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This study’s overall aim is to contribute knowledge about first-line managers’ 

learning in everyday work within the context of elderly care. The study used a 
qualitative research approach and was carried out within four Swedish elderly 
care organisations. A total of 40 first-line managers were interviewed, 10 of 
whom kept time-use diaries. The theoretical framework is based on a workplace 
learning perspective originating from theory of situated learning. Situated 
learning theory includes the concepts of community of practice, legitimate 
peripheral participation, and membership, which serve as analytical tools to 
illuminate characteristics of learning from various angles. In addition, the 
concept of gender has been used to gain a deeper understanding for managers’ 

workplace learning in the female-dominated elderly care context.
The findings showed that managers’ learning happened in a stream of varied 

tasks and interactions shaped by conditions in the workplace. The managers’ 

work was characterised by unpredictability and changing circumstances, 
which meant they continuously had to learn how to handle new situations and 
expand their repertoire of managerial practices. One common perception among 
the managers was the importance of being able to make quick decisions with lim-
ited information, and assess the results afterwards. The managers learned how 
to deal with work situations by either maintaining and modifying current prac-
tices or inventing new ones. In addition to these three practices, their learning 
was affected by different conditions, particularly professional experience, work 
relationships and organisational conditions. The findings further showed that the 
managers had to learn to deal with expectations of how they should act in the 
managerial role based on their gender, and learn to navigate between gender ide-
als that permeated the female-dominated elderly care environment.

Three conclusions were drawn from this study. The first was that managers 
took great responsibility for their own learning, including what they needed to 
know and how they would learn it. Despite the fact that they all had access to 
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resources provided by the employer, managers often chose alternative ways to 

learn, usually by relying on informal networks and close personal relationships. 

As a result of this self-directed learning, they were able to make decisions that 

suited their learning needs, and effectively proceed in practice without having to 

confirm their chosen methods.  

The second conclusion was that work relationships played a central part in 

managers’ learning, within both the care work community and the first-line 

manager community. Work relationships with other first-line managers 

provided support for learning through, for example, knowledge exchange and 

joint discussions, as well as emotional support. Work relationships with 

subordinates were significant for learning, and could result in solutions to 

complex issues, which could have a direct effect on the daily operation of care 

work services. Due to the diverse mix of professions, varying interests, and 

formal positions of authority in the care work community, managers were 

required to devote considerable time and effort to facilitate collaboration and a 

shared repertoire. As a result, learning was seen as a stimulating and enjoyable 

experience, but was also demanding and sometimes boring. 

The third conclusion was that in the context of the female-dominated elderly 

care gender operated differently in two communities of practices. Male privilege 

was still prominent in the care work community, as men were accepted and per-

ceived as legitimate leaders among their subordinates. Female managers instead 

had to navigate and balance the expectations associated with femininity and the 

managerial role in this community. However, the female-dominated elderly care 

context provided female managers with more opportunities to connect with 

equal peers and establish influential positions, whereas male managers could en-

counter challenges in gaining access to learning and participating in the first-line 

manager community.  



Det övergripande syftet är att bidra med kunskap om första linjechefers lärande 
i det dagliga arbetet inom äldreomsorgen. Studien använde sig av en kvalitativ 
forskningsansats och genomfördes i fyra svenska äldreomsorgsorganisationer.
Totalt intervjuades 40 första-linjechefer varav tio av dessa chefer förde tids-
dagbok. Den teoretiska utgångspunkten är ett arbetsplatslärandeperspektiv med 
ursprung i teorin om situerat lärande. Situerad lärandeteori inkluderar begrep-
pen praktikgemenskap, legitimt perifert deltagande och medlemskap, som fun-
gerar som analytiska verktyg för att belysa lärande från olika vinklar. Dessutom 
har begreppet genus använts som ett analysverktyg för att förstå chefers arbets-
platslärande inom den kvinnodominerade äldreomsorgskontexten.

Resultatet visade att chefers lärande skedde i ett flöde av varierande arbets-
uppgifter och interaktioner som formades av olika förutsättningar på arbetsplat-
sen. Chefernas arbete präglades av oförutsägbarhet och oförutsedda händelser, 
vilket innebar att cheferna kontinuerligt behövde lära sig att hantera nya situat-
ioner och utveckla sina chefspraktiker. En vanlig uppfattning bland cheferna var 
vikten av att kunna fatta snabba beslut med begränsad information och därefter 
utvärdera utfallet. Cheferna lärde sig att hantera arbetssituationer genom att 
upprätthålla eller utveckla befintliga praktiker eller uppfinna nya. Utöver dessa 
tre praktiker påverkades chefernas lärande av olika förutsättningar, i synnerhet: 
arbetserfarenhet, arbetsrelationer och organisatoriska förutsättningar. Resultatet 
visade också att cheferna behövde lära sig att hantera genusstereotypa förvänt-
ningar i relation till chefsrollen och kvinnodominansen i äldreomsorgen.

I avhandlingen dras tre slutsatser. Det första slutsatsen är att cheferna tog ett 
stort ansvar för sitt eget lärande, nämligen vad de behövde kunna och hur de 
skulle lära sig det. Trots att alla chefer hade tillgång till resurser från arbetsgiva-
ren, valde cheferna ofta alternativa sätt att lära sig arbetet, vanligtvis genom in-
formella nätverk och personliga relationer. Fördelen med att cheferna styrde sitt 
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eget lärande var att de hade större frihet att anpassa lärandet till sina egna behov, 

utan att behöva bekräfta sina valda metoder i förväg.  

Den andra slutsatsen är att arbetsrelationer spelade en central roll för chefers 

lärande, både inom omsorgsarbetsgemenskapen och chefsgemenskapen. Relat-

ionen med andra första linjechefer utgjorde ett viktigt stöd för lärande genom till 

exempel kunskapsutbyte, gemensamma diskussioner, samt gav emotionellt stöd. 

Relationer med underordnade var också betydelsefulla för lärandet och det 

kunde resultera i lösningar på komplexa frågor, vilket i sin tur hade en direkt 

inverkan på den dagliga verksamheten. På grund av den heterogena samman-

sättningen av yrkesgrupper, intressen och maktpositioner inom omsorgsarbets-

gemenskapen krävdes det att cheferna ägnade mycket tid och kraft åt att upp-

rätta samarbeten och en gemensam repertoar av praktiker. Av den anledningen 

kunde lärande ses som en stimulerande och njutbar upplevelse, men också ut-

mattande och ibland tråkig. 

Den tredje slutsatsen är att genus opererade på olika sätt inom två praktik-

gemenskaper i den kvinnodominerade äldreomsorgskontexten. Manliga privile-

gier var framträdande i omsorgsarbetsgemenskapen, då män uppfattades som 

självklara ledare och gavs legitimitet av underordnade. Kvinnliga chefer var 

tvungna att navigera mellan förväntningar förknippade med kvinnlighet och 

chefsrollen i denna gemenskap. Den kvinnodominerade äldreomsorgskontexten 

gav dock kvinnliga chefer större möjligheter att skapa nätverk och etablera infly-

telserika positioner medan manliga chefer ställdes inför utmaningar när det kom 

till att etablera nära relationer till andra chefer och att få tillgång till lärande ge-

nom deltagande i chefsgemenskapen.  
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It’s absolutely crucial, in the day-to-day and in the present, 

to correct and tell others there is something that is not right. 

To have big training initiatives once a year when we plough 

through a lot in the area, it doesn't work, it goes in one ear 

and out the other. And we all know that you might catch 20% 

of a lecture that you've been listening to, because you forget 

quickly. As soon as you don't implement it right away, it 

fades away. Instead, it’s the daily lessons at work. The nurse, 

physiotherapist, occupational therapist and I, and colleagues 

as well. I’m telling them to remind each other, how to do 

things and such. And that’s crucial, I think, for learning, that 

you get feedback in the day-to-day work, in the present. 

(First-line manager, Private care provider D)



This thesis focuses on first-line managers'’ learning in everyday work within 

elderly care. A central point of departure is that workplaces are important sites 
for learning, and learning is something managers do continually at work, i.e.,
learning in, for and through the workplace (Evans & Kersh, 2006). This statement 
places managers’ learning at the centre of managerial work rather than in off-the-
job planned training initiatives offered by the employer (Day, Fleenor, Atwater, 
Sturm, & McKee, 2014). The latter approach has often reduced the issue of 
managers’ need for learning to be about choosing the right methods or 
techniques (Garavan, Barnicle, & O’Suilleabhain, 1999; Turner, Baker, Schroeder, 

Johnson, & Chung, 2018), or about ensuring that what managers learn on a course 
can be used in the workplace (i.e., transfer of training) (Baldwin, Ford, & Blume, 
2009). However, an increasing number of studies question the effects of planned 
leadership training and leadership development (Aguinis & Kraiger, 2009; 
Collins & Holton, 2004; Powell & Yalcin, 2010), and highlight that these planned 
efforts tend to be based on assumptions about what managers should do to be 
successful leaders, rather than on what they actually do in their everyday work 
(Davies & Easterby‐Smith, 1984; Day, 2011; Mintzberg, 2004).

In the field of leadership development, it is also implied that managers learn 
from work experience, although critical voices have argued such experience-
based learning to be limited under managers’ prevailing work conditions.  For 
example, Day (2011) warns that managers’ learning may fail if the challenges they 
face at work are too great. As early as 1951 Carlson noted that managers had little 
time for learning and reflection due to their strained work situation. Since then, 
research has repeatedly reported on managerial work as being more reactive than 
proactive, characterized by frequent interruptions, urgent and unforeseen 
situations that require immediate attention, and a hectic and unrelenting work 
pace within complex and ambiguous environments (Mintzberg, 1973; Tengblad, 
2006; Tengblad & Vie, 2012; Yukl, 2013).
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Taking the perspective that the workplace is an important site for learning 

managerial work, and in considering managers’ complex work situations, it 

appears that managers must educate themselves mostly through learning on a 

day-to-day basis at the workplace. Still, the picture that emerges in research is 

that little is known about managers’ learning in everyday work (Andrianova & 

Antonacopoulou, 2020; Antonacopoulou, 2006; Davies & Easterby‐Smith, 1984; 

Else Ouweneel, Taris, van Zolingen, & Schreurs, 2009; Florén, 2005; Hulsbos, 

Evers, & Kessels, 2016; Mintzberg, 2004; van Veelen, Sleegers, & Endedijk, 2017). 

Particularly, first-line managers’ learning in the context of elderly care.  

