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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
The study is set within the concept of organisational capability , i.e. the capacity of 
organisations to survive, adapt, and grow within a changing environment.  An earlier 
study by Williams, Cunningham and Stephenson in 1997 1 identified the presence of a 
healthy ‘learning milieu’ as a key feature of organisational capability and posed some 
questions about the role of NVQs in its development 
 
 
Aims 
The aims of this study were to 

· explore the nature of a healthy learning milieu in organisations; 
· identify features and indicators of a close relationship between NVQ activity 

and a healthy learning milieu; 
· prepare proposals for ways in which managers might ensure a close 

relationship between NVQ activities and a healthy learning milieu. 
 
 
Scope 
This Report 2 draws on the personal experiences  of over 200 people from ten 
organisations who are participating or have recently participated in competence-based 
vocational qualifications such as NVQs. 
 

                                                
1 1997, Williams,R. Cunningham,L. and Stephenson,J: The Use of NVQs as a means to Develop 
Corporate Capability , Coventry, RSA Examinations Board 
2 The Report will be supplemented by a) a fuller account of the research methodology and analyses, 
and b) detailed case studies of the 10 participating organisations. These will be available at a later 
date. 
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The ten organisations were chosen because of their commitment to NVQs and their 
willingness to co-operate in the study. Care was taken to ensure that a variety of 
organisations was included, though it is not claimed that the sample is representative 
of users as a whole. Two overseas organisations using similar programmes were 
included to broaden the range of experiences available to the study. 
 
 
Process 
The study includes an extensive review of the literature and research on social 
learning environments in organisations. When the outcomes of this review were 
explored in the context of NVQ activities in five of the cases, eight features of a 
healthy learning milieu  were identified:  
 

Learning is prioritised 
Learning is shared 
Learning is for all 
Learning is own responsibility 
Learning pays 
Learning interacts with work 
Learning activities promote personal growth 
Learning is continuous. 

 
Twenty-five indicators of the presence of the Features of a  healthy learning milieu 
were devised and used in the study. (See Appendix 1). 
 
These features were used as  the framework for interviews with NVQ participants in 
five more cases and for the analyses of all the data from all ten cases.  
Outcomes 
The study found some evidence of the presence of the Features and indicators 
associated with NVQ activities in all of the cases, but more significantly the study also 
revealed considerable variations in the strength of such evidence between the cases. 
 
Two of the Features of a healthy learning milieu were commonly associated  with 
NVQ activities: 
 

Learning leads to personal growth 
Learning interacts with work 

 
 
However, the six remaining features discriminated  between the cases, showing 
different levels of overlap between NVQ activity and a healthy learning milieu. These 
Discriminating Features  were 
 

Learning is shared 
Learning is prioritised 
Learning is own responsibility 
Learning is for all 
Learning pays 
Learning is continuous 

 
 
Individual indicators of each Feature also appear to be either common or 
discriminating. 
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Analyses also suggests that NVQs are more likely to be associated with 
organisation-driven  learning activities, and less likely to be associated with learner-
driven  activities. 
 
 
 
Recommendations for managers of NVQ activities 
Because the indicators are more specific than the Features, they provide a useful 
check-list for managers of NVQ activities. Managers are advised to ensure  that those 
features and indicators commonly associated with NVQ activity are in place, and to 
pay particular attention  to ensuring that the discriminating features and indicators 
are also in place. The priorities for action in both organisation-driven and learner-
driven contexts are set out in Part Three and in more detail in Appendix 2. 
 
 
Promoting organisational capability in general 
The Features and Indicators used in this study have emerged from a review of ‘theory 
in practice’. They have been instrumental in identifying priority actions which each 
participating organisation might take if it wishes to enhance its capability. If further 
developed and tested, the Features and Indicators have the potential to become a 
useful diagnostic tool to promote a healthy learning milieu in the context of 
organisational capability. 
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Part One 
THE STUDY  
 
 
 
THEORETICAL CONTEXT 
 
 
Organisational Capability 
The present Study arises directly from an earlier study on The Use of NVQs as a 
means to Develop Corporate Capability  completed on behalf of the RSA Examinations 
Board by Williams, Cunningham and Stephenson in 1997. 
 
Following an extensive review of the mainly British and European literature on 
organisational capability 3, Williams et al concluded that an organisation can be 
described as capable if it embraces the intrinsic, conscious and continuing capacity to 
survive, grow, improve and transform, achieved through a positive commitment to 
developmental learning and relationship with its environment. A number of dimensions 
and elements of organisational capability were identified 4 many of which specifically 
related to learning. 
 
The dimensions and elements of corporate capability were explored in the context of 
three large organisations using NVQs. Three case studies were completed and were 
referred to as City Council, Warehouse PLCand Privatised Utility. 
 
The case studies suggested that NVQs have potential for making useful contributions 
to the development of key aspects of organisational capability through the learning 
experience of the individuals taking part , and that these informal learning 
experiences may turn out to have longer term benefits for the individuals and 
organisations than the specific competences which NVQs were designed to test. The 
1997 Report accordingly recommended there should be a further study to explore 
more fully and in a greater range of organisations the social milieu of learning  
stimulated by NVQs. 
 
 
Social Learning Theory 
In order to understand better the nature of social learning milieux in organisations we 
began by examining the theory, research and issues associated with the concept of 
social learning in organisations. This review rested on two assumptions: 

                                                
3  A selection is included in the bibliography of this report 
4 Dimensions of organisational capability: Shared vision, Flexibility, Customer focus, Market 

Development, Quality, Creativity, Open Communication, Co-operative Enterprise, Individual 
Responsibility, Appropriate Technology, Continuing Learning. 

 
Elements of organisational capability: the anticipation and positive management of change, 
flexibility and adaptability in all roles and activities, investment in innovation, research and 
development , listening - open communication and dialogue leading to action, problem-solving 
capacity, encouragement of constructive question and challenge, high levels of interactivity, local 
responsibility in flatter structures, team and project working, a climate of learning, especially 
learning from problems/ mistakes, supported individual learning (responsibility for own self-
development). 
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· Organisations, amongst other things, are social entities. 
 
· Learning is a socially constructed concept which refers to the process of 

building meaning by individuals and organisations over time and by experience 
in interaction with others. 

 
Three aspects were targeted: social learning theory; theory and nature of 
organisations; and training and learning. Each was explored in the context of Social 
Learning in Organisations. Particular attention was paid, on the one hand to theory 
and assertion and on the other to research and reality in the fields of individual 
learning elements and organisational learning elements. The outcomes of the review 
were then explored in the context of organisational capability as described in the 
earlier study. 
 
The review revealed that much of the competency-based training reform across the 
globe has a similarity of rationale and a less extensive research base than might be 
expected. In addition the significant aspects of individual learning such as the role of 
values, self-regulated or self directed learning and the impact of modelling have 
figured less in this competency genre than social learning theory would expect. 
 
 
A Healthy Learning Milieu 
The review suggested that a healthy learning milieu, in the context of organisational 
capability, would exist when: 
 
members... 

· see their learning linked to improved performance for the organisation 
· perceive they have a role in their own learning 
· identify with the organisation's vision and work 
· perceive that the organisation has a role as a learning driven organisation 
· have a conscious awareness (mindfulness) of learning and thinking to solve 

problems 
· value learning as knowledge development 
· have a perception of being empowered 
· seek out learning and qualifications 

 
the culture manifests... 

· work-talk centred on solving problems and the role members have in that 
process 

· relevant models as keys to further employee development and learning 
· self-efficacy and corporate self-efficacy are valued, seen, developed and 

discussed 
· a palpable focus on innovation, creativity, and adaptability is fostered, 

encouraged and valued by the organisation 
· collaboration in learning is valued 

 
and the organisation ensures… 

· training is seen as more than short term skill development 
· management of the organisation is aware of the need for learning at all levels 
· supervisors and managers are involved in the training and learning processes 
· self-managing teams exist in the organisations 



Copyright J Stephenson, R Williams, L Cairns, P Critten 

www1.lle.mdx.ac.uk/iclml.asp 

6

· self-management of individual development and in teams is supported 
· competency-based approaches extend to management 
· the organisation openly professes to be either a Learning Organisation or a 

Capable Organisation (or some other term) 
· formal procedures (wage and salary conditions and contracts) assist the 

learning process 
· feedback processes are in place to ensure that employees know their value 

and appreciation by the organisation 
· middle managers are trained in roles to foster and develop learning 
· middle management have a role in learning 
· assessors or "partners-in-learning” play a role in training/learning 

 
 
 
 
PROCESS  
  
 
Features of a Healthy Learning Milieu  
Whilst the extensive literature review on social learning theory was being completed, 
two new cases of NVQ experiences based on open ended interviews were added to 
the three case studies included in the earlier 1997 study. Data from these five cases 
were then re-examined in the light of the reviews of social learning and organisational 
capability theory. From this re-examination the researchers identified different ways in 
which NVQs appeared to contribute to a healthy learning milieu and the conditions 
within organisations which appeared to facilitate these contributions. A summary of 
these lists is provided in Appendix 2. These lists were condensed into the eight 
Features of a Healthy Learning Milieu  which were used in the remainder of the 
study. The Features were: 
 

Learning is prioritised 
Learning is shared 
Learning is for all 
Learning is own responsibility 
Learning pays 
Learning interacts with work 
Learning leads to personal growth 
Learning is continuous 

 
These eight Features appeared to provide manageable reference points for 
examining the relationship between NVQ activities and the learning milieu across a 
range of organisations. 
 
To test the usefulness of the Features more widely, five new cases were added to the 
study. A standardised semi-structured interview format was devised for use with the 
new cases; the same format was used for revisits to and re-analyses of the original 
five. The interview format included a number of indicators  for use as probes 
designed to draw out particular aspects of each of the Features. The full list of 
Features and Indicators is presented as Appendix 1. 
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Rationale for choice of cases 
The organisations used in the study were not selected on the basis of any pre-
judgements about their organisational capability or the health of their learning milieu. 
For the purposes of the study it was not necessary for these to be pre-conditions 
(which would have been difficult to judge). The study depended upon access to users 
of NVQs in a wide variety of situations and types of organisations and a willingness of 
participants and organisations to talk openly (and confidentially) about their 
experiences. 
 
The spread of organisations used in the study therefore covers a variety of 
businesses and service, sizes, levels and skills. What they have in common is a 
commitment to the use of NVQ, a sufficient track record to provide evidence base on 
experience and a willingness to participate. 
 
