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Abstract
In this article, we explore workers’ stories about digitalization of work and professional
development. The data (101 stories) were collected from 81 Finnish government
workers through the method of empathy-based stories (MEBS). MEBS is a qualitative
data collection method in which participants write short imaginary texts based on an
introductory script (frame story) designed by the researcher. In this study, participants
were presented with two frame stories in which they were asked to imagine why
digitalization had either supported or hindered professional development. The stories
were analyzed inductively using qualitative thematic analysis. The findings illustrate
the double-edged nature of digitalization, as it may both support and hinder profes-
sional development and learning by changing work tasks, work practices and knowl-
edge development and management. Overall, the stories revealed that the participants
perceived that digitalization may support professional development and learning,
especially by providing opportunities for job control in terms of flexibility, and new
ways for knowledge development and management.

Keywords Professional development . Professional learning .Workplace learning .

Digitalization . Themethod of empathy-based stories

Introduction

The nature of work has changed profoundly and continues to do so for a range of issues,
including globalization, automation, and digitalization. The growing use of information
and communication technology (ICT) is slated to remodel the nature of work, as it enables
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efficient and fast knowledge flow, autonomous work tasks, synchronicity, mobility,
independence, and co-creation. Furthermore, from a corporate point of view, digitalization
is expected to enhance productivity, efficiency, and knowledge use in organizations.
However, digitalization might also lead to information overload, challenges of time
management, fragmented work settings, procrastination, and technological shortcomings
(Vuori, Helander, and Okkonen 2018). In all, advances in technology and an expanded
knowledge economy require individuals to “adapt to working within newly structured,
distributed, dynamic environments that are technologically-mediated” (Littlejohn,
Milligan, and Margaryan 2012, p. 227). Adopting new technologies changes work tasks
and work practices in manyways, which further influences the factors affecting learning at
work, such as job demands, job control and social support (Fisher et al. 2018). Thus,
digital changes pose new challenges for workers and require them to learn and develop
constantly in order to maintain and improve their capacity for effectiveness.

Although several institutions have provided possible scenarios in relation to the
impact of digitalization on working life (e.g., Muro et al. 2017), empirical research
investigating digitalization and professional development is still scarce (e.g., Eteläpelto
2017; Fisher et al. 2018; Harteis 2018). Overall, professional development research has
traditionally focused on professional development programs and training courses.
Recent studies have called for a shift in focus from formal processes of education
and training to learning experiences in the workplace and professional settings (e.g.,
Havnes and Smeby 2014; Webster-Wright 2009). Empirical studies in work contexts
have often applied such traditional methods as interviews and surveys. However, it has
been stated that in personal interviews, interviewees are more likely to answer in a
socially desirable way and be more agreeable in interview situations (e.g., Janis 1982;
Krumpal 2013; Schuman and Presser 1981; van der Heijden et al. 2000) and thus, the
lack of face-to-face interaction with the researchers can be regarded as an asset. As
digitalization is a value-laden and possibly sensitive topic, in this study we have applied
a novel qualitative method of empathy-based stories (MEBS) that may allow the
participants to express themselves with less external pressure. A third-person perspec-
tive in narratives aimed to provide the participants an opportunity to step out of
themselves to expand their experiences and imagination (see Wallin et al. 2018). In
this article we respond to the above-mentioned calls by studying how digitalization
might shape work tasks and professional development in the future. More specifically,
in this research, the interest is in exploring Finnish government workers (N = 81) and
their perceptions, to address the following research questions:

1) How is work influenced by digitalization in government workers’ stories?
2) How is professional development supported and hindered by digitalization in

government workers’ stories?

Professional Development and Learning in a Digitalized Working Place

Professional Development

Several terms are used to describe the generic field of professional development, such
as continuing professional development or continuing professional learning. It also
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includes diverse, and potentially conflicting framings and approaches (Havnes and
Smeby 2014). The field has been especially dominated by a training model through
which the focus is on professional development programs and training courses rather
than learning experiences in the workplace and professional settings (Webster-Wright
2009). According to Webster-Wright’s critical review, “the term ‘PD’ [professional
development] is part of a discourse that focuses on professionals as deficient and in
need of developing and directing rather than on a professional engaged in self-directed
learning” (2009, p. 712).

It thus follows that scholars have called for a shift in focus from professional
development to professional learning, with work itself as the focal point, alongside
the “notion of learning as situated in social practice, institutional cultures and structures
in which learning revolves around work” (Havnes and Smeby 2014, p. 932; see also
Timperley 2011; Webster-Wright 2009). Consequently, the range of possible learning
activities related to professional development has been broadened. Today, this range
includes both the informal and unintended activities (e.g., observing, listening) of the
workplace as well as formal and intended ones (e.g., guiding, mentoring, courses) (e.g.,
Cheetham and Chivers 2001; Collin, Van der Heijden, and Lewis 2012). Thus, the
current view is that professional development and learning are achieved through
participation in everyday work activities, and the responsibility for learning has shifted
from the training department to the professionals themselves (e.g., Billett 2015; Billett
and Noble 2017; Littlejohn et al. 2016; Poell et al. 2018).

