnational corporations, increasing competition in the mar-

kets, performing takeovers, bringing about the development of global information and 

financial services, producing interdependence and integration of the global market (Web-

ster 2002, 68-73). At the same time the trend for the consumption of quality and diver-

sity pushed the enterprises towards new concepts of production, both from the point of 

view of organization of production and work organization (Piore and Sabel 1984, 189-

190; Kern and Schumann 1991). Similar scenarios effected the rise of the cost of the 

labour force and raw materials (Della Rocca and Fortunato 2006, 54). Moreover the in-

troduction of the information technologies in manufacturing allows and requires new 

forms of flexibility (Piore and Sabel 1984; Mathews 1989; Castells 1996) as well as the 

possibility of corporation’s global localization (Webster 2002).  

All these changes have been discussed in literature with different approaches and theo-

retical frameworks in search of the identification of the new emerging paradigm of indus-

trial organization. It can be found discourses on flexible specialization (Piore and Sabel 

1984), diversified quality production (Streeck 1991; Regini 1995), mass customization 

and co-configuration (Victor and Boynton 1998), lean production (Womack, Jones et al. 

1990), flexible mass production (Boyer 1987; Regini 1995). I now present each of these 

strategies in turn, emphasizing the implications for workplace organization. 
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In the flexible specialization (Piore and Sabel 1984), whose object is to produce a wide 

and changing array of products with skilled workers using multi-purpose machinery, the 

worker participates in the design of work reflected on computerisation and reprogram-

ming systems. Since the production is flexible, the labour process is less standardized 

and dotted with unpredictable inconveniences. To be efficient it needs employees who 

are able to intervene and solve the mishaps, but more often than in other types of pro-

duction, employees need to know the entire production processes to be able to respond 

adequately and improve the overall system (Webster 2002, 90-91). 

Initially the authors have referred to flexible specialization as a mode of production typi-

cal of small and medium enterprises (SMEs), however, Sabel later argued how large 

firms have tried to elaborate a strategy similar to the one of SMEs and take advantage of 

the flexibility of SMEs as subcontractors (Sabel 1989).  

Boyer interprets this latter as a new paradigm of industrial organization which he calls as 

flexible mass production: compared to the traditional mass production, this is able of a 

larger variability of product and design by means of a flexible programmable automation 

(1987). Regini develops further this ideal-type with respect to skills. He points out that 

its strategy to meet changing demand and volatile markets keeping prices down is based 

on a internal polarization of the employment structure (1995). It implies a reduction of 

skilled personal and less emphasis on technical abilities to employ low skilled workers 

and save labour cost. On the opposite, high-level skills employees are concentrated in 

sales, marketing, and customer relations.  

Yet this debate on work organization in large firms is complex. Other authors - belonging 

to sociology of organization and industrial sociology - prefer to emphasize the emerging 

of new models of workplace organization, such as Toyotism and Lean Production, based 

on the principle of process enhancement. 

Strategies and techniques to enhance the work process were first developed by the Japa-

nese car manufacture Toyota. It takes the name Toyotism or Toyota system (Ohno 

1988), that has spread in the United States and more recently in Europe. Womack and 

his colleagues, who wrote the most quoted book on process enhancement, call this type 

of production and work organization “Lean Production” since it aims at reducing all sorts 

of waste of time, space and resources through a continuous improvement in the produc-

tion organization (Womack, Jones et al. 1990). The enhancement is also pursued with 

respect to the quality of the product. Each worker can ideally stop the assembly line if 

they discover a defective part or are falling behind. In this system, cooperation and 

teamwork are necessary with possible interruption to analyse in depth the reasons for a 

particular problem (Ohno 1988; Womack, Jones et al. 1990; Della Rocca and Fortunato 

2006). Such workplace organization softens the Tayloristic principles of tasks fragmenta-

tion, separation of cognition from execution, control and supervision. The workers have 
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broader skills and tasks and the role of managers is transformed from controllers to 

coaches (Mathews 1989; Victor and Boynton 1998). Skilled workers with multiple tasks 

are now required and welcomed to give feed-back and suggestions about the design of 

work process to the production engineering. 

A similar strategy of production is the ‘diversified quality production’ (DQP) proposed by 

Streeck (1991) and elaborated further by Regini (1995). This latter author refers to DQP 

as a strategy adopted by firms to compete on quality and price. They respond to the 

competition from low-wage economies orienting their products to higher market seg-

ments and through customization3. Quality is achieved by significant organizational and 

coordination capacities: this implies high and broad skills of the whole workforce and its 

involvement in the firm constant tension towards improvement and incremental innova-

tion. 