The identity of each case is confidential. This was agreed in advance to encourage 
frankness in the interviews. Confidentiality also enables the researchers to 
concentrate exclusively on the internal learning processes associated with NVQs and 
to avoid engaging in debates about whether particular organisations were capable or 
had an overall healthy learning milieu (some cases were sections of large 
organisations). We have given each case a name which preserves its anonymity and 
conveys its primary activity. Brief details of each case are presented in Appendix 3.  
 
 
The Analyses 
Over 200 people participated in the interviews, either individually or in discussion 
groups depending upon working circumstances. Data from individual organisations 
were grouped according to each of the indicators. Syntheses of these data were 
produced by the researchers as summaries of the nature of experience of that 
indicator in that organisation. Syntheses were pooled from all organisations to give a 
full picture of the experience of each indicator across all of the cases. The pooled 
syntheses provided the basis of the analyses. To facilitate the analysis of the 250 
wordy syntheses (experiences of 25 indicators in each of 10 cases), each synthesis 
was rated according to the extent of overlap between NVQ activity and the relevant 
indicator as follows: strong overlap = 3, some overlap = 2, and little or no overlap = 1.  
 
These ratings of relative overlap between the Features and Indicators with NVQ 
activity made it possible to identify those Features where overlap was strong, and 
where overlap was weak. Most interestingly, it was possible to identify those Features 
which were variably present across the cases. There was most consistent overlap in 
two of the Features, Learning leads to personal growth  and Learning interacts with 
work, and least consistent overlap in Learning pays  and Learning is continuous . A 
similar analysis was completed for the Indicators. Table 1 shows the Features in 
descending order of overlap with NVQ activity. 
 
 
 
 
Table 1: Overlap between Features and NVQ activity 
  

Most consistent overlap with NVQ activity  
  

Learning leads to personal growth 
Learning interacts with work 



Copyright J Stephenson, R Williams, L Cairns, P Critten 

www1.lle.mdx.ac.uk/iclml.asp 

8

Learning is shared 
Learning is prioritised 
Learning is own responsibility 
Learning is for all 
Learning pays 
Learning is continuous 
 

 Least consistent overlap with NVQ activity  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Common and discriminating Features/Indicators 
No Feature or Indicator achieved a 100% overlap across all of the cases. Where the 
evidence suggests a close association between a feature or indicator and NVQ 
activities across at least seven of the ten cases, we describe that feature or indicator 
as being commonly  associated with NVQ activity. Where the evidence suggests wide 
variation in the extent of that association within the different cases, we describe that 
feature and indicator as being not necessarily associated with NVQ activity, capable 
of discriminating  between different levels of overlap in different organisations. The 
implications of the patterns of common and discriminating features and indicators are 
reviewed in Part Three of this Report. 
 
 
 
The Common Features  are 
 

Learning leads to personal growth 
Learning interacts with work  

 
The Discriminating Features  are 
 

Learning is shared 
Learning is prioritised 
Learning is own responsibility 
Learning is for all 
Learning pays 
Learning is continuous 

 
The Indicators fell into a similar pattern to the Features, ranging from those with 
consistent overlap and those with inconsistent overlap across the cases. The following 
are Common Indicators: 
 

· participants think of themselves differently as a result of their learning 
experiences 

· participants see their own learning as an achievement 
· learning tasks are part of normal work 
· participants see opportunities for learning within their work 
· there have been positive changes in attitudes towards work as a result of 

learning 
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· assessors and verifiers are closely associated with the work 
· there are formal opportunities for meetings during nvq learning activities 
· meetings between colleagues are generally beneficial to learning 
· organisation provides formal celebration of achievements 
· organisation has clear policy statements of commitment to learning 
· formal support is given to the learning activities of participants 
· participants feel their achievement was the result of their own efforts 
· organisation provides learning opportunities at all levels 

 
The following are Discriminating Indicators , i.e. not necessarily associated with NVQ 
activity: 
 

· participants have informal discussions about their learning 
· people take opportunities to visit candidates in other areas as part of their 

learning 
· there is direct support for learners from their immediate or line managers 
· candidates have informal celebrations of achievement 
· participants experienced greater self-worth as result of own efforts 
· participants are able to sustain their efforts to complete 
· nvq type opportunities are provided for all levels in the organisation 
· success is linked to organisational benefit 
· the qualification or learning achievements have ‘currency’ 
· benefit takes the form of public recognition 
· organisation expects people to continue to learn 
· participants would like to continue learning 

 
In Part Two, a fuller account of participants’ experiences of NVQ is presented, 
illustrated with a selection of individual responses. In Part Three, Observations and 
Implications, a further categorisation is suggested to take account of different flavours 
of responses to particular indicators. A distinction between organisation-driven  and 
learner-driven  indicators is suggested. This distinction informs the implications set 
out in Part Three.                
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Part Two 
 
THE EVIDENCE  
 
About the evidence 
 
The evidence has been drawn from interviews with over 200 participants drawn from 
eight cases in the UK and two in Australia. This evidence is structured and presented 
according to the features of a healthy learning milieu, not the cases. We have not 
attempted in this study to review the learning milieu of the organisations as a whole - 
only in so far as the features overlap with NVQ activities. Neither do we attempt to 
make any judgements about the extent to which each case is a capable organisation. 
Many other factors need to be taken into account for that to be done. 
 
We are looking at the relationship between NVQ activity and a healthy learning milieu 
largely from the experience of participants - candidates, internal assessors (where 
used) and immediate managers of the system. It is their perceptions which have been 
recorded and analysed, creating pictures of how the NVQ experience looks from their 
perspective. By analysing these perspectives within the framework of the features, we 
hope to discover the nature and extent, if any, of association between NVQ activities 
and key features of a healthy learning milieu. 
 
 
Presentation of evidence 
 
The features and indicators have been classified as being either common  or 
discriminating  and are presented in the sequence summarised in Table 1, Part One. 
For an explanation of the origin of these terms please refer to the last section of Part 
One. 
 
Italics  are used to indicate the voice of participants, either in essence (collating a 
batch of very similar statements) or verbatim comments from individual participants, 
displayed separately. 
 
We use the phrase ‘NVQ activities’ to include similar aspects of the Vehicle Industry 
Certificate (VIC) programme in Australia, from where two of our examples come. 
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Common Feature No. 1 
Learning Leads to Personal Growth 
 
Learning Leads to Personal Growth  refers to the extent to which participants 
experience enhanced self-esteem, personal qualities and personal skills as a result of 
their learning at work. There is strong evidence of a close association of this feature 
with NVQ activities in nine  of the ten cases in the study.  
 
Both indicators of this feature were also commonly  represented in the nine cases:  
 
 
Common Indicators 
 
Participants think of themselves differently as a result of their learning 
experiences 
 
Most participants responded positively to this indicator though the flavour and intensity 
varied considerably. ‘ It helped to bring me out’ , and ‘ increased my confidence’  were 
typical comments in Social Care and City Council. Most candidates in Warehouse 
PLChad seen personal growth as an important benefit, and in Specialist Engineering 
it was ?so obvious’  as an outcome that it didn’t need much mention. This feature was 
seen by all at Autocar Parts, i.e. managers, assessors and participants (past and 
present) as a positive and key success aspect. 
 

City Council ‘It makes you realise how much you do’ (Candidate) 
 
Warehouse PLC‘I’ve proved I can do it now, haven’t I?’ (Candidate) 

 
Successful completion was as important a factor as was learning in Technical College 
where, for instance, those who had not completed at the time of interview sensed that 
they were ‘ missing out on something.’  
 
The evidence also suggests that the extent to which NVQ activity had an impact on 
how participants felt about themselves depended upon whether there had been any 
worthwhile ‘ new’  learning. New internally trained assessors in Warehouse PLCand 
Electrical Components, who had had to master new skills and techniques, ?learned a 
lot about themselves and relationships with others '  which, together with the new status 
as an expert, had a positive effect on self-esteem. 
 

Electrical Components ‘If a new worker asks me I can show them how to do it. 
You are more in command of your job. I felt I was able to help others. 

 
In those situations where NVQs ‘ merely '  confirmed long-established skills (e.g. craft 
skills) there was no noticeable effect on candidates. This was true of skilled field 
workers in Privatised Utility and tool-makers in Electrical Components. For several 
Supermarket Depot drivers it was not so much that they thought of themselves 
differently but NVQ gave them the chance to display (via portfolio and meetings) to 
others what they do and can do. 
 
Candidates securing their first qualification in Management Consulting and Electrical 
Components ‘ felt good’  to be recognised for what they do. 
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Participants see their own learning as an achievement 
 
The indicator elicited positive associations with NVQs across the full range of cases, 
particularly in Supermarket Depot, City Council, Warehouse PLC, Specialist 
Engineering and Autocar Parts. Sometimes the achievement was more in response to 
a difficult job well done; in other cases it was specifically related to the achievement of 
new learning and personal benefit. And for some the award of their first ever 
certificate was a major achievement in its own right: 
 

Warehouse PLC‘It’ s the first certificate I’ve ever had. It were great, my kids and 
grandchildren thought it were great . I didn’t even get my swimming certificate’ 

 
The most frequently cited learning experience in this regard was the portfolio, in view 
of the high level of personal investment in its preparation. At Management Consulting  
there was a  general agreement that successfully ‘ taking on’  the portfolio process was 
a great achievement in its own right leading to enhanced self-confidence, especially 
when this personal achievement was recognised as such by employers. 
 

Management Consulting ‘I got a tremendous feeling of satisfaction when I saw 
my portfolio. “Gosh, did I do all that?”’ 

 
Many successful candidates in a number of organisations, saw achievement in terms 
of the burden of completing all the processes involved. ‘ Sticking it to the end’  was how 
it was described in Technical College, where non-completion caused others to be ‘ sick 
with themselves’ . 
 
In Social Care, participants found it difficult to separate their personal learning and 
achievement from the general benefits for the service they provided, a testimony 
perhaps to the groups, overall commitment to their work.. 
 
The sense of achievement was least felt in those areas where candidates were 
merely getting on with their normal work (Privatised Utility and Electrical Components). 
There was no extra effort needed (apart from the bureaucracy) and no new learning 
experienced so no feeling of achievement.  
 

Electrical Components ‘No one could fail so how was it an achievement to 
pass? There has to be an element of struggle.’ 
‘It confirmed I was good at my job but I didn’t learn anything new’  

 
 
 
Overall Comment 
 
Though there was a very high level of association between NVQ activity and this 
feature of a healthy learning milieu, the variations in the nature of participants’ 
responses are significant. Some of the more routine responses are related to task 
completion, and may not be specifically related to learning as such. Others related to 
the achievement of their first certificates, usually as confirmation of existing skill and 
not new learning. The greatest personal growth and sense of achievement appear to 
be associated with triumph in response to personal struggle (i.e. the intensity of 
personal investment), and noticeable improvements in performance and insight 
attributable to participants’ own efforts. 
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Common Feature No 2  
Learning Interacts with Work 
 
Learning Interacts with Work refers to the extent to which learning integrates with, 
derives from and relates to normal working tasks and challenges in the workplace. 
There is strong evidence of a close association between this feature and NVQ 
activities in eight of the ten cases in the study, with more variable levels of supporting 
evidence in the remaining two. 
 