When studying learning in everyday managerial work, this thesis focuses on 

first-line managers in elderly care. Three reasons have motivated the choice of 

focus on this group. The first being that first-line manager position has been 

studied less than executive managerial positions (Hales, 2005). However, as more 

responsibilities have been pushed down to first-line managers their roles have 

expanded with tasks including translating strategic goals into operations, 

managing budgets, and managing external relations (Foster, Hassard, Morris, & 

Wolfram Cox, 2019; Hales, 2005, 2007). Another characteristic of the first-line 

manager role is that it is not clearly defined, and what they are expected to do in 

their work it is not obvious to them (Dierdorff, Rubin, & Morgeson, 2009; Hales, 

2005). Consequently, they must teach themselves to deal with the demands 

placed on them at work (Davis, 2012).  

The second reason is that studies within the managerial work research 

tradition have often been conducted in male-dominated organisations, while less 

is known about managerial work in female-dominated organisations, such as 

elderly care (Noordegraaf & Stewart, 2000; Ranganathan & Shivaram, 2021; 

Regnö, 2013). Working conditions for first-line managers in Swedish elderly care 

have, however, received a fair amount of attention in Swedish research (e.g., 

Andersson Felé, 2008; Antonsson, 2013; Björk, 2013; Hagerman, 2019; Wolmesjö, 

2005). These studies often apply a gender perspective when discussing the 

context in which first-line managers operate, for example taking into 

consideration that elderly care has repeatedly been described as female-gender 

labelled, connected to socially constructed notions of femininity (Acker, 2006; 

Kankkunen, 2014; Regnö, 2013, 2021). Stereotypical expectations of femininity in 

elderly care work, of being caring, maternal and compassionate, also appear to 

rub off on female first-line managers (Björk & Härenstam, 2016; Regnö, 2013, 

2021; van Wieringen, Groenewegen, & Broese van Groenou, 2017; Wolmesjö, 

2005). At the same time, desirable qualities of a manager within the elderly care 

sector have been associated with traditional male attributes, such as strength, 

focus on results, and forthrightness, which may place female managers at a 

disadvantage relative to their male counterparts (Keisu, 2009; Kvande, 2002). 

Even if the studies conclude that first-line managers’ work in elderly care is 

extensive, complex and requires continuous development and adjustments to 



organisational and societal changes, there is no specific education that prepares
candidates for becoming an elderly care manager (Furåker & Nilsson, 2010). As 
a result, it appears that managers predominantly educate themselves, primarily 
through everyday learning (Carlson, 1951; Davis, 2012; Mintzberg, 1973).

The third reason for choosing this group is that none of the previous studies 
mentioned above have a clear workplace learning focus on managerial work. As 
indicated, first-line managers’ learning in everyday work, and especially in the 
context of elderly care, has been sparsely studied. By using a workplace learning 
perspective, this thesis goes beyond traditional managerial research to focus on 
first-line managers’ learning in their everyday work within the context of elderly 
care.

With the previous introduction as a point of departure for this thesis, the overall 
aim is to contribute knowledge about first-line managers’ learning in everyday 
work within the context of elderly care. Four sub-aims, connected to each of the 
sub-studies 1-4, provide knowledge by covering the overall aim of this thesis; 
these are: 

1. To explore first-line managers’ experiences of workplace learning in el‐

derly care, with a particular focus on the conditions for learning when en-
tering a new workplace as the new manager.

2. To contribute knowledge about managers’ learning in managerial practice 

when work is unpredictable, by investigating how first-line managers deal 
with unforeseen situations and how they learn in such circumstances in 
their everyday work.

3. To examine first-line managers’ experiences of their managerial role and 

gender in elderly care.
4. To investigate first-line managers’ experiences of tasks and relationships 

and the importance these have for their learning in everyday work within 
elderly care.

The study was carried out in four Swedish elderly care organisations. A total of 
40 first-line managers were interviewed, 10 of whom kept time-use diaries as part 
of this study.

This thesis is outlined as follows: Chapter 2 presents research on managerial 
work, the first-line manager position, and a review of previous studies about 
managers’ learning in everyday work. Chapter 3 comprises the theoretical 
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framework guiding the data analysis. Chapter 4 provides an overall description 

of the research context and first-line managers’ work in Swedish elderly care. 

Chapter 5 presents the research approach, methods, ethical considerations, and 

reflections on the research process. In chapter 6, summaries of the four articles 

are presented. Chapter 7 includes the main discussion. In chapter 8 conclusions 

are drawn, along with practical implications. Chapter 9 presents suggestions for 

further research. 

  



The following chapter presents previous research in relation to this thesis’ focus 

on first-line managers’ learning in everyday managerial work. The first section 

focuses on managerial work and includes studies within its related research field. 
The second section describe the position of first-line managers and their work in 
general, while the specific work of first-line managers in Swedish elderly care 
will be described in chapter 4. In the last section, research findings on managers’ 

learning in everyday work is presented.

A classic study that is often referred to in the research tradition of managerial 
work is Sune Carlson’s ‘Executive behaviour’ from 1951, on management 
behaviour of CEOs in large Swedish companies. This early study identified some 
common patterns in the managers’ work, such as long working days, heavy
workload, and little time for planning. Contrary to general beliefs, Carlson 
concluded that managers’ work is more reactive than proactive. He also 
expressed concerns that managers had little time for learning, reflection, reading, 
and updating themselves on the latest advancements. Numerous researchers 
have since followed in Carlson’s footsteps and conducted studies of managerial 
work in similar ways (e.g., Antonsson, 2013; Arman, Dellve, Wikström, & 
Törnström, 2009; Björk, 2013; Hales, 1986; Mintzberg, 1973; Stewart, 1982; 
Tengblad, 2002). Studies in the managerial work research tradition rely on 
comprehensive data collection, often through observation and time studies, and 
have contributed to a rich understanding of what managers do in their everyday 
work. 

Some recurring patterns in managerial work have emerged from previous 
studies. One is that the work content is versatile and comprises a wide range of 
work tasks, from strategic to more manageable and practical ones (Foster, 2019; 
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Mintzberg, 1973). For example, the tasks can range from initiating and assessing 

long-term change initiatives to buying subordinates birthday gifts. Based on 

observations, Mintzberg (1973) showed that managers’ work content consists of 

making contacts, creating networks, delegating and distributing tasks, 

motivating subordinates, recruiting, initiating change processes, managing 

disruptions, allocating resources, and negotiating, as well as seeking and 

spreading information. Based on this content of managerial work, Mintzberg 

created a role classification, including interpersonal, information processing, and 

decision-making roles that pinpoint managers’ versatile work. This role 

classification has made an important contribution to the research field and the 

knowledge of managers’ work in various contexts (Cregård & Solli, 2012; Yukl, 

2013). 

Another general pattern is the fragmentation in time, whereby managers’ 

work is divided into short time episodes. Observations have discovered that 

managers are often interrupted by subordinates who want to ask questions, 

phone calls, or unexpected disruptions in the daily operations. Consequently, the 

work is highly eruptive and fragmented into short time intervals (Holmberg & 

Tyrstrup, 2012; Mintzberg, 1973). However, there might be reason to question the 

classic time studies for exaggerating this image of managerial work as frag-

mented and scattered (Holmberg & Tyrstrup, 2012), portraying a simplistic un-

derstanding that managers only deal with minor tasks, which reduces the com-

plexity of managerial work (Mintzberg, 2009). Instead, managers seem to be 

working consciously to achieve overall organisational goals (Holmberg & Tyr-

strup, 2012). In relation to this, Kotter’s (1982) term ‘agenda’ focuses on manag‐

ers’ overarching plans, rather than specific activities.  

In a study that compared the results of Carlson’s study with contemporary 

top managers’ work, Tengblad (2002) found that in addition to the fragmentation 

in time described by Carlson, there is also fragmentation in space. This relates to 

the geographical dispersion and increased size of modern organisations. New 

technology and digitalisation continuously affect both time-use and geographical 

space limitations of workplaces, which in turn change the nature of managerial 

work. Managers’ report that new digital devices make them feel expected to be 

constantly available. New digital solutions have also made work at home or in 

so-called ‘third places’, such as cafés or trains, more common (Foster et al., 2019). 

In relation to time and space, studies conducted during the Covid 19 pandemic 

showed that managers’ work hours did not decrease, but rather the opposite, and 

that managers of larger companies worked from home to a larger extent than 

those of smaller companies (Teodorovicz, Sadun, Kun, & Shaer, 2021).  

Several findings also point to the complexity of managerial work because 

managers often operate in ambiguous organisational systems, consisting of 

different values, social networks, organisational frameworks, and power 

structures (Tengblad, 2012). Another general pattern that adds to this complexity, 
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is that managers’ everyday work involves dealing with unforeseen events and 

urgent matters, which makes it difficult for them to follow strategies according 

to plan (Ellström & Ellström, 2018). This stands in stark contrast to the common 

perception that managers devote their work to strategizing (Day, 2011). Even 

reporting systems, which are usually perceived as requiring simple 

administrative tasks, can be perceived as complex and difficult to manage 

because even though the systems are formalised, managers need to assess when 

they should be applied and adapt them to work situations. Additionally, 

managers need to keep up to date with developments within digitalization and 

continuously learn new IT systems (Arman et al., 2009). 

Finally, managerial work is relational, as social relations are a common 

thread in almost everything managers do. This pattern is well-documented in 

managers’ various kinds of work-related interactions with different people inside 

and outside their own organisation (Kotter, 1982; Tengblad & Vie, 2012; Yukl, 

2013). Verbal interactions and face-to-face meetings are a great part of managers’ 

everyday work, placing high demands on their communication and interper-

sonal skills (Kotter, 1982; Mintzberg, 1973; Tengblad & Vie, 2012). Managers seem 

to prefer verbal and personal communication, despite the advancement of writ-

ten data-based media and information systems in recent years. This pattern in 

managers’ work can be explained by the fact that personal meetings give manag-

ers the opportunity to discuss solutions to problems with others, which would 

be more difficult to communicate in writing. In other words, managers experi-

ence personal meetings as more effective because they enable them to make sense 

of their environment, thereby providing valuable information about what to do 

next (Tengblad, 2002). 

Although researchers in the field have endorsed and confirmed recurring 

and common patterns of managers’ work, they have also been challenged for 

overlooking differences in their work within and across managerial positions 

(Stewart, 1982, 1988; Yukl, 2013). Stewart (1982, 1988) has conducted several 

extensive studies based on self-reported time-use diaries, observations, and 

interviews with managers. Her contribution to the research field includes e.g., 

the identification of variations in managerial work between hierarchical 

positions, and her extension of the research question from ‘what generalisations 

can be made about managerial work?’ to ‘what differences exist among 

managerial jobs?’ For example, Stewart (1982) concludes that managerial work 

on lower management positions (middle- and first-line positions) involves more 

administration and fragmentation than for general managers. Stewart showed 

that managers’ work varies based on three dimensions that relate to the situation 

and the individual manager’s choices: 1) Demands – satisfying certain job criteria 

that need to be met, such as deadlines or administrative assignments that cannot 

be delegated; 2) Constrains – the number of choices available to the manager, 

limited by available resources, rule of law, etc.; and 3) Choices – the arenas within 



 

8 
 

which a manager can make their own choices in their unit and/or other parts of 

the organisation, i.e., what the manager can, but does not have to, do. According 

to Stewart, managers’ work varied in relation to the contextual frameworks (1 

and 2), but also whether the manager could make choices (3) based on their own 

judgment, thereby influencing their own work situation. For example, based 

on Stewart’s model, Ellström and Ellström (2018) conclude that managers’ ability 

to engage in developmental work is influenced by their perceived degree of 

choice.  

