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ABSTRACT 

Keronen, Sara 
Toward Collective Self-Determination in Workplace Learning – A Qualitative 
Study Based on a Central Hospital and a Technology Organization 
Jyväskylä: University of Jyväskylä, 2025, 108 p. + original papers 
(JYU Dissertations 
ISSN 2489-9003; 1017) 
ISBN 978-952-86-1112-7 (PDF) 

This study explores collective self-determination (CSD) and its supportive 
actions in the context of workplace learning. The examination of CSD was guided 
by three research questions: How is collective self-determination described in 
workplace learning situations in a central hospital and in a technology 
organization? How does collective self-determination emerge as an interpersonal 
phenomenon in workplace learning situations in a central hospital and in a 
technology organization? What kinds of actions support collective self-
determination in workplace learning situations in a central hospital and in a 
technology organization? A multiple-case study research strategy was utilized 
based on two Finnish workplaces – a central hospital and a technology 
organization. Data were collected from employees and supervisors through 
semi-structured individual interviews (N = 56), group discussions (N = 180 min), 
and diaries (N = 29). Qualitative content, interaction and phenomenographic 
analyses were employed as analysis methods. Based on the findings, CSD can be 
described as individuals’ engagement and self-determination in group settings 
through social practices related to 1) autonomy and individual initiatives, 2) 
knowledge, sharing competencies and expertise, and 3) collaboration and 
relatedness. At the group-level, CSD is constructed through interpersonal 
interaction, fulfilling employees’ basic psychological needs. Although CSD 
emphasises a group’s capability, freedom, and responsibility to direct its own 
actions, supervisor’s support is needed on a daily basis to motivate employees 
first on an individual level and then on a collective level to form and utilize 
collective learning situations, as they offer a context and premise to construct 
CSD. From a theoretical perspective, this study contributes to the understanding 
of self-determination toward collective-level phenomenon. In practice, the 
findings can be utilized by supervisors, managers, and human resource 
development specialists to enhance CSD when implementing autonomous and 
self-organized teams and overall work and learning practices based on self-
determination. From a societal perspective, this study offers an understanding of 
CSD as an essential premise of work and learning to respond to continuous 
changes and future challenges in working life. 

Keywords: collective self-determination, self-determination theory, workplace 
learning, collective learning, central hospital, technology organization 



TIIVISTELMÄ 

Keronen, Sara 
Yhteisöohjautuvuus työssä oppimisessa – Laadullinen tutkimus keskussairaa-
lasta ja teknologia-alan organisaatiosta 
Jyväskylä: Jyväskylän yliopisto, 2025, 108 s. + alkuperäiset julkaisut 
(JYU Dissertations 
ISSN 2489-9003; 1017) 
ISBN 978-952-86-1112-7 (PDF) 

Tässä väitöskirjatutkimuksessa tarkastellaan yhteisöohjautuvuutta työssä oppi-
misen kontekstissa. Tutkimuksen tavoitteena on lisätä ymmärrystä yhteisöohjau-
tuvuudesta, sen ilmenemisestä ja rakentumisesta sekä sitä tukevista käytännöistä. 
Tähän pyritään kolmen tutkimuskysymyksen avulla: Miten yhteisöohjautu-
vuutta kuvataan kollektiivisissa oppimistilanteissa sairaalaorganisaatiossa ja tek-
nologia-alan organisaatiossa? Miten yhteisöohjautuvuus ilmenee kollektiivisissa 
oppimistilanteissa sairaalaorganisaatiossa ja teknologia-alan organisaatiossa? 
Millaiset käytännöt tukevat yhteisöohjautuvuutta kollektiivisissa oppimistilan-
teissa sairaalaorganisaatiossa ja teknologia-alan organisaatiossa? Tutkimusstra-
tegiana hyödynnettiin laadullista tapaustutkimusta ja tutkimuksen kohteena oli 
kaksi suomalaista työpaikkaa, sairaalaorganisaatio ja teknologia-alan organisaa-
tio. Tutkimuksen aineisto kerättiin työntekijöiltä ja esihenkilöiltä ja koostuu puo-
listrukturoiduista teemahaastatteluista (N = 56), ryhmäkeskusteluista (N = 180 
min) sekä päiväkirja-aineistosta (N = 29). Aineistot analysoitiin hyödyntäen laa-
dullista sisällönanalyysiä, vuorovaikutuksen analyysiä ja fenomenografista ana-
lyysiä. Tulosten mukaan yhteisöohjautuvuus ilmenee sosiaalisten käytäntöjen, 
autonomian, aloitteellisuuden, osaamisen ja asiantuntijuuden jakamisen, yhtei-
söllisyyden ja yhteistyön, kautta. Yhteisöohjautuvuus rakentuu sosiaalisessa 
vuorovaikutuksessa ryhmän jäsenten psykologisten perustarpeiden täyttymisen 
myötä ja viittaa ryhmän kykyyn, vapauteen ja vastuuseen ohjata omaa toimintaa. 
Lähijohtamista tarvitaan kuitenkin tukemaan työntekijöiden motivoitumista ja 
oppimistilanteiden hyödyntämistä yhteisöllisesti yhteisöohjautuvuuden raken-
tamiseksi. Teoreettisesti tutkimus tarjoaa ymmärrystä itseohjautuvuudesta yh-
teisöllisenä ja kollektiivisena ilmiönä. Tuloksia voidaan hyödyntää työelämässä 
sovellettaessa yhteisöohjautuvuutta ja kehitettäessä työntekijöiden psykologiset 
perustarpeet huomioivia oppimisen ja johtamisen käytäntöjä. Yhteiskunnallisesti 
tutkimus lisää ymmärrystä yhteisöohjautuvuudesta yhtenä keskeisenä osana 
työtä ja oppimista.  

Avainsanat: yhteisöohjautuvuus, itsemääräämisteoria, työssä oppiminen, 
kollektiivinen oppiminen, keskussairaala, teknologia-alan organisaatio 
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13 

1 INTRODUCTION 

Especially the changes in working life toward a more individualized, 
autonomous, competitive, and increasingly technologized society challenge 
working-age adults to engage in continuous learning and to take more and more 
responsibility in their own work. To respond to these changes, employees are 
expected to be active, willing, able, and interested in learning – in other words, 
they should have intrinsic motivation to learn (Ryan & Deci, 2020). According to 
self-determination theory (SDT), enabling intrinsic motivation, proactivity, and 
engagement relies on the fulfilment of the three basic psychological needs: 
autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Consequently, all 
three needs are essential for optimal growth, development, and learning at work 
(Harteis et al., 2005; Hetzner et al., 2012; Rigby & Ryan, 2018; Willems & Lewalter, 
2012).  

In recent years, organizations have increased employees’ freedom, 
autonomy, and responsibility, through less hierarchical, team-based, and self-
organized practices for structuring work (e.g. Bunderson & Boumgarden, 2010; 
Knapp, 2010; Laloux, 2014; Moe et al., 2008) which can produce autonomy, 
flexibility, and increase the motivation required to learn. However, prioritizing 
autonomy alone can also lead to unwanted outcomes, such as employees 
becoming too independent, isolated from others, or feeling unsupported if their 
own competence and knowledge are not sufficient to overcome challenging work 
tasks and situations (Collin et al., 2021; Gijbels et al., 2012). Therefore, employees’ 
self-determination should not be approached only from an individually and 
autonomy-oriented perspective and activities (Rigby & Ryan, 2018). When 
employees are required to flexibly engage in various forms of teamwork and 
collective practices to perform efficiently (De Laat & Simons, 2002), it is essential 
to explore how individual self-determination and engagement emerge in group 
settings at work. Hence, this viewpoint suggests that not only is individual-level 
self-determination an important feature of knowledge-intensive work, but 
attention should also be paid to how employees engage and are motivated as 
individuals within larger groups. Additionally, when collaboration, expertise 
sharing, teamwork (Lemmetty, 2020), multiprofessionalism, and consulting (e.g., 
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Pimmer et al., 2013; Stabel et al., 2022) are essential for accomplishing complex 
work tasks, teams have more responsibility, autonomy, and control over their 
own performance and development (Wallo et al., 2013). Therefore, it is suggested 
that the conceptualization of self-determination should also expand to the 
collective level, thus collective self-determination (CSD) with particular 
emphasis on the working group's ability to orientate its actions toward shared 
goals and common ground.  

In addition, based on SDT, the fulfilment of basic psychological needs does 
not rely only on individuals’ own activity, skills, and abilities but is influenced 
by the social, contextual, and supportive practices in the environment in which 
they are expected to occur (Deci et al., 2017; Rigby & Ryan, 2018; Ryan & Deci, 
2000, 2020). This means also the importance to explore different kind of 
supportive actions enabling basic psychological needs (Deci et al., 2017; Rigby & 
Ryan, 2018). Leadership actions undertaken by supervisors are among the main 
ways to support both learning (e.g., Agarwal et al., 2009; Ellinger et al., 2008; E. 
Ellström & Ellström, 2018; Hughes, 2004; Wallo et al., 2022, 2024) and self-
determination (e.g., Forner et al., 2020; Hocine & Zhang, 2014; Matsuo et al., 2019; 
Sarmah et al., 2022). Particularly, coaching leadership seems to offer a suitable 
perspective to examine the supportive actions of CSD (see Gabriel et al., 2014), as 
it considers both individual and team autonomy and self-determination (Matsuo, 
2018; Ruiz-Palomino et al., 2021). When combined with SDT, coaching leadership 
can elucidate the underlying processes by which it enhances employees’ 
motivation, performance (Gabriel et al., 2014), as well as learning and 
development when employees work in different group settings. Neverthless, 
supervisors may encounter difficulties in recognizing their quite new role 
(Dawber, 2019; J. T. Huang & Hsieh, 2015) as facilitators, educators, and coaches 
of learning (e.g. Ellinger et al., 2003; Wallo et al., 2013). Furthemore, there is a 
need for deeper understanding on how supervisors’ supportive actions are 
implemented in practice to facilitate the safisfaction of employees’ basic 
psychological needs and support CSD (see Gabriel et al., 2014).   

In various fields, including adult education, leadership and management, 
and sociology, researchers have explored employee autonomy and self-
determination from multiple perspectives, such as individual autonomy (e.g., 
Noe & Ellingson, 2017), team autonomy and self-organization (e.g., Laloux, 2014), 
as well as self-determination as collective phenomenon at the group level 
(Thomas et al., 2017). However, studies utilizing SDT have primarily focused on 
individual-oriented self-determination and activity (Rigby & Ryan, 2018), and 
research exploring team autonomy and self-organization has not clearly 
articulated the underlying practices and processes through which teams achieve 
self-organization and autonomy, and thus establish common ground and shared 
orientation (Bunderson & Boumgarden, 2010). Therefore, previous research of 
the phenomenon of CSD appears fragmented. It seems that the understanding 
and construction of self-determination from a collective perspective in working 
life have not been adequately addressed especially in the field of adult education. 
Moreover, there seems to be lack of studies combining the above-mentioned 
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perspectives of self-determination, individual-level self-determination in group 
settings and collective-level self-determination at the group level. However, it 
would be appropriate to examine self-determination by combining different 
perspectives in order to understand its collective, social, and relational nature in 
working (Hetzner et al., 2012).  

This study aims to fill the above-mentioned gaps by exploring CSD and the 
underlying basic psychological needs from three perspectives in the context of 
workplace learning: 1) as individual-level self-determination in group settings, 2) 
as collective-level self-determination at the group-level, and 3) from the 
perspective of supportive leadership actions. Specifically, the aim is to develop 
an understanding of CSD and its supportive actions in the context of workplace 
learning  

SDT, with its roots in the field of psychology, is a broad theory of human 
development and well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2020; Määttä et al., 2023). It describes 
the individual motivational processes and perspectives underlying proactivity, 
engagement, growth, and learning (Ryan & Deci, 2000, 2020; Vansteenkiste et al., 
2020). Self-determination can be approached as a perceived sense of autonomy 
and the possibility of choice; competence as having the necessary knowledge and 
the aspiration to develop expertise; and relatedness as the experience of support, 
the need to belong to a community, and a sense of meaningfulness (Rigby & Ryan, 
2018). Understanding employees’ self-determination is relevant in contemporary 
working life for the following reasons.  

First, the increased shift of responsibility from organizations to employees 
and teams (Rigby & Ryan, 2018) has highlighted individual employees’ and 
teams’ responsibility for work tasks and learning (Harteis, 2018; Wallo et al., 2013) 
which requires increased autonomy, competence, and thus self-determination 
also in group settings. Second, self-determination has been explored mainly in 
terms of individually oriented perspectives and activities (Rigby & Ryan 2018). 
Although contemporary workplace learning requires collective practices and 
social interaction with other employees as resource for learning (e.g., Collin, 2006; 
Tynjälä, 2008). Third, utilization of SDT in exploring workplace learning can offer 
understanding of learning based on intrinsic motivation and engagement 
acknowledging optimal growth and well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2000, 2020). 
Understanding of self-determination and motivational processes is crucial for 
organizations as employees seek personal meaningfulness and fulfilment from 
work in addition to interesting work and a career (Lehtonen et al., 2022) which 
requires need satisfaction in work contexts (Gagné et al., 2022). If basic needs are 
not fulfilled at work, various negative outcomes may occur, such as employees’ 
increased burnout and turnover (McAnally & Hagger, 2024), as well as short-
term effects on performance and work engagement (Deci et al., 2017). Therefore 
question of how work and learning can support employees’ basic needs to 
enhance performance and competitiveness (Gagné et al., 2022) in a sustainable 
way that promotes also well-being by intrinsically motivating employees is 
crucial (Rigby & Ryan, 2018). 
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In this study, CSD is explored in the context of collective learning among 
employees in the workplace. Learning based on shared activities, collective 
practices (Billett, 2014), and social interaction (Collin, 2008) is seen as opportunity 
to fulfill employees’ basic psychological needs to construct CSD. Learning and 
self-determination are seen as interconnected (Cerasoli et al., 2018; Lehtonen et 
al., 2022), since a) basic needs are essential for optimal human growth (Rigby & 
Ryan, 2018) and are considered a crucial prerequisite for learning at work 
(Willems & Lewalter, 2012), b) motivation is essential for learning and 
development, and c) opportunities for learning and development at work also 
foster motivation (X. Huang & Lai, 2020). Therefore, exploring learning and self-
determination together in the context of contemporary working life is 
appropriate (McAnally & Hagger, 2024).  

Based on previous studies of SDT, basic psychological needs are enabled 
through the interpersonal support and relationships with others, either colleague 
or supervisor (Slemp et al., 2024). From supportive perspective, it is crucial to 
explore CSD in workplace learning through social interactional practices among 
employees in group settings as mutual support individuals offer each other has 
the highest effect on team effectiveness (Zaimovic et al., 2021). In the same way, 
the sense of relatedness has been indentified as the most crucial need of SDT 
predicting learning outcomes (Beachboard et al., 2011). Previous research has 
addressed the call for exploring collegues contributions on supporting 
individuals’ ability to learn based on self-determination (Hein & Urban, 2025). 
Additionally, employees’ experiences of their supervisor have been found to 
shape their sense of self-determination, motivation and engagement (Manganelli 
et al., 2018; Rigby & Ryan, 2018), which leads to focus on both leadership and 
intra-group actions supporting CSD.  

SDT has been studied quite extensively in the context of working life, but 
its examination in the research on workplace learning has been very limited 
(Bauer & Mulder, 2006; Hetzner et al., 2012). Instead, SDT has been utilized to 
explore work-related stress (Olafsen et al., 2017), job satisfaction (Nie et al., 2015), 
and psychological well-being (Gomez-Baya & Lucia-Casademunt, 2018). In terms 
of learning, SDT has been utilized in studies to support students’ learning in 
conventional education (e.g., Beachboard et al., 2011; Chambers et al., 2007; Chen 
& Jang, 2010; Hetzner et al., 2012) and online learning contexts (e.g., Chen & Jang, 
2010; Hsu et al., 2019). In the studies which explore SDT and learning together 
(e.g., Bauer & Mulder, 2006; Beachboard et al., 2011; Hetzner et al., 2012), the 
focus has primarily been on learning as a positive consequence of self-
determination and needs satisfaction (Hetzner et al., 2012). Studies have not 
focused on exploring basic psychological needs in the context of workplace 
learning, although self-determination arising from motivation is an integral 
starting point for workplace learning, emphasizing individual responsibility and 
autonomy (Noe & Ellingson, 2017). Hence, more research is needed on self-
determination in different learning environments, especially in various 
organizations and work contexts (Gagné & Deci, 2005). 
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In the field of leadership, SDT is widely used in studies aimed at exploring 
leadership styles and practices supporting employees’ self-determination at 
work in general (see, e.g., Forner et al., 2020; Gabriel et al., 2014; Hocine & Zhang, 
2014; Kubiak, 2022; Manganelli et al., 2018; Sarmah et al., 2022), but not in the 
context of workplace learning. Moreover, only a few studies have examined how 
theoretical standpoints on SDT can be applied in practice in supervisory work 
(Forner et al., 2020). Overall, research on supporting learning in supervisory 
work has increased (e.g., Wallo et al., 2022, 2024), but research on the connections 
between coaching leadership, workplace learning (P.-E. Ellström & Kock, 2008) 
and self-determination is scarce.  

Previously, studies on self-determination have mainly used quantitative 
methods (see, e.g., Bauer & Mulder, 2006; Beachboard et al., 2011; Chen & Jang, 
2010; Hsu et al., 2019). Thus, there has been a call for qualitative research (Ryan 
& Deci, 2020) to deepen and expand understanding of SDT (Lynch et al., 2020), 
especially when exploring the phenomenon in different contexts. Employing 
qualitative research, this study describes the practices, construction, and 
supportive actions of CSD through employees’ basic needs in the context of 
workplace learning. This study addresses the above-mentioned methodological 
gaps by utilizing a multiple-case research strategy and interviews, group 
discussions, and written diaries as data to produce an in-depth understanding of 
the phenomenon in two cases (Creswell & Poth, 2017), namely, a Finnish central 
hospital and a technology organization. Moreover, the aim is to produce a rich 
and deep understanding (Côté-Lecaldare et al., 2016; Vansteenkiste et al., 2020) 
of the phenomenon by placing greater emphasis on the collective perspective of 
self-determination in work contexts. 

In this study CSD is explored through: 1) descriptions of practices of CSD, 
2) construction of CSD through speech actions, and 3) conceptions of supportive 
actions for CSD. These approaches allow for viewing CSD from different 
perspectives and considering the different levels: a practical perspective at the 
individual level in group settings, constructed through social interaction at the 
group level, and integrated with a comprehensive supportive perspective. This 
study focuses on CSD in the context of collective workplace learning and 
combines the main motivational theory, SDT from the field of psychology, with 
an adult educational perspective on workplace learning. The focus of this study 
is on the social and interactional practices fulfilling employees’ basic 
psychological needs to construct CSD in group settings. Overall, the CSD and its 
supportive actions are explored in two Finnish work organizations, a central 
hospital and a technology organization, to answer the research questions of this 
study. 

1.1 Exploring self-determination from a collective perspective 

Self-determination based on three fundamental psychological needs – autonomy, 
competence, and relatedness – is the foundation of this study. SDT, a 
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comprehensive theory of human development and well-being, (Deci & Ryan, 
1985; Ryan & Deci, 2017, 2019, 2020) consists of six mini-theories aimed at 
explaining specific motivational phenomena that arise in practical settings, such 
as the workplace (Ryan & Deci, 2022). In this study, the focus is on basic 
psychological needs and their satisfaction (Vansteenkiste et al., 2020). 

In the field of adult education, there are a few concepts closely related to 
self-determination, among which the concept of self-direction has typically been 
used in the context of workplace learning in recent years (e.g., Lemmetty, 2020; 
Knowles, 1975). Self-direction focuses on an individual's control over workplace 
learning but does not take into account, as strongly as SDT does, the factors that 
shape individuals’ motivation to learn. Although self-determination and self-
direction both include the perspective of autonomy to learning and development, 
SDT offers broader approach to exploring learning from a motivational 
perspective as it considers competence and relatedness in addition to autonomy 
(Willems & Lewalter, 2012).  

1.1.1 Basic psychological needs and self-determination theory 

In the heart of human motivation lies self-determination – the possibility to direct 
one’s own activity – which is based on inherent growth tendencies and three 
innate psychological needs: autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Rigby & 
Ryan, 2018; Ryan et al., 2021; Ryan & Deci, 2000, 2020). The fundamental 
assumption of SDT is to view people as proactive, naturally motivated, active, 
and self-directed (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2000). This means that 
individuals have evolved tendencies toward learning, mastering challenges,  
integrating new experiences into the self, and connection with others (Ryan & 
Deci, 2020; Willems & Lewalter, 2012). Based on SDT, the most fulfilled human 
potential emerges through curiosity and vitality, striving to learn, and the 
development and utilization of competencies (Ryan et al., 2021; Ryan & Deci, 
2000). However, the basic assumption of SDT is that natural developmental 
tendencies do not occur automatically (Willems & Lewalter, 2012; Ryan & Deci, 
2020), but can either be supported or reduced by external practices and features 
of the social context (Deci et al., 2017; Ryan & Deci, 2000, 2020).  

Autonomy refers to a sense of choice, initiative, and self-endorsement of 
one’s own actions (Ryan & Deci, 2020; Vansteenkiste et al., 2020). It can be 
described as the freedom to decide what to do and how to do it (Willems & 
Lewalter, 2012). Although in their working life, employees do not always have 
the option to choose, as specific goals and tasks need to be achieved and 
accomplished (Rigby & Ryan, 2018). In this sense, autonomy as an ideal is not 
fully achieved in every work situation. However, a person can still feel a sense of 
autonomy when the reasons for certain behaviours have been explained and a 
clear purpose and rationale for actions are offered so that the reasons can be 
accepted (Martela et al., 2021; Rigby & Ryan, 2018). In addition, autonomy as 
volition can be accompanied by various actions, both individual and collective 
(Ryan & Deci, 2000). 
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In previous research, SDT and especially autonomy has been critizised from 
the perspective of universality across demographics, psychological 
characteristics, and cultural contexts (Vansteenkiste et al., 2020). However, 
critique of autonomy seems to be based on assumption of autonomy as total 
independency and freedom of choices (Määttä et al., 2023; Vansteenkiste et al., 
2020). Instead, SDT implies autonomy as one’s sense of volition, choice, 
endorsement, and authenticity of one’s actions, thoughts, and feelings (Deci & 
Ryan, 2012; Vansteenkiste et al., 2020). Hence, the question is not solely of 
independent decision-making as such in every situation (Harteis et al., 2005), but 
more as subjective experience of volition and acting according to one’s own will 
and choices (Määttä et al., 2023; Vansteenkiste et al., 2020). Additionally, studies 
have suggested similar benefits of autonomy despite the cultural background 
indicating autonomy as universal and fundamental need in SDT (Slemp et al., 
2018; Vansteenkiste et al., 2020; Yu et al., 2018).  

Competence refers to a sense of feeling effective and successful and having 
a sense of being developed (Vansteenkiste et al., 2020; Rigby & Ryan, 2018). 
Individuals in organizational contexts want to feel that they have all the 
resources, knowledge, and expertise to accomplish their daily work tasks (Rigby 
& Ryan, 2018). Therefore competence is also related to employees developing 
their abilities and skills. This requires optimal challenges and learning 
opportunities to extend skills, knowledge, and expertise (Ryan & Deci, 2020; 
Vansteenkiste et al., 2020). The result is employees having a sense that learning 
produces better outcomes and solutions (Harteis et al., 2005). 

Relatedness is associated with a sense of belonging, meaning, and 
connection to others (Ryan & Deci, 2020). It emerges as valuing each other, feeling 
significant to others, being supported, and being able to support others in the 
community (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Especially in the workplace, relatedness is 
illustrated through valuing and respecting employees, and overall considering 
employees’ perspectives at every organizational level (Rigby & Ryan, 2018). 

According to SDT, when these three basic psychological needs have been 
satisfied, individuals are assumed to be self-motivated, active, inspired, learning 
oriented, and developing their competence and knowledge (Ryan & Deci, 2000). 
In other words, they have strong intrinsic motivation, utilizing their full human 
potential and experiencing well-being (Deci, et al., 2017). SDT has been a 
dominant motivational theory, with need satisfaction linked to psychological 
well-being and optimal functioning (Teixeira et al., 2020). However, there has 
been discussion about whether more than three psychological needs might exist, 
such as beneficence (Martela & Ryan, 2020) and novelty (González-Cutre et al., 
2020). From a practical perspective, the value of SDT lies not only in promoting 
motivation and performance but also in supporting performance, learning, and 
development grounded in well-being, engagement, thriving, and proactivity 
(Ryan & Deci, 2020).   

SDT distinguishes among different types of motivation in order to 
understand the quality rather than the degree of motivation (Gagné & Deci, 2005). 
Hence, individuals can be motivated to exhibit the same behaviour based on 
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different reasons (Ryan & Deci, 2020). Motivation is not a one-dimensional 
resource; instead, different drivers or forces underlie behaviour, resulting in 
different qualities of motivation (Rigby & Ryan, 2018). Intrinsic or autonomous 
motivation refers to expressing the active, integrative tendencies of human 
nature (Ryan & Deci, 2020). Intrinsic motivation focuses on the behaviour itself, 
and the individual is guided by experiences of interest and enjoyment instead of 
possible rewards (Deci et al., 2017). In contrast to intrinsic motivation, extrinsic 
motivation results from external rewards or punishments (Ryan et al., 2021) – in 
other words, actions are undertaken to achieve a certain consequence (Deci et al., 
2017). However, in this study the focus is not on the quality of motivation, 
although it is understood as an essential precondition of adult learning in the 
workplace and results in the satisfaction of needs. 

Intrinsic motivation with high motivational quality, has been associated 
with many positive outcomes (Baard et al., 2004; Bauer & Mulder, 2006). For 
example, the fulfilment of needs leads to taking more initiative, which manifests 
as better learning outcomes through increased reflection processes (Hetzner et al., 
2012). Needs satisfaction is associated with employee satisfaction, engagement 
(McAnally & Hagger, 2024), flourishing, learning, the ability to control one's own 
actions (Deci et al., 2017), and perceived work meaningfulness (Kubiak, 2022). 
Additionally, fulfilment of three basic psychological needs is associated with 
better performance, reduced burnout, more organizational commitment, and 
reduced turnover intention (Van den Broeck et al., 2016). Utilizing intrinsic 
motivation is associated with high-quality performance and employee well-
being, although employees cannot be assumed to be intrinsically motivated all 
the time (Deci et al., 2017). Overall, the fulfilment of basic needs relates to positive 
outcomes for both employees and organizations (Rigby & Ryan, 2018) especially 
from the perspective of learning.  

In this study, fulfilment of employees’ basic needs is understood to be 
enabled through social and interactional practices among employees in group 
settings. Heztner et al. (2012) have also suggested that instead of focusing on 
individual abilities in self-determination, reflective skills and social interaction 
should be emphasized. Overall, at the interpersonal level relationships with other 
employees are remarkable determinants of the satisfaction of needs (Slemp et al., 
2024). As modern work is completed through collaboration and team-based 
practices, it is important to understand to what extent individuals are engaged 
and motivated in group processes related to learning (Beachboard et al., 2011). 
These perspetives lead to focus on self-determination as a collective phenomenon 
among employees in the work community. 

1.1.2 A collective approach to self-determination 

As mentioned above, SDT has mainly focused on exploring individual-based 
perspectives and motivational factors (Rigby & Ryan, 2018). Considering that 
basic psychological needs are fulfilled and supported in relation to the social 
environment and its supportive practices (Ryan & Deci, 2020), to date limited 
research has been conducted on approaching self-determination from collective 
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perspective emerging among individuals. Thus, social interaction among 
individuals plays a crucial role in the satisfaction of needs (Martela et al., 2021; 
Ryan & Deci, 2000; Slemp et al., 2024), which indicate on emphasizing the 
relational and collective nature of self-determination and satisfaction of needs. 

A collective approach to self-determination can be understood through 
interpersonal interaction, which facilitate engagement in certain behaviours not 
only at the individual level but also as part of a larger group (Martela et al., 2021). 
Martela et al. (2021) have developed theoretical description of communication 
styles based on SDT to support self-initiative, volition, motivation, well-being, 
and engagement through social interaction when motivating individuals in 
common and shared activities. 

Autonomy-supportive interaction involves explaining why limits are 
necessary and giving clear reasons (Martela et al., 2021; Rigby & Ryan, 2018). This 
means also avoiding controlling language, such as “must” and “should” (Slemp 
et al., 2024). Competence-supportive interaction offers structure, informational 
and positive feedback, and guidance on how to adhere to necessary rules 
(Martela et al., 2021; Slemp et al., 2024). Moreover enhancing competence and 
structure requires clarifying goals and expectations (Slemp, et al., 2024). 
Relatedness-supportive interaction focus on enhancing a sense of belonging, 
connection, mutual bonding, and trust (Martela et al., 2021; Rigby & Ryan, 2018). 
Overall, interpersonal interaction and support can be viewed as an umbrella term 
to influence the satisfaction of all three basic needs (Slemp et al., 2024), which 
supports the view that self-determination is constructed through collective 
interaction among employees in work contexts. Previous study of Douglas et al. 
(2006) has also emphasized that  team communication positively influences team 
members’ participation and engagement, which in turn highlights the 
importance of approaching CSD through interpersonal interaction.  Although 
previous research has identified various interpersonal actions and forms of 
support that facilitate each need, it is important to note that the three needs 
overlap. Consequently, support for one need can have positive effects on the 
others as well (Slemp et al., 2024). For instance, support for autonomy has been 
found to enhance all three needs (Ng et al., 2012; Slemp et al., 2018). Similarly, 
relatedness can be assumed to support learning and strengthen the sense of 
competence through close relationships with others (Slemp et al., 2024). 

Previous studies have indeed described that SDT’s motivational processes 
may also operate at the group level, i.e., in various teams and groups in work 
contexts. In this case, motivation and engagement stem from group membership 
rather than individuals themselves. This means that from group-level 
perspective, CSD can be described as a group’s freedom to decide what actions 
it takes and why (Thomas et al., 2017). This refers to a group’s collective 
capability to enhance its freedom and well-being (Murphy, 2014). In the field of 
sociology, CSD is understood to emerge when people jointly control the 
institutions that structure their social world (Zuehl, 2016). When groups’ 
collective capability to enhance their freedom and well-being is emphasized 
(Murphy, 2014), the focus is on the group as a whole. In particular, this refers to 
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how the individuals that form the group behave flexibly and communally, and 
how the group participants regulate their actions.  

Although CSD as a concept has not been studied in organizational contexts 
nor in relation to workplace learning, organizations have widely utilized the idea 
of CSD when implementing self-organized and autonomous teams. In this study, 
the terms ‘self-organized teams’ and ‘autonomous teams’ are seen as synonyms 
(Moe et al., 2008). Self-organized teams can be understood as manifestations of 
CSD because they have been described as groups that have a strong self-
determination, autonomy (Wall et al., 1986), responsibility (Moe et al., 2008), and 
control over their daily work and projects (Auvinen et al., 2018; Laloux, 2014; 
Langfred, 2000). This means they can control their own action (Cohen & Ledford, 
1994) by setting goals, analysing problems, making plans, and evaluating 
performance (Laloux, 2014). As the focus is on groups behaviour, the question of 
entitativity should be also considered. Assumption for group processes to occur 
is people experiencing certain level of entitativity in a group (Blanchard & Allen, 
2023).  

When teams have a high degree of independence, autonomy, dedication, 
and collation (Patanakul et al., 2012), these aspects require increased interaction 
among team members (Muthusamy et al., 2005; Zaimovic et al., 2021), as well as 
team reflexivity (Wijga et al., 2023). Moreover, coordination, mutual support, 
effort, cohesion (Zaimovic et al., 2021), and the ability to align a team’s tasks, 
goals and strategies become central to the team’s performance (Nederveen 
Pieterse et al., 2019). Engagement, participation, and involvement result in 
greater commitment, motivation to perform (Moe et al., 2008; Laloux, 2014), and 
more innovative behaviour (Muthusamy et al., 2005). A higher sense of 
autonomy among employees in teams is also associated with improved 
performance (Ganotice et al., 2022). Additionally, the emotional intelligence of 
team members predicts its performance in directing and co-ordinating collective 
efforts (Paik et al., 2019). It has been found that if team members spent most of 
their time planning their activities instead of evaluating their activities or 
performance, this might hinder the achievement of learning and performance in 
the long term (Wijga et al., 2023). Hence, team efficacy has been associated with 
positive consequences of team performance (Rapp et al., 2014). Team efficacy 
refers to shared perception of teams capability to perform certain tasks (Bandura, 
1997; Katz-Navon & Erez, 2005). Moreover, the question concerns group 
members’ ability to rely on one another when performing tasks, taking action as 
a team, and the level of effort and time invested in sustaining those efforts 
(Stajkovic et al., 2009).  

Furthermore, decision-making processes are central in self-organized teams 
(Laloux, 2014), and can be approached from a plural perspective, so that decision-
making is, collectively, everyone’s responsibility and accomplished through 
social interaction (Salovaara & Bathurst, 2018). When the completion of work 
tasks relies on employees’ own expertise, knowledge, autonomy, and problem-
solving skills, decisions should be made at the level where the knowledge is, 
among team members (Pearce & Manz, 2005). 
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Understanding at the group level is crucial for a team’s development 
(Geerts et al., 2021), since organizations today utilize more diverse and flatter 
organizational structures (Bligh et al., 2006). Overall, the previous research on 
self-organized teams can be understood to highlight the significance of 
individual engagement, motivation, and participation as central elements in 
enabling team’s self-determination and directing its own actions. Although self-
organized teams have shown positive outcomes, the role of SDT—more 
specifically, the interpersonal support and interaction fulfilling basic 
psychological needs underlying engagement, motivation, and participation—has 
not been fully explored (Bunderson & Boumgarden, 2010). 

Although self-organized teams have strong self-determination and 
autonomy over their own work, the concept of self-organizing teams does not 
imply a lack of control (Takeuchi & Nonaka, 1986) or total freedom (Bunderson 
& Boumgarden, 2010). Effective and productive teamwork does not occur on its 
own and spontaneously (Laloux, 2014) and therefore effectiveness is not always 
guaranteed (Geerts et al., 2021). Nederveen Pieterse et al. (2019) propose that self-
organizing teams require alignment of goals and tasks among all team members, 
suggesting that team members’ engagement and motivation play a crucial role in 
goal orientation. Although, employees in autonomous teams actively learn how 
to accomplish work tasks and adjust their actions, a one challenge remains in 
establishing a clear direction and setting shared goals (Moe et al., 2021). In 
addition, lack of clear structures may result in unwanted outcomes such as 
unclear responsibilities and outsourcing or absence of responsibility, which may 
challenge employee learning and development (Bell, 2017; Collin et al., 2021), 
especially if employees’ knowledge and competencies are not sufficiently strong 
(Ashton, 2004).  

In knowledge work, requiring a high degree of technology adoption or 
radical innovation and creativity, autonomous teams can perform better that 
other teams since they have stronger capabilities, freedom and autonomy 
(Patanakul et al., 2012). However, clear structures have been found to promote 
learning and continuous performance by creating a safe and predictable team 
environment where information is freely shared, and conflict is reduced 
(Bunderson & Boumgarden, 2010). In terms of learning, autonomy and self-
determination should not imply loneliness, working alone, or leaving teams 
without support to prevent individuals and organizations from suffering (Collin 
et al., 2018). Without support, learning can, at worst, be entirely an individual’s 
own responsibility, which may become burdensome and problematic (Gijbels et 
al., 2012; Lemmetty, 2020).  

In this study, the phenomenon of CSD is understood as individuals’ self-
determination in group settings, where interpersonal interaction aimed at 
fulfilling basic psychological needs construct CSD (see Martela et al., 2021, Slemp 
et al., 2024). Accordingly, the focus is not on self-determination as individuals’ 
internal phenomenon, but rather on the role of the social environment and 
interpersonal relationships. Through individuals’ engagement and motivation in 
group settings, not only as individual, but as participants of larger group, CSD is 
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approached as a group-level phenomenon. Consistent with previous literature 
(Murphy, 2014; Thomas et al., 2017), CSD is understood as group’s collective 
capability to decide and direct its own actions. Drawing on SDT, this study 
conceptualizes basic psychological needs as being supported through 
interpersonal interactions in social environment (Slemp et al., 2024) highlighting 
the importance of exploring the supportive actions for CSD in the context of 
workplace learning.  

1.2 Supporting self-determination in the context of workplace 
learning 

This study explores CSD in the context of learning in the workplace, and 
therefore workplace learning is the central framework of this study. Specifically, 
the focus is on workplace learning offering a context for employees’ basic 
psychological needs to be fulfilled and CSD to be constructed. As self-
determination is understood here as a collective phenomenon based on social 
interaction, relationships, and relationality among employees in the context of 
workplace learning, it is also important to focus on supportive actions in the 
social environment where the CSD is expected to emerge. In this study, support 
is examined from two perspectives: intra-group social support emerging in 
collective learning situations at work, and support enacted through leadership, 
which is approached using the framework of coaching leadership. In the next 
sections, I present the frameworks of workplace learning, collective learning, and 
coaching leadership. 

1.2.1 Workplace learning 

In previous research on SDT, three needs are essential to and associated with 
workplace learning for three reasons (e.g., Harteis et al., 2005; Willems & 
Lewalter, 2012). First, autonomy is a central part of work since employees have 
become responsible for their own work and learning (Noe & Ellingson, 2017; 
Rigby & Ryan, 2018). Second, competence is directly linked to learning, because 
it describes employees’ need to gain new knowledge and develop themselves 
(Rigby & Ryan, 2018). However, competence does not refer to certain 
professional competencies required to complete work tasks (Mulder, 2014), but 
as ability acquired knowledge and learning-to-learn skills. Third, relatedness 
refers to the socially shared and collegial nature of workplace learning in the 
work community occurring through social interaction and participation to 
socially shared practices (e.g. Billett, 2014; Collin, 2006; Tynjälä, 2008).  

The concept of workplace learning has been studied in the fields of 
organizational studies, adult education, human resource development (HRD) 
studies, and vocational education (Fenwick, 2008). Workplace learning derived 
from adult education focuses on citizenship in society and aims to promote 
individual learning and considering individual needs (Watkins & Marsick, 2014). 
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The overlapping idea of workplace learning in both fields, in workplace learning 
and in HRD (Hytönen, 2002), is associated with individuals’ and groups’ learning 
processes and how to support adults’ learning in organizational contexts 
(Watkins & Marsick, 2014; Yang, 2004). Hence, the core part of HRD is adult 
education (Holton et al., 2009) as adult learning theories can explain what, how, 
and why adults learn at work (Holton et al., 2009; Yang, 2004). 

Workplace learning can be approached as formal and informal learning 
(Collin, 2008; Malcolm et al., 2003). Formal learning refers to formal education, 
training and courses, usually led by a teacher (Tynjälä, 2008), while informal 
learning refers to learning occurring during employees’ everyday work activities 
(Marsick & Watkins, 2001). However, both formal and informal learning are 
required to develop desirable and purposeful competencies from both the 
individual and organizational perspectives (Svensson et al., 2004). All learning 
situations in the workplace include elements of both formal and informal 
learning (Manuti et al., 2015), and thus they are considered as interrelated and 
existing on a continuum (Collin, 2008; Malcolm et al., 2003; Marsick, 2009), 
instead of being opposites of one another (Lemmetty & Collin, 2022). Mainly, 
workplace learning has been described as informal learning, related to nature of 
the work processes and activities (Poell, 2014), which is the focus of this study.  

Workplace learning can be defined broadly as learning practices and 
activities for work and at work (Billett, 2008). This means that learning is seen as 
problem-based and closely integrated with daily work processes (Kyndt et al., 
2016; Janssens et al., 2017). Learning is embedded in daily work practices and is 
therefore approached as work-related and practice-based in nature (Collin, 2006). 
The aim of workplace learning is to develop and enhance employees’ 
competencies (Mulder, 2014) such as knowledge, skills and attitudes, helping 
them to perform at work at present and in the future (Janssens et al., 2017). In this 
sense, learning can be defined as changes in individuals’ and groups’ thinking or 
behaviour (Billett, 2004). 