Each of the four indicators of this feature was commonly  present in all the cases:  
 

Learning tasks are part of normal work 
Participants see opportunities for learning within their work 
There have been positive changes in attitudes towards work as a result of 
learning 
Assessors and verifiers are closely associated with the work 

 
 
 
Common Indicators 
 
Learning tasks are part of normal work 
 
This indicator relates to the extent to which participants perceived that NVQ activities 
were directly related to their work tasks. 
 
There was strong supporting evidence for this indicator in six of the ten cases, and 
positive evidence with minor reservations in the other four. In Technical College, ‘ all 
NVQ activities’  reflected current work. Social Care saw work relevance as ?central to 
the whole approach’ . This same view was endorsed by participants in Specialist 
Engineering and Autocar Parts participants were similarly ‘ unanimous’ . In Privatised 
Utility all saw ‘ a clear relationship with work’ , despite many field workers having to 
complete write-ups off the job because of job-location. In fact there was frustration 
that their performances in NVQ were not integrated into their overall performance 
review. Though still very supportive, evidence from Supermarket Depot suggested 
that bureaucratic procedures can sometimes get in the way: 
 

Supermarket Depot ‘ There was a match, once we had decoded what NVQ was 
after’ 

 
Bureaucratic barriers were more frequently mentioned in two otherwise supporting 
cases: 
  

City Council: ‘some imagination had to be used in tailoring the NVQ to 
circumstances’.  
Warehouse PLC‘Mostly yes - once you can understand the documentation’ 

 
There was a different reservation mentioned by Management. Consulting in what was 
otherwise very supportive evidence. Though task related, NVQs ?did not fully 
represent the role itself. '  A different reservation came from Electrical Components who 
felt that some of the personal skills, though important, did not relate to their normal 
tasks and so had to be ?displayed artificially’  in an assembly context which did not 
require them. 
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Participants see opportunities for learning within their work 
 
This indicator was used to elicit the extent to which NVQs had encouraged or enabled 
participants to see learning opportunities in other areas of their work. 
 
In some cases it was difficult to get direct responses since ‘learning’ was being 
interpreted as ‘courses’. Candidates in Autocar Parts and Specialist Engineering were 
‘puzzled’  by the question, possibly because Australian provision was much more 
geared to in-house training activities.  
 
However there was a consensus amongst the other cases that learning through work 
was a continuing feature, though it is not clear whether this was a direct consequence 
of the NVQ experience. Typical responses included 
 

Supermarket Depot ‘It’s always changing-driving laws, delivery procedures, 
routing , everything....it never stands still ...it’s all change’ (Driver) 
 
Privatised Utility ‘No two jobs are the same...you wouldn’t believe it. We are 
always having to adapt things’ (Candidate) 

 
In Electrical Components, the big success story was in Health and Safety which was a 
new area to continue to explore for most candidates: 

 
 ‘Everyone was learning something new - we still do’ 

 
The responses in Management Consulting were more patchy. Some were not 
stimulated to look for learning opportunities in their work, but others reported being 
‘more aware of best practice’  and, by implication, of what can be done to improve still 
further.  
 

Management Consulting The ability to break tasks down focuses attention on 
items where improvement is possible. 

 
 
 
There have been positive changes in attitudes towards work as a result of 
learning 
 
There was strong supporting evidence for this indicator being associated with NVQ 
activity in most cases, but not all. Mostly this positive attitude to work came from 
increased confidence and greater understanding of the processes involved. Most 
candidates in Social Care said that NVQ activity had ‘ enhanced '  their job and had 
‘raised awareness’,  with the consequence that the quality of service to residents was 
improved. 
 
Greater self confidence and awareness of what they did was also reported by 
participants in City Council (‘ I’m not afraid of computers any more ' ), Warehouse 
PLC(‘willing to speak out more’ ) and Electrical Components. In the latter case, the 
company itself is now telling new recruits much more about what the company does, 
how the recruits’ work fits in and the company’s view of quality, following the example 
of participants whose awareness of these things has had a beneficial effect on 



Copyright J Stephenson, R Williams, L Cairns, P Critten 

www1.lle.mdx.ac.uk/iclml.asp 

16

quality, particularly in health and safety ( ?We stopped taking short-cuts because we 
knew better’) .  
 

Electrical Components ‘we stopped calling them coils (based on their 
appearance) and started calling them chokes (what they were used for). 

 
Enhanced spatial awareness was also reported by Special Engineering where 
participants gained much insight into the ?big picture stuff’  of how the company worked 
and where each person’s job/task related to it. More specifically, Management 
Consulting participants claimed ?Greater ability to analyse components and to plan 
improvements in own performance’ . 
 
Less enthusiastically, participants in Technical College needed pushing to admit they 
now know why they did what they did. Supermarket Depot produced a mixed reaction, 
ranging from ‘ not really’  to ‘ it makes you think about it’,  plus the dramatic case of  a 
driver previously seen as taciturn and ‘a bit of an outsider’ taking great pride in the 
portfolio and coming up with a suggestion (adopted by the Company) for more 
economical routing. 
 
 
 
Assessors and verifiers are closely associated with the work 
 
This indicator was included to explore the extent to which a key activity such as 
assessment and verification was conducted by people close to the work itself, and 
participants’ confidence in being able to judge own and colleague’s performance - and 
to be judged by colleagues. 
 
There was almost universal preference for internal assessors who knew what the job 
entailed and who as a consequence had some credibility in the eyes of the 
candidates. Close proximity allowed dialogue. In Supermarket Depot and Warehouse 
PLC, most said it was ‘ very important’ ' . City Council candidates liked their assessors 
to have a ‘ feel for what the work was about’ . In Privatised Utility respect of candidates 
for assessors rested on knowing not only they had done the job but were still 
frequently called on to do it. Warehouse PLCand Electrical Components had had 
unfortunate experiences with college based assessors appearing ?not to know what 
was actually required in the job’  thereby losing the confidence of candidates. 
 

Electrical components ‘Internal assessors would have more impact. They’d be 
there all the time. You couldn’t just put on a show for their benefit’ 

 
Management Consulting participants were more explicit in their responses, arguing 
that internal assessors have a more important role in the developmental stage 
providing candidates with valuable opportunities to talk about learning, achievements 
and further progression, sustaining interest and stimulating motivation. 
 

Management Consulting ‘External assessors are not able to provide this 
level of support and are not as close to the candidate to fully appreciate the 
totality of their work.’ 

 
However, in terms of accreditation and wider confidence, external assessors are 
regarded as being essential. 
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There is evidence from most cases that internal assessors themselves derive benefit 
from the process of assessing, through greater awareness of component skills and 
levels of performance and from having to develop a range of personal skills and 
qualities. There is growth in self-esteem through being chosen to be an assessor, with 
consequential job enrichment. 
 

Electrical Components ‘All of a sudden, someone was listening to me, taking me 
seriously, giving me responsibility’. 

 
Technical College had the least experience of assessors who were close to the work, 
whilst Social Care had some difficulties in finding enough people to do it. Specialist 
Engineering had ‘ a bit of both’  internal and external, whilst in Autocar Parts there was 
general agreement that the assessor, having done the qualification and still working 
there,  ‘was more likely to know what was what’ . 
 
 
 
Overall Comment 
 
In view of the aims and activities of NVQ and VIC awards it is not surprising that there 
is a close association with this feature of a healthy learning milieu. The issue is 
whether there is new learning or just demonstration of existing routine skills before an 
assessor. Internal assessors are preferred because they are closer to an 
understanding of what the jobs are really like and are able to give assistance when 
needed. Interaction between assessors and candidates about good practice improves 
awareness of the nature of the work and can contribute improvement. 
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Discriminating Feature No 1 
Learning is shared 
 
Learning is shared  refers to the extent to which learning activities and experiences 
are formally and informally shared between members of the organisation. There is 
strong supporting evidence of a close association between this feature and NVQ 
activities in five  of the ten cases in the study (Management Consulting, Social Care, 
Supermarket Depot, City Council and Autocar Parts) with more variable levels of 
supporting evidence from the remaining five . 
 
Two of the four indicators of this feature were commonly present in all cases: 
  

Formal opportunities for meetings during learning activities 
Meetings between colleagues are generally beneficial to learning. 

 
whilst two of the indicators were more discriminating  between the cases: 
 

Participants have informal discussions about their learning 
People take opportunities to visit candidates in other areas as part of their 
learning 

 
 
Common indicators  
 
Formal opportunities for meetings during NVQ learning activities 
 
In nearly all the cases there were opportunities for participants to meet with each 
other in connection with NVQ activities. These opportunities were mainly managed by 
the organisation itself. In one case, Social Care, meetings were informal gatherings as 
part of the general culture of the organisation as a whole, and were not formally 
managed by senior officers. In another example, Warehouse PLC, meetings tended 
to be confined to internal assessors who in turn arranged 1 to 1 meetings with 
candidates. One major exception was Privatised Utility where work conditions 
(dispersed, remote) provided structural barriers to meetings between candidates 
though individuals maintained contact using mobile phones. ‘It is something you do on 
your own’. 
 
In the case of Electrical Components, where the work itself was organised in teams, 
discussions about NVQs inevitably arose without the need for formal meetings. In 
Technical College, meetings did occur but ended when the person responsible moved 
on to other things. 
 
 
Meetings between colleagues are generally beneficial to learning. 
 
Candidates report that meetings about NVQs were generally helpful to their learning. 
 

City Council: ‘It’s been very good (quarterly meetings) ... you see how their 
doing... you sometimes wonder if you are on the right lines’ (Candidate) 

 
Amongst the specific benefits were: help with portfolio development; seeing how 
others were doing; judging your own progress; learning the rules; and building 
confidence. Inevitably, the dispersed nature of the working conditions in Private Utility 
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denied these benefits to candidates. The NVQ co-ordinator in Supermarket Depot 
used meetings to give lots of positive feedback and celebration of the work that the 
candidates were doing. Management Consulting found that 
 

?Motivation is enhanced by the ability to tack into other people’. 
 

