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Transformation of Work and Workplace Knowledge in a Life History Perspective

What may transformation of work and workplace knowledge mean in the context of life history? How can the study of workers life history and narratives of work give us substantial and specific knowledge about transformations of working processes, conditions, frames and the organisation of work?  To study work through life history is not only a biographical project to look the workers over the shoulder, seeing work from their perspective. But it is also in order to look behind and beyond that, focusing on the dynamics of work present in that which workers see and sense. Learning space in relation to work, the horizon of learning and experience, and socialization are key concepts.

I will briefly touch upon how language of work can be analysed as expressions of the socializing effects of a work in transformation, as well as the creative aspects of workers learning and transforming work. The case to illuminate my point is taken from research into work and workers in care in the health sector in Denmark. Finally I will move on to discuss transformation in a learning perspective, and how to study transformations of work through subjective transformation and learning processes of workers . 

Health and care work in transformation

In the study of transformations of work and workplace knowledge and learning in  health and care work in Scandinavia, there has not really been a “biographical turn”.  Contemporary research  is still predominantly focused on institutional and organizational analysis, studies of systems, of logics of the field, at macro and meso level. Subjective positions and experiences of work appear mostly as additional aspects or illustrations of institutional characteristics and traits.
 
The potential of studying the social changes in work from subjective positions, as aspects of subjectivity, such as changes in gendered identity, constructions of professional hierarchy, conflicts of rationality of work, the changes in practical sense etc, are underestimated. When subjective positions of workers are included in investigations in the workplace they are often concerned with workers expectations and opinions, and much less on workers experiences and sensing of work.

Care work is directed at people, who are characterised by being in need of a help, that they impossibly or only with great difficulty can apply by themselves. This applies for all care work in relation to children, elderly, physically disabled, somatic and psychiatric patients. The need for help is thus seen as the core in carework, demanding a human interpretation and a responsibility for the differentiated needs of a group of people’s human needs- of bodily, emotional and/or practical kind . At the same time the working process takes place inside institutional frames and includes instrumental processes, and dynamics of exclusion and segregation. I.e. that work is also wage labour with fights and conflicts about recognition, wages, inequalities etc.It is a challenge today to reflect on care work with a perspective that includes the functions of work and it’s institutional practice, and at the same time holding on to the way this work creates subjective meaning and identity for the individual worker. It implies understanding the societal, cultural and institutional conditions and relations as meaningful frames inherent inside the care workers also.

This seems to be present in several developments in care work in the health and social sectors in Denmark in later years, and I will here just bring one example of a transformation characterised in this way. Care workers have significant overrepresentation of workers suffering from burnout syndrome in recent years related specifically to their ambitions in answering to the requirements in work (Søndergaard Kristensen 2004, Ipsen 2003, Borg 2005).The requirements in work have over the last decade exceedingly been to produce “quality” in an efficient way. But to secure and develop quality is by workers in this sector mostly enacted through empathy towards the needs of the other human being. So quality in this sense has nothing to do with efficiency measured in costs and economic growth. A major question to be raised is what happens when the New Public Management slogan “quality for money”  set professional understandings of quality under pressure? One of the results we are already seeing in the development of burn-out and stress of 3rd. degree ( Prætorius 2004).

The workers suffering from burn out all seem in the initial stages to take very active part in a health hazarduous process of  damage to their own lives in order to save and help the lives of others. In this way the institutional changes, e.g. of trying to be more productive, become inherent in their understanding of work, at the same time as their professional translations of work are continued.With alarming result. The labouring side of work (Arendt, 1958) of toil and renewing life as daily activity, is being overexposed in relation to daily reproduction, and in this case not only of workers own lives, but also in relation to the reproduction of the lives of others. But in the process, the result or outcome, as a manufacture or as in the case of this work : health as a visible goal, becomes invisible, and contradictive, creating “unhealth” in work and workers. And the third side of work, as pro-activity of creation,in the sense of Arendt, changing conditions and perspectives, becomes completely lost or suppressed, only giving way to reactive action.