In previous research on workplace learning, much emphasis has been placed on the
opportunities and affordances different social and physical circumstances offers
workers (e.g., Ellstrom 2011; Eraut 2007; Fuller and Unwin 2004). It has been found
that “the readiness of the workplace to afford opportunities for individuals to participate
in work activities and access direct and indirect support are key determinants in the
quality of learning that arises from that learning” (Billett 2001, p. 209). According to
Ellstrom (2001), the learning potential of a workplace is determined by a complex
interplay of several factors. Such factors include: (a) task characteristics, for example,
task complexity, variety and control; (b) opportunities for feedback, evaluation and
reflection; (c) the type and degree of formalization of work processes; (d) organiza-
tional arrangements for employee participation in problem handling and developmental
activities; and (e) learning resources in terms of, for example, time for analysis,
interaction and reflection (Ellstrom 2011, p. 108).

Likewise, Eraut (2007) has identified three interrelated context factors and learning
factors, which play a significant role in building a learning-intensive work environ-
ment. The learning factors include 1) the professional’s confidence and commitment,
2) challenges in one’s work, and 3) feedback and support. According to Eraut (2007),
learning at work “occurs through doing things and being proactive in seeking learning
opportunities, and this requires confidence” (p. 269). Moreover, challenges in one’s
work need confidence, which in turn is dependent on how learners feel supported in
meeting challenges in one’s work. In addition to learning factors, context factors also
affect learning in the workplace, and these include: 1) allocation and structuring of
work, 2) expectations of each person’s role, performance and progress, and 3) encoun-
ters and relationships with people at work. These factors highlight the importance of the
organization of work within the organization, as well as the role of managers and social
relationships in facilitating learning.
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The above described factors can also be found in the demand-control-support model
(DCS) (Johnson and Hall 1988; Karasek 1979; see also Fisher et al. 2018), which
proposes that for attaining high levels of learning opportunities, workplaces should
afford their workers with highly demanding work activities, high levels of job control
and social support. In the DCS model, a demanding job consists of high task variety,
task complexity and a requirement for problem solving. Job control refers to the
opportunities a worker has in regard to “(a) method autonomy, the discretion to choose
different methods or means to accomplish a work goal; (b) planning autonomy, the
autonomy to decide in what sequence different (sub-)tasks are approached and when
this is done; and (c) decision autonomy, the general degree to which incumbents can
make their own decisions at work.” (Fisher et al. 2018, p. 232). Additionally, social
support in the form of social interaction with other individuals to discuss work-related
problems and challenges is needed in a workplace that supports learning (Fisher et al.
2018). Finally, it is also acknowledged that professional learning is a reciprocal process
that combines the affordances of a workplace —such as resources, materials, and
people—with the individual’s ability and motivation to engage with what is afforded
(e.g., Billett 2015; Littlejohn et al. 2016). Thus, how workers coordinate their profes-
sional development depends on both the sociocultural conditions of the workplace and
on the workers’motivation, beliefs, ideals, interests, goals, competencies, work history,
and personality (Eteläpelto 2017; Goller and Harteis 2017).

Digitalization of Work

Regarding digitalization, scholars have found that digitalization alters work in several
ways and thus presents new opportunities and challenges regarding professional devel-
opment and learning. Digitalization is a broad concept, which encompasses “the growing
use of information and communication technologies (ICT) in every area of life” (Vuori,
Helander, and Okkonen 2018, p. 1) while also referring to “the ways that digital media
structure, shape, and influence the contemporary world” (Brennen and Kreiss 2014, para.
18). In contrast to digitization, which can be defined as “the material process of converting
individual analogue streams of information into digital bits” (Brennen and Kreiss 2014,
para. 5), digitalization or digital transformation refers to more fundamental changes in
social life and changes in its structure due to digital technologies.

In this article, digitalization is approached especially from the perspective of how it
may change work and learning in the future. There are several analyses of how digitali-
zation, and especially automation, alters job skill demands and the labor market (e.g.,
Autor et al. 2003; Balsmeier and Woerter 2019; Frey and Osborne 2013; Muro et al.
2017). Digitalization is associated with increased employment of especially high-skilled
labor (e.g., Balsmeier and Woerter 2019; Frey and Osborne 2013). It has been suggested
that jobs involving routine work tasks and a lower level of complexity are more likely to
be automated than non-routine tasks requiring highly cognitive skills (Autor et al. 2003;
Frey and Osborne 2013). Recent large-scale analysis (Chui, Manyika, and Miremadi
2015) indicated that 45% of work tasks could be automated using current automation
technologies, and 58% in the near future. Frey and Osborne (2013, Frey et al. 2016) state
that even high salary jobs (e.g., administrative managers and airplane pilots) are not safe
from automation. Adoption of new digital tools can increase job demands, as digitalization
requires the workers to add new tasks to their old jobs, which changes their job
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descriptions and competence requirements (Fisher et al. 2018). The change in the
competencies required might result in concerns regarding worker’s employability, espe-
cially for employees who are not experienced or confident with using new digital
technologies (O’Driscoll et al. 2010; Rintala and Suolanen 2005).