Specialist Engineering - ‘We get to discuss issues around the workplace and 
learn other things’ 

 
Candidates in Technical College lamented the loss of such opportunities.  
 
 
Discriminating indicators of Learning is Shared 
 
Participants have informal discussions about their learning 
 
This indicator of Learning is Shared relates to the extent to which sharing extends 
beyond the formal sessions arranged by the organisation. In three cases, there was 
strong supporting evidence that informal discussions about learning take place. In 
Social Care, for instance, ‘learn-speak’ had entered the informal language of the 
organisation creating new norms for standardising behaviour. The focus on learning 
has helped managers to couch criticisms of colleagues 
 

? in a ‘learning’ rather than a blame culture’  
 
Discussions about learning occur in the canteens of Supermarket Depot creating an 
‘in-crowd’, with some cynical outsiders sniping about NVQs. Supermarket Depot 
participants nevertheless found these informal discussions beneficial: 
 

 ‘It’s interesting to hear what problems the other blokes are having and how they 
do it. You sometimes think... well I would do this or that’ (Driver) 

 
Informal discussions about learning also occur in the larger offices of City Council, 
and more remote workers communicate informally by telephone. Informal discussions 
within Privatised Utility are much rarer, often confined to checking rules and 
procedures by telephone rather than discussions on individual learning. In some 
cases, discussions took place because formal support was not forthcoming: 
  

Warehouse PLC: ‘we had really to work it out for ourselves...we’d explain it to 
each other ...what they meant, what they wanted’  (Assessor) 

 
Discussions in Technical College appeared to be confined to room-sharers. The 
structure of Management Consulting, with small specialist sections, made informal 
discussions difficult. In Specialist Engineering, most discussion about learning was in 
formal meetings and ‘ not discussed at all’  in an informal way. Discussions about 
learning in Autocar Parts was largely confined to work-based projects. 
 
Informal discussions in City Council and Social Care tended to focus on helping each 
other, 
  

Social Care ‘If one is absent, the other will collect evidence  for the other 
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City Council ‘I will sometimes ring XXX when I get the chance. She might have 
done what I’m doing and I can talk to her about it. She can give me a ring too’ 
(Candidate) 

 
even to the extent of helping weaker colleagues to pass (as opposed to learn): 
 

Electrical Components: We knew the assessment was taking place so we 
helped each other to pass - even though the others still didn’t understand after 
they had passed. 

 
 
 
People take opportunities to visit candidates in other areas as part of their 
learning 
 
In four of the ten cases, candidates were provided with opportunities to visit people 
involved in different but related activities. In Social Care this opportunity was even 
extended to other organisations. City Council arranged visits and Autocar Parts made 
it a feature of their work: 
 

?It opened the firm right up to us - we learnt what other people did.’ 
 
Specialist Engineering was organised on a one-shop basis so interaction between 
sections was built into the system from the start, and Warehouse PLC’s internal 
assessors crossed areas to exchange expertise on assessment. Working conditions 
(too busy) and internal structures (fragmented so difficult to arrange) were major 
constraints for the remaining six cases, though candidates in Electrical Components 
gained understanding of how their components fit into the business as a whole though 
the NVQ process itself, without necessarily visiting other sections. 
 
Where learning-oriented inter-departmental exchanges did occur, candidates found 
them beneficial. 
 

Supermarket Depot: ‘It helps to know their problems and for them to get to know 
what problems you have’ (Driver) 
 
Social Care ‘It would be nice if we could work with them and they work with us’ 
‘as a result of [being] an internal verifier I got to work closely with the General 
Manager [and staff who] I would not normally have worked with’... ‘nobody 
would have known about [my aspirations in this area] had I not been involved in 
NVQs’ 

 
 
Overall comments 
Formal meetings of NVQ candidates are common activities in organisations which 
have internal training or Human Resource Development services. They help 
candidates with NVQ procedures and personal learning related to the formal needs of 
assessment. However, there is considerable variation in the extent to which the 
informal sharing of learning takes place. ‘Learn-speak’, canteen exchanges of 
experiences, helping each other and seeking out new opportunities within the 
organisation are not commonly associated with NVQ activities. Organisations seeking 
to use NVQs to promote this key aspect of a healthy learning milieu within their 
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organisation may need to do address aspects of their overall culture which promote 
purposeful informal relationships related to learning. 
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Discriminating Feature No 2 
Learning is prioritised 
 
Learning is prioritised  refers to the commitment of the organisation as a whole to the 
learning activities of its members. There is strong evidence of a close association 
between this feature and NVQ activities in only three of the ten  cases in the study 
(City Council, Social Care and Management Consulting), with more variable levels of 
supporting evidence from the remaining seven.  
 
However, three of the five indicators of this feature used in the study were commonly  
represented in all cases: 
 

formal celebration of achievements: 
clear policy statements of commitment to learning; 
the support given to the learning activities of participants 

 
whilst two of the indicators were much more discriminating  between the cases: 

 
support for learners from immediate or line managers. 
informal celebrations of achievement by learners. 

 
 
Common Indicators 
 
Formal celebration of achievements: 
 
This indicator was the most visible of all the indicators in the study as a whole. Within 
this picture, however, there are clear variations in flavour, being either organisation-
centred or candidate-centred. Practice ranged from public relations events to promote 
the organisation itself (e.g. Electrical Components) to using successful candidates as 
‘ambassadors’ of good practice with colleagues and outside groups (Specialist 
Engineering). The most common manifestation was formal recognition through house 
journals, presentations or, in the case of Social Care, a formal award ceremony. 

 
Autocar Parts- ‘Good to see the big boss show up and make the effort (at the 
fully paid for celebration dinner)’ 

 
However, 
 

Electrical Components: The PR from NVQs was for the company; we didn’t feel 
it was for us. They even got our names wrong on the certificates’  

 
 
 
Clear policy statements of commitment to learning; 
 
Experience ranged from explicit statements of commitment to support for learning as 
part of the organisations submission to achieve external recognition e.g. an Investors 
in People award (City Council, Privatised Utility ) to an implicit understanding within 
the culture as a whole which everyone shared (Social Care). Most commonly, vision 
statements and strategic plans made references to the promotion of learning. 
Universally, these initiatives were ‘top-down’, reflecting corporate values, mission 
statements and concern for quality of service: 
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City Council: ‘It’s all about standards and the quality of service to clients and 
learning is key to this’ 

 
or company survival: 

Management Consulting:  ‘Self-development and individual-development has 
become more an important priority in the company, not least for its own 
survival.’  

 
Formal support given to the learning activities of participants 
 
All the cases gave formal support and leadership for the introduction and operation of 
NVQs. Most commonly, this support was channelled through training departments, as 
in City Council and Privatised Utility or strongly associated with a top-level champion 
or CEO, as in Electrical Components, Specialist Engineering, Supermarket Depot and 
Warehouse plc. Specific responsibilities for the delivery and management of NVQ 
activities were given to named individuals, usually local managers in training or human 
resource management departments as in Supermarket Depot, Electrical Components 
and Management Consulting or field managers in Privatised Utility. Social Care 
provided courses, and Specialist Engineering and Autocar 
Parts provided time and financial support. 
 
 
 
Discriminating indicators of Learning is Prioritised 
 
Direct support for learners from their immediate or line managers. 
 
The level of support from line managers varied significantly, even within the same 
organisation (e.g. Supermarket Depot). Management Consulting provided effective 
mentoring and careers advice:  
 

I found the portfolio discussions with (line manager) very productive. I was able 
to map out what I was already doing  

 
Specialist engineering line managers, once they started ‘ to see the benefits’, they took 
more interest, and ?pushed you along’. In some of the cases, line managers claimed to 
be more supportive than was experienced by the candidate. Unsupportive line 
managers were described as either apathetic, not competent to help or too concerned 
with other tasks. Support was there ?in theory’  more often than in practice (Technical 
College). In other cases, the fragmented and dispersed nature of the work made close 
support difficult (City Council, Privatised Utility).  
 

City Council: I think that some did not get the support which I got’ 
 

The urgency of immediate tasks invariably received priority over learning. 
 

Warehouse PLC: ‘I’ve got a depot to run, you know what I’m saying’ 
 
In Electrical Components, participants were not expected by their line managers to 
feed any of their learning into the work itself: 
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 The charge-hand would go berserk if we suggested changes in the way things 
should be done. 

 
 
 
Informal celebrations of achievement by learners 
 
Evidence of informal celebration of NVQ success amongst the work-force varies 
considerably, though in general the overall evidence is low. In two cases, Social Care 
and City Council, informal celebrations occurred as supplements to official 
celebrations, and in the case of Social Care, they included residents (clients). In the 
case of Electrical Components, informal celebrations were initiated by those who 
experienced considerable personal achievement ( ?we bought our own T shirts’ ) in the 
midst of perceived official indifference ( ?they even got our names wrong on the 
certificates’ ).Others in the same company who felt that no learning had taken place (‘I 
got a certificate for doing what I have been doing for years’ ) did not even bother to 
mention it to friends or colleagues, suggesting that learner initiated celebrations may 
be associated with those who have committed most towards their own achievements. 
 

City Council ‘I brought in some cream buns like on somebody’s birthday’ 
(Successful candidate) 
 
Privatised Utility: ‘They (family) were all so pleased with me. We had a little 
party sort of thing...’  (Candidate) 

 
 
Overall comments 
 
The indicators in common suggest that NVQs are closely associated with top-down 
policy initiatives (policy statements, formal recognition and formal support systems) 
The discriminating indicators relate more to informal relationships, individual 
responsibilities and personal involvement. This suggests that organisations seeking to 
use NVQs as part of their overall strategy for achieving corporate capability should 
address the roles and style of supervisors and immediate line managers, find ways 
which help participants identify more fully with the learning processes and encourage 
celebrations which focus on the learners themselves, not just on corporate public 
relations. 
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Discriminating Feature No 3 
Learning is Own Responsibility 
 
Learning is own responsibility  refers to the extent to which members of the 
organisation identify with, invest time and energy in and take responsibility for 
important aspects of their personal learning in the context of their work. There is 
strong evidence of a close association of this feature with NVQ activities in only four  
of the ten cases (Management Consulting, Supermarket Depot, City Council and 
Autocar Parts), and variable levels of supporting evidence from the remaining six. 
 
Only one  of the three indicators of this feature was commonly  present in all cases 
 

Participants feel the achievement was result of own efforts 
 
whilst two of the indicators were much more discriminating  between the cases:  
 

Participants experienced greater self-worth as result of own efforts; 
Participants are able to sustain their efforts to complete  

 
 
 
Common indicator  
 
Participants feel their achievement was the result of their own efforts 
 
Most participants invested personal time and effort into their NVQ activities. However, 
there were important differences in flavour between those who were directly engaging 
in the activities themselves and those who had to take responsibility as the only way 
of completing the tasks. 
 