Workplace learning requires many individual and collective resources and 
antecedents in the workplace (Lemmetty & Collin, 2022). In general, workplaces 
can influence employees’ learning potential (Ashton, 2004; Billett, 2001) by 
focusing on situational (Collin, 2005) and context-related possibilities and 
opportunities for learning (Ashton, 2004; Billett, 2001). Previous understanding, 
expertise, motivation, ability, and commitment are all premises for workplace 
learning (Tynjälä, 2013), as well as curiosity, orientation to learning, and 
engagement (Decius et al., 2021). In addition, in today’s working life, employees 
are expected to be active in reflecting and guiding their own learning (Cuyvers 
et al., 2024; Fontana et al., 2015), thus considering their learning needs, setting 
strategies and goals for learning as well as evaluating the outcomes, not only 
individually but in collective settings as well (Cuyvers et al., 2024). Hence, 
preconditions for learning are individuals’ motivation and goals (S. Jeong et al., 
2018). 

In addition, workplace learning is associated with the social and contextual 
environment, which either supports or hinders workplace learning. The 
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organizational culture, frames, structures, and practices give rise to learning 
possibilities (Lemmetty, 2020) as well as a supportive climate and atmosphere for 
learning (Schei & Nerbø, 2015). Other colleagues, collaboration, teamwork 
(Decius et al., 2021; Kyndt et al., 2016; Schei & Nerbø, 2015; Tynjälä, 2008), 
collectivity (Tynjälä, 2013), and shared practices (Collin, 2005; Collin & Paloniemi, 
2008) are essential premises for workplace learning. These practices emphasize 
the interaction between novices and experienced employees, and overall 
interacton between employees in the work community (Tynjälä, 2013).  

Workplaces are regarded as rich learning environments where individuals 
can participate in different social practices and opportunities for learning (Billett, 
2000, 2001, 2014). In this sense, the work community can be seen as an important 
learning environment (Collin, 2008) from which learning needs arise (Billett, 
2014). Employees have possibility to learn through participation in everyday 
activities at work (Billett, 2000; Manuti et al., 2015; Tynjälä, 2013). Hence, learning 
includes social interaction between colleagues (Collin, 2006, 2008) and the 
relationship between individual and social practices shapes the learning 
processes (Billett, 2014). Learning situations can be viewed as collective, shared, 
and relational in nature (Collin, 2005). Therefore, learning can be achieved 
through co-operation, dialogue, and interaction with other employees in the 
work community (Khandakar & Pangil, 2019; Kyndt et al., 2016; Riera Claret et 
al., 2020). However, this requires opportunities to share knowledge and 
understanding (Riera Claret et al., 2020) between employees and generally, with 
challenging work tasks offering opportunities to learn (Schei & Nerbø, 2015). 
Overall, learning and social interaction in the workplace can be regarded as 
intertwined elements (Billett, 2014; Collin, 2008). The shared and collective nature 
of learning is the central perspective in this study, as social communities and 
communal activities create a space for learning when these practices are shared 
through social interactions within employees in teams, groups, and networks 
(Collin, 2008). 

1.2.2 Collective workplace learning 

In this study, learning at the workplace is understood as collective learning. 
Hence, collective learning as the context for CSD is the important starting point 
of this study. In collective learning, work tasks are completed through 
collaboration and teamwork requiring social interaction among employees, 
which means that the learning processes are intertwined with the social context 
around the employees and the work community (Collin & Valleala, 2005). 
Learning as a collective activity emerges when employees speak, teach, instruct, 
demonstrate, or otherwise guide a colleague’s learning (Billett, 2014). Concrete 
forms of learning in the workplace include asking for help, guiding others in 
work tasks (Collin, 2008; Smet et al., 2022), observing colleagues’ actions (Bjørk 
& Sørensen, 2013; Smet et al., 2022), actively retrieving information (Kyndt et al., 
2009), and learning through trial and error in collaboration with colleagues 
(Tynjälä, 2013). In such collective learning situations, more experienced or expert 
employees play a major role in guiding their colleagues (Billett, 2014; Tynjälä, 
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2013). However, learning does not occur only when employees guide or teach 
their colleagues. Instead, learning is part of everyday work situations and actions 
in the work community (Billett, 2014), whether these situations emerge 
intentionally or not, or whether they are guided or spontaneous (Billett, 2014; 
Janssens et al., 2017). 

Collective learning occurs when employees work together interactively (I. 
Jeong & Shin, 2019) and the social context and collective activities in the 
workplace are linked to the construction of learning (De Laat & Simons, 2002). 
Accordingly, employees strive for common shared learning and work outcomes 
(De Laat & Simons, 2002). However, learning from others is not the only form of 
collective learning (Döös & Wilhelmson, 2011; Garavan & McCarthy, 2008). It is 
required that learners together develop a shared understanding of and meaning 
for the learning process (Döös & Wilhelmson, 2011; Garavan & McCarthy, 2008), 
resulting in new knowledge and understanding (Döös & Wilhelmson, 2011). In 
this way, collective learning processes are dynamic and cumulative (Garavan & 
McCarthy, 2008), emphasizing the social interaction between individuals 
(Garavan & McCarthy, 2008; Gubbins & MacCurtain, 2008). 

In addition to social interaction, critical reflection highlights the nature of 
collective learning, that is, critiquing the social presuppositions on which 
understanding and beliefs are built (Knapp, 2010). Consequently, employees in 
teams should also reflect on their performance (I. Jeong & Shin, 2019; Prilla et al., 
2012). In the work context, collective learning is accompanied by team learning 
(Knapp, 2010), since both collective learning and team learning refer to learning 
that takes place in teams and groups in the workplace (Gubbins & MacCurtain, 
2008; Knapp, 2010).  

In contemporary working life, collective learning among colleagues is 
critical for organizational success (De Laat & Simons, 2002; Knapp, 2010), as it 
refers to learning in teams required to complete work tasks. Teams possess 
understanding and knowledge that one individual employee alone cannot 
manage (Pearce & Manz, 2005). However, the different principles of collective 
learning in different environments and contexts have to be considered (Garavan 
& McCarthy, 2008), giving rise on how it can be supported (De Laat & Simons, 
2002). While in collective learning employees take action, obtain and reflect 
feedback, and make changes to adapt or improve, these actions should be 
supported by resources for learning in the social and contextual environment 
(Knapp, 2010). When workplaces are considered as learning environments, they 
also contain guidance, structure, support and pedagogical practices (Billett, 2001, 
2004, 2014). Although employees and teams themselves have more responsibility 
for work and learning (e.g., Noe & Ellingson, 2017), employees participating in 
everyday learning should be supported by leadership actions (e.g., Billett, 2014; 
Coetzer et al., 2019; E. Ellström & Ellström, 2018; Wallo et al., 2022, 2024). Support 
and guidance from management and supervisors are vital for enabling 
workplace learning (Coetzer et al., 2019; Ellinger, 2005; Eraut, 2004; Skule, 2004) 
on a daily basis by creating a climate and culture supportive of learning. 



 

28 

1.2.3 Leadership supporting self-determination and workplace learning 

This study focuses on supervisors’ actions supporting CSD through basic 
psychological needs in the context of collective workplace learning. In recent 
years, responsibility for supporting employees’ learning and development has 
increasingly shifted from organizations to supervisors and middle managers (e.g., 
Ellinger et al., 2003; Noe & Ellingson, 2017; Torraco & Lundgren, 2020). Leaders 
perform a decisive role in developing and strengthening learning cultures and 
practices in organizations (E. Ellström & Ellström, 2018; Viitala, 2004) by offering 
learning opportunities (Billett, 2001). Although supervisors’ roles as supporters 
of learning have increasingly been the focus of studies in recent years (e.g., 
Ellinger et al., 2008; E. Ellström & Ellström, 2018; Hughes, 2004; Wallo et al., 2022, 
2024), studies have also pointed out their difficulty in recognizing (Dawber, 2019) 
this new role (J. T. Huang & Hsieh, 2015). Specifically, leaders might not be aware 
of the positive outcomes related to supporting the basic needs (Manganelli et al., 
2018) behind learning and development in working life. 

It has been argued that organizations should move from directive and 
controlling leadership actions to those that are developmental in nature,  
coaching-oriented and based on social interaction when supporting learning 
(Agarwal et al., 2009). However, changing from an authoritative role offering 
straight directions to employees to an empowering and developmental role 
might be challenging for supervisors (Ellinger et al., 2008). Developmental 
practices focus on creating circumstances conducive to openness, variation, and 
multifaceted thinking, as well as broadening employees’ influence on their work 
instead of restricting their power (Döös & Wilhelmson, 2011; E. Ellström & 
Ellström, 2018). By contrast, if supervisors themselves are not engaged in 
learning and utilize an authoritative or controlling leadership style, employees’ 
learning will be negatively affected (Ellinger, 2005).  

Based on learning-oriented leadership studies, learning can be supported 
by creating a supportive climate (Viitala, 2004; Wallo et al., 2024), acquiring in 
resources (Wallo et al., 2024), and supporting innovative thinking and critical 
reflection (Wallo et al., 2013). Within a community, learning can be supported by 
helping to create a shared vision, helping with information seeking, sharing, and 
application, and by encouraging risk-taking and experimentation (Coetzer et al., 
2019). Hence, individuals’ and teams’ learning can be supported by the 
supervisor serving as a role model (Hillberg Jarl, 2024; Viitala, 2004), offering 
relational support and negotiating meanings with employees (Hillberg Jarl, 2024). 
This type of leadership can be described as adaptive, hands-on leadership that 
includes participatory behaviour by a supervisor on a daily basis (Wallo et al., 
2024, 2022). Overall, supervisors’ supportive learning practices can be either 
direct or indirect (Coetzer et al., 2019), planned or spontaneous (S. Jeong et al., 
2018), but should consider workplace learning at all levels: individual, group, 
and organizational (Lundqvist et al., 2023).  

Previous leadership studies utilizing SDT have focused on, for example, the 
role of leadership in enhancing employees’ performance (Manganelli et al., 2018), 
satisfaction, motivation (Autin et al., 2022; Tuin et al., 2021), meaningful work 



 

29 

(Autin et al., 2022; Matsuo et al., 2019: Kubiak, 2022), well-being (Sarmah et al., 
2022), and innovative work behaviour (Messmann et al., 2022). Given the 
increasing emphasis on expertise and learning in the workplace, leadership 
should prioritize empowering employees and enhancing their self-determination 
through learning-oriented approach (e.g., Ellinger, 2005). Consequently, 
supervisors’ should acknowledge the motivational processes behind employees’ 
learning and behaviour (Deci et al., 2017; Manganelli et al., 2018). 

Previous research has demonstrated that coaching leadership yields 
positive outcomes in employees’ learning, performance, and well-being by 
supporting self-determination and fulfilment of basic psychological needs 
(Gabriel et al., 2014). Beyond individual-level outcomes, facilitative coaching 
leadership has also been linked to enhanced team effectiveness through 
increased commitment among team members (Weer et al., 2016), which 
constitutes an important premise of CSD. Accordingly, as this study aims to 
examine self-determination from a collective perspective, coaching leadership 
provides as a relevant framework by addressing both individual and group-level 
perspectives (Matsuo, 2018). 

1.2.4 Coaching leadership: Integrating individual and collective 
perspectives of self-determination 

As previous research has been recognized supervisors as coaches, educators, and 
facilitators of learning (e.g. Agarwal et al., 2009; Ellinger et al., 2003; Wallo et al., 
2013), supervisors can utilize coaching leadership to promote learning in a 
sustainable way (Bond & Seneque, 2013). Coaching leadership has been viewed 
as a dominant approach over the last two decades for supporting employees’ 
learning (e.g., Agarwal et al., 2009; Ellinger et al., 2003; Park et al., 2008), 
including at the group level (Hackman & Wagemann, 2005; Matsuo, 2018). 
However, it is important to note that the learning-oriented leadership framework, 
under which coaching leadership can be situated, has been developed from and 
combined with aspects of broader leadership theories, such as transformational 
leadership and instructional leadership (Lundqvist et al., 2023; Wallo et al., 2024). 
Transformational leadership (Bass & Riggio, 2006) has been described as a central 
leadership style related to employee learning outcomes in workplaces and is 
closely associated with learning-oriented leadership (Wallo et al., 2024). Since 
this study focuses on practical leadership actions on a daily basis, the coaching 
approach, based on a hands-on, adaptive, and participative perspective (Wallo et 
al., 2024), was considered as a suitable approach.  

Coaching leadership can be specifically described as behaviour deemed 
facilitative of learning (Lundqvist et al., 2023). This means helping employees to 
develop themselves to improve their work performance (Park et al., 2008), grow, 
and utilize their full capacity in terms of work and learning (Pajuoja et al., 2025). 
As coaching leadership is based on a co-operative relationship between 
employees and their supervisor, it can be approached as a collaborative and 
shared process in the work community (Dawber, 2019). Coaching leadership 
concentrating on learning in terms of strategic action and cultural change 
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considers the developmental needs of individuals, teams, and organizations 
(Bond & Seneque, 2013). It therefore acknowledges both employee learning and 
the organization’s performance (Berg & Karlsen, 2007). Consequently, coaching 
aims to support both individual and team autonomy (Ruiz-Palomino et al., 2021), 
while also facilitating learning at both the individual and group levels (Dawber, 
2019; Hagen, 2012; X. Liu & Batt, 2010). In this way employees’ learning in 
different levels can be integrated into an organizational learning-supportive 
culture, where everyday learning situations and opportunities for development 
and learning can be utilized through daily interactions (Park et al., 2008). 

In practice, coaching includes clarifying common goals, evaluating 
performance, development, and learning needs (Beattie et al., 2014; Berg & 
Karlsen, 2007). It focuses reflecting on work and learning and strengthening 
employees’ mutual relationships and co-operation in teams (Beattie et al., 2014; 
Berg & Karlsen, 2007). The focus is on helping employees with individual 
thinking and decision-making (McCarthy & Milner, 2013; Wageman, 2001), but 
also on structuring and implementing work in teams, such as offering resources, 
helping individuals to contribute to the team, and generally helping the team to 
use its collective resources (Hackman & Wageman, 2005). From group-level 
perspective, coaching focuses on enhancing the team’s ability and performance 
in managing its own actions (C.-Y. Liu et al., 2009). Coaching is also associated 
with employees’ innovative work behaviour (Pajuoja et al., 2025), in terms of 
which supervisors support innovative behaviour through employee engagement 
(Viitala et al., 2023) and self-determination. Moreover, if coaching leadership is 
integrated with SDT, organizations could achieve not only learning, 
development, and performance, but also motivation and well-being in 
sustainable way (Gabriel et al., 2014).  

From the perspective of SDT, coaching leadership could support CSD 
through the fulfilment of basic psychological needs in three ways. First, to 
support autonomy, supervisors should offer a platform for employees to express 
their ideas and suggestions (Forner et al., 2020) by utilizing participative or 
consultative decision-making processes, minimizing control, and offering 
choices (Manganelli et al., 2018). Supervisors should have negotiations, and 
provide reasonable explanations for the decisions made, thereby enabling 
employees autonomously engage these decisions (Forner et al., 2020).  

Second, competence can be supported by offering employees well-
structured environments, which offer optimal challenges and opportunities for 
development (Rigby & Ryan, 2018; Manganelli et al., 2018) so that they can learn 
also autonomously by themselves (Dawber, 2019). Guiding and creating learning 
situations (Forner et al., 2020), as well as utilizing these situations, and providing 
positive and constructive feedback, support employees’ sense of competence 
(Forner et al., 2020; Manganelli et al., 2018). 

Third, a sense of relatedness can be supported by showing respect and 
valuing employees’ work (Rigby & Ryan, 2018). Supporting social interactions, 
interpersonal relationships and collaboration among the work community 
facilitate relatedness (Forner et al., 2020; Manganelli et al., 2018). These strategies 
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are important because they create opportunities for employees to understand 
each other, develop common ground, and establish a shared direction at work 
(Forner et al., 2020). 

Overall, supervisor’s actions that foster employees’ intrinsic motivation are 
positively associated with employees’ need satisfaction, which in turn leads to 
well-being, engagement, and positive work behaviour (Slemp et al., 2018). When 
leaders supportive actions are addressed to basic needs, employees can have a 
greater sense of autonomy in their workplace learning, foster connections with 
colleagues around learning and demonstrate greater learning abilities also 
through self-initiated behaviour (Hein & Urban, 2025).  

1.3 Summary of the theoretical approach, frameworks and 
perspectives of the study 

In this study, I examine CSD in the context of learning as a phenomenon that can 
be supported through leadership. Accordingly, in addition to SDT, this study 
also applies the frameworks of workplace learning, collective learning, and 
coaching leadership. CSD is conceptualized in terms of fulfilment of three basic 
psychological needs, autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Rigby & Ryan, 
2018). More specifically, CSD is approached in this study in two levels, as 
individual-level self-determination in group settings and as collective 
phenomenon constructed at the group level through social interaction. In 
addition, a supportive perspective on CSD is considered. CSD is explored in the 
context of workplace learning, and more specifically collective learning, which 
means that through shared practices and social interaction occurring in 
workplace learning (Billett, 2000, 2001, 2014) employees basic needs underlying 
CSD are fulfilled. Therefore, workplace learning and more specifically collective 
learning situations (e.g., Billett, 2014; Collin, 2006), are understood as a context 
for employees’ to construct CSD at workplace.  

Previous studies on self-determination have emphasized the role of 
interpersonal interactions among  employees in facilitating the satisfaction of 
basic psychological needs (e.g., Slemp et al., 2024). Therefore, from a supportive 
perspective, this study considers both intra-group social support emerging 
between individuals (e.g., Hein & Urban, 2025) and supervisors’ leadership 
actions (e.g., Forner et al., 2020; Pajuoja et al., 2025; Park et al., 2008). As this study 
explores self-determination from a collective perspective, coaching leadership is 
understood to address both individual-level developmental goals, motivation, 
and learning (Dawber, 2019; Matsuo, 2018; Ruiz-Palomino et al., 2021), alongside 
group-level autonomy, capabilities, and resources (Hackman & Wageman, 2005; 
X. Liu & Batt, 2010; C.-Y. Liu et al., 2009; Ruiz-Palomino et al., 2021). The main 
aim of supervisors is to coach employees in group settings to utilize work 
situations as collective learning situations (Dawber, 2019; Park et al., 2008). In 
both case organizations, supervisors are understood as persons who guide other 
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employees’ work on daily basis or have a official supervisory role. In this study, 
coaching leadership is conceptualized as supporting both workplace learning 
and self-determination (see Figure 1). Consequently, the presented  frameworks 
are considered suitable for exploring CSD, and may be approached as socially 
constructed phenomena within workplace context. 

 

 
 

FIGURE 1 Summary of the theoretical approach of the study 

1.4 Research aim, questions and sub-studies 

The aim is to develop the understanding of CSD and its supportive actions in the 
context of workplace learning. This was done by exploring the CSD in two 
different work contexts, a central hospital and a technology organization. Thus, 
the study addresses the following three overarching research questions: 

 
1. How is collective self-determination described in workplace learning 

situations in a central hospital and in a technology organization? 
2. How does collective self-determination emerge as an interpersonal 

phenomenon in workplace learning situations in a central hospital and 
in a technology organization? 

3. What kinds of actions support collective self-determination in 
workplace learning situations in a central hospital and in a technology 
organization? 
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In this study, CSD in workplace learning was explored on three examination 
levels: 1) descriptions (of self-determination through collegial practices), 2) 
speech actions (for self-determination as collective construction) and 3) 
conceptions (of supportive actions for self-determination). Beginning with the 
first sub-study, which focused on the practices of CSD as basis, the research 
progressed to the second sub-study, which explored more specifically the 
phenomenon at the interactional level by focusing on speech actions constructing 
CSD. Lastly, the supportive perspective offers a comprehensive and broad 
understanding of intra-group and leadership actions supporting CSD in 
workplace learning. The three sub-studies were conducted to answer the 
overarching research questions on three examination levels. Table 1 presents the 
relationships between the sub-studies and the overarching research questions.

TABLE 1 Relationships between the sub-studies and the overarching research 
questions

Empirical sub-studies Overarching research questions
Descriptions of employees’ 
self-determination through 
collegial practices in 
workplace learning situations
(descriptions)

How is collective self-
determination described in 
workplace learning situations in 
a central hospital and in a 
technology organization? 

Construction of collective 
self-determination among 
employees in development-
oriented group discussions
(speech actions)

How does collective self-
determination emerge as an 
interpersonal phenomenon in 
workplace learning situations in 
a central hospital and in a 
technology organization?

Conceptions of leading of 
learning based on self-
determination in supervisory 
work
(conceptions)

What kinds of actions support 
collective self-determination in 
workplace learning situations in 
a central hospital and in a 
technology organization?

Examining the collective nature of self-determination through descriptions, 
speech actions, and conceptions facilitated answering the overarching research 
questions. The three sub-studies were conducted to answer the overall aim of this 
study, that is, to develop the understanding of CSD and its supportive actions in 
the context of workplace learning.

i
w
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2 METHODOLOGY 

Previous researchers have called for more empirical and qualitative research on 
SDT (Ryan & Deci, 2020), especially in the organizational context (Gagné & Deci, 
2005) and in different learning environments (Hsu et al., 2019). In this study, by 
utilizing a qualitative multiple-case study approach with two cases (Creswell & 
Poth, 2017), the CSD is explored in the context of workplace learning. The 
multiple-case study allows the development of comprehensive, in-depth, and 
systematic understanding of the phenomenon across cases, thereby revealing 
contextual differences between them (Patton, 2015). Therefore, context-related 
variations and similarities between the cases provide a better understanding of 
the phenomenon. First, I will describe the multiple-case study research strategy 
utilized in this study and its ontological and epistemological underpinnings. 
After this, I will present the research contexts, collected data, and utilized 
analytical methods. 

2.1 Multiple-case study research 

The case study research strategy focuses on understanding social phenomena by 
creating a description based on detailed examples (Bloor & Wood, 2006). 
Whether case study research uses one case or many cases, the aim is to develop 
an in-depth understanding of a particular phenomenon as it manifests in selected 
cases (Creswell & Poth, 2017) by describing and qualitatively interpreting social 
groups in specific settings (Bloor & Wood, 2006). Multiple-case approach has 
been described as particularly suitable for investigating under-explored yet 
significant phenomena (Eisenhardt, 2021). In this study, the multiple-case study 
approach was considered as a suitable approach as CSD has not previously been 
explored in the context of adult education or workplace learning. The utilization 
of multiple-case approach enables the development of a detailed and rich 
understanding (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007) of CSD and its supportive actions 
in the context of workplace learning. Hence, this means also capturing the 
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various nuances of CSD. Specifically, multiple-case study was adopted as a 
suitable research strategy as aim was to advance the understanding of SDT at a 
collective level within workplace context.   

In this study, the cases under analysis are two Finnish work organizations, 
a central hospital and a technology organization. The selection of cases based on 
the assumption that these two organizations would be suitable for revealing the 
phenomenon under investigation (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). It was 
anticipated that the phenomenon would be present in both cases (Eisenhardt, 
2021). Specifically, the focus was on employees’ everyday work and learning in 
these organizations. As this is a multiple-case study, two cases were purposefully 
selected to show different perspectives (Creswell & Poth, 2017) on the 
phenomenon of CSD. These purposefully selected cases differ in terms of the 
field of work, culture, history, and hierarchy of the settings. Although this is not 
a comparative study, the aim was to focus on both similarities and differences 
across the two cases (Miles et al., 2014) as it could improve the building 
understanding of the phenomenon (Eisenhardt, 2021). The selection of only two 
cases was deemed appropriate, as the focus in multiple-case study is not on the 
number of cases per se, but rather on the assumption that the chosen cases 
provide in-depth and rich insights into the phenomenon under investigation 
(Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). Accordingly, the use of two cases is common in 
multiple-case study designs (Eisenhardt, 2021). Moreover, compared to a single-
case study, multiple-case studies offer the advantage of producing findings and 
definitions that are grounded in more than one context, thereby contributing to 
a more accurate and nuanced understanding of the phenomenon (Eisenhardt & 
Graebner, 2007).  

The case study research strategy is often described as the exploration of a 
limited system; however, the challenge is to define the boundaries of the cases in 
terms of both time and space (Bloor & Wood, 2006). In this study, the boundaries 
are understood to refer to the organizations’ boundaries, for example, in terms of 
social systems, place, and time. However, social systems are rarely limited, and 
although there were boundaries as in the case of organizations, these were 
constructed by the participants or for me as a researcher (Bloor & Wood, 2006). 
In this study, the boundaries of the cases are constructed by the personnel of the 
organizations, and I as the researcher defined the boundaries of the cases in terms 
of the organizations’ operational, hierarchical, and social boundaries, and 
responsibilities. In the present study, the boundaries of the cases refer to 
organizational units employees are working on a daily basis.  

Another challenge is identifying cases, thus the scope of a case, as the case 
itself, or the issue which the cases are selected to illustrate, can be explored 
(Creswell & Poth, 2017). This study explored CSD in the employees’ work-related 
learning situations, as illustrated by the cases, a central hospital and a technology 
organization. Moreover, the targets in this multiple-case study are individuals 
and groups (Creswell & Poth, 2017; Patton, 2015) working in organizations. In 
this regard, this specific multiple-case study can be described as an instrumental 
case study where case study is a method to understand a phenomenon by 
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studying specific cases (Stake, 1995). Hence, a case such as the organization can 
be understood as a pathway to exploring the social phenomenon (Silverman, 
2024). To gain a comprehensive, rich, and deep understanding of the 
phenomenon, I utilized data from multiple sources with multiple analytical 
methods, which is typical in case study research (Creswell & Poth, 2017; Bloor & 
Wood, 2006). Overall, in the multiple-case study approach, the findings are 
grounded in diverse empirical evidence, which supports the understanding 
produced (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). 

2.2 Epistemology and ontology 

Case study research can be accompanied with multiple epistemological 
orientations; however, the approach should correlate with the choices of research 
methods (Takahashi & Araujo, 2020). In this study, the epistemological and 
ontological assumptions rely on a constructivist paradigm where knowledge and 
understanding of the world and reality are socially negotiated, and socially 
constructed (Berger & Luckmann, 1966; Burr, 2015) and maintained in 
interactions through linguistic practices (Cunliffe, 2008). Knowledge emerges 
and is constructed among people through social and communal processes and 
interchanges (Gergen, 2004; Slater, 2017) and is culturally and historically specific 
(Young & Collin, 2004). When knowledge is viewed as continuous, dynamic, and 
based on the developed and shared experiences of human communities, the 
construction of knowledge should be explored at the level of socially shared 
realities in the community (Slater, 2017). In this sense, the focus is not on the 
individual mental and cognitive processes of knowledge building (Young & 
Collin, 2004; Cunliffe, 2008), but on the social factors and features shaping 
people’s interpretations of how the world is constructed by relational and social 
practices and processes (Young & Collin, 2004). This means that reality is closely 
linked to individual subjective experiences, linking constructivism to a relativist 
paradigm (Slater, 2017). Reality is constituted and maintained through language 
and conversation (Cunliffe, 2008) and thus made visible, tangible, and real in 
social situations (Slater, 2017). Consequently, language constitutes reality rather 
than reflecting reality (Young & Collin, 2004). 

In the second sub-study of this dissertation (Keronen et al., 2024), the 
constructivist paradigm is particularly strong. In the second sub-study 
knowledge is regarded as being developed through social practices  (Young & 
Collin, 2004) and constructed in discursive processes through linguistic practices 
(Cunliffe, 2008). Therefore, the construction of CSD is explored at the 
interactional and interpersonal level (see McLeod et al., 2010). 

With respect to individual sub-studies of this dissertation, and the 
constructivist viewpoint, phenomenography as a qualitative research approach 
was utilized in the third sub-study (Keronen et al., 2025), as its analysis methods 
focused on investigating qualitatively different ways of experiencing or thinking 
about a certain phenomenon (Marton, 1986). The aim of the phenomenographic 
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approach is to explore participants’ lived worlds, as well as their reflections, 
conceptions, descriptions, and awareness of a specific phenomenon in the way it 
appears to them (Hajar, 2021). Additionally, although phenomenography was 
not utilized as the analytical method in the first sub-study of this dissertation 
(Keronen et al., 2023), the focus in the first sub-study was on revealing 
individuals’ different descriptions of the phenomenon.  

Central to phenomenography is the Husserlian idea that the way humans 
experience things arises from phenomenology (Cibangu & Hepworth, 2016). 
Critical studies of phenomenography (e.g., Cibangu & Hepworth, 2016; Hajar, 
2021) suggest that combining the assumptions and underpinnings of 
phenomenology with phenomenography (Cibangu & Hepworth, 2016) would 
strengthen the phenomenographical research approach (Stolz, 2020). Therefore, 
the roots of phenomenography can be approached from the epistemological 
underpinnings of phenomenology, emphasizing phenomena, experience, 
knowledge, and intentionality (Stolz, 2020). In phenomenography, the aim is to 
explore the essence of the experiences and perceptions of a phenomenon, as 
opposed to phenomenology, where the essence of the phenomenon itself is the 
focus (Cibangu & Hepworth, 2016). In addition to the difference between first- 
and second-order perspectives, phenomenography shares with phenomenology 
the idea of a non-dualistic perspective, experiences, contextuality, and 
qualitatively aspects (Marton, 1986, p. 31, 40). In this study, the focus is on various 
experiences in constructing conceptions and descriptions of the phenomenon 
aiming to produce a qualitative, relational, and context-related understanding of 
knowledge. 

Ontological assumptions of phenomenography emphasize individuals’ 
different ways of being aware of a phenomenon and how their understanding 
might change over time (Hajar, 2021). This non-dualist ontological perspective 
means that a person and the world are seen as inseparable in relation to each 
other (Marton, 2000). Hence, the world is simultaneously real and experienced 
(Marton & Booth, 1997), which means that the only world individuals can 
communicate is the one they are experiencing (Hajar, 2021). Consequently, 
knowledge and understanding are based on individuals’ various and lived 
experiences in certain settings, whether utilizing either phenomenology or 
phenomenography (Stolz, 2020). 

When constituting the conceptions and expressions of lived experiences 
(Stoz, 2020), language is used to express conceptions and understanding (Huusko 
& Paloniemi, 2006). Hence, these linguistic practices (Cunliffe, 2008)  associate 
phenomenography with constructivism. From a larger paradigm, both 
phenomenography (Åkerlind, 2012) and constructivism rely on an interpretive 
paradigm (Slater, 2017). The interpretative tradition, or interpretability, 
emphasizes meaning instead of an objective truth to be found in the social world 
(Takahashi & Araujo, 2020). Thereby, knowledge and the social world are viewed 
as socially constructed (Takahashi & Araujo, 2020; Slater, 2017). 

Based on the constructivist assumptions described above, this study 
constructs the reality and understanding of the phenomenon under exploration, 
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and thus findings presented in this study are constructed by me as the researcher. 
When studying CSD in workplace learning based on the above-mentioned 
frameworks, social practices at the community level (including shaping and 
enabling social actions) and interpersonal interaction, such as speech actions and 
how issues are expressed, were considered. Overall, knowledge and social 
actions are viewed as intertwined in this study (Young & Collin, 2004). 

2.3 A central hospital and a technology organization as contexts 
for the study 

In this study, CSD was explored in a central hospital and a technology 
organization in Finland. Many issues in both industries have been under general 
discussion recently. In the health-care sector, there have been may changes and 
challenges, such as finding committed and engaged employees and retaining 
employees already working in the field. The reasons behind these challenges are 
related mainly to working conditions, climate, salary, and workload. Moreover, 
the hierarchical structures and lack of workforce may challenge employees’ 
flexibility, freedom, and overall ability to work and learn in meaningful ways, 
thus increasing the workload of employees currently in the field. At the same 
time, technological changes require employees to constantly learn new systems 
in addition to their primary work tasks, that is, taking care of patients. 

The technology industry has been growing exponentially and continues to 
evolve. The challenges in the technology sector are related to difficulties finding 
competent and skilled employees, as organizations have been competing for 
employees in recent years. In this sector, change is inevitably part of work and 
organizations gain a competitive advantage by relying on employee 
competencies, expertise, and hence continuous learning and development. 

2.3.1 Self-determination and collective learning in a central hospital and a 
technology organization 

Organizations based on knowledge-intensive work, such as hospitals and 
technology organizations, can be considered places where learning and 
competence development are a necessary part of work on a daily basis. In terms 
of the hierarchy of traditional organizations, such as hospitals, top management 
often makes more significant decisions and directs employees. However, 
autonomy does not only depend on the structure of the organization. In hospitals, 
autonomy is an essential feature of the work of both physicians and nurses 
(Clarke, 2005). Nurses are independent in their daily work of caring for patients, 
although they are not responsible for administrative and organizational 
decisions and actions (Varjus et al., 2011). Likewise, physicians are trained during 
their studies to be independent and autonomous in a clinical learning 
environment (Liljedahl et al., 2019). Therefore, hospitals are multifaceted and 
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complex learning environments (Cronin, 2014), especially from a hierarchical 
point of view (Riera Claret et al., 2020). 

Autonomy and self-determination together with communality are essential 
requirements of work for both nurses and physicians in their daily work (Clarke, 
2005). Consequently, consulting with others and interprofessional teamwork are 
typical ways to complete everyday tasks and learn in hospitals (Pimmer et al., 
2013). Organizational practices and cultural forms (Newton et al., 2015), work 
environment (Clarke, 2005), and recognizing everyday work tasks and situations 
as learning situations frame employees’ learning possibilities (Cuyvers et al., 
2024). Especially the nature of social interaction (Newton et al., 2015), sharing 
knowledge, and participation in shared practices should be considered in 
relation to learning in hospitals (Riera Claret et al., 2020). Moreover, learning 
might emerge as reactive and unexpected in hospitals (Cuyvers et al., 2024), 
which might create challenges for employees in terms of developing their 
competencies during daily work tasks. Learning requires sufficient support and 
pedagogical practices integrated into daily work.  

In the technology industry, digitalization and the rapid development of 
technologies require employees to engage in learning in response to continuous 
performance demands in the field (Ha, 2015). Technology organizations often 
have a less hierarchical configuration (Lee & Edmondson, 2017) because they 
utilize agile developmental methods, requiring different teams and 
organizational structures (Moe et al., 2008).  Employees’ autonomy and flexibility 
are enhanced (Cerasoli et al., 2018) by minimizing hierarchy, creating 
independent and autonomous teams, and even allowing for nonleadership 
(Auvinen et al., 2018; Collin et al., 2018). Thus, power, responsibility, and the 
opportunities for decision-making by individuals and teams are greater (Moe 
et al., 2008; Rigby & Ryan, 2018), requiring strong self-determination also in a 
collective manner. 

To summarize, in both hospital and the technology sector, autonomy and 
freedom have been found to be essential preconditions for completing complex 
work tasks (Saks & Leijen, 2014) and learning and development in knowledge-
intensive work (Clarke, 2005; Lemmetty, 2020). Ensuring employees’ self-
determination is important because external control may negatively affect 
learning and creativity (Collin et al., 2018). Moreover, in both fields, work tasks 
cannot be accomplished solely through individual-oriented actions and 
behaviours. Instead, various collective work practices and team-based 
approaches are utilized on a daily basis.  

2.3.2 The target organizations of the study 

In this study, two target organizations were examined, a central hospital 
organization in Finland and a technology organization also operating in Finland. 
These two organizations differ from each other in terms of hierarchy, culture, 
history, and industry. Despite the differences, in both organizations learning, 
continuous development, autonomy, and self-determination are  eminently 
included in daily work. The complex nature of learning, communality, 
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collaboration, and autonomy required to complete work tasks makes these 
contexts interesting setting for exploring CSD and its supportive actions in the 
context of workplace learning.  

The participating central hospital organization is one the largest hospitals 
in Finland, employing approximately 2,500 employees. The study was conducted 
in the operational unit, in which personnel work as physicians, nurses, and head 
nurses. In their daily work, physicians and nurses are required to work flexibly 
together caring for patients. The participating technology organization is a 
midsize organization from Finland with over 550 employees. The company 
serves Finnish clients from other industries, the public sector and international 
organizations from over 30 countries. Personnel work as, for example, software 
developers, IT experts, salespersons, and project and line managers. In this 
organization, teamwork and leadership practices have been consciously 
developed as part of the work culture to support and enhance employees’ 
continuous learning and development. The organization does not call itself a self-
organized organization, but it utilizes low-hierarchy, flexible, and self-organized 
ways to conduct its everyday work flexibly. Moreover, employees utilize various 
webtools, digital communication tools, and remote and hybrid work on a daily 
basis. 

2.4 Data of the study 

The data utilized in this study (see Table 2) was collected using semi-structured 
interviews (Patton, 2015; Tracy, 2010), group discussions (Patton, 2015), and 
diaries (Day & Thatcher, 2009; Silverman, 2024), as a multiple-case study usually 
employs multiple methods of data collection (Bloor & Wood, 2006; Eisenhardt, 
2021; Yin, 2018). Data were collected during Autumn 2021 and Spring 2022 in 
both target organizations as part of a larger research and development project 
exploring sustainability of workplace learning (Collin et al., 2023). Before the data 
collection, participating employees were informed by the researcher about the 
aims of the research and received information about consent, data protection and 
the study via e-mail. They were also informed about the study by their 
organization’s supervisor and, therefore, received permission from their own 
supervisor to participate in the study. It it worth noting that the data utilized in 
this study can be described as secondary data originally collected for a different 
project, and not with a purpose to explore specifically employees’ self-
determination and CSD in the context of workplace learning. 
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TABLE 2 Data of the study 

Organization Central hospital Technology organization Total 
Interviews 26 30 56 
Group discussions 81 min 99 min 180 min 
Diaries 9 20 29 
Data collection time 2021 & 2022  

 
Data collection began with interviews (N = 56) in both organizations. Participants 
were randomly selected from those who volunteered to participate in the study. 
Consent was obtained from each participant. Data protection and privacy issues 
were discussed before the interviews. The interviews in both organizations were 
conducted remotely using Microsoft Teams. The interviews were structured as 
individual, semi-structured, thematic interviews (Patton, 2015) and sought to 
collect data based on participants’ views, perceptions, and experiences of the 
phenomenon under review (Patton, 2015; Tracy, 2010). The themes discussed 
included competence development, workplace learning, work community, 
motivation, self-determination, and leadership work. Examples of questions 
include the following: ‘How do you learn at work?’, ‘Do you feel that you have 
opportunities to learn at work?’, ‘What kind of help or support would you need 
to develop your competencies?’, ‘How is learning supported in your 
organization?’, ‘What kinds of things motivate you at work?’, ‘How would you 
describe the daily leadership work?’ and ‘What does supervisory work mean to 
you?’ It is necessary to point out that the questions in semi-structured interview 
did not touched straight employees basic psychological needs or CSD, and the 
interview guide was not constructed based on SDT. Open conversation between 
interviewer and interviewee was emphasized, which allowed for the asking of 
follow-up questions, clarifying an interviewee’s answer or advising an 
interviewee if necessary. Hence, each interview consisted of different follow-up 
questions. An overview of the participants can be found in Table 3.  
 

TABLE 3 Participants of the study 

Organization Central hospital Technology organization 

Job titles Physician Nurse, head 
nurse 

E.g., project manager, team 
leader, design engineer, IT 
expert, salesperson 

Number of employees 6 8 13 
Number of supervisors 8 4 17 
Total number of 
personnel 

26 30 

Total number of 
participants 

56 
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After the interviews, the data collection continued with group discussions 
(N = 180 min), which took the form of face-to-face development-oriented group 
discussions. These group discussions were similar to focus group interviews in 
terms of creating an interactive space for participants to express their 
understanding, knowledge, and competencies, to engage, and to encourage 
others to share in the discussion (Patton, 2015). Group discussions were viewed 
as a suitable data collection method to explore the construction of a specific social 
phenomenon, as participants had a shared background and experiences from 
their daily work contexts (MacNaghten & Myers, 2004; Patton, 2015). However, 
the group discussions were not rigidly structured or formal in terms of the 
interview questions. Instead, an open conversational style and open-ended 
questions were utilized. These group discussions were conducted in planned 
settings as opposed to natural settings (Patton, 2015).  