In addition to general patterns in managerial work, work context has repeat-

edly been stressed as vital to consider in the study of managers (Carlson, 1951; 

Dierdorff et al. 2009; Tengblad & Vie, 2012; Wilkinson & Kemmis, 2015; Yukl, 

2013). Yukl (2013) summarizes research on crucial situational aspects that affect 

managerial work. Management level, as mentioned earlier, size of the unit and 

staff range also affect managers’ work. The larger the unit, the more difficult it is 

to obtain detailed information for e.g., decision-making. In larger workgroups, 

sub-groups tend to form, which leads to conflicts and reduced cooperation 

among subordinates. Subsequently, managers of larger groups of subordinates 

need to devote more time to creating cohesion and resolving conflicts, than man-

agers of smaller groups of subordinates.  

Further, studies have shown that gender has an impact on the expectations 

on managers, as well as on their everyday work. The ‘glass ceiling’ and ‘glass 

escalator’ effects are well-known metaphors, even in Swedish female-dominated 

elderly care, for describing vertical gender segregation in managerial positions, 

including promotion and professional advancement (Maume, 1999). Female 

managers, to a greater degree than male managers, tend to ‘hit the ceiling’ and 

face invisible barriers that keep them on lower hierarchical levels. The escalator 

effect refers to how male managers seem to get noticed for their potential, which 

pushes them upwards on the organisational ladder. Studies also show that 

preconceived ideas exist that men do not settle for lower hierarchical positions 

(Torre, 2018) and are expected to aspire for more than ‘just’ being a first-line 

manager (Braun, Stegmann, Hernandez Bark, Junker, & van Dick, 2017). In line 

with these types of gender stereotypical expectations, Sandberg’s (2021) study of 

managers in the construction industry showed that a prevailing macho-culture 

permeated the managerial work, resulting in overworking, and forsaking 

private- and family life. Another type of example of the impact of gender in 

managerial work comes from studies in Swedish municipalities (e.g., Björk, 2013; 

Kankkunen, 2014; Keisu, 2009) that have shown that managers in female-

dominated municipal operations had more extensive assignments and larger 

numbers of employees than their male counterparts. The female managers also 

had less opportunities to influence their work situations and fewer interactions 

with executives and decision-makers.  



To conclude, some research literature describes the structural context as an 
arena where managerial work is acted out, but lack answers regarding in what 
way and how (Dierdorff et al., 2009; Yukl, 2013). Therefore, critical accounts of 
research on managerial work further point out that this work is not only related 
to formal organisational structures, functional demands, or situational 
constraints; informal and irrational factors may also have an impact on what 
managers do, for example using buzzwords and legitimating one’s actions in 
language that signals competence, and to ‘look good rather than do good’ (Hales, 
1999; Mintzberg, 2004; Sveningsson, Alvehus, & Alvesson, 2012). 

The general patterns of managerial work previously described also apply to first-
line managers to some extent. More specific responsibilities for the first-line 
manager position include: routine planning and allocation of work, directing and 
monitoring how work is done, checking product/service quality, checking 
equipment, dealing with day-to-day technical, human and logistical 
contingencies and problems, handling disputes and disciplinary matters, dealing 
with routine personnel matters, and assisting with operational work (Arman et 
al., 2009; Hales, 2005, 2007). Over time, the first-line manager position appears to 
have expanded to include not only supervision of everyday work, but now also 
translation of strategic goals into operation, as well as managing costs, budgets, 
and external relations. This indicates that the traditional supervision of daily 
operations remains, while more responsibilities have been added (Foster et al., 
2019; Hales, 2005). 

The first-line manager position has been described using several metaphors, 
such as a sandwiched position, where managers act as umbrella-holders (Gjerde 
& Alvesson, 2020) or as a grindstone or cross-pressure position (Wolmesjö, 2005). 
The metaphors and research results illustrate that first-line managers are in a 
vulnerable position between the demands of superior management and 
subordinates (Antonsson, 2013; Björk, 2013; Gjerde & Alvesson, 2020), which 
require first-line managers to balance between interests. Despite this ongoing 
balancing act, studies show that contacts between superior decision-makers and 
the first-line manager are quite limited; in fact, they are almost non-existent in 
comparison with interactions with subordinates and other lateral contacts within 
and outside the organisation (Arman et al., 2009; Hales, 2007). Furthermore, first-
line managers seem to display more loyalty towards their subordinates and the 
operational activities, than their superiors and the general organisational 
management (Gjerde & Alvesson, 2020; van Wieringen et al., 2017). In reference 
to the umbrella metaphor, first-line managers shield their subordinates from 
directives and information from higher management. These actions can have a 
variety of explanations, such as altruistic motives of guarding subordinates from 
information that would otherwise cause confusion or stress (Gjerde & Alvesson, 



2020). Also, Sandberg (2021) emphasised that first-line managers can adapt 
formal directives and apply these to suit their own and/or the workplace needs, 
which puts the manager in a position of control. When first-line managers put 
their personal touch on the production in the workplace, they make themselves 
indispensable and harder to replace. Although this brings more pressure, first-
line managers regard this as a sign of competence that become a part of the
professional pride. Irrespective of first-line managers’ motives, this can cause a 
disconnect between higher management levels and front-line operations. 
Furthermore, Sandberg (2021) writes that it can lead to difficulties in 
implementing both organisational and employee-driven changes, hence 
reducing the prospects for organisational development.

Unlike the studies concerning managerial work and the first-line manager 
position presented in the previous two sections, studies about managers’ 

learning in everyday work are more limited in number and quite heterogenous 
in their methodological and theoretical approaches. These studies also adopt 
different terms for everyday learning, such as non-formal learning, on-the-job 
learning and informal learning. To improve readability, the term ‘everyday 
learning’ will consistently be used in the presentation of the previous research. 
Also, the research includes studies of managers on different hierarchical 
positions, but the broad and inclusive term ‘manager’ will be used in this section. 

Despite the limited number of studies, there are recurring conditions that seem 
to be important for managers’ learning in everyday work. These recurring 
conditions are variation, unpredictability, relationships, and expectations.

To begin with, the variation of different work tasks, and the wide scope of 
responsibilities that follow from the variation, is stressed as a significant 
condition for learning in managers’ everyday work. The variation requires the 
extensive knowledge and skills of managers to handle a wide range of work 
situations (Davies & Easterby‐Smith, 1984; van Veelen et al., 2017). However, 

researchers seem to have different views on how the extensive and variated work 
impacts managers’ learning. On the plus side, managers’ level of confidence 

seems to increase when they have a wide range of tasks (van Veelen et al., 2017). 
Also, challenging work responsibilities and environment changes push the 
managers to expand their repertoire (Anvik, Vedeler, Wegener, Slettebø, & 
Ødegård, 2020; Davies & Easterby‐Smith, 1984; Furåker & Nilsson, 2010) and 

keep themselves informed about several issues (Nilsson & Furåker, 2012). 
Nevertheless, the variation of work can also cause time pressure, frequent 
interruptions, and changing circumstances, which can create barriers for learning 
(Florén, 2005). The findings of van Veelen et al. (2017) show that managers 
seldom go beyond their usual habits or adjust their working methods. One 
explanation may be, according to the authors, that the variation, in combination 
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with a high workload, leaves little room for reflection on possible changes and 

improvements.  

Unpredictability is emphasized as another significant condition for learning 

in managers’ everyday work (Brinck & Tanggaard, 2016; Davis, 2012). Dealing 

with unforeseen situations and interruptions can facilitate creative thinking and 

new solutions (Hulsbos et al., 2016; Ringling, Sanzo, & Scribner, 2020; van Veelen 

et al., 2017), as well as benefits for the organisation, such as innovations and 

collaboration (Sollander & Engström, 2021). Though some managers seem to 

thrive in unpredictable and turbulent work conditions, others prefer calmer 

circumstances (Hulsbos et al., 2016). The work intensity can cause anxiety, stress, 

push managers to make rushed decisions, create defensive routines (Sollander & 

Engström, 2021) and avoidance (Nilsson & Furåker, 2012). Hulsbos et al. (2016) 

describe how managers’ learning differed during turbulent and calm conditions. 

If the situation was urgent and uncertain, learning usually happened at the 

workplace along with subordinates. Generally, the learning revolved around 

complex problems, and required alternative and more emergent approaches. 

While in calmer situations, managers dealt with foreseeable tasks through 

planned approaches and reflection, usually outside the workplace, and regularly 

with other managers. Although managers preferred this type of learning, their 

work rarely allowed for it.  

Drawing on the review of previous research, relationships are frequently 

highlighted as a condition for learning in managers’ everyday work. This is not 

surprising, given that learning with others is a well-known condition in the 

research field of workplace learning (Eraut, 2007). Learning in managerial work 

requires both experience and the desire to explore the unknown together with 

others; not necessarily by trading information, but rather through dialogue, 

sense-making and negotiation (Anvik et al., 2020; Brinck & Tanggaard, 2016). 

Brinck and Tanggaard (2016) compare managers’ learning with musicians’ 

jamming sessions. In these situations, skilled musicians come together and create 

music spontaneously in harmony with others. 

Along with the relationships and interactions in managers’ work, difficulties 

also occur in relation to everyday learning. For example, managers can be 

hesitant to cooperate with other managers because they have difficulties finding 

arenas and common issues to discuss (Florén, 2005). Another issue has to do with 

the fact that managerial work is often associated with independence. Therefore, 

leaning on, or consulting with, others can be perceived as weakness or 

incompetence. Thus, a supportive learning climate and encouragement from 

superior managers can enhance opportunities for managers to establish 

relationships and feel safe to ask for help (Andrianova & Antonacopoulou, 2020; 

Davies & Easterby‐Smith, 1984; Else Ouweneel et al., 2009; van Veelen et al., 

2017).  
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Managers have a wide network of work relationships, which often include 

different stakeholders within and outside the organisation. Studies have 

repeatedly shown that managers have formal and informal networks where they 

can find support and exchange ideas (Ringling et al., 2020). Through their 

networks, managers can introduce practices from other work groups and 

contexts they encounter, into in their own workplaces (Andrianova & 

Antonacopoulou, 2020), which affects both the learning environment and 

themselves (Anvik et al., 2020). However, due to its informal nature, networking 

can become problematic from a gender perspective since women are not included 

in these networks to the same extent as men in male-dominated organisations 

(Gustavsson & Fogelberg Eriksson, 2010; McMillan & Fenwick, 2008). 

