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Abstract: In the midst of continuous changes in working life, finding a way to balance organizational
demands and the needs of employees has become an important task. This task has highlighted
the significance of agency and social interaction, as influencing factors that can enhance people’s
potential to meet new learning tasks. In the Scandinavian and Finnish contexts, research institutions,
in cooperation with work organizations, have developed practical methods to promote agency and
learning at work. The objective of this study is to evaluate the potential of two different workplace
development methods, identity (ID) training, and participatory action research (PAR) using dialogue
forums if combined and applied as a two-level approach. The study asks what the characteristics
of these methods are in general and if there are any key characteristics that could support their
combined application. The research question is answered by a qualitative descriptive analysis of
the literature on organizations, agency, and applications of the methods. The results shed light on
and emphasize the intertwining characteristics of the methods. The research concludes with the
hypothesis—to be tested in further research—that the methods are necessary for each other and
recommends a preliminary investigation on the prevailing organizational culture, as a resource for
organization-specific modifications.
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1. Introduction

The environment of public sector organizations, consisting of many professional fields, like social
services, health care, education, and teacher education, is characterized by a continuous lack of
resources, new demands of active citizens, and, to some degree, an ideological emphasis on the
privatization of public services. Rapid changes in working life also have far-reaching effects on
employees’ personal and social identities. Professional identities have been challenged by increased
pressures to down-size, increased productivity, and structural reforms. As a consequence, employees
are required to reshape their work-related identities, including their commitments and ideals at work,
their relationships to their work organization, and their social relations with colleagues. In this situation,
employees are at risk of losing their subjectivities at work. A loss of subjectivity is perceived by
subjects themselves as a lack of a sense of meaningfulness at work, along with decreased commitment,
negative emotions, increased tiredness, and, in extreme cases, utter exhaustion [1–3]. In 2008, long-term
barometers measuring the perceived quality of Finnish working life showed that there was indeed a
loss of a sense of meaningfulness at work, especially in the public sector [4]. Comparisons between
the European and Scandinavian context further showed a remarkable intensification of work in the
public sector, especially women’s work. This situation indicates an urgent need to prevent further
deterioration of the well-being of the employees in question. Since then, in 2018, Finnish employees
experienced positive changes in their working life from the perspective of organizational changes and
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learning. For example, the percentage of employees that participated in training provided by their
employers was 54% among male employees and 60% among female employees, and in addition to
vocational and professional skills, the training covered also social interaction and collaboration skills [5].
Nevertheless, in order to avoid such negative consequences as those described above, subjects need to
work with their identities in a way that allows them to redefine their subjectivities and become subjects
in their work. Hence, development in a positive direction would mean that a person becomes an
active agent and a self-creating subject. Considering the changes in working life affecting all members
of work organizations, it is important to create and use workplace development methods that are
beneficial for all actor groups at workplaces.

Becoming a subject takes place via an active process of subjectification, in which a person
becomes an active subject for herself/himself and, through this, achieves autonomy and agency [6].
Phillips (2002) [7] has suggested a multi-level model of becoming a subject in a community; in such
a process, the subject’s active voice contributes to the discourse constructed by and maintained in
the community. Becoming a subject in a community also means becoming an active agent, and this
is based on the subject’s reflective awareness of her/his identity position in the community. Such a
subjectification/transformation requires subjects to enter deep-level, emotionally imbued, reflective,
and constructive processes and, through these, to attain a new perspective—one that will bring new
constructs into the individual’s identity [8]. In order to promote employees’ awareness of their subject
positions, and of how these are constituted as part of their life history within actual work organizations,
we need special kinds of educational programs to carry out employment-related identity work. In such
programs, subjects need space and support, so that they can become aware of how their current
work-related identity positions are constituted. Having achieved such awareness, they will then need
further space for the redefinition of their new positions. In addition, new tools and strategies will be
needed to cope with the demands of the work organization, especially in cases where the subject’s
well-being is threatened as a consequence of an excessive workload. With this situation in mind,
we find it important to create and use workplace development methods that take into account both
the needs of individuals and the demands of work organizations. Traditionally, the search for this kind
of balance belongs to the field of strategic human resource management (SHRM), which emphasizes
employee involvement as a productive factor and thus also the relationship between productivity and
quality of working life (see, for example, [9]).