In Autocar Parts and Special Engineering, for instance, the use of work-based 
problem-solving activities gave candidates ‘ a sense of ownership’ . 
 

Specialist Engineering We get to choose the topic. We play a part in what 
we are interested in learning about. Go out of our way to learn on our own.’ 

 
In Warehouse PLCand Electrical Components the internal assessors felt particularly 
involved through having to master new techniques, take on new responsibilities and 
accept responsibility for key parts of the NVQ programme. Social Care candidates, 
‘shared responsibility’  for each other’s learning as well as their own. Candidates in 
Management Consulting were drawn into the portfolio work and ‘ felt stretched’  by 
having to address their own learning needs. 
 
In other cases, circumstances and the volume of work required participants to accept 
some measure of responsibility. Supermarket Depot expected candidates to take 
responsibility for much of the work. Because of the isolated nature of their work 
candidates in Privatised Utility, had to pursue their NVQs in large part under their own 
efforts and in their own time. For over-worked employees in City Council and 
Warehouse PLC, success often depended upon individual effort because of pressure 
of other work. 
 

Warehouse PLC: ‘you have to keep on top of it ...I have to do it at home and my 
husband is sometimes a bit annoyed like...’ (candidate) 
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... ‘It’s a fair bit of work to do on the file...you can get behind ....some people 
drop out’ (Candidate)  
 
 
 

Discriminating Indicators 
 
 
Participants experienced greater self-worth as result of own efforts 
 
Evidence for this indicator is varied, ranging from the very positive to the blatantly 
negative or hostile. In Management Consulting and Supermarket Depot, candidates 
were particularly proud of their personal portfolios and what they had learnt about 
themselves and had achieved. 
 

Supermarket Depot ‘I think it is really amazing what some of our drivers have 
done with these (the portfolios) . It gives me a real kick to see what they have 
done and it does for them too...’ (Driver trainer) 
 
Management Consulting ‘Putting together your portfolio... enhances your 
interpersonal skills and drawing out of others.’ 

 
Management Consulting- ‘composing long descriptions of my skills... I am now 
more willing and able to compose my own letters’ 

 
In City Council , successful candidates reported feeling more confidence about their 
ability. (‘ It gives you a boost .’). 
 

City Council ‘When I started I knew that I wanted to do something, I thought that 
I was ready for it... but I was a bit nervous about if I could... I know now I can’ 
(Successful candidate) 

 
People at the higher levels, in Technical College and Social Care, preferred to talk 
about their enhanced professionalism rather than any personal growth or 
commitment. 
  

Social Care ‘I ([now] do things “proper” because I know why’ 
 
Those in Privatised Utility and Electrical Components with craft and technical skills, 
however, felt little personal benefit from their achievement, mainly because they 
already had full confidence in their skills and abilities. 
 

Privatised Utility ‘It was telling me what I already knew I could do’. 
 
Indeed, there was much negative response from candidates in Electrical Components 
because despite their efforts and the company’s celebration of their achievements, 
they had in fact learnt nothing from the experience. 
 

Electrical Components ‘It would have been better if we had learnt something, to 
make it worth while’ 

 
On the other hand, despite learning nothing new, some of those without previous 
qualifications in the same organisation welcomed the certificate: 
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It was a great feeling of achievement - we were cleverer than we thought. 

 
 
 
Participants are able to sustain their efforts to complete 
 
Whilst most candidates had to put a lot of personal effort into the exercise, there were 
variations in the extent to which this motivation was internally or externally driven.  
 
Supporting evidence for internally motivation amongst NVQ candidates s generally 
light and spread unevenly across the cases. Many candidates had been persuaded or 
required to enter for NVQ by the organisation or by individuals with executive 
responsibility. 
 

Privatised Utility ‘My gaffer told me to do it so I’m doing it’ 
 
Warehouse PLC ? They (the assessors) are the drivers of NVQ. It would not 
have got anywhere without them’ (HR Manager) 
 

In Technical College, some ‘ fell by the wayside’  when executive pressure and support 
eased. Privatised Utility candidates were mainly concerned to achieve marketable 
qualifications within an uncertain employment situation, and workers in City Council 
and Supermarket Depot kept going through the support of their assessor/managers. 
The enthusiasm and energy of local ‘champions’ were important in Autocar Parts, 
Warehouse PLCand Electrical Components, whilst financial rewards and possible 
promotion were considerations in Specialist Engineering. One Candidate in 
Management Consulting would have preferred ?lectures and deadlines’  to keep her up 
to speed 
 
But there were some internally driven candidates whose personality and personal 
interests kept them going, if only to prove a point: 

: 
City Council - I’m a stayer. I usually finish what I start’ (Candidate), and ‘I didn’t 
do well at school...girls didn’t then did they? I thought that I should try to get a 
qualification’ 
 
Technical College ‘I wanted to prove to my children that it could be done’ 
 
Supermarket Depot ‘It’s up to you...you don’t have to do it. we are all volunteers. 
It’s a lot of work mind..’  (Driver)  

 
 
Overall comments 
 
Whether the experience of responsibility leads to enhanced skills, self-esteem or self-
confidence depends very much on the nature of participants’ involvement. Most 
commonly, responsibility appears to derive from ‘seeing it through’, with 
demonstration of a task finished and personal ‘stickability’ in the face of diminished 
organisational support. Critical factors appear to be the extent to which participants 
are actively engaged in key processes, e.g. work-based problem-solving, assessing, 
and serious self-reflection during portfolio preparation, and the perceived usefulness 
of the learning and development which arises. 
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Discriminating Feature No 4 
Learning is for all 
 
Indicators of Learning is For All  
Learning is for all  refers to the provision of learning opportunities and support at all 
levels of the organisation. There is strong evidence of a close association between 
this feature and NVQ activities in only three  of the ten cases in the study (Technical 
College, Social Care and Management Consulting), with more variable levels of 
supporting evidence from the remaining seven. 
 
Of the two indicators used in the study, one was strongly represented in most - but not 
all - of the cases: 
 

The organisation provides learning opportunities at all levels 
 
The remaining indicator was much more discriminating  between the cases:  
 

NVQ type opportunities are provided for all levels in the organisation. 
 
 
 
Largely common Indicator  
 
The organisation provides learning opportunities at all levels 
 
This indicator relates to learning opportunities in general, not just NVQ. It refers to the 
extent to which the organisation explicitly encourages and supports learning related to 
work at all levels, from board room to shop or office floor. NVQs are not designed for 
all needs, but the overriding culture of learning into which NVQs are placed may be 
relevant to their impact. 
 
Six of the ten cases made explicit provision for learning at all levels. Technical College 
encouraged academic staff to enhance their academic qualifications, Social Care ran 
in-house training activities and arranged high level programmes with their local 
university, Supermarket Depot provided training at all levels, as did City Council, who 
also supported post-graduate programmes for senior staff. Privatised Utility provided 
opportunities for people to enhance their specialist technical and management skills 
and Management Consulting expected Partners to pursue MBAs or similar 
professionally related awards. These were predominantly large organisations with 
mature human resource development policies and a commitment to securing external 
recognition for their internal learning. 
 
Electrical Components, however, provided little encouragement for learning and 
training, preferring to recruit people already skilled. Some senior staff in Warehouse 
PLCwere pursuing qualifications, Specialist Engineering supported learning at all 
levels including post-graduate professional development, but many members were 
unaware of others being involved. Autocar Parts whose provision was aimed primarily 
at the shop floor would support learning only if specifically job-related. 
 
 
 
Discriminating indicator 
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NVQ type opportunities are provided for all levels in the organisation. 
Only two organisations provided strong evidence of NVQ type activity at all levels. 
Technical College required all its teaching staff to take relevant NVQs and despite 
initial resistance, many did so. Non-teaching grades also take NVQs. Social Care 
have integrated NVQs into their management structure, new executives are required 
to participate, and most members are involved. 
 
The picture across the remaining eight cases is much more varied. Only City Council 
and Specialist Engineering extended some competence-based programmes to higher 
levels (exceptionally). 
 

Specialist Engineering - ‘One guy didn’t want to do Level 4 but (manager) tried 
to talk him into doing it.’ 

 
In the remaining cases, NVQ was provided only at the lower, largely operational 
levels. Supermarket Depot used NVQs for drivers and warehouse staff, Warehouse 
PLConly offered NVQs at levels 1 ad 2, professional partners in Management 
Consulting were not expected to need ‘vocational training’, Electrical Components 
only included mainly assembly workers, and mainly shop floor workers were included 
in Special Engineering and Autocar Parts. As one manager succinctly put it: 
 

Management Consulting There is still an attitudinal resistance to a vocational 
route. The higher up you go in the organisation the more this is true.  

 
 
Overall comments 
 
In most of the cases, NVQs supplement an existing array of opportunities, by 
extending certification to groups not previously covered by formal qualifications. NVQs 
are explicitly competence based, relating to the immediate job in hand. Many of the 
other qualifications taken by members at different (usually higher) levels had an 
educational or developmental element. With the exception of Technical College and 
Social Care, the clear differentiation between senior staff (educational and 
developmental opportunities) and other staff (NVQs) suggests that competence-
based activities are perceived at the operational level to be more related to the bench-
marking of skills than to encouraging learning and development. Development 
opportunities at this level are less common. 
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Discriminating Feature No 5 
Learning Pays 
 
Learning Pays refers to the perceived and actual formal and informal reward 
structures - e.g. pay, promotion, greater responsibility, etc.. - for learning. There is 
strong evidence of a close association between this feature and NVQ activities in only 
two  of the ten cases (Technical College and Social Care), with more variable and 
generally low levels of supporting evidence in the remaining eight. 
 
None of the three indicators of this feature used in the study was commonly present in 
all cases. Each indicator produced varied levels of evidence and discriminated  
between the cases:  
 

Success is linked to organisational benefit  
The qualification or learning achievements have ‘currency’ 
Benefit takes the form of public recognition  

 
 
 
Discriminating indicators  
 
Success is linked to organisational benefit  
 
There was strong supporting evidence from just two of the ten cases. Specialist 
Engineering had a clear policy of linking success to pay levels. Management 
Consulting included possession of NVQs in all round assessments of people’s skills, 
knowledge and personal qualities for promotion purposes, and provided some limited 
financial reward for each qualification achieved. However, despite this overt support 
for success, some candidates in Management Consulting felt that the job and level 
specific nature of NVQs prevented promotion to higher levels or new areas of 
responsibility. 
 