The trend of concentrating on the core competence has brought about the development 

of networks of firms (Powell 1990; Castells 1996; Helper, MacDuffie et al. 2000; Stur-

geon 2002; Whitford and Zeitlin 2002; Bonazzi and Negrelli 2003). Debate is widespread 

and organized in many different threads, mainly with reference to the US case. What is 

relevant for this research is that the relationship between cognition and execution 

emerges again (Herrigel 2004; Sabel 2004). Instead of finding such an issue in the inte-

rior of the firm as in the mass production, it is now located in the network of the firms. In 

the modular hypothesis, increased codification and standardization of designing modular 

parts of the final product, allows outsourcing of modules of production (Baldwin and Clark 

2000; Sako and Murray 2000; Sturgeon 2002; Baldwin 2007), bringing about a separa-

tion between design and production. In the pragmatic collaborations hypothesis, cogni-

tion and execution are fused in an institutionalized practice of learning by monitoring 

through which teams of workers from different firms deal with simultaneous engineering, 

benchmarking and control/correction of errors (Sabel 1994; Helper, MacDuffie et al. 

2000). Firms are moved to pragmatic collaborations by high uncertainty and volatility of 

markets. 

In general terms, these new forms of production appear to be characterized by the need 

to promptly respond to market changes, produce high-quality, high-value-added prod-

ucts and services. This required a revision of the production direction. If in the Fordist 

production the flux model of information followed the planning of the top management, 

along top-bottom lines towards the market, including the creation of needs of consump-

tion in the mass, now most of the literature conceptualizes the current organization of 

production as “market driven” (Della Rocca and Fortunato 2006, 56). This remark sheds 

                                           

3 For a clear definition of what is customization and examples of firms adopting customization see Victor, B. and 
A. C. Boynton (1998). Invented here. Maximizing Your Organization's Internal Growth and Profitability. Boston, 
MA, Harvard Business School Press. It is a vision and approach from a consultants point of view. 
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further light on the current historical object of capitalistic industrial production. Taking 

into account the contribution of Castells (2000), the object of the industrial production is 

producing a certain type of goods according to a more differentiated and volatile markets 

demand and using a new type of organizational culture4 that tends to enhance flexibility, 

save labour, interact with information technology, and manage knowledge and informa-

tion. With reference to CHAT, this observation on the market as the driving force points 

out the motive of the production activity at the end of the XX° century. 

 

Workplace organizations 

With respect to workplace organizations, I am interested in one of the organizational 

principles of the Tayloristic organization of work. This is the separation between concep-

tion and execution: managers organize the labour process; workers execute tasks and 

jobs as these have been designed by managers. 

The relation between conception and execution reflected in workplace organizations is 

relevant to the issue of learning5. Where cognition and conception of aspects of the la-

bour process are allowed, workers can get engaged with the object of the activity, de-

velop learning needs and motive to learn. Where organizations of workplace do not pro-

mote, value, and support cognition and conception of aspects of labour process, workers 

may find fewer opportunities to develop learning needs and motive to learn6. 

Indeed, from the presentation of production strategies and organizations of workplace it 

appears that this separation can reach different degrees, from the most Tayloristic way of 

organizing work in some mass production activities to lean production and Toyotism 

which transform the workplace organization towards more participative work practices. In 

the first case, which corresponds to the Fordist model of producing, the separation be-

tween conception and execution and the limitation of mediated cognition about produc-

tion activity can be at its highest level. In the second case, identified by some authors as 

post-Fordism, this can be moderated, allowing some degrees of conception and cognition 

                                           

4 Instead of organizational culture, Castells uses the locutions ‘legitimating principle’ and ‘ideational bases’. I 
deem that the locution ‘organizational culture’ can interpret what Castells refers to, because he inserts his dis-
course in a reflection about cultures that frame economic strategies. More precisely he writes: “The culture that 
matters for the constitution and development of a given economic system is the one that materializes in organ-
izational logics ...” Castells, M. (2000). The Rise of the Network Society. Oxford - Malden, Blackwell., 164. 

5 For a full discussion of the relation between the organizational principle of separation between execution and 
cognition, and learning see Migliore, M. C. (2009). Older workers and learning in the industrial sector: when 
participation and objects matter. London, Institute of Education. I use ideas from Vygotsky’s and Leontiev’s 
works  to pull out interpretations of the significance of this principle for learning. 