The data consist of four group discussions, two from the hospital (one 
group) and two from the technology organization (groups 1 and 2). Participants 
were supervisors or employees who usually guided other employees in their 
daily work in both organizations. From the hospital, physicians and head nurses 
participated, and from the technology organization, team leaders and project 
managers participated. Participants from both organizations mostly knew each 
other, although they had not all worked with each other on a daily basis. The 
group discussions included only a limited number of participants (Patton, 2015), 
varying from four to five participants per group. The duration of the discussions 
varied between 31 and 57 minutes. The group discussions were conducted by 
two people, one facilitating the conversation and the other taking the role of 
researcher. I played the role of facilitator in the hospital group. 

The aim of the group discussions was to develop participants’ 
understanding and knowledge of supporting employees’ workplace learning in 
supervisory role in their own work contexts. The themes touched on workplace 
learning, a culture and climate for learning, and supporting learning as a 
supervisor. At the beginning of each group discussion, a brief orientation on the 
topic was presented by the facilitator and then the group was given open-ended 
questions that had been developed beforehand. The content for each discussion 
was planned by the facilitator and the researcher. The group discussions focused 
on open and informal conversation, in which participants could share their 
experiences, knowledge, and understanding of learning in the workplace. The 
sessions were not part of the university’s curriculum nor aimed to provide 
specific learning goals or certificates. 

The role of the facilitator was not only to ask questions but also to moderate 
the conversation (Patton, 2015), for example, by asking guiding questions if 
participants struggled to remain on topic or had other challenges, such as 
speaking spontaneously or taking long to consider questions. At the same time, 
the facilitator had to be aware of not being too dominant in the conversation 
(Patton, 2015). The benefit of group discussions is that they allow the facilitator 
and other participants to question and clarify their own and others’ meanings 
and perspectives (Patton, 2015), which was important as the aim was to explore 
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the construction of the phenomenon in social interaction. Moreover, how people 
talk about something is more important than what is being talked about when 
the focus is on group discussions (Patton, 2015). 

Simultaneously with the group discussions, learning diaries (N = 29) were 
also collected from 17 supervisors who participated in the individual interviews 
and group discussions. Five supervisors from the hospital and 12 from the 
technology organization wrote the diaries. Through diaries, it was possible to 
capture the supervisors’ everyday (Silverman, 2024) leadership activities. In both 
organizations, some of the supervisors produced two learning diaries. The data 
of the learning diaries consisted of answers to the following questions: ‘What 
does leading learning mean to you?’, ‘How would you describe the leading of 
learning?’ and ‘How it is manifested in practice in your daily work (please give 
examples)?’ The length of the diaries varied from a couple of sentences to over 
one page of text.  

Although, the primary purpose of data collection in the larger research 
project differed from that of the present study, I see that the dataset provides rich 
information to explore CSD. The data consist of diverse descriptions and 
perspectives of employees’ ways of learning and working based on self-
determiniaton and basic psychological needs, and aspects and features of 
motivation. Moreover, there were descriptions of collaboration and work 
community, as well as descriptions of skills, competencies, and developmental 
needs. Therefore, I see that the data captures the relevant aspects of SDT, 
employees sense of autonomy, competence, and relatedness, making the data 
suitable for exploring CSD, although it was not the primary purpose of data 
collection. Before the analysis process commenced, all interviews and group 
discussions were transcribed and all data from the interviews, group discussions, 
and diaries were read to gain a preliminary overview. 

2.5 Analysis of the study 

Multiple-case studies can be analysed using various analytical tools (Yin, 2018). 
The analytical methods utilized in this study (see Table 4) were selected based on 
the aims of each sub-study and the research questions. Analytical methods 
included content analysis (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005), interaction analysis (McLeod 
et al., 2010), and phenomenographic analysis (Marton, 1986). The next section 
describes the analytical methods utilized in more detail. 
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TABLE 4 Overview of the analytical methods used 

Sub-study I II III 
Aim of the 
sub-study 

Describe the 
fulfilment of 
employees’ basic 
psychological needs 
through collegial 
practices in 
workplace learning 

Construct collective 
self-determination 
among employees 
through speech 
actions in 
development-
oriented group 
discussions 

Explore supervisors’ 
conceptions of 
supportive actions for 
workplace learning 
based on self-
determination 

Analysis method Content analysis Interaction analysis 
and content analysis 

Phenomenographic 
analysis 

Data of the study Interviews (N = 56) Group discussions 
(N = 180 min) 

Interviews (N = 17) 
and diaries (N = 29) 

Examination level Descriptions Speech actions Conceptions 
Perspective to 
self-determination 

Collegial practices Collective 
construction 

Supportive 
leadership actions 

 

2.5.1 Content analysis 

Content analysis is widely used as a technique to analyse qualitative data and 
derive meaning from the content of text data (Assarroudi et al., 2018; Elo et al., 
2022; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). The main focus of content analysis is to produce a 
broad description of a phenomenon (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008) and summarize the 
main content of the data (Drisko & Maschi, 2015). 

In the first sub-study, directed content analysis (Assarroudi et al., 2018) was 
utilized to deepen and extend the understanding (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005) of SDT 
and three basic psychological needs (Rigby & Ryan, 2018) in the context of 
collegial learning situations in the workplace. Directed content analysis was 
considered a suitable approach to extend the previous theory to a new context 
(Elo & Kyngäs, 2008; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). Moreover, this approach was 
chosen as suitable based on the theoretical and substantive interest in the 
problem being studied (Weber, 1990). In this study, interviews were used as data 
to develop and extend knowledge of the human experience of the phenomenon 
under examination (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005), employees’ basic psychological 
needs. By employing directed content analysis, the previously existing theory 
helped to develop the research questions and offered guidance for the initial 
codes (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005; Potter & Levine-Donnerstein, 1999). I moved 
between inductive and abductive approaches (Graneheim et al., 2017) in order to 
deepen and explore the different variations and descriptions of basic needs. 

The coding process is central to content analysis (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005), 
which aims to organize large amounts of text data into fewer content categories 
that represent similar meanings (Weber, 1990). In the preliminary phase of the 
analysis, all descriptions of collegial learning situations were included under 
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‘prior research of workplace learning’, emerging as a shared practice among 
colleagues in the work community (e.g. Billett, 2008; Collin, 2008). 

In the first phase of the main analysis, all phrases, paragraphs and sections 
describing features of autonomy, competence, or relatedness were identified and 
coded with initial subcodes. When locating the descriptions of three needs, 
attention was directed toward needs underlying purpose within collective 
learning situations. This phase followed the directed content analysis (Hsieh & 
Shannon, 2005), as each need was operationalized in terms of the previous 
understanding of SDT. This understanding served as operational definitions for 
the subcodes. The aim of this phase was to find different descriptions of needs in 
collegial workplace learning situations and categorize these under preliminary 
categories. After all descriptions were coded using initial subcodes, these 
subcodes were reviewed and refined based on their content to form categories of 
descriptions. The resulting categories were then organized under the three basic 
needs, according to the main content summarized within each category (Drisko 
& Maschi, 2015). 

In the second phase of the analysis, the two target organizations were 
compared. The aim was to reveal contextual and organizational differences 
between the collected descriptions and to strengthen the validity of the analysis 
process by avoiding an overemphasis on previous theory (Hsieh & Shannon, 
2005). Focusing on similarities and differences in the descriptions meant 
exploring the extent to which needs are expressed, as well as the specific needs 
being targeted. The outcome is categories (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008) that describe 
employees’ basic needs derived from the data through an analysis process (see 
Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). 

2.5.2 Interaction analysis 

Interaction analysis is an interdisciplinary empirical method that investigates 
human interactions with each other, such as talk, and emphasizes the 
fundamental social originality of knowledge and action (Jordan & Henderson, 
1995). In the second sub-study, interaction analysis at the interpersonal level was 
applied (McLeod et al., 2010) to reveal the construction of CSD in development-
oriented group discussions. The construction of CSD based on interaction 
includes certain kinds of actions in participants’ speeches. Interaction in the 
group is understood to be based on participants’ behaviours, constituting 
individuals’ and groups’ social reality aimed at creating communally shared 
meanings (Burtis & Turman, 2006). 

Interaction analysis was regarded as a suitable methodological tool to 
reveal the dialogical details of the meaning-making process, that is, details of 
interaction in relation to certain social phenomena that content analysis alone 
cannot reveal (Marková et al., 2007). Once interaction was understood as an 
activity, participants’ behaviour in the group was examined in more detail (Poole 
et al., 1999), as well as the construction of CSD as an underlying speech actions. 

The first phase of the analysis focused on locating learning episodes 
inductively, based on sections where participants created new knowledge and 
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learned together in a group by sharing competencies and understanding and 
negotiating meanings. This episode was defined as a coherent section of speech 
distinct from the rest of the discussion with me as the researcher (Marková et al., 
2007). In several episodes, learning emerged first as individual learning when 
participants discussed their knowledge and competencies. When these 
perspectives were challenged and discussed together, the participants either 
accepted, modified, or rejected their perspectives. Through this process of 
making meaning, a learning episode concludes with a summary or conclusion, 
resulting in newly created knowledge and understanding. Changes in 
participants’ thoughts are understood as a manifestation of learning within the 
group (Billett, 2001), indicating collective learning among participants. The 
group is viewed as comprising individuals working toward shared meaning, 
goals, and tasks (Burtis & Turman, 2006). In addition, content analysis (Hsieh & 
Shannon, 2005) was used to understand the content of the conversation in order 
to identify and categorize learning episodes. In total, 16 learning episodes were 
identified and separated from the rest of the data, forming the basis for the 
second phase of analysis. 

In the initial analysis of the second phase, speech sections illustrating one 
of the basic needs of autonomy, competence, or relatedness were located in 
theory-driven manner (Martela et al., 2021; Ryan & Deci, 2000). The analysis unit 
was a speech section (Poole et al., 1999) formed in the analysis process by me as 
researcher. Learning episodes consisted of multiple speech sections and sections 
consisted of multiple sentences offered by different participants. 

In the subsequent analysis of the second phase, the focus was on finding 
individuals’ speech actions from speech sections that facilitated either autonomy, 
competence, or relatedness by applying interaction analysis at the interpersonal 
level (see McLeod et al., 2010). Specifically, speech sections found in the initial 
analysis were further divided into speech actions which served as the unit of 
analysis (McLeod et al., 2010). In the data-driven location of speech actions, the 
focus was on how participants communicate in the group (Poole et al., 1999). 
Individual speeches were approached as an activity at the social interactional 
level (Burtis & Turman, 2006) constructing CSD. 

Speech actions were located by focusing on how information was shared 
instead of what was said (Patton, 2015). Attention was placed on the tone of 
speeches and the underlying function of speeches. In addition to interaction 
analysis, content analysis (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005) was applied to confirm the 
correctness of the interpretation of meanings and the underlying function of 
speeches in relation to the content of group discussions. Although, the aim was 
not to locate themes or categories as is usual in content analysis (Hsieh & 
Shannon, 2005). As a result, multiple speech actions were found to construct CSD. 
All actions were named based on their function and action in conversation and 
categorized under the three basic psychological needs. 
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2.5.3 Phenomenographic analysis 

Phenomenographic analysis is a useful qualitative tool to capture the diversity of 
constructed realities (Kettunen & Tynjälä, 2018). As a qualitative research 
approach, phenomenographic analysis investigates the different ways people 
experience or understand the same concept or phenomenon at a collective level 
(Marton, 1986; Marton & Pong, 2005; Marton & Booth, 1997; Bowden & Green, 
2010). In the third sub-study, phenomenographic analysis was employed to 
describe relational, experiential, content-oriented, and qualitative (Marton, 1986) 
differences in experiencing the phenomenon (Marton, 1986; Patton, 2015) of 
leading learning in a particular group of supervisors. 

The premises of phenomenography rely on the idea that there are a limited 
number of ways to experience certain phenomena and these ways are related to 
each other, constituting a logical set of categories (Kettunen & Tynjälä, 2018; 
Marton & Pong, 2005). Hence, qualitative distinctions and illustrations of the 
underlying structure of variation across a group of participants can be revealed 
(Kettunen & Tynjälä, 2018). This means understanding the different ways 
supervisors conceptualize the phenomenon of leading learning.  The focus is on 
people’s conceptions of the world or the phenomenon instead of the world or the 
phenomenon itself (Marton, 1986; Kettunen & Tynjälä, 2018). In 
phenomenographic analysis, data can come from different sources (Marton, 
1986). The written diaries and interviews were utilized as data sources in the 
third sub-study. 

The analysis process used in the third sub-study followed the guidelines 
and examples provided by Åkerlind (2005a) and Marton (1986). The goal of the 
analysis was not only to organize the data but also to find discrepancies to 
elucidate the various ways (Marton, 1986) in which supervisors define and 
understand leading learning in their respective work environments. A data-
driven approach was employed (Marton & Booth, 1997), and no theories were 
used to guide the analytical process or establish the basis for the categories in this 
study (Kettunen & Tynjälä, 2018). 

The first phase of the analysis focused on identifying all descriptions of 
leading learning and examining similarities and differences in their meanings 
(Kettunen & Tynjälä, 2018). All meanings describing the leading of learning were 
identified based on supervisors’ descriptions by marking and segmenting the 
transcripts (Marton & Pong, 2005). Focusing on the similarities and differences of 
the meanings enabled identification of all variations or agreements expressed 
(Kettunen & Tynjälä, 2018). After identifying all expressed variations and 
expressions (Åkerlind, 2005a), a draft set of descriptive categories was developed, 
definied, and named. By comparing the indentified similarities and differences 
between the meanings (Kettunen & Tynjälä, 2018), the aim was to illustrate that 
each category illustrated a unique way of approaching leading of learning, 
thereby allowing the categories to be differentiated from one another. The second 
phase involved creating a final system of categories of descriptions by 
delineating relationships among the categories (Kettunen & Tynjälä, 2018) to 
understand how supervisors themselves perceived the process of leading 
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learning. By examining the main features of each category and the qualitative 
similarities and differences among them (Marton, 1986), the initial categories 
were further elaborated, fixed, and defined (Kettunen & Tynjälä, 2018). As a 
result, the findings are presented as a logical set of categories of descriptions 
(Kettunen & Tynjälä, 2018; Marton, 1986) based on how supervisors themselves 
described the progress of leading learning in their diaries and interviews. The 
logically constructed set of qualitative categories based on the progression 
toward a complex, comperehensive, and complementary understanding 
(Åkerlind, 2005b) of leading of learning actions. 
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3 FINDINGS 

In this study, CSD was explored in three sub-studies. The aim was to develop the 
understanding of CSD and its supportive actions in the context of workplace 
learning based on two work organizations, a central hospital and a technology 
organization. To get a comprehensive understanding, CSD was examined by 
focusing on descriptions of practices, construction through speech actions and 
conceptions of supportive actions. Table 5 provides an overview of the findings 
of the three sub-studies. 

Based on the findings, this study suggests that CSD is based on a 
combination of individual initiatives and collective practices, in which 
individual-level self-determination and engagement in group settings is 
understood as basis for CSD to be constructed. At the group level, CSD emerge 
through interpersonal interaction aiming to fulfil employees basic psychological 
needs. Moreover, based on the findings CSD is enabled by social support 
received from other employees at the group-level and from the supervisor.  

It was observed that CSD is described as an individual practices yet targeted 
toward other employees, which can be approached through autonomy, 
competence, and relatedness. Practices related to autonomy in CSD focus on 
recognizing individuals’ experiences of choice, ownership, and self-endorsement 
in sharing information, asking for help, and discussing work-related matters in 
collective learning situations. Practices related to competence in CSD ensure that 
employees have all the necessary knowledge and resources completing their 
daily work tasks. These practices were described as sharing work-related 
experiences, observing others’ way of working and identifying and developing 
expertise with the help of the community. Practices related to relatedness in CSD 
were described as support, encouragement, and a collaborative way of working, 
creating employees’ sense of belonging and connection to others in the 
community.  
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The findings reveal that from a constructive perspective CSD is based on 
interpersonal interaction where employees at the group-level fulfill each other’s 
basic psychological needs. Speech actions fulfilling basic needs focus on on 
sharing knowledge and understanding enabling sense of autonomy and freedom 
of choice. Participation and capability was enabled by actions of providing 
guidance and structure and relying on constructive interaction. Shared 
understanding and common ground was enabled by encouraging, showing 
compassion, and acknowleding others perspectives. Through these speech 
actions employees at the group-level can offer mutual support each other and 
thus enable motivation and engagement to common goals and direction at work.  

From a leadership perspective, CSD can be supported in supervisory work 
by starting with strengthening individual-level motivation aiming to employees 
individual learning and self-determination, then progressing to utilization of 
daily work situations as learning opportunities, and eventually transitioning to 
shared, collective and collaborative learning situations that empower employees 
to construct CSD. 

 

 

FIGURE 2 Summary of the main findings of the three sub-studies 
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Figure 2 presents the summary of the main findings of the three sub-studies. Next, 
the each sub-study of this dissertation is presented in more detail focusing on the 
findings. Lastly, I summarize the main findings related to the overarching 
research questions of this study.  

3.1 Sub-study I: Descriptions of employees’ self-determination 
through collegial practices in workplace learning situations 

Modern expert work, viewed as a process of continuous learning and 
development, requires employees to be actively engaged, willing, capable, and 
interested in learning – in other words, they should have strong motivation and 
self-determination (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Based on SDT, motivation, growth, 
development, and learning rely on fulfilling three basic psychological needs – 
autonomy, competence, and relatedness (e.g., Ryan & Deci, 2020; Willems & 
Lewalter, 2012). However, in recent years, autonomy has been emphasized in 
organizations to meet ongoing learning needs. Relying on autonomy alone can 
be problematic and lead to unwanted outcomes (Collin et al., 2021; Gijbels et al., 
2012) for both employees and organizations.  

Therefore, the primary aim of the first sub-study was to examine the basic 
psychological needs behind self-determination in the context of collegial learning 
in knowledge-intensive work (Keronen et al., 2023). The research questions were: 
How do employees in central hospital and ICT organization describe self-determination 
in collegial learning situations at work? How do the descriptions of self-determination 
differ between the two target organizations?  

The data consisted of 56 interviews collected from a hospital and a 
technology organization. Participants represented various job titles, such as line 
managers, IT experts, salespersons, nurses, and physicians. During semi-
structured thematic interviews, the topics discussed included workplace learning, 
competence development, responsibilities at work, and the work community. 
The study used a qualitative comparative research strategy to explore two 
distinct cases (Lucas & Szatrowski, 2014). By analysing similarities and 
differences between the cases (Miles et al., 2014), different variations and the 
nature of self-determination in workplace learning were revealed. Directed 
content analysis was employed (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005) to 
deepen and extend the understanding (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005) of SDT and three 
basic psychological needs (Rigby & Ryan, 2018) in the context of collegial 
workplace learning.  

Based on the findings in the two cases, autonomy emerged when employees 
consciously assisted each other, asked for help or shared work-related 
information with others. The main difference regarding autonomy was that in 
the hospital context, autonomy was viewed as a choice to share knowledge 
without the intention of solving current problems or challenging the work 
situation. In the technology organization, the general assumption regarding 
autonomy was to try to solve problems independently first and then ask for help 
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if necessary. In both organizations, autonomy was viewed as essential for 
creating collective learning situations as autonomous actions and initiatives were 
directed toward other members of the work community. 

In both organizations, competence was demonstrated through the 
identification and development of competencies, the sharing of work-related 
experiences, and the observation of others’ work. Competence was also 
illustrated through the utilization of others’ competencies and expertise within 
the community. In the technology organization, autonomous initiatives were 
necessary to develop situations were competencies could be collectively 
developed with the help of the community. Employees were also required to 
have an understanding of other competencies within the community. In the 
hospital, the community played a major role in revealing one’s competence and 
creating learning situations. Rare and challenging work situations were 
consciously created to benefit as many people as possible. 

Relatedness manifests as support and a collaborative way of working. In 
both organizations, the ability to lean on colleagues’ expertise was described as 
an important practice in creating a safe environment to learn from trial and error. 
In the hospital, relatedness was illustrated as faith and trust, making learning 
situations more meaningful and less burdensome. In the technology organization, 
a supportive and encouraging work environment was seen as important to create 
common ground and direction at work. 

The findings highlight the collegial, relational, socially shared nature of 
fulfilling basic needs among employees and show qualitatively different 
practices in collegial learning situations that enable need satisfaction. Social 
interaction is essential in learning situations to fulfil these three basic needs. The 
findings emphasize the need to explore the collective nature of self-
determination at the group level in more detail through social interaction.  

3.2 Sub-study II: Construction of collective self-determination 
among employees in development-oriented group 
discussions 

Employees’ sense of self-determination is an essential part of learning in modern 
working life (e.g., Noe & Ellingson, 2017). However, it has not been studied from 
a collective perspective, even though the responsibility for work and learning 
rests on teams themselves (Harteis et al., 2005). CSD has previously been studied 
in the context of sociology and democracy (Thomas et al., 2017; Zuehl, 2016), but 
not within the context of working life or workplace learning. The aim of the 
second sub-study (Keronen et al., 2024) was to explore self-determination from a 
collective perspective focusing on the actions taken at a social interactional level 
to construct CSD. Specifically, the study aimed to understand how CSD is 
constructed in collective learning settings based on employees from a hospital 
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and a technology organization. The research question was: How is collective self-
determination constructed by speech acts in development-oriented group discussions? 

The data consists of audio recordings (N = 180 min) from four sessions – 
two at a hospital and two at a technology organization. The participants were 
employees in supervisory roles, such as physicians, head nurses, team leaders, 
and project managers. Interaction analysis (McLeod et al., 2010) and content 
analysis (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005) were applied. Interaction analysis at an 
interpersonal level (McLeod et al., 2010) was a suitable approach since the focus 
was on the underlying actions and functions of individual speeches in social 
interaction. In addition, content analysis (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005) was utilized to 
confirm the interpretations made regarding the content of the discussions. 

The findings include speech sections on autonomy, competence, and 
relatedness, as well as more detailed speech actions that facilitated these sections. 
The aim of the speech sections on autonomy was to support participants’ self-
reliance and freedom of choice and action. These sections were facilitated by 
sharing knowledge and competencies, providing meaningful rationale, and 
offering choices and suggestions to support decision-making. Autonomy-
supportive speech actions enable participants to engage in discussion, 
understand decisions made, contribute to the discussion, and be involved in the 
process of creating meaning. 

The aim of the speech sections on competence was to support participation 
and enhance capability by providing structure and guidance. Facilitative speech 
actions included providing feedback, evaluating information and making 
concrete plans, setting goals and providing instructions on how to achieve the 
common goals and plans together as a group.  

The speech sections on relatedness aimed to create a shared understanding 
and common ground within the group. Participants displayed a sense of 
community and compassion, encouraging and supporting each other, and 
overall aimed to show that they consider others’ perspectives in group discussion. 
This created a trustful and respectful atmosphere for learning, as relatedness was 
facilitated by openness and a commitment to common and shared goals. 

In CSD, the focus is on group-based activities, requiring participants’ 
engagement, capabilities, responsibilities, and autonomous actions as part of a 
larger group working toward common goals and tasks, ultimately leading to 
learning. The utilization of even flatter structures to organize work (Laloux, 2014) 
highlights the importance of CSD and different teams in modern working life. 
Therefore, there is a need to explore the social and contextual practices and 
processes, including leadership, that support these new forms of organizing 
work. 



 
 

56 

3.3 Sub-study III:  Conceptions of leading of learning based on 
self-determination in supervisory work 

In knowledge-intensive work, supervisors are essential for supporting learning 
(e.g., Ellinger et al., 2008; E. Ellström & Ellström, 2018; Hughes, 2004; Wallo et al., 
2022, 2024) and self-determination (e.g., Forner et al., 2020; Hocine & Zhang, 2014; 
Matsuo et al., 2019; Sarmah et al., 2022). Supervisors establish pedagogically 
appropriate practices, processes, and cultures in the workplace (Billett, 2014) and 
facilitate employees’ basic psychological needs behind learning and 
development. The aim of the third sub-study (Keronen et al., 2025) was to 
examine supervisors’ own conceptions of leading learning based on self-
determination. Specifically, the aim was to answer the following  research 
question: How do supervisors describe actions for leading learning in their own work 
contexts? The purpose was to explore supervisors’ understanding of leading 
learning and identify the variations and dimensions of different conceptions 
within a group of supervisors from the hospital and technology organization.  

The data used in the study included 17 interviews and 29 diaries from 17 
supervisors. Some supervisors from both organizations produced two diaries. 
The participants were employed in supervisory positions, such as nurses, 
physicians, project managers and team leaders or were guiding other employees 
on a daily basis. Data-driven phenomenographic analysis (Marton, 1986; 
Åkerlind, 2005a) was employed to explore how certain group perceive the 
phenomenon (Kettunen & Tynjälä, 2018) of leading learning in supervisory work.  

Phenomenographic analysis revealed four hierarchically structured 
categories that describe different phases of leading learning based on self-
determination. Starting at the individual level, leading learning in supervisory 
work focuses on finding interfaces of individual motivation, skills, and strengths 
with organizational goals, as well as directing individual motivation to align with 
broader organizational goals. After harnessing individual motivation, daily work 
situations can be utilized as learning opportunities. The role of the supervisor is 
to provide such opportunities and help employees utilize them on a daily basis.  

The first two categories pertain to actions that enable individual learning. 
Following these, employees can be expected to participate in collective learning 
situations, which are based on collective-level and shared learning processes that 
rely on social interaction. Supervisors facilitate interaction among employees in 
these collective learning situations, creating a supportive environment for 
learning. The fourth category involves leading by example, which complements 
the previous three categories and emphasizes the importance of supervisors’ 
presence in employees’ daily work. 

Based on the findings, leading learning is closely tied to everyday learning 
situations and requires active participation, hand-on practices and the 
supervisor’s presence in daily work (Wallo et al., 2022, 2024). These four 
categories describe leading learning as a process from a practical perspective 
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based on how supervisors themselves understand actions for leading learning 
based on self-determination in their own work contexts. 

3.4 Summary of the main findings: CSD in the context of 
workplace learning 

The main aim of this study was to develop the understanding of CSD and its 
supportive actions in the context of workplace learning in two contexts, a cental 
hospital and a technology organization. The study examined the practices, 
construction, and supportive actions of CSD in relation to three overarching 
research questions. The first overarching research question focused on describing 
CSD in workplace learning situations and was addressed by the first and second 
sub-studies. The second overarching research question focused on the emergence 
of CSD as interpersonal phenomenon in a more detailed manner in workplace 
learning situations, with the first and second sub-studies providing answers to 
this research question. The third overarching research question focused on the 
supportive actions of CSD in workplace learning situations, which were explored 
in the first, second, and third sub-studies. A summary of the main findings in 
relation to the overarching research questions is presented in Table 6.  
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TABLE 6  Summary of the main findings in relation to the overarching research 
questions 

Main aim of 
the study 

Develop the understanding of CSD and its supportive actions in the 
context of workplace learning 

Overarching 
research 
questions 

How is collective 
self-determination 
described in 
workplace learning 
situations in a 
central hospital and 
in a technology 
organization? 

How does collective 
self-determination 
emerge as an 
interpersonal 
phenomenon in 
workplace learning 
situations in a central 
hospital and in a 
technology 
organization? 

What kinds of actions 
support collective 
self-determination in 
workplace learning 
situations in a central 
hospital and in a 
technology 
organization? 

Sub-studies I & II I & II I, II & III 
Findings Practices focused 

on autonomy 
toward the 
community 
 
Practices focused 
on competencies 
among employees 
 
Practices focused 
on relatedness in 
the community 

Engagement 
 
Capability and 
participation 
 
Collaboration 
 
Exchange of 
information 
 
Sharing and utilizing 
expertise 
 
Common ground 
 
Belonging 

Ensuring individual 
self-determination and 
motivation 
 
Creating shared and 
collective situations 
 
Constructive 
interaction 
 
Ensuring competencies 
 
Being an example, 
model, present and 
available 
 
Creating an 
encouraging 
environment 

Nature of 
CSD 

Individuals’ self-determination and engagement in group settings 
 
Group’s capability, responsibility, and autonomy to direct its own 
actions toward common direction and common ground 
 
Constructed and enabled through interpersonal interaction 

 
This study approached CSD and its supportive actions in the context of 
workplace learning. Specifically, the CSD was explored in two cases, in a central 
hospital and in a technology organization. The findings reveal three major and 
overlapping conclusions: 1) CSD is based on individuals’ self-determination and 
engagement in group settings, 2) CSD refers to group’s capability, responsibility, 
and autonomy to direct its own actions toward common direction and common 
ground, and 3) CSD is constructed and enabled through interpersonal interaction 
received from other employees and from the supervisor. Furthemore, the 
interface of individual initiatives and collective practice as well as 
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interconnection of individual self-determination and group-level self-
determination frame the phenomenon of CSD. CSD based on individual-level 
self-determination and engagement can be found when exploring the 
phenomenon through descriptions and speech actions. Findings reveal that CSD 
in group-level is based on interpersonal interaction in workplace learning 
situations when exploring the phenomenon through speech actions. Social 
support enabling CSD can be found when studying CSD through descriptions, 
speech actions and through supportive leadership actions.  

Based on the findings, basis for CSD is employees’ self-determination and 
engagement in individual level in group settings. Employees’ self-determination 
and engagement in CSD can be described as individual initiatives and 
autonomous actions toward other employees in collective workplace learning 
situations. After these initiatives and autonomous actions as starting point, CSD 
can be understood as practices related to competence, knowledge and work 
experience in learning situations. These practices emerge when employees in 
group situations develop their competencies and understanding communally 
and utilize each other’s competencies. Essential practices framing CSD in 
collective learning situations are the support and collaboration employees offer 
each other and, in this way, create a sense of relatedness, common ground, and a 
shared direction for working. Individual initiatives and autonomy in collective 
learning situations seem to be essential enablers for practices related to 
competence and relatedness to emerge.  

At the group level, key element in constructing CSD is interpersonal 
interaction, manifesting as employees’ speech actions and fulfiling others’ basic 
psychological needs in collective learning situations. When each individual's 
basic needs are fulfilled through various speech actions, individuals in the group 
offer mutual support to each other, which in turn enables them to construct CSD. 
This kind of social interaction offering intra-group support means that 
employees in collective learning situations share information freely with each 
other, guide and facilitate other employees toward goals, and value everyone’s 
perspectives in group situations, enabling everyone to participate. This kind of 
interaction supporting group’s autonomy enables employees to be motivated 
and engaged shared goals and common direction through need satisfaction.  

In supervisory work, CSD can be supported by actions considering both 
individual-level motivation and learning, and enabling employees to share 
collective and shared learning situations within the work community. 
Specifically, the focus is on observing everyday situations at work and 
communicating how these situations could be approached as learning situations. 
Supervisors can enable CSD by creating these collective learning situations, 
encouraging employees to participating in them and overall, engouraging 
employees to share experice and learn together. Hence, this is important as these 
collective learning situations are understood as context in which employees can 
engage and construct CSD. Moreover, supervisors support CSD by facilitating 
social interaction among employees. Supervisors’ actions should also promote 
employees’ competencies in learning situations. This means describing 
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employees’ current expertise and skills, as well as their required expertise in the 
future. Hence, leadership supporting CSD requires the supervisor’s presence and 
availability in daily work and is based on the coaching and facilitation of 
employees, trying to help them to develop themselves, both on individual and 
collective levels. In this sense, CSD and its supportive actions do not regard the 
individual and the collective group level as separate but rather as existing on a 
continuum, progressing from employees’ individual-level engagement and self-
determination toward collective practices and learning situations in which 
employees can construct CSD through interpersonal interaction. Figure 3 
presents a synthesis of CSD and its supportive actions in the contex of workplace 
learning. 

 

 

FIGURE 3  Synthesis of CSD and its supportive actions in the context of workplace 
learning 

Overall, the findings show that each basic need underlying CSD has its own 
meaning and purpose, although they overlap and enable each other. As CSD is 
based on interpersonal interaction it highlights relational, collective, and shared 
activities in group settings at workplace. Through individual-level engagement 
and self-determination, CSD can be constructed and thereby understood as 
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group-level phenomenon. Moreover, the findings highlight the interconnection 
between individual-oriented actions and collective practices. Moreover, these 
practices at the individual and collective levels should not be regarded as 
separate elements when describing CSD. To summarize, CSD is understood 
through fulfilment of three basic psychological needs in the context of workplace 
learning, in which learning situations offer a context for employees to construct 
CSD at the group level through interpersonal interaction.  
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4 DISCUSSION 

In this chapter, I present the findings in more detail and discuss how the 
understanding of self-determination from a collective perspective, as produced 
in this study, contributes to existing research. I will also discuss the 
commonalities and differences of CSD in the studied cases, that is, the central 
hospital and the technology organization. Finally, I offer concluding remarks 
based on the main findings. 

4.1 Social and interactional nature of CSD: Individuals’ self-
determination and engagement in group settings 

The findings of this study show that CSD can be understood through social and 
interactional practices in the context of workplace learning. Fundamental for 
CSD is individuals’ engagement and motivation to participate in group setting. 
The key element in the construction of CSD is interpersonal interaction among 
employees, which enables the employees to meet each other’s basic needs that 
underlie CSD at the group level. Similarly, Hetzer et al. (2012) found that 
reflective and social skills play an important role in self-determination. At the 
group level by fulfilling each individuals’ basic needs, participants can offer 
intra-group support which enable them to construct CSD. Hence, intra-group 
support in CSD means mutual support among collegues where support is 
reciprocal and employees actively help each other. In CSD, this refers to 
employees interdependence meaning that in social interaction each individuals’ 
actions are influenced by the actions of others within a group.  

The findings reveal that, at an interactional level, CSD in collective learning 
situations can be enabled through employees’ speech actions, where employees 
offer meaningful rationale, share knowledge, and provide choices and 
suggestions to each other (Keronen et al., 2024). As Martela et al. (2021) reported, 
these autonomy-supportive speech actions facilitate employees’ self-reliance and 
sense of freedom in terms of their own choices and actions. This study shows that 
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CSD can also be enabled in learning situations when employees rely on 
constructive interpersonal interaction. This means that in collective learning 
situations, employees provide guidance and feedback to each other and evaluate 
information together (Keronen et al., 2024). This allow employees to feel sense of 
responsibility and capability to participate in group situations as reasonable 
individuals. Previous studies have shown that constructive interaction provides 
structure and clarity on how to achieve certain shared behaviours (Martela et al., 
2021). The findings show, that especially in new or challenging learning 
situations in the workplace, employees can support each other’s competence by 
explaining what should be done next and why. The findings on collaboration and 
relatedness in the present study allow employees in collective learning situations 
to create a shared understanding and common ground as a group and an 
appropriate atmosphere for working and learning (Keronen et al., 2024). In the 
same way, previous studies have found that relatedness illustrates a supportive 
culture for learning and working based on mutual connection, bonding, and trust 
(Martela et al., 2021; Rigby & Ryan, 2018).  

From a supportive perspective, the findings show that supervisory actions 
can support CSD by integrating individual-level motivation with collective 
group-level activities and collective learning among employees. The social and 
interactional nature of CSD emerges as a result of supervisory work that 
describes individuals’ current expertise, its alignment with organizational goals 
and, most importantly, future skills, competencies and how employees can 
achieve these through collective learning. Most importantly, in enabling CSD 
through supervisory work, it is essential to observe learning situations, make 
them visible to employees and encourage employees to utilize these collective 
learning situations, as they provide a context for employees to construct CSD at 
the group level.  

Overall, this study’s findings show that social interaction among employees, 
evaluating information, reflecting, and creating a common direction are central 
to construct CSD. Similarly, previous research found that groups’ interaction, 
especially the ability to reflect their performance (I. Jeong & Shin, 2019; Prilla et 
al., 2012) and create a shared understanding (Döös & Wilhelmson, 2011) are 
crucial to learn and work at workplace. The findings suggest that the nature of 
CSD in the context of workplace learning can be described as social and 
interactional based on various interpersonal practices aiming to fulfil employees 
basic psychological needs in group settings (see Slemp et al., 2024).  

4.1.1 Fulfilment of individuals’ basic psychological needs 

The findings indicate that CSD and three underlying basic needs are met in group 
settings through social and interactional practices in the context of collective 
workplace learning in both study cases, a central hospital and a technology 
organization. CSD can be described as practices related to 1) autonomy and 
inidividual initiatives, 2) knowledge and sharing competencies and expertise, 
and 3) collaboration and relatedness in group settings. The differences of need 
satisfaction between the two case organizations are related mainly to the culture 
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and the nature of work, resulting in different assumptions regarding the 
fulfilment of basic needs (Keronen et al., 2023).  

Autonomy as conscious choices and actions was fulfilled through practices 
of choosing to ask for help, help others and share work-related information with 
colleagues in both organizations (Keronen et al., 2023). Findings related to 
autonomy confirm previous research, as participants did not refer to total 
independence, individuality, freedom, or working alone (Rigby & Ryan, 2018; 
Lemmetty, 2020), but rather to individual responsibility and influence toward 
others. Differences in autonomy between the hospital and the technology 
organization related mainly to the underlying assumptions and level of 
autonomy in daily work. In the hospital, autonomy focused more on proactive 
activity to share information in advance, while in the technology organization, 
autonomy was highlighted in terms of first trying to solve problems individually, 
and only after that asking for help, if needed (Keronen et al., 2023). In this case, 
the nature of work and the work culture might explain this difference. In the 
technology organization, the work is based on self-determination and autonomy 
(Ha, 2015; Lemmetty, 2020), while the hospital work with patients and other 
experts from multiple fields requires close interaction and the sharing of 
knowledge on a daily basis (Newton et al., 2015). 

Previous studies have also acknowledged individual responsibility and 
actions for learning (Lemmetty, 2020). In this research, individuals’ autonomous 
actions were an essential basis for CSD in collective learning situations. 
Autonomous initiatives can be accompanied by different actions, either 
individual or collective (Ryan & Deci, 2000; Lemmetty, 2020), such as 
contributing group-level situations at work or the ability to share information 
with colleagues. The findings of the present study emphasize that practices of 
autonomy do not focus only on individual aims but can be targeted at other 
employees in the community (Keronen et al., 2023). This finding is consistent 
with previous research which, emphasizes that the need of autonomy and need 
for relatedness are not mutually exclusive (Keronen et al., 2023; see also Määttä 
et al., 2023). Rather, communality and collaboration can be an individual’s 
autonomous choice (Keronen et al., 2023; Määttä et al., 2023).  

In the present study, in both organizations, competence was achieved 
through the identification and development of competencies with more 
experienced colleagues, by observing others work and sharing work-related 
experiences with other employees (Keronen et al., 2023). Previous studies have 
also highlighted the important role of more experienced colleagues for the 
development of other employees in learning situations (Billett, 2014; Schei & 
Nerbø, 2015). The present study demonstrated that in the hospital, the 
community and more experienced colleagues played a significant role for novices 
in terms of revealing and developing their competencies, compared to the 
technology organization (Keronen et al., 2023). In a hospital, at the same time 
with strong sense of autonomy, the work culture is based on teaching and 
transferring knowledge and understanding, as well as tacit knowledge, to a 
younger generation. In a technology organization, practices related to 
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competence, knowledge, and work experience first require an individual’s 
autonomous actions. Overall, the findings related to competence do not refer to 
specific competencies or skills needed in relation to work, but more to learning-
to-learn skills, ability, and capability to acquire the required  skills, knowledge, 
and attitudes in certain work contexts. Hence, employees need to have all the 
competencies and knowledge required for their work (Rigby & Ryan, 2018) to be 
able to construct CSD. This differs from Mulder’s (2014) perspective, according 
to which competence usually refers to professional competence, consisting of 
different competencies and understanding of field-specific knowledge, skills, 
and attitudes.  

