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1. Introduction

During the last decade a number of concepts of personnel and organisational de
velopment became popular that share a common goal: "Lean organisation", "learn
ing organisation", "success resource development", "improving performance", and 
"customer focus" all intend to transfer decision competence and responsibility to 
lower hierarchical levels of working organisations. Employees receive the opportu
nity to participate in decisions during their daily working practice. Thus, an increase 
in effectiveness of the value adding process is expected. Therefore, the new con
cepts of personnel and organisational development follow goals of economical ra
tionality.

Employees are provided with opportunities to acquire appropriate 
competences and apply them in daily work in order to improve the working 
organisation. Efforts of personnel and organisational development include the 
development of individual competences and, therefore, they also follow goals of 
educational rationality.

Taken together, personnel and organisational development has the dual 
purpose to increase both effectiveness and humanisation. Based on this argument, 
educationalists started to proclaim, investigate, and controversially discuss the 
convergence of economical and educational rationality. It is still unresolved, however, 
under which conditions convergence or divergence are likely to occur. Few empirical 
studies exist, and there is no standard research methodology in this field. Therefore, 
Convincing empirical evidence supporting the convergence assumption is still lacking.

This chapter presents results of an empirical study which tried to close this gap. 
In a Delphi study, employees' individual perception of their working field was 
investigated under different perspectives: How do employees experience their daily 
work in companies which call themselves "learning organisations"? Do employees 
experience their working conditions as competence supporting? The rationale behind 
our approach is to go beyond merely programmatic discussions, which are prominent 
in business organisation, and to survey the employees' interpretation of their 
enterprises' organisational culture. Taken together, both views contribute to the 
assessment of convergence or divergence.

The argumentation in this chapter is as follows. After a brief survey of the 
development of business organisation in the 20th century, theoretical and empirical
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Competence Supporting Working Conditions 2
deficits concerning employees' individual competences are analysed, which exist even 
in the most recent concepts of learning organisations. Resulting research questions 
are answered in a Delphi study conducted in German industrial enterprises. As a 
consequence, desiderata both for business practice and for further research are 
outlined.

2. Development of business organisation in the 20th century

2.1 Precursors of modem concepts of business organisation

At the beginning of the 20th century, Taylor (1911/1998) developed "scientific 
management", the classic concept of organisations. The entire organisation was tuned 
for stability, strictly based on a rigid separation of executive and directing work. With 
the machine-assisted production of the Model-T-Gar, Ford optimised that principle 
of work organisation and became a pioneer of mass production. The crucial feature 
was not - contrary to public belief - the assembly line, but rather the complete 
exchangeability of all components and the simplicity of the assembly (Womack, 
Jones, &Roos, 1990).

Thus, skill trade production was replaced which had been the dominating form 
of production in former periods. The master's competence no longer was of 
outstanding importance. The main paradigm in Taylorism stressed simple tasks which 
could be repeated with high frequency. Labor as well as machines became 
exchangeable and lost individuality. This formalisation aimed to delete uncertainties in 
the production process. If it was possible to anticipate the behaviour of all parts of 
the organisation, a kind of enterprise would emerge, which - according to Harold 
Geene, former Gentral Executive Officer of the company ITT - could be directed by 
Mickey Mouse (Kiihl, 1998). Obviously, anonymity was a major goal in this kind of 
business organisation: Labor was conceived as a factor of production like raw 
materials, so that employees' individual competence was completely neglected.

2.2 Modem concepts of business organisation

Modem concepts of work organisation demand working structures that enable 
coping with the increasing fierceness of competitiveness. Time and flexibility are 
crucial criteria for competition, when swift and low-cost reactions to changing 
requirements is needed (Picot, Reichwald, & Wrgand, 2003). The approaches that 
have been developed and discussed since the late eighties offer solutions for this 
problems on different abstraction levels.
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These concepts demand concrete steps and understand themselves as concepts 
breaking with tayloristic production processes. Examples are the concepts "Lean 
Organisation" (Womack et al., 1990) or "Business Process Reengineering" (Champy, 
1993, 1995; Hammer & Champy, 1993). These organisation concepts are based on a 
limitation of the number of tasks that should be fulfilled within companies. This leads 
both outsourcing of certain jobs and to redistribution of remaining jobs between the 
employees in a way that can be described as job enrichment including planning and 
disposal tasks even for those employees, who were until then purely considered as 
workers. Responsibilities were transferred to the production level to take care of 
smooth production processes and of prompt reactions to market changes. As a result, 
middle hierarchical levels became superfluous, because their supervision work was no 
more needed. The extent to which decision-making competence is conceded to 
employees, simultaneously is a measure of increasing demands: Employees then have 
to recognise and evaluate a number of action alternatives and side effects, before 
decisions are made. If different alternatives exist, employees take over responsibility. 
Those in the hierarchy who delegate responsibility at the same time have to provide 
more degrees of freedom for employees in decision-making situations (Heid, 1999b).