6 Huys and van Hootegem discuss how to increase regulation capacities for workers as a way of enhancing 
learning opportunities Huys, R. and G. van Hootegem (2002). A Delayed Transformation? Changes in the Divi-
sion of Labour and Their Implications for Learning Opportunities. Work Process Knowledge. N. Boreham, R. 
Samurcay and M. Fischer. London, Kogan Page.. They compare traditional tayloristic and lean production as-
sembly lines in car industry to a theoretical design of assembly line aimed at mobilising knowledge and experi-
ence of workers. Yet they do not focus on the issue of the motivational implications of regulation capacities. 
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as legitimized. Here workers may not be involved in the planning of their jobs and tasks, 

but they can be asked to critically think and give feedbacks - which imply cognition - 

about the way labour process is organized and thus have some influence on the design of 

tasks or autonomy in working practices. However cognition about the production activity 

can occur despite the Tayloristic way of organizing work. What is different is that in the 

Tayloristic case cognition is unwelcome and little room is allowed to its development, 

while in the second case it is encouraged, legitimized and appreciated at different de-

grees. 

The strategies of industrial production found in literature are listed in the following table, 

grouped according to the organizational principle on the separation between conception 

and execution in shop-floor they tend to be associated with.  

Table – Typology of strategies of production based on the relation between execution and 
cognition (the sign & stands for conjunction and the sign # stands for separation) 

Strategies of production Relation between execution  

and cognition 

Typology 

Craft  

Flexible specialization 

Pragmatic collaborations  

Process enhancement 

 

Execution&cognition 

 

Type 1 

 

Mass production 

Flexible mass production 

Modular systems 

 

 

Execution#cognition 

 

Type 2 

 

It is my intention to investigate with the lenses of CHAT how older workers engage with 

the object of the activity and develop motive for learning. In particular, I want to analyze 

the role played by degrees of autonomy in changing working practices or degrees of in-

fluence on the design of tasks and jobs. With this research I want to move some ways 

forward the understanding of the mechanisms that explain the relation between 

workplace organizations and learning. I will come back to this issue in the empirical work. 
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Older workers and learning 

The cognitive approach considers older workers’ development from a biological point of 

view, playing down the role of the social and cultural side. So in the absence of further 

biological development which occurs in the first part of the life, the cognitive approach 

considers only decline of mental capabilities. Yet, as reported by Billet, referring to the 

works of Baltes & Staudinger, and Sigelman, the older workers’ capacities and knowledge 

developed through experiences can be important to compensate the slower nervous sys-

tem: 

“ … the evidence also suggests that older adults have developed significant memories and capaci-
ties that are highly effective in resolving problems and performing effectively in work-related roles. 
This capacity can compensate for slower nervous system (Baltes and Staudinger, 1996), because 
the level of performance is not dependent on processing capacity alone. For instance, while typing 
speeds might decline with age, older typists are as efficient as younger typists, possible because 
their wealth of previous experiences allows them to predict and execute the typing task more effi-
ciently than the younger counterparts: “…while older adults may develop specialised knowledge 
and strategies that may compensate for these losses.” (Sigelman, 1999:229)” 

                                                                                                                                                                  
(Billett 2006, 160)  

Billet adds that the older workers’ exercise of agency can find support and favourable 

conditions in the workplace (2006, 161). 

In the sociological and human resources approaches the management, the working con-

ditions, employer’s support and the trades union’s attitude emerge as necessary for the 

older workers’ participation in learning activities (Warr and Birdi 1998; Tikkanen and Ny-

han 2006). Yet, it is not clear the mechanisms through which older workers can get en-

gaged in learning. The assumption underlying this type of studies seems to be that older 

workers could get engaged in learning if they had more support from the companies and 

training systems more adapt to their specificity (experiences and personal interests). It 

corresponds to the economic model of demand and supply, supported by incentives. This 

implies a view of learning as an individual endeavour, based on willing and in which 

learning needs don’t matter. Moreover these studies tend to consider all types of 

workplaces to be similar and fail to thematize the link between learning and strategies of 

production. 

On the basis of a life course approach, educational gerontology points out how erroneous 

it is to consider older people as a homogeneous group (Settersten 2006). This research 

acknowledges the specificity of contexts and bound its investigation to older workers with 

low education in the industrial sector.  

The educational gerontology was certainly enriched by the critical perspective too, which 

contributed to overcome the dominance of the psychological ‘deficit’ model of older 
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adults’ learning abilities (Formosa 2002). Yet some parts of the literature stresses the 

communal effort needed across the different groups of older people, in order to proceed 

in the process of liberation from the subjugated role. In this way the emphasis is again 

on the indifferentiation of older people to the detriment of their subjectivity.  