In the present study, social practices fulfilling relatedness emerged among 
employees in collective learning situations as support, encouragement, 
collaboration, the ability to lean on other employees, and an appropriate 
atmosphere for learning in both organizations (Keronen et al., 2023). In the 
technology organization, subtle differences in practices of relatedness 
highlighted the organizational culture as consciously constructed, achieving 
feature building communality and creating a common direction at work 
(Keronen et al., 2023; see also Forner et al., 2020). In the hospital, relatedness 
crucial for working smoothly on a daily basis was emphasized as a natural and 
even obvious requirement of the work culture (Keronen et al., 2023). The strong 
sense of relatedness may stem from work practices that emphasize 
multiprofessionalism, collaboration, and consulting (Pimmer et al., 2013; Stabel 
et al., 2022). The findings of the present study indicate that practices of 
relatedness, that is, collaboration and support, make learning more meaningful 
and less burdensome (Keronen et al., 2023). This finding is important to note as 
previous studies have reported that learning itself can be problematic and 
burdensome and even challenge employees’ well-being at work (Lemmetty & 
Collin, 2020).  

4.1.2 CSD as a group-level phenomenon 

The findings reveal that self-determination can be seen as a collective group-level 
phenomenon in workplace learning situations. As described above, social 
practices among employees in group settings are the basis for CSD. Through the 
fulfilment of the basic psychological needs of individuals in the group in social 
interaction, employees can construct CSD as group-level phenomenon. Previous 
studies have described social and shared practices as an essential resource for 
learning (Collin, 2006; Tynjälä, 2008). In the same way, social and shared practices 
among employees in collective learning situations can be seen as a resource for 
CSD to be constructed at the group level.   

As a collective phenomenon, self-determination refers to relational, shared, 
and collective activities among group members, although individual initiatives 
underly this collective activity (Keronen et al., 2023). In this regard, CSD relies on 
and can be understood as the engagement in certain behaviour by an individual 
part of a larger group (Martela et al., 2021). When employees are part of a larger 
group, it emphasizes their motivation and engagement arising from common 
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goals (Keronen et al., 2024). Thomas et al. (2017) also found that in CSD at the 
group level motivation arises from group membership and a sense of 
communality among individuals, instead of individuals themselves. The 
findings on CSD in collective learning situations emphasize group’s capability, 
autonomy and responsibility (Murphy, 2014) of its actions for the flexible 
completion of shared goals and creation of common ground and direction in the 
workplace.    

The findings of this study are in line with those of previous studies on self-
organized and autonomous teams in which employees have strong self-
determination regarding daily work tasks (Wall et al., 1986). As Laloux (2014) 
found, my study also confirms that employees can regulate their behaviour at the 
group level by setting goals, analysing problems, making plans, and evaluating 
their own performance. However, this study contributes to previous studies on 
self-organized and autonomous teams by exploring the underlying motivational 
processes of these kinds of teams in the context of workplace learning. However, 
it is important to point out that the utilization of group-based activities when 
structuring work does not necessarily imply that employees are utilizing CSD. 
Instead, as this study reveals, CSD requires intra-group support where 
employees reciprocally enable each other’s behaviour, motivation, and 
engagement in group by interpersonal interaction. Therefore, CSD is based on 
employees’ ability as part of the larger group to construct suitable practices and 
processes in the current work situation. Hence, this requires employees to direct 
their actions toward common goals (Keronen et al., 2024). 

Self-determination as a collective phenomenon in workplace learning 
situations integrates individual-level self-determination and autonomy with 
collective-level practices, in which collective-level self-determination results 
from the individual-level engagement and motivation. In this sense, the findings 
suggest that CSD in workplace learning as a group-level phenomenon can be 
understood as existing on a continuum for self-determination, emphasizing its 
social, collective, and relational nature. It is therefore possible that CSD could 
provide a suitable framework to organize work and learning in knowledge-
intensive work environments where strong collaboration and collective learning 
among employees are required (see Wallo et al., 2013). Only individual-based 
self-determination or emphasizing the need for autonomy (Bell, 2017) might be a 
too narrow perspective to understand the complexity of learning and work in 
modern working life. 

4.1.3 Coaching leadership supporting CSD 

The findings show that leadership supporting CSD focuses on enabling both 
individual-level self-determination aimed at individual learning and communal 
group-level activities aimed at collective learning by utilizing coaching 
leadership actions (Keronen et al., 2025). In both organizations, supporting CSD 
in workplace learning starts with discovering and strengthening employees’ 
individual motivational processes, skills, and goals (Keronen et al., 2025; see also 
Dawber, 2019). Strengthening employees’ individual motivational processes has 
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been found to support employees’ sense of autonomy also in previous studies 
(Forner et al., 2020), which is associated with CSD as it is based on individuals’ 
autonomous actions, such as asking for help and sharing information with others 
(Keronen et al., 2023). At the individual level, the focus is on enabling autonomy 
and self-determination, which can be understood as a prerequisite for employees 
to engage and contribute to collective learning situations and CSD. However, the 
findings reveal that individual motivation and perspectives are essential to 
integrate broader organizational goals and strategies (Keronen et al., 2025). This 
finding can be interpreted as being linked to the collective level, suggesting that 
the aim is to integrate individual employees into to broader collective and 
organizational context. In this way, supervisors as coaches act as a link between 
employees and the organization’s interests (Keronen et al., 2025). These findings 
suggest the idea of integrating individual, collective, and organizational levels (S. 
Jeong et al., 2018). 

Enabling employees’ autonomy by integrating organizations’ goals and 
strategies (Keronen et al., 2025) is particularly important, as employees and 
groups cannot always complete work tasks and learn based on their preferences 
and autonomy. However, previous studies have found that employees can still 
feel a sense of autonomy if they receive reasonable explanations from supervisor 
for required behaviour (Forner et al., 2020). In the same way, this study reveals 
that constructive interaction (Martela et al., 2021) can be utilized to explain why 
certain work tasks are important (Keronen et al., 2024; see also Rigby & Ryan, 
2018). When individual motivation is harnessed, everyday work situations can 
be utilized as learning situations (Keronen et al., 2025), which can be interpreted 
to movement toward collective level and in which employees can construct CSD 
at the group level. As Wallo et al., (2022) found, my study also reveals that 
making learning situations visible, helping, and guiding to utilize them in daily 
work are important enabling actions for supervisors. In the present study, this 
kind of support enables employees’ learning-to-learn skills (Keronen et al., 2025). 
Similar findings have been found in previous studies on SDT, in which a sense 
of competence refers to an individual’s need to possess all needed capabilities 
and to develop their competencies (Ryan & Deci, 2020). 

Findings in the present study show that everyday learning situations are 
utilized as collective learning situations, in which supervisors encourage 
interaction among employees and share expertise in the work community 
(Keronen et al., 2025). This finding can be interpreted as highlighting the 
integration of supportive coaching actions at the collective level to facilitate CSD 
as supervisors have a major role in creating these collective learning situations. 
Previous studies have shown that supporting social interactions, interpersonal 
relationships and collaboration among the work community (Forner et al., 2020; 
Manganelli et al., 2018) is important as it creates possibilities for understanding 
others, the creation of common ground and a shared direction regarding work 
(Forner et al., 2020). Through these shared, collective, and collaborative actions, 
it can be interpreted that supervisors support CSD, as such situations provide 
employees with opportunities to engage in and construct CSD. 



 
 

68 

Based on the data in this study, enabling employees to share their 
understanding and competencies in the community (Keronen et al., 2025) is 
particularly important as CSD is based on the idea of employees utilizing others’ 
competencies in challenging work and learning situations. At the collective level, 
this finding can be interpreted supporting group to use it collective resources 
related to expertise, competencies, and learning (Hackman & Wageman, 2005). 
Moreover, as the findings show, supervisors engourage employees to engage in 
social interaction, share competencies, and exchange expertise (Keronen et al., 
2025). This finding can be interpreted as supporting the construction of CSD in a 
group-level, as the construction requires interpersonal interaction and intra-
group support. The findings show that when CSD among employees relies on 
social practices related to competencies, knowledge, and experience (Keronen et 
al., 2023), it can be assumed that supervisors’ understanding of the current and 
future knowledge and required competencies in the work community becomes 
crucial (Keronen et al., 2025) in supporting CSD purposefully. This perspective 
means that supervisors need to be present in employees’ learning situations to be 
aware of their current competencies and, based on that, be able to review how 
their expertise needs to be developed in the future (Keronen et al., 2025). Hence, 
this finding suggest that although CSD refers that groups have more autonomy, 
self-determination, and control over their own work tasks and projects, 
supervisors are needed to manage the overall picture of work, behaviour, and 
learning needs in the work community. This finding is in line with a previous 
study by Wallo et al. (2024), who found that leadership supporting learning 
requires presence, availability, and practice-based actions on a daily basis.  

Overall, enabling CSD by supervisory work requires considering both 
individual employees’ and groups’ learning needs (Keronen et al., 2025; see also 
Bong & Seneque, 2013; Berg & Karlsen, 2007). This means integrating individuals’ 
initiatives and autonomy with collective group-level orientation and common 
direction. Similarly, previous studies have found that individual and team-based 
autonomy should be considered by supervisors (Ruiz-Palomino et al., 2021). In 
the present study, supervisors understood that individual learning and self-
determination should be harnessed first before employees are expected to 
participate in collective learning situations (Keronen et al., 2025). Hence, 
individual-level self-determination can be understood as precondition for CSD 
to be constructed at the group level. When supervisors’ support collective 
learning, they are understood to recognize the group-level perspectives of CSD. 
Hence, this study indicates that individual-level self-determination and 
engagement in group settings are connected to collective-level self-determination. 
These findings suggest the association with collective practices, such as groups’ 
social interactions enabling individual performance and engagement (X. Liu & 
Batt, 2010) and supporting individual-level learning and self-determination 
(Matsuo, 2018). Accordingly, individuals’ self-determination and engagement 
require supportive social practices and social interaction. 

Consequently, these findings suggests that supervisors supportive actions 
for CSD based on coaching can be integrated into a learning-supportive culture 
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in organizations (Park et al., 2008) where CSD and workplace learning are seen 
as interconnected. As CSD suggests that employees in groups have more 
responsibility and control over their own work (Keronen et al., 2024), enabling 
this kind of behaviour focuses on coaching and facilitating employees to develop 
themselves (Gabriel et al., 2014; Rigby & Ryan, 2018), encourages individual 
thinking and decision-making (McCarthy & Milner, 2013; Wageman, 2001), both 
individually and through group-based activities (Matsuo, 2018).  

4.2 Concluding remarks: Toward CSD in the context of 
workplace learning 

The findings of this study underly the important meaning of social, shared, and 
interactional practices among employees for need satisfaction and motivational 
processes to emerge in the context of workplace learning. Through interpersonal 
interaction and workplace relationships aiming to fulfil three basic psychological 
needs, autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Slemp et al., 2024), CSD reflects 
a group’s orientation toward shared goals, common ground, and direction, as 
individuals contribute as part of a larger group. CSD emphasizes the group’s 
capability, freedom, and responsibility in directing its own actions, thereby 
enabling alignment toward shared goals and the establishment of common 
ground. In construction of CSD, central is the interpersonal interaction between 
employees and intra-group support aiming to fulfill employees basic needs. 
Consequently, fulfilling employees’ self-determination at the individual level is 
the basis for CSD to be constructed at the group level. From supportive 
perspective, leadership actions grounded in coaching leadership are aimed at 
recognizing individual-level self-detemination, and then shifting to facilitate 
collective learning situations, which are understood as a context for CSD. As 
emphasized in SDT, CSD in the context of workplace learning requires socially 
supportive environment to be utilized (see Ryan et al., 2021). 

The findings reported in this study suggest that CSD in workplace learning 
situations combines the preferred characteristics of contemporary working life 
with those of learning at work; employees need autonomy and individual 
initiatives (Noe & Ellingson, 2017), support, collaboration and collective practices 
among employees in terms of learning (Tynjälä, 2013; Billett, 2014), as well as 
competence and the ability to gain new knowledge and enhance their 
competence in group settings (Rigby & Ryan, 2018). Moreover, CSD can be 
understood as offering a relevant perspective on contemporary working life, 
where teams have increasing responsibility for their own work and learning 
(Wallo et al., 2013). This suggests that collective-level self-determination will 
become even more important work practice in the future, enabling efficient, 
proactive, and flexible work and learning, while also supporting employee well-
being and optimal development (Coxen et al., 2021; Deci et al., 2017; Ryan & Deci, 
2019).  
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Based on the findings, it can be inferred that CSD and the underlying basic 
needs can be understood as an essential premise of workplace learning in 
knowledge-intensive work (see Willems & Lewalter, 2012). Adult educational 
understanding of learning and collective learning based on shared practices and 
social interaction in the community (Billett, 2004; Marsick, 2009) are seen as an 
important resource and premise for CSD. These social practices of workplace 
learning offer a basis for CSD to be constructed. The findings suggest that the 
nature of workplace learning, and more specifically collective workplace 
learning, provides a meaningfull context and premise for understanding CSD. 
Correspondingly, CSD encompasses many of the same aspects and practices as 
workplace learning, such as sharing competencies, utilizing the expertise in the 
community and overall, developing competencies collaboratively. Overall, a 
significant contribution of this study is the understanding of needs satisfaction 
in group settings in the context of learning at work (Keronen et al., 2023), rather 
than regarding learning merely as a positive outcome of self-determination 
(Hetzner et al., 2012). 
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5 CONCLUSION 

In this chapter, I first describe the trustworthiness and validity of the research 
and the ethical considerations adhered to during the research process. Next, I 
discuss the theoretical, practical, and societal implications of the findings. Finally, 
I look at the limitations of this study and how these limitations can be addressed 
in future research. 

5.1 Trustworthiness and ethical considerations 

First, this section considers the ethical considerations of the research study, 
followed by a discussion of trustworthiness, reliability, usability, and 
transferability. While conducting this research study, I followed the guidelines 
of the Finnish National Board on Research Integrity (TENK, 2023), the guidelines 
of the University of Jyväskylä for responsible science (JYU, 2025) and the EU 
General Data Protection Regulation (Regulation 679/2016). The involved 
organizations and participants were informed about the details of the study, 
including the subject of the study, its goals, the schedule, and the utilization of 
the collected data. At the beginning of the interviews, I as the researcher informed 
the interviewees about the study and their rights as participants and asked them 
for their consent to participate. All interviewees participated as volunteers and 
could withdraw at any stage of the research process without any consequences. 
Interviewees were informed of this right at the beginning of the study. The target 
organizations and the participants were anonymized at the start of the research 
and are not identifiable in the final articles (sub-studies). Only an organization’s 
major field of operation and participants’ job titles were mentioned in the articles 
and in this dissertation. Ethical preassessment was conducted regarding the 
participation of the central hospital organization before starting the study 
(1810/13.00.04.00/2020), and the study was approved by the Human Sciences 
Ethics Committee of the University of Jyväskylä. Regarding the technology 
organization, a separate ethical evaluation was not considered necessary. All 
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stages of the study were conducted according to ethical research regulations and 
practices. Not causing significant risk or harm to participants is a key ethical 
requirement when conducting research (TENK, 2023), and I adhered to this 
requirement during the research process. 

The data were collected utilizing multiple methods, which is typical in case 
studies (Bloor & Wood, 2006). Since  the aim of a case study is to gain an in-depth 
comprehensive understanding of a certain phenomenon (Bloor & Wood, 2006), 
relying on only one source is not sufficient (Patton, 2015). The collected data were 
analysed using multiple analysis tools (Bloor & Wood, 2006) to reveal the 
collective nature of self-determination. Methods were carefully considered and 
selected to achieve the goals of each sub-study (Elo et al., 2014; Levitt et al., 2018) 
and to support and ensure credibility (Graneheim & Lundman, 2004). Utilizing 
multiple data sources and analysis methods is referred to as ‘triangulation’, a 
strategy that increases qualitative credibility and trustworthiness (Tracy, 2010) 
and enhances the accuracy of research findings (Denzin, 1978; Tracy, 2010). By 
employing triangulation, I increased the lenses to approach the phenomenon 
under study, allowing me to provide a more complete description and deeper 
understanding (Patton, 2015) of CSD and reduce the risk of potential biases by 
relying on only one lens (see Tracy, 2010). Furthemore, the advantage of multiple-
case study research is that it draws upon insights from several cases, which 
suggest the enhancement of the grounding of findings (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 
2007). 

One challenge of multiple-case study research is the identification of cases, 
and therefore the system under study must be carefully considered as there are 
many options (Creswell & Poth, 2017). In this study, the two cases selected are 
two organizations a hospital organization and a technology organization, and 
specifically the phenomenon of CSD in employees’ workplace learning situations 
in these organizations. The aim was to offer deep, rich, and contextual 
understanding of the phenomenon occurring in these cases (Eisenhardt, 2021). 
However, it should be noted that the transferability of findings to other contexts 
and organizations is limited by the fact that this study explored only one 
organization from each fields. Although, the findings of CSD were quite similar 
in both contexts, the emergence of CSD might different even within the field due 
to specific organizational features, nature of work, and work culture. Hence, the 
phenomenon of CSD presented here should be understood merely as one 
example of how it could emerge in these two selected cases and fields. Overall, 
the aim of this study is not to generalize the findings but to offer an in-depth and 
contextual understanding (Patton, 2015) of CSD in workplace learning, with 
specific reference to central hospital and technology organizations. 

Based on the above-mentioned tools and practices, I was able to interpret 
the practices, construction, and supportive actions of CSD. Thus, this study 
provided an understanding of the phenomenon and its various features in two 
cases, central hospital and technology organizations. In the final articles (sub-
studies), I included original data-based citations to support my interpretations 
and substantiate the validity of the findings (Levitt et al., 2018). Moreover, the 
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findings are presented accurately and clearly to support their trustworthiness 
(Elo et al., 2014) and at the same time allow others to have alternative 
interpretations (Graneheim & Lundman, 2004). I have strengthened the 
trustwothiness of the findings by giving a detailed explanation of the data 
collection and analysis processes. Utilized references were carefully considered 
to enhance validity by providing suitable background and understanding to 
explore CSD in the context of workplace learning. The research process has been 
described in as much detail as possible in both the sub-studies and this 
dissertation.  

An important aspect of validity is transferability (Elo et al., 2014). As this 
study is based on qualitative research, the findings are not directly transferable 
to other contexts. I can only make certain suggestions on how the findings could 
be applied to different contexts (Graneheim & Lundman, 2004). To enhance the 
transferability, I have offered clear and context-sensitive descriptions of the cases 
studied (Patton, 2015), two organizations and their features and context-related 
practices (Eisenhardt, 2021; Graneheim & Lundman, 2004) of CSD in workplace 
learning. I believe the findings could be applied to the technology sector and 
hospital work. When workplace learning is a pertinent part of the work itself 
(Noe et al., 2014), employees’ basic psychological needs will be emphasized in 
response to future work challenges (Gagné et al., 2022). Based on that, I suggest 
that the findings of CSD may provide insights for other fields and work contexts 
as well when considering the complexity of modern-day work tasks (Saks & 
Leijen, 2014). It could be assumed that in other fields and organizations, not only 
individual autonomy and self-determination (Rigby & Ryan, 2018) but also 
various collective practices (De Laat & Simons, 2002) and self-organized teams 
(Laloux, 2014) are important and required. Based on this assumption, it could be 
suggested that other organizations and fields may benefit from the insights 
gained in this study on CSD. Moreover, as responsibility for work and learning 
has shifted from organizations to employees and teams themselves (Ellinger, 
2004; Rigby & Ryan, 2018), findings of CSD can be applied when enabling 
employees to work flexibly, efficiently, and proactively within various teams and 
groups at the workplace. 

5.2 Theoretical, practical and societal implications 

This study aimed to develop an understanding of CSD and its supportive actions 
in the context of workplace learning in two organizations, a central hospital and 
a technology organization. Based on the findings of this study, multiple 
theoretical, practical, and societal implications were revealed. First, I discuss the 
theoretical implications, and then I focus on the practical and societal 
implications of the research. 
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5.2.1 Theoretical implications 

The first theoretical contribution of this study is that self-determination and basic 
psychological needs could be understood from collective perspectives. In 
previous research, employees’ self-determination has mainly been explored 
through individually and autonomy-oriented perspective and activities (Rigby & 
Ryan, 2018). While the significance of the social environment and social 
interactions in supporting the fulfilment of basic psychological needs has been 
acknolewledged (Ryan & Deci, 2020; Slemp et al., 2024), this study adopts the 
collective perspective to explore self-determination in group settings. The 
findings of this study demonstrate how CSD is constructed at the group level 
through fulfilment of basic needs. Moreover, the present study integrates 
individual- and collective-level perspectives of self-determination and illustrates 
how these perspectives are interconnected, providing a suitable and 
comprehensive framework for understanding employees’ work and engagement 
in group settings in modern working life.  

Second, this study generates new insights by bringing together the previous 
understanding of autonomous and self-organized teams, SDT, CSD, and 
workplace learning. As the research on this phenomenon seems to be fragmented 
across disciplines with various concepts and terms in use, this study attempted 
to address the integration of these diverse concepts and terms by aiming to 
understand self-determination from a collective perspective. This study 
contributes to the existing research by exploring the underlying processes of self-
organized teams, i.e. the motivational and behavioural processes and practices 
allowing and constructing the self-determination and autonomy of these teams. 
While CSD has previously been explored within the field of sociology (Thomas 
et al., 2017; Zuehl, 2016), this study contributes to the existing understanding of 
the phenomenon by exploring it in a new context, in workplace learning. The 
findings of this study reveal how CSD can be conceptualized and described in 
employees’ collective workplace learning.  

The third theoretical contribution of this study is that workplace learning, 
particularly collective learning, provides a context and framework for fulfilling 
employees’ basic psychological needs and the conditions necessary for the 
construction of CSD. This supports previous findings that CSD and the 
underlying basic needs are an integral part of workplace learning in modern 
working life (Willems & Lewalter, 2012; Harteis et al., 2005). Collective, shared, 
and social practices in learning situations can enhance motivation, which is an 
essential prerequisite for learning in the workplace. Moreover, learning is not 
only a positive outcome of motivation (Hetzner et al., 2012), and this study shows 
through which kinds of qualitatively different practices employees can be 
motivated to learn in group settings, for example by the ability to help others and 
the possibility to develop competencies together with colleagues. In that sense, 
adult learning at work should not only be viewed through autonomy but should 
also acknowledge employees’ need for competence and relatedness at the same 
time (Bell, 2017; Slemp et al., 2024).  
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The fourth theoretical contribution mainly concerns methodology. As the 
majority of previous research on SDT has been conducted by quantitative 
methods (see, e.g., Bauer & Mulder, 2006; Beachboard et al., 2011; Chen & Jang, 
2010; Hsu et al., 2019), in this study, qualitatively methods were utilized (Ryan & 
Deci, 2020). By qualitative methods CSD and basic psychological needs were 
explored to reveal various demonstrations and manifestations of the 
phenomenon. Thus, aim was to deepen and provide rich understanding of SDT 
and the basic psychological needs (Lynch et al., 2020) from collective perspective. 
Qualitative methods also reveal context-related differences and features and thus 
help to understand the different features of self-determination in organizational 
contexts (Gagné & Deci, 2005). The multiple-case study approach can be 
understood to support this aim to produce an in-depth and detailed 
understanding (Creswell & Poth, 2017) of CSD in two cases. As a qualitative 
research study, this study helps to illustrate the concrete and empirical 
manifestations of CSD and also the complexity of the phenomenon (see Côté-
Lecaldare et al., 2016). Moreover, with respect to the individual sub-studies, the 
second sub-study contributes to the previous understanding of theoretical 
principles of fulfilling basic psychological needs in social interaction (Martela 
et al., 2021) by exploring empirically needs satisfaction at an interactional level in 
group situations.  

5.2.2 Practical and societal implications 

The first practical implication concerns the motivational perspective to learning 
and development. By understanding basic psychological needs motivating 
employees in workplace learning, supervisors and HRD specialists in 
organizations should focus on recognizing individuals’ motivational 
perspectives and form learning situations triggering employees’ basic needs. 
Specifically, employees’ basic needs could be flexibly supported by various 
learning and development situations at work on daily basis. Supervisors should 
consider individual needs, especially when employees seek to fulfil their 
personal needs and preferences at work (Lehtonen et al., 2022). Moreover, 
employees’ sense of self-determination should not only be addressed during 
development discussions but also embedded in daily work practices, such as 
team meetings, project meetings, and informal daily interactions. When 
employees understand the role of motivation and the basic psychological needs 
underlying their actions and behaviour at work, they are better equibbed to 
utilize this understanding also independently. It can be suggested that leaders 
should also consider the organization’s social norms, climate, work culture, and 
everyday work and learning practices and whether these allow employees’ basic 
needs to be met.  

When considering employees’ motivation through basic psychological 
needs in workplace learning, it is important to note that employees might have 
different basic needs to be met in different situations. Moreover, individuals 
might emphasize and acquire one of the three basic needs in certain situations. 
For example, in rare and challenging work situations, employees may want to 
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complete work tasks with the help of the community, allowing individuals to feel 
safe and possible to lean on a colleague’s expertise. In these kinds of situatiations, 
it could be assumed that employees acquire sense of relatedness. In other 
situations, employee might like, for example, first to address a problem 
individually and then have a discussion with colleagues to share the experience. 
In that sense, neither CSD nor the basic psychological needs are a stable feature 
of motivation and engagement, but they can be predicted to be highly dependent 
on contextual and situational aspects and on the social support of environment 
offers (Ryan & Deci, 2000; Slemp et al., 2024). Overall, all three basic needs are 
crucial to consider to achieve working and learning supporting well-being, 
meaningfulness, and engagement (Gagné & Deci, 2005). Most importantly, as 
needs are overlapping and they have also cross-need impacts (Slemp, et al., 2024), 
the differences among each need in real-life settings might be subtle. 

Second, a specific leadership challenge in supporting CSD involves 
balancing between individual motivation and autonomy with group-level 
autonomy and collaboration, while also aligning these with organizational 
strategies and goals. In real-life work settings, individual motivation and 
learning as prerequisite for CSD may represent an ideal rather than a consistent 
reality. Individual goals and motivation may sometimes conflict with those of the 
larger group or team and organization. Therefore, supporting CSD is likely to 
require active dialogue about the goals and strategies of individuals, teams, and 
the organization as a whole. From a supportive supervisory perspective, it seems 
to be crucial to offer a clear understanding on the goals and strategies of the 
organization and how they are connected to employees’ individual skills and 
group’s goals. In this sense, employees’ competencies and learning should be 
considered at every organizational level to be fully utilized. The question of 
appropriate support for each employee and group becomes central, particularly 
when considering their diverse backgrounds, resources, and abilities for 
engaging in CSD. At the same time, it can be presumed that finding a balance 
between support and autonomy is crucial for supervisors. From leadership 
perspective the central question is sufficient resources in organizations for 
learning-oriented, facilitative, and coaching leadership. 

Third, a specific challenge from a leadership perspective  is ensuring that 
employees and teams in organizations utilizing CSD do not operate in isolation 
(Moe et al., 2021). Rather, they should remain interconnected, maintaining 
alignment with one another and with the organization’s broader goals and 
strategies. Accordingly, CSD does not imply complete independence, 
unrestricted freedom, or autonomy for groups in all situations. Rather, it refers 
to a group’s volition, self-reliance, and the ability to make informed choices and 
decisions within group. Furthemore, organizational structures and practice can 
be expected to shape and frame the emergence of CSD. As the findings suggest, 
the aims and goals of groups engaged in CSD should be alinged with 
organizational strategies. Therefore, supervisors’ play a crucial role in facilitating 
communication between individual employees, teams, and organizational 
perspectives.  
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However, this kind of role-acting between employees’ needs and 
organizational goals and strategies might be conflicting for supervisors and 
produce challenges and a conflict of values for them. Accordingly, this suggests 
an increased responsibility for supervisors, in addition to their important role as 
facilitators of learning. Therefore, it can be suggested that essential is to ensure 
supervisors’ own well-being and support for them, for example, by providing 
them with training, mentoring, and coaching. In this sense, understanding 
leadership practices and resources that support CSD in learning situations is 
crucial for HRD specialists to develop supervisors’ training and education. This 
also suggests that supervisors should not only have an understanding of the 
educational processes of adult learning (E. Ellström & Ellström, 2018) but more 
importantly, should understand the motivational propensities and perspectives 
of employees’ actions and behaviour in work contexts (Manganelli et al., 2018). 
Education and training for supervisors should be considered to support adult 
learning processes, as well as communicating work tasks, goals, strategies and 
learning requirements in an autonomy-supportive way. Moreover, HRD should 
offer the necessary resources for supervisors to plan and implement work tasks 
that effectively meet employees’ basic psychological needs. This can be assumed 
to require close collaboration across all organizational levels and actors, 
particularly between supervisors and HRD specialists.  

Fourth, practical implication concerns the collective workplace learning. 
Based on the findings, it would be essential to ensure collective group-level 
situations where employees can share their expertise and knowledge, and 
develop competencies communally. These situations are crucial as they are 
understood as basis and context for CSD to be constructed. Obvious challenge 
for supervisors to support CSD is to ensure that, in knowledge-intensive work, 
employees have the time and space to share work-related information, also 
informally, and have spontaneous discussions during their daily work. In fast-
paced work environments and organizational cultures, such as hospital and 
technology organization, CSD cannot be assumed to emerge automatically. 
Rather it must be actively facilitated with adequate resources, support, and 
guidance provided by the supervisors. Moreover, employees are expected to 
require practice and guidance when they begin relying on CSD on a daily basis, 
which requires supervisors presence and availability enabling collective learning 
in daily work. Moreover, it can be suggested that the ability to create meaningfull 
connetions with others through technological communication tools will become 
increasingly crucial in the future. When technological systems alter the nature 
and quality of social interaction (Gagné et al., 2022), it may be presumed that they 
pose a challenge to group members’ internal commitment and engagement. Most 
critically, such changes may hinder the development of shared practices, 
communality, belonginess, and collaborative ways of working and learning.  

Fifth, the findings of interaction enabling group’s autonomy in CSD refers 
to daily interaction between employees when completing work tasks. Therefore 
the responsibility for constructing CSD relies on every employee and supervisor 
to be constructed. This also indicates that each individual can flexibly contribute 
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to the construction of CSD in everyday work situations. It can be suggested that 
CSD does not require highly structured practices or depend on the hierarchy of 
the organization. Instead open, constructive, and supportive interaction between 
employees during daily work tasks should be the focus on enabling CSD. Overall, 
at the core of CSD is employees’ interpersonal skills, their ability and willingness 
to collaborate, and their engagement and motivation in shared goals in group 
settings. 

However, one particular challenge in CSD may relate to a group’s internal 
cohesion, potential conflicts, and different perspectives. While the findings 
suggest that employees working in group settings are capable of resolving such 
challenges independently within group, it is important to acknowledge that 
actual circumstances may differ from expectations. In real-life situations, 
challenges may arise that require support beyond the group’s immediate 
resources. Overall, it is reasonable to assume that groups will inevitably 
encounter conflicts and make decisions that may not satisfy all participants. It 
may be inferred that the key question is whether groups can  resolve these issues 
autonomously, and how supervisors can intervene and influence the groups’ 
internal dynamics. Consequently, employees’ should be supported and provided 
with the necessary resources to effectively manage such situations. From 
organizational perspective, it is advisible to establish procedures and strategies 
to support conflict resolution within groups.   

From a societal perspective, as CSD emphasizes motivation, flexibility, 
collaboration, and engagement, it can be a suitable practice and premise in 
modern working life. Specifically, CSD can be utilized to respond to the 
challenges and continuous changes in working life, as uncertainty and 
unpredictability challenge and change the nature of working, learning, and social 
interaction (Gagné et al., 2022). In addition to impacting individual autonomy, 
work tasks are rarely completed completely alone and different teamwork 
practices are utilized in daily work. It can be presumed that CSD might more 
accurately describe current working life and learning than only self-
determination, individual ability or autonomy alone, although individual-level 
self-determination and engagement emerges as a prerequisite for the 
construction of collective, group-level phenomenon.  The findings demonstrate a 
strong interconnection between individual employees and their social 
environment, suggesting that individuals operate in relation to others within a 
broader social context. In the future, this will raise an important question 
regarding the role and value of the social practices, social interaction, and overall 
communality and relatedness at work for learning and development.  

Moreover, an essential question is how employees’ need for relatedness can 
be fulfilled and supported in a society based on individualism, individual 
development, and individuals’ aim to fulfil their personal values and goals. A 
key challenge arises when employees prioritize their own interests and values, 
emphasizing individual choices, and particularly if these choices compromise the 
development of shared vision, direction, common ground, and collaboration. In 
the CSD, the focus is not solely on the individual, but rather on individual self-
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determination as part of relational processes that enable individuals to act and 
engage within a broader group.  

This study and the findings of CSD highlight fundamental assumption of 
human motivation, engagement, learning, and development that require a 
supportive social environment and social interaction to emerge (Rigby & Ryan, 
2018; Slemp et al., 2024). This perspective should not be overshaddowed in 
contemporary working life and society. When challenges arise in the workplace, 
individuals need the support, assistance, and guidance of others to navigate 
complex, bundensome, and even wicked problems. Rather than placing 
increasing enphasis on individual-centered choices and responsibility, it is worth 
considering a shift toward communality and collectivity, where the value and 
significance of individuals to one another is both recognized, appreciated, and 
reinforced.  

Overall, the importantance of work and learning practices that support 
employees’ well-being is expected to grow in the future, particularly in light of 
previous research on bundensome aspects of workplace learning (Lemmetty & 
Collin, 2020). In terms of uncertainty and interdependence characterizing 
working life, the challenge is whether and how basic needs can be fulfilled in 
future work in different and continuously changing settings (Gagné et al., 2022). 
At the same time, these features of working life require employees to be adaptive, 
proactive, and flexible – in other words, to have a strong sense of self-
determination (Gagné et al., 2022) also in collective level. Hence, it can be 
assumed that the role of basic psychological needs and CSD as group-level 
phenomenon will become increasingly emphasized in addressing uncertainty, 
technological change, continuous changes in learning requirements, and the 
navigation of complex networks and communities in the future. It may be 
suggested that by enabling fulfilment of employees’ basic needs underlying CSD, 
organizations could foster a long-lasting and sustainable culture for learning and 
working (Gagné et al., 2022; Rigby & Ryan, 2018), benefitting both employees and 
the organization (Berg & Karlsen, 2007). 

5.3 Limitations and suggestions for future research 

There are some limitations regarding this study. Considering the differences 
between the cases, such as field, history, culture, and hierarchy, the findings 
might be context-related and in that sense transferablility to other contexts is 
limited. However, as a multiple-case study, this study offers some similarities 
and differences regarding CSD that can be considered when utilizing CSD in 
different organizations. Moreover, as this is a qualitative study, the aim was not 
to generalize findings, but to offer an in-depth, contextual, and descriptive 
understanding (Patton, 2015) of CSD as a phenomenon through two cases, a 
cental hospital and a technology organization. The emphasis was placed on 
elucidating on understanding of CSD and its essential characteristics.   
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One obvious constraint of this study is related to the utilization of 
secondary data and the fact that the data were not originally gathered to answer 
the current research questions presented in this study and, most importantly, not 
to explore self-determination from a collective perspective. Although the 
secondary data offered me access to large amounts of data and multiple data 
sources; interviews, group discussions, and written diaries, there are some 
limitations that need to be addressed. The utilization of secondary data required 
a strong interpretation from me as a researcher when I analysed the data. In the 
sub-studies, I have included original data citations to support the findings and 
interpretations I have made. Additionally, in descriptions of the analysis 
processes in sub-studies, I have given examples of the interpretation process to 
support the findings. It can be argued that the self-determination as a 
phenomenon and the three basic psychological needs have been well established 
and defined in previous research (e.g. Deci et al., 2017; Rigby & Ryan, 2018; Ryan 
& Deci, 2000, 2020; Ryan et al., 2021). This allowed me to utilize the previous 
understanding of basic needs when operationalizing CSD through them. SDT 
was applied throughout the research process to minimize the risk of 
misinterpretation and overinterpretation of the findings. In particular, during the 
analysis process when locating and categorizing various descriptions, speech 
actions, and conceptions, the data were interpreted in relation to prior theoretical 
understanding of basic psychological needs. In this sense, I utilized directed 
content analysis as part of the analysis processes in both the first and second sub-
studies.  

Although, I have operationalized CSD through basic psychological needs, 
the way I have located descriptions, speech actions, and conceptions in the 
analysis process is not the only way. This process includes the perspectives and 
choices that I have made as a researcher, which naturally influence the 
interpretation and, thereby, the findings derived from the data. It is possible that 
some aspects, features, and perspectives of basic psychological needs—thus all 
dimensions of CSD as a phenomenon—might not have been fully captured due 
to operationalization and the utilization of secondary data. Especially in light of 
the three basic needs as overlapping and having cross-need impacts (Slemp et al., 
2024), it is possible that descriptions and speech actions in the first and second 
sub-studies could have been located differently. For example, one description 
could have been placed under more than one basic need because the subtle 
differencies. This might have affected the scope and depth of the interpretations 
and the findings presented. This should be acknowledged when interpreting the 
findings. Overall, the operationalization of CSD through three basic 
psychological needs may limit the transferability and applicability of the findings 
to other contexts, fields, and organizations.  

An apparent limitation of this study, especially in the first and third sub-
studies, is that it explores the phenomenon under study only through 
participants’ descriptions and conceptions. The utilization of an external 
perspective through, for example, observation as a data collection method 
(Patton, 2015) would have offered understanding from a different perspective 
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and therefore might have complemented the understanding of CSD. It might also 
have revealed possible sociocultural premises and constraints of CSD that this 
study did not touched on at all. For example, since CSD is based on interpersonal 
interaction, organizational cultural features and frames, such as atmosphere, 
climate, and the physical environment, can be assumed to influence the nature 
and construction of CSD. Moreover, as CSD is understood to be constructed 
through everyday interactions and workplace situations, examining the 
organizational culture, values, and norms could enhance the understanding. 
Consequently, this calls for research strategies such as ethnography and 
participant observation.  

In the second sub-study, the roles of the facilitator and the researcher in the 
development-oriented group discussion should be considered carefully. 
Although their roles were to facilitate the group but at the same time not to be 
dominant (Patton, 2015), they might have influenced the construction of a social 
phenomenon. Therefore, the results might be different in real-life working 
situations, depending on, for example, whether the official supervisor is present 
or not, the combination in the group of people, or due to other interpersonal 
features, such as the nature and quality of relationships among employees in the 
work community. Hence, exploring the phenomenon in organized and 
constructed setting is one notable limitation in the present study.   

An apparent limitation of the method in the second sub-study is that the 
group’s interpersonal interaction was analyzed using only audio recordings, not, 
for example, video recordings which would have revealed facial expressions and 
gestures. In the third sub-study, one limitation is that the understanding of 
leadership actions enabling CSD is based only on supervisors’ own conceptions 
and experiences of the phenomenon, not an observable behaviour or concrete 
spontaneous actions in real-life situations. The essential question to consider is 
whether they apply and enact these practices in reality and how effectively. 
Although it is important to point out that in phenomenography the primary aim 
is not to produce understanding and, based on that, make claims about the truth 
itself (Åkerlind, 2005a). Instead the focus was on considering the differences and 
changes in meaning in terms of how supervisors describe leading of learning 
based on self-determination. Instead of presenting the findings of the third sub-
study as the truth, the supportive actions of CSD are usable and meaningful for 
the intendent audience in these two organizations (see Kettunen & Tynjälä, 2018).  