Additionally, digitalization may result in a higher perception of job control by
providing more freedom regarding the organization of work and in the assistance of
more menial tasks (Fisher et al. 2018). It has been stated in several studies that as the
accessing, sharing, gathering and analyzing of information becomes easier, employees
will have new ways to collaborate with each other and access a broader range of work
tasks, and have increased flexibility and freedom regarding where and when the work is
done (e.g., Day et al. 2010; Dimicco et al. 2008; Fisher et al. 2018; O’Driscoll et al.
2010). However, the increased access to information may also lead to information
overload, i.e., “a feeling of being overwhelmed by the quantity of incoming informa-
tion and the need to respond to it” (O’Driscoll et al. 2010, p. 275). Consequently,
asynchronous communication and the increased accessibility and availability have been
found to facilitate the spillover of work to leisure time (Bordi et al. 2018). For instance,
previous research has found that employees clear and check their email in the evenings
and weekends in order to manage their work-related communication load and their
overall workload (Barley et al. 2011; Bordi et al. 2018). Furthermore, the employees
may feel strong pressure to be available and react immediately through digital com-
munication devices in order to manage their work (Bordi et al. 2018). Thus, this
increased access to information and striving for efficiency is closely related to work
intensification, which occurs if employees feel the pressure to complete more tasks
within a working day (Kubicek et al. 2014). According to Kubicek et al. (2014) work
intensification is characterized by increased demands regarding 1) work pace and
multitasking, 2) independent work planning and decision making, 3) independent
career management and planning, 4) knowledge and learning, and 5) skills. Thus, the
freedom to plan the work and workday autonomously according to individual prefer-
ences also increases the job requirements and requires the workers to take responsibility
for their time and task management (Fisher et al. 2018).

Scholars have also found that new ICTs open new channels for finding and
exchanging information, increased flexibility and control over workers’ learning expe-
riences, and a space for building social capital (e.g., Brookshire, Lybarger, and Keane
2011; Dimicco et al. 2008; Gerard 2012; Gruzd and Goertzen 2013; Vuori et al. 2018).
For instance, social and mobile technologies can help workers to identify experts, solve
problems, generate ideas and to share knowledge (DiMicco et al. 2009; Ellison et al.
2015; Turban et al. 2011), which will help employees who work remotely at different
locations and at different times (Bordi et al. 2018; Day et al. 2010). Past research has
indicated that users of social technologies in workplaces value especially the interac-
tivity, peer support, and instant feedback offered by said technologies (Leino, Tanhua-
Piiroinen, and Sommers-Piiroinen 2012). However, despite its potential, automation
has replaced human work at a slower pace than expected (Autor 2015). The main
factors behind this are firstly related to social acceptance (to provide purposeful and
meaningful life for the members of society; Nussbaum 2011), secondly to technolog-
ical “bottlenecks” (social perception incl. Skills related to empathy, caring and
negotiation; Deming 2015), and finally, to creativity (fine arts and originality; Frey
and Osborne 2013).
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Methods

Participants

The data were collected from 81 Finnish government workers by using the method of
empathy-based stories (MEBS) (Wallin, Koro-Ljungberg, and Eskola 2018) during
spring 2017. The participants worked in various positions that ranged from secretaries
and assistants to managers. The most common positions were “executives” and
“managers” followed by “specialists” and “inspectors”. Based on participants’ self-
reports, 9 (11.1%) worked in administrative tasks, 30 (37.0%) were experts, 17 (21.0%)
were senior experts, and 22 (27.2%) were in manager positions. Three participants
(3.7%) did not report their work title. The participants ranged between 28 and 67 years
of age (M = 50.1; SD = 9.483), and 65% of the participants were born in the 1950s and
1960s. The participants consisted of 48 women (59.3%), 32 men (39.5%) and one
blank answer (1.2%) in relation to the participant’s gender. The request to take part in
the research was distributed by email to all participants taking part in a national
conference for government workers. In addition, the researchers contacted directly
randomly selected government organizations.

Finnish government workers were chosen as the participants in this study because
they represent an employee group which is currently working in an environment of
continuous digital change and it has also been estimated that digitalization highly
influences administrative work (Frey and Osborne 2013). The participants were also
chosen because they belong to the category of “information-age knowledge workers,”
as they typically work in complex environments and are associated with qualities such
as creativity, innovation, problem-solving, learning, ethics, and morale (Eskola 2018).
Internationally, the trend of modernizing the public sector by using ICTs is referred to
as electronic government or e-government, “a term that blurs the borders between
public administration, new technology and changing administrative methods” (Nygren
2012, p. 616; see also Bekkers and Homberg 2007; Yildiz 2007). Furthermore, Finland
was considered as a suitable country of choice for our study, as it is among the more
advanced digital economies in the European Union. According to the Digital Economy
and Society Index (DESI 2018), it is considered as one of the European Union leading
countries in digitalization, especially in digital skills and public services. Additionally,
digitalization in Finland is a prevalent theme in the program of the current government,
and the Finnish State Treasury has been tasked with assisting in making government
services more client-oriented and digital (State Treasury 2016).

