
On Becoming a Learning Entrepreneur 
Informal Learning at Workplace 

Fathul Himam  
Faculty of Psychology, Universitas Gadjah Mada 

Yogyakarta, Indonesia. 
Tel (+62) 81328712930 

fathulhimam@yahoo.com 
fhimam@ugm.ac.id 

 

Abstract 

Nowadays, employees in organization are not perceived as (human) resources 
anymore. They are positioned as valuable capitals that contribute directly to the 
performance of the organization. The term capital is eexplainedt in term of knowledge 
and competencies. It is assumed that the attainment of competent employees is 
facilitated through formal training programs developed by the organization.  Despite 
this assumption, current studies showed that formal learning is not the major 
instrument most often associated to learning. Employees learn more from their work 
settings informally. This qualitative research was intended to explore how informal 
leaning developed within the organization. How do people, as the capital of  the 
organization, increase their values through learning from their working experiences. 
Underlining this purpose, 20 employess from many different organizations were 
analyzed through in-depth interviews. Using phenomenological research perspective, 
this research indentfied four themes related to informal learning phenomena at 
workplace, that is: (1) learning through interactions within inner circle; (2) sensitivity 
in optimizing the available resources for self development purposes; (3) sharing 
knowledge and skill that created positive learning climate; and (4) high emotional 
attachment to the job. All themes led to one provoking major theme: “Becoming  a 
Learning Entrepreneur”. This theme implied that informal learning within 
organzational setting functions  as strategic survival instruments to deal with ever-
changing demands from working environments, that mostly could not be facilitated, 
in timely manner, by formal training programs. It is the individual self-initiated 
learning behaviors that provide the organizations with unvaluable competencies to 
deal with change. 
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Backgound of Study. 

It is well known that learning occurs within the workplace and that it is 
necessary for the development of working knowledge and skills . However, in recent 
years an interest among employers, researchers and policy makers in what makes 
learning happens and how it can be emerged within workplaces has increased, and 
now learning at and through work becomes  a central concern(1). The concept of the 
‘learning organization’ is one particular example where this focus is captured, 
although other concepts such as ‘lifelong learning’ and the ‘learning society’ are also 
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areas of interest that contribute to the development of ‘workplace learning’ as a 
distinctive field of enquiry. As the notion of learning in the workplace is not new 
why, then, has there been an increase of interest in learning at and through work?  

The increasing globalization of the economy together with rapid technological 
development and a growing emphasis on a ‘knowledge economy’, have helped to give 
rise to a discourse of competitiveness in which a key element is the level and skill of 
the workforce(2). Individual development through e-learning becomes common 
phenomena, ranges from education to training-related activities, together with any 
other technology-enhanced learning activities not necessarily mediated by formal 
educational institutions. Participation in onlinecommunities can produce both 
intentional and unintentional learning. The significance changes stimulated by the 
World Wide Web is generating multiple formats andchannels of communication and 
creativity in learning processes. These include blogs, wikis, instant messaging, and 
texting in the realm of writing, podcasting in audio, countless sites for distribution and 
sharing of learning images, and video shared via YouTube and other sites. The Pew 
Internet and American Life project reports that the majority of all teens are now 
engaged in active creation of online content. The rise of social media reflects new 
opportunities and outlets for learning creativity (3).In her well-known book “The 
Change Masters”, Kanter (4)  had a vision,  

In today’s increasingly uncertain competition and fast-moving world, 
companies must rely more and more on individuals to come up with new 
ideas, to develop creative responses and push for changes. Innovations are 
designed by people not by machines. 
In this context, workplace learning is seen as a flexible form of learning which 

enables employees to engage in the regular processes of up-dating and continuing 
professional development which have been increasingly emphasized. Moreover, as 
the learning is work-based it is also seen as facilitating forms of learning, and types of 
knowledge which are of particular relevance to the work in which the learners are 
engaged. This points to employers’ interests in workplace learning, in that significant 
benefits are accrued by investing in workforce development .However, critical of how 
workplace learning is often portrayed, points to how broader sets of interests are often 
promoted. In his discussion of post-compulsory education and training in Britain, he 
notes that the contribution of ‘employee learning’ to competitiveness and the 
‘economic well-being’ of organizations and companies is promoted by the 
government to have distinct advantages for individual employees and society as a 
whole (5).  