The conceptions of "Customer Focus" and "Boundless Enterprise" (Picot et 
al., 2003) emphasise different aspects. They take a systemic perspective and interpret 
companies as networks of organisation units within the context of other organisations 
(e.g. suppliers, customers). The most essential component of the firm network is 
customer relationship. Thus, these conceptions differ from the former ones, as they 
do not take an inside-view, but increase the company’s responsibility towards outward 
areas. From a radical point of view, the new perspective is an interface conception, 
which strives for improving exchange processes between internal and external 
systems. In this view, employees play an important role, because they represent 
interfaces. This increases demands for employees, because on the one hand they have 
to represent their company in an appropriate way, on the other hand they have to 
recognise customers' inquiries and to appropriately adjust their own organisation of 
work Whereas concepts like “Learning Organization” and “Business Process 
Reengineering” demanded concrete changes like job enrichment or job enlargement 
through the delegation of decision authority, customer oriented concepts analyse 
organisational development only in an abstract way.

Concepts like "Human Resource Management" (Hilb, 1998) or "Learning 
Organisation (Argyris, 1996; Senge, 1990) are even less concerned about concrete 
requirements for employees. If any, rather diffuse ideas of collective learning
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processes are expressed in naive models of an increase of knowledge within 
organisations.

All approaches outlined in this section stress employees' importance in all 
necessary change processes. In order to cope with these increased requirements, 
employees need more individual competences than was expected in administration or 
production companies that are conservatively organised. The use of the terms 
"human capital" and "human resource" indicates that modem concepts of personnel 
and organisational development highly appreciate the employees' individual 
development of competences. At least on a programmatic level, competent 
employees are considered as important strategic factor for the future success of 
companies.

2.3 Importance of employees' individual competences

In companies that consider their employees as main factor for successful, 
organisational development and change, employees have to cope with a variety7 of 
new demands. In such companies, fostering employees' competence is much more 
important than in companies with tayloristic structures. In traditional working 
structures, workers were expected to follow orders, but not to reflect on them In 
modem concepts of working organisation, a new paradigm was established which is 
based on key aspects (Appelbaum & Gallagher, 2000). (1) Workers have some degree 
of autonomy and control over job tasks and methods; thus, jobs are redesigned to 
enable employees to make work-related decisions. (2) Workers are expected to 
participate in problem-solving and in improving production techniques; thus, they 
need professional expertise to identify problems and to communicate solutions to 
colleagues. (3) The workplace is organised both around self-directed teams that are 
directly involved in the working process, and around offline problem-solving and 
quality improvement teams that are not direcdy involved with regular working 
processes.

2.4 Discourse in business education:

The assumption of convergence of economical and educational rationality

The increasing importance of employees' competence led a number of researchers in 
the field of business education to the assumption that economical and educational 
considerations converge in the modem workplace. This assumption is questioned by 
others. In that discourse, both theoretical and empirical deficits can be identified.

Achtenhagen (1990) claims "coincidence of economical and educational ratio" 
(p. 7), because "in particular leading enterprises emphasise the importance of learning 
processes". The argument of integration of educational goals of individual
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development and efforts of personnel and organisational development appears 
attractive and plausible both for managers and researchers. This is one reason for the 
increasing popularity of the convergence assumption. However, an empirical inquiry 
of this assumption requires precise definitions and operationalisations of relevant 
aspects. The practice of working organisation and vocational training is a suitable field 
for investigating economical and educational aspects, because the system of making 
use of qualifications (system of employment) can be distinguished from the system of 
development of individual qualification (educational system). In the first system, 
suppliers and buyers of vocational qualifications are active. In the second system, 
educational staff is involved in the development of appropriate qualifications. Both 
systems 4ePend on each other. The educational system cannot neglect major 
economical principles of the system of employment, and the system of employment 
cannot neglect the principles of the educational system (Heid, 1999a). Employees 
have to make use of their competences and qualifications, and thus they have to take 
into consideration economical conditions by planning their individual curriculum 
vitae. On the other hand, companies have to make use of working power and 
competences, and thus they have to take into consideration educational principles by 
structuring the working organisation in an appropriate way in order to foster 
educational development processes.