Research shows that managers learn together with managers in similar 

management positions (Armstrong & Mahmud, 2008; Hulsbos et al., 2016). But 

more importantly, managers’ learning often takes place in relation to their most 

frequent work relationships, namely their subordinates (Anvik et al., 2020; Brinck 

& Tanggaard, 2016; Nilsson & Furåker, 2012). Managers often engage in planning 

and reflection along with subordinates, rather than alone in the office (Tengblad, 

2002). Their relationship with subordinates is not only described as harmonious 

in relation to learning, but, according to study by Nilsson and Furåker (2012), 

50% of the managers reported that their primary learning experiences came from 

handling interpersonal conflicts among subordinates. 

Another central condition for learning identified in previous research was 

others and the manager’s own expectations. Learning is not only affected by 

‘what managers are doing’, but also ‘what they are expected to do’ (Davis, 2012). 

In managerial work there are several stakeholders who managers must adjust to, 

for example clients, suppliers, and colleagues. Therefore, managers often 

encounter conflicting values and expectations, such as maintaining quality 

within financial restrictions (Davis, 2012; Nilsson & Furåker, 2012). Even though 

managers hold the same managerial position, this does not mean that they face 

the same expectations from others. For example, numerous studies point to the 

different expectations that women and men in managerial positions face, which 

affect their everyday learning, as well as their career advancement (Acker, 2009; 

Gustavsson & Fogelberg Eriksson, 2010; Kanter, 1977; McMillan & Fenwick, 

2008). Bryans and Mavin (2003) describes how women’s learning in everyday 

work differ from their male colleagues. In male dominated organisations, female 

managers experienced male-coded leadership ideals and prejudices towards 

their gender. The authors, for example, describe how female managers 

continuously had to navigate these expectations, and engage more in self-

reflection, especially when it came to being decisive, and yet also consider the 

opinions of others.  

Inevitably, the employer’s expectations of the manager play an important 

role, although, given the complexity of managerial assignments, the employer 
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expectations are not always obvious or explicit. Therefore, managers often take 

personal responsibility for forming themselves into the type of manager that 

responds to the organisational needs (Davis, 2012). The managers’ expectations 

of themselves and what they find relevant become a direction for learning 

(Hulsbos et al., 2016); for example, based on their work experience and 

educational background (Furåker & Nilsson, 2010). Furthermore, managers’ 

personal values and role models, both good and bad, impact on who they want 

to be as managers (Warhurst, 2011; Warhurst, 2016). For example, if managers 

are working towards a career or advancement in the organisation, they may be 

more likely to adopt similar management styles as their superiors.   
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Yes, it takes quite a lot, quite broad knowledge, maybe not 

always that deep really, but you have to be a generalist and 

know a little about a lot. It’s everything from food hygiene to 

property design, to ergonomics, the Working Hours Act, the 

Work Environment Act, but also the Health Care Act and 

the Social Services Act. It can be anything from floor clean-

ing to sewage, proper medicines for dementia and so on. So, 

there’s many different things. It can be food intolerance be-

cause it’s a new care user with gluten intolerance. Yeah, then 

you must quickly understand what that diet looks like and 

how to get hold of food like that. So, you must be a quick 

learner and grasp things quickly, then you do quite well. You 

don’t have to know everything, but quickly get it and get an 

overview of different things, that’s important. (First-line 

manager, Private care provider B). 

  



This chapter presents the theoretical framework, based on a workplace learning 
perspective that originates from theories of social and situated learning (Lave & 
Wenger, 1991). The theory of situated learning includes key concepts that serve 
as analytical tools to illuminate characteristics of learning from different angles. 
In the sub-studies of this thesis, the concepts of community of practice, legitimate 
peripheral participation, membership, and an additional theoretical perspective 
on gender have been used as analysis tools and will be presented further in this 
chapter. But first, a definition of workplace learning is presented.

This thesis studies managers’ everyday workplace learning from a situated 
learning approach. A situated learning approach defines learning as a 
participatory social activity and an integral and inseparable part of one or more 
communities of practice (Lave, 2019; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998). In 
1991, Lave and Wenger introduced the term ‘situated learning’ in their classic 
book ‘Situated learning: Legitimate peripheral participation’, in an attempt to 

clarify a position beyond cognitive learning theories, by emphasising the social
and situatedness of learning, and that learning is not just an individual process 
(Lave & Wenger, 1991). Today, situated learning is a well-established learning 
approach often referred to in the research area of workplace learning (Cairns, 
2011). It is proposed that that situated and cognitive learning theories fall into 
two competing camps (Felstead, Fuller, Unwin, Ashton, Butler, & Lee, 2005; 
Sfard, 1998). Situated learning, which focuses on ‘learning as participation’ in 

communities of practice, is often contrasted with the cognitive learning 
approach, which focuses on ‘learning as acquisition’ of knowledge (Boud & 



Hager, 2012; Gijbels, Endedijk, & Hirschler, 2021; Felstead et al., 2005; Sfard, 
1998). I will not elaborate on the differences between learning perspectives here, 
other than to refer to other literature that explains these differences (see also 
Felstead et al., 2005; Sfard, 1998). 

Based on the situated learning perspective, learning always takes place through 
participation in one or more communities of practice (Lave, 2019; Lave & 
Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998). When groups of people who share the same con-
cern, set of problems or passion for a topic come together in a community of prac-
tice, it allows them to deepen their expertise by interacting on an ongoing basis
(Wenger, McDermott & Snyder, 2002).

A community of practice defines itself based on three essential components: 
1) mutual engagement, 2) a joint enterprise, and 3) a shared repertoire (Wenger, 
1998). Mutual engagement suggests that members of a community of practice 
build trusting relationships, engage in joint discussions, and exchange experi-
ences with each other. This engagement includes creating meaning (Gijbels et al., 
2021, p. 150) as well as thinking together about common problems or hot topics, 
to decide how to proceed in practice (Pyrko, Dörfler, & Eden, 2019). A joint en-
terprise implies that the community possesses a common interest to carry out 
activities which hold them together (Wenger, 1998, p. 81). The joint enterprise 
give rise to relationships of negotiation regarding what to do, what to talk or not 
talk about, what is important and worth paying attention to, what to ignore and 
leave unsaid. Common interests do not mean that there is agreement among 
members; on the contrary, there can be inherent coalitions of opposing interests 
in the community of practice. A shared repertoire means that members develop 
joint tools, routines, stories, language, and concepts that enable them to partici-
pate in the joint enterprise but also maintain the shared engagement of the com-
munity of practice (Wenger, 1998). 

The concept of community of practice consists of two parts: ‘community’ and 
‘practice’, where the latter has received criticism for lacking a theoretical 
explanation and clarification, even from Lave (2019) herself. The term practice is 
ambiguous and complex, and there is no distinct definition or shared consensus 
on its meaning (Bjørkeng, Clegg, & Pitsis, 2009; Cox, 2005; Hager, Lee, & Reich, 
2012). Nevertheless, the term has come to be widely used in social and 
behavioural science, and even in management literature, to generally describe 
what people are doing (Hager et al., 2012; Reich & Hager, 2014). However, critics 
have argued that the term practice is often taken for granted and is less 
problematised in relation to workplace learning (Hager & Beckett, 2019). This
thesis’ underlying assumption is that practice is closely related to workplace 
learning (Lave, 2019, p. 148) and is defined as the integration of ‘what people do, 



where they do it, with whom, and for what purpose’ (Boud & Hager, 2012, p. 22) 

to understand the first-line managers’ learning in their managerial practice. As 

argued by Kemmis, Wilkinson, Edwards-Groves, Hardy, Grootenboer, & Bristol 
(2014) doings, sayings (see also Schatzki, 2005) and relatings ‘hang together’ and 

constitute a shared meaning that also makes the practice recognisable to its 
participants. Doings refer to activities carried out within the time-space of 
practice, sayings refer to language and discourse embedded in practice, and 
relatings refer to the distribution of power among participants (Kemmis et al., 
2014). 

As several scholars emphasise, practice is necessary for learning, but 
learning is also necessary for changing practices (Boud & Hager, 2012; Kemmis, 
2021; Lave, 2019). According to Lave (2019), change is a significant component of 
learning, described as ‘changing participation in changing practices’ (p. 85). This 

means that changing participation is about seeking ways to move on in practice 
(Davis, 2012), doing things differently, and dealing with problems (known or not 
yet known), and it creates the basis for changing practice (Boud & Brew, 2013). 
As Lave argues, the same ‘happening’ can never be repeated; it can only emerge 

in an extended or changed practice (see also Boud & Brew, 2013). Within each 
practice, a so-called embedded practice, with its own structural qualities (Billett, 
2010), drives the direction of practice and makes it persist, transform, and 
emerge. Despite the changing nature of practice, it does not mean that practices 
always change. Instead, explicit and implicit embedded sanctions and rules can 
lead to the establishment of a desirable status quo that preserves the boundaries 
of what is acceptable and what is not (Billett, 2010; Bjørkeng et al., 2009). In a 
community of practice, where there are competing rules or disagreements, 
practices can be challenged and, in turn, a different or new practice can emerge 
(Hager & Beckett, 2019).

The notion of the changeability of practice reveals that the process of learning 
has a direction, from the past to the future, and becoming part of a community
of practice (Wenger, 1998, 2010). Wenger describes the process of becoming a 
member of community of practice as a part of identity formation1, and other con-
cepts, such as legitimate peripheral participation and membership which will be 
presented in the next section.

The notion of legitimate peripheral participation in situated learning theory 
refers to a learning process that describes newcomers’ advancement from the 

periphery to a legitimised position in a community of practice (Lave & Wenger, 
1991). Legitimate peripheral participation is illustrated through the metaphor of 

1 I will not elaborate further on the concept of identity (Wenger, 1998, 2010). Instead, I have cho-
sen to use the concepts of membership and legitimate peripheral participation.
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a learning trajectory within a community of practice. That is, when a newcomer 

is acknowledged by other members, and gradually moves from a position near 

the boundary periphery towards a central position by means of participation in 

practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991).  