Method

MEBS is a qualitative method of data collection through which participants write short
imaginary texts based on an introductory script (i.e., frame story) designed by the
researcher. With MEBS, there are at least two versions of a frame story, and these
versions differ in respect to one aspect. This variation enables the researcher to study
how the stories change when one element is varied. The varied element and format of
the frame stories are derived from and are dependent on the research question(s), and
there is usually a division between positive and negative elements, such as success and
failure regarding a phenomenon. However, it is also possible to construct the variation
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around other elements (e.g., gender, time frame). Typically, frame stories describe an
event or situation, and participants are instructed to continue the story or explain what
has happened before the described situation (Wallin et al. 2018). In this research, our
interest was to explore how digitalization might support or hinder professional devel-
opment in the future. Thus, we used two frame stories (i.e., a positive frame story and a
negative frame story) in which we asked participants to describe why digitalization had
either supported or hindered the professional development of an imaginary person
named Charlie:

& Positive frame story:
Imagine that the year is 2025. Charlie is thinking about his/her career and notices

that digitalization has supported his/her professional development. Imagine yourself
in his/her situation and describe why s/he believes that digitalization has had a
positive effect on his/her professional development.

& Negative frame story:
Imagine that the year is 2025. Charlie is thinking about his/her career and notices

that digitalization has hindered his/her professional development. Imagine yourself
in his/her situation and describe why s/he believes that digitalization has had a
negative effect on his/her professional development.

The two frame stories were first tested in a pilot study of ten individuals who provided
hand-written responses to version A (positive) or B (negative) of the frame story during
a face-to-face situation at their workplace. An analysis of the pilot study showed that all
the stories were written according to the assignment, were appropriate, and answered
the research questions. Thus, the pilot data were included in the final data set. After the
pilot phase, data collection was carried out in one organization face-to-face (18
participants) and through an e-form that was distributed to Finnish government workers
via email (53 participants). The participants could write their stories according to
version A, version B, or both, and they were also asked to report their year of birth,
gender, and work position. During the data collection (both face-to-face and electronic),
the participants had an unlimited amount of time to write their stories, and they also had
the option to continue writing later if needed. The final data used in this study (81
participants) consists of 28 participants who wrote their stories in a face-to-face
situation and 53 participants who submitted their stories through e-forms. Overall,
the 101 stories used in this study were collected either face-to-face or electronically
through an e-form from 81 voluntary participants who were working in government
organizations in Finland.

MEBS produces textual data that are suitable for examining participants’ perceptions
regarding a specific phenomenon. In comparison to interviews or other narrative
methods, MEBS does not focus on researching personal experiences or life histories
and thus, the stories portray plausible and potential connections and insights which
might be based on the participants’ own experiences, but they may also be the result of
their imagination (Wallin et al. 2018). Hence, MEBS was well-suited for our purposes
because we were interested in applying a future-orientation to explore the participants’
underlying assumptions, expectations, and perceptions regarding digitalization and
professional development. Additionally, as MEBS aims to spark the participants’
imagination, MEBS data provide the researcher with an opportunity to determine
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new perspectives, verbalize tacit knowledge and amass unexpected viewpoints that
might have been lost with other methods (Wallin et al. 2018). MEBS also made it
possible for us to collect qualitative data from a wider sample than with interviews
because empathy-based stories can be written anytime and anywhere, and the stories
can be written in a relatively short time.

Data Analysis

The participants (N = 81) wrote 101 stories in total (20 participants chose to answer both
frame stories). These stories ranged from a few sentences to essays consisting of up to 870
words, with a total word count of 15,393 words. The data comprised 68 (67.3%) positive
stories and 33 (32.7%) negative stories. Most of the participants (n = 48, 59.3%) wrote a
positive story, 13 (16.0%) wrote a negative story, and 20 (24.7%) wrote both stories. Table 1
shows how positive and negative stories were distributed by participants’ age, gender and
work title. Participants’ titles were categorized into four work roles: Administrative person-
nel (e.g., “Secretary”, “Translator”), Experts (e.g., “Customs Inspector”, “Application
Specialist”), Senior experts (e.g., “Leading District Attorney”, “Chief Medical Officer”)
and Managers (e.g., “Head of Unit”, “Development Director”). The statistical relationship
between the nature of stories (positive, negative, both positive and negative) and background
variables (gender, age, work title) was investigated with Bayesian nominal indicator classi-
fication modeling (Myllymäki, Silander, Tirri, and Uronen 2002). Analysis based on
machine learning approach showed that government workers’ age, gender or work title
did not predict their preferences of writing positive, negative or both types of stories related
to professional development and digitalization.

Table 1 Positive (n = 68) and negative (n = 33) frame stories by gender, age and work role

Frame story

Participants Positive
N (%)

Negative
N (%)

Gender (N = 80)1

Female (n = 48) 41 (75.0) 17 (25.0)

Male (n = 32) 26 (67.2) 15 (32.9)

Age (N = 78)2

28–39 years (n = 14) 12 (82.2) 3 (17.9)

40–49 years (n = 15) 11 (59.4) 8 (40.1)

50–59 years (n = 33) 27 (68.2) 15 (31.9)

60–67 years (n = 16) 15 (78.2) 6 (22.0)

Work role (N = 78) 2

Administrative personnel (n = 9) 6 (66.7) 3 (33.3)

Expert (n = 30) 26 (73.3) 12 (26.7)