This study does not consider possible problematic features and practices 
related to CSD nor the challenges related to leadership or other constraining 
features and frames in organizations. Hence, the aim of this study is not to 
present CSD as the ideal and only positive phenomenon. In real-life settings, CSD 
might have problematic features, which need to be explored in more detail in 
order to utilize CSD productively and accordingly in organizations. Overall, the 
interpretations I have made as a researcher are tempered by the recognition that 
alternative operationalizations and analytical lenses could produce different 
insights. 
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Based on the findings, several suggestions for future research can be 
proposed. Future studies should focus on how employees’ psychological needs 
can be fulfilled in different organizations and work contexts, especially in digital 
contexts. The essential question in remote and hybrid work contexts is how and 
through which kinds of processes and practices employees can be motivated, 
since need satisfaction in learning rely on social interaction and CSD is engaged 
with social, relational, and communal practices with other employees in the 
community. As this study did not separate remote/hybrid work and on-site 
work when exploring CSD and supervisors’ supportive actions, future work 
could address this gap as the location of the work might have an impact on the 
emergence of CSD. Especially, different digital communication tools (Ollila et al., 
2018) might change the nature and quality of social interaction (Gagné et al., 2022). 
In addition, it would be crucial to explore motivation and the basic needs of 
employees who work alone or independently, such as personnel in small and 
micro companies, and self-employed individuals. Overall, the question of 
employees’ self-determination becomes crucial since, from an employee 
perspective, highly independent or remote work requires a strong sense of 
competence, such as capabilities and learning-to-learn skills, as well as a sense of 
belonging and support. Essential is how basic needs are fulfilled in these kinds 
of contexts and whether highly independent employees receive enough support 
and from whom, so that learning would not cause negative outcomes, such as 
loneliness or overwhelming responsibilities and, at worst, challenge well-being. 

From a methodological perspective, various methods should be utilized, for 
example, observations and ethnography could reveal the social and cultural 
aspects and constraints, and overall the emergence of CSD in real-life work 
settings. Especially, future studies, could consider the possible problematic 
features and constraints of CSD. Moreover, it would be essential to understand 
in which kinds of situations and contexts CSD is suitable and an achievable way 
of organizing work and learning, and in which situations it might cause 
challenges or other negative outcomes for employees, teams, or organizations. 
Employees’ experiences and understanding of CSD as phenomenon should be 
explored to get a deeper and more detailed understanding of the phenomenon, 
also at different organizational levels and in hybrid/remote work. Moreover, 
studies utilizing an intervention or a longitudinal perspective offering education 
for employees or supervisors of self-determination and underlying basic 
psychological needs would be significant, especially from a practical perspective. 
Hence, an important perspective is to consider both short- and long-term 
outcomes related to CSD. Exploring organizational frameworks and 
preconditions that enable or hinder CSD would be essential for gaining deeper 
understanding, particularly from a practical perspective, to effectively utilize 
CSD as a premise for working and learning.   

Overall, further research is needed to explore CSD as group-level 
phenomenon in working life. SDT could also be extended and refined to better 
address the collective perspective. Although, this study acknowledged both 
individual and group-levels of CSD, additional research is needed to establish 
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this emerging concept and to define the phenomenon more comprehensively. 
CSD could be investigated through methods such as group discussions and 
observations in real-life work settings. Such approaches could reveal the novel 
nuances, subtle undertones, and hindering features for CSD within social 
interactions among employees. This study served as a starting point for 
advancing a collective perspective to self-determination and basic psychological 
needs. Therefore, further inquire is needed to deepen both theoretical and 
practical understanding of CSD.  
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YHTEENVETO 

Yhteisöohjautuvuus työssä oppimisessa – Laadullinen tutkimus 
keskussairaalasta ja teknologia-alan organisaatiosta 
 
Tutkimuksen tausta 
 
Tämän väitöskirjatutkimuksen tavoitteena on lisätä ymmärrystä yhteisöohjautu-
vuudesta, sen ilmenemisestä, rakentumisesta ja sitä tukevista käytännöistä 
työssä oppimisen kontekstissa kahdessa suomalaisessa työorganisaatiossa, kes-
kussairaalassa ja teknologia-alan organisaatiossa. Laajemmassa keskustelussa 
yhteisöohjautuvuus kiinnittyy ajankohtaisiin työelämän muutoksiin ja haastei-
siin. Vastuuta työstä ja oppimisesta on siirretty organisaatiotasolta yhä enemmän 
yksittäisten työntekijöiden ohella tiimeille (Wallo ym., 2013; Harteis ym., 2005). 
Oppimisvastuun kasvaessa ja oppimisen ollessa välttämätön osa työtä, työnteki-
jöiltä odotetaan yhä vahvempaa halua, kykyä ja kiinnostusta eli sisäistä motivaa-
tiota ja sitoutumista oppimiseen (Ryan & Deci, 2020). Itsemääräämisteorian mu-
kaan yksilön motivaation, oppimisen ja kehittymisen taustalla on kolme psyko-
logista perustarvetta, autonomian, kyvykkyyden ja yhteenkuuluvuuden tunne 
(Ryan ym., 2021; Ryan & Deci, 2000, 2020). Vaikka itseohjautuvuus ja autonomia 
ovat olennainen osa etenkin tietointensiivistä työtä, pelkästään autonomiaan no-
jaaminen yksilölähtöisenä ilmiönä voi olla ongelmallinen ja tuottaa monia ei toi-
vottuja lopputuloksia, kuten yksinjäämisen ja erillisyyden kokemuksia muista 
etenkin haastavissa työ- ja oppimistilanteissa (Collin ym., 2021; Gijbels ym., 2012). 
Työtehtäviä suoritetaan harvoin alusta loppuun täysin yksin ja itsenäisesti ja 
kompleksiset työtehtävät edellyttävät yhteistyötä, osaamisen jakamista, yhteisöl-
listä oppimista (Lemmetty, 2020) sekä tiimi- ja parityöskentelyn muotoja (De Laat 
& Simons, 2002). Siten itseohjautuvuutta tulisi lähestyä myös kollektiivisena ryh-
mätason ilmiönä, yhteisöohjautuvuutena. Tällöin korostuu työntekijöiden kyky 
työskennellä joustavasti osana laajempaa ryhmää yhteisten tavoitteiden saavut-
tamiseksi.  

Itsemääräämisteorian mukaan psykologisten perustarpeiden täyttyminen 
ei nojaa vain yksilön omaan toimintaan tai kykyyn, vaan edellyttää sosiaalisen 
ympäristön tarjoamia mahdollisuuksia ja tukea perustarpeiden täyttymiselle 
(Deci ym., 2017; Rigby & Ryan, 2018; Ryan & Deci, 2000, 2020). Kun vastuuta 
oppimisen ja työn tukemisesta on siirretty yhä enemmän organisaatiotasolta esi-
henkilöille (Ellinger ym., 2003; Torraco & Lundgren, 2020), on esihenkilöillä kes-
keinen rooli niin työssä oppimisen (Wallo ym., 2022, 2024) kuin psykologisten 
perustarpeiden tukemisessa (Forner ym., 2020; Hocine & Zhang, 2014; Matsuo 
ym., 2019; Sarmah ym., 2022). Valmentavaa johtamista voidaan pitää sopivana 
lähtökohtana yhteisöohjautuvuuden tukemiselle (Gabriel ym., 2014), sillä se huo-
mioi samanaikaisesti yksilötason motivoitumisen ja oppimisen sekä ryhmätason 
autonomian ja kollektiivisen oppimisen (Matsuo, 2018; Ruiz-Palomino ym., 2021). 
Esihenkilöillä voi kuitenkin olla haasteita omaksua suhteellisen uusi rooli 
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oppimisen valmentajina ja fasilitoijina (Dawber, 2019; J. T. Huang & Hsieh, 2015) 
huomioiden oppimisen taustalla olevat psykologiset perustarpeet (Gabriel ym., 
2014). 

Yhteisöohjautuvuutta lähestytään tässä tutkimuksessa psykologisten pe-
rustarpeiden kautta, jotka täyttyvät ryhmätilanteissa sosiaalisen vuorovaikutuk-
sen myötä. Aiempi tutkimus psykologisista perustarpeista on keskittynyt pää-
osin yksilöorientoituneisiin näkökulmiin (Rigby & Ryan, 2018). Kollektiivisen ta-
son ilmiönä yhteisöohjautuvuutta on tutkittu sosiologiassa ryhmän kollektiivi-
sena kykynä ohjata sen toimintaa (Thomas ym., 2017), mutta ei työelämän tutki-
muksessa tai aikuiskasvatustieteen kentällä. Käytännön tasolla organisaatiot 
ovat soveltaneet yhteisöohjautuvuuden ajatusta hyödyntämällä itseohjautuvia ja 
autonomisia tiimejä, joilla on autonomiaa päivittäisissä työtehtävissä (Laloux, 
2014; Moe ym., 2008). Tällöin yhteisöohjautuvuus viittaa ryhmän kykyyn ohjata 
joustavasti sen toimintaa yhteisten tavoitteiden saavuttamiseksi ja työtehtävien 
suorittamiseksi  (Cohen & Ledford, 1994). Aiempi tutkimus itseohjautuvista tii-
meistä ei kuitenkaan ole huomioinut niitä käyttäytymisen ja motivoitumisen pro-
sesseja ja käytäntöjä, joiden kautta ryhmä voi orientoitua yhteiseen suuntaan ja 
toimia autonomisesti (Bunderson & Boumgarden, 2010). Laajemmassa keskuste-
lussa yhteisöohjautuvuus voidaan ymmärtää itseohjautuvuuden jatkumona. 
Aiempi tutkimus ja yhteisöohjautuvuutta kuvaavat käsitteet ja määritelmät näyt-
täytyvät kuitenkin hajanaisina eri tutkimusaloilla eikä yhteisöohjautuvuutta ole 
tarkasteltu työssä oppimisen kontekstissa.  

Tämä tutkimus vastaa näihin edellä esitettyihin haasteisiin ja tutkimusauk-
koihin tuottaen uutta ymmärrystä yhteisöohjautuvuudesta, sen ilmenemisestä, 
rakentumisesta ja sitä tukevista käytännöistä työssä oppimisen kontekstissa. Tar-
kastelun kohteena on se, millaiset sosiaaliset ja vuorovaikutukselliset käytännöt 
työssä oppimisessa mahdollistavat työntekijöiden perustarpeiden täyttymisen ja 
siten yhteisöohjautuvuuden ilmenemisen ja rakentumisen. Yhteiskunnallisesti 
tutkimus tarjoaa uutta ymmärrystä itseohjautuvuudesta kollektiivisen tason il-
miönä, yhteisöohjautuvuutena.  
 
Teoreettinen viitekehys 
 
Tutkimuksen teoreettinen viitekehys koostuu itsemääräämisteorian lisäksi 
työssä oppimisen, kollektiivisen oppimisen ja valmentavan johtamisen aiem-
masta kirjallisuudesta. Itsemääräämisteorian mukaan autonomian tarve viittaa 
yksilön kokemukseen omaehtoisesta, oman toiminnan ja valintojen mukaisesta 
toiminnasta (Ryan & Deci, 2020). Kyvykkyyden tarve tarkoittaa hallinnan ja ky-
vykkyyden tunnetta siitä, että yksilöllä on osaamista, kykyä ja taitoa tehtävien 
suorittamiseen (Rigby & Ryan, 2018). Yhteenkuuluvuuden tarve kuvaa arvostuk-
sen, vastavuoroisen välittämisen ja merkitysellisyyden kokemusta suhteessa toi-
siin (Ryan & Deci, 2020). Kun psykologiset perustarpeet täyttyvät, yksilön olete-
taan olevan aktiivinen, motivoitunut sekä kasvuun ja oppimiseen pyrkivä (Ryan 
& Deci, 2000).  

Yhteisöohjautuvuudella tarkoitetaan yksilöiden psykologisten perustarpei-
den täyttymistä sosiaalisessa vuorovaikutuksessa ryhmätilanteissa (Rigby & 
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Ryan, 2018; Ryan ym., 2021; Ryan & Deci, 2000, 2020). Perustarpeiden täyttymi-
sen myötä yksilöt voivat sitoutua ja motivoitua yhteiseen jaettuun toimintaan 
(Martela ym., 2021), jolloin sitoutuminen ja motivaatio nousevat enemmin ryh-
mään sitoutumisesta kuin yksilöstä itsestään. Tällöin yhteisöohjautuvuus viittaa 
siihen, miten yksilöt työskentelevät, sitoutuvat ja motivoituvat yksilöinä osana 
laajempaa ryhmää. Autonomiaa tukeva vuorovaikutus tarkoittaa selkeiden pe-
rustelujen antamista ja kontrolloivan kielen välttämistä (Rigby & Ryan, 2018; 
Slemp ym., 2024). Kyvykkyyttä tukeva vuorovaikutus tarjoaa struktuuria, pa-
lautetta sekä ohjeita siitä, miten haluttu toiminta voidaan saavuttaa (Martela ym., 
2021). Yhteenkuuluvuutta tukeva vuorovaikutus tarkoittaa sosiaalisten suhtei-
den vahvistamista ja tunnetta siitä, että yksilö on merkityksellinen osa laajempaa 
ryhmää (Rigby & Ryan, 2018). Kollektiivisena ryhmätason ilmiönä yhteisöohjau-
tuvuudella tarkoitetaan tässä tutkimuksessa ryhmän kykyä, vastuuta ja vapautta 
määritellä ryhmän sisällä sen toimintatavat (Thomas ym., 2017). Tällöin ryhmä 
ohjaa omaa toimintaansa asettamalla tavoitteita, paikantamalla ongelmia, teke-
mällä suunnitelmia ja arvioimalla sen toimintaa ja suoriutumista (Cohen & Led-
ford, 1994; Laloux, 2014).  

Työssä oppimisella viitataan aikuisten työssä tai työn lomassa tapahtuviin 
oppimistilanteisiin (Billett, 2008). Oppimisella tarkoitetaan muutosta yksilön tai 
ryhmän ajattelussa tai toiminnassa tuottaen uutta ymmärrystä, osaamista, tietoja 
ja taitoja (Billett, 2004). Työssä oppiminen ilmenee jaettuna ja yhteisöllisenä toi-
mintana sosiaalisissa vuorovaikutustilanteissa (Billett, 2014; Collin, 2006, 2008). 
Kollektiivisella oppimisella tarkoitetaan tilanteita, joissa työntekijät jakavat omia 
kokemuksiaan ja näkemyksiään, neuvovat, opettavat tai ohjaajat toisia, kysyvät 
apua tai seuraavat kollegan työskentelyä (Collin, 2008; Smet ym., 2022; Tynjälä, 
2013). Toisilta kollegoilta oppimisen lisäksi kollektiivinen oppiminen edellyttää 
yhdessä uuden jaetun ymmärryksen muodostamista (Döös & Wilhelmson, 2011) 
sekä kriittistä tiedon ja oman toiminnan reflektointia (Knapp, 2010; I. Jeong & 
Shin, 2019). Valmentavalla johtamisella tarkoitetaan työntekijän ja esihenkilön 
vuorovaikutuksellista, jaettua ja yhteisöllistä prosessia (Dawber, 2019), jonka ta-
voitteena on auttaa työntekijöitä kehittämään omaa osaamistaan (Park ym., 2008). 
Esihenkilöiden tehtävänä on auttaa työntekijöitä tunnistamaan arjen työtilanteita 
oppimistilanteina (Park ym., 2008). Valmentava johtaminen huomio yksilötason 
motivoitumisen sekä ryhmien autonomian (Ruiz-Palomino ym., 2021). Sen 
avulla voidaan tukea yksilöiden, ryhmien (Dawber, 2019; Hagen, 2012) ja orga-
nisaation oppimista (Bond & Seneque, 2013). 

Tässä tutkimuksessa yhteisöohjautuvuutta tarkastellaan kollektiivisissa op-
pimistilanteissa työssä, sillä huomio halutaan kiinnittää siihen, miten sosiaaliset 
käytännöt mahdollistavat yhteisöohjautuvuuden ja sen taustalla olevien psyko-
logisten perustarpeiden täyttymisen. Yhteisöohjautuvuuden tarkastelussa hyö-
dynnetään kolmea eri lähtökohtaa: käytäntöjä, puhetekoja ja käsityksiä. Näiden 
näkökulmien avulla voidaan luoda kokonaisvaltainen ja kattava ymmärrys yh-
teisöohjautuvuuden ilmenemisestä, rakentumisesta ja sitä tukevista käytännöistä 
työssä oppimisen kontekstissa.  
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Tutkimuskysymykset ja tutkimuksen toteutus 
 
Tutkimuksen tavoitteena on lisätä ymmärrystä yhteisöohjautuvuudesta, sen il-
menemisestä, rakentumisesta ja sitä tukevista käytännöistä työssä tapahtuvassa 
oppimisessa. Tutkimuskysymykset ovat: 
 

1. Miten yhteisöohjautuvuutta kuvataan työssä tapahtuvissa oppimisti-
lanteissa keskussairaalassa ja teknologia-alan organisaatiossa? 

2. Miten yhteisöohjautuvuus ilmenee työssä tapahtuvissa oppimistilan-
teissa keskussairaalassa ja teknologia-alan organisaatiossa? 

3. Millaiset käytännöt tukevat yhteisöohjautuvuutta työssä tapahtuvissa 
oppimistilanteissa keskussairaalassa ja teknologia-alan organisaa-
tiossa? 

 
Tutkimus on toteutettu kolmen osatutkimuksen myötä, mistä on julkaistu kan-
sainväliset tutkimusartikkelit sekä yhteenveto-osuudesta, johon on koottu kol-
messa osatutkimuksessa hyödynnetty teoreettinen viitekehys, metodologia ja tu-
lokset. Tutkimus on tapaustutkimus (Eisenhardt, 2021), jonka kohteena on kaksi 
suomalaista työorganisaatiota, keskussairaala ja teknologia-alan organisaatio. 
Tutkimuksen aineisto on kerätty molemmissa organisaatioissa vuosina 2021–
2022 työntekijöiltä ja esihenkilöiltä. Aineisto koostuu puolistrukturoiduista tee-
mahaastatteluista (N = 56), ryhmäkeskusteluista (N = 180min) sekä päiväkirja-
aineistosta (N = 29). Aineiston analyysissä hyödynnettiin laadullista sisällönana-
lyysiä (Elo ym., 2022), vuorovaikutuksen analyysiä (McLeod ym., 2010) ja feno-
menografista analyysiä (Åkerlind, 2005a).  
 
Tutkimuksen tulokset 
 
Yhteisöohjautuvuutta oppimistilanteissa voidaan kuvata kolmesta eri näkökul-
masta. Työntekijöiden kuvausten perusteella yhteisöohjautuvuus pohjautuu mo-
lemmissa organisaatioissa 1) tietoisiin valintoihin ja yksilön autonomisiin käy-
täntöihin, jotka kohdistuvat muihin työntekijöihin työyhteisössä, 2) osaamiseen 
linkittyviin käytäntöihin työntekijöiden välillä sekä 3) yhteenkuuluvuuden tun-
teeseen, tukeen ja yhteistyöhön linkittyviin käytäntöihin työyhteisössä. Työssä 
oppimisen kollektiivisissa tilanteissa, työntekijöiden autonominen ja aktiivinen 
toiminta, kuten avun kysyminen ja valinta jakaa tietoa kollegalle mahdollistavat 
yhteisöohjautuvuuden rakentumisen. Samanaikaisesti yhteisölliset ja jaetut käy-
tänteet mahdollistavat yksilöiden motivoitumisen ja sitoutumisen yhteisölliseen 
toimintaan. Nämä yksilöorientoituneet ja yhteisölliset käytännöt oppimistilan-
teissa näyttäytyvät vahvasti arjen työhön, sen sujuvuuteen sekä työn luonteeseen 
kiinnittyvinä. Yksilöiden aloitteellisen toiminnan seurauksena yhteisöohjautu-
vuutta voidaan kuvata osaamiseen, sen kehittämiseen ja työkokemukseen kiin-
nittyvien käytäntöjen kautta. Työntekijät tunnistavat yhdessä osaamistarpeita 
sekä kehittävät tietoisesti osaamista työyhteisössä yhteisöllisesti. Toisten tukemi-
seen, yhteisölliseen työskentelyyn ja yhteenkuuluvuuden tunteen rakentamiseen 
linkittyvien käytäntöjen avulla työntekijät voivat joustavasti tukea toistensa 
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työskentelyä, rakentaa luottamusta ja tukea yhteisöllistä päätöksentekoa. Tämän 
myötä haastavat työ- ja oppimistilanteet muodostuvat vähemmän kuormitta-
viksi, kun työntekijät voivat tarvittaessa nojata kollegan osaamiseen ja tukeen 
työyhteisössä.  

Ryhmätasolla työntekijöiden välinen vuorovaikutus, joka täyttää työnteki-
jöiden psykologiset perustarpeet mahdollistaa yhteisöohjautuvuuden rakentu-
misen kollektiivisena ilmiönä oppimistilanteissa. Vuorovaikutuksessa työnteki-
jät rakentavat yhteisöohjautuvuutta jakamalla tietoa, antamalla palautetta ja oh-
jeita tavoitellun toiminnan tueksi sekä huomioimalla toisten näkökulmat. Avoin, 
kannustava ja rakentava vuorovaikutus mahdollistaa työntekijöiden omaehtoi-
sen sitoutumisen ja motivaation ryhmän yhteiseen jaettuun toimintaan. Sosiaali-
sen vuorovaikutuksen kautta rakentuvana kollektiivisena ilmiönä yhteisöohjau-
tuvuus tarkoittaa ryhmän autonomiaa, vapautta ja vastuuta ohjata sen toimintaa 
sekä päättää kyseiseen työ- ja oppimistilanteeseen sopivat käytännöt ja toiminta-
tavat. Työntekijöiden perustarpeiden täyttyminen mahdollistaa myös ryhmän si-
säisen tuen jäsenten välillä. 

Yhteisöohjautuvuuden tukeminen edellyttää ensin työntekijöiden motivaa-
tion ja sitoutumisen vahvistamista suhteessa organisaation laajempiin tavoittei-
siin. Tämän jälkeen esihenkilöiden tehtävänä on tukea työntekijöitä tunnista-
maan ja hyödyntämään arjen työtilanteita yhteisöllisinä oppimistilanteita. Esi-
henkilön tehtävänä on kannustaa ja ohjata työntekijöitä kollektiivisiin oppimisti-
lanteisiin, joissa työntekijät voivat jakaa osaamistaan ja asiantuntijuuttaan. Vuo-
rovaikutukselliset ja yhteisölliset oppimistilanteet ovat keskeinen edellytys yh-
teisöohjautuvuuden muodostumiselle. Yhteisöohjautuvuuden tukeminen edel-
lyttää esihenkilön läsnäoloa työntekijöiden arjessa, esimerkkinä ja mallina toimi-
mista sekä kannustavan ja luottamukseen perustuvan työ- ja oppimiskulttuurin 
luomista.   
 
Johtopäätökset 
 
Tutkimuksen tulosten perusteella voidaan todeta, että yhteisöohjautuvuus sosi-
aalisena, jaettuna ja vuorovaikutteisena ilmiönä tarkoittaa yksilöiden sitoutu-
mista ja motivoitumista osana laajempaa ryhmää. Yhteisöohjautuvuus rakentuu 
sosiaalisessa vuorovaikutuksessa ryhmän jäsenten perustarpeiden täyttymisen 
myötä, mikä mahdollistaa ryhmän sitoutumisen yhteiseen jaettuun toimintaan  
(Keronen ym., 2024; Martela ym., 2021). Tällöin yhteisöohjautuvuudessa on kyse 
ryhmän vapaudesta, vastuusta ja autonomiasta määritellä joustavasti sen toimin-
tatavat (Auvinen ym., 2018; Laloux, 2014; Thomas ym., 2017). Oppimistilanteissa 
yhteisöohjautuvuus edellyttää yksilötason autonomia ja aloitteellisuutta sekä yh-
teisöllisiä ja jaettuja käytäntöjä (Keronen ym., 2023). Yhteisöohjautuvuudessa yh-
distyy työntekijöiden tarve autonomiaan (Noe & Ellingson, 2017), yhteisöllisyys 
ja tuki oppimisen näkökulmasta (Billett, 2014; Tynjälä, 2013) sekä työntekijöiden 
tarve kehittää omaa osaamistaan (Rigby & Ryan, 2018). Tiimien ollessa yhä suu-
remmassa vastuussa omasta työstään ja oppimisestaan (Wallo ym., 2013), näyt-
täytyy yhteisöohjautuvuus tulevaisuudessa yhä keskeisempänä edellytyksenä 
työn tekemiselle ja työssä oppimiselle. Yhteisöohjautuvuus korostaa yksittäisen 
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työntekijän osaamisen sijaan osaamisen kokonaisuutta, jakamista ja hyödyntä-
mistä laajemmin työyhteisössä. Yhteisöohjautuvuuden ja sen taustalla olevien 
psykologisten perustarpeiden avulla voidaan organisaatioissa luoda työntekijöi-
den hyvinvointia tukevia oppimisen ja työn käytäntöjä sekä samanaikaisesti saa-
vuttaa organisaation pidemmän ajan tavoitteet kestävällä tavalla (Gagné ym., 
2022; Rigby & Ryan, 2018). Vaikka yhteisöohjautuvuus oppimistilanteissa viittaa 
siihen, että työntekijät voivat säädellä joustavasti toimintaansa kyseiseen tilan-
teeseen sopivaksi, se ei viittaa täydelliseen itsenäisyyteen tai autonomiseen toi-
mintaan ilman tukea ja työskentelyn raameja (Määttä ym., 2023; Vansteenkiste 
ym., 2020). Olennaista on valmentavan esihenkilötyön keinoin varmistaa (Bond 
& Seneque, 2013), että yhteisöohjautuvuuteen pohjautuvien ryhmien työskentely 
on linjassa organisaation laajempien tavoitteiden kanssa. 

Monissa organisaatioissa hyödynnetään yhteisöohjautuvuuden ajatusta an-
tamalla vapautta, vastuuta ja autonomiaa tiimeille. Tärkeää on kuitenkin ymmär-
tää ensin yhteisöohjautuvuuden taustalla olevat käytännöt ja prosessit, ettei se 
muodostu automaattiseksi oletukseksi ja ideaaliksi työntekijöiden oppimiselle ja 
työskentelylle. Oppimisvaatimusten kasvaessa ja teknologian muuttaessa sosiaa-
lisen vuorovaikutuksen luonnetta ja laatua, on yhä olennaisempaa kiinnittää 
huomioita siihen, miten tulevaisuudessa organisaatioissa luodaan työntekijöitä 
sitouttavaa ja motivoivaa kulttuuria (Gagné ym., 2022). Tukemalla työntekijöi-
den psykologisia perustarpeita  voidaan luoda hyvinvointia tukevia oppimisen 
käytäntöjä (Ryan & Deci, 2000) ja näin vastata viime vuosina esiin nousseisiin 
oppimisen kuormittavuuden sekä hyvinvoinnin haasteisiin (Lemmetty & Collin, 
2020). Yhteisöohjautuvuus korostaa yksilön ja sosiaalisen ympäristön välistä 
suhdetta ja yksilöiden toiminnan tapahtuvan aina suhteessa toisiin ihmisiin. In-
dividualismia, yksilöllisiä valintoja sekä yksilön vapautta ja vastuuta korosta-
vassa yhteiskunnassa on keskeistä pysähtyä pohtimaan yhteisöllisyyden, yh-
teenkuuluvuuden tunteen ja kollegiaalisuuden merkitystä työntekijöiden jousta-
valle, proaktiiviselle ja tavoitteelliselle toiminnalle tulevaisuudessa.  
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ORIGINAL ARTICLE

ABSTRACT
Expert work, seen as continuous learning and development, requires autonomy and 
responsibility at the individual level and collegiality and sharing of expertise at the 
team level. To have strong intrinsic motivation, employees must have the volition, 
ability, and interest to develop themselves and gain new knowledge. Enabling intrinsic 
motivation requires the self-determination to fulfill three basic psychological needs: 
autonomy, competence, and relatedness. However, self-determination not only relies 
on an individual’s own activity but is also influenced by the demands, obstacles, and 
affordances of the sociocultural context. Likewise, studies on learning in expert work in 
the field of adult education have shown that collegiality and social interaction are vital 
resources for learning. Therefore, this study explores employees’ self-determination in 
collegial learning situations in expert work in two contexts. A comparative qualitative 
research strategy and directed content analysis were utilized. The data consist of 
thematic interviews (N = 56) with employees from a Finnish central hospital and a 
Finnish information and communication technology organization. The findings show 
that self-determination is an essential part of collegial learning in modern expert work, 
thus providing the motivation behind learning. Social interaction can be seen as an 
enabler of employees’ sense of self-determination to be fulfilled in learning situations. 
The paper concludes with a discussion of the commonalities and differences in self-
determination in collegial learning situations in these two expert work contexts. Finally, 
suggestions for future research are provided.
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INTRODUCTION

Learning is an essential prerequisite for work tasks 
to be accomplished in the fields of healthcare and 
technology. In hospitals, employee learning is critical to 
ensuring patient health (Stabel et al., 2022) and working 
responsibly (McConnell et al., 2018), while in information 
and communication technology (ICT) organizations, 
it is the key to responding to digitalization and the 
rapid development of technologies (Ha, 2015). In both 
contexts, the work can be understood as expert work, as 
the completion of tasks and the quality of the work rely 
on individual competencies and expertise. Such expert 
work is seen as continuous learning, which requires 
autonomy and responsibility at the individual level and 
collegiality and sharing of expertise at the team level 
(Noe & Ellingson, 2017). Continuous learning in modern 
expert work demands employees to be active, willing, 
able, and interested in learning—in other words, to have 
strong intrinsic motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2000).

According to the self-determination theory (SDT) 
by Ryan and Deci (2000), enabling employees’ intrinsic 
motivation relies on the fulfillment of three basic 
psychological needs—autonomy, competence, and 
relatedness—which are seen as essential to optimal 
human growth and development (Rigby & Ryan, 
2018) and learning in the work context (Hetzner et 
al., 2012; Willems & Lewalter, 2012). In recent years, 
learning requirements in organizations have been met 
by increasing employees’ freedom and autonomy. 
However, prioritizing autonomy alone can generate 
unwanted outcomes, leading individuals to become too 
independent, separate from others, or feel unsupported 
when their own competence is not sufficient to overcome 
a challenging work situation (Collin et al., 2021; Gijbels et 
al., 2012). Therefore, alongside autonomy, it is important 
to focus on the other key psychological needs of SDT: 
competence and relatedness.

Research on the basic psychological needs underlying 
intrinsic motivation has tended to focus on individual-
oriented perspectives (Rigby & Ryan, 2018), although 
the fulfillment of these needs does not rely only on 
the individual’s own activity but is also influenced 
by the demands, obstacles, and affordances of the 
sociocultural context in which the person acts (Ryan & 
Deci, 2000). At the same time, studies on adult education 
have shown that collegiality and social interaction are 
vital resources for learning at work, as learning occurs 
through participation in socially shared practices in the 
work community (Billett, 2014). As expert work is rarely 
completed alone, learning emerges as interactive, 
shared, and relational at the collegial level (Billett, 
2014). Therefore, learning and social interaction can be 
seen as intertwined, rather than separate elements of 
expert work (Collin, 2008). Given that collegial learning 
is an increasingly central part of expert work itself, it is 

important to point out that previous work-life studies on 
SDT have not focused on the context of collegial learning; 
however, they have shown that the self-determination 
arising from intrinsic motivation and basic needs is a 
central starting point in contemporary work emphasizing 
individual responsibility.

In the organizational context, SDT has been previously 
examined in relation to, for example, work-related 
stress (Olafsen et al., 2017), job satisfaction (Nie et al., 
2015), and psychological well-being (Gomez-Baya & 
Lucia-Casademunt, 2018). In the educational context, 
SDT has been widely utilized to study, for example, 
motivation in online learning settings (Chen & Jang, 
2010), learning through reflection (Hetzner et al., 2012), 
and improving learning outcomes in higher education 
through learning communities (Beachboard et al., 2011). 
Most of these studies are quantitative (e.g., Bauer & 
Mulder, 2006; Beachboard et al., 2011; Chen & Jang, 
2010), and scholars have called for empirical qualitative 
research on SDT (Ryan & Deci, 2020). However, while self-
determination has been widely explored in conventional 
learning settings (Hsu et al., 2019) and educational 
training contexts (Chambers et al., 2007), more research 
is needed on the different learning environments (Hsu et 
al., 2019), especially in different organizations and work 
contexts (Gagné & Deci, 2005). 

This study investigated self-determination in the 
context of collegial learning at work in two different 
organizations, an ICT organization and a central hospital, 
which we understand to be rich learning environments 
for employees. This study aims to increase the 
understanding of self-determination and its definition 
in the context of collegial learning situations in expert 
work. This study contributes to previous research on 
self-determination and the utilization of SDT in different 
contexts by increasing the qualitative understanding of 
self-determination and its relation to collegial learning 
in different workplaces. In addition, from the perspective 
of adult education, collegial learning based on social 
interaction and participation in social activities at work 
becomes essential to affording employees a sense of 
self-determination to be fulfilled and, thus, enabling 
them to feel intrinsically motivated.

In the following, we present our theoretical background 
of self-determination and describe what collegial 
learning at work means. We then highlight findings from 
previous research in two targeted industries: hospital and 
technology. We present the research aim and questions, as 
well as the methodological choices related to qualitative 
comparative research. Then, we present the main findings 
of our study through four categories of outcomes. We 
illustrate how employee self-determination is described 
in these collegial learning situations and show, in detail, 
how the findings of self-determination differ between 
the two target organizations. Finally, we discuss the 
study’s findings, novelty, and shortcomings in relation 
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to previous research, describe key research needs for 
further research, and offer practical suggestions.

SELF-DETERMINATION IN THE 
CONTEXT OF COLLEGIAL LEARNING 
SITUATIONS AT WORK 

SDT is an appropriate approach to studying learning 
(Willems & Lewalter, 2012), as it simultaneously considers 
an individual’s need for autonomy, competence, and 
relatedness (Ryan & Deci, 2000). These needs can be 
seen as key to supporting the intrinsic motivation needed 
for learning and successful performance in the work 
context (Baard et al., 2004; Bauer & Mulder, 2006; Ryan 
& Deci, 2000). The more employees feel the fulfillment 
of these needs, the more they take the initiative, which 
in turn leads to better learning outcomes (Hetzner et 
al., 2012). First, autonomy is considered an integral part 
of an individual’s learning in the work context, in which 
individuals have become increasingly responsible for 
their own work and learning (Noe & Ellingson, 2017). 
Second, competence can be seen as being directly linked 
to learning, as it refers to employees’ needs to gain new 
knowledge and develop themselves (Rigby & Ryan, 2018). 
Finally, relatedness is an integral part of learning at work, 
as learning often takes place as a collegial phenomenon 
in social interactions in work situations (Billett, 2014; 
Lemmetty, 2020). 

SELF-DETERMINATION THEORY (SDT) 
SDT is based on the idea that all human beings have 
the three abovementioned fundamental psychological 
needs (Ryan & Deci, 2000). First, autonomy refers 
to a sense of choice and self-endorsement of one’s 
actions and ownership of and volition for one’s work. In 
working life, individuals do not always have the option 
to choose; instead, they have specific tasks and goals to 
accomplish. However, individuals can have autonomy in 
these tasks when they are clear and accepted. Essential 
to fulfilling the need for autonomy is a clear purpose and 
rational explanation for the action (Rigby & Ryan, 2018). 
Autonomy, as a feeling of volition, can be accompanied 
by any act, individual or collective (Ryan & Deci, 2000). 
Autonomy can be defined as self-determination in 
deciding what to do and how to do it (Willems & 
Lewalter, 2012). Second, competence refers to the basic 
need to feel effective, successful, and developed. In 
organizations, individuals want to feel as though they 
have all the resources, skills, and expertise necessary 
to complete their daily tasks. Therefore, competence 
is continuously expressed by organizations. Employees 
also want to continually stretch their abilities to feel that 
they have the opportunity to grow and develop toward 
their career goals. Finally, relatedness refers to the need 
for belonging, a sense of meaning and connectedness 

to others, and feelings of being supported and that 
one’s support is valued. In the workplace, the need for 
relatedness is fulfilled when employees feel respected, 
valued, and engaged at all organizational levels. (Rigby 
& Ryan, 2018).

The fulfillment of basic psychological needs facilitates 
intrinsic motivation, which refers to acting with a sense 
of endorsement, volition, and congruence (Deci & 
Ryan, 2012). This includes the idea that individuals are 
motivated when they are allowed to carry out their own 
intentions, develop things that are important to them, and 
act in their own interests (Deci & Ryan, 2008). The basic 
psychological needs of SDT are essential to creating the 
basis for the intrinsic motivation that defines a person’s 
will to act based on their own interests, not external 
coercion or control. Gagné and Deci (2005) argue that 
work environments that promote the fulfillment of these 
three basic psychological needs increase employees’ 
intrinsic motivation, which in turn produces positive 
outcomes, performance, creativity, cognitive flexibility, 
job satisfaction, and behavior change. 

SDT’s purpose is to define the factors that nurture 
a human’s natural potential to grow, develop, and 
feel content, and thus, to research the processes 
and circumstances that promote effective activity 
and development among individuals, groups, and 
communities (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Exploring the social-
contextual conditions that either facilitate or hinder 
people’s self-motivation, performance, and development 
is essential (Ryan & Deci, 2000). The fulfillment of these 
three needs leads to higher job satisfaction and more 
positive well-being at work (Gomez-Baya & Lucia-
Casademunt, 2018) and supports learning in the context 
of work (Bauer & Mulder, 2006). Basic psychological 
needs are necessary for optimal human growth (Rigby 
& Ryan, 2018). Thus, they can be assumed an essential 
precondition and part of both individual and collegial 
learning in the work context (Willems & Lewalter, 2012). 
From this perspective, studies on collegiality between 
members of the work community in learning at work are 
also pertinent.

COLLEGIAL LEARNING AT WORK AS A SHARED 
PRACTICE
Workplaces are learning environments that include 
structured practices for individuals to participate in 
learning situations and in learning derived through 
everyday participation in different activities at work 
(Billett, 2014). Learning situations at work usually 
encompass characteristics of both formality and 
informality (Collin, 2008; Malcolm et al., 2003), which 
should be seen more as a continuum and interrelated 
(Marsick, 2009) than as the opposite of each other. The 
work community can be seen as an important learning 
environment (Collin, 2008) in which learning needs 
to emerge (Billett, 2014). Expert work, in particular, is 
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often problem-based, development-oriented work in 
which the learning processes of individuals and groups 
arise through everyday activities and practices (Tynjälä, 
2013). Learning in the workplace can be broadly defined 
as learning activities at work and for work (Billett, 2008; 
Tynjälä, 2013). 

When workplaces are approached as rich learning 
environments, an essential aspect is how learning arises 
from participation in social practices in the workplace 
(Billett, 2014). From this perspective, learning emerges 
and is based on people’s participation in different 
workplace activities and practices (Manuti et al., 2015; 
Tynjälä, 2013). Learning includes social interaction 
between colleagues (Collin, 2008), and the relationship 
between individuals and social practices shapes learning 
(Billett, 2014). As learning and social interaction at work 
can be seen as intertwined elements, social communities 
and communal practices create space for learning when 
these practices are shared in social interactions among 
employees in teams, groups, and networks (Collin, 2008). 

Collegial learning arises as shared practice when 
others tell, teach, instruct, demonstrate, or otherwise 
guide an individual’s learning (Billett, 2014). One 
concrete form of learning in the workplace is asking 
for help and guiding others in work tasks (Collin, 2008; 
Smet et al., 2022). Learning also manifests as observing 
colleagues’ actions (Bjørk & Sørensen, 2013; Smet et al., 
2022), active retrieval of information (Kyndt et al., 2009), 
and learning through trial and error (Tynjälä, 2013). In 
such learning situations, more experienced or expert 
colleagues play a major role in guiding others (Billett, 
2014). However, learning is not limited to situations in 
which it is guided directly and intentionally by others. 
Instead, learning emerges as a continuous process in 
which individuals participate in daily activities in the work 
community. Thus, learning also occurs outside of direct 
guidance (Billett, 2014) through the completion of daily 
work tasks. Therefore, from a sociocultural perspective, 
learning at work includes both individual and collective 
perspectives (Billett, 2014). 