Two other organisations provided limited rewards. Social Care gave no financial 
awards but is was widely accepted that possession of NVQs would be a significant 
factor in promotion. Warehouse PLCdid the opposite, providing small extra payments, 
but no guarantee that possession of NVQ would be any more than part of the overall 
evidence for promotion. However, they did have one kind of reward in mind... 
 

Warehouse PLC- ‘We wanted to reward and recognise core people who had 
worked for the company for some time and done a good job’ (H.R. Manager) 

 
Amongst the others, Technical College, City Council and Supermarket Depot gave no 
rewards or promotion, but emphasised the value of NVQs as part of employees’ 
general employability ?It’s all about qualifications now isn’t it?’ (driver).  Privatised Utility 
had hoped to integrate NVQs into their routine monitoring of individual performance 
and so far had not done so. In Electrical Components, there were no organisational 
benefits apparent to the participants. 
 
 
The qualification or learning achievements have ‘currency’ 
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This is included as an indication of the wider value which participants felt was 
associated with their achievements, and the willingness of organisations to support 
learning even if it facilitated mobility of good employees. 
 
Only two of the organisations provided strong supporting evidence. In Technical 
College all the participants felt that the awards were widely recognised outside, and 
would help individuals transfer to other organisations. Candidates in Social Care 
referred to advertisements in similar organisations which referred to possession of 
NVQs as an advantage for applicants. 
 
Generally, the position was varied and perhaps still emerging. In Supermarket Depot, 
for instance, external currency was described as ‘not obvious’, but there was ‘a 
feeling’ that it would be recognised soon. 
 

Supermarket Depot - ‘It’s the coming thing...I wanted to be in there early’ (driver) 
 
It was ‘too soon to say’ in City Council. Privatised Utility saw it had some recognition 
but much less so than other more established craft-based awards, though individual 
employees had already worked out that a little extra might see them in good stead if, 
in a down-sizing world, the worst comes to the worst. 
 

Privatised Utility-’You never know... It might be better to have an NVQ if it 
comes to who they keep on’ 

 
The awards used in Specialist Engineering and Autocar Parts were designed to be 
portable within the industry but because of down-sizing the evidence ‘was not strong’. 
 
There was ‘general scepticism’ within Warehouse PLCexcept, perhaps, ‘it might be 
useful for the younger ones’. In Management Consulting many candidates who held 
down responsible jobs (e.g. P.A. to a senior partner) felt that ‘low level awards’ for 
component skills did not do justice to their expertise or experience and therefore could 
be a hindrance. In Electrical Components, where there was no experience or 
expectation of movement, the currency of the award was not seen as an issue.  
 
 
 
Benefit takes the form of public recognition 
 
This is included as an indication of how candidates responded to receiving external 
recognition for their achievements, irrespective of whether the awards had currency 
within their field. 
 
There was strong evidence from four of the ten organisations that external recognition 
of their ability and achievement was important . All candidates in Technical College 
said it was important, whilst people in Social Care welcomed what they regarded as a 
legitimisation of their skills and experience amongst fellow professionals and clients. 
Drivers at Supermarket Depot and workers in Warehouse PLChad always felt that 
their skills and responsibilities had not previously been acknowledged or taken 
seriously. It helped them ‘feel good’ that their skills were recognised outside. 
 

Supermarket Depot - ‘People don’t understand what a driver does...they see 
these wagons on the road and just think that they are driving them ...there’s a lot 
more to it...you’d be surprised 
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Elsewhere the evidence was more patchy. Public recognition was present but ‘not a 
major factor’ in Autocar Parts where it was felt to be ‘ more of a learning thing’ . Mostly 
candidates in Specialist Engineering were ‘ not fussed... can’t do any harm’ . City 
Council regarded the demonstration of skills and competence to be more important 
than external recognition. Candidates did not feel it added very much. More 
negatively, it was felt in Electrical Components that anything which ‘everyone passes’ 
carries no special respect - ‘it is just doing your job’ - especially when the assessors 
themselves appeared not to know too much about the job the candidates were doing. 
 

Electrical Components-’it would have been different if the assessor was an 
expert - there would have been some respect’ 
 

People working in the high status Management Consulting felt that low level grades 
belittled them, so public recognition was not always welcomed. 

 
Management Consulting - ‘Level 2 is assumed to be a lower grade than how we 
perceive it... others see Level 2 as school kids work.’  

 
 
 
Overall Comment 
 
There is no common association between NVQs and benefits for the successful 
participant. A lot depends on the general pattern of awards in the prevailing context of 
the work (unskilled, craft, or professional context) and organisations have limited 
opportunities to provide promotion. External currency is still being established. In 
these circumstances, rewards are more valued if the activity itself is valued and can 
take the form of legitimisation of informally learnt skills, recognition of new learning, 
greater involvement and responsibility. More income helps too. 
 



Copyright J Stephenson, R Williams, L Cairns, P Critten 

www1.lle.mdx.ac.uk/iclml.asp 

34

Discriminating Feature No 6 
Learning is Continuous 
 
Learning is Continuous  refers to a commitment to learning as a continuing process 
leading to continuing development of participants and improvements at work. There is 
strong evidence of a close association between this feature and NVQ activities in one  
of the ten cases (Social Care) and good supporting evidence in a further three  cases 
(Technical College, City Council and Management Consulting). Evidence is low in the 
remaining six  cases. 
 
Both indicators of this feature produced widely varying responses and therefore 
discriminate  between the cases: 
 

Organisation expects people to continue to learn 
Participants would like to continue learning 

 
 
 
Discriminating Indicators  
 
Organisation expects people to continue to learn 
 
The only case which had an explicit commitment to helping its members progress 
upwards through different levels and sideways to different areas was Social Care 
which had a progression route from level 2 - which many of their care workers are 
doing - to level 3 if they become a team leader, and then onto other level 3 or 4 
awards when they become Head of Care and the Internal verifier. 
 
Continuous progression was ‘ implicit’  in Technical College, which preferred to rely on 
example and case law of what might be possible. Similarly there was a ‘ general 
feeling '  that ongoing development and training would be expected of everyone in City 
Council, and that opportunities were there for anyone who wanted to take them, but 
they were not sure whether this would extend to further qualifications. Management 
Consulting were also supportive in principle but the rigidity in the tasks focus and the 
levels structure made progression to new awards difficult. 
 

Management Consulting ‘NVQ is a confirmation of where you are, not a route to 
somewhere else.’ 

 
In other areas, there appeared to be no formal expectation backed by encouragement 
and support. In Supermarket Depot, for instance, if candidates wanted to go on to 
further training there appeared to be no obvious progression. 
 

Supermarket Depot ‘It’s a pity they can’t go on....some of them have done some 
amazing things.’ (driver trainer) 

 
Most candidates in Privatised Utility were not aware of ‘ anything being built on ' . There 
was some disappointment from first phase of candidates in Warehouse PLCthat they 
had not been able to go on as initially they were led to believe. 
 
In Specialist Engineering there was no planned follow-on in the organisation. Similarly, 
in Autocar Parts there was a clear perception that once most or all staff had done the 
VIC there was no other course or development on offer. 
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Autocar Parts ‘Union hopes for more, but no plans to do so’ (Manager) 

 
In Electrical Components there was no expectation of continuation beyond the initial 
exercise, even where there was obvious opportunity as with the newly enthused 
internal assessors. Bench-marking of existing skills and achievement of minimum 
skills in health and safety were sufficient for the company. 
 

Electrical Components ‘it then just petered out. It was a one stop effort - after 
the first success there was no progression.  

 
 
 
Participants would like to continue learning 
 
For participants in Technical College, the experience of completing  an NVQ tended to 
open up a desire ‘ to do more’ . 
 

?I want to go as far as far as I can go... each time I do something I want to take 
it to the next step.’ 

 
A number of NVQ participants who were initially critical quickly went on to do a higher 
award. Even more positively, everyone interviewed in Social Care, without exception, 
wanted to continue doing NVQs. To them, learning and NVQs seem synonymous. 
 

?I don’t know when to stop... it gives me a buzz to carry on... there isn’t a limit.’  
 
Beyond the general feeling that everyone would always ‘ have to’  carry on learning 
because of the ‘ way things were changing’ , there were a number of examples across 
the cases of people who had seen NVQ as the first step towards further qualifications 
(but not necessarily within the organisation). NVQs had provided a confidence boost, 
giving an ‘ impetus to go on’ . 
 

City Council ‘I want a bit of time off...I should give a bit of time to the family 
who’ve been very good with all this...but I will definitely come back to it now that 
I’ve done it’ (Successful candidate). 
 
Supermarket Depot ‘For me it was a sort of early mid life crisis...I’d left school 
with nothing and felt I ought to do something. I’ll probably go on to college.’ 
 

Many in Management Consulting would have wished to continue but the constraints 
referred to above presented difficulties via the NVQ route... 
 

 ‘I am going on to higher units and am after non-NVQ qualifications’ 
 
The company is seeking to provide different opportunities such as Building a CV / 
Career development activities to accommodate the demand for new opportunities. 
 
The experience of candidates in Electrical Components exposed a considerable 
potential interest in learning, even within a traditionally non-learning social group. The 
lack of institutional support and response to sustain this new interest led to much 
frustration. 
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Electrical Components ‘I would have liked to have continued learning, not 
vegetating, learning more about other jobs in the factory, but that isn’t possible’. 
(assembly worker) 
 
‘When I was told I could not go higher I was choked.’ (Internal Assessor) 

 
Most in Privatised Utility did not see themselves as going on to further qualifications 
although one was going on to do another level 2 NVQ and another was going to 
college to study archaeology because ‘ I’m that sort of person’ . Some in Warehouse 
PLChad their ‘ appetite stimulated’  but in no sense did this involve new qualifications. 
Participants’ responses in Specialist and Engineering Autocar Parts were ‘ a bit vague’  
about the possibilities and whether they would take them. 
 
 
Overall Comment 
 
It appears that successful completion of NVQ, particularly when accompanied by a 
sense of achievement and development, can stimulate an interest in further learning. 
A study of this kind is unable to say whether this propensity to learn was dormant or 
initiated from scratch. However, what the study does show is that continuous learning 
is less likely to happen when NVQs are used solely as confirmation of an existing 
state. Because very few of the organisations had provided explicit opportunities for 
post NVQ continuing development, successful participants felt either frustrated or 
obliged to seek opportunities outside the work-place. There is a great opportunity to 
be taken. 
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Part Three 
 
OBSERVATIONS  AND IMPLICATIONS  
 
Control or development? 
 