Obviously, companies that depend to a larger degree on making use of 
employees' individual competences, more explicitly have to provide working 
organisations that support individual competence. Thus, companies following 
modem concepts of personnel and organisational development aim at employees' 
individual competences. Such companies should seek for convergence of economical 
and educational rationality. Work should be organised in such a way, that employees 
are given plenty possibilities to acquire individual competences. From the perspective 
of employees, the workplace should be perceived as an opportunity and as a challenge 
to increase one’s competences. As a consequence, three roles of innerfirm actors can 
be distinguished: (a) Employees, who want to develop and utilise competences; (b) 
employers, who want to grab employees' competences; and (c) teachers, who support 
the development of individual competences.

In such working organisations, interfaces exist between employers, employees, 
and teachers, whose links are based on abstract terms of competence. The mutual 
understanding of these terms -is ■crucial, because it has to be translated into shared 
concepts of working and learning. The organisation of work has to meet learning 
requirements in order to produce convergence conditions (Seufert, Back, & von 
Krogh, 2000).
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3. Theoretical and empirical deficits

It can be argued that the discourse in business education on convergence or 
divergence of economical and educational rationality suffers both from theoretical 
and from empirical deficits. Four main criticisms can be distinguished.

(1) Almost no empirical evidence exists that substantiates the debate about 
competence supporting; working conditions. Much effort is expressed in theoretical 
discourses about competence supporting working conditions, but it is not 
substantiated by empirical research activities. As a consequence, most arguments are 
still hypothetical. Flypotheses, however, are preliminary statements which need 
empirical investigation.

(2) Most debates about competence supporting working conditions remain on 
a programmatic level. Programmatic statements, however, include expressions about 
desirable outcomes rather than about real ones. They stem from normative decisions, 
which neglect unbiased alternatives. Such normative expressions cannot be 
empirically true or wrong, but rather pretend versatile weight, with conditions for 
realizing them often being blanked out. A critical aspect is that programmatic 
statements frequently are misunderstood as facts; from a theoretical point of view, 
this misunderstanding is an inacceptable transformation of normative statements into 
descriptive ones.

(3) Modem concepts of business organisation include the employees' 
perspective, but they do so in terms of an unilateral connection: The connection is 
expressed as management's appeal to employees to behave as they are expected. 
Instead of considering employees' individual needs, functional aspects of 
management concepts prevail. Participation, employees' needs and trust serve their 
purpose by increasing effectivity of the production processes (Becker & Langosch, 
1995). Arguments run out in this unilateral thinking and neglect the antipodal relation, 
which includes the question howto accomplish employees’ needs.

(4) Concepts of business organisation describe qualification demands on 
employees only on a highly abstract level. The resulting wide range of interpretations 
leads to many difficulties when employees try to realise these demands in practice.

The deficits in the discussion about convergence or divergence of economical 
and educational rationality identified in this section clearly show that empirical 
investigation is needed that helps to comprehend whether theoretical accounts fit 
with empirical reality in companies.
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4. Research questions

The deficits in the educational debate about competence supporting working 
conditions pose a number of research questions.

(1) Do those who are responsible for education within companies succeed in 
creating socially shared cognitions about core competences? Do subjects on different 
hierarchical levels agree in their interpretations of the role of core competences like 
flexibility, leading competence, responsibility, and independence? Does the co
existence of management-steered and member-steered groups affect the 
comprehension of core competences? Answers to these questions require data from 
subjects from different hierarchical groups.

(2) What are the requirements for a working organisation that convinces 
employees that their individual competences are needed and appreciated in their daily 
work? Answers to this question help to understand employees' assessment of the 
workplace and to take the individual perspective that is neglected so far in the debate 
about competence supporting working conditions.