A linguistic approach

My approach is to explore this from the perspective of subjectivity, understanding this not just as individuality, but as expressions and translations of social conditions and dynamics (Lorenzer , 1979). The development of peoples individual lives are embedded in collective contexts of life as a dual process of adaptation and  transgression of conditions and circumstances. Transformation in this sense is seen from the perspective of the learner, the participant, in relation to the life that has to be lived, that is under construction and reconstruction,- and always in relation to conditions of life- as a conditioned human being, as with the perspective of Hannah Arendt applied above, with a conditioned biographical trajectory . 

It is in the discrepancies between former modes and schemes of understanding and new sensing of changed conditions, either because the space has changed, or because the learner has tried to create a new space for herself and others , that may create transformative learning. Maybe even allowing for consciously reflecting it- but not necessarily so. When working with the life historical approach it becomes clear that very little is known about the psychic energy that learning workers , as participants, have to summon when they are forced to give up routines and balances. 

I combine analysing life historical material as an expression of socialization, and psychodynamics created in past as well as present interactions with others. And analysing them in the present context, as reality oriented handling of real-world phenomena present in their stories as well as in the stories of others. The expressions of life histories in the total meaning of the word allow us to explore the subjective tensions between all that is sensed by a person and that which is conscious. This is the basis for the wish oriented practice of life and studying this can give us clues as to how social factors are translated and shaped into lives, knowledge, professionalism, rationalities of practice etc. Using linguistic analytical methods on the theoretical area of socialization both enlarges and surpasses the scope of biographical analysis. In this type of analysis everything is analysed for meaning, even through linking the language patterns and language games to conditions of socialization.(Weber 1996)

Transforming gender and hierarchy

The following case is from an investigation into the transformation in nursing work, the health sector and nurses working identities in Denmark 2003-2004 (Andersen, Dybbroe,Bering 2004). The young nurse is chosen as representative of transformations in care work that transcend the context of work and the hospital structure. The case is of a more general importance, because the dynamics of transformation, the proactivity , the expectations and the open professional identification process in the story are recognisable in many of the other stories in the material. Nanna is a young and very engaged nurse, with five years of nursing experience, who engages likewise in work and family life, with ambitions in both spheres. In Nannas life story there is a very active leading part played by her self, in life in work as outside work, and the reactive aspects in relation to work are few. The narratives are filled with the dualities of work,  recounting difficult situations both she and her colleagues are a part of, and at the same time the positive challenges, that  they and she are managing quite successfully. 

The stories Nanna brings forward are filled with conflicts and do not seem to position the place from where the story is told in a fixed professional attitude, or with the professional phrases and discourses of” the very caring nurse” or “the housekeeper”, “the medical assistant” etc. Underlining and arguing her opinions about the health sector and practice in the hospitals with the use of stories of conflicts and the dualities of the good sides and bad sides are a thread throughout the life story, that illuminates a professional working identity in creation and on the move. Nanna is not taking any professional identity for granted or as a preunderstanding , but openly argues her way through. The subjective meaning in this seems to be, that in this way she can preserve dignity, and in this way she can position herself up against the positions that are the “obvious” positions for nurses, seen in the context of the hospital as institution and system. This is especially related to gender and hierarchy:

“  I had heard many times before during my education, that I really wasn´t the epitome of a nurse.. it’s usually nice girls, that become nurses… well I do consider myself a nice girl, but I am also quite coarse, you know I trample on people  straightaway. And of course I apologize if I have molested them, but you know, I haven’t got that, I don’t know if it´s because I don´t have that feeling of things .. I really have that with the patients, there I am really very, but if I have an opinion about something, then I say it.. but nurses are nice girls, that say the right things and smile at the right places.. and that’s never really been my style, it’s probably true, I am not really the epitome of a nurse..”