The research results indicate that one key factor in that balance is the nature of the employment
relationship. In their classic research, Walton and McKersie (1965) [10] found that social interaction
at the workplace level or between bargaining parties may cover such dimensions as integrative
bargaining, meaning the search for mutual gains and solutions that benefit all parties. On the other
hand, Heller (1998) [11], in his study on influence and discretion at work, argues that the key element
in employee involvement is trust. Weick (1995) [12] brings forth the notion of sense-making in
organizations: all individuals should have a right to discuss organizational changes from the point of
view of the core question: What does this mean to us?

Based on the notions presented above, we define agency as a concept that refers to a variety
of closely related phenomena, such as being an empowered subject at one’s work, using discretion
at work, or having an influence over work. Additionally, we conclude that all the aspects of
working life presented above point towards a need for concrete joint forums for all members of work
organizations to use their agency in addressing current and emerging issues. One way to answer to
the challenges of a continuously changing working life is the various European Union (EU)-level and
national-level development programs and projects that aim to increase efficiency and productivity,
without compromising employee well-being.

This paper presents two methods, the ID training program and participatory action research (PAR)
using dialogue forums, which have been practiced in Finland and also by the authors. The emphasis
of the ID training program is on working with personal identities, with a particular focus on subjects’
professional identities. The main aim of the program is to support participants’ professional identities by
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strengthening their identity, which contributes to their agency. On the other hand, the dialogue-oriented
PAR application calls for the use of agency at the individual level, and it also aims to enhance the
potential for learning and change at the organizational level. There is a great amount of literature
on these workplace development methods taken separately, although there have been few studies
that consider them together. The most obvious explanation for this is that there has been little,
if any, collaboration between the practitioners of each of the methods, so each method has been
evaluated independently.

The objective of this paper is to determine the potential of applying these two methods in
combination in relation to fulfilling the abovementioned individual and organizational demands,
which promote professional agency at work. To meet this objective, we chose to use the two-level model
of Phillips (2002) [7] as a vantage point. We understand that the ID training program may enhance
employees’ resources to use their active voice and that dialogue forums offer places where these
choices can be expressed and heard. The concrete research task is to point out the basic characteristics
of both methods and some of the key characteristics of a combined application of the two methods.
In the qualitative analysis, descriptions of the methods are compiled separately, with a focus on their
intertwining characteristics. These results are further elaborated to form a picture of the complementary
and supporting characteristics associated with the combined application of the two methods.

2. Materials and Methods

The data and methods of this research are qualitative. A traditional literature review is used
to create an overview of the changes in working life and their impacts on work organizations and
possibilities to use agency. The literature on the methods that are the focus of this paper, ID training
and participatory action research (PAR) using dialogue forums, is comprehensively gathered using
criteria associated with the presentation of the methods, including both the underlying principles and
practical details. All of the literature is listed in the references.

As a first stage of the analysis, a descriptive background summary is compiled of the learning
demands, risks associated with maintaining agency, and the need to strengthen it in working life, as well
as of classic notions of employee influence in work organizations, which builds an argument for the
combination of the two workplace methods that form the focus of this paper. Secondly, a detailed
presentation of the essential characteristics of the methods and their complementary features is compiled.
Thirdly, the method presentations are interpreted in the framework of a two-level model that combines
individual agency with its use in organizational-level dialogues. As the authors have practiced these
methods, their experience and observations have a bearing on the interpretations, and the paper can
thus be seen as one of the authors’ own learning outcomes.

3. Results

3.1. ID Training Program: The Method for Identity Work

3.1.1. Background

The theoretical basis of the ID training program is subject-based empowerment, which, in this
context, is defined as an increased awareness of oneself and one’s relation to her/his social environment,
as well as a strengthening of possibilities to affect one’s own surroundings. Identity is regarded as
an ongoing project of self-realization, formed via one’s personal history and experience. Becoming
a subject and becoming empowered are interpreted as processes that are partly co-directional and
overlapping, shaping identities or functioning as tools for reconstructing identities.