(3) To which degree do programmatic statements refer to the reality of daily 
practice? Do employees of modem companies perceive their workplace as 
competence supporting? Do employees know concrete cases in which strong 
individual competences lead to difficulties in the daily work? Answers to these 
questions help to analyse potential deficits in the daily practice.

In the remaining parts of this chapter, we describe an empirical study using the 
Delphi technique in which we tried to answer these research questions.

5. A Delphi study: Method

The Delphi technique is method to develop group-judgements (Qayton, 1997). It has 
a number of advantages compared with other empirical methods: (1) The influence of 
the researcher is low, because all inputs are given by subjects. (2) The anonymity of 
employees helps to avoid undesirable group dynamic distortions. (3) The technique 
allows generating qualitative and quantitative data in fields that lack empirical 
evidence. Taken together, the Delphi technique is well-suited for explorative studies.

In particular, the Delphi technique facilitates scientific inquiry within the 
context of group interactions by generating information and seeking a consensus 
through a series of interactive probes. Using the Delphi technique, personal attitudes 
and opinions can be investigated through written group interviews that are realised in
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postal form. In successive steps, each subject receives all other subjects' answers. 
Thus, the topic under discussion is perceived from multiple perspectives including 
feedback of intermediate results.

5.1 Sample

A total of 32 employees was investigated that differed in 16 superiors vs. 16 working 
staff members. Subjects were recruited by the companies' educational staff.

5.2 Procedure

In the beginning, all participants received comprehensive information about the 
theoretical scope of the project, the goals of the investigation, and the Delphi 
method. The Delphi study included a four-step investigation.

Step 1: "Express jour comprehension of core competences!" Four core competences 
were selected: flexibility, leading competence, responsibility, and independence. 
Subjects had to express their comprehension of these topics as answer to the 
following instruction: "Please describe a personal definition of flexibility [leading 
competence, responsibility, independence] as exactly as possible. Explain your 
definition by mentioning three concrete examples from your innerfirm daily wTork." 
In addition, subjects had the opportunity to mention further core competences, 
which they considered important regarding their vocational qualifications. The 
individual perception should determine the answers, because subjects referred to their 
daily work experience. Aiming at the generation of a socially shared cognitions, the 
answers were distributed among all subjects in step 2.

Step 2: "Give examples for competence support! Give suggestions how to improve this 
support!" Subjects had to work out examples from their workplace which indicated 
appreciation of their individual competences andJ or support of the development of 
these competences. Subjects also had to suggest ways how to improve their own 
workplaces in order to support the development of individual competences. Both 
requirements were asked as open questions in order to receive a range of answers as 
wide as possible. The answers were sampled and returned to subjects without any 
interpretation in step 3.

Step 3: "Evaluate the examples given by other, subjects!" Statements emerging from 
step 2 were evaluated by all subjects. Subjects received all statements from step 2. 
First, they had to judge all examples for competence support on a 10-point rating 
scale that indicated how correct they were with respect of one's own individual 
working field. In another 10-point rating scale, subjects evaluated how realistic the 
suggestions for improvement were. Second, subjects had to choose the ten most
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important citations in both lists and to bring them into a ranking order. The result 
was a group judgement of the individual answers from step 2.

Step 4: "Give examples for negative effects of competencef In contrast to step 3, subjects 
had to express examples from their working experience, in which their individual 
competence led to difficulties either with colleagues, with the management, and with 
innerfirm philosophies. These indicators of negative handlings and appreciations of 
individual competences again were sampled through open questions.

5.3 Analysis .

Research question (1): Socially shared cognitions. Content analysis was used to deal 
with the answers to open questions. Similar answers were merged into categories in 
order to allow further quantitative analyses. "Socially shared cognitions" was 
operationalised by the parameter "ratio". Ratio means "proportion of data 
compression" and is computed by dividing the number of categories after densifying 
by the number of original statements. The data are on nominal level, so Chi2 
significance tests were used to analyse differences in ratio between subgroups.

Research question (2): Characteristics of competence supporting working conditions.
Subjects' ratings of correctness of statements and of suggestions for improvement 
were aggregated Over subgroups. After ^transformation of the estimations of 
correctness, differences between subgroups were tested using a two-tailed /-test for 
independent samples.

Research question (3): Cook beyond programmatic statements. Data analysis in this part 
was the same as with research question (2). Additionally, qualitative analysis was used 
to interpret the results of the answers to open questions.