Repeatedly Nanna in the life story comes back to the “expressing your opinion” as “coarseness”, and synonymous with not being a nice girl and a proper nurse. In this way the story of Nanna is about an interpretation of nursing culture and identity inside work, that Nanna opposes, as well as reconstructing it.The “nice girl” is a gendered stereotype that strongly and maybe surprisingly has an impact on Nanna. But the emprirical material we have is full of connotations to the ward as home and the head doctor as father. These metaphors are part of the narrative of patriarchy in health, where the ward is home led by the head nurse as mother, and the father visits and sees once in a while that all is well. The patients are the helpless children, and the nurses are the mothers’ nice girls, and the auxilaries are the maids. (Wærness 2000) In this picture today it seems that nurses in their narratives have done away with mother and children.

Holding on to these metaphors and images it may seem that Nanna is very strongly reconstructing traditional gender stereotypes. However the transformation of work and working knowledge here is strong, I will suggest, because although it is evident that Nanna to one extent confirms the nursing role of “niceness” discursively, she also  shows an alternative possibility. In the slip of the tongue, a wordgame appears, of confounding two proverbs: trampling onto peoples toes, and people fall for me straight away ( in Danish the confusion or mingle is more transparent). Here she conveys the duality, as in everything else Nanna expresses, of being confrontative and not nice nurse, and  being able to establish closeness quickly and being a good person and carer. 

The transformation of gender in the hospital as learning space can only come about because Nanna draws on her life history as context, and draws with her experiences from the spheres outside the hospital. Thus the transformative space is not the hospital ward or the profession, but created in sparks by the various aspects of work and life that are active in Nannas and her colleagues life histories and which in certain circumstances interact.

Transformative learning 
I will now move on from the case of transformations in work, into discussing the understanding of transformation more conceptually and generally. Transformative learning and transformative space are concepts  generally connected with the tradition of experientially based learning. Transformative learning is seen as transformation of opinions and habits of understanding in the individual (Mezirow 1991). The theoretical approach is developmental and understands transformation as part of the building of the adult person and her reorientation towards new life perspectives with progressing and more thoroughly developed meanings. The concept stresses reflection as a process of gaining more developed opinions and more substantiated interpretations as prerequisites for action. As typical examples of transformative learning Mezirow points to different forms of raising political consciousness that is manifest in action, and always leading to new forms of action, whereby the learner, the  active individual, also transcends former modes of action.. 

Meaning and interpretation are here cognitive processes of conscious and planned action, which may be enhanced by focusing on norms and values of the learner, as expectations in the normative domain of learners are seen as key to forming the learning process. The influence on the learner is directed at the perspectives of meaning, such as theories, plans, convictions, goals, arguments etc. This way of thinking is directed at empowering the learner and has a liberating perspective (Dewey 1930). At the same time the concept includes important reductions. The concept mainly includes a transformation at the cognitive level, as it both values and looks for the conscious change of meaning and reflected action of the transformed  and transforming learner. 

For Mezirow it is the individual learner who is the object of transformative learning, and the transformative space is a normative domain of reciprocal relations.

To some extent transformation is in this way understood as a homogenous development of transformation of the learner, instead of the discontinued, contradictory, and especially both conscious and subconscious development of the learner, and the collective of learners.  Relations between transformation of the learner and the transformative space is cut off from transformative processes of society, creating the learning space as a homogeneous, secure and secluded transformative space. 

Space, context and learning

I would suggest on the contrary .Transformative learning and transformative spaces of learning interact dynamically, including both productive and counteractive processes to transformations of various kinds. A new approach in research into learning spaces in Danish social and health work in recent years has highlighted especially the influence of space and context on the woerker as learner.It has been shown that specific structural dimensions of work, the working environment and even physical frames facilitate and even implore workers learning in different directions. Examples from other research projects are e.g, that the learning of young nurses seems connected to the physical rooms they work in and the tasks connected to these rooms in the wards. The architecture installs understandings of priorities of tasks, and ways of working (Larsen 2000).  The learning of health and care- workers in the homes of elderly people is connected to the intersection between homeliness and institutionalisation of these homes, implying that the more institutionalised care becomes in the homes, the more this is transferred to specific transformations in professional learning in elderly care, and vice versa seen in a Scandinavian comparative perspective ( Szebehely 2005). Professional conferences in social service offices is another transformative space for transformative learning and knowledge, wherein the interaction between positioned participants in decisionmaking and “diagnosis” in social work, seems to create transformations of knowledge in various ways that point back to the way these spaces are changing. (Andersen and Ahrenkiel 2004).