Senior expert (n = 17) 15 (73.5) 7 (26.5)

Manager (n = 22) 18 (68.1) 10 (31.9)

1 One missing value
2 Three missing values
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The transcribed stories were analyzed inductively using qualitative thematic analysis
in order to identify common themes. NVivo software (version 11) was used to isolate,
sort, and code text segments and identify emerging themes within the participants’
stories. First, the stories were read several times to obtain an overall sense of the data,
with attention paid to how the participants described the ways digitalization might
support or hinder Charlie’s professional development. Second, text segments compris-
ing one or more sentences were coded into sub-themes according to the research
questions and versions of the frame story. Hence, during this first phase of analysis,
the positive and negative stories were analyzed separately. In the second phase, we
compared the sub-themes, and as a result, three interrelated themes (work tasks, work
practices and knowledge development and management) were formed from the simi-
larities and differences in these themes. Finally, in order to synthesize the data and
illustrate the findings, we constructed two typical scenarios (positive and negative) by
selecting data extracts, which describes the themes formed earlier. Thus, the content of
the scenarios is derived from several stories (the researchers added or deleted a few
words to improve readability) and the formation of the scenarios was guided by
Polkinghorne’s (1995) description of narrative analysis.

Results

In the frame stories, we asked the participants to imagine why digitalization had
either supported or hindered the professional development of Charlie in the future. In
both the positive and negative stories, the participants connected digitalization with
similar changes in their working lives, yet the stories differed regarding how Charlie
responded to these changes and how the changes affected workplace learning
potential as a result. In other words, in most stories, the participants described
similar changes as both hindering and supporting professional development. In this
section, we first introduce two scenarios, one positive and one negative, which
summarize the findings presented in detail thereafter. We used data extracts to
illustrate the findings, and in order to identify the story extracts, the stories were
numbered and named according to the frame story version (for example P1 stands for
the first positive story).

Positive Scenario How might digitalization support professional development in the
future?

Charlie’s work tasks have become more versatile and Charlie has been able
to develop a great deal of her/his professional skills. The advancement of
digitalization has created both new opportunities for professional develop-
ment and more demanding tasks that motivate Charlie to move forward.
Charlie feels that as simpler tasks have shifted to robots, s/he has more time
to focus on the development of her/his core competencies. Administrative
applications also interact with each other automatically, eliminating the
need for spending time on reporting working hours. With fewer pending
routines, Charlie has more time to focus on planning and analysis.

Government Workers’ Stories about Professional Development in a...



Applications and systems also allow Charlie to work anywhere and any-
time. Attending a meeting is possible even if you are on a bike, which frees
up time for professional development. Work in most cases is now done in
interactive electronic workspaces that have been developed to serve work
processes. Increased interactivity has fostered the exchange of ideas be-
tween workers. At the same time, quite unnoticed, networks have become to
exist everywhere. Charlie has also been involved in digitalization projects
and professional development through this work. Developing one’s skills
and learning new things has become easier with the advent of e-learning and
access to information, as well as management. Learning new things and
studying is no longer dependent on time and place. The amount of study
material is much more extensive and easier to find online in electronic
format. In addition, networking and interaction with other learners is easier
and promotes learning in a whole new way.

Negative Scenario How might digitalization hinder professional development in the
future?

Digitalization has made even simpler tasks more complicated and time-consuming.
Much of Charlie’s previous work has been automated, and her/his own job is not well
controlled when it comes to doing things differently from before. In addition, in order to
complete core work tasks, there is a constant pressure to adopt to new information
systems and participate in their development and testing. A huge amount of working
time is allocated to tasks other than those that are related to Charlie’s areas of expertise.
Charliewonderswhy s/he feels that s/he is amember of the IT department, although her/
his own areas of expertise are somewhere else. Digitalization has also made the work
more hectic; everything should be ready right away and there will never be enough time
to concentrate and reflect on long-term high-quality work processes. Charlie receives a
constant flow of email, instant messaging (Lync), and phone queries on trivial topics. In
addition, technology is not up to the task: the picture disappears and, in a moment, the
sound also disappears. Systems are also changing all the time and knowledge databases
are so vast that it is difficult to find relevant information at any given time. Face-to-face
contact with clients, co-workers and colleagues is rare and no one is physically present
in theworkplace - everyone is doing distancework, or they are out in the field. Thework
is lonely and virtual, and Charlie misses person-to-person contact to deepen different
aspects of the work. In the past, Charlie’s co-workers were right next door and s/he felt
somehow more important as he/she was able to share knowledge with others. The
training provided by the employer mainly focuses on new electronic systems and their
introduction. Instead, the content of the work that Charlie would like to develop has
been pushed back as a side issue.

Changes in Work Tasks

Both in the positive and negative stories, the participants connected digitalization with
changes in Charlie’s work tasks and routines. As robots and automation became more
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common, Charlie’s old work tasks, which were often mechanical, manual, and routin-
ized, were replaced with more challenging work tasks that required more thinking and
expertise. In the positive stories, digitalization was described as being desirable, as the
automation of routine work tasks allowed Charlie to deepen his/her core competencies
and freed time for developmental activities as well as more interesting, versatile, and
challenging tasks. The change in work routine was described as highly motivating and
empowering, and it was connected to efficiency, new competencies, and a more
pleasant work role:

My work tasks have changed, so I only focus on genuinely challenging jobs that
require human reflection. […] 90% of my administrative decisions and solutions
are made automatically using artificial intelligence, robotics, and solution data-
bases. For me, it means that I only do interesting jobs. Routine jobs have been left
to the machines. The change has also made it possible for me to develop
professionally, unlike in the past, since nowadays, I have time to study and
develop myself (P48).