6. Results

6.1 Socially shared cognitions

The open questions stimulated a large number of thoughts, resulting in extensive data 
material concerning definitions and examples of the four core competences. A total 
of 714 Statements was collected. These statements were summarised and categorised. 
Table 1 presents an overview of the most frequent answers.
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Table 1. Overview of the mostfrequent answers concerning definitions and examples of the four core competences 

"flexibility”, "'leading competence", "independence"., and "responsibility". Numbers fif) indicate thefrequenty, i.e. the 

number of subjects that mentioned the respective category. (Maximum: 32).

Definitions , / Tixamples /

Core competence 1: flexibility

Adaption 24 Variety of tasks 22

Readiness for mobility 12 (Temporary Mobility 15

Rapidity 9 Time flexibility 14

Core competence 2: leading competence

Social competence 13 Personnel development /

being coach

15

Specialized knowledge 10 Support of social climate 9

Strategic competence 6 Motivation 9

Core competence 3:■ independence

Fulfillment of tasks 21 Taking the initiative 12

Planning of tasks 13 Ordering targets . 10

Making decisions 7’ Planning the work 

organisation ■

10 '

Core competence 4: responsibility

Bearing action consequences 13 Quality consciousness 11

Making decisions 13 Engagement 9

Having success 7 Making decisions 8

According to the definition of "socially shared cognitions" by the parameter "ratio", a 
value of .25 or less was defined as a substantial amount of socially shared cognitions. 
Substantial agreement is present in those patterns of answers, which can be 
compressed to at least a quarter of the original quantity. Table 2 presents the "ratio" 

for both definitions and examples. .
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Table 2. "Ratio" as operationalisation of "socially shared cognitions" for definitions and examples. The total numbers 

of statements are given as well. The data are indicated for the entire sample and for groups, 

def — definitions, ex — examples.

Core competences (total sample)

Ratio

def ex

Number of

statements

def ex

Flexibility .21 .25 83 92

Leading competence .37 .41 70 123

Independence .26 .41 70 100

Responsibility .24 .37 75 ' 101

Core competences (separated by subgroups)

Superiors: flexibility .33 .40 36 45 .

Working staff members: flexibility .30 .32 47 47

Superiors: leading competence .41 .56 37 70

Working staff members:: leading competence .61 .47 , 33 53

Superiors: independence .28 .47 36 51

Working staff members:: independence .38 .51 34 49

Superiors: responsibility .30 .54 40 48

Working staff members:: responsibility .46 .49 35 53

Socially shared cognitions were found only within the total sample, concerning 
examples for "flexibility", definitions of "flexibility", and definitions of 
"responsibility". All other ratio measures are. larger than .25. Chi2 tests showed no 
significance between the two groups (see table 3). .

Table 3. Chi2 test of ratio values shown by groups referring to the first Delphi-step (df— 1). n.s.: not significant.

Chi?' Significance

Definitions "flexibility” 0.56

Examples "flexibility” 0.78

Definitions "leading competence" 0.27

Examples "leading competence" . 0.21

Definitions "independence" 0.35

Examples "independence" 0.01

Definitions "responsibility" 0.40

Examples "responsibility" 0.46
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6.2 Characteristics of competence supporting working conditions

One task in steps 2 and 3 of the Delphi study was to provide examples from daily 
working practice that support competence development. All statements were 
feedbacked to all subjects in order to generate a group judgement. This group 
judgement is an aggregate score for importance.and correctness of the statements. 
Table 4 shows the statements with highest group judgements of importance and the 
^-transformed figures for the group judgements of correctness.

Table 4. Statements with highest groupjudgements of importance and the ^transformedfiguresfor the group 

judgements of correctness. SUM = sum ofpoints of importance; ^ = sptranformed value of correctness.

SUM

Supporting problem solutions by superiors and colleagues 88 0.27-

Project work 84 1.90

Degrees of freedom in decision processes 80 1226

Paiticipauon on vocational education and training 75 0.20

Transfer of staff responsibility 72 0.84 '

High work demands as result of different tasks 68 1.60

Systematic training and integration of new colleagues 67 -0.44

Strategic orientation of the entire working organisation 64 -0.15

Exchange of experiences between colleagues and superiors 61 -0.44

Variety of work demands 53 1.05

Regular feedback talks between superiors and colleagues 52 0.48

t-tests for independent samples revealed no significant differences between superiors 
and working staff members.