As the commentaries in Part Two show, there were significant differences in the 
flavour of reported experiences. The responses appear to show distinctions between 
organisation-driven participation  in NVQ tasks (formal activities, policies, 
procedures, demonstrating routine skills, bench-marking skills) and learner driven-
engagement  with learning through NVQs. 
 
For instance, in response to the indicator ?Participants see their own learning as an 
achievement’  there are significant differences between achievement for effort in 
completing the NVQ tasks (“sticking it to the end”) and achievement in more overtly 
personally related activities (“ Gosh, did I do all that?” in response to the personal 
learning portfolio ). 
 
Similar differences are visible in Learning is Shared , between sharing ideas in formal 
training sessions and exchanging informal assistance in canteens and on the job. In 
the case of the feature Learning is own responsibility , there is a considerable 
difference between having to take responsibility to ‘ see it through’  on one’s own 
because of pressure of work or work-place isolation and more proactively ‘ playing a 
part in what we are interested in learning about’ . 
 
Distinctions between organisation-driven participation and learner-driven engagement 
are most sharply drawn in the features Learning is for All  and Learning is 
Continuous.  In Learning is for All, whilst the organisations extend learning 
opportunities to all levels, in practice the NVQ competence-based programmes are 
generally for the lower levels of the organisation as part of the quality control of skills 
and services, more general developmental learning being supported at the higher 
levels. Similarly, in Learning is Continuous, the widespread learner-led interest in 
continuing to learn stimulated or reawakened by NVQs is not matched by 
organisational support causing frustration (“ when I was told I could not go higher I was 
choked”)  or opportunities being sought outside the organisation ( ª I’ll probably go to 
college”) .  
 
In terms of a healthy learning milieu, the evidence shows that informal learner-driven 
learning activities are less likely to be associated with NVQ than are the more formal 
organisation-driven activities, useful though the latter are. Our literature review 
showed that opportunities for enhanced self-efficacy are greater when success is 
genuinely attributable to one’s own efforts. More positive organisational responses to 
learner-driven engagement with NVQ would, for instance, yield greater self growth 
and commitment to continuing learning - a major pay-off for both the organisation and 
the learner. 
  
In the light of the above, it would be appropriate to make some adjustments to the 
specification of the indicators to distinguish more visibly between organisation-driven 
activity and learner-driven engagement. For example, the common indicator 
“Participants see their own learning as an achievement” can be converted to 
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· Feeling their achievement was the result of their own efforts (which is common to 
all the cases) and 

· Feeling their achievement was the result of their own learning (which is a more 
discriminating indicator) 

 
Implications for Participants 
 
As reported in Part One (pages 4 to 9), analyses of the data revealed differences in 
the extent to which NVQ activity overlaps with different features of a healthy leaning 
milieu. Some features and indicators were identified as being commonly associated 
with NVQ activity, others (the majority) were more discriminating.  
 
The distinction between organisation-driven participation and learner-driven 
engagement reported above adds a further layer, making it possible to identify issues 
of particular concern to participants and issues of concern to organisations.  
 
The analyses of the indicators, for instance, suggest that NVQ activities are most 
likely to be associated with participants .. 

· thinking of themselves differently as a result of completing NVQ tasks 
· seeing their own progress in NVQ as an achievement 
· having positive attitudes towards work as a result of NVQ activities 
· feeling their achievement was the result of their own efforts  

 
The analyses also suggest that participants  may but NOT necessarily experience the 
following: 

· have informal discussions about their learning 
· take opportunities to visit candidates in other areas as part of their learning 
· see and take opportunities for learning within their work 
· feel their achievement was the result of their own learning 
· initiate informal celebrations of learning achievements of themselves and other 

learners 
· experience feelings of greater self-worth as result of their learning 
· have sufficient self-motivation to sustain their efforts to complete 
· feel public recognition of their learning 
· expect to be allowed  to continue learning  

 
Implications for organisations 
 
The analyses of the indicators suggest that organisations using NVQs are most likely  
to ensure that...  

· learning tasks are part of normal work 
· assessors and verifiers are closely associated with the work 
· there are formal opportunities for meetings during NVQ learning activities 
· meetings between colleagues are generally beneficial to learning. 
· learners’ formal achievements are formally recognised: 
· there are clear policy statements of commitment to learning; 
· formal support services are available to the learning activities of participants 
· qualification opportunities are available at all levels 

 
Conversely, and perhaps more significantly the evidence suggests that organisations 
may NOT necessarily  provide 

· direct support for learners from their immediate or line managers. 
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· competence-based development for all levels in the organisation. 
· organisational benefit (money, recognition, promotion, responsibility) for 

success  
· wider recognition or currency for the awards 
· learning and development opportunities are available at all levels 
· encouragement and support to help successful candidates to continue to learn  

 
The implications for organisations seeking to use NVQs as part of an overall strategy 
for developing a healthy learning milieu are to ensure that the common indicators are 
in place, and that steps are taken to ensure that the more discriminating indicators are 
also fully met. 
 
A diagnostic tool for organisations? 
It has not been our intention to explore the extent to which the cases used in the study 
were capable organisations. For such a study to be credible a greater range of 
organisational features would need to have been included and different methods of 
investigation used. Nevertheless, analyses of the data on features of a healthy 
learning milieu do open up the interesting possibility of using the features and 
indicators as diagnostic tools for identifying priorities for organisations wishing to 
enhance their general learning culture.  
 
When the same data are looked at from the point of view of the cases, not the 
features, intriguing variations in the pattern of overlap between NVQ activity and the 
features are observable. Here are some: 

 
· It is possible, for instance, to distinguish between those organisations in which 

NVQ activity overlaps with most of the common and discriminating indicators and 
those where the overlap is less generally observable. In the first category are 
Management Consultants and Social Care; in the second are Electrical 
Components and Privatised Utility (bearing mind that the study only covered 
sections, not all, of each). 

·  
· Looking at the ten cases as a whole, comparisons between those cases whose 

NVQ participants were predominantly ‘white collar’ and those whose participants 
were predominantly ‘blue collar’ revealed that the overlap between NVQ activity 
and a healthy learning milieu was significantly greater for the former than the 
latter. 

·  
· The spread of indicators could help managers understand the extent to which 

their ‘top-down’ initiatives are reciprocated by attitudes and behaviour within the 
work-force as a whole, most noticeably in the case of the support provided by 
line managers and encouragement for interest in continuing learning stimulated 
by those initiatives. 

·  
The above are just a small selection of possible examples of how the framework of 
features and indicators might be used when applied to the cases. but they do lend 
support to the proposition that the Features and their Indicators have the potential to 
be further developed and tested as a robust and readily useful diagnostic tool for 
deciding priorities in the drive to build a healthy learning milieu as a key part of 
organisational capability. 
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Overall Comments 
 
The study has identified useful features and indicators for identifying the presence of 
a healthy learning milieu. NVQ activity commonly overlaps with some of these, and 
does not necessarily overlap with the majority. Where overlap does occur it is more 
likely to be in terms of organisation-driven participation rather than learner-driven 
engagement. The indicators identify priority actions that managers might take to 
ensure full overlap between NVQ and a healthy learning milieu, thereby making a 
significant contribution to organisational capability. 
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Appendix 1: Features  And  Indicators of a Healthy Learning Milieu 
(as used in the interviews with NVQ participants.)  
 
FEATURE 1: Learning is prioritised 
a) Does your organisation have a clear statement supporting learning? 
b) What does the organisation do to support people’s learning activities? 
c) How do managers support learning activities of employees in general, and of yourself? 
d) How does the organisation celebrate individual success in learning? 
e) Do you and/or your colleagues celebrate informally?  
 
FEATURE 2: Learning is shared 
a) Do you [the candidates/individuals] meet with each other during the learning activity? 
b) How beneficial do you find meeting with colleagues for learning activity 
c) Do you and your colleagues ever talk informally about your own learning - at break-times, 
canteens etc..? 
e) What opportunities are there to visit others in their work role?  
 
FEATURE 3: Learning is for all 
a) Are all levels of employee engaged in NVQs or similar learning activities, from the very highest 
to the lowest?  
b) Does your organisation provide opportunities for all levels of employee to learn and pursue 
qualifications?   
 
FEATURE 4: Learning is own responsibility 
a) To what extent is any success you experience in learning directly the result of your own 
efforts?  
b) [ As appropriate] Does the fact that you largely did it yourself make any difference to how you 
feel about your achievement, about yourself, about your work? 
(c) [ As appropriate] What kept you going/motivated you in your pursuing your achievement?  
 
FEATURE 5: Learning ‘pays’. 
a) Is success in learning linked to organisational promotion or enhanced benefits?  
b) Does the qualification have ‘currency’ outwith the organisation?  
c) How important is it for you that your expertise or achievements are made public through 
certification?   
 
FEATURE 6: Learning interacts with work 
a) To what extent are the learning tasks associated with NVQs directly a part of your normal 
tasks at work? 
b) Can you see opportunities for learning in any part of your work? 
c) In what ways has your attitude to your work changed through undertaking learning activity? 
d) Does it matter whether or not the assessors/verifiers work with you?   
 
FEATURE 7: Learning leads to personal growth. 
a) Do you think that you know yourself better or think of yourself differently as a result of your 
learning experience? [ Probe: increased valuing of own work skills] 
b) Do you see your own learning as an achievement? [Probe: What makes it an achievement; if 
not why not;] 
 
FEATURE 8: Learning is continuous. 
a) Does the organisation expect you to carry on learning once you have completed the NVQ (or 
other)?  
b) Would you like to carry on learning once you have completed the NVQ (or other)?  
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Appendix 2: Conditions for NVQs contributing to a Healthy Learning Milieu 
(Presented here as the working document used to formulate the Features and Indicators 
) 
 
Emerging 
Features and 
indicators 

Proposition A: Evidence of NVQs 
contributing  to a milieu of learning  

Proposition B: Conditions in 
companies which facilitate A 

Use of internal 
assessors within 
the work team 

· Internal assessors work informally 
with colleagues; 

· Assessors become more aware of 
own skills and learning needs; 

· Assessors understand more about 
the nature of the work - component 
skills etc. 

· Assessors give guidance to 
colleagues as well as assess; 

· Assessors see role as helping 
colleagues to reach and 
demonstrate standard. 

· Encouragement of in-house 
assessors; 

· In-house assessors 
encouraged to see their role 
as developmental as well as 
‘policing’; 

· Support activities are offered 
to assessors; 

· In time, aims for all 
candidates to be assessors. 

Enthusiasm of 
internal 
assessors/ 
verifiers/ 
‘trainers’ 

· Assessors develop skills in personal 
relationships, empathy etc. 