Similarly, in the negative stories, the participants connected digitalization with auto-
mation and efficiency, but in contrast to the positive stories, the negative stories
described the changes as undesirable and resulting in an increased workload and time
management problems. In the negative stories, digitalization was viewed as contribut-
ing to a hectic pace of work, multitasking, and interruptions. These elements presented
challenges to the daily execution of work tasks and reduced available time for the work
that required deeper focus and more long-term commitment. In addition, technological
shortcomings, such as poor usability of software, inadequate information systems, and
malfunctioning network connections, were frequently described as hindering and
slowing down the execution of work tasks, thus leading to anxiety and inefficiency.

Consequently, in these stories, the changing work tasks and adoption of new digital
tools were considered burdens that hindered Charlie’s professional development. Char-
lie felt like s/he was spending more time working on the adoption, development, and
testing of new information systems and software than on “actual” work, which s/he felt
competent in and had been educated for. Furthermore, in some negative stories,
digitalization was also connected with unemployment, as the original work tasks were
performed by robots, and replacement work tasks were either not offered to Charlie, or
Charlie was not able or willing to adapt to the new work role. Thus, in the negative
stories, the changing work tasks led to feelings of incompetence and redundancy. The
stories described how especially administrative workers were laid off, and their work
tasks, such as billing for travel costs, were allocated to the remaining personnel. The
new work did not match Charlie’s current competencies or professional identity, and s/
he felt that his/her opportunities for development were restricted by the employer, or s/
he was not motivated to develop his/her competencies to meet new demands:

Charlie has never been very interested in technology or ICT skills. Learning new
tools and systems has always been a must for him/her. Employers have also
noticed this. Charlie would like to do his/her “basic job” well, but it hasn’t been
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possible for a long time without first having to learn all the nerdy stuff. The work
has become burdensome and repulsive (N8).

Changes in Work Practices

In addition to changing work tasks, digitalization was also connected to changes in
work practices in both the positive and negative stories. The stories described an
increase in remote, virtual and global work and the utilization of new kinds of
workspaces. When changing work practices were described as supporting professional
development, the participants emphasized how the online communication channels
supported interaction and networking:

Online discussions with colleagues around the world are particularly rewarding.
Occasionally, even several times a week, we discuss work-related topics with a
group of people and share tips on how to work in different situations. […]
Digitalization has, in a way, expanded collegial cooperation and the learning
network beyond its own organization and made it a global community (P80).

According to the participants’ views, ICT may facilitate social networking and com-
munication across physical distances, thereby enabling increased interaction and com-
munication within Charlie’s organization and in other professional networks. Accord-
ing to the participants, this increased interaction can result in fruitful and productive
discussions with coworkers all over the world, thus helping to build a virtual and global
learning network that is not limited to organizational boundaries. In the positive stories,
remote work was also considered to be a positive aspect in terms of the flexibility and
independence it offers, as it makes working possible, anytime and anywhere. This
flexibility supported Charlie’s management of his/her work–life balance and enabled
more free time for developmental activities.

On the other hand, the new work practices, especially remote work, were also
connected with a loss of communality and feelings of loneliness. In contrast to the
positive stories, in the negative stories, online communication and remote work
decreased interaction in the work community and hindered the sharing and transfer
of knowledge as a result. In these stories, online interaction was connected with
superficiality, and Charlie expressed a need to have discussions with other experts
and colleagues in a face-to-face manner in order to deliberate on work issues:

According to Charlie, it would be important to get face-to-face with other experts
in the same field, because only then can you really deepen your thoughts and
exchange ideas. In Charlie’s opinion, s/he is often left alone with the computer,
and the employer also requires the work to be done in an open-plan office and,
when necessary, with headphones and remotely. The work is lonely and virtual,
and Charlie longs for human contact through which s/he could deepen different
aspects of the work (N45).
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Changes in Knowledge Development and Management

Knowledge development and management were frequently connected to professional
development, especially in the positive stories. In these stories, the participants per-
ceived that digitalization might improve the availability and management of work-
related information and knowledge by providing efficient access to different reposito-
ries. Intranets, social media, and the Internet were described as important resources for
finding and locating work-related information in a fast, easy, and independent manner:

Digitalization has made it possible to update professional knowledge proficiently:
Both scientific knowledge and publications as well as more experiential blog and
picture stories can be found on the web. Also, different online courses, streams,
etc. help, in that you do not always have to be present at a particular time—you
can develop and update your skills whenever it suits you (P80).

The participants also emphasized e-learning and online courses as important resources
for professional development and learning. Online courses and lectures provided
Charlie with a flexible and self-directed way of updating his/her knowledge and
competencies, regardless of time and place. The participants also emphasized how
the opportunity to engage in online courses expanded learning options, and how up-to-
date course materials supported learning. In addition to formal online courses, the
participants also acknowledged the importance of using other online sources, such as
videos and podcasts, for knowledge development.