HOSPITALS AND ICT ORGANIZATIONS 
AS CONTEXTS FOR LEARNING AND SELF-
DETERMINATION
Organizations based on expert work, such as hospitals 
and ICT organizations, can be considered places where 
learning and competence development are necessary. 
According to Berings et al. (2008), learning in a hospital 
occurs through one’s own work, social interactions 
with colleagues, theory or guidance, reflections on 
work experiences, and life outside of work. In addition, 
learning through reflective work-related discussions, 
collaboration, and feedback plays a critical role in 
employee learning and the sharing of what has been 
learned (Bontemps-Hommen et al., 2020; Kyndt et al., 
2016; Riera Claret et al., 2020). An essential resource 

for learning is interactions with colleagues and other 
specialists (Brooks et al., 2017; Stabel et al., 2022). Thus, 
consulting and interprofessional teamwork are typical 
ways to complete everyday tasks and learn in hospitals 
(Pimmer et al., 2013).

Similarly, researchers in the ICT field have found 
that learning is linked to everyday work and is framed 
by solving complex problems (Collin, 2008) and working 
with technologies (Vähäsantanen & Eteläpelto, 2017). 
Learning takes place either in interactions with colleagues 
and customers or independently as information retrieval 
(Gijbels et al., 2012; Ha, 2015; Lemmetty, 2020), which 
requires employees’ autonomy and control over their 
own learning processes (Bell, 2017; Frenkel & Sanders, 
2007). Due to digitalization and the rapid development 
of technologies in the ICT industry, professionals are 
required to engage in learning in response to the 
continuous performance demands in the field (Ha, 
2015). In addition, the younger generation expects 
more meaningfulness, autonomy, and responsibility 
from work (Noe & Ellingson, 2017). In both the hospital 
and ICT sectors, autonomy has been found to be an 
essential precondition for expert work and learning in the 
workplace (Clarke, 2005; Lemmetty, 2020). Freedom and 
autonomy are required to complete work tasks as tasks 
become more complex and nonroutine (Saks & Leijen, 
2014). In expert work, employees’ self-determination 
is important because external control may negatively 
affect learning and creativity (Collin et al., 2018). 

ICT organizations are often based on a less hierarchical 
configuration (Lee & Edmondson, 2017; Holbeche, 2015) 
because they utilize agile developmental methods that 
require different teams and organizational structures 
(Moe et al., 2008). Autonomy and flexibility are enhanced 
in ICT organizations (Cerasoli et al., 2018) by minimizing 
hierarchy, creating independent teams, and even allowing 
for nonleadership (Auvinen et al., 2017; Collin et al., 
2018). Thus, the power, responsibility, and opportunities 
for decision making by individuals and teams are greater 
(Moe et al., 2008; Rigby & Ryan, 2018). A low hierarchy 
also offers employees’ personal fulfillment, meaningful 
work, and opportunities to learn and develop (de Hauw & 
de Vos, 2010). In traditional organizations like hospitals, 
top management often makes bigger decisions and 
directs employees. However, autonomy does not 
depend only on the structure of an organization. Studies 
conducted in hospitals have shown that autonomy in 
this field is also essential (Clarke, 2005), especially in the 
daily work context of physicians and nurses. Nurses are 
independent in their daily work of caring for patients, 
although they are not responsible for administrative 
and organizational decisions and actions (Varjus et al., 
2011). Likewise, physicians are already trained during 
their studies to be independent and autonomous in 
the clinical learning environment (Liljedahl et al., 2019). 
Therefore, hospitals are multifaceted and complex 
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learning environments (Cronin, 2014), especially from 
a hierarchical point of view (Riera Claret et al., 2020). 
However, autonomy and self-determination can be seen 
as essential requirements of expert work. 

Increasing autonomy and freedom in expert work 
requires greater responsibility (Rigby & Ryan, 2018). Thus, 
as learning in the workplace becomes a greater part of 
work, it requires stronger individual autonomy and a 
shift in responsibility from management and supervisors 
to individual employees and groups (Lemmetty, 2020). 
However, the meaning of different organizational 
structures for learning and self-determination remains 
unclear. A less hierarchical structure produces freedom, 
which contributes to individual learning (Mintzberg, 
1980), whereas rigid guidance can impair employees’ 
creativity and spontaneity (Takeuchi & Nonaka, 1986). 
However, clear structures are needed to support 
learning (Bunderson & Boumgarden, 2010), especially 
if employees’ knowledge and competencies are not 
sufficiently strong (Ashton, 2004). Without support, 
learning can, at worst, be entirely an individual’s 
responsibility, which may become burdensome and 
problematic (Gijbels et al., 2012; Lemmetty, 2020). 
Therefore, so that individuals and organizations do not 
suffer, autonomy and self-determination should not 
imply loneliness or working alone (Collin et al., 2018).

RESEARCH AIMS AND QUESTIONS

This study aims to increase the understanding of self-
determination in the context of collegial learning 
situations in expert work in a Finnish ICT organization 
and a Finnish central hospital. The following research 
questions were investigated:

1. How do employees in central hospital and ICT 
organization describe self-determination in collegial 
learning situations at work?

2. How do the descriptions of self-determination differ 
between the two target organizations?

METHODS

In this study, we used a qualitative comparative research 
strategy (Greckhamer et al., 2018) as a systematic means 
to study two different cases: an ICT organization and a 
central hospital (Lucas & Szatrowski, 2014). A qualitative 
comparative research strategy is case-oriented and 
focuses on key comparisons between cases (Lucas & 
Szatrowski, 2014). The case strategy is appropriate for 
analyzing similarities and differences across cases (Miles 
et al., 2014). In this study, a qualitative comparative 
case study was applied to reveal commonalities and 
differences in the descriptions of self-determination 

between these two organizations. The comparative case 
study approach also allows for building a deep within-
case understanding (Stake, 2008) of self-determination 
as a phenomenon in two organizations. Therefore, we 
purposefully chose two organizations that differ from 
each other in history, hierarchy, culture, and industry (see 
Greckhamer et al., 2018).

TARGET ORGANIZATIONS AND COLLECTED 
DATA
The study participants were employees from the two 
organizations. The first participating organization was 
from the healthcare industry—a midsized hospital 
with approximately 2,500 employees. The participating 
personnel were from an operational unit consisting of 
nurses and physicians. The hospital is a multifaceted 
environment for learning research because various 
learning situations with patients require collaboration 
and guidance, in addition to more traditional apprentice 
models, to avoid inefficient training and incorrect 
learning results. Thus, consulting and interprofessional 
teamwork are typical ways to complete everyday 
work tasks. The second organization was a midsized 
technology organization with over 450 employees. The 
company serves Finnish clients from other industries, the 
public sector, and international organizations from over 
30 countries. The personnel work as software developers, 
IT experts, and knowledge management experts. In this 
organization, teamwork and leadership practices have 
been developed to support learning. Moreover, virtual 
communication channels and remote working conditions 
are typical parts of everyday interactions and work. An 
ethical preassessment was conducted in connection 
with the participation of the hospital organization before 
the start of the study (1810/13.00.04.00/2020), and the 
study was approved by University of Jyväskylä, Human 
Sciences Ethics Committee. Regarding the participation 
of an ICT organization, a separate ethical evaluation 
was not considered necessary. However, all stages of 
the study were conducted in accordance with research 
ethics regulations and practices.

The study data consisted of thematic interviews (N = 
56). The interviewees were selected to represent different 
job titles of employees, line managers, and supervisors. 
Interviewees from the hospital were physicians and 
nurses, while interviewees from the ICT organization 
were titled, for example, software developers, design 
engineers, sales managers, and team leaders. The 
interviews were conducted as individual semi-structured 
interviews to emphasize open conversations between 
the interviewer and interviewee. The themes discussed 
touched on competence development, workplace 
learning, work responsibilities, the work community, and 
the autonomy of the work. The following are examples 
of questions used in the interview: “What kind of help or 
support would you need to develop your competence?”, 
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“Do you feel that you have opportunities to learn at 
work?”, “What kinds of things would support or hinder 
your opportunities to learn every day at work?”

ANALYSIS
Before the main analysis began, the interviews were 
transcribed and then analyzed using qualitative directed 
content analysis, in which the analysis is guided by a 
theory or relevant research findings for the initial codes. 
The aim of directed content analysis is to conceptually 
extend the existing theory (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). 
In this study, directed content analysis was used to 
deepen the understanding of self-determination (Ryan & 
Deci, 2000) in the context of collegial learning at work. 
In the preliminary phase, all descriptions of collegial 
learning situations at work were depicted in interviews 
with employees. The selection of learning situations was 
guided by previous theories of learning as a phenomenon 
shared by colleagues in a work community (Billett, 2014; 
Collin, 2008). The purpose of this preliminary phase was 
to limit the data relevant to this study based on the 
research questions. 

The first phase of the main analysis was based on a 
previous understanding of the three basic needs of SDT: 
autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Rigby & Ryan, 
2018). These needs were operationalized through a 
previous definition, and the focus of the analysis was to find 
different descriptions of these needs in collegial learning 
situations. All phrases, paragraphs, or sections describing 
autonomy, competence, or relatedness were highlighted 
from the transcripts and coded with the initial subcodes 
generated from the data (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). For 
example, the code for competence development was 
attributed to data suggesting individuals’ intentions to 
gain knowledge and develop their competence. All codes 
were then categorized according to the three needs of 
SDT. Directed content analysis guided this first phase 
of analysis (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005) by determining 
operational definitions for each need and therefore 
guided the coding and categorization process. This phase 
addressed the first research question by focusing on 
descriptions of autonomy, competence, and relatedness.

In the second analysis phase, comparisons were made 
by finding similarities and differences in the descriptions 
of each psychological need and comparing them between 
the two organizations. The focus was on to what extent 
the needs are expressed and determining the target of 
the expression of the need. The aim was to answer the 
second research question by revealing contextual and 
organizational differences in the descriptions of self-
determination in collegial learning situations. 

Next, we present our findings as a result of the directed 
content analysis. The findings are presented based on 
the previously discussed theory (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005) 
of self-determination and its three basic psychological 
needs (Rigby & Ryan, 2018). After that, we describe the 

commonalities and differences in self-determination 
between the two target organizations. The beginning of 
each Findings subsection presents the learning situations 
in which each need is fulfilled. Then, we describe each 
need in these learning situations. 

FINDINGS

DESCRIPTIONS OF AUTONOMY 
Descriptions of autonomy were found in conjunction with 
learning situations in which individuals share information 
or experiences with others and ask colleagues for help 
solving a problem or challenging task or get a colleague’s 
opinion. Autonomy was also seen in daily work situations 
in which individuals discuss important things concerning 
their work, team, or current work tasks. In these collegial 
learning situations, many illustrations of autonomy were 
found in the sense of choice and self-endorsement of 
one’s actions, ownership, and volition in work. 

In the ICT organization, autonomy was seen to arise 
from self-awareness of the limitations of one’s own 
understanding and, as a result, as the conscious choice 
to ask for help from a colleague or supervisor. Participant 
23 (developer) stated, “People ask [me for] help […] 
every day, and I ask [for] help every day. The information 
moves between people. If you can’t find out something, 
it doesn’t have to stay that way.” An individual does not 
wait for the problem to be solved but rather actively 
chooses to ask for help. Thus, autonomy was linked to a 
work approach emphasizing an individual’s initiative and 
responsibility.

Autonomy was also visible in an individual’s ability 
to help other members. Helping others was seen to 
as an easy daily practice at work and thus essential 
to making work run smoothly. In the ICT organization, 
colleagues help each other both face to face and 
through information technology systems. Participant 14 
(developer) explained, “We have a very low threshold to 
ask [for] help from [a] colleague who has been working 
on this for a long time. We have this Slack system for 
internal communication in [the] organization.”

In the ICT organization, autonomy, based on the 
conscious choice to ask for help, manifested as a practice 
that creates collegial learning situations at work. The 
nature of expert work in ICT organizations is based on 
freedom and autonomy. Participant 23 (developer) 
explained that the initial assumption in problem-solving 
situations is to first try solving work tasks independently. 
However, an individual’s autonomous actions and choice 
to ask for help play an important role in creating collegial 
learning situations. 

Furthermore, an individual’s choice to ask for help, 
and thus be active in the process, is a significant practice 
for creating access to collegial learning situations. 
Thus, individual autonomy was expressed as a sense 
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of choice to share a problem with a colleague. For 
example, Participant 14 (developer) explained that, 
when he told a colleague about his problem at work, 
the colleague advised him about a remote coffee break 
during which he could gain more information and discuss 
and solve problems collaboratively. This illustrates how 
an individual’s sense of choice to act in a certain way 
can provide access to collegial learning situations, thus 
enabling collaboration. 

In the central hospital, autonomy emerged as self-
awareness of the limitations of one’s own understanding 
and as the conscious choice to actively ask for help. 
In this case, help is sought from more experienced 
colleagues. As seen in Participant 56’s (nurse) statement 
below, awareness of one’s limitations and asking for help 
were perceived as intertwined and linked practices:

[If] the situation is new [to] me, or I have seen 
it sometimes, but I don’t necessarily remember 
properly, […] I ask [a] more experienced colleague 
or [a] colleague who knows something about it. 

Furthermore, autonomy was illustrated not only as the 
conscious choice to search for information but also as 
the choice to share it with others in the community. 
Through teamwork and social interaction, individuals 
share important work-related information with one 
another. Participant 45 (nurse) explained:

If something changes, I will figure it out somehow. 
Ask colleagues. We have very close relationship[s] 
with other nurses here since there are not many of 
us anymore. So, we share information [with] each 
other daily when we hear that something has 
changed or where the latest information can now 
be found.

Thus, the desire to share information may not result 
from an external compulsion to share work-related 
information with others but rather from one’s own 
perceptions and choice to share the information 
because it could benefit others. Hence, autonomous 
actions were linked to initiative, which is important to 
effective work.

Autonomy appeared in an individual’s ability to help 
others in the work community. This ability is based on 
the desire to make another person’s work easier. As 
Participant 45 (nurse) explained, employees “share work 
tasks with nurses” so that they do not “duplicate work” 
and so that their “work hours may be sufficient.” Thus, in 
the hospital, helping others involves dividing work tasks 
evenly and guiding and advising others in difficult work 
situations. 

In addition, autonomy was seen in the need to 
discuss one’s work experiences and, in the hospital 
context, difficult patient cases with colleagues. It is 

important that individuals are conscious of their ability 
to participate in social interactions and understand 
how these discussions make learning possible in the 
community. The following response by Participant 35 
(physician) illustrates how employees in the hospital 
share work-related information, their own experiences, 
and difficult cases with each other: 

We often discuss where I visited [during the day], 
and I did this and that. We share experiences with 
residents, so we learn from other’s experiences, 
especially if someone [does] something 
particularly good or something exceptionally rare 
comes up. We go through our mistakes as well to 
figure out what could have been done better. 

The hospital employees’ need to have discussions 
with others and hear their opinions on current issues 
was further linked to the decision-making process 
regarding patient treatment. Physicians consciously 
choose to gather information from colleagues or the 
community, even when they are responsible for a 
patient’s treatment. In this case, autonomy does not 
refer to a fully independent activity. Rather, autonomous 
action is targeted at the community and social levels of 
interaction. This is illustrated in the following statement 
by Participant 41 (physician), which demonstrates a 
strong sense of communality and consultation for work 
and learning in the hospital: 

The most important principle for every physician 
is the autonomy to accomplish one’s work. 
[The] physician makes the treatment decisions 
with the patient and is responsible for that. The 
responsibility is undivided […] But, of course, 
we are a community. There [are] many ways 
to get consulting and peer support—different 
working groups, or clinical meeting[s] where these 
problem-solving situations, in particular, can be 
considered. 

DESCRIPTIONS OF COMPETENCE
Descriptions of competence emerged in connection 
with learning situations in which a colleague teaches, 
demonstrates, or guides someone, either face to face or 
via digital communication tools. These kinds of situations 
were described as formally instructed situations or 
informal situations that individuals face at work on a 
daily basis. Competence could also be seen in apprentice 
model situations in which more experienced colleagues 
guide or teach others. Competence occurs in daily work 
situations in which individuals collaborate to complete 
daily tasks. These learning situations contain many 
illustrations of competence as a need to feel effective, be 
successful, and grow at work.
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In the ICT organization, competence was illustrated 
as knowledge of one’s own competence at work and the 
ability to observe one’s own work and actions and then 
recognize the issue at hand. Furthermore, competence 
appeared to be the ability to ponder different solutions to 
current problems. However, individuals may not be able 
to solve them alone. Participant 15 (developer) described 
how individuals require knowledge of their own work 
to describe the problem and the desired solution to a 
colleague:

First, you need to recognize the problem. Then, try 
to think about the path to the solution. What are 
the possible solution options to get the desired 
result? […] When you get someone to help you, 
you need to know how to describe the problem 
[to] him/her and the desired result. 

In collegial learning situations, competence was also 
presented as an awareness of one’s own competence 
in relation to colleagues’ competencies in the work 
community. In the ICT organization, participants 
described the importance of knowing and identifying who 
could offer their help to solve work issues. Individuals 
need knowledge of others’ competencies to identify 
someone in the work community who may be able to 
help. According to Participant 11 (developer), someone 
rarely solves a problem alone. Rather, one “need[s] to 
know the right people” to ask for help, which can, in turn, 
develop one’s competence. 

In addition, competence was attached to competence 
development by performing tasks on a daily basis with 
colleagues or a team. Participants linked competence to 
the choice of asking colleagues or teammates for help. 
Thus, individuals should take the initiative to develop 
competence and complete the task under a colleague’s 
guidance. As Participant 21 (developer) explained, if a 
technical challenge arises or she has to solve a difficult 
problem, she will approach it with her team. She further 
stated that she asks, “Has anyone done this before?” or 
“Could someone help?”, and then proceeds to solve it 
with someone who can help.

In the central hospital, competence was seen 
as occurring with the help of the community. The 
community helps identify one’s competence and guides 
competence development in situations in which a more 
experienced colleague can advise or teach them, either 
verbally or through example. In these situations, a more 
experienced colleague explains what is happening 
and helps the individual identify the limits of their own 
competence. Participant 37 (physician) explained that 
more-experienced physicians can help identify the limits 
of specialized physicians’ competencies by observing how 
they operate. He stated that “the attending physician’s 
role is [to monitor] the situation.” Furthermore, he 
expressed that an experienced physician can explain 

how and why they would do something in a certain way 
when the specialized physician does not yet have that 
knowledge. Thus, competence is developed through 
the guidance and supervision of more knowledgeable 
colleagues.

Additionally, an organization’s culture is based on 
the idea that more experienced colleagues are potential 
sources of new knowledge from whom individuals 
can learn new things through teaching, guidance, or 
observation. According to Participant 37 (physician), 
“Teaching is kind of an unwritten part of this job—that 
the information and knowledge will be shared forward.” 
Hence, transferring lessons to younger colleagues is an 
integral part of the culture of performing everyday work 
tasks. 

For physicians, the development of competence 
in social interactions with colleagues was also found 
to be an important practice. Particularly with special 
or challenging issues, individuals have discussions 
with colleagues about the situation and the potential 
options for supporting the development of their own 
competencies. After a discussion, individuals find it easier 
to make an overall assessment and, thus, a decision; this 
reflects the importance of communal discussion for their 
own competence and its development. Participant 38 
(physician) explained: 

First, you recognize that it is a special case 
[…] then you discuss it with colleagues and 
ponder different options. […] It is nice to hear an 
experienced colleague’s opinion about what kind 
of risks are involved in special cases, and you get 
different perspectives than [when] you just read 
the literature. When we have pondered the issue 
overall, it is easier to make an overall assessment, 
which is logical. 

Competence was also seen to emerge in the 
performance of daily work tasks. Learning and 
competence development as part of everyday work is an 
integral part of the hospital’s work culture. In addition to 
formal guidance and teaching situations, competence 
development situations are often everyday work 
scenarios that individuals face. Participant 44 (nurse) 
stated that one “can find the right answer or instruction 
from [the] intranet” and support from other colleagues. 
Hence, competence development as daily work was seen 
in social interactions with others and was linked to an 
individual’s autonomy to ask for help. 

In the hospital, competence also emerged as 
a communally shared phenomenon in which the 
competencies of everyone in a situation can be developed 
at the same time. Participant 38 (physician) stated: 

Sure, there will be many basic operations, but 
there [are] also rarities. We can do together very 
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rare operations, which nobody will face very 
often during their career. So, at the same time, 
everyone’s competence is developed when we 
operate together. It is important. The collegial 
support and the presence of colleagues, it is a very 
valuable thing.

This illustrates how competencies can be shared and 
developed for more than one person in the community 
by performing rare challenging tasks together. Thus, 
working together enables valuable and meaningful 
collegial support for competence development.

DESCRIPTIONS OF RELATEDNESS
Descriptions of relatedness were depicted in learning 
situations in which individuals support each other and 
work together on a project, either formally or informally, 
face to face or via digital communication tools. The sense 
of relatedness was also seen in peer-to-peer and pair 
work situations, as well as in apprentice model situations 
and when consulting colleagues. These collegial learning 
situations presented many descriptions of relatedness 
as a need to belong and “matter” to others, to feel 
connected in meaningful ways, and to feel supported 
while also experiencing that others need and value our 
support. 

In the ICT organization, relatedness was presented as 
peer support from colleagues or larger teams. According 
to Participant 7 (developer), the strongest learning comes 
from peer support. He further explained that, “if there 
are challenging situations, the support and perspective 
comes from [people] who have been in the same 
situation before,” which creates a good sense of support 
on many levels. This support comes in the form of advice, 
help, and guidance from more experienced colleagues. 
The feeling of support and a sense of belonging to the 
wider work community allows individuals to feel that 
their work and challenges are meaningful to others. 

The sense of relatedness could be seen as the 
possibility of leaning on the community and its 
members. Participants described how it is possible to ask 
for help from colleagues and that support for work tasks 
or challenging problems is always available. In the ICT 
organization, Participant 14 (developer) explained that 
the ability to lean on colleagues also occurs over online 
mediums, such as Slack, Skype, or Teams, through which 
colleagues can share, work, and complete tasks together. 

The sense of relatedness was seen in encouragement 
and support within the work environment in a team 
or larger work community. In the ICT organization, 
an encouraging, supportive work environment means 
helping others, working together, and creating a 
culture in which individuals can ask for help. According 
to Participant 15 (developer), a “supportive work 
atmosphere” is also linked to “a good spirit within [the] 
team” through which people help one another.

Additionally, relatedness refers to the ability to work 
in a common direction through encouragement, peer 
support, and a good work environment by engaging in 
social interactions and sharing information. According 
to Participant 26 (developer), remote work poses a 
challenge to the ability to engage in social interactions in 
organizations, making it difficult to share tacit knowledge 
between persons, which is essential for creating a 
common direction.

Participant 26 also explained that the best way to work 
is with several people on the team. This makes it possible 
to work together and share ideas, allowing individuals 
to feel a sense of relatedness. The importance of the 
work community to working and learning also reflects 
how one cannot know everything by oneself, despite the 
freedom and autonomy emphasized in ICT organizations. 
Therefore, the existence of community and the sense of 
relatedness that individuals feel through community also 
support learning.

In the central hospital, relatedness was also presented 
through collegial support. A sense of relatedness 
occurs through and alongside completing daily work 
tasks together. Support is obtained from individuals 
who have been in similar situations before or from 
more experienced colleagues. Working together and 
receiving help are essential expressions of relatedness. 
The following response from Participant 56 (nurse) 
demonstrates how relatedness emerges in colleagues’ 
support as teaching, guiding, or setting an example in 
challenging situations:

The situation would be new for me, or I have seen 
it sometimes, but I don’t remember so well. Then, 
we collaborate so that the more experienced 
[person] teaches the new person, [is] present 
in the situation, [and] either operates or gives 
[guidance]. 

Moreover, the sense of relatedness is present when 
performing work tasks together. Daily work tasks are 
tackled with colleagues and under the guidance of 
colleagues. As Participant 36 (physician) explained, 
working with more “experienced colleagues” could be 
described as “mentoring.” 

Relatedness also emerged in interviews with hospital 
staff as experienced colleagues showing faith and trust 
in those in the learner position. Therefore, the feeling 
that help and support are available if needed in learning 
situations is essential to a sense of relatedness. Creating 
faith and trust for learning also creates a safe atmosphere 
to try, which is the basis for learning to take place, as 
Participant 32 (physician) explained: “[With] younger 
colleagues who are here to learn, it [is] more like [an] 
apprentice model; along with daily work, learning takes 
place and information will be shared. It is mentoring 
even, giving them [the] confidence to try.” 
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Similarly, relatedness refers to the ability to lean 
on more experienced colleagues’ competencies 
and knowledge. In the hospital, this means getting 
help easily and asking for help without hesitation. 
Participant 56 (nurse) confirmed this by stating that the 
work community enables learning and that there are 
physicians available to consult: “You kind of know that 
there is always someone to ask.” 

A sense of relatedness could also be found in the 
need to connect with others, discuss important things 
concerning work, and share one’s own experiences with 
the community. According to Participant 36 (physician), 
work situations are less burdensome and more 
meaningful when there is the possibility of discussing 
and sharing ideas in social interactions with colleagues:

Let’s say that, when we get to do and think 
together, it is not so burdensome anymore; it is 
more meaningful. […] Although it is not a big issue, 
in rare situations, we will always discuss […] and 
that kind of makes learning more meaningful 
because both can share [their] experiences and 
perspectives and read things. It is continuous 
learning when we discuss.

Therefore, a sense of relatedness was linked to a trusting, 
safe work atmosphere in which the experiences and 
perspectives of others are valued.

COMMONALITIES AND DIFFERENCES IN 
SELF-DETERMINATION BETWEEN THE ICT 
ORGANIZATION AND THE CENTRAL HOSPITAL
Generally, individuals’ self-determination was described 
similarly in both organizations. However, several 

differences could be seen in how autonomy, competence, 
and relatedness were described in collegial learning 
situations. This section describes these differences. Table 
1 summarizes the findings regarding the three needs of 
self-determination in both organizations. 

In both organizations, autonomy was seen as arising 
from self-awareness of one’s own competence, which 
leads to the conscious choice to ask for help from the 
community, as well as the ability to help others. Similarly, 
individuals’ autonomy over their abilities and choices was 
perceived as essential. In the ICT organization, individuals’ 
conscious actions were found to be the precondition for 
participating in collegial learning situations and the ability 
to do so. Often, individuals first try to solve problems or 
current work tasks alone; then, if they do not succeed, 
they ask for help from others. Alternatively, in the 
hospital, autonomy was illustrated as the choice to share 
information with others, without the intention of solving 
the problem, and the need to discuss it with colleagues, 
without the intention of producing something that can 
be utilized at that moment. Furthermore, the willingness 
to participate in social interactions with others plays a 
natural and important role in work, which, in itself, creates 
value for employees and their competence development. 
However, in both organizations, individual autonomy was 
found to be a significant part of the nature of expert work.

In the ICT organization, competence was strongly 
linked to the individuals themselves. While individuals 
require knowledge of their own competence, they also 
require knowledge of the competence of others in the 
work community. The initiative taken to develop one’s 
own competence relies on autonomous actions. Only 
after individuals take this initiative (ask for help) can 
competence emerge through collective competence 

ICT ORGANIZATION CENTRAL HOSPITAL

Autonomy The need for choice and self-endorsement of one’s own actions, ownership, and volition

Descriptions – self-awareness of one’s own understanding
– conscious choice to ask for help
– ability to help others

– self-awareness of one’s own understanding
– conscious choice to ask for help
– choice to share information with others
– ability to help others
– need to discuss with colleagues

Competence The need to feel effective, be successful, and grow

Descriptions – knowledge of one’s own competence
–  knowledge of others’ competencies in the work 

community 
–  competence development through working together 

on a daily basis

–  knowledge of one’s own competence with the help of the 
community

– competence development with the help of community
–  competence development through working together on a 

daily basis
– sharing competence communally

Relatedness The need to belong and matter to others, feel connected in meaningful ways, feel supported, and value support

Descriptions – peer support
– ability to lean on colleagues 
– encouraging and supportive work environment
– ability to create a common direction at work

– collegial support
– performing collectively
– showing faith and trust
– ability to lean on colleagues
– need to connect with others

Table 1 Findings of autonomy, competence, and relatedness in the ICT organization and the central hospital.
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development with colleagues. In the ICT organization, 
the individual’s active role in competence development 
was emphasized. However, in the hospital, community 
was highlighted as a strong factor in revealing 
competence. Competence as knowledge of one’s 
own competence and competence development was 
illustrated as a communal and collegial phenomenon. 
The identification and development of one’s competence 
occur with help from the community, usually from more 
experienced colleagues. Competence development 
situations are also purposefully designed to benefit as 
many people as possible so that new knowledge can be 
shared throughout the community. In the hospital, the 
nature of work regarding consulting, multiprofessional 
collaboration, and competence development is based 
on the traditional apprentice model. Therefore, work 
and competence development during work tasks are 
completed together, and the community plays the role 
of supporter for individuals. 

In both organizations, relatedness was illustrated 
as support—peer support in the ICT organization 
and consulting and multiprofessional support in the 
hospital. In the hospital, the sense of relatedness 
emerged strongly as collaboration on a daily basis due 
to work tasks rarely being performed completely alone 
or independently. In both organizations, relatedness 
was also linked to the work atmosphere. In the ICT 
organization, the sense of relatedness was linked to an 
encouraging and supportive teamwork atmosphere, 
while in the hospital, relatedness was demonstrated 
as showing faith and trust in the person in the learning 
position. In both the ICT organization and the hospital, 
relatedness refers to an ability to lean on colleagues’ 
competencies if needed, which also shows an important 
element in creating a suitable atmosphere for learning. 
In addition, in the hospital, relatedness was linked to the 
need to connect with others and interact with colleagues. 
This was perceived as important for learning, making it 
less burdensome and more meaningful for individuals. 
In the ICT organization, relatedness was presented as 
an important element in creating a common direction at 
work.

DISCUSSION

This study helps increase the understanding of self-
determination and its relation to collegial learning in 
expert work. We have qualitatively illustrated how the 
three basic psychological needs of self-determination—
autonomy, competence, and relatedness—are fulfilled 
and thus defined in the context of collegial learning 
situations at work. Through this study, we contribute to 
the previous studies of SDT, not only from the individually 
oriented perspective, but also by exploring it in relation 
to the social context of collegial learning at work 

emphasized in the field of adult education (Billett, 2014). 
The findings of this study confirm an understanding of 
self-determination and the three psychological needs as 
essential elements and requirements for learning (Bauer 
& Mulder, 2006) thus providing the motivation behind 
learning in modern expert work. 

Studies on self-determination tend to understand 
learning as a positive outcome of an individual’s self-
determination (Hetzner et al., 2012), but the results of 
this study offer the understanding of collegial learning 
as a framework to fulfill employees’ basic psychological 
needs in work organizations where learning is an 
essential part of daily work. Based on the findings, social 
interaction is an essential enabler for employees’ sense 
of self-determination to be fulfilled in learning situations. 
Overall, the findings show that the basic psychological 
needs of self-determination can be fulfilled in learning 
situations in which employees participate in social 
interactions with colleagues (Billett, 2014). Thus, social 
and contextual conditions in collegial learning that 
either enhance or diminish employees’ sense of self-
determination are essential (Ryan & Deci, 2000).

The study found that the three needs of self-
determination (Ryan & Deci, 2000) are highly overlapping 
and intertwined; thus, they are different features of the 
same phenomenon in both organizations. In recent 
years, the role of autonomy in the context of learning at 
work has been emphasized unilaterally (Noe & Ellingson, 
2017) but has also been criticized. This study confirms 
the previous proposition that emphasis should be placed 
on relatedness and sociocultural factors, in addition 
to self-determination (Lemmetty, 2020). Individual 
activities emphasizing autonomy and freedom do not 
exclude the need for collegiality and social interaction 
in learning. Hence, the SDT utilized in this study was a 
suitable starting point, as it took into account not only 
autonomy but also the two other psychological needs 
(competence and relatedness) for employees’ optimal 
development and learning (Ryan & Deci, 2000). 

Through this study, we contribute to filling the need 
to explore self-determination in different learning 
environments (Hsu et al., 2019) and different work contexts 
(Gagné & Deci, 2005). The comparative research strategy 
(Greckhamer et al., 2018) produced interesting findings 
on self-determination in two organizations differing in 
industry and hierarchy. In general, the findings on self-
determination in collegial learning situations were similar 
in both the central hospital and the ICT organization. In 
both organizations, autonomy as conscious choices and 
actions was seen as the choice to ask for help and to 
share work-related information that might help others. 
In the context of learning at work, autonomy does not 
refer to independence, solitude, or selfishness, but rather 
to feelings that may be included in collegial action 
(Ryan & Deci, 2000). Alternatively, in both organizations, 
competence was linked to the knowledge of one’s own 
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competence and intentions to develop competence, as 
well as to the feeling of control over one’s own work. 
Competence and competence development are required 
to complete daily tasks; individuals need to express their 
competence concerning work and gain new knowledge 
to develop their competence (Rigby & Ryan, 2018). In 
both organizations, more experienced colleagues play 
a major role in guiding and supporting competence 
development (Billett, 2014). Relatedness emerged in 
collegial learning situations as the strongest need for 
self-determination in both organizations. Essential to 
the fulfillment of relatedness in both organizations is the 
ability to lean on colleagues and get help from members 
of the work community, develop a positive atmosphere 
for learning, and have the opportunity to interact with 
members of the community. In both organizations, the 
sense of relatedness offers individuals meaningfulness in 
their work in the community (Rigby & Ryan, 2018). 

The similar emergences of self-determination in 
both organizations are interesting, considering the 
previous perspectives on the relationship between self-
determination and hierarchy (Lee & Edmondson, 2017) 
and the contextuality of learning (Collin, 2008). This 
offered the opportunity to consider the factors and 
practices that are shared between ICT organizations 
and hospitals, rather than the differences between 
them. Based on the findings, the forms and practices 
of learning are similar in both organizations, which 
indicates the fundamentally similar nature of expert 
work. It is perhaps possible that expert work—regardless 
of hierarchy or industry—provides opportunities for 
fulfilling basic psychological needs and, thus, for self-
determination and motivation to emerge.

However, this study’s findings also show a few 
differences in how self-determination occurs, particularly 
with regard to the different ways in which the three 
needs are emphasized and the needs are expressed. 
First, in the ICT organization, autonomy is emphasized 
as a prerequisite to participating in and forming collegial 
learning situations at work, as the nature of work is 
based on self-direction and autonomous work (Ha, 2015; 
Lemmetty, 2020). In the hospital, individual autonomy 
is not so strongly emphasized, but autonomy is targeted 
toward the idea that colleagues’ sharing of information 
and asking for help are important and valuable practices 
in the community. Second, in terms of competence, 
in the ICT organization, individuals’ own responsibility 
and activity are emphasized, while in the hospital, the 
community plays an important role in both identifying 
and developing competence. Third, in the hospital, the 
sense of relatedness relies on a work culture marked 
by multiprofessionalism, collaboration, and consulting 
(Pimmer et al., 2013; Stabel et al., 2022); therefore, 
mentoring, teaching younger colleagues, and providing 
support are inherent parts of the work culture. In contrast, 
in the ICT organization, a strong sense of relatedness 

seems to be based on an organizational culture that 
consciously creates and builds communality.

This study does not consider self-determination as 
an entirely collective phenomenon but demonstrates 
the collegial and socially shared nature of self-
determination in the context of learning at work. In 
the future, a focus on studying self-determination 
directly as a collective group-level phenomenon would 
be important. As the responsibility for learning has 
shifted from the organization to teams (Ellinger, 2005), 
collective and team-level learning is emphasized, 
especially in expert work. Therefore, exploring how 
group-level self-determination is constructed is 
important, as it could increase the understanding of 
collective self-determination in the context of learning 
in expert work. As certain studies have shown that self-
determination has positive effects on people’s well-
being (Gomez-Baya & Lucia-Casademunt, 2018) and 
learning (Bauer & Mulder, 2006), in the future, it would 
be beneficial to study the individual and group situations 
in which all three basic psychological needs are fulfilled 
at the same time. In addition, it would be interesting to 
explore employees’ and supervisors’ self-determination 
separately and compare whether the illustrations of 
self-determination differ between these groups. Future 
research could also focus on which social and cultural 
factors in the social context of organizations, such as 
leadership, may enhance or hinder both individual- and 
group-level self-determination and, thus, learning at 
work. 
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Abstract
Purpose – The purpose of this study is to explore the construction of collective self-determination in
development-oriented group discussions. This paper provides empirical understanding of how collective self-
determination is constructed in social interaction using certain communication styles.

Design/methodology/approach – The qualitative data were based on four development-oriented group
discussions (totaling 180min) of supervisors from Finnish central hospital and information and
communication technology organization. Participants from hospitals worked as head nurses, while those from
information technology organizations worked as leaders and project managers. The data were analysed
through interaction and content analyses.

Findings – Based on the findings, collective self-determination is constructed in social interaction through
speech sections in which individuals’ different speech acts facilitate basic psychological needs of autonomy,
competence and relatedness. In collective self-determination, the individual and the collective are emphasized
at the same time, meaning that collective self-determination cannot occur without individual-level self-
determination.
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Practical implications – Organizations and teams should focus on finding suitable ways to implement
collective self-determination and consider the importance of social interaction and certain communication
styles. Moreover, employees should be offered enough resources and support to be able to work in collectively
self-determinedmanner.

Originality/value – The study offered an approach to understand self-determination and its construction in
group discussions aiming at collective learning. Collective self-determination emphasizes the group and its
ability to be autonomous, responsible and capable to learn and to orient toward common goals and tasks. As
such, it extends the previous understanding of self-determination as collective-level phenomenon. More
research is needed in the context of working life.

Keywords Collective self-determination, Self-determination theory, Group discussions,
Workplace learning, ICTorganization, Hospital

Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction
Due to continuous change and the increased amount of expert work, organizations have been
forced to find new ways of organizing work to increase employees’ learning and
development and thus achieve a competitive advantage (Power and Waddell, 2004). Modern
expert work, seen as continuous learning and development, requires autonomy, freedom and
responsibility (Saks and Leijen, 2014; Noe and Ellingson, 2017). Employees are expected to
be active, willing, able and interested in learning – in other words, be self-determined and
have strong intrinsic motivation (Ryan and Deci, 2000). However, expert work is rarely
completed alone. Learning emerges as a collective form in addition to individual practices.
Cooperation, sharing expertise, teamwork and group situations with colleagues are essential
to ensure the completion of daily work tasks (Lemmetty, 2020; Stabel et al., 2022). Self-
determination is not the only essential requirement of expert work; collective team-level self-
determination is as well (Keronen et al., 2023). Although autonomous and self-organized
teams have been used in organizations in response to demands for continuous change and
learning requirements (Lee and Edmondson, 2017), studies on collective self-determination
in the context of learning in expert work are lacking (Keronen et al., 2023). Therefore, the
current study approaches self-determination at the collective level.

In the field of adult education, previous studies have shown that collegiality and social
interaction are vital resources for learning at work, as learning occurs through participation in
socially shared practices in the work community (Billett, 2014). In addition to individual-oriented
perspectives, self-determination has been studied from a sociocultural perspective that emphasizes
the collective nature of expert work (Lemmetty, 2020). These practices are essential enablers of
self-determination and the fulfillment of basic psychological needs that intrinsically motivate
employees (Keronen et al., 2023). When enhancing people’s basic psychological needs and their
commitment to certain behaviors, autonomy-supportive communication styles are crucial (Martela
et al., 2021). When the responsibility of the work and learning has shifted from organizations to
teams (Ellinger, 2005; Noe and Ellingson, 2017), the focus should be on self-determination as a
collective activity (Lemmetty, 2020), not as individual abilities (Hetzner et al., 2012). The essential
question is how the team can orient itself in social interaction toward a common direction of
learning, achieving goals and completing complex and problem-drivenwork tasks.