6.3 Took beyond programmatic statements

To look beyond programmatic statements, subjects were asked to present suggestions 
for improvement of their working field, which contribute to an increase of support of 
competence development. Again, all statements were feedbacked to the subjects in 
order to generate a group judgement. This group judgement is an aggregate score for 
importance and feasibility of the statements. The resulting suggestions for 
improvement are documented in table 5.
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• Table 5. Statements with highest groupjudgements of importance and the ^-transformedfiguresfor the group 

judgements of feasibility. SUM = sum of points of importance; % = transformed value of feasibility.

SUM K
More courage for changing structures and well-known routines 103 2.12

Superiors should spend more' time for going into staff members’ strengths and weaknesses 83 -0.01

Job rotation and enrichment of working tasks 78 1.74

Well-organised communication processes between colleagues and feedback talks 69 1.35

Elimination of the discrepancy between responsibility and freedom for decisions .59 0.28

Orientation on commonly shared values 55 0.91

More influence on the arrangement of higher goals 49 -0.35

Support and appreciation of creativity 49 0.33

Publicity of long-term plannings 48 -0.06

/-tests for independent samples reveal a significant difference between superiors and 
working staff members concerning the importance of "orientation on common 
shared values" (/(16)=2.71;_p<05).

Additionally, subjects had to give examples from their working experience, 
when individual competence led to difficulties. Tables 6 and 7 show the results. Only 
those statements are listed that were mentioned by more than three subjects. Twelve 
subjects mentioned examples associated with their colleagues, 14 subjects mentioned 
examples associated with their superiors.

Table 6 Reasons why individual competence led to difficulties between colleagues. 
Frequencies of mentions are given for groups and the entire sample.

Reason Superiors Staff
members

Total

Differences between persons and interests 5 0 5

Feeling of neglection 4 3 ■ 7

Table 7. Reasons why individual competence led to difficulties between superiors and working staff members. 
. Frequencies ofmentions are given for groups and the entire sample.

Reason Superiors Staff Total
members

Hierarchical differences 1 5 6

Differing judgement of situations 4 0 4



Competence Supporting Working Conditions 15

Almost all examples given by working staff members, in which individual competence 
led to difficulties with superiors, refer to hierarchical differences, not to factual 
reasons. . »

7. Discussion

The discussion mainly focuses on the employees' individual perspective, because this 
perspective is neglected in the controversies about convergence and divergence of 
economical and educational rationality.

7.1 About the question of "socially shared cognitions"

The results show that appropriate grounding processes and - in consequence - 
socially shared cognitions concerning core-competences occur infrequently. 
Obviously big differences exist in view of interpreting the competence demands 
"independence" and "leading competence".

These differences are to be seen as indicators of unfavourable prerequisites for 
competence supporting working conditions. Without a commonly shared interpret- 
tation of working demands a compliance is only barely conceivable.

Our subjects define "responsibility" in a way, which suffices the criteria for 
commonly shared cognitions. However, the large variance of the examples provided 
indicates a discrepancy between theory and practice. On the one hand there is 
substantial agreement on an abstract theoretical level, on the other hand the 
heterogeneous answers indicate individual experiences at the workplace.

Broad agreement exists concerning the definitions of flexibility and the 
examples provided for flexibility. Probably the prerequisites for competence 
supporting working conditions are fulfilled, which are postulated by modem concepts 
of business organisation like "learning organisation". It cannot derive from the data, 
however, whether this coherence is a consequence of some kind of a secret company 
curriculum (Heid &Lempert, 1982).

7.2 Characteristics of competence support

Altogether the findings show favourable conditions for realizing competence 
supporting working conditions:

(1) Subjects highly rate the importance of examples for competence support, 
which are related to parts of modem concepts of business organisation. These 
concepts fit with the economical rationality of guaranteeing future business success as
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well as with the educational rationality of appreciating and supporting the 
development of competences.

(2) The Subjects' judgement of correctness provides an empirical confirmation 
that particularly these parts were highly rated.

7.3 hook beyond programmatic statements

Whereas the results mentioned so far only pardy leave the programmatic level, the 
answers about obstacles for competence development leave it explicitly. They refer to 
subjects' working experience and are less distorted by desires and norms. Suggestions 
for improvement (see table 5) in most cases are criticisms of insufficient realisations 
of modem organisation concepts. Three aspects of daily work are mentioned: (1) 
formal procedures, (2) behaviour and interpersonal relations, and (3) basic 
suggestions for improvement.