The discussion and research on empowerment make a distinction between individual and
organizational empowerment [13,14]. At the individual level, empowerment has been understood as
an increase in inner strength and self-respect, together with better social skills and competencies to
manage and develop one’s own work and working conditions. At the organizational and community
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level, empowerment can be understood as a purposeful process in which an organization or community
derives new resources. This means a shared experience of increased participation in a number of
aspects of work: organizational goals, planning, decision-making, receiving information, becoming
aware of one’s roles, and obtaining social support. Individual and organizational empowerment are,
in fact, closely intertwined, and there is evidence that the two aspects support one another [15,16].
This intertwining of individual and organizational empowerment may be interpreted as one example
of Phillips’ (2002) [7] multi-level model of subjectification producing agency. As individuals must learn
to use their agency, organizations must also learn to use the potential of joint actions.

The tasks in the research [17–19] that form the basis for this method were to discover how
participants experienced empowerment during the empowerment program and follow-up, to consider
how their subjectivity developed within their work and in relation to the work organization, and to
analyze the kinds of stories told by participants concerning their subjectivity. The empowerment
program was set up to promote staff well-being in a particular hospital at the start of the 21st
century. The research material consisted of portfolios from 19 individuals, video recordings, interviews,
and semi-structured questionnaires. To meet the evaluative purposes [20], the material was gathered
during and at the end of the program, as well as at six months, one year, and four years after the
program had ended. In sub-studies within the research, thematic and narrative analytical methods
were applied.

The results showed that empowerment in the workplace is a long-term process, involving an
interaction between the individual and the environment. It is both intrapersonal and interpersonal
in nature, and the person’s own life-course and experience will be significant in either restricting or
enabling the empowerment. Significant aspects of this include an increase in awareness, working with
one’s own boundaries, and activation towards identity work. The significant factors of subject-based
empowerment are (1) inner strengthening, in which the important dimensions were a connection with
the self, dealing with personal emotions, and an awareness of personal boundaries; and (2) a new
identity position, manifesting as a new kind of functioning in one’s relation to her/his environment.
In conclusion, it can be stated that (1) achieving a deeper level of individuality and (2) self-understanding
are important for individual subjectivity.

Individuals developed their relations with the organization. In this regard, the empowering
of the participants meant, in particular, a strengthened recognition of the boundaries between the
organization and the self. Over the long term, this seemed to mean a movement away from the
experience of subjugation, marginalization, and coercion towards the strengthening of personal agency
in the workplace. The participants were able to create a more realistic picture of themselves and the
organization. They were able to recognize and defend their own boundaries and to make more choices
that brought them satisfaction in their relationships with their work and the work organization.

While the experience of empowerment and individuals’ chosen routes are individual matters,
possibilities offered by the work community are important for the realization of one’s own position
and role. In the best-case scenario, this will mean shared empowerment for the community and the
individual: the individual will contribute to the best of her/his ability, and the organization will have
a worker whose wellbeing is secure and who is following the path of self-development. However,
the result of empowerment can also be an increased awareness of the extent of one’s frustration with
the organization, the work, and the working conditions. This is more likely to happen in organizations
that do not know how to benefit from having empowered employees using their agency. In such a case,
empowerment can lead to the individual leaving the organization that provides no sense of satisfaction
or refusing to take the roles that the organization offers. Next, we will describe the themes of the ID
training program.

3.1.2. An Identity Training Program: Themes and Implementation

The aim of identity training is to support employees so that they can take on new roles in their
work, develop personally, and strengthen their professionalism and mental resources while, at the
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same time, taking care of their own coping and well-being. The overall aim is to support the individual
through long-term changes. Each group has around 6–12 participants. The training contains six
workshops, each lasting 0.5–1 day. The program as a whole lasts six months on average. In the identity
training sessions, the themes are personal identity (ID-I), relationship identity (ID-We), organizational
identity (ID-Together), and professional identity (ID-Professional) (See Figure 1).

Challenges 2019, 10, x 5 of 11 

In the identity training sessions, the themes are personal identity (ID-I), relationship identity (ID-We), 

organizational identity (ID-Together), and professional identity (ID-Professional) (See Figure 1). 

 

Figure 1. ID training program: the themes. 

 ID-I: Personal identity 

Personal identity consists of a person’s own life-story, personal strengths, and developmental 

areas. The individual’s own life, well-being, and work identity are bound up with each other. In ID-

I, participants deal with their work identity in relation to their own life-course and individuality. In 

examining their life-story, they reflect on it via various theories of identity. They build up a picture 

of who they are and what their various special qualities and personal strengths are, considering also 

the kinds of life experiences they have had. 