It may seem that the trajectory from newcomer to full membership is laid out 

in advance and follows the same pattern, but in fact it is rather the opposite. Lave 

and Wenger (1991) suggest that there is an embedded conflict in the relationship 

between established members and newcomers, which involves a competing 

struggle when established members need to introduce newcomers to secure the 

survival of the community. At the same time, there is a risk to providing 

newcomers with access, because it enhances their legitimacy and can pose a 

threat to experienced members’ positions. This can be a tricky situation. On the 

one hand, the newcomer must be granted access by being invited by other 

members; on the other hand, the newcomer can initiate access themself, for 

example by asking questions or advice (Akre & Ludvigsen, 1997). Established 

members have the power to give or deny the newcomer access to situations, 

knowledge, or tools to participate. Consequently, the newcomer is not 

guaranteed full membership, regardless of effort, time, or taking their own 

initiative. Since access from other members is a necessity, power is a tangible 

aspect for participation and advancement in a community of practice (Contu & 

Willmott, 2003; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Salminen-Karlsson, 2006). The newcomer 

must prove themselves by mastering practices and showing potential in order to 

be accepted by other members. Established members evaluate the newcomer’s 

trials and accomplishments. In addition to the newcomer proving themselves 

capable, the established members’ preconceptions and prejudices related to 

personal attributes, such as age, background and gender, influence access to 

participation (Billett, 2001). Members with similar experiences and backgrounds 

may have an advantage since it is common to relate to people with similar 

backgrounds. But this can also be a disadvantage because it leads to 

homogenization among members and excludes those who deviate from the norm 

(Fuller, Hodkinson, Hodkinson, & Unwin, 2005).  

Some of those who may deviate are experienced newcomers. According to 

Gardiner (2016), experienced newcomers can be recruited at short notice and are 

often expected to perform at a more advanced level from the beginning of a new 

job, because they have had similar jobs in the past. An experienced newcomer is 

considered to have greater prospects to participate in practice, but even so, 

everyone is a newcomer in a new workplace, experienced or not. As noticed by 

Gardiner (2016), the legitimate peripheral participation trajectory for experienced 

newcomers can be more complex than for beginners. For example, experienced 

newcomers can have more difficulty dealing with contradictions between 

previous and new ways of working but also have difficulty establishing 

relationships as they can be met with suspicion by other members (Colliander, 



2018). Established members can be tolerant of the beginners, while experienced 
newcomers are judged more harshly when they make mistakes. Therefore, they 
could lose their legitimate position. Experienced newcomers can also be 
considered a threat because they can bring knowledge that challenges existing 
practices (Gardiner, 2016). The threat posed by experienced newcomers can 
create a learning trajectory that remains peripheral, despite joining the 
community of practice with the prospect of becoming a full participant (Wenger, 
2010). This implies that the workplace can provide different learning conditions 
that influence the legitimate peripheral participation, resulting in diverse 
trajectories (Campbell, Verenikina, & Herrington, 2009; Fuller et al., 2005), and 
meaning that access to participation in community of practice is not necessarily 
open to all members (Wenger, 2010). 

The term ‘membership’ draws attention to what members share and participate 

in, which is particularly significant for learning (Lave, 2019; Lave & Wenger, 
1991). A person has multiple ongoing memberships in communities of practice 
(Wenger, 1998), e.g., as a family member, medical student, skier, etc. However, 
membership as rarely made explicit, does not have a name or a membership card. 
However, we have a reasonably good idea of who belongs to the community of 
practice and, perhaps more so, who does not (Gijbels et al., 2021). The feeling of 
social exclusion or non-participation is often more tangible than inclusion 
(Wenger, 2010). The situated learning perspective builds on the fact that we are 
social beings who form groups, families, and organise ourselves collectively, thus 
giving us a sense of connection and belonging. This basic social need provides 
the fuel to engage in a community, and either gain or withhold a membership. 

Despite mutual engagements to participate in a community of practice, 
consensus among members is not a given, and members’ reasons to engage in a 
membership can vary. Wenger (1998) suggests that membership comprise just as 
much peaceful coexistence as disagreements and conflict. Rebellion may in fact 
reveal a strong commitment and passion rather than a lack of engagement. 
Perceptions of the meaning of membership vary among members, giving rise to 
tensions and micro-political processes as a result of disagreements about what 
works or does not work in practice (Wenger, 1998).

Memberships can be cohesive or diverse, depending on differences in 
members’ learning needs, abilities, and willingness to invest their time in the 

negotiation of practice with other members (Pyrko et al., 2019). Members’ 

positions are also likely to be affected by institutionalised division of labour and 
status (Fuller et al., 2005). Positions related to the organisational hierarchy and 
formal power enhance members’ chances to gain a legitimate position in the 

community of practice and establish full membership. Established members who 



form alliances with newcomers can overcome power struggles inherent in a 
community of practice, and increase control over the collective activity (Fox, 
2000). However, peripheral members can also gain legitimacy over established 
members under changing circumstances (Gardiner, 2016); for example, if 
peripherals master a practice that has become central to achieving common goals 
in the community of practice, such as new technical aids or specialist knowledge. 
Membership in a community of practice is, therefore, a moving target since it is 
constantly reproduced and changed (Wenger, 1998). 

Despite the fact that Lave and Wenger discuss legitimacy and make implicit ref-
erences to power, the situated learning approach has been criticised for disre-
garding well-known power dimensions, such as gender, class, status, and habi-
tus, which can influence people’s position in society and at work (Contu & Will-
mott, 2003; Ferm, 2021; Fox, 2000; Salminen-Karlsson, 2006). In sub-study 3, 
which focuses on gender in relation to managerial work, a supplementary theo-
retical approach to situated learning was needed to understand ‘gendered mem-
bership’ in community of practice. Therefore, Paechter’s (2003, 2006) conceptual‐

isation is used, which regards social constructions of femininity and masculinity 
as different communities of practice. Paechter (2006) suggests that ‘learning how 

to be a full participant is about learning how to be, and communities of practice 
of masculinity and femininity are no exception to this’ (p. 17). Gendered mem‐

berships are associated with gender-specific norms and ideals, expressed 
through, for example, different ways of dressing, interests, or social manners for 
women and men. 

Gender stereotypical expectations hence limit how women and men are 
expected to behave to become accepted members (Paechter, 2006). This creates 
different conditions for participation in communities of practice for women and 
men (Martin, 2003; Tanggaard, 2006), and implies dual memberships; in a gender 
and a workplace community, respectively. This can also be described as two 
types of membership within the same community of practice (Paechter, 2003). 
Acker (2006) describes it as men and women having the same occupation, but 
different jobs. For instance, while male managers can take an offensive approach 
and rise to heroic status, female managers are expected to work quietly and keep 
things running. 

Worth mentioning is that some behaviours are considered appropriate for 
either men or women, even though many are acceptable for both (Martin, 2006). 
Also, a gender membership does not mean that men and women always act in 
gender typical ways in all circumstances. Female or male practices do not transfer 
directly from one context to another but become locally embedded femininities 
and masculinities in the communities of practice (Paechter, 2006). As 
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membership changes in relation to the outside world, gender ideals are also 

shaped in line with changes in society and in relation to how men and women 

are expected to act in their respective professions. Not only does gender play a 

part, so also do class, sexuality, nationalities, occupation, and management 

positions in organisations, for example (Acker, 2006; Maume, 1999; Paechter, 

2003, 2006; Salminen-Karlsson, 2006). These multiple memberships provide 

members with different positions and shape their access to participation in 

communities of practice. 

Finally, it should be pointed out that it is not only the expectations of others 

that determines gendered memberships, but also the member’s own view of her- 

or himself. Despite that women share the same gendered membership, they can 

distance themselves and refrain from certain expressions of locally embedded 

femininities that they do not consider suitable to their self-image (Paechter, 2003). 

This may result in choosing to join, leave, or remain a peripheral member by 

distancing oneself from feminine or masculine practices in the community of 

practice. However, this is a gamble, as it means that the member does not meet 

expectations and thus risks not gaining access to participation (Wenger, 2010).  
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If you want to work in healthcare as a guy, you end up 

working with technology, become a nurse, or work in the ICU 

with burns injuries. That’s the kind of thing that’s 

interesting, the mechanics. Help with dressing, and the care 

contact, see that interaction as the most important, it’s not 

attractive to guys, to devote themselves to care work. Instead, 

they train and end up working on an ambulance, or 

emergency medical care. After all, it is not an attractive job 

to work in home care. Which is really the most important, 

important, important thing. You don’t ride the ambulance 

every day, do you? You don’t go to the emergency room every 

day either. But it starts somewhere, and it’s often the home 

care service you first come in contact with. If you get 

dementia, the first thing you meet is the home care service, 

you don’t end up in a dementia home the first thing you do. 

Somewhere the care chain begins, and its home care service 

that usually comes first. And that’s why I say to my staff: 

‟You should get roses every day. Because think about what 

you do for all the care users out there. So many people are 

lonely, don’t have any relatives. They only meet you”. (First-

line manager, Municipality A)  



This chapter provides an overview of the research context. The first section pre-
sents information about the Swedish elderly care sector, how it is organised, and 
the care services provided. The following section describes the gender aspects in 
care work. Finally, research findings about first-line managers’ work in Swedish 
elderly care is presented. 

In Sweden, as in many other Western countries, the organisation of care for the 
elderly has changed profoundly. From having been provided by family members 
in the private home, elderly care is now primarily provided by the welfare state, 
and performed by its employees. During the 1980s, public elderly care was 
criticized for being too costly and inefficient. As a response to this critique, it was 
restructured according to economic ideals known as New Public Management 
(Erlandsson, Storm, Stranz, Szebehely, & Trydegård, 2013; Kamp & Hvid, 2012). 
In parallel with this development, the Social Services Act (2001:453) came into 
force in 1982. This act declares Sweden’s national stance regarding the living 

standards and social security of elderly people and their legal rights, not only to 
healthcare but also to care services (Erlandsson et al., 2013). Later, in 1992, 
responsibility for elderly care moved from the healthcare system to 
municipalities, controlled by local government. Although municipalities have 
the overall responsibility, other organisations are also allowed to provide care 
services. Care providers can therefore be the municipality itself, private 
companies, or non-profit cooperatives. The majority of care services are carried 
out by municipalities; in 2022, private care providers were responsible for 24% of 
all home-help services and 20% of all nursing homes in elderly care in Sweden.2

2 Vårdfakta 2022. https://www.vardforetagarna.se/vardfakta/aldreomsorg/
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The private care providers can organise the care work and assignments, but must 

ably to national regulations regarding elderly care services and personnel 

responsibilities. Furthermore, all care providing organisations must report to and 

follow their respective municipalities’ guidelines.  