In addition to the independent and self-directed ways of knowledge development
described above, some stories also described how participating in different digital
projects and workshops supported Charlie’s professional development and learning.
According to the stories, being part of developmental processes and solving problems
with other workers might inspire and encourage workers to learn and feel useful in
terms of their contribution to the organization and other workers.

The negative stories also described the increased use of alternative sources of digital
knowledge, although to a lesser extent than in the positive stories. In these stories, the
participants emphasized how the digitization of information might lead to decreased
trustworthiness in terms of information, and information management was considered a
challenging task because of the constant information overload and change.

Discussion

In this article, we explored Finnish government workers’ stories about how digitaliza-
tion could influence work and support or hinder professional development in the future.
According to the findings, both the supporting and hindering factors stem from similar
and interrelated changes in the work —namely, changes in work tasks, work practices,
and knowledge development and management. The stories illustrated how digitaliza-
tion may affect the learning potential of a workplace (e.g., Ellstrom 2011; Eraut 2007)
in various ways, and thus create different affordances and constraints for professional
development. For instance, in line with previous analyses regarding the future of
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digitalization and work (Autor et al. 2003; Balsmeier and Woerter 2019; Frey and
Osborne 2013; Muro et al. 2017), the findings showed how digitalization might in the
future change the task characteristics and competence requirements of work by replac-
ing routine work tasks with more challenging work tasks. In the positive stories,
changes in work tasks enabled Charlie to develop his/her competences and skills as it
resulted in a decrease of workload and more time for interesting work tasks. This
finding supports earlier research, where digitalization and automation of meanial
activities has also been associated with a reduced workload and more interesting work
tasks (Fisher et al. 2018).

However, the negative stories framed a different picture, as in these stories changes
in work tasks restricted professional development by leading to an increase of workload
and feelings of incompetence and redundancy. Thus, the findings indicate that digita-
lization may also lead to work intensification (Kubicek et al. 2014), i.e., multitasking
and increased demands related to for example knowledge, skills and career develop-
ment. For instance, in the negative stories Charlie felt like the new work tasks did not
match with his/her competencies and he/she was unwilling or unable to meet the new
demands because of lack of confidence, time or professional training and support. In
some negative stories, digitalization led also to the disappearance of old work tasks,
while at the same time, new work tasks were not offered, or professional training
regarding new work tasks was insufficient. Over time, this led to marginalization and
unemployment. These findings indicate that digitalization may potentially offer
workers with challenges and demanding work activities by affecting task variety and
complexity (see, e.g., Ellstrom 2011; Eraut 2007; Fisher et al. 2018), but how this
impact professional development remains ambivalent due to various inidividual and
contextual factors.

Additionally, the stories illustrated how changes in work practices, and in particular
the increase in distant work and digital communication may act as a “double-edged
sword” in regard of professional development. For instance, the positive stories
described how digitalization might result in increased opportunities for networking
and participation in developmental activities, whereas in the negative stories distant
work and the increase of online communication were considered to decrease interaction
and communality, and thus hinder knowledge sharing and social support. Hence, these
findings highlight the role of social support and relationships in professional develop-
ment and learning (e.g., Ellstrom 2011; Eraut 2007), but also addresses that the role of
digitalization in supporting interactivity is perceived as twofold.

In line with previous studies (e.g., Fisher et al. 2018), digitalization was also
connected to a higher degree of job control by providing flexibility in terms of, for
example, when and where to work. Hence, although distant work was considered to
decrease interaction and communication in the negative stories, it was also valued
because of its potential to provide opportunities for job control. Previous studies have
found that the asynchrony and increased flexibility offered by digitalization blurs the
boundary between work and leisure time and causes difficulties to disconnect from
work (e.g., Bordi et al. 2018; Vuori et al. 2018). Interestingly, participants of our study
viewed the opportunity to flexibly combine work and non-work domains as mostly
something positive and supporting professional development (e.g., participation in
professional online networks and courses regardless of time and place). Only one
negative story described how the increased accessibility and availability caused by
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digitalization might result in a negative spillover of work to leisure time. Yet, this
positive overall tone may be partly affected by Finnish high level of digitalization
(DESI 2018) and legislative promotion of flexible work (Finnish Ministry of
Employment and the Economy 2011). Furthermore, the disparity between the negative
and positive stories, as well as the earlier research, may also be due to the fact that in the
frame stories the participants were instructed to describe how digitalization has influ-
enced Charlies’ professional development. Consequently, negative effects may have
been left out from the stories because the participants’ do not necessarily connect them
with Charlies’ professional development but rather to issues related to for example his/
her wellbeing.

In addition to changes in work tasks and practices, the stories described how
digitalization brings new ways to knowledge development and management. The
stories mentioned e-learning, online courses, and videos as important resources for
professional development and learning. The participants’ valued especially diverse
forms of up-to-date learning materials and the opportunity for information acquisition
and sharing in a networked environment, but also expressed a fear that the diversity of
information and constant change might lead to information overload. However, these
negative aspects stood out to a much lesser extent than the positive. Thus, these results
indicate that the participants consider digitalization as mostly supporting knowledge
development and management in the future, but at the same time acknowledges the
need for new knowledge management skills in order to avoid the negative conse-
quences of digitalization, such as information overload.