 ID-We: Relationship identity 

Relationship identity consists of a person’s social relations, roles, and relationships within 

her/his work community. Good social relations within the work community contribute significantly 

to the vital energy of the individual and the work community and create joy and relaxation within 

the work. A central element in ID-We is working on one’s own interactional world and on the 

essentials of human interaction. In addition, the person’s own skills are strengthened in encounters 

with others and in giving and receiving feedback. Beyond this, the aim is to increase awareness of 

how people’s ways of organizing their own relationships affect relationships in the workplace. 

 ID-Together: Organizational identity 

Organizational identity consists of a person’s position, opportunities, and ways to influence, 

belong to, and commit to the organization. An individual’s relationship with the organization, 

including its mission and its dynamics, is important for understanding the relationship between that 

person and his/her work. At the heart of the ID-Together component are activities aimed at the 

individual’s relationship with the organization and its functions. The participants work on the 

significance of their own work and on their awareness of their place within the organization and its 

dynamics. 

 ID-Professional: Professional identity 

Professional identity consists of a person’s professional history, competencies, and fundamental 

values of his/her work. These play an important part in maintaining and strengthening work identity. 

In ID-Professional, we work on people’s values and principles in relation to their work. We further 

consider their professional expertise and the directions in which it might develop. 

Autonomy and dependency are two significant driving forces of human identity. Autonomy 

prevails over personal and professional identities, while relationship and organizational identities 

are connected by a relationship of dependency. Human beings are social creatures that want to bond 

with their fellows and organizations. Additionally, they want to create themselves and build their 

own identity narratives. 

Figure 1. ID training program: the themes.

• ID-I: Personal identity

Personal identity consists of a person’s own life-story, personal strengths, and developmental
areas. The individual’s own life, well-being, and work identity are bound up with each other.
In ID-I, participants deal with their work identity in relation to their own life-course and individuality.
In examining their life-story, they reflect on it via various theories of identity. They build up a picture
of who they are and what their various special qualities and personal strengths are, considering also
the kinds of life experiences they have had.

• ID-We: Relationship identity

Relationship identity consists of a person’s social relations, roles, and relationships within her/his
work community. Good social relations within the work community contribute significantly to the
vital energy of the individual and the work community and create joy and relaxation within the work.
A central element in ID-We is working on one’s own interactional world and on the essentials of human
interaction. In addition, the person’s own skills are strengthened in encounters with others and in
giving and receiving feedback. Beyond this, the aim is to increase awareness of how people’s ways of
organizing their own relationships affect relationships in the workplace.

• ID-Together: Organizational identity

Organizational identity consists of a person’s position, opportunities, and ways to influence,
belong to, and commit to the organization. An individual’s relationship with the organization, including
its mission and its dynamics, is important for understanding the relationship between that person
and his/her work. At the heart of the ID-Together component are activities aimed at the individual’s
relationship with the organization and its functions. The participants work on the significance of their
own work and on their awareness of their place within the organization and its dynamics.

• ID-Professional: Professional identity

Professional identity consists of a person’s professional history, competencies, and fundamental
values of his/her work. These play an important part in maintaining and strengthening work identity.
In ID-Professional, we work on people’s values and principles in relation to their work. We further
consider their professional expertise and the directions in which it might develop.
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Autonomy and dependency are two significant driving forces of human identity. Autonomy prevails
over personal and professional identities, while relationship and organizational identities are connected
by a relationship of dependency. Human beings are social creatures that want to bond with their fellows
and organizations. Additionally, they want to create themselves and build their own identity narratives.

During the training, we make use of narratives and include various kinds of whole-group activities
and creative methods. These are based on stories, which are told in many different ways (including
through sociodrama, psychodrama, pictorial expression, and writing). In the telling of these stories,
social interaction within the group is important for giving rise to reflection and sharing. The group offers
a space in which change can take place. Within the group, the participants create meanings connected
with the fundamental questions of their own lives and, in so doing, construct new understandings
and knowledge about themselves and their environment. Vocational skills and professionalism are
absorbed as parts of the narratives created during the training. These narratives cannot be understood
completely without understanding the ways the work organizations are run within the boundaries of
organizational culture. In all cases, empowered agents need the right place and time to practice their
agency, which emphasizes the significance of the ways work is organized and leadership is practiced.