Research on self-determination has tended to focus on individual-oriented perspectives
(Rigby and Ryan, 2018), although the fulfillment of basic needs not only relies on the
individual’s own activity but is also influenced by the demands, obstacles and affordances of
the sociocultural context (Ryan and Deci, 2000). Thus, the motivational processes behind self-
determination theory (SDT) at the individual level may also operate at the group level
(Thomas et al., 2017). Collective self-determination has been previously studied in the context
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of indigenous people and democracy (Murphy, 2014; Zuehl, 2016) but not in the context of
work (Keronen et al., 2023). Martela et al. (2021) offered theoretical techniques for using
autonomy-supportive communication styles to engage in certain behaviors, but empirical
research on these communication techniques is needed. Moreover, SDT should be used more
in organizational contexts (Gagné and Deci, 2005) and different learning environments
(Hsu et al., 2019). Therefore, this study explores self-determination from a collective
perspective as a sociocultural phenomenon constructed through speech acts in social
interactions. The study approaches the construction of collective self-determination in the
context of development-oriented group discussions with supervisors from a central hospital
and an information and communication technology (ICT) organization. This study contributes
to previous research on self-determination by empirically exploring on the interpersonal level
how basic psychological needs are enhanced by certain communication styles (see Martela
et al., 2021). Hence, the study aims to increase the understanding of self-determination as a
collective-level phenomenon approached from adult education perspective.

2. Collective self-determination
SDT is based on three basic psychological needs that are essential for optimal development
and well-being: autonomy, competence and relatedness (Ryan and Deci, 2000). Self-
determination can be described as a perceived sense of autonomy and possibility of choice,
need for knowledge and competence, need to belong in the community and meaningfulness
(Rigby and Ryan, 2018). When the three needs are fulfilled, individuals can be assumed to be
self-motivated, active, inspired (Ryan and Deci, 2000) and learning-oriented through
personal initiative they take (Hetzner et al., 2012). In other words, they have strong inner
motivation. The three needs underlie proactivity, engagement, and thus certain behaviors
(Rigby and Ryan, 2018). As noted above, research on basic psychological needs has tended
to focus on individual-oriented perspectives (Rigby and Ryan, 2018). However, the
fulfillment of these needs depends on the social and contextual conditions, opportunities and
requirements that either facilitate or hinder people’s self-motivation, performance and
development (Ryan and Deci, 2000). In the context of learning at work, social interaction in
the community enables basic psychological needs to be fulfilled on individual (Keronen
et al., 2023) and collective level. In social interaction, autonomy can be supported by
offering certain limitations for behavior in autonomy-supportive ways, that is, by explaining
why limits are necessary and giving a clear rationale (Martela et al., 2021; Rigby and Ryan,
2018). Moreover, providing structure, feedback and guidance on how to adhere to the
necessary rules supports the need for competence (Martela et al., 2021). In addition,
relatedness is supported by enhancing the sense of belongingness, connection, mutual bond
and trust (Martela et al., 2021; Rigby and Ryan, 2018).

From sociological perspective, collective self-determination is defined as a phenomenon
in which people jointly control the institutions that structure their social world (Zuehl, 2016).
In collective self-determination, the roles of autonomy and self-determined motivation stem
from group membership rather than from individuals. Collective self-determination can be
described as the freedom to decide what actions the group takes and why (Thomas et al.,
2017). Thus, behind collective self-determination is engagement in certain behaviors (see
Martela et al., 2021) as one unit. Collective self-determination can be approached as a
group’s collective capability to enhance freedom and well-being (Murphy, 2014). Although
the phenomenon of collective self-determination has not been studied in adult education or
the workplace context, the practices and features that manifest collective self-determination
have already been used in organizations.
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3. Self-organized, autonomous teams as manifestations of collective self-
determination in the work context
In the organizational context, collective self-determination manifests as different team-level
practices and processes through which employees at the team level work in a self-determined
and self-organized manner toward their goals and tasks. The aim of these practices and
processes, which usually use self-organization and lower hierarchical configurations (Lee
and Edmondson, 2017), is to improve employees’ work and learning (see Bunderson and
Boumgarden, 2010; Power and Waddell, 2004). Different autonomous and self-organized
teams are understood as examples of collective self-determination, as teams have autonomy,
responsibility and more control over their own work and ongoing projects (Auvinen et al.,
2018; Laloux, 2014; Langfred, 2000) and thus have strong self-determination regarding daily
work tasks (Wall et al., 1986). Teams regulate their behavior when completing work tasks
(Cohen and Ledford, 1994), for example, by setting goals, analyzing problems, making plans
and evaluating their performance (Laloux, 2014). Higher autonomy and responsibility of work
support intrinsic motivation behind employees’ actions (Laloux, 2014), emphasizing the idea
of SDT as basis for function of teams. They have high degree of independence, leadership,
dedication and collation (Patanakul et al., 2012), which requires increased communication
among team members (Muthusamy et al., 2005). Moreover, communication, coordination,
mutual support, effort and cohesion have been found to define the self-organized team’s quality
and performance (Zaimovic et al., 2021). Successful implementation requires self-organized
team’s ability to align their tasks goals and strategies (Nederveen Pieterse et al., 2019).

Although self-organized and autonomous teams work largely on their own and have
autonomy, they are not uncontrolled. Leadership is needed to avoid instability, ambiguity and
prevent chaos, although at the same time leadership should not be controlling, diminishing
creativity and spontaneity (Moe et al., 2008). Leadership in these teams can be approached
from a plural perspective as “power-with” leadership, in which the knowledge needed to
complete the work tasks is held by individuals and teams instead of individual leaders. This
refers to a model in which leadership is collectively everyone’s responsibility and constructed
through social interaction. (Salovaara and Bathurst, 2018). The self-organization of teams does
not mean that there is no structure. There are practices and structures that indicate how teams
should work, make decisions and share roles (Laloux, 2014). Clear structures are also needed
to ensure that colleagues provide enough support for learning (Bunderson and Boumgarden,
2010) and that supervisors avoid unwanted outcomes, such as unclear responsibilities and
outsourcing of or absence of responsibility (Bell, 2017; Collin et al., 2021). In innovative
work, self-organized teams with stronger capabilities, freedom and autonomy can perform
better than other teams (Patanakul et al., 2012) based on intensified commitment to the team
(Muthusamy et al., 2005). Although, teams with higher levels of structure (i.e. higher levels of
specialization, formalization and hierarchy) can promote learning by creating a safe and
predictable team environment where information is shared freely and conflicts are reduced.
However, the different ways of self-organizing work do not mean leaving individuals or teams
without support (Collin et al., 2018) or structure. Instead, finding a balance between autonomy
and support (Collin et al., 2021) when implementing self-organized teams is essential.

4. Learning through group discussions as a context for collective self-determination
In this study, collective self-determination is explored in the context of development-oriented
group discussions aimed at developing participants’ competencies and knowledge through
discussion, dialogue and shared meaning. Therefore, these group discussions are approached
as collective learning situations. Learning through group discussions is essential also in
participant’s daily work environments at hospital and ICT organization, since learning and
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social interaction can be seen intertwined rather than separate elements of expert work
(Collin, 2008). In these both work environments, multiple practices and processes of learning
through discussions are crucial, since the completion of daily work tasks is based on
employees’ expertise and at the team-level sharing competencies and working together. These
kinds of practices and processes emphasize the importance of collective learning based on
collegiality, social interaction and participation in socially shared practices (Billett, 2014).

In hospital, learning occurs in social interactions with colleagues (Brooks et al., 2017; Stabel
et al., 2022) through one’s own work, theory or guidance, reflections on work experiences and
life outside of work (Berings et al., 2008). Collaboration and giving feedback play a critical role
in sharing of what has been learned (Kyndt et al., 2016; Riera Claret et al., 2020) when
completion of everyday tasks is based on consulting and interprofessional teamwork (Pimmer
et al., 2013). In the ICT field, learning is linked to everyday work and framed by solving
complex problems (Collin, 2008) and working with technologies (Vähäsantanen and Eteläpelto,
2017). Learning takes place either through interactions with colleagues and customers or
independently as information retrieval (Gijbels et al., 2012; Lemmetty, 2020), which requires
employees’ autonomy and control over their own learning processes (Bell, 2017; Frenkel and
Sanders, 2007). Although learning in the ICT field takes independent forms, it should not be
seen as totally autonomous or independent (Lemmetty, 2020), since the work is completed in
projects that include multiple experts and customers requiring learning together and sharing
competencies. Therefore, in both work organizations, learning as collective-level phenomenon
relies on collegiality, community, group situations and teamwork (Lemmetty, 2020).

5. Research aim and question
The purpose of this study is to explore the construction of collective self-determination in
development-oriented group discussions. Moreover, this study approaches collective self-
determination in social interaction and through speech acts facilitating autonomy, competence
and relatedness in these discussions. Thus, the following research question is posed:

How is collective self-determination constructed by speech acts in development-oriented group
discussions?

6. Methodology
As the purpose is to explore collective self-determination in development-oriented group
discussions, this study relies on understanding self-determination and learning as socially
constructed phenomena. Hence, in this study, learning at the group level is approached as a
sociocultural phenomenon, such as an interaction among the individual, others and the
environment (Billett, 2014; Vygotsky, 1978). We understand learning occurring in
interpersonal activities among people in a social learning system (John-Steiner and Mahn,
1996; Wenger, 1998) and interactional processes through which the basic psychological
needs are either fulfilled or hindered (Ryan and Deci, 2000).

The aim of this study was to examine how the participants in the group construct collective
self-determination through social interaction (Poole et al., 1999) and look at how their behavior
in the meaning-making process creates new knowledge and understanding (Burtis and Turman,
2006). The interaction analysis at the interpersonal level (McLeod et al., 2010) was applied
because the interest was in interactional activity. Particularly, we explored the underlaying
actions and meanings of speeches constructing collective self-determination. The interaction
analysis allows to reveal dialogical details of the meaning-making process (Marková et al.,
2007) constructing collective self-determination in the group interaction. Moreover, content
analysis (Hsieh and Shannon, 2005) was applied to understand the content of the discussions.
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6.1 Data
The data for this study was collected as part of a larger research and development project in
Finland aimed to produce understanding of sustainability of learning in expert work. Part of
this project was to conduct a group coaching sessions as an intervention aimed to increase
participants’ knowledge of workplace learning in sustainable way and how it can be
supported in supervisory work (Collin et al., 2023). The data used in this study was collected
from these group coaching sessions, which occurred as concrete development-oriented group
discussions. The data consisted of audio recordings (n = 180min) from four sessions – two at
a central hospital and two at an ICT organization. These two organizations were chosen
because daily work tasks in these rely on teamwork, project work, collaboration and
employees’ ability to communicate with each other in a multiprofessional manner.
Moreover, the work can be described as expert work requiring continuous learning and
development at individual and collective levels.

As the aim of the group coaching sessions was to increase the participants understanding
of how to support workplace learning, all participants had supervisory roles that included
employees’ guidance. The participants from the ICT organization were team leaders and
project managers, and the participants from the central hospital were physicians and head
nurses. The group coaching sessions were conducted by two people, one facilitating the
conversation and the other as a researcher, focusing more on taking notes and observing the
situation. The first author conducted the hospital meetings. The role of the facilitator was to
guide each session, instruct and facilitate the tasks. Group discussions conducted as face-to-
face meetings, and either four or five participants attended the sessions. The content for the
discussions was designed by the researchers of the project and was not part of the
university’s curriculum or of specific learning goals or certificates. At the beginning of each
session, a short orientation for the current topic was provided by the facilitator, and then
planned tasks were conducted through which the participants shared their own experiences,
knowledge and competencies in group discussion aimed to achieve learning. Interaction and
open conversation between the participants and between the facilitator and the participants
were emphasized during the discussions. In both groups, the participants mostly knew each
other, although they did not all work with each other on a daily basis.

6.2 Analysis
Before the systematic analysis, the audio recordings were transcribed. The analysis process,
methods and data used are described in Table 1. below. In the first phase of the analysis,
learning episodes were identified and reviewed to limit the data to those relevant to the study.
In this study, an “episode” is defined as a coherent section of speech that can be distinguished
from the rest of the discussion (Marková et al., 2007) based on sections where participants
create new knowledge and learn together through shared understanding and negotiations of
meanings. First, the ends of the episodes were located by finding the point at which the
participants made a conclusion or summary or when new knowledge and understanding
occurred based on the preceding conversation. Then, the beginnings of the episodes were
located by reading the transcripts from the end backward and locating the point at which
participants started to discuss the current topic, and others actively brought their own
perspectives and thoughts to the conversation. This phase required to focus on the content of
the conversation, highlighting the content analytical approach of the analysis (Hsieh and
Shannon, 2005). In learning episodes, individual participants bring their own knowledge and
understanding of the topic; this can be understood as individual learning. After these
perspectives are challenged and discussed together by other participants, they are either
accepted, modified or rejected. At the end of an episode, conclusions or summaries can be
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understood as new knowledge emerging in the group – that is, collective learning. All these
coherent sections of speeches, i.e. learning episodes, were separated from the rest of the data.
Altogether, 16 learning episodes formed a basis for the second phase of the analysis, which
answers the research question.

In the initial analysis of the second phase, speech sections illustrating autonomy,
competence and relatedness were located and color-coded from the learning episodes in a
theory-driven manner (Martela et al., 2021; Ryan and Deci, 2000). These speech sections
were part of learning episodes, consisted of multiple comments, and were formed by the
analysis process. For instance, a section of the speech was interpreted to demonstrate
competence when the conversation indicated that the participants’ goal was to acquire and
develop new knowledge and skills.

In the subsequent analysis of the second phase, the focus was on individual speech acts
that facilitate autonomy, competence and relatedness in speech sections found in initial
analysis. The speech sections were further divided into speech acts. Hence, the unit of
analysis was speech act (McLeod et al., 2010), and interaction analyses at the interpersonal
level (McLeod et al., 2010) and content analysis (Hsieh and Shannon, 2005) were applied. In
data-driven location of the speech acts, individual speeches were approached as activity
aimed to construct collective self-determination (see Burtis and Turman, 2006). Moreover,
the focus was on how the information has been shared in the discussion, what is the tone of
the speeches and what is the underlying function of the speeches in discussion. Hence, the
way participants communicate in group was the focus on analysis (Poole et al., 1999), and
therefore, the behavior was analysed at the social interactional level (Burtis and Turman,
2006). Furthermore, the content of the conversation was examined at the same time to make
sure the interpretation of the meaning and function of the speeches were understood

Table 1. Framework of the analysis

Phase of
analysis I Learning episodes II Answering research question

Analysis
section

New knowledge and
learning in the group

Initial analysis: Construction of
learning episodes by speech
sections illustrating autonomy,
competence and relatedness

Subsequent analysis:
facilitative speech acts

Data Development-oriented
group discussions

Learning episodes Speech sections illustrating
autonomy, competence and
relatedness

Target of
the
analysis

Episodes Speech sections Speech acts

Analysis
method

Classification into
episodes based on the
theme discussed (Marková
et al., 2007)

Interaction analysis (McLeod et al., 2010) and Qualitative content
analysis (Hsieh and Shannon, 2005)

Basis Data-based Theory-driven Data-based
Findings Learning episodes Speech sections illustrating

autonomy, competence and
relatedness

Speech acts facilitating
autonomy, competence and
relatedness in group
interactions

Source: Authors’ own work
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correctly. Although the aim was not to determine specific themes, as is usually the case in
content analysis. (Hsieh and Shannon, 2005) All speech acts were located and coded by
describing their initial meaning and function in group discussion. For example, participants’
comments asking to get more information or criticizing something were categorized under
speech act of evaluating information and offering critical comments. Moreover, the speech
acts of evaluating information and offering critical comments were understood to support
competence since they offered construction and structure into conversation and support
possibilities to participate. All speech acts were categorized under three categories:
autonomy, competence and relatedness based on which psychological needs they are
facilitating. Table 2 below shows an example of the speech section of competence including
data citations and illustrates the interpretation process of speech acts from hospital’s group
discussion.

7. Findings
7.1 Construction of collective self-determination: speech sections illustrating autonomy,
competence and relatedness
Collective self-determination was constructed in learning episodes by speech sections
illustrating autonomy, competence and relatedness and the facilitating speech acts. The

Table 2. Example of the interpretation of analysis process

Participant Citation
Interpretation of the meaning and
function of speech Speech act

Participant 3: And that is our goal that one of our
head nurses would always do a shift
[at the department] during three
weeks period, because that is where
you get the information that oh lord
this is how things work now

! can be interpreted as a common
and mutual goal since the participant
uses the word “our” in speech and
because the following participant
continue providing instructions
related to goal
! create structure to discussion since
it expresses of what is expected or
required behavior
! aims to engage and participate
people to discussions through
achieving this goal

Setting
goals

Participant 4: But you have kind of remind yourself
that you don’t stay, you must put it on
your calendar that you actually go
there, because they [visits at the
department] are very useful

! provides concrete instructions how
working at the department would be
possible and explains possible
obstacles (limitation of time) for
others to be considered
! by considering the instructions
others can make a change as capable
and competent people
! support competence by
acknowledging the actions required to
achieve the goals
! engage others to the goal and
discussion by describing the positive
benefits

Providing
instructions

Source: Authors’ own work
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learning episodes contained multiple speech sections, which varied during each episode. The
length of the speech sections included several comment periods attended by one or more
people. In addition, one comment attended by one person could consist of several sentences,
for example, first illustrating competence and then changing to illustrate autonomy. In
learning episodes, every speech section illustrating autonomy, competence and relatedness
was important, since each had its own purpose and role in constructing collective self-
determination, as seen in Figure 1. As illustrated, every speech section contained individuals’
speech acts facilitating autonomy, competence or relatedness. The purpose of speech acts
was to construct the group’s common and shared practices and activities to promote
interaction, creation of common direction and learning, and thus construct collective self-
determination. In the following sections, we first describe every speech section illustrating
either autonomy, competence or relatedness with data example. After every speech section,
we describe the facilitative speech acts that describe the speech sections in more detail.

7.2 Autonomy: supporting self-reliance and freedom of choice and action by sharing
knowledge
Speech sections illustrating autonomy consisted of participants’ speech acts that shared
knowledge and competencies, gave meaningful rationale and provided choices and
suggestions. The learning episodes usually started with a speech section illustrating
autonomy, aiming to bring up information, knowledge and expertise to conversation through
one’s own expertise. Moreover, aim was to deepen the groups’ understanding; therefore,
autonomy speech sections were the most frequent in the learning episodes. In addition, the
speech acts in these speech sections overlapped, and the differences in speech acts were the
most subtle. Participants’ freedom and self-reliance were supported by autonomy speech
sections. The citation below from a group discussion with the ICT organization illustrates a
speech section of autonomy, as Participant 4 provides a rationale regarding the organization’s
brand and its visibility. After this, Participant 1 elaborates and deepens the conversation by
explaining what might affect the brand’s visibility on social media based on his/her own
expertise:

Construction of collective self-determination

Autonomy
Supporting self-reliance and

freedom of choice and action by 
sharing knowledge

- Sharing knowledge and 
competencies

- Giving meaningful rationale

- Providing choices and suggestions

Competence
Supporting capability and
participation by providing 

structure and guidance

- Providing feedback

- Evaluating information

- Making concrete plans, setting goals 
and providing instructions

Relatedness
Creating shared understanding and

common ground by 
acknowledging others’

perspectives

- Showing sense of community and 

- Encouraging and supporting each other

- Considering, appreciating, and 

Source: Authors’ own work

accepting other’s perspectives

compassion

Figure 1. Construction of collective self-determination by speech sections illustrating autonomy,
competence and relatedness and the facilitating speech acts
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Participant 4: So [company name] does not appear on the media platforms. Is it our marketing that
causes us to not have the same kind of visibility as those kinds of interesting student brands?

Participant 1: I think this is partly because [company name] is quite fresh as a brand. [The previous
name of the company] was not like that at all.

7.2.1 Speech acts facilitating autonomy. The aim of sharing knowledge and competence
was for one participant to introduce their knowledge and understanding to the group for
discussion, thus deepening their understanding of the topic. When participants shared
knowledge and competencies, the topic is somehow important to the speaker, and it is based
on the speaker’s own experiences, perspectives or expertise, as the following citation shows.
Participant 4 (hospital) uses the words “I see” to illustrate how the comments are based on
his/her own experiences from work: “I see that you also need to have pure organization hard
work. Sharing responsibilities, sharing tasks – so many times, you need to organize first
before it [learning] starts to flow.” The participant does not tell others how they should
perform but let others review the comment and then agree or disagree, thus participating as
capable individuals making their own conclusions.

Speech acts providing a meaningful rationale consisted of examples of the topic discussed
or reasoning that could uncover the potential consequences of the issue or highlight why an
issue was essential. Providing meaningful rationale broadened and deepened the
conversation and raised issues that had not been previously addressed. Providing meaningful
rationale supports autonomy and voluntary commitment, as the participants themselves
could commit to arguments and perspectives as responsible actors after evaluating the
information. The following citation represents speech act of giving meaningful rationale
because Participant 1 (ICT) continued the previous conversation of the developmental
discussions by justifying that they actually go through the current and previous work tasks as
well as the future tasks: “Yes we go through what is going on currently, what kinds of work
tasks and how stressful or time consuming they are and then we consider the goals we have
set, what has happened last year, what we are doing right now and what is supposed to be
done in the future.”When others understand why some decisions have been made, they can
evaluate it and thus make own conclusions. Giving meaningful rationale helps to understand
the reasons behind conclusions.

Providing choices and suggestions regarding the topic under discussion offered new ideas
and thoughts to all group members to ponder together. Choices and suggestions supported
autonomy because they offered other possibilities to actively contribute to the decisions and
thus be part of the meaning-making process. They were not presented as truth, guidelines or
plans, although the main purpose was to influence the discussion. Instead, they suggested
possible courses of action and supported participants’ freedom of engagement, choice and
action as competent people. Making suggestions and choices encourages others to engage in
conversation and draw their own opinions. For example, participant 2 (hospital) suggests that
they could have thematic events in their work organization, and by this suggestion she/he
leaves room for other opinions and thus makes it possible to exchange ideas and receive
other opinions: “But it could be this kind of thematic event, what we could [go through], not
necessarily all [topics] mixed up, but such as for example event related to medicines.”

7.3 Competence: supporting capability and participation by providing structure and
guidance
Speech sections illustrating competence consisted of speech acts of providing feedback,
evaluating information, providing critical comments, making concrete plans, setting goals or
providing instructions. Aim of speech sections of competence was to support participants’

Journal of
Workplace
Learning

97

Downloaded from http://www.emerald.com/jwl/article-pdf/36/9/88/9612073/jwl-05-2024-0110.pdf by guest on 19 September 2025



capabilities, offer opportunities for reflection and participation and provide guidance and
structure for the discussion. Speech sections created structure and direct discussion since
orientation was toward both the future and past at the same time. Speech sections illustrating
competence offered checkpoints to ponder previous discussions and direct discussions
toward future, if needed. In the following discussion from the hospital group, Participant 1
makes a critical comment aimed at evaluating the work and practices of the surgery unit.
Discussion continues with Participant 5, asking a clarifying question to confirm that the topic
was understood in the same way. After the question, the participants continued to try to
understand the problem raised by Participant 1:

Participant 1: We have made some serious mistakes over the years when you thought about it. For
example, we have eliminated one of the biggest policy lines, so that it has really changed.

Participant 5: What do you mean by that?

7.3.1 Speech acts facilitating competence. Speech acts providing feedback could be either
positive or negative and focused on the issues discussed, for example, highlighting the pros and
cons. In addition, participants usually provided arguments and reasoning to support their
feedback. These types of speech acts had an evaluative tone and were directed at an issue raised
earlier in the discussion. The following citation describes the speech act of providing feedback,
since the participant refers directly to the previous comment by calling the participant by name
and then continues explaining the positive aspects of the organization’s employer image: “Kind
of what you [name of the participant] said that the employer image is pretty strong and in my
opinion it is something we should focus on significantly more, because things are actually
pretty good here compared to lot of other companies our size, or smaller or bigger.” (Participant
2, ICT). Competence is supported since specific feedback signals recognition and appreciation
of efforts. Feedback can also be corrective, highlighting necessary changes.

Evaluating information allowed participants to ponder issues at a deeper level. Information
was evaluated through critical comments or otherwise by taking a strong stance on the issue at
hand or by asking specific or challenging questions. By this speech act, participants could obtain
more information or confirm issues discussed previously. These critical comments and questions
were unexpected and direct comments that were not multidimensional. They simplified or
exacerbated issues evoking emotions in other participants and invited them to participate, thus
facilitating their competence and participation. The following example facilitates competence
because making a critical question participant offers other’s possibilities to engage in
conversation and participate by answering the question: “But are these [online courses] actually
an improvement when compared to the old practices? Was there before any [induction process]
at all?” (Participant 5, hospital). Evaluating information made participants question their
perspectives and allowed them to speak directly and face problems. Participants could
understand the issue at hand and use their competence and capability to make decisions. Without
this kind of criticism, some important issuesmight not have been considered in the conversation.

Competence was facilitated by making concrete plans, setting goals and providing instructions
through evaluation and in-depth reflection of information in the group. In this way, participants
learn new things, develop themselves, influence the issue at hand or change their own behavior,
supporting their sense of capability. Making plans, setting goals and providing instructions
summarized the previously discussed issues and led the conversation to an end. By setting goals,
participants could acknowledge challenges or problems by first identifying them and then
providing an instruction on how the situation could be handled in a different way, as the following
citation shows: “I also try to organize [the project cycle] so that there always would be the new
person, who needs to go back through the basics again and after that takes responsibility of
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induction process.” (Participant 4, ICT). This citation is an example of making goals and
instructions based on previous comments, highlighting the aim of circulating people so that anyone
does not have to take care of the process alone for too long. Participants provided others with
instructions of what is expected orwhat is desirable behavior and how the goal could be achieved.

7.4 Relatedness: creating shared understanding and common ground by acknowledging
others’ perspectives
Speech sections illustrating relatedness in the learning episodes consisted of speech acts
showing a sense of community and compassion, encouraging and supporting others and
considering the perspectives of others. Speech sections illustrating relatedness were difficult
to distinguish from those illustrating autonomy or competence. Speech acts facilitating
relatedness followed those facilitating autonomy or competence in the same or next sentence.
Based on the following conversation, it was possible to interpret speech acts facilitating
relatedness. Speech sections illustrating relatedness played an important role in constructing
collective self-determination by creating a common and shared understanding and providing
conclusions. Speech sections illustrating relatedness were essential because their aim was to
confirm ideas discussed were understood in the same way and thus accepted, allowing
participants to create a shared vision and foster collective learning.

The excerpt from the hospital’s group discussion below illustrates a section of relatedness
because Participant 3 humorously replies to Participant 5 with a comment on how
physicians’ particular working methods and behavior are reflected in nurses’ work. Other
participants replied positively, reinforcing Participant 3’s comment. Through this kind of
positive and relieving moment, participants create a sense of community and connection with
each other with this specific group of people. After this positive moment of relatedness,
participants were able to continue the conversation in depth:

Participant 5: Well, yes, or no. Yes, I identify […] But from a different perspective, the doctor’s or
physician’s work is different in a way that I do not have that kind of community, where there
would be more of these so-called problems. It is kind of an expert organization where everyone
works as they please, and then you have to figure it out.

Participant 3: It [the physician’s way of working] will be reflected back to us.

Participant 1: That is an excellent comment.

Participant 4: That is a good one: everyone does what they like.

7.4.1 Speech acts facilitating relatedness. Relatedness was facilitated through a sense of
community and compassion in the conversation. Humorous and ironic comments which
served as relief of tension usually evoked positive responses and allowed others to
acknowledge these comments by joining it. Comments included jokes or humor only this
group of people can understand because content was linked to their everyday work and field.
This common understanding supports their belongingness to the group and connection to
each other. For example, Participant 5 (hospital) explained how the [name of the building]
“contributes to the lack of physical facilities to discuss with colleagues, share ideas, and thus
learn together.” This comment can be understood as ironic since group previously discussed
how they had moved to a new, larger hospital, but the facilities in new hospital didn’t offer
places to hold discussions as a team. This speech act sends a message of “rowing the same
boat” facilitating relatedness. After comments evoking positive emotions, participants
deeper the conversation which can be understood as a sign of creating common ground and a
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sense of belongingness. Comments were also an important sign to others that specifically this
group of people can handle sensitive topics or problems.

Relatedness was facilitated by encouraging and supporting each other through making
positive comments, praising others or offering other positive expressions. Supportive
comments are understood as an important indicator for commenters that others value their
opinions and ideas as trusted messengers. As the following citation shows, participant could,
for example, indicate that the issue is important by encouraging: “Now we are on the right
track.” (Participant 4, ICT). Relatedness was facilitated through encouraging and supportive
comments, since the participants created a positive and open atmosphere where everyone can
participate, express their ideas and be part of the discussion and the community. These
speech acts support relatedness since they created compassion between the participants by
expressing enthusiasm, pursuing ideas expressed and praising each other.

The aim of considering, appreciating and accepting others’ perspectives is to confirm
ideas expressed were accepted and that all group members understood topics discussed in the
same way. This enables group to make mutually shared decisions and conclusions.
Accepting speech acts were also important, as they enable group to internally create shared
and accepted ways of communicating. In the following example participant facilitates
relatedness by listening others’ opinions and taking them into account by respectfully saying
that he/she understands the previous participant’s point of view. After this, participant
continues to provide a meaningful rationale for his/her opinion: “As such, I also understand
that point of view if you see that it [training] does not fit his/her career path. Although I don’t
know the context of the training or what the options were that he/she would have wanted and
what were offered to him/her.” Participant 3 (ICT). By this speech act, other’s opinions are
not ignored, which creates trustful and respectful atmosphere, thus sense of relatedness,
allowing participants to also offer different opinions. When everyone’s opinion is valuable,
participants are allowed to make mistakes and learn from them. Thus, relatedness is
facilitated by openness and commitment to common and shared visions.

8. Discussion
This study has elaborated the understanding of self-determination as a collective-level
phenomenon. Based on the findings, collective self-determination emphasizes the group and
its ability to be autonomous, responsible and capable (Murphy, 2014) to learn and to orient
toward common goals and tasks. Collective self-determination can be approached as
freedom to decide what actions the group takes and why (Thomas et al., 2017) to be able to
develop their competence and knowledge, thus complete the work tasks. Furthermore,
essential feature of collective self-determination is group’s freedom to create these required
actions to learn and complete the tasks through social interaction. Collective self-
determination is constructed by speech sections and the facilitating speech acts of autonomy,
competence or relatedness that describe the sections in deeper level. Participants used certain
communication styles to support the group’s autonomy and motivation to engage in certain
behavior (Martela et al., 2021) – that is collective self-determination. The findings of this
study confirm the previous idea of the importance of collegial and collective learning
situations relying on social interaction in supporting self-determination in individual
(Keronen et al., 2023) and collective level. In this study, the autonomy-supportive
communication techniques have been contributed and elaborated empirically (Martela et al.,
2021) in the context of collective learning.

First, autonomy can be facilitated by sharing knowledge and competencies, giving
meaningful rationale and providing choices and suggestions. The findings demonstrated that
the meaning of these speech acts is to treat people as responsible and reasonable individuals
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rather than subordinates who need to be controlled (Martela et al., 2021). In line with
previous understandings, autonomy-supportive communication means explaining why
certain issues are important to consider and providing meaningful rationale (Martela et al.,
2021; Rigby and Ryan, 2018) for others to be reviewed. Second, competence can be
facilitated by speech acts that provide feedback, evaluate information, offer critical
comments, make concrete plans, set goals and provide instructions. The meaning of these
competence-supportive speech acts is to provide structure and clarity regarding what is
expected and how to achieve a certain behavior (Martela et al., 2021). Moreover, aim is to
support participants capability and participation in interaction as competent people.
Although addressing key obstacles for behavioral change (Martela et al., 2021) did not play a
major role in supporting competence in this study, essential was to address possible conflicts
and complex problems by criticizing and evaluating information. Third, the findings show
that relatedness can be supported in interaction by showing a sense of community and
compassion, encouraging and supporting others and considering others’ perspectives. In line
with previous studies, the sense of belongingness, connection, mutual bond and trust are
essential in supporting relatedness (Martela et al., 2021; Rigby and Ryan, 2018). Moreover,
acknowledging others’ perspectives demonstrated that people have a natural desire to be
understood and to care for others (Martela et al., 2021), which creates trustful, respectful and
supportive atmosphere needed for learning and working in the group.

Based on the findings, collective self-determination is based on individuals’ actions and
initiatives in social interaction. In collective self-determination, the individual and the
collective are both emphasized, meaning that group-level self-determination cannot occur
without individuals and their actions. Behind collective self-determination is individual-level
self-determination (see Keronen et al., 2023), but the actions of individuals in collective self-
determination are targeted at orientating others’ behaviors instead of one’s own, and the
group and its actions are emphasized. However, every group working together cannot be
considered automatically collectively self-determined. Based on the findings, a group can be
seen as using collective self-determination when it makes decisions about work assignments
and working methods (Cohen and Ledford, 1994), sets goals for actions, analyses possible
problems occurring, makes plans and evaluates its own performance (Laloux, 2014). An
essential feature of collective self-determination is group’s autonomy and responsibility for
its ownwork and the working methods (Auvinen et al., 2018).

The balance between guiding and supporting autonomy and freedom is essential for
collective self-determination (see Collin et al., 2021). Based on the findings, it seems that clear
and appropriate structures are needed to ensure enough support for learning from colleagues
(Bunderson and Boumgarden, 2010) and supervisors. Support from both colleagues and
leaders is needed to avoid unwanted outcomes that challenge work and learning (see Bell,
2017; Collin et al., 2021). Supervisory work and structures are needed to confirm that
collectively self-determined teams are in line with the organization and its strategy, but inside
the individual teams, participants can regulate their work and behavior autonomously through
social interaction. This refers to a new approach to structures instead of traditional structures
following a rigid hierarchy. Thus, the results show how everyone in the group, rather than just
an individual leader, can have the knowledge needed to complete work tasks and learn together
(Salovaara and Bathurst, 2018). This leads to new practices and features of leadership emerging
inside the group as collectively being everyone’s responsibility. Moreover, supervisors need to
find new ways to support and lead collectively self-determined teams. This means that
coaching and training should be emphasized in supervisory work when supporting team’s self-
determination. As learning in expert work and employees’ resources for self-determination
might differ depending on the situation (Lemmetty, 2020), essential is to ensure that employees
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in these kinds of teams have enough knowledge and resources to engage the behavior required
to collective self-determination. Each speech section and its facilitative acts have their own
meaning and function in construction of collective self-determination. This means that relying
only on one communication style can lead teams to be too independent and far from the other
teams and goals of the organization. Therefore, organizations and teams using collective self-
determination should elaborate all these three needs in their actions as well as explore suitable
ways for the certain context to implement collective self-determination.

Regarding the limitations of this study, it could be argued that the results might be
context-related and therefore not transferable to other contexts. As the concept of collective
self-determination has not been studied in the field of adult education or the context of
working life, this perspective, as used in this study, is only one approach to explore the
phenomenon. Moreover, the facilitators and researcher’s role in development-oriented group
discussion should be considered, although their role was not to guide the conversation or the
learning but to facilitate the group. Therefore, the results might be different in real-life
working situations depending, for example, on whether the official supervisor is present or
not in the situation or depending on the combination of the group of people. An apparent
limitation of the method was that group communication was analysed only using audio
recordings; thus, facial expressions and gestures were excluded.

In the future, studying employees’ experiences of working and learning in collectively
self-determined teams would be essential to get their own experiences of the phenomenon.
As employees’ resources and capabilities for self-determination might differ depending on
the situation and work tasks, collective self-determination could be expected to be also
situational and contextual. Exploring the dynamics of the phenomenon in different
organizational context, such as nonprofit organizations, education institutions or government
agencies, would broaden the understanding of how these communication styles apply across
different sectors. Understanding how collective self-determination operates in various
settings could offer information to develop more effective team and leadership practices.
Supporting practices and processes in a sociocultural context need to be explored in more
detail in relation to collective self-determination. In addition, everyday learning and team-
level situations could be explored qualitatively by using observation and ethnography. Using
different methods would deepen the understanding of the emergence and occurrence of self-
determination as a collective-level phenomenon. Using remote work and different online
environments to complete daily work tasks creates new frameworks and challenges for
teams’ collective self-determination. Moreover, as the learning and completion of daily work
tasks rely even more on collective and collegial practices, shared understanding and sharing
competencies, collective self-determination, rather than individually oriented practices and
processes, might be emphasized in the future. More research is needed to define and
determine the phenomenon in the context of working life.
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ABSTRACT
The meaning of learning in knowledge‐intensive work for competence development and motivation is significant. Supervisors

play a major role as facilitators of learning, making individual‐ and team‐level learning possible in organizations. Supervisors

need to implement organizational‐level strategies in practice and enhance employees’ learning processes in daily problem‐
solving situations. To facilitate learning, supervisors act as coaches in helping employees develop themselves. However,

supervisors have difficulties recognizing this role, and they might not have enough knowledge and competence on how to

support adults’ learning processes based on self‐determination. We explore how supervisors in technology organization and

central hospital in Finland conceptualize their role as leaders of learning in their own work contexts. The findings of the

phenomenographic analysis were derived from supervisors’ diaries (N= 29) and interviews (N= 17). The findings consist of

four logically constructed categories of descriptions in which supervisors depicted leading as a practice that focuses on rec-

ognizing and strengthening individual motivations and organizational goals, supporting personnel in learning situations,

facilitating collective learning situations and acting as a role model. Leading learning is tied to everyday work situations,

emphasizing supervisors’ presence and participation among personnel in daily work. The findings can be utilized towards

creating a pedagogically suitable environment for learning and development in organizations. Thus, understanding the actions

that facilitate learning is essential for developing supervisors’ training and education to meet employees’ learning needs.

Additionally, we offer suggestions for future research.

1 | Introduction

Learning at work is significant for organizations’ competitive-
ness and employee development and motivation. However,
formal external courses and training to support learning and
development alone (Lizier and Reich 2021) are not sufficient to
meet the ongoing learning needs and requirements. Although

employees’ autonomy, responsibility and freedom of work and
learning have increased, these depend not only on individuals’
own abilities and resources (Noe and Ellingson 2017) but also
on the environment in which they are expected to occur and
their supportive actions (see Deci et al. 2017; Rigby and
Ryan 2018). In recent years, the responsibility for supporting
employees’ learning and development in knowledge‐intensive
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work has increasingly switched to supervisors and middle
managers (Ellinger et al. 2003; Noe and Ellingson 2017; Torraco
and Lundgren 2020). The role of supervisors as leaders of
learning is important (Dawber 2019; Ellinger et al. 2011; E.
Ellström and Ellström 2018; Torraco and Lundgren 2020;
Warhurst 2013), as they act as a link between organizational
and employee learning (Macneil 2001) for implementing
organizational‐level strategies and goals. Although employees
are expected to take on more responsibility for their work and
learning (e.g., Noe and Ellingson 2017) at individual and team
levels, supervisors need to implement pedagogically suitable
actions and processes to support everyday on‐the‐job learning
(E. Ellström and Ellström 2018). However, supervisors might
have difficulties recognizing this developmental role
(Dawber 2019), as it is quite new (Huang and Hsieh 2015).
Change from traditional managerial leadership to learning‐
focused and developmental actions in supervisory work
remains unexplored (see Wallo et al. 2024). Therefore, there is a
need for a systematic perspective of actions for facilitating
learning in supervisory work (see Dawber 2019), especially in
contexts requiring high autonomy and expertise.