· Company gives training and 
other support to assist 
assessors develop 
appropriate skills 

Internal 
assessors have 
to interpret what 
candidates do 

· increased understanding of what 
candidates do in their work 

· extends beyond NVQ relationship 
· improved interpersonal skills 
· better coaching skills 
· heightened networking 

· Company gives time and 
support for internal 
assessors to develop links 
and contacts; 

· training / coaching of internal 
assessors; 

· internal assessors are seen 
as having a key role. 

Opportunity 
exists for 
progression to 
other levels of 
NVQ 

· Candidates see ways ahead for 
themselves, either in promotion, 
responsibility or improvement; 

�ƒ�� Candidates are allowed to venture 
into other work areas to learn/ 
develop new skills, and in turn 
welcome ‘strangers’ in return. 

· Company genuinely seeks to 
provide opportunities for 
progression, where possible; 

· employees encouraged to 
work towards NVQs in job 
areas outside immediate 
responsibility. 

Doing an NVQ 
stimulates desire 
to go on to new 
learning 

· Candidates are switched on to 
learning: 

· outside the company; 
· about own job or skills; 
· about possible new responsibilities 

· Company encourages and 
supports a ladder culture; 

· the achievement of NVQs is 
seen as a first step to further 
improvement. 

Doing/completin
g NVQ leads to 
public 
recognition of 
the expertise and 
skill level of 
workers. 

· Certificate is valued as recognition 
for personal achievement; 

· Leads to greater awareness of own 
skills, qualities, strengths and 
weaknesses. 

· Company publicises awards 
as recognition of the 
achievements of workers, 
not just as a recognition of 
the company’s staffing 
policies. 

External 
perceptions of 
currency of 
NVQs 

· Candidates understand that 
‘everyone passing’ is not a sign of 
low quality of award but an 
indication that we all have the 
minimum competence to do the job 

· Company seeks to address 
the issue of public 
perception; 

· possession of NVQs is a 
valued attribute for 
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well; 
· Candidates are more concerned 

about the benefits to themselves 
and their work than public 
perceptions or worth. 

promotion and recruitment. 

Communication  
in the 
organisation of 
opportunities for 
learning/doing 
NVQ 

· Opportunities are open to everyone 
- at whatever level; 

· Everyone knows what it is, what it is 
for, why they (and other people) are 
doing it 

· Company puts energy into 
promotional activities, 
focused on role of NVQ in 
helping person, product or 
service development. 

· There is awareness and 
commitment of line 
managers 

The spread of 
levels of NVQ 
available in the 
organisation 

· Candidates feel that NVQs, or 
learning and improvement, are for 
all in the organisation. 

· Company explicitly includes 
higher level work - senior 
management  

The signal that 
the intended 
beneficiary is the 
learner (not the 
‘champion’) 

· Candidates know that the intended 
beneficiaries are themselves 

· Company champion of 
NVQs aims to further the 
development of the 
candidates and the group as 
a whole, not just the 
company  

Perception that it 
is ‘own effort’ of 
candidates which 
leads to success 
at NVQ 

· It was down to me;  
· it was a challenge and I met it. 
· It proved I could do something, 

which was worth something. 
· I had to stretch myself; 
· I did it my way. 

· Company readily 
acknowledges the key roles 
candidates themselves have 
played to responding to the 
challenge; 

· Company gives employees 
opportunities - and support - 
to stretch themselves; 

Ownership of the 
credit for gaining 
an NVQ 

· It is my NVQ, I earned it; 
· There is a lot of me in that; 
· the company credits me with the 

achievement. 

· Company makes every effort 
to give credit to the 
candidates, not the 
champions 

Awareness and 
commitment of 
line managers 
 

· Candidates know their line 
managers are behind it and are 
committed to their eventual success 

· Managers are aware of their 
employees, involvement, the 
amount of commitment 
involved;  

· managers talk to employees 
about how they are 
progressing etc. 

Celebration of 
success of NVQ 
candidates 

· Initiated by candidates to celebrate 
others’ achievements 

· Genuine rewards for the 
candidates, not just for the 
company; 

· Recognition of candidates 
disseminated 

Encouragement 
of candidates to 
complete NVQ 

· Candidates are encouraged by 
colleagues, or encourage other 
colleagues, to take part in 
something ‘worthwhile’. 

· Scheduling/deadlines/timetab
les of submission  

· shared understanding of 
importance of NVQ 

· provision of resources, 
including time, to support 
candidates 

· NVQ given priority 
Pressure of 
production / 

· Candidates are able to judge the 
priorities between completing NVQs 

· Company makes time 
available, within work 
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delivery tasks 
interferes with 
progress of NVQ 

and work schedules schedules, for NVQ work. 

Opportunities for 
candidates 
getting together. 

· Candidates sharing ideas related in 
any way to NVQ; 

· Candidates offering mutual support; 
Candidates becoming more aware of 

others’ activities / roles; 

· Provision (time, space, 
occasion, suggestion) is 
made for contact related to 
NVQ; 
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?Canteen culture’ 
of anti-leaning 
antithetical to 
NVQs 

· ?Canteen’ discussions are positive 
towards learning, improvement and 
re-skilling; 

· people make helpful references to 
learning; 

· people not afraid to discuss learning 
needs or opportunities 

· ? 

Pursuing an 
NVQ enables 
candidates to 
locate 
themselves 
within the 
organisation. 

· Candidate has greater awareness of 
other people’s work, and other 
activities within the organisation; 

· greater awareness of own role in 
the organisation 

· Encourages cross 
departmental contacts, end-
on exchange of feedback 
(your components which you 
supply to our section are not 
up to scratch because ...) 

Clarity of 
intended 
outcomes 

· Participants understand the aim is to 
become better at job, 

· potential career enhancement; 
· recognition for job well done, 

achievement 

· Extra pay;  
· sensitive to need to provide 

other recognition valued by 
candidates 

NVQs change 
the relationship 
between the 
learner and the 
organisation 

· Candidates understand the 
organisation’s needs and purposes 
better; 

· greater employee commitment to 
helping others achieve their 
‘targets’, tasks or purposes. 

· Company involves 
employees in more 
discussions and decisions 
about work; 

· about the worker; 

Congruency of 
NVQ 
levels/certificatio
n and actual 
work. 

· The NVQ criteria were perceived by 
the candidates as fair tests of what 
the job actually entails; 

 

· Where contextual issues are 
not accommodated by the 
NVQ, company does not, 
say, overplay the Level 2-
ness of a skill within a Level 
5 demanding situation 
(stress, responsibility, 
unfamiliarity, autonomy). 

Perceived 
relevance of 
tests and criteria 

· Candidates are involved in 
discussions on what is actually 
relevant to do the job; 

· candidates able to judge the 
adequacy of the criteria, and the 
tests / demonstrations. 

· Company makes a point of 
reviewing the relevance of 
the NVQ to the actual work-
situation, and includes 
candidates in the review, 
before asking candidates to 
take part. 

Perception that 
no learning takes 
place in an NVQ 
(just a way of 
demonstrating 
what I already 
know/can do) 

· Self-esteem is raised through public 
recognition of existing skills and 
performance; 

· candidates acknowledge other 
‘informal learning’ through the 
process, despite no explicit skills 
learning; 

· Company focuses on 
‘process learning’ as well as 
quality control issues. 

· Company helps participants 
look for informal learning and 
benefit from accreditation 
process.  

NVQ leads to 
enhanced 
perceptions of 
own work 

· I realise I am better than I thought I 
was; 

· I am more appreciative of how good 
other workers are. 

·  
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Appendix 3: Brief details of the organisations taking part in the study. 
 
AUTOCAR PARTS  is part of the national warehouse network of a major motor manufacturing 
company.. Out of the 70 participants taking part in the Vehicle Industry Certificate (VIC), almost 
60 have so far completed. No members of the management have completed the VIC. The 
Company has recently been down-sizing and has reduced its training capacity accordingly. 
 
CITY COUNCIL provides a range of services to citizens of an English city and its the surrounding 
area. The council employs people with a variety of qualifications and representing the full 
spectrum of occupational roles . It has a tradition of supporting training and the pursuit of 
qualifications. NVQs have been encouraged in a range of fields and a variety of levels. The case 
study focussed on two departments: Housing and Finance.  
 
ELECTRICAL COMPONENTS  is a traditional family company employing 300 workers, with no 
great tradition in training. Most employees are experienced but formally 'unskilled' or 
uncertificated semi-skilled, with some specialist craft and professional employees. NVQs have 
been introduced for assembly and craft workers, and extend to health and safety. 
 
MANAGING CONSULTING is a large multi-national company providing specialist consultancy 
services to public and private organisations. Its internal organisation is built around highly 
specialist partners with supporting administrative and other service staff. There is a well 
established human resource (HR) provision. NVQs are used mainly with administrative and other 
support staff, with some senior HR individual also participating. 
 
PRIVATISED UTILITY  is a UK wide utility provider. The organisation has a long tradition of 
training. The case study focused on a group of field engineers, the grass roots service deliverers, 
in one geographical area. NVQs had been introduced for the field engineers with the intention of 
marrying their delivery with the routine training and assessment of the engineers. 
 
SOCIAL CARE provides community services for the elderly, blind and visually handicapped and 
people with mental health problems and with physical handicaps. It is a voluntary organisation 
employing approximately 1500 staff and 2500 volunteers. All staff at all levels are encouraged to 
take all levels of NVQs in Social care. 
 
SPECIALIST ENGINEERING  enhances and customises vehicles for high performance and 
other attributes. The Company is implementing the Vehicle Industry Certificate (VIC), a 
competency-based qualification which has four levels. Pay rises are linked to successful progress 
and achievement. The company employs about 160 employees and is still expanding. It has been 
in existence for around 8 years. 
 
SUPERMARKET DEPOT  is part of a national supermarket chain. The study was focussed one 
of the regional distribution centres. The overall organisation was committed to providing training 
opportunities and the depot housed a training section for the area. NVQs had been introduced 
for various groups of workers and the case study focussed on the experience of the two most 
numerous groups at the depot: drivers and warehouse staff.  
 
TECHNICAL COLLEGE has over 11000 full time students and 350 staff. It offers courses 
leading to GCSEs, GNVQs, NVQs. Staff are encouraged to take NVQs and other qualifications 
to enhance their professional development  
 
WAREHOUSE PLC is a very large organisation with a series of nationally spread depots and 
warehouses. At the time of the case study a major process of incorporating and rationalising 
facilities was under way. The Human Resources Manager was an enthusiast for NVQs and was 
behind their introduction for warehouse workers and their managers.   
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