The care service is primarily aimed to meet the needs of the elderly, but 

younger people can also be entitled to care service, for example those who have 

suffered a stroke or have other disabilities. 95 % percent of care services are tax 

financed, with the other 5% paid for by the care user; but to receive statutory care 

one must await decisions from a case manager who evaluates the need and extent 

of care services required. Care services include, for example, daily hygiene, 

medicine supply and preparation of meals, but also grocery shopping, errands, 

help with travel services, or alarm systems for personal safety (Hagerman, 2019). 

Care services are usually provided in the private home of the elderly person and 

in special housing, but services can also include to arrange senior cafes. 

Sweden’s largest occupational group is assistant nurse in elderly care. Other 

professions working in elderly care include nurses, occupational therapists, and 

physiotherapists. In addition, there are administrative staff and care workers 

without formal education. Even though the elderly care sector currently employs 

a total of over 270,000 employees, the need for recruitment is substantial, 

especially of trained care workers. Between 2022 and 2040, the demographic 

group of 80-year-olds or older is expected to increase, from approximately 

510,000 to 900,000 (National Board of Health and Welfare, 2022). To maintain the 

same standard of care, extensive expansion of the elderly care sector is therefore 

required. This ‘crisis of care’ (Fraser, 2016) is not unique to Sweden, but a reality 

in many other countries with an ageing population. The staff shortage is mainly 

related to lack of care workers with formal education (Rönnqvist, Wallo, Nilsson, 

& Davidson, 2015), but also the relatively high absenteeism due to illness among 

care workers. The highest long-term sick leave rates in Sweden in 2021 were 

among assistant nurses in elderly care, with almost 226 cases of illness compared 

to the national average of 105 per 1,000.3 There are several explanations for sick 

leave, such as high physical demands, e.g., heavy lifting; however, studies also 

show that care workers in home-help services face the risk of self-exploitation 

and conscience-stress due to their own and others’ expectations to meet care 

needs with relatively scarce resources (Lill, 2020; Ljung & Ivarsson Westerberg, 

2017). 

Care work is complex and requires care workers to be flexible and make 

continuous adjustments of care services along with the care users’ involvement. 

Care workers appear to desire more opportunities to make independent 

decisions based on the care users’ individual needs (Lill, 2010), but executive 

management do not always show sufficient confidence in their work (Szebehely, 
 

 
3 Number of new cases of sickness cash benefits in 2021, according to the Swedish Social Insur-
ance Agency register. 



Stranz, & Standell, 2017). Increased surveillance, for example with digital devices 
that measure time use, is perceived as an intrusion on professional pride (Lill, 
2010). The standardised measurement of care work in terms of time and 
economic measuring instruments has been problematised in relation to the value 
and quality of care (Keisu, Öhman, & Enberg, 2016; Meagher, Szebehely, & 
Mears, 2016). Although diverse, complex, and highly intangible, care work risks 
being reduced to uniform and measurable facts. When operations are assessed as 
homogeneous, this allows for standardization and top-down directives (Regnö, 
2021). In turn, this reduces dialogue between higher decision-makers and 
managers in charge of the daily operations and leads to different perceptions of 
care work between different organisational levels (Kvande, 2002; Regnö, 2021; 
Strömberg, Engström, Hagerman, & Skytt, 2019).

Although elderly care in Sweden has undergone major changes during the 20th 
century, one thing remains the same: it is still female dominated. Ninety percent 
of the 129,000 assistant nurses in Swedish elderly care are women. In previous 
research, elderly care has been described as gender labelled, as the numerical 
dominance of women connects femininity and care work (Björk, 2013; Regnö, 
2013, 2021). This is not specific to Sweden, but a reality in many other countries. 
Although caring for the sick and weak in society is described as very important 
and honourable work, this is not reflected in the state’s allocation of resources or 
working conditions (Fraser, 2016; Kvande, 2002). Instead, care work is described 
as having a low status and comprises precarious work forms (Kamp & Hvid, 
2012). 

One explanation to the low status is that working with care of the elderly is 
intimately associated with traditional feminine attributes such as compassion, 
motherhood, and affection (Björk & Härenstam, 2016; Forssberg, Parding, & 
Vänje, 2020; Keisu, 2009; Regnö, 2013). These attributes tend to be regarded as 
personal traits, not as professional work competencies. When not considered as 
professional competence, work efforts are taken for granted and motivate low 
salaries (Kvande, 2002). The association of care work to femininity is not only 
produced by society or higher decision makers. Even though care workers and 
first-line managers express awareness of injustices linked to the low status and 
female-dominance (Lill, 2010; Vänje & Forssberg, 2021), it is also reinforced by 
themselves. One example is how first-line managers expect female workers to 
show more engagement to provide good quality of care. Consequently, they play 
on human compassion to increase productivity among their female subordinates 
(Ranganathan & Shivaram, 2021). Lill (2010) describes elderly care as a gendered 
workplace where care work is associated with feminine attributes where ‘robust 



femininity’4 is the motto. This includes showing humanity, while at the same time 
being prepared to work hard without complaining. Furthermore, the author 
points out occasional ‘girl talk’ and objectification of men, which make male care 
workers feel uncomfortable and induces them to quit. Additionally, Fejes and 
Haake (2013) report that care workers describe their work as something that is 
mainly not done for the money. Personality and gender seem to be closely linked 
to what qualifies as a good care worker, which creates mechanisms for inclusion 
and exclusion regarding professional choices.

Regarding first-line managers, research presents a complex relation between 
gender and this managerial position in elderly care. The gendered stereotypes 
related to care work and femininity stand in contrast to traditional leadership 
ideals associated with masculinity, such as making decisions and being focused 
on results (Törnquist, 2004). Few studies have focused on studying male 
managers in elderly care, except Hagerman, Engström, Häggström, Wadensten, 
and Skytt’s (2015) interview study where they found that male first-line 
managers did not perceive themselves as deviants or ‘tokens’ (Kanter, 1977), on 
the contrary to female managers in male-dominated industries. In the elderly 
care sector, there is a general discourse that men are welcome and would be an 
important addition to female dominance, which also includes male first-line 
managers. Women in managerial positions in elderly care report that they feel 
questioned because they do not fulfil male leader ideals (Keisu, 2009). However, 
because women hold most managerial positions, studies have also reported that 
female managers feel comfortable in the managerial role. Regnö (2013) writes that 
the male ideal is not as tangible for managers in the care sector. On the contrary, 
the experience of female managers is that they do not have to prove themselves 
to be accepted or gain legitimacy. 

The first nursing education in Sweden was established in the late 19th century, 
and the women that took part in this can be seen as the forerunners of today’s

first-line managers in elderly care (Wolmesjö & Karlsson, 2016). In 2020, there 
were 8,886 first-line managers working in elderly care (7,677 women and 1,209 
men) according to the Swedish Occupational Register. The formal education 
requirements for first-line managers in elderly care are generally a university 
degree, but this is not a mandatory formal requirement. There is no general 
education or program, and educational backgrounds vary amongst first-line 
managers in elderly care. The most common education is a degree in social work 
or being a licenced nurse (Furåker & Nilsson, 2010; National Board of Health 
Services, 2021), and rarely in organisational or management science. The 

4 Own translation from Swedish ‘Rejäl kvinnlighet’.
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educational background can lead to managers focusing more on the care services 

than economical and management aspects in their everyday work (Furåker & 

Nilsson, 2010).  

When first-line managers in previous studies describe their work and what 

they are expected to do, these aspects occur: 1) Carry out the political obligations 

and provide quality of care within budget; 2) Be present and accessible for 

subordinates, for example keep the office door open and walk around the unit; 

3) Be decisive and have direct clear communication with subordinates (Ekholm, 

2012; Regnö, 2021; Strömberg et al., 2019). First-line managers work includes 

preparing budgets, initiating development work, implementing political 

decisions, setting priorities, and following up financial results. In addition, they 

are responsible for supervising subordinates, the work environment, 

recruitment, salary setting, performance appraisals, and providing subordinates 

with professional development (Antonsson, 2013; Ekholm, 2012; Hagerman, 

2019; Regnö, 2021). Several studies have reported that the responsibilities of first-

line managers in elderly care have expanded and include more tasks 

(Abdelrazek, Skytt, Aly, El-Sabour, Ibrahim, & Engström, 2010; Andersson Felé, 

2008). Administrative work tasks have increased in line with the decrease in 

administrative support (Andersson Felé, 2008; Regnö, 2021; Vänje & Forssberg, 

2021). First-line managers’ report that they do so-called illegitimate tasks that are 

not perceived as their responsibility, and that these tasks should be performed 

by someone else in the organisation (Björk, Bejerot, Jacobshagen, & Härenstam, 

2013). The work relationships of first-line managers extend beyond their 

subordinates, and comprise a network of different internal and external 

stakeholders, e.g., superior manager, case administrator, healthcare 

professionals, landlord, union representatives, support functions, suppliers, 

cleaners etc. (Hagerman, 2019). Another element of first-line managers’ work is 

that they need to respond to criticism from the public, both from the general 

societal debate but also individual complaints from relatives (Regnö, 2021). 

First-line managers in elderly care have been repeatedly described as having 

a high workload and extensive assignments, even in relation to similar 

management positions in other industries (Björk & Härenstam, 2016; Regnö, 

2013). Regnö (2021) shows that managers in human health and social work have 

the largest span of control in Sweden: 25 subordinates in comparison with the 

national average of 14. Other studies show a span of control for first-line 

managers for nursing homes of 57 subordinates in private organisations and 47 

in municipalities. The National Board of Health and Welfare’s corresponding 

numbers from 2021 for private and municipality-provided home care were 38 

and 44 subordinates per first-line manager, respectively.  

The number of employees has been repeatedly highlighted as one of the 

challenges for first-line managers to cope with in their mission (Hagerman, 2019; 

National Board of Health and Welfare, 2021; Wallin, Pousette, & Dellve, 2014). 
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Above all, many first-line managers have limited opportunities to prioritize 

interpersonal interactions. Geographically dispersed operations, for example 

when the first-line manager is responsible for several units, makes their work 

scattered, making it harder to attend daily operations and meet their 

subordinates (National Board of Health and Welfare, 2021). This in turn interferes 

with how first-line managers generally want to conduct their work (Antonsson, 

2013); that is, to be present and have a regular and close relationship with their 

subordinates (Regnö, 2021). Their extensive assignments, combined with limited 

resources, have resulted in burnout and high turnover rates among managers in 

elderly care (Corin, Bertson, & Härenstam, 2016). At the same time, first-line 

managers feel proud of running such complex operations and believe that the 

hard work is worth it (Hagerman, 2019; Regnö, 2021).   



This chapter describes the research approach and the selection of participants. 
The data collection and subsequent data analysis is presented, followed by ethi-
cal considerations and reflections on the research process. 