The invitation of the educational humanist gerontology to consider the review and inter-

pretation of the past as the characteristic of growing old also stresses the relevance of 

older workers’ subjectivity. The contribution of the humanist approach is to frame older 

workers’ subjectivity in the process of growing old. This means to investigate how older 

workers give meanings to their past life experience as an element to interpret their en-

gagement with the present. While I acknowledge the relevance of the theme of the 

meaning of growing old and the role of the past in it, I take a different stance from Moo-

dy who adopts a cognitivist view on personal development. I refer to the cultural histori-

cal approach to take into account subjective ways of growing old in the issue of older 

workers’ learning.  

I note that Leontiev also points out the role of the past review in self development, un-

derlining that “the contributions of past experience to self were dependent on self itself 

and became its function” (1978). Once again it is stressed that the past experiences can 

be re-interpreted according to the cultural-historical development of the self. On the ba-

sis of this view, it is important to allow room to the subjectivity of the older worker in the 

analysis to understand his or her engagement in learning in function also of her/his in-

terpretation of past experiences. 

The concept of past experiences – for its relevance in the process of growing old - re-

quires some specifications. Fischer, in his discussion of the definition of labour process 

knowledge7, investigates the conceptualization of experiences. Drawing on Hegel’s dialec-

tical account of experience, he distinguishes between having experiences and making 

experiences. Elaborating his remarks to deepen his brief mention to the differences be-

tween the two types of experiences, in the first case it prevails the immediate sense per-

ception, while in the second this latter is enriched by imagination, memories, emotions 

and thought. As I can interpret, a person makes experience when she uses this latter to 

appropriate and internalize cultural elements to be used in following actions. 

Few lines from a poem of Eliot, quoted by Moody (1990) remind that even experiences 

that were not enriched can find a meaning later and this latter has an historical aspect: 

                                           

7 Labour process knowledge develops in context of work where theoretical knowledge is not sufficient to cope 
with the tasks assigned and practical knowledge acquired through experiences is also crucial. This is typical – 
according to the scholars who introduced the concept of labour process knowledge – in workplaces where com-
puter-aided tools have been introduced. I will come back to this concept in Chapter Five. 
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"... We had the experience but missed the meaning, 
And approach to the meaning restores the experience 
In a different form ... I have said before 
That the past experience revived in the meaning 
Is not the experience of one life only 
But of many generations ... (p. 39)" 

 

Research Design  

This research focuses on the relation between the object of the industrial activity and the 

subjectivities of workers, as mediated by the workplace organization, in order to get in-

sights on the motivational aspects for workplace learning. As mentioned above, most of 

the socio-cultural studies focus on the collective side and when they attempt to include 

the individual motivational aspects, they frame the discourse as reciprocal influences be-

tween the workplace and the workers through individual dispositions as conceptualized 

by Bourdieu. When the analysis refers to motivational issue, they tend to use the cogni-

tivist concept of motivation. To be consistent with the adoption of CHAT, I conceptualize 

motivation as motive for learning related to the correspondence between the self as indi-

vidual hierarchy of motives and the motive/object of the industrial production in which 

the older workers participate. This relationship between the self and the object of activity 

is mediated by the workplace organization and its degree of autonomy and regulatory 

capacity allowed to workers. 

This research aims to answer the following questions: 

 How do older workers engage in learning? Do strategies of production affect their 

engagement in learning?  

 How their subjectivities play in engaging in learning?  

The research design is shaped by both the theoretical framework and the research ques-

tions. The focus of this research on the relation between strategies of production and 

older workers’ learning requires the application of case study method. Two case studies 

are carried out, one on an enterprise identified as an example of flexible mass production 

and the other one as an instance of flexible specialization. However, the data are mostly 

collected at individual level, configuring a multiple embedded case study. Data from older 

workers and other key individuals in the enterprises are collected through free discursive 

interviews. These are transcribed following a code of notations that highlights subjective 

aspects in the individual narrative (Poland 2002; Cardano 2003; Cardano 2007). Togeth-

er with interviews, other types of documentation on the two enterprises are collected. 

The analysis of the transcripts and other documents is carried out with constant compar-

ative method (CCM) (Boeije 2002) that I apply in an original way. As I have commenced 
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this study employing theoretical categories, I will use these to support the interpretation 

of the themes surfacing from the interviews. However, they are seen as provisional and 

need to be refined in the comparison with the themes and dimensions emerging in the 

interviews.  

The theoretical framework, drawing on CHAT and the thick literature on sociology, pro-

vides a set of theoretical propositions which allow logical inference and generalization of 

the relation between strategies of production and older workers’ learning. However, such 

a relation, if confirmed, is seen as probabilistic and not deterministic. 