Considering current intensified expertise and learning in
working life, the supervisor's role is to focus on empowerment
and strengthening employees’ self‐determination behind
learning, that is, harnessing intrinsic motivation towards
learning (Rigby and Ryan 2018) and continuous professional
development (e.g., Ellinger 2005) to achieve both the organi-
zation's long‐term goals and employees’ well‐being and en-
gagement (Rigby and Ryan 2018). Combining coaching
leadership with self‐determination theory (SDT) offers a suit-
able perspective to explore the underlying processes of coaching
on employees’ motivation, performance (Gabriel et al. 2014)
and development. Coaching leadership, with the aim of pro-
moting learning in a sustainable way (Bond and Seneque 2012),
offers many positive outcomes, such as employee engagement,
performance (Agarwal et al. 2009; Weer et al. 2016) and satis-
faction (Ellinger et al. 2003). The coaching perspective has been
the dominant approach in leadership studies over the last few
decades, but its examination in different contexts has been
called for (Park et al. 2008). Most studies have focused on lea-
ders’ characteristics and features (Chong et al. 2016; Park
et al. 2008), and qualitative research on how theoretical con-
ceptualizations of coaching leadership emerge in practice is
needed (Weer et al. 2016). With this study, we contribute to the
call for empirical investigation of supervisors’ coaching actions
in supporting workplace learning.

Learning at work through everyday practices and processes
(Collin 2006) requires multifaceted problem‐solving, creativity
and expertise (Lemmetty and Collin 2020). Studies have high-
lighted the meaning of autonomy, responsibility and freedom,
especially in knowledge‐intensive work, in learning based on
employees’ activities, engagement, willingness and capabilities
(e.g., Noe and Ellingson 2017). Additionally, employees nowa-
days search for work that is meaningful and fulfils their internal
goals and values (Lehtonen et al. 2022), which requires the
satisfaction of basic psychological needs in work contexts
(Gagné et al. 2022). Therefore, the importance of motivation
and self‐determination at the individual and collective levels
(Keronen et al. 2024) should be considered when exploring

current working life from leadership (Forner et al. 2020; Rigby
and Ryan 2018) and learning (Keronen et al. 2023) perspectives.
Although supervisors’ role as supporters of both learning
(e.g., E. Ellström and Ellström 2018; Hughes 2004; Wallo
et al. 2022, 2024) and self‐determination (Forner et al. 2020;
Matsuo 2018) have increasingly been studied, only a few studies
have examined how the theoretical standpoints of self‐
determination theory can be applied in practice in supervisory
work (Forner et al. 2020), especially from a supportive learning
perspective. Overall, research on supervisors’ facilitation of
learning has increased, but studies examining the connections
between coaching leadership, workplace learning (P.‐E. Eil-
ström and Kock 2008) and self‐determination are still needed.

This study aims to fill these above‐mentioned research gaps by
empirically exploring supervisors’ conceptions of their coaching
leadership actions in supporting workplace learning based on
basic psychological needs in their own work contexts. With the
help of the phenomenographic methodology (Marton 1986), we
reveal the variety of conceptions related to leading learning
actions and describe the logical structures between the con-
ceptions found. We define supervisors as persons who guide,
support and lead other people at work. The participating
supervisors came from two organizations—a Finnish central
hospital and a Finnish technology organization. The tasks of all
the participants are characterized as knowledge‐intensive work
in which continuous change and, thus, learning for professional
development are present.

2 | Theoretical Background: Leading Learning in
Knowledge‐Intensive Work

2.1 | Supervisors’ Developmental Leadership
Actions for Enhancing Individual Autonomy,
Developing Learning Skills and Creating
Communality

When facilitating learning in continuously changing knowledge‐
intensive work, organizations should transition from regulation‐
based leadership to developmental actions (Agarwal et al. 2009).
This refers to adaptive, hands‐on leadership, including participa-
tive behaviour from supervisors (Wallo et al. 2024). In contrast,
learning is negatively affected when leaders are not engaged
in learning or if leadership is authoritative and controlling
(Ellinger 2005). Developmental actions focus on creating circum-
stances conducive to openness, variation and multifaceted think-
ing and on broadening employees’ influence on their work (Döös
et al. 2015; E. Ellström and Ellström 2018). Supervisors can create
a supportive learning climate; afford resources for learning (Wallo
et al. 2024); create a shared vision; help with information seeking,
sharing and application; support learning by encouraging risk‐
taking and experimentation (Coetzer et al. 2019); and overall,
support innovative learning and critical reflection (Wallo
et al. 2013). However, different approaches and leadership prac-
tices depend on the situation and context (Wallo et al. 2024) and
the nature of the learning. Crucial to this is whether the aim is to
facilitate adaptive, performance‐oriented learning (e.g., learning
new work methods) or developmental, creative and innovative
learning such as creating new solutions for ways of working
(E. Ellström and Ellström 2018; Wallo et al. 2022). Overall,
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supervisors’ supportive learning actions, either direct or indirect
(Coetzer et al. 2019), planned or spontaneous (Jeong et al. 2018),
are strongly tied to work practices and learning opportunities in
daily work (Wallo et al. 2022).

When supervisors are seen as coaches, educators and facilitators
of learning (Ellinger et al. 2003), they can utilize coaching
leadership (Dawber 2019). Coaching leadership aims to help
employees develop themselves to improve their work perform-
ance (Park et al. 2008), thus learning‐to‐learn skills through a
cooperative relationship between the supervisor and employee
(Dawber 2019). Coaching practices concentrate on learning in
strategic action and cultural change considering the develop-
mental needs of individuals, teams and organizations (Bond
and Seneque 2012). Integrated into a supportive organizational
learning culture, these practices allow leaders to utilize every-
day situations and learning opportunities for employees’
development through daily interactions on the team level (Park
et al. 2008). This kind of leadership supports individual learning
through team‐level practices (knowledge sharing and problem‐
solving) and team learning through individual reflection
(Matsuo 2018). Significant skills for coaching leaders include
teamwork competence, valuing people instead of tasks, accep-
tance of vagueness (Park et al. 2008), communication and
support for employees’ learning and development (Huang and
Hsieh 2015). Moreover, coaching practices should also be
approached from a collective perspective as group‐level phe-
nomena (Dawber 2019; Liu and Batt 2010).

However, utilizing coaching practices requires supervisors to
recognize employees’ individual needs, developmental goals
and motivations as learners (Dawber 2019)—thus, the need for
not only autonomy but also competence and relatedness (Rigby
and Ryan 2018). Based on SDT, all three basic psychological
needs describing employees’ motivational processes and per-
spectives underlie growth, development and learning (Ryan and
Deci 2020). Although self‐determination is crucial for work
and learning (see Keronen et al. 2023; Lemmetty 2020; Rigby
and Ryan 2018) in knowledge‐intensive work, the motivation
behind learning is not seen as autonomous or dependent on
only on individuals’ own activity, skills and abilities but is in-
fluenced by the supportive actions in the environment (Deci
et al. 2017; Rigby and Ryan 2018; Ryan and Deci 2020).

To support the need for autonomy, supervisors should offer a
platform for employees to express their ideas and suggestions
(Forner et al. 2020) by utilizing participative or consultive
decision‐making processes (Manganelli et al. 2018), engaging in
negotiations and providing reasonable explanations for deci-
sions (Forner et al. 2020). Moreover, a safe and supportive en-
vironment for building capabilities and skills supports
employees’ competence (Forner et al. 2020). In practice, leaders
can create opportunities at work for learning and allow em-
ployees to learn through individual learning processes and
paths (Forner et al. 2020), as well as autonomously by them-
selves (Dawber 2019). Leaders should support building re-
lationships among employees so they can better understand and
know others and should act as role models to encourage
diversity and respect for others' experience. Hence, a sense of
relatedness in the work community creates common ground
(Forner et al. 2020).

Overall, supervisory actions that foster employees’ intrinsic
motivation are positively associated with employees’ need sat-
isfaction, which in turn leads to well‐being and positive work
behaviour (Slemp et al. 2024). When leaders’ supportive actions
are addressed to basic needs, employees can have a greater
sense of autonomy in their workplace learning, foster connec-
tions with colleagues around learning and demonstrate greater
learning abilities also through self‐initiated behaviour (Hein
and Urban 2025).

2.2 | Basic Psychological Needs as a Premise for
Employees’ Workplace Learning

Employees’ self‐determination underlying learning and devel-
opment at work can be approached as a perceived sense of
autonomy and possibility of choice, competence as having the
needed knowledge and aim to develop knowledge and expertise
and relatedness as support, need for belonging in the commu-
nity and meaningfulness (Ryan and Deci 2020; Rigby and
Ryan 2018). Through need satisfaction, employees are under-
stood to be learning‐oriented, active, engaged and proactive
towards learning (Willems and Lewalter 2012). When employ-
ees are motivated, they express greater personal initiative and
learning (Hetzner et al. 2012).

Workplace learning has been described as practice‐based
(Billett 2014), self‐determined (Lemmetty 2020), problem‐
based, on‐the‐job learning (Janssens et al. 2017; Kyndt
et al. 2016). It occurs through participation in socially shared
practices in the work community (Billett 2020) and therefore
manifests as shared collective activities among colleagues
(Collin 2006). Therefore, organizational and social contexts
have a remarkable impact on learning processes (Billett 2009).
Workplace learning can be defined as learning for work and at
work or during work tasks (Billett 2014). Learning derived from
daily work processes includes both formal and informal learn-
ing activities (Manuti et al. 2015). Learning can be achieved
through different individual‐level (e.g., information retrieval
and reflection) activities (Jeong et al. 2018) and collective‐level
(e.g., sharing competencies and guiding and teaching others)
activities (Lemmetty and Collin 2020) that are intertwined
rather than separate elements of learning at work (Manuti
et al. 2015).

Although autonomy and self‐determination are central parts of
work and learning (Lemmetty 2020; Rigby and Ryan 2018) in
knowledge‐intensive work, learning can be problematic if it is too
autonomous, independent and self‐determined (Lemmetty 2020).
Employees might become too independent, isolated from others or
feel unsupported if their own competence and knowledge are not
sufficient to overcome challenging work tasks and situations
(Collin et al. 2021). An emphasis on individual self‐determination
or autonomy (Noe and Ellingson 2017) does not mean leaving
employees alone and without support (e.g., Collin et al. 2018).
Likewise, organizations need enough resources, support and
opportunities for such learning (Billett 2020). Engagement and
motivation for learning that benefit both individual employees’
wellness and organizational performance require support from
supervisors (Rigby and Ryan 2018) and affordances from the
environment (Ryan and Deci 2020).
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When workplace learning occurs as practice‐based, autono-
mous tasks during daily work, it does not necessarily appear
systematically guided or pedagogically supported. The learning
process itself is not always anticipated (Billett 2020). Although
studies have suggested that workplaces include pedagogical
practices, guidance and processes (Billett 2014), implementing
these daily practices is essential (Hetzner et al. 2012). Learning
in the context of work can produce many kinds of outcomes,
such as new knowledge, skills and competencies. Therefore,
supervisors can comprehensively enable learning‐supportive
work practices, such as participation, interaction, problem‐
solving, creativity and development, by creating a suitable cul-
ture, practices and processes (Billett 2020; Lemmetty 2020).
Hence, the multifaceted nature of learning in working life needs
to be acknowledged (Wallo et al. 2024).

3 | Research Question

In this study, we examine the leading of learning in supervisory
work in a Finnish central hospital and a Finnish technology
organization. Our aim is to investigate supervisors’ conceptions
of leading learning and increase the understanding of the ac-
tions that help supervisors support learning that occurs at work
among employees and work communities, requiring motiva-
tion, initiatives and self‐determination. We thus ask the fol-
lowing research question: How do supervisors describe actions
for leading learning in their own work contexts?

3.1 | Methods

This study examines supervisors’ conceptions of leading learning
in their own work contexts using a qualitative phenomenographic
approach (Åkerlind 2005b; Marton 1986; Marton and Pong 2005).
As the aim was to gain a comprehensive conceptualization of
leading learning from supervisors, phenomenography as a struc-
tural framework for exploring the different ways or conceptions of
how people in certain groups experience or understand a partic-
ular phenomenon (Marton 1986; Marton and Booth 1997) was a
suitable choice. With the help of phenomenography, the qualita-
tively different ways of conceptualizing (Marton 1986) leading
learning could be revealed.

3.1.1 | Participants and Empirical Data

The data were collected by individual semi‐structured
interviews (Kettunen and Tynjälä 2018) and diaries (Day and

Thatcher 2009). Written learning diaries (N= 29) were col-
lected from 17 supervisors in two organizations: a central
hospital and a technology organization in Finland. In both
organizations, some of the supervisors produced two learning
diaries; however, the aim was not to collect longitudinal data.
Interviews (N= 17) collected from the same individuals re-
porting diaries and five from the hospital and 12 from the
technology organization were interviewed (see Table 1).
Altogether, data consist of 279 pages of transcriptions (Times
New Roman, font 12, line space 1,5). These two organizations
were selected because learning is eminently included in the
work of both. The data from the learning diaries consisted of
answers to the specific following questions: What does leading
learning mean to you? How would you describe it? How is it
manifested in practice (please give an example)? The lengths
of the diaries varied from half a page to over one page and
consisted of multiple sentences offering detailed descriptions
of supervisors’ conceptions and experiences of leading of
learning in their work contexts. The individual, semi‐
structured interviews emphasized open conversation between
the interviewer and the interviewee. The themes discussed
included competence development, workplace learning and
supervisory work. The following are examples of questions
from the interviews: How would you describe the learning
situations at work or for work? How often are learning situa-
tions discussed in your community? Do you have a role where
you guide, support or lead others’ work? How do you define a
supervisory role (what does it mean to you)?

The first participating organization was in healthcare—a
medium‐sized hospital with approximately 2500 employees.
The participating personnel were from the operational unit and
comprised both nurses and physicians. The hospital is a mul-
tifaceted environment for learning research because many
kinds of learning situations with patients require a new kind of
guidance, in addition to a more traditional apprentice model, to
avoid inefficient training and incorrect learning results.
The second organization was a medium‐sized technology
company with over 450 employees. The company serves Finn-
ish clients from industries and the public sector, as well as
international organizations from over 30 countries. The per-
sonnel work, for example, as software developers, information
technology experts and knowledge management specialists.
Digitalization and the rapid development of technologies trigger
the continuous need to update employees’ competencies.
Moreover, teamwork and leadership practices have been deve-
loped to support learning, and virtual communication channels
and remote work conditions are typical parts of everyday in-
teractions and work.

TABLE 1 | Data of the study.

Organization Technology organization Central hospital

Data collection method Diaries Interviews Diaries Interviews

Number of diaries 20 — 9 —
Total number of participants 12 5

Total amount of transcriptions 17 pages 177 pages 9 pages 76 pages

Data collection time Winter and Spring 2022

4 of 13 International Journal of Training and Development, 2025



3.1.2 | Data Analysis

Phenomenographic analysis was conducted following the
guidelines and examples provided by Åkerlind (2005b) and
Marton (1986), as the aim was to reveal the supervisors’ dif-
ferent ways of conceptualizing a certain phenomenon—leading
learning in supervisory work. As phenomenography is a data‐
driven approach (Marton and Booth 1997), we did not utilize
theories to guide the analytical process or create a basis for
developing categories (Kettunen and Tynjälä 2018) of leading
learning. All interviews were transcribed before the analysis
began and merged with diaries to be analysed together
throughout the whole analysis process.

The analysis process started with reading through the whole
data set to obtain an overall picture of the variations in the
different conceptions related to leading learning and maintain a
high degree of openness to possible meanings (Åkerlind 2005b).
The analysis was conducted in two phases. First, all meanings
describing the leading of learning were identified based on
supervisors’ descriptions by marking and segmenting the tran-
scripts (Marton and Pong 2005). Focusing on the similarities
and differences of the meanings enabled identification of all
variations or agreements expressed (Kettunen and Tyn-
jälä 2018). After all meanings were located, a draft set of
descriptive categories was developed, defined and named. This
was achieved by comparing the identified similarities and dif-
ferences between the meanings to determine the qualitative
distinct characteristics between them (Kettunen and Tyn-
jälä 2018). This meant that each category illustrated a unique
way of approaching leading learning, and thus, the categories
are distinguishable from one another, even though the focus
was on describing the conceptions of the same leading process.
For example, all meanings related to individual learning and
motivation were grouped together, because the conceptions
focused on describing employees’ individual learning and har-
nessing motivation towards learning. Headlining the first‐level
descriptive categories also helped to develop and name the
draft set.

In the second phase of the analysis, an actual system of cate-
gories of descriptions was created by delineating the logical
relationships among the categories (Kettunen and Tyn-
jälä 2018). By examining the main features of each category and
the qualitative similarities and differences among them
(Marton 1986), the initial categories were further elaborated,
fixed and defined (Kettunen and Tynjälä 2018). When reading
and classifying meanings, we not only sorted the data but also
looked for structurally significant and qualitative differences
clarifying the meanings (Marton 1986). To determine the logical
relationship between the categories (Kettunen and Tyn-
jälä 2018), we focused on supervisors’ own descriptions of the
phases and structures of leading learning, which they described
as a process in their diaries and interviews. Based on this, it was
possible to distinct one approach to leading learning from
another, and then form categories based on the progression
towards a complex, comprehensive and complementary un-
derstanding (Åkerlind 2005a) of leading learning actions. The
final set consisted of four different categories of leading learning
that included descriptions of the phenomenon as a range
of meanings within a group (Åkerlind 2005b) of supervisors.

The final qualitatively constructed set of categories of descrip-
tions and the structure of the descriptions were confirmed by
calculating all meanings from the diaries and interviews.

4 | Findings

The findings consisted of a logical set of categories for
describing the leading of learning as a process from a practice
perspective. Hierarchically structured Table 2 describes the
supervisors’ conceptions of leading learning and the qualitative
variations in the categories. We approached the leading of
learning from supervisors’ daily work experiences and asked
them to describe the phenomenon in their own work contexts.
Based on the findings, in supervisory work, learning is led
through individual‐, group‐ and organization‐level practices.
The supervisors described the leading of learning as activities
tied to daily work and learning that notice and strengthen
individual motivations and organizational goals, provide sup-
port for personnel in learning situations and enable the sharing
of competencies and leading by example. Next, the categories of
conceptions are described according to their structural order.

4.1 | Leading Learning by Strengthening and
Directing Individual Motivation in Alignment
With Organizational Goals

The participating supervisors understood strengthening per-
sonnel's motivations and competencies as a point of departure
for leading learning. In their descriptions, leading learning
meant helping employees find and recognize their own moti-
vating issues, strengths and aims. Motivation was perceived as
the primary condition for learning, with most supervisors ex-
plaining that the first step in leading learning is finding,
strengthening and directing individual motivation.

When one's own motivation is high enough, you can

guide and support [the employee] on the learning path.
(Supervisor, technology organization, diary 4)

In addition to strengthened motivation and other individual
factors, supervisors also considered the direction of such factors
important from the perspective of the organization's human
resource development strategy and goals. A discussion about
the similarities between an employee's and the organization's
goals is important, as is finding the means to harness the em-
ployee's motivation to achieve the organizational goals.

Some have strengths in certain things, others in other things,

but the overall competence is what matters. The different

qualities of people can be combined into one overall com-

petence that serves us [the organization] the best.
(Supervisor, technology organization, interview 6)

Leading learning should thus also include communication
between supervisors and employees about the organization's goals.
Similarly, communicating organizational goals alone does not
work without considering employee motivation. A supervisor's
role is to act as the employee–organization interface by treating
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them equally. The supervisor's job is to deliver information from
top management to the employees and vice versa, listen to em-
ployees’ wishes and needs and acknowledge organizational goals.
Consequently, the aim of leading learning is to produce value for
both the employee and the organization more broadly.

My role as supervisor is to be close to the personnel, but

like between a rock and a hard place, we are aware of

and hear the thoughts of personnel, and we take per-

sonnel's thoughts to the higher level of management, and

also, we receive instructions from higher management

regarding things that need to be implemented in the field.

We are in the middle—we listen to the personnel but also

higher management. We try to work in the middle of

them to bring the perspectives of both.

(Supervisor, hospital, interview 5)

This category strongly approaches learning from the individual
level. In the depictions, this included individual goals, motiva-
tions, skills and attitudes towards learning. According to the
supervisors, knowing their team members is important for
supporting individual learning.

Learning is individual; people learn in different ways,

and their learning skills’ and motivations’ effect on how

to learn is the most optimal for different learners.

Knowing personnel and considering and supporting their

individual features enhance learning.
(Supervisor, hospital, diary 2)

Supervisors also explained that finding the interfaces of in-
dividuals’ motivation and organizational goals and achieving
organizational goals mean evaluating employees’ competencies
so they can complete current work tasks and define which will
be needed in the future. In the central hospital, this was
described as important to having competent and qualified
nurses in the future. In the technology organization, ensuring
employee competency was mentioned as important for achiev-
ing goals and organizational strategies.

You always have to look at and define the competencies

that can be found from the employees so that you can

find a team that can take on these projects.
(Supervisor, technology organization, interview 1)

Although individuality was important in the descriptions of this
category, ideas of community and shared expertise were also
mentioned. Collective learning and individual learning are in-
tertwined; when individual motivation is strong, group‐level
learning is also possible.

You can't force learning. If you force someone to learn, it

is not fruitful at all. In half a year, there may be a situ-

ation where you don't remember anything about this

forced learning. But if you can find the sphere [that]

really motivates, learning can be broader than expected

and can be shared with many people.
(Supervisor, technology organization, diary 4)T
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Leading learning progresses from the individual level to the
community level in both organizations Then, the supervisor's
task entails both enhancing individual learning and securing
group learning. Conceptualizing the process of leading from
individuals to groups creates the grounds for understanding the
connections between the first and latter categories.

4.2 | Leading Learning Through Everyday
Situations as Learning Situations

According to the second category of conceptions, the leading of
learning manifests in supervisory work as noticing potential
learning situations, making these situations visible and utilizing
them. This category emphasizes that learning is embedded in
everyday work processes; therefore, it might be difficult to be
aware of it. Understanding learning develops through observing
different situations at work and verbalizing them. Supervisors
play an essential role in this process.

Leading learning is the process of finding everyday

learning situations and the capability to benefit from

these situations in the most optimal ways for everyone.

Around the same theme, it may be possible to find things

that require development. Learning support should be

directed toward such needs.
(Supervisor, technology organization, diary 3)

When work situations are approached as learning situations, they
can also be utilized accordingly. The supervisors cited concrete
examples of how learning situations are utilized at work. One
participant from the technology field wrote about a particular
learning situation that they faced in their learning diary:

We are planning a new part of the old system that will

utilize the same information as the rest of the system but

is not dependent on the application itself.

The participant continued to describe two possible options to
lead the situation:

Option 1. The development team is led to accomplish the

new part with the help of old technologies, although we

know that their life cycle might be limited and their

structure complicated compared with modern tools. In

this option, there won't be much learning, and the team's

effort concentrates on the repetition of the “same old” and
basic doing.

Option 2. The supervisor provides the opportunity to ex-

amine whether this application could be done with totally

new methods. Although the outcome is not to introduce

these new methods after all, we can have more under-

standing of why it is worth continuing with older ones.

Even better if this short examination results in changes in

technologies. We can also have better cost‐efficiency, more

meaningful doing, and better performance.

(Supervisor, technology organization, diary 12)

The aim of noticing and making learning situations visible is to
guide employees to independently recognize and utilize the
possibilities of these situations in their daily jobs. Thus, another
important role of the leader is to articulate and explain the
benefits of learning.

Things are not always so simple, and it is sometimes

difficult to see the instant benefits of learning. Then, more

dialogue and explaining things are important to try to

understand the big picture.
(Supervisor, hospital, diary 2)

When guiding learning situations, individual perspectives,
described in the previous category, also need to be considered.
Some teams and individuals become more easily competent in
utilizing work situations as learning resources. In turn, others
may need more support and guidance. Therefore, supervisors
should encourage employees to pursue self‐determination and
independent thinking. In their diaries and interviews, the
supervisors described doing exactly like this. Recognizing ev-
eryday learning situations can be understood as the basis for the
next category, allowing employees to share their daily learning
situations with colleagues.

4.3 | Leading Learning Through Collective
Learning Among the Work Community

In the descriptions, various collective, interactive and collabo-
rative situations of sharing tacit knowledge were mentioned as
important learning resources for individuals and teams. Dis-
cussions among team members, collegial support and sharing
both good and poor practices were said to be functional prac-
tices for transferring learned things to one another. In teams,
different fields of specialization can offer a variety of areas of
expertise. Therefore, sharing competencies is vital for the whole
team's learning.

We do not individualize working to anyone; instead, we work

in a team, and thus, teams contain experts in different skill

levels […]. In that way, we are able to share knowledge as

well and thereby increase the competencies of others.
(Supervisor, technology organization, interview 8)

In supervisory work, it is important to guide employees towards
different interactional situations and enable these kinds of sit-
uations in their daily jobs. The apprentice setting (where the
more experienced worker guides the less experienced one) and
pair and group work guided by the supervisor were mentioned
as examples.

They [new employees] are encouraged to ask—and I think

this is one of the cornerstones of learning! There are no stupid

questions, and everyone has sometimes thought of very sim-

ilar issues. Let's utilize colleagues’ know‐how and share it.
(Supervisor, technology organization, diary 7)

They [employees] learn from colleagues; we always en-

courage you to take the colleague with you when facing a
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new situation at work and to go through the situation

with the colleague, and then, next time, you know how to

do it by yourself, and then, you teach it to the next one.
(Supervisor, hospital, interview 3)

Many supervisors recognized that the motivation to learn must
occur at the individual level, but only when knowledge, new
understanding and competence are shared can leading learning
take place among the community.

I think the most important thing in working life is that, if

you have learned something well, it would be good to

transfer it to at least one, but if possible, to more people.

This makes your competence visible, and it guides others

to learn as well.
(Supervisor, technology organization, diary 1)

In this category, creating a culture and work climate that values
and supports learning in daily work was also mentioned as an
important resource and premise for enabling individual and
collective learning in both organizations. When supervisors
encourage employees to collective learning through sharing
everyday learning situations, this category intersects with the
previous categories, as interactional situations with colleagues
may help employees to recognize learning situations also
independently. Supervisors recognized the importance of a
learning‐supportive culture in supporting learning and inte-
grating learning as an essential part of everyday work. Super-
visors explained that a culture and work climate that supports
and values learning is inspiring and encourages experimenta-
tion and a positive attitude for learning. A learning‐supportive
culture and work climate were said to create frames and sys-
tems in which learning and leading learning can emerge at the
individual and collective levels. Creating and maintaining a
culture that values and enables continuous learning and
development was mentioned as one role of supervisors.

In my opinion, leading learning means creating that kind

of organizational culture where employees’ learning and

development at the individual and team levels are more

than acceptable. Supportive structures and management

systems for learning and supporting learning must be

created within the organization, and these structures and

systems must be maintained and developed. […] They

[supervisors] can nurture culture and opportunities for

learning with teams and individuals.

(Supervisor, technology organization, diary 8)

The idea of creating an inspiring, encouraging, experimenting,
positive learning culture and supportive work climate creates a
connection between this category and the next category.

4.4 | Leading Learning by Being an Example and
Present

Leading learning was also described as setting an example,
being a model and a conscious presence. Setting an example
means providing active guidance in everyday practice.

You can act in a way that others can learn from your

example and cause learning experiences at the same time.

In practice, it means that you tell others how to do things

and what is worth avoiding.

(Supervisor, technology organization, diary 1)

Additionally, leading by example is related to the supervisor's
own expertise and enthusiasm, which can be transmitted to the
personnel. In this regard, the supervisor's own interest and
engagement in learning and continuous development are vital.
Therefore, this category overlaps with the first one if employees
draw supervisors’ enthusiasm and continuous development as a
resource of personal inspiration, leading to engagement and
motivation in learning.

It is always best to lead by example from the start. If you

aim to continuously develop and learn yourself, it sets an

example for others. Supervisors must have a passion for

the task at hand. Enthusiasm will be transmitted and

help others exceed themselves. The will to learn more

challenges them to face more difficult situations. The

capability to learn from mistakes is important, too.
(Supervisor, hospital, diary 1)

The supervisor's presence is also essential. For example, the
orientation process was said to emphasize guidance, example
and presence in leading learning. Especially in the hospital,
being present, listening and being accessible daily for employees
were emphasized at both the individual and team levels, as
these actions help support employees’ well‐being at work.

The role of the supervisor is to welcome the new employee

and, after the initial orientation, act as an explainer of

the orientation process, goal setter, encourager, and mo-

tivator. […] Being present and accessible daily enables

problems and challenges to be noticed and dealt with.
(Supervisor, hospital, diary 7)

4.5 | Logical System of Categories

In this study, the founded categories constituted a logical
structure (Kettunen and Tynjälä 2018) based on how the
supervisors perceived the phase and the progress of leading
learning and how often each description was mentioned in the
data. Based on a qualitative substantive understanding of the
four different categories, connections can be found between
each category, as categories represent the overlapping features
of the same leading learning process. Thus, based on the
qualitative differences of the descriptions, there were clearly
four different categories that constituted a logical set. Based on
these four categories, learning‐oriented leadership can be
approached as a process in which every category is important
and thus complement each other towards comprehensive un-
derstanding of leading learning.

First, noticing each employee as an individual learner is the
basis for leading learning. This means strengthening individual
needs, skills and motivations in relation to the organization's
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goals. The second category includes observing, making visible
and utilizing different everyday situations as learning moments
to enhance learning at the individual and collective levels. The
focus is on facilitating employees in learning‐to‐learn processes.
These two categories are related to the idea that, in supervisory
work, individuals’ motivational factors and skills must be con-
sidered first before expecting employees to participate in col-
lective learning situations. In the third category, leading
learning focuses on collective action. The supervisor's task is to
create and enable situations in which knowledge sharing and
interaction are possible among employees, thus aiming for
collective learning among the work community. The fourth
category shows how leading learning involves learning from the
supervisor's example. This category clearly emerged from the
data but was the smallest in relation to the other categories.
Exemplary working, modelling, listening and being present and
accessible are not only essential roles and tasks of the super-
visor but also complementary to the other categories.

According to this study, leading learning takes place at the
individual and community levels. Based on the categories and
the structure created from our data‐driven analysis, there are
two approaches to connecting the individual and collective
levels. First, supervisors described that, in leading learning as a
process, individual learners should first be motivated to learn by
understanding their own needs and skills. Different learning
situations can then be utilized and shared collaboratively. In
addition to individual perspectives (motivations, skills, under-
standing and aims), organizational goals need to be considered
as points of departure for individual learners to achieve the
desired organizational learning outcomes. From this perspec-
tive, leading learning also considers organizational‐level strat-
egies and aims.

5 | Discussion

Based on the findings, leading learning requires supervisors’
daily active participation and can be understood as practice‐
based hands‐on leadership (Wallo et al. 2024). Supervisors’
facilitative actions are strongly tied to personnel's everyday
work practices and become visible through learning opportu-
nities in daily work (Wallo et al. 2022). Leading learning is a
process that entails the individual, collective and organization
levels (Jeong et al. 2018) and in which supervisors act as a link
between individuals and the organization (Macneil 2001).
Supervisors strengthen individual motivation and skills, find
interfaces with organizational‐level learning goals, help utilize
learning situations, enable collegiality and knowledge sharing
and are present and an example in employees’ everyday work.
In practice, supervisors utilize coaching leadership (Bond and
Seneque 2012; Park et al. 2008) aiming to help employees
develop themselves as autonomous, self‐determined learners
(Gabriel et al. 2014; Rigby and Ryan 2018). Through coaching,
supervisors can utilize everyday situations as learning situations
at both the individual and team levels (Park et al. 2008). Hence,
not only knowledge of adult learning processes becomes central
in leading learning (E. Ellström and Ellström 2018) but also
recognition of how to support need satisfaction (Deci
et al. 2017) behind learning and development (see Keronen
et al. 2023). Through these supportive actions, supervisor's job is

to create a pedagogically suitable environment for learning and
development in knowledge‐intensive work (Billett 2020).
Moreover, leading learning integrates coaching leadership into
self‐determination (Gabriel et al. 2014) and thereby considers
the individual's motivational processes and need satisfaction
behind learning (Deci et al. 2017; Manganelli et al. 2018).

In both organizations, the supervisors recognized that the pro-
cess of leading learning begins at the individual level by moti-
vating employees in individual‐level learning. The perspective
of employees’ self‐determination seems to support supervisors’
descriptions of strengthening and directing individual motiva-
tion and skills as the first phase of leading learning (see Rigby
and Ryan 2018). Discovering individual motivational processes
supports employees’ sense of autonomy (Forner et al. 2020).
Enabling employees’ autonomy by integrating organizations’
goals and strategies is particularly important, as employees
cannot always complete work tasks and learn solely according
to their preferences. Previous studies have found that employ-
ees can still feel a sense of autonomy if they receive reasonable
explanations for required behaviour (Forner et al. 2020). The
supervisors approach learning from the individual–organization
interface and not only from individual learning needs. From the
strategic management perspective, this is important because
strategy ties organizational (e.g., Ferreira et al. 2020) and
workplace learning together (Billett 2020).

The findings of this study provide evidence of leading learning
based on an individual approach and moving towards a col-
lective level. Some studies have suggested that collective prac-
tices should be emphasized when a group's social interaction
and communication enable an individual's performance at work
(Liu and Batt 2010). However, the findings of the current study
support the previous understanding that individual‐level
learning and collective‐level learning are intertwined in the
process of leading learning and can be understood as comple-
menting each other (Matsuo 2018). Additionally, making
learning situations visible and helping and guiding employees
to recognize and utilize them in daily work (Wallo et al. 2022)
support personnel's learning‐to‐learn skills and their sense of
having all needed capabilities, and to develop their competen-
cies at work (Ryan and Deci 2020) also autonomously by
themselves (Forner et al. 2020). Based on self‐determination
theory, creating learning situations supports employees’ need
for competence (Forner et al. 2020) and having greater learning
abilities (Hein and Urban 2025).

Supervisors also recognized that leading learning not only
involves individual learning but also occurs at the team level by
enabling collective learning, interaction and expertise sharing
in the work community. This perspective is important because
learning emerges as a collective and shared phenomenon in the
work community (Billett 2014). This finding is also associated
with employees’ need for relatedness and meaningfulness in the
community, which previous research has linked to a sense of
self‐determination (Ryan and Deci 2020). Supervisors make
tacit knowledge visible and recognizable (Bond and
Seneque 2012; Dawber 2019) and strengthen social interaction
and knowledge sharing (Liu and Batt 2010), which help em-
ployees to create common ground and establish interpersonal
relationships (Forner et al. 2020). Knowledge of other's
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competencies and understanding in the community is central to
utilizing the diverse knowledge potential in learning and com-
pleting complex work tasks (see Forner et al. 2020).

In the technology organization, supervisors emphasize inte-
grating learning processes into daily work practices, which need
to be made visible and supported strategically to produce per-
formance. Instead, in the hospital, leading learning focused
mainly on collective learning processes and enabling interaction
between employees. Due to the nature of work in hospital based
on strong collaboration, consulting and multiprofessional
teamwork (Pimmer et al. 2013; Riera Claret et al. 2020; Stabel
et al. 2022), supervisors might assume that learning occurs and
rely on it taking place during these collective situations. How-
ever, especially in the hospital context, previous studies have
stressed that learning might emerge as reactive and unexpected,
which indicate requiring even stronger recognition of daily
work situations as learning situations framing employees’
learning possibilities (Cuyvers et al. 2024).

Lastly, leading learning requires participative behaviour and
being present in employees’ daily work situations (Wallo
et al. 2024). In the hospital context, this means that supervisors
also had to consider the emotional aspects and strain of the
work when offering support for learning. In both organizations,
by being an example and role model, supervisors can inspire
learning and create a learning‐supportive environment and
work climate (Forner et al. 2020), where learning is a valuable
part of knowledge‐intensive work.

Overall, creating a culture and work climate that values and
supports learning (Wallo et al. 2024) is an essential resource for
both individual and collective learning. Hence, the social and
cultural practices in organizations and work communities are
essential in enhancing or diminishing the leading of learning
and the motivation behind learning (Ryan and Deci 2020). The
findings were strongly associated with self‐determination,
which is an important point of departure for leading learning,
as long‐term goals in organizations can be achieved by focusing
on the fulfilment of employees’ basic psychological needs,
which in turn enhance employees’ learning (Hetzner
et al. 2012), motivation, engagement and organizational loyalty
(Rigby and Ryan 2018).

The data‐driven approach to phenomenography offered a
functional methodology for understanding supervisors’ various
practice‐based conceptions of learning‐oriented leadership ac-
tions. The findings provide an understanding of supervisors’
leading learning process from a comprehensive perspective
through four categories addressing employees’ basic psycho-
logical needs behind learning and development. From a practice
perspective, the findings illustrate the complex and various
processes of leading learning and addresses also the tensions of
the real‐world complexity of learning‐oriented leadership. As
employees' learning goals and interests may differ from those of
the organization, supervisors’ role balancing between employ-
ees’ autonomy and organizational goals or departmental prior-
ities can produce tension, challenges and conflict of interest and
values. Hence, supervisors need support and guidance from
their own supervisors and training and education offered by the
human resource development department (Wallo et al. 2024).

Although in this study, supervisors understood the leading
learning progressing through four categories in both organiza-
tions, there were some context‐related nuances and differences
in what was emphasized in each category. Previous studies have
also highlighted leadership facilitating learning as context‐
related (Wallo et al. 2024). Thus, organizations’ environment,
nature of work, resources, culture and hierarchy should be
considered first to conduct suitable leading learning actions.

Despite its contributions, this study is not without limitations.
We utilized only empirical data based on supervisors’ own
conceptions and experiences from their own work contexts, and
the data did not consist of supervisors’ descriptions from dif-
ferent organizational levels. Additionally, we did not utilize an
external perspective or explore the observable behaviour of
leading learning, which may limit the understanding of how
effectively supervisors enact these leading learning actions in
practice. To ensure dependability in data collection, we utilized
open‐ended questions, allowing to focus on participants' ex-
pression of how they experience the phenomenon (Collier‐Reed
et al. 2009). Although, when discussing about the reliability and
validity of the phenomenographic research, it is important to
point out that the primary aim is not to produce understanding
and based on this, make claims about the truth itself (Åker-
lind 2005b), research should instead consider differences and
changes in meaning in terms of how individuals describe the
phenomenon (Kettunen and Tynjälä 2018). We have ensured
communicative validity by providing accurate descriptions of
the procedures (Kettunen and Tynjälä 2018), by describing the
phases of the analysis process accurately and representing
the categories of leading learning with illustrative data excerpts.
We have also utilized multiple data sources to strengthen the
trustworthiness of the findings (Collier‐Reed et al. 2009).
However, findings might be context‐related and might not apply
to every organization, especially in different fields, as supervi-
sors might understand the concept differently. A sample size
consisting of 17 interviews and 29 diaries is typical for phe-
nomenographic research (see Kettunen and Tynjälä 2018) and
collected data were rich and detailed, focusing on depth of
understanding.

In this study, we did not separate hybrid/remote work from
face‐to‐face work by encouraging supervisors to consider either
one of them during interviews or when reporting diaries.
However, we acknowledge that especially in technology orga-
nizations, remote/hybrid work is utilized daily, whereas com-
pared to the central hospital, work is mostly completed at a
physical workplace while taking care of patients. The location
of the work might have implications on supervisors’ concep-
tions of leadership actions supporting learning. This limitation
can be addressed in future studies by exploring leading learning
in different work contexts, such as hybrid and remote contexts,
as well as in different work organizations. Moreover, recog-
nizing other supervisors’ roles, practices and conceptions and
employees’ own perspectives is important. When organizations
utilize even more self‐organized and autonomous teams and
collective‐level self‐determination in completing complex work
tasks, the individual–collective level relationship and collective‐
level practices should be investigated in more detail. Lastly,
utilizing the research methodology (e.g., ethnography and
observation) in a multifaceted way would provide a deeper
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understanding and reveal different leading styles and structural
and cultural issues that might affect leading actions. These
perspectives would also help reveal problems and challenges in
leading learning that our study has not touched upon.
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