The program also includes training materials and various tasks to promote deeper exploration.
The tasks function as materials or as objects through which participants can consider issues as a total
entity, something to be reflected on from the point of view of their own lives and identities. One line in
the further development of ID training has focused on promoting educators’ collective agency [21,22].

3.2. Participatory Action Research (PAR) and Dialogue Forums

In Finland, participatory action research (PAR) gained favor as a method for developing working
life in the 1980s. Since then, action research has kept its position as a significant tool, especially in the
enhancement of employee involvement (one way to express the possibilities for employees’ agency)
and learning at work, which are both integral parts of any organizational culture. One of the methods,
communicative and participative action research using dialogue forums, is of Scandinavian origin [23].
The method, with roots in the era of workplace democracy, has gained favor, especially in Finnish
municipalities, since 1991, but it has also been conducted in other public sector work organizations
to create new practices. The materials of the original PAR projects have been analyzed in the course
of conducting surveys on the quality of working life, qualitative interviews, and other evaluation
practices, for example, [24,25].

The dialogue forum method is based on communication and interaction that is structured on many
levels. Firstly, special PAR intervention forums, often called Dialogue Conferences or Work Conferences,
are conducted according to certain patterns; and secondly, in all the phases of the conferences, all participants
are supposed to follow the criteria for Democratic Dialogue. These criteria of Democratic Dialogue are
also used as guidelines in all other project forums, like task forces, workplace meetings, and gatherings of
occupational groups.

Dialogue Conferences may be used for many purposes. Most often, they are means to plan
the future and to evaluate the progress of development projects. Conferences conducted according
to the basic model, presented in this paper, last for 1.5–2 working days. In the hectic pace of the
current working life, shorter versions have also been conducted. In the basic model of the method,
the problems and flaws of the organizations are set aside for a moment, as the starting point is the
desirable future. The visions of the desirable organizational futures will be formulated in homogeneous
groups. Depending on the theme of the Dialogue Conference, the members of the groups may be,
for example, representatives of the staff, the supervisors, and the management, students and teachers,
or representatives of different occupational groups taking care of the same clients, like nurses and
home care workers [26,27]. All the visions are brought to be discussed in a plenary, after which
diagonal groups, consisting of representatives of all groups involved, start thinking about the concrete
realization of the vision. What obstacles are there on the way to attaining the vision in question? Again,
the results are discussed in a plenary. The conference continues by discussing the obstacles found by
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every diagonal group in freely formed groups, with the aim of finding ways to overcome the obstacles.
After the plenary, the people who work together, that is, the “original organizational groups”, will make
use of all the earlier discussions and formulate concrete action plans for the future—sometimes for the
near future and sometimes for a longer period of time. Usually, the conferences end with a plenary
discussion, which makes a summary of the ideas brought forward, emphasizing the similarities and
the differences in the experiences, and looks for common ground in order to highlight some concrete
actions that can be taken immediately.

The first two phases (visions and obstacles) are very important for the grass root level employees
because their proper conduct ensures that their voice will be heard. In addition, their voice is not only
heard, but it is taken seriously, because the visions of every group in question will be given the same
level of respect, and they all form a basis for further discussions and concrete planning.

During the group discussions, the researchers will see that the Democratic Dialogue criteria
are followed. The criteria will have already been circulated to the participants, often together with
the invitation to the conference. The main task is to ensure that everyone participates, and no one
dominates the discussions. This is usually achieved by favoring those employees who are not used to
expressing their opinions and who thus need support in developing their agency.

The status and nature of the Democratic Dialogue criteria are rather difficult to define. However,
from a pragmatic point of view, they are a set of principles or obliging rules that work. The formulation
provided in [23] (pp. 18–19) is as follows:

1. Dialogue is based on the principle of give and take, not one-way communication.
2. All concerned with the issue under discussion should have the possibility of participating.
3. Participants are under an obligation to help other participants be active in the dialogue.
4. All participants have the same status in the dialogue arenas.
5. Work experience is the point of departure for participation.
6. Some of the experience the participant has when entering the dialogue must be seen as relevant.
7. It must be possible for all participants to gain an understanding of the topics under discussion.
8. An argument can be rejected only after an investigation (and not, for instance, on the grounds

that it emanates out of a source with limited legitimacy).
9. All arguments that are to enter the dialogue must be presented by the actors present.
10. All participants are obliged to accept that other participants may have arguments better than

their own.
11. Among the issues that can be made subject to discussion are the ordinary work roles of the

participants. No one is exempt from such discussion.
12. The dialogue should be able to integrate a growing degree of disagreement.
13. The dialogue should continuously generate decisions that provide a platform for joint action.