Limitations and Recommendations

A number of potential limitations need to be considered when interpreting the
findings. First, although the study was based on a multi-organizational sample, all
the participants worked for the Finnish government, and the sample size was relatively
small. Thus, the findings might not be transferable to broader contexts (e.g., other
professional fields or government workers in other countries). Thus, further research
should be conducted in different work contexts in order to verify and extend the
findings. Second, the participants represented different generations and thus, their
different histories of technological use and different career stages need to be taken
into account when interpreting the findings. Third, an interesting finding in this study
was that most participants chose to write in response to the positive version of the
frame story. This may be reflective of the fact that government workers possess in
general more positive than negative perceptions of the future (see also Fisher et al.
2018), but one could also speculate that this may reflect a self-selection bias (i.e., the
participants who possessed a positive stance were more willing to take part in the
study than those with a negative stance). However, these limitations do not limit the
value of this study, as the aim was not to generate generalizable findings, but to
develop insights into the topic. Hence, in the future both qualitative studies and
quantitative studies are needed to complement and validate these findings. A partic-
ularly interesting aspect would be to analyze what kind of agentic actions or strategies
workers adopt when engaging with digitalization at work.

MEBS was used in this study to examine the participants’ perceptions of the future.
Hence, it is important to note that empathy-based stories are plausible imaginary stories
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that portray possible and potential connections and insights rather than focusing on
presenting personal lived experiences. Yet, in MEBS “the ability of the stories to reflect
and express personal meaning is considered more relevant than the factual occurrence
of the events described in the stories” (Wallin et al. 2018, p. 7). For the purposes of this
study, several reasons justify the choice of the method. Firstly, MEBS offered the
participants an opportunity to use their imagination and to freely choose what to include
in their stories. Thus, the study adds knowledge about the expectations, hopes and fears
government workers associate with digitalization and professional development. Sec-
ondly, the fact that the stories are not necessarily fictional, and that in this study many
participants chose to write their stories in the first-person and not as Charlie, as well as
the similarity of the stories, support the notion that the stories illustrate shared socio-
cultural beliefs. Thirdly, in contrary to earlier studies exploring the lived experiences of
the participants with for example interviews (e.g., Fisher et al. 2018) that often
concentrate on retrospective experiences, MEBS provided the researchers a useful tool
for exploring the participants’ perceptions of the future.

Conclusions

This research has illustrated government workers’ perceptions regarding digitalization
of work and professional development. In common with the positive and negative
stories is that they both describe how professional learning and development happens in
everyday (work) activities, includes both formal and informal ways of learning, and
requires proactivity and self-directedness. This finding is in line with the current view
that the professional development of workers’ is not only the responsibility of the
training department but workers’must manage their own professional development and
learning in order to stay effective in the working force (e.g., Billett 2015; Billett and
Noble 2017; Littlejohn et al. 2016; Poell et al. 2018). However, the findings also
reflected different understandings of what is seen as professional development. In the
positive stories the adoption of different digital tools and attaining for example digital
workshops were described as a part of Charlies’ professional development, whereas in
the negative stories learning new digital ways of working was considered as a burden
and not as a part of his/her professional development. As such, these diverse under-
standings not only reflected different conceptualizations of professional development,
but they also reflected how individuals may position themselves differently regarding
digitalization. Narrative inquiry and textual decisions communicate authorial under-
standings of participants, their subjectivities, and their experiences, but also a writer’s
understandings of power and position (Holley and Colyar 2009). For instance, in a
recent interview study, administrative workers possessed rather optimistic views of the
effects of digitalization on workplace learning and associated it generally with some-
thing positive (Fisher et al. 2018). This study complements these findings by illustrat-
ing also the negative views workers possess regarding digitalization and professional
development. The recognition of technology-related demands and the resources needed
to buffer these demands is important in order to manage and avoid the negative
consequences of digitalization.

This article provides scholars and practitioners of human resources with insights as
to how digitalization might support or hinder worker’s professional development in the
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future. In sum, the findings illustrate the double-edged nature of digitalization, as it may
both support and hinder professional development and learning by changing work
tasks, work practices and knowledge development and management. The stories
revealed that digitalization may support professional development especially by pro-
viding opportunities for job control in terms of flexibility, and new ways for knowledge
development and management. Additionally, in order to support professional develop-
ment and learning in the work force of the future, the findings illustrated the importance
of 1) tailoring the changing work tasks and activities in ways that support worker’s
experience of competence, 2) providing functioning software and systems, 3) providing
individually targeted training, guidance and social support when implementing new
technologies, and 4) involving workers in the design and development of digital
changes. Overall, when digitalizing work, organizations need to be aware of differences
in professionals’ subjectivities (i.e., valuations, beliefs, and expectations) in order to
efficiently support professional development. The findings highlight the need for
trainers and managers to invest in the enhancement of overall technological self-
efficacy and ways to cope individually with the range of demands related to digitali-
zation, such as interruptions, information overload and work intensification.
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