In this thesis, a qualitative research approach was used to deepen the 
understanding of first-line managers’ learning in everyday work. A qualitative 

approach is characterised by an emphasis on the participants’ subjective 

experiences, not the researcher’s hypothesis or assumptions (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2015). By using a qualitative research approach based on interviews and self-
reported time-use diaries, the study was able to inductively capture the first-line 
managers’ subjective experiences and their own perspectives on learning and 
managerial work. The interviews covered various aspects of the managers’

workplace learning and managerial work, and contained open-ended interview 
questions that enabled the managers to share their experiences in their own 
words. In addition, participants filled in the time-use diaries according to a 
predetermined structure, but had room to express in their own words what they 
did and how, and with whom, at work. 

Each sub-study began with an empirically driven analysis, followed by a the-
oretical analysis to deepen the understanding of managers’ learning in everyday
work. The research process involved continuous reflection on how the sub-stud-
ies complemented each other and how they contributed to the overall aim of the 
study.



A criteria-based selection was used in the choice of elderly care organisations 
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). The three criteria were: 
1) The care provider would be formally entitled to provide statutory tax-funded 

care services. 
2) The care provider would provide the study with a sizable sample of first-line 

managers from their organisation. As a result, smaller care providers and 
non-profit organisations were not eligible for selection.

3) The care providers would represent the Swedish elderly care sector. There-
fore, the sample comprised both municipalities and private care providers, 
distributed between large cities, medium-sized cities, and rural areas.

Based on these three criteria, five elderly care providers were contacted. The con-
tact was made with the superior manager via e-mail to investigate if there was 
interest in participating in the project. If the superior manager agreed, this was 
followed by a telephone call in which they were given oral information about the 
project, such as the purpose of the study, confidentiality and contact information. 
In addition, an information sheet was sent to the superior manager, which in-
cluded the same information which had been given orally. One of the five con-
tacted elderly care providers that were invited to participate in the research pro-
ject declined without giving any reason. The four participating organisations con-
sisted of two municipalities and two private care providers:

Municipality A was a municipality with over 40,000 inhabitants living in a 
medium-sized town surrounded by rural and sparsely populated areas, located 
in the south-eastern part of Sweden. 

Municipality B was a municipality with over 140,000 inhabitants living in a 
larger city surrounded by urban and rural areas in the south-eastern part of Swe-
den. 

Private care provider C and Private care provider D was part of larger for-profit 
care companies, with premises throughout Sweden. All participating managers 
worked in the south-eastern part of Sweden, which covered larger cities and mid-
dle-sized towns, as well as urban and rural areas. 
All selected care providers were governed in a similar way; the organisational 
structure was hierarchical with more than two managerial levels. There were cen-
tral support functions in all organisations, such as HR, finance, and IT. However, 
the municipalities and private care providers operated in different geographical 
areas. The municipalities’ care service responsibilities were restricted to a specific 
commune area, whereas the private care providers operated at a regional and 
national level.



After the superior managers had given their informed consent to participate in 
the research project, the next step was to select managers. To ensure that the se-
lection of managers targeted first-line managers, the following criteria were set 
up:
1) The manager would be responsible for care services that were primarily 

aimed at the elderly population.
2) The manager would be responsible for non-managerial employees at the bot-

tom of a traditional hierarchical organisation. 
Based on these two criteria, first-line managers were approached and informed 
about the research project and participation in different ways:

In Municipality A, the superior manager was contacted and informed about 
the project. After they had consented to participate, the information sheet was 
sent to the first-line managers, inviting them to participate in the study. In addi-
tion, all first-line managers were welcomed to a meeting where the project was 
presented by the researchers, including information about the interviews and 
time-use diaries process. Additionally, information about what it meant to par-
ticipate in the study was communicated and the first-line managers had the op-
portunity to ask questions. All 15 first-line managers in the elderly care organi-
sation voluntarily chose to participate in the interviews. The superior manager 
provided the researchers with contact information for the first-line managers, 
and then scheduled an interview. After the interviews, all 15 managers were in-
vited to keep a time-use diary. Five of them chose not to keep a diary for reasons 
such as having vacation or being too busy. The other 10 first-line managers gave 
their consent to participate, and were given further written instructions on how 
to conduct their diaries.

In Municipality B, the superior manager was contacted and informed about 
the research project. After they had accepted the invitation, the superior manager 
passed on the information and asked first-line managers if they wanted to par-
ticipate in an interview. Ten first-line managers gave their informed consent and 
were contacted by the researchers and scheduled for an interview. The first-line 
managers were given further information about the research project before the 
interview, which gave them the opportunity to ask question and make a final 
decision and consent to participate in the study. 

In Care provider C, similar to Municipality B, the superior managers shared 
the information about the project with the first-line managers after they had con-
sidered and agreed to participate. Ten first-line managers voluntarily chose to 
participate in the interviews. These were then contacted and scheduled for an 
interview in agreement with the researcher. But unlike the municipalities, the 
private care providers were more geographically dispersed and therefore the se-
lection of first-line managers was performed in two regions. 
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In Care provider D, a group of first-line managers in the same geographic re-

gion were informed about the research project by the researchers at a joint meet-

ing. Three of these who participated at that meeting chose to voluntarily partici-

pate. As there were only three managers, the invitation was extended to a wider 

range of first-line managers working for the same elderly care provider in other 

cities, and two more managers chose to voluntarily participate the project.  

Table 1 provides an overview of the selected first-line managers in each or-

ganisation A-D, concerning gender, age, formal education, and period of mana-

gerial employment at the employer. 

 

Table 1: Overview of background information on the selection of first-line managers in 

each organisation 

 Municipality 

A 

Municipality 

B 

Private care 

provider C 

Private care 

provider D 

Total 

Gender 

Female 12 9 9 5 35 

Male 3 1 1 0 5 

Age  

≤29 0 3 0 0 3 

30-39 1 1 3 1 6 

40-49 6 0 1 2 9 

50-59 3 4 3 1 11 

≥60 5 2 3 1 11 

Formal education 

Assistant nurse 5 0 0 1 6 

Behavioural science   3 0 1 0 4 

District nurse 0 1 2 0 3 

Human Resources 1 4 0 1 6 

Nurse  0 1 4 1 6 

Occupational therapy 1 0 0 1 2 

Social work 3 4 1 1 9 

Physiotherapy 2 0 2 0 4 

Number of years as a first-line manager at the care provider 

≤4 10 3 5 5 23 

5-9 2 2 3 0 7 

10-14 0 2 1 0 3 

15-19 2 2 1 0 5 

≤20 1 1 0 0 2 

 

As shown in Table 1, the managers were 35 women and five men, and their age 

ranged from 26 to 64 years old. There is no general education to become a 

manager in elderly care, which resulted in the managers having different 

educational backgrounds. Six managers had undergraduate education (assistant 



nurse), but the rest had a university degree in behavioural science, licenced 
district nurses, human resources, nursing, occupational therapy, social work, or 
physiotherapy. While some of the managers had worked for the care provider 
for only a few months, two had worked for over 20 years. Before they became 
managers, they often had previous care work experience, for example as assistant 
nurses. 

The first-line managers had similar assignments to fulfil and responsibility 
for care workers or were undertaking training to take over total staff 
responsibility soon (see also description in research setting about the first-line 
managerial position in elderly care). The first-line managers’ duties included 

responsibilities regarding employees, finances, and quality of care, as well as
practicalities such as maintenance of vehicles and premises, and ordering work 
clothes. Moreover, they were responsible for follow-ups and quality 
improvements as well as the subordinates’ training and professional 
development. The managers led different kinds of elderly care services. The most 
common was manager of a home care or nursing home. Other first-line managers 
managed senior cafes, senior housing, staffing units, night patrols, or groups of 
licenced healthcare professionals. Some of the managers were responsible for 
more than one unit, and divided their working hours between different locations. 
In some respects, managers’ working conditions varied between and within the 

organisations. For example, the span of control varied from less than 20 to over 
120 subordinates. Some managers had assistance from a junior manager or group 
supervisor, while others did all managerial tasks themselves. The managers who 
were closer geographically had more frequent contact and planned meetings 
with other first-line mangers. While those who were more dispersed, especially 
the private care providers, had contact with colleagues over the phone and more 
sporadic meetings. 

The empirical material for this study relies on qualitative interviews with 40 first-
line managers, 10 of whom kept time-use diaries. The data collection for the four 
sub-studies took place in the spring of 2016 within a research project about first-
line managers’ learning in everyday work within elderly care (called CLiO), done
in collaboration with two other researchers.

Qualitative interviews were the main data collection method, which allowed 
the first-line managers to share their experiences from their own perspectives
(Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). A semi-structured interview guide (Appendix 1) was 
used, which covered eight themes. 



The first theme was background, which included questions about their pre-
vious work experiences, education, how long they had been managers, and time 
in their current position. The second theme, the unit and care services, included 
questions about the care services they provided and their group of staff. For the 
third theme, work conditions and managerial work, the first-line managers were 
asked questions about, for example, what a typical day looked like, what tasks 
they found most common, stimulating, and challenging. The fourth theme, rela-
tionships and communication, revolved around questions about meeting in fo-
rums and contact with executive management. These four themes made for a 
richer understanding of their work situations and the context in which the first-
line managers performed their duties. The fifth theme, learning in everyday 
work, included questions such as: ‘how did you learn all this?’ and ‘what do you 

need to know as manager?’. The sixth theme, conditions for learning, contained 
questions about what facilitated and hindered the first-line managers’ learning,
and how female dominance affected their work. Theme seven, work identity and 
role-models, included questions about expectations and manager ideals. The last 
theme, career and professional development, contained questions about career 
opportunities the first-line managers had and their outlook on their future work-
ing life. Examples of interview questions are presented further down in the sec-
tions linked to the respective sub-studies, and in Appendix 1.

All interviews were two-party conversations between interviewer and inter-
viewee. Thirty-eight of the interviews took place face-to-face in the managers’

workplaces, such as at the manager’s office, or in meeting rooms. The remaining 

two interviews took place on the phone, as the distance made it difficult to find 
a time that suited the first-line managers. During the interview, the first-line man-
agers were encouraged to speak freely about their work, and additional questions 
could be dealt with according to the interviewer’s own assessment during the 
interview. Occasionally, the interviewer used follow-up question (e.g., ‘In what 

way?’), and probes to encourage the first-line manager to elaborate or to obtain
clarification.  

Ten managers in Municipality A kept a self-reported time-use diary during a 
working week. Time-use studies and observations are a well-known method in 
the research field of managerial work to study managers time-use and what man-
agers do in their work (Arman et al., 2009; Carlson, 1951; Mintzberg, 1973; 
Stewart, 1982; Tengblad, 2002). 



Figure 1: Example of a first-line manager’s self-reported time-use diary sheet from Mu-
nicipality A.