 
But the dynamic relation also implies that workers as learners can transform the space they are in to some extent, when they are able to relate to other contexts. It is of special interest to investigate when and how workers are implored to mainly follow the flow and externally initiated transformations of work, and when and how they transitionally learn in connection to other aspects of context, such as personal relations in work, their own biography, or more hidden or tacit aspects of the working context . Researching the transformation implies conceptualisation of how a tranformative learning process in work can be understood in a life historical perspective , and how it can come about as subjective process.

Transformation and horizon

It is relevant to reflect on the horizon of transformative learning (Ziehe 1998 ), and how we understand this as being present in the learning space, as well as in our research, and what significance it may have for studying transformative learning. The horizon of learning is always present as the publicly articulated and established goals of learning, and in the case of work this could be the existing demand for competencies when introducing new technology, new procedures in a specific work etc. The horizon is however also a construct of the working culture, encompassing the themes that are included as professional themes in a specific workplace. And this is related to dominating professional experiences and paradigms. In the case of hospital wards the horizon of learning will be painted full of themes related to the curing paradigm and to work procedures of the shared “production line”. The significance of the dominant horizon is to both limit and facilitate the way experiences are made in work, and the scope of learning and even transformative learning. 

When it comes to transformation of work and the transformation of workplace knowledge existing horizons in this process are multitude. But very persistent and dominating in the health, care and social sector in Denmark today is that transformation is seen inside a horizon of growth, renewal, rationalisation, discontinuity to the past and bettering , although the actual work is mostly an intervention into and a management of loss, decay, irrationalities and continuations of vital life processes about to be lost. Transformation is further directed at making an impact on described things, tasks and procedures,  (Knudsen, 2004) as artefacts or symbols, but the work to be transformed is between humans and by humans .These are contradictions.  Transformative learning and the creation of transformative space in work can from the perspective of human work in this field, the actual work between humans of soothing  of the crying, washing dirty bodies etc., then be discarded as invaluable because it cannot be transformed through rationalisation or be managed by  new standards. Transformation can in this case imply the breaking down of working culture, the elimination of capacities, the transformation of progress into regression, and the breaking of healthy and life necessary continuity and reproduction. 

There is not just one transformative space inside workplaces, but separated spaces of transformation related to and framed by the different present invitations for transformation on the one hand, and to the life historical contexts of learning that are active .With a socialisational and experientially based learning theory ( Becker-Schmidt,1995) the learning space however is understood in relation to the lived experiences of living a lifewide and lifelong existence where physical spaces , sectors and spheres are crossed in experiencing life as well as performing the socially necessary activities ( Becker-Schmidt 2003). The health care workers carry shared experiences of the working process and lifehistorical experiences into work, as well as the experiences of how it is to live and do this crossing over, mentally, emotionally and physically. They establish spaces of learning and transformation, that cross borders between work and life outside, and between past and present. As when young nurses like the case illuminates, are transforming the gendered role and identity of the nurse, breaking with that which the workplace structure calls for, but integrating experiences of being a socially gendered woman outside and the invitations experienced in other spheres and other stages of life, e.g. in nursing education. Or when nurses reflect the relation to patients and the conflicts created in the hospital system, drawing on their lifehistorical experiences as citizen and  persons, although this is not what is called on inside the professional frame. In patches the professionals thus establish other horizons for learning and transformation inside work, through the life history as context.

The life historical framework of researching transformation of work carries a critical participatory perspective, opening the interpretation of existing horizons of transformative learning in the workplace.The many horizons of workers, nurses, social workers, health-care assistants, present subjective perspectives including lifehistorical material from workers as learners. Transformation of knowledge may be inherent in workers practice as well as articulated as aspects of workers narratives even though not visible or part of professional and institutional discourses in the slightest way. A critical participatory and life historical approach to researching transformation of work is thus also normative in trying to break with existing horizons of understanding transformation in the field studied, i.e. here the professional and institutional horizons of transformation of health and social work. 
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