The continuing acquisition of knowledge and skills through learning process is 
probably the most distinctive feature of the human species within the working world. 
Several basic types of learning may be identified in terms of the organization of the 
body of knowledge to be learned and the primacy of teachers. While no form of 
human learning is devoid of the influence of other people, the distinctions drawn from 
the adult education literature that are proposed in this paper focus on the degree of 
directive control of learning; they range from dominant teacher control, through other 
forms that involve teachers/trainers/mentors, to dominant learner control (6).  

The concept of informal learning is not clear enough in the existing literature, 
though multiplereferences to this concept exist. Informalworkplace learning has 
attracted considerable attention in the literature but still less is known about (7).Apart 
from being under-researched, the workplace context brings new perspectives to 
research on learning because it encompasses a wide range of more or less structured 
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environments, which are only rarely structured with learning in mind. The term 
`informal learning' has been used increasingly in adult education for several reasons. 
It provides a simple contrast to formal learning or training that suggests greater 
flexibility or freedom for learners. It recognizes the social significance of learning 
from other people, but implies greater scope for individual agency than socialization. 
It draws attention to the learning that takes place in the spaces surrounding activities 
and events with a more overt formal purpose, and takes place in a much wider variety 
of settings than formal education or training. It can also be considered as a 
complementary partner to learning from experience, which is usually construed more 
in terms of personal than interpersonal learning. (8).  

People in workplaces do use and give meaning to the term, ‘learning’ but 
make far less use of terms such as ‘formal learning’ and ‘informal learning. 
Workplace learning is embedded within, takes its shape from, and can be impeded or 
facilitated by the nature of its organizational host. This reality should have an impact 
on research into learning at work and caution us against becoming overly preoccupied 
with abstracted and inward looking debates about the semantics. Each organization 
uses learning as part of its attempt to construct a workplace environment which will 
achieve its objectives. Learning at work, then, is not simply a matter of participation 
or of attainment. Rather, it is a constructed and dynamic process, which both 
contributes to and is shaped by its environment. It follows, therefore, that there has to 
be a link between informal learning at work and business productivity because the 
former is inextricably bound up with the everyday way in which employees perform 
their duties (9).  

Understanding the important nature of informal learning at workplace, there 
are several questions need to be addressed: 
 

1. What kind of learning processes experienced by employees within the work 
setting?  

2. What are the impacts of learning experiences to employees’ career and 
performance? In what way does the impact occur? 
 
These questions will lead to deeper understanding about the nature and the 

significance of informal learning in developing employees’ as well as organizations’ 
performances. 

Research Perspective 

This qualitative research was developed by using phenomenological 
perspective (10; 11). Employing this perspective, this study tried to understand and 
explore how individual employees constructed and reconstructed their experiences in 
engaging in informal learning activities within their workplace. This qualitative 
research was intended to explore how informal leaning developed within the 
organization. How do people, as the capital of  the organization, increase their values 
through learning from their working experiences. Underlining this purpose, the 
experiences of 20 employess from many different organizations were gathered 
through in-depth interviews (12). Data analysis and interpretation used Moustakas’s 
(10) procedures in understanding phenomenology research data.  
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Research Results 

As shown on Table 1, his research indentfied four themes related to informal 
learning phenomena at workplace, that is: (a) learning through interactions within 
inner circle; (b)  sensitivity in optimizing the available resources for self development 
purposes; (c) sharing knowledge and skill that created positive learning climate; and 
(d) high emotional attachment to the job. All themes led to one provoking major 
theme: “Becoming  a Learning Entrepreneur”. This theme implied that informal 
learning within organzational setting functions  as strategic survival instruments to 
deal with ever-changing demands from working environments, that mostly could not 
be facilitated, in timely manner, by formal training programs. It is the individual self-
initiated learning behavior that provides the organizations with unvaluable 
competencies to deal with change.  