The emphasis on equality (criterion number 4) and work experience (criterion number 5) are
important aspects of Democratic Dialogue in relation to the promotion of exerting influence and agency.
Work experience, as the basis for participation, is connected to the significance of professional agency
at work. Some other aspects (criteria 3 and 7) may be seen as facilitators of learning. The especial
importance of criterion number 7 (“It must be possible for all participants to gain an understanding
of the topics under discussion”) seems to lie in the concrete focus both on exerting an influence and
the learning of active agents in workplaces. Criterion number 7 is connected directly to learning
opportunities and also to mutual learning (learning together, workplace learning). When everybody
has to take a stand and talk to the others—managers and employees alike—the initial partial picture of
the organization starts gaining new dimensions and new shades. However, this is a crucial point: there
might be participants who need even more support in expressing their opinions and being professional
agents, and this is the point where the ID training program is useful.

Finally, concerning the aspects of the Democratic Dialogue, it is important to remember criterion
number 13, which emphasizes the significance of agreements. This is a means for changing words
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into concrete action. The explanation is that shared understandings about the need for change and
about the tools to respond to that need will produce commitment, and efficient ways of working
together may emerge. People seem to be willing to accept this, since they have a lot of experience
with being confronted either with hierarchical orders or resistance, as expressions of the prevailing
organizational culture.

3.3. Combining the Identity Program and Dialogue Forums

The foregoing descriptions of the characteristics of the two methods point out the supporting
features of the ID training program and PAR using dialogue forums. When the ID training program
has succeeded, the empowered organizational members need actual possibilities to use their agency.
On the other hand, dialogue forums cannot work properly without people who are not only willing but
also able to participate in constructive dialogues. Interpreted in the framework of Phillips’ (2002) [7]
multi-level model, the ID training program enables the participants to use their active voice in the
discourse available in the organization, while the dialogue forums increase the availability of discourse
and possibilities to construct and maintain it on significant issues. Thus, a functional interplay of
these two methods may result in empowerment, learning, and organizational change in cases where
dialogues result in joint action.

It is also possible to make further observations, for example, that the methods may be applied in
complementary—if not necessary—ways. For example, the ideas of Rappaport (1995) and Speitzer
(1995) on individual and collective empowerment point in this direction, if a work organization wants
to rely on its own potential in deriving new resources.

Additionally, both descriptions refer to the constraining or promoting elements of the organizational
culture regarding employee agency. In order to ensure the smooth running of the methods, a manager,
facilitator of change, chief shop steward, action researcher or a consultant, or anyone applying these
methods in collaboration with a work organization needs to know beforehand some basic facts about
the history of the organization. Knowledge about the main characteristics of the organizational culture
will help to fit the methods in the prevailing conditions. He or she should be able to recognize the power
elites and other gatekeepers, the necessary organizational or sectoral borders to be crossed or bridged,
and the potentially vulnerable groups or individuals who need special support in using their voice.
This information is needed when decisions are made about actual issues to be dealt with, who should
be invited to participate in dialogue forums, whether the potential participants are ready to participate,
whether an ID training program should be organized before any dialogue forums have been established,
or if it would be better to employ the two methods in parallel.

4. Discussion

This paper describes and analyzes the characteristics of two workplace development methods,
ID training, and participatory action research (PAR), using dialogue forums. The main research
task is to find out the key characteristics of the methods and investigate their combined application.
The research task is fulfilled by conducting a descriptive qualitative literature analysis. The results
emphasize the intertwining characteristics of the methods, and it is possible to interpret them as
prerequisites for each other in work organizations, especially in work organizations with a history of
having few possibilities to benefit from employee agency.