I selected case studies in the region of Piedmont, in the area of Turin. This Italian region 

presents an ageing trend of the workforce as well as a context of significant transforma-

tion from the traditional manufacturing economy towards an economy in which high-

value-added products and services are strategic and production is market-driven. 

 

Preliminary results 

So far the analysis of the data confirms profound difference of older workers’ engage-

ment in workplace learning in the two types of industrial strategies. In the flexible spe-

cialization production (FSP) the object of the industrial activity has allowed workers to 

learn and develop skills and professional capacity. In the flexible mass production (FMP) 

workers complain about what they are been taught in vocational training courses and 

how the labour process is then shaped by practices which contradict the content of the 

courses. They complain they are not told about the functions and place of components 

they assembly in the final good. In fact, they have difficulties to describe the functions of 

the components they assembly. However some of them keep samples of these compo-

nents at home, showing involvement with their jobs. 

In both companies older workers critically judge the workplace organizations and working 

practices from their professional experience, often developed in other firms. In both 

companies older workers lack of knowledge of the whole labour process, details about 

the contract supplies they are working for (for whom, what deadline).  

However levels of frustration are very different. In the FSP older workers say they are 

proud of the level of professionalism they have achieved. Most of the conversation in the 

interviews focuses on how they have mastered the job; they explained me the complexi-

ty of their jobs, the use of machine tools and the role of experience in using these; the 

relations with the younger colleagues; the differences with other firms; suppositions on 

the business of the firm. In this type of production older workers carry out whole phases 

of labour process, lasting even two-three days, and giving them autonomy and responsi-

bility. The level of disappointment seems very low and marginal. 

In the FMP older workers did not focus on professionalism, but they tended to shift the 

conversation towards complaints about conditions of work and relations with the supe-
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riors. They have ideas about how the tasks should be organized and the efficient alloca-

tion of workers in the labour process. In other words it seems that they are frustrated for 

they are not able to influence the labour process and suffer from the consequences of 

decisions made (or not made) by superiors.  

Workplace learning appears as a cognitive process intimately connected to the object of 

the industrial production. Learning appears as embedded in the engagement with the 

object of the activity which is declined in tasks and jobs in the shop floor. However the 

engagement with jobs and tasks is different in FMP and in FSP. In this latter engagement 

is described by an older worker as something that happens because one ends up to like 

the job he/she is doing, especially if you can engage with other colleagues to enhance 

the process. In the FMP older workers also show engagement, but it is an engagement 

made of discontentedness, profound disappointment, and sometimes anger.  The high 

level of discontentedness seems linked to the lack of influence on the labour process and 

the position of being subjugated to decisions they do not share and that they judge as 

not grounded on competence. In the case of FMP, potential professional development of 

workers – useful to keep employable workers when they are older - seems wasted be-

cause workplace organizations do not allow them to use the knowledge they have devel-

oped in their workplace learning. 

Other studies have already pointed out the importance of workplace organizations in fos-

tering opportunities for learning. This is confirmed in this study too. Yet here the object 

of the activity emerges as pivotal because older workers engage with it. The engagement 

is with the object of the activity and this engagement provides the motive for learning. In 

particular the motive for learning emerges in the meeting between the self of the older 

worker and the motive behind the task or job she/he is carrying out. When the object of 

the industrial activity is the production of goods with high quality, and older workers are 

also keen on quality, the engagement is high and learning is just part of the activities 

they carry out. It is interesting to notice that being keen on quality seems a symbolic 

artefacts older workers have been internalized (and subjectively developed) in their pro-

fessional life (if not as citizens in social and economic contexts in which quality has be-

come a dominant discourse).  

In this framework, workplace organization provides the conditions about how learning 

occurs, as already pointed out by other authors, but not the motive for learning, which, 

as stressed in this research, is linked to the meeting between the motive (object) of the 

activity and the subjectivity of the older workers. 

The analysis of interviews and other materials is in progress and focusing on the relation 

between the object of activities and the subjectivities of older workers to seize the cha-

racteristics of the engagement and motive for workplace learning, in particular in the 

FMP. 
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Conclusion 

The research argues the importance of taking into account the object of the activity in 

interpreting the engagement of older workers in workplace learning. The role of 

workplace organization seems less crucial for motivational aspects than what was ex-

pected. Adopting in a modified way the contribution of Brown (2001), policies on lifelong 

learning and active ageing should take into account the type of economic development 

they support as an aspect of the social capacity for higher skills. 
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