There were two major strategies developed within the context of informal 
learning: be sensitive in exploring learning opportunities and developing ‘smart’ 
attitude to get  attentions from the learning communities that made her being involved 
within their ‘inner cirle’. By employing these strategies, she could get some 
outcomes, that is: be a professional, enjoy the job, positioned herself in the field of 
competition, and developing a continuous self-development.  

Discussion 

The goals of this study was to explore how informal learning evolved within 
workplace context. It became evident that when formal learnings were not provided 
by the place the people work and when the needs to adapt with changing working 
demands became apparent, the informal learning took ‘the action’. Individual workers 
became a learning entrepreneur. It was a strategy initiated by individual worker to 
adapt to new working demands that needed a new way to deal with. It also could be 
interpreted as a new attitude, an independent- self-initiated behavior,  in coping with 
changing environments that freed the individual from the formal learning system 
developed by the organization. 
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Table 1 

Informal Learning in the Workplace: Major Theme, Its Context, Sub-Themes, 
Process, Strategy, and Outcome. 

Major 
Theme 

Context Sub-Themes Process Strategy Out-come 

Learning 
Entre-
preneur 

-Formal 
learning is 
not always 
available as 
needed 

-Multi-
tasking 
work 
demands 

-The needs 
to grow 
beyond 
perceived 
competitor 

-Aligning 
individual 
vision with 
the 
organiza-
tion 
develop-
ment and 
change 

(1) learning 
through 
interactions 
within inner 
circle;  

(2) sensiti-
vity in 
optimizing 
the available 
resources for 
self develop-
ment 
purposes; (3) 
sharing 
knowledge 
and skill that 
created 
positive 
learning 
climate;    (4) 
high 
emotional 
attachment to 
the job 

-Observing 
what the 
senior, i.e. 
more 
experience, 
employees 
did 

-Exploring 
how to work 
properly by 
trying to 
understand 
the 
customers’ 
behavior 

-Sharing, 
discussion 

-Loving the 
job 

-Developing 
a learning 
community 

-Be sensitive 
in exploring 
the learning 
opportuni-
ties 

-Showing 
“working-
hard-
working-
smart” 
attitude to get 
attentions 
from the 
“sources of 
learning 
opportuni-
ties” (e.g. 
bosses, senior 
colleagues), 
be part of 
their “inner 
circle” 

 

 

Personal-
self 
develop-
ment 

Capable 
in under-
standing 
the “posi-
tion” of 
self 
within 
the 
working 
environ-
ment 

Be 
profess-
sional 

Enjoy 
working 

 

This finding was consistent with O’Connor and Cordova (13)’s findings that 
strong internal motivation and becoming an active learner were important 
characteristics among adult who work full-time while attending graduate school part-
time. And these were the characteristics of adult workplace learning. 

People in workplaces do use and give meaning to their learning experiences. 
Fuller et al. (9) used a  metaphor ‘learning as construction’ in exploring the meaning 
of informal learning in the workplace. It was perceived that learning was a 
constructed process in which human beings intervene to impose certain structures 
(e.g. workplace hierarchies) and to achieve certain outcomes. There was a  link 
between informal learning at work and business productivity because the former was 
inextricably bound up with the everyday way in which employees perform their 
duties. Prensky (14) identified the rise of IT new generation in the society called 
‘digital natives’. They are the people who were born and grown within the 
information technology era. One key characteristic of the way they develop learning 
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experiences is reflection. Reflection is what enables them to generalize, as creating 
mental models from experience. It is, in many ways, the process of ―learning from 
experience. In today’s twitch-speed world, there is less and less time and opportunity 
for reflection, and this development concerns many people. One of the most 
interesting challenges and opportunities developed by the Digital Natives is to figure 
out and invent ways to include reflection and critical thinking in the learning. 

It could be concluded that, based on experts’ arguments, becoming a learning 
entrepreneur could be perceived as a strategic mental model developed through 
informal learning processes. It was initiated by workers who had some urges to grow 
professionally without became dependent on the formal learning system developed by 
the organization where they worked. 
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