(1) Formal procedures. Aspects of modem concepts of business organisation 
are included in demands to intensify job rotation, to provide enlarging working tasks, 
and to increase innerfirm communication and feedback If these features are already 
realised in the subjects' working field, then their kind of realisation is insufficient.

(2) Behaviour and interpersonal relations. Subjects frequently appealed to 
superiors to spend more time to identify their staff members’ strengths and 
weaknesses. Only then an orientation at commonly shared values can emerge. These 
suggestions reveal deficits in the leading behaviour which is a serious restriction of 
competence supporting working conditions, because adjusting to employees' 
competences is a crucial component of educational theories of learning motivation 
(Deci, Koestner, & Ryan, 2001; Prenzel, Kramer, & Drechsel, 2002). As mentioned 
above, the urge for commonly shared values is the only criterion, which revealed a 
significant difference between superiors and working staff members. Superiors stress 
that aspect much more than working staff members.

(3) Basic suggestions for improvement. A basic suggestion concerns the major 
contradiction with modem concepts of business organisation, which is identified in 
the gap between responsibility and freedom of acting. Other elementary suggestions 
include the wish for more courage for changing usual structures and routines. This is 
related to the suggestion to appreciate creativity more intensively. The impression of 
daily work depicted iri this suggestion leaves some doubts: If there are little freedoms 
for acting, how can innerfirm hierarchies be broken? If many stick to usual routines, 
how can enterprises deal with changing market and customer demands? If there is 
little appreciation of creativity, how can innovation happen?
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All three groups indicate serious constraints in realizing competence 
supporting working conditions. They can be interpreted as leadership problems. One 
might suspect that (deficits in) leading behaviour is one of the main causes for 
insufficient realisation of competence supporting working conditions. A brief glance 
at the results of Delphi step 4 helps to support this hypothesis. When subjects 
discussed circumstances under which individual competences lead to difficulties 
(tables 6 and 7), more specific leading problems could be identified: While working 
staff members relate competence problems between superiors and working staff 
members to from superiors' sticking to their hierarchical position, superiors suggest 
that such problems emerge from varying interpretations of facts and cases.

7.4 About hierarchy specifications

Systemic approaches of working organisations rate arrays (also hierarchical ones) 
within a company as high important. This importance did not emerge in the present 
study. It was shown that deficits in competence supporting working conditions were 
related to deficits in leading behaviour.

8. Outlook

At the beginning of this chapter we argued that modem concepts of work 
organisation are based on assumptions that are barely tested empirically. We 
conducted an empirical study in order investigate some basic assumptions. A sample 
of 32 employees participated in a four-step Delphi study, which focused on three 
aspects from the employees' individual perspective, namely their understanding of 
core competences (in order to investigate the notion of socially shared cognitions), 
their experience of competence supporting working conditions, and their suggestions 
for improvement of the working field (in order to go beyond the level of 
programmatic statements). As main results of this study favourable and unfavourable 
conditions for competence supporting working conditions can be summarised as 
follows.

(1) Subjects experienced several aspects of modem concepts of business 
organisation as supporting their competences in principle. They also indicated that 
these aspects occur in their own working field.

(2) Referring to the definition of "flexibility”, subjects showed socially shared 
cognitions.

(3) A number of deficits in realizing competence supporting working 
conditions were identified which could be explained by (deficits in) leading behaviour.
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(4) Socially shared cognitions about "leading competence", "independence", 
and "readiness for responsibility'1 could not be identified.

These findings lead to a number of conclusions for educational practice. The 
subjects were selected from enterprises, which undertake big efforts in recruiting and 
developing broad competences. Findings of positive conditions for competence 
supporting working conditions underscore that business programs caring for human 
resources work to some degree. The study also revealed that from employees' 
individual perspective certain aspects did not only motivate for work but also were 
interpreted as development of one's own competences. However, negative conditions 
for competence supporting working conditions were also mentioned. They show that 
the mere existence of business programs does not guarantee their effective realisation. 
Individual behaviour - not only that of superiors - can often be an obstacle for 
competence supporting working conditions. Interventions and further development 
of organisational concepts should take this into consideration.
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