If the PAR and dialogue forums’ requirements in terms of space, time, and place are fulfilled,
the focus will shift towards the interaction and learning aspects. The notion of learning is closely
connected to the idea of Democratic Dialogue as a whole. Democratic Dialogue may be seen as
a demand for equal opportunities for understanding and learning about relevant issues in the
workplace. This approach emphasizes the rights of employees to access knowledge that has been
traditionally reserved for management [23]. On the other hand, while dialogue forums give individuals
an opportunity to have their voice heard, individuals also require the strength to use that voice,
and in many cases, ID training may be needed to strengthen the professional identity of participants,
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before dialogue forums can really work as platforms for mutual learning, making sense of organizational
challenges [12], and shaping practical action.

While the two workplace development methods presented here have separate roots, their applications
have, in addition to their intertwining characteristics, other common features. To start with, the ID
training program may also be understood as a PAR application, since it usually requires the intensive
involvement of a trainer from outside of the work organization and activities that would not take place
without this involvement.

During these processes, many possibilities are offered to observe how the work organizations
and their members act. People propose different interpretations and experiences from their subjective
worlds. Thus, a particular process of the program takes shape uniquely within this process—a process
wherein experiences are shared, and truth and awareness are created. The identity training program
offers a many-layered process for work on identity. The identity narrative of each participant has a
life and process of its own, and the task of the facilitator is to monitor and support the formation of
this narrative. Another important aspect is the group and the atmosphere of exploration and creation
that the group makes possible. Hence, it is important for this exploration that the atmosphere is
sufficiently secure and that, in Heller’s (1998) [11] words, trust is a prerequisite. PAR using dialogue
forums calls for the same factors: people will not express themselves unless they can trust that their
opinions will not be exploited later or if they have reason to think that the dialogue will not turn into
joint action [24]. Within the group, the emergence of a common dialogue makes it possible to reach
a broader understanding of oneself and of the surrounding reality, to become stronger, and also to
arrive at an understanding of other people’s experiences. Common reflection can also be seen as an
opportunity for empowerment and for producing critical awareness and agency.

Since researchers and work organizations cooperate in the PAR approach, the paper contributes
both to research communities and practitioners as well as decision and policymakers in the field of
working life development in at least three ways:

Firstly, the paper is an attempt to concretize Phillips’s (2002) [7] two-level model of becoming
a subject with an active voice, which will be used and profited from in organization-level discourse.
The research results, which may be summarized as defining the investigated methods in terms of
supporting, complementing, or requiring each other, especially in work organizations with a history of
little use of agency, form a hypothesis to be tested in further research or as a practice to be evaluated.
The focus should be on offering a space, a time, and a place wherein individual identity work and
dialogues at the organizational level can occur. The limitations of the study point in the same direction.
Since the research results were produced by qualitative literature analysis, with a bearing on the
authors’ own experience, empirical research is needed.

Secondly, since the practicing of agency and Democratic Dialogue are based on agency, which cannot,
by definition, be predicted beforehand, the methods cannot be copied unthinkingly or transferred
wholesale between organizational environments. However, the methods are malleable enough to be
modified accordingly.

Thirdly, since both methods are conducted in real organizational environments, their successful
application requires becoming acquainted with the organization in question beforehand. Preliminary
research on the organizational culture of the target organization is recommended, in consideration of
the available resources. The results of this type of diagnostic research approach are needed to plan
organization-specific modifications.

5. Conclusions

The two driving forces of current societies, globalization of economy and technological change,
challenge work organizations to renew their modes of operations. Especially public sector organizations,
characterized by professional, value oriented work of nurses, teachers and social workers, may be
endangered by pressures of down-sizing and restructuration. Instead of these traditional measures,
work organizations should learn to conduct flexible changes continuously.
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In order to prevent a loss of subjectivity of professional employees, and as a consequence,
a weakened organizational commitment, during an era that requires actually more commitment than
earlier, the application of special workplace development methods is recommended. The initiatives
can be taken by organization- or profession-level actors, although initiatives by community level
decision-makers and national level policy-makers could support the change considerably.

Individual level methods, for example identity (ID) training by an outside counsellor, or workplace
and organization level methods, for example participatory action research (PAR) with dialogue
forums, may be applied to promote professional agency that is needed to boost the renewal process.
Although these methods can be applied separately, their combined use is recommended due to their
complementary characteristics.
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