As shown in Figure 1, the time-use diaries have four dimensions, based on 
categories: 1) Time – When? 2) Location – Where? 3) Person – Who? and 4) Activity 
– What? (Ellegård, 2000, 2019). The basic notion behind the time-use diary is that 
the proportion of time can be divided into categories, such as the four dimensions 
mentioned above. 

The first-line managers were given an introduction of the time-use diaries at 
a joint meeting. The 10 first-line managers who agreed to participate then 
received an email with instructions of how to fill out the diary sheets, which they
could choose to fill in a Word or Excel document, manually or digitally. They 
were encouraged to report the time episodes in as much detail as possible and 
use their own words. After the work week ended and the reporting was 
completed, the diaries were sent back for analysis. 

The data collection resulted in rich material; table 2 provides an overview of the 
data used in each sub-study, and is described in more detailed below.

Table 2: Overview of data collection in sub-studies. 
Sub-study 1 Sub-study 2 Sub-study 3 Sub-study 4

Data material
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35 qualitative 

interviews 

with first-line 

managers in 

Municipality 

A, Municipal-

ity B, and Pri-

vate care pro-

vider C. 

40 qualitative 

interviews with 

first-line man-

agers in Munici-

pality A, Mu-

nicipality B, Pri-

vate care pro-

vider C, and 

Private care 

provider D. 

40 qualitative in-

terviews with 

first-line manag-

ers in Munici-

pality A, Munic-

ipality B, Private 

care provider C, 

and Private care 

provider D. 

15 qualitative 

interviews 

with first-line 

managers and 

10 time-use di-

aries from Mu-

nicipality A. 

 

Sub-study 1 

Thirty-five qualitative interviews were collected in Municipality A, Municipality 

B and Private care provider C since the data collection from the Private care 

provider D had not yet been completed.  

In this sub-study, the focus was on the managers’ stories about being new in 

the workplace. In the collected dataset, interview questions were selected that 

focused on the initial phase as new managers in the workplace. Examples of ques-

tions are: ‘If you look back, what were the first months like?’ or ‘How was it when 

you started here?’. The initial question could be followed by: ‘did you get a men‐

tor?’, ‘Did you get any introduction?’. Some of the managers were in the middle 

of their introduction. Although this period was way back in time for some man-

agers, they still had clear memories of what it was like to be a new manager. The 

variation gave the study a rich description of how managers experience the en-

trance to a new workplace today, but also how it was experienced retrospec-

tively. 

 

Sub-studies 2 and 3 

The dataset in sub-studies 2 and 3 is based on all 40 interviews from the four 

organisations. The focus in sub-study 2 was on managers’ learning in managerial 

practice when work was unpredictable. In the collected dataset, interview 

questions were selected that focused on the managers’ everyday work in terms 

of what was typical, stimulating, and challenging. The questions that covered this 

topic included for example: ‘Can you describe what you do during a normal 

workday?’ and ‘What facilitates or hinders your learning in everyday work?’. 

The focus in sub-study 3 was on managers’ experiences of their managerial 

role and gender in elderly care. In the collected dataset, interview questions were 

selected that focused on relationships, working in a female-dominated 

organisation, and expectations. The questions included for example: ‘This is a 

female-dominated workplace, does it have any bearing on your work?’ and ‘Is 

there any particular leadership ideal in the organisation?’. The extent of first-line 

managers’ responses varied. While some answered shortly and said that gender 

did not matter very much and did not elaborate further, others spoke vividly and 

had a lot to say on the subject. 



Sub-study 4
The dataset in sub-study 4 differed slightly from the other studies. Here, only 
data from Municipality A is included, which comprise 15 interviews and 10 time-
use diaries. The focus was on work activities and relationships that were 
significant for the managers’ learning in everyday work. Examples of interview 
questions selected were: ‘What work activities take up most of your time?’, ‘What 

are your priorities?’, ‘Who do you meet during a working day?’, ‘What 

relationships are important to you and why’ and ‘How did you learn this work?’. 

The material from the interview provided insight to the managers’ work and 

relationships and how they experienced the impact of these on learning, because 
even if people are aware of time, they still have their own subjective experiences 
about it (Ellegård, 2018). Therefore, supplementary interviews were a helpful 
tool to investigate the subjective dimension (Ellegård, 2018; Harvey, 2002), both 
for defining activities and adding the first-line managers’ feelings and 
perceptions about their time-use.

Approximately three weeks after the interviews, 10 of the first-line managers 
chose to keep a self-reported time-use diary during a work week (Monday to 
Friday). The first-line managers where given instruction on how to report the 
time episodes. Thereafter, they received report sheets (Figure 1) in a relatively 
open format and were instructed to make notes in their own words and to be as 
detailed as possible. 

This section presents the data analysis of the empirical material (interviews and 
time-use diaries) used in the sub-studies. Thereafter, a specific description of the 
analysis process for each sub-study is provided. Table 3 provides an overview of 
the material and concepts used in each sub-study.

The material consisted of 45 hours and 17 minutes recorded and transcribed in-
terview material. In all the sub-studies, a qualitative content analysis was used,
guided by Graneheim and Lundman (2004). In the following section, an overview 
of the analytical steps for processing the interview material is presented. In the 
section ‘Data analysis in sub-studies’ a more detailed description for each sub-
study is provided.

To begin with, I started to read the transcripts to become familiar with the 
interview material. The first step of the analysis was to identify a content area 
(Graneheim & Lundman, 2004) that represented a larger portion of text that 
addressed a significant part of the interviews (see table 2). This was an inductive 
and exploratory process for distinguishing specific topics discussed by the first-



line managers. After the content areas were identified, text from the transcripts 
regarding this topic was extracted to a separate document. I wrote down shorter 
descriptions of the contents in the margins, which served as labels or codes 
(Graneheim & Lundman, 2004). The descriptions gave a better opportunity to 
sort the material into categories. According to Graneheim and Lundman (2004), 
categories are a group of texts that share commonality. The categories should 
cover the whole interview material and fit into some category, and not be 
excluded from the analysis. A category answers the analytical question ‘What?’. 

The question can be seen as a control question to make visible the relevance of 
the material in relation to the research question. One such example is: ‘What do 
managers do?’. The questions used in the sub-studies were formulated in relation 
to the study’s aim, and served as analytical tools for distinguishing relevant 
material (which is specified in the description of each sub-study below). The next 
step was to deepen the analysis by finding themes from the categorized interview 
material. A theme, according to Graneheim and Lundman (2004), is an answer to 
the analytical question ‘How?’ for example: ‘How do managers learn in everyday 

work?’. Themes are regularities that cut across categories, and which aim to 
describe patterns on an interpretive level. Therefore, the analysis shifted from a 
descriptive level to a deeper analytical focus. The themes are represented under 
headings in findings sections within each sub-study. In addition, theoretical 
concepts (see table 3) were introduced to analyse the themes and discuss the 
findings further.

After the managers filled in the diaries (see example in figure 1) and sent them 
back, they were checked to see if the managers had filled in all weekdays. It was 
noted that one manager had been off for one day, and that the managers’ self-
reported time episodes – the occurrence of task – differed in both length and level 
of detail. This may be due to their accuracy when keeping the diary or to the 
episodes being different. 

After checking the diaries, the material was processed through content 
analysis (Graneheim & Lundman, 2004), which was a way of embracing the 
subjective dimension and inductively generating categories (Harvey, 2002). First, 
an overall assessment of the material was made, which formed categories based 
on the managers’ own descriptions of the activity and people they interacted 
with. The diary material was transferred into a summary file (Harvey, 2002), 
which contained all the registered time episodes and number of minutes 
allocated to that activity. All the first-line managers’ reported time episodes were 
classified into each category, and then imported into the statistic software 
environment R version 4. 1. 1, Core Team, 2021. The results were visualized 
through a circle chart and a diagram by the TraMineR package version 2.2-2 



(Gabadinho, Ritschard, Mueller, & Studer, 2011) that showed the number of 
minutes that managers devoted to an activity or person.

This section provides descriptions of the analytical steps in each sub-study. Table 
3 shows an overview of the selected content area from the collected data, along 
with key theoretical concepts used in the analysis. 

Table 3: Overview of material and concept used in sub-studies. 
Sub-study 1 Sub-study 2 Sub-study 3 Sub-study 4

Selected content area from the interview material and time-use diaries
“Entering a new 

workplace”, “con‐

ditions for learn-
ing”.

“Unpredictable 

work”.
“Managerial role”,

“Expectations” and 
“Female-dominated 
elderly care”.

“Work activities and re‐

lationships” and “Con‐

ditions for learning”.

Key theoretical concepts
Legitimate periph-
eral participation, 
experienced and 
non-experienced 
newcomer.

Practice, embedded 
practice, learning in 
practice.

Membership, com-
munity of practice, 
gender, access. 

Social relationships, ac-
tivities, conditions for 
learning, access.

Sub-study 1
The first step in the analysis was to extract content area from the interview mate-
rial, which comprised the managers’ experiences of being new to the workplace 
and the conditions for learning. Thereafter, a categorisation (Graneheim & 
Lundman, 2004) was conducted based on the analytical questions: ‘What hap-
pened during the initial phase in the new workplace?’ and ‘What influenced the 
managers’ learning when they entered the workplace?’. The material was then 

condensed to shorter descriptions, such as: ‘help from colleagues’, ‘two-day 
course’, ‘previous professional knowledge’, etc. The next step was to distinguish 

themes that represented ‘How the first-line managers learning was influenced 
during the entry phase’. After this, four main themes could be distinguished and 

presented as four learning conditions: managers’ previous professional experi‐

ence, job-specific training, social support, and joint repertoire of organisational 
arrangements. The conditions for learning, presented in the results section, also 
described how the conditions affected the managers’ learning. At this stage of the 
analysis, the theoretical concept legitimate peripheral participation was added. 
The concept describes how a newcomer enters a community of practice, i.e., the 
workplace, and how the trajectory is shaped by access to participation in practice. 
Additional literature was added in the analysis to include theoretical aspects, 
such as experienced newcomer.
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Sub-study 2 

In the first exploratory stage, the focus was to identify descriptions of 

unpredictable work situations. The working definition of unpredictable work 

that guided this stage of analysis was: 1) a palpable element of unforeseen 

situations, 2) set in an uncertain environment, and 3) difficulties anticipating the 

effect of work efforts. Using this working definition helped to keep a clear focus 

on unpredictable work when processing the interviews, but this stage was also 

characterised by a sensitive and open approach to the empirical data. This initial 

stage of analysis resulted in a specific content area comprising the managers 

descriptions of unpredictable work situations. 

In the second step, recurrent patterns were identified, resulting in a 

categorisation connected to ‘what unpredictable situations do managers face 

intheir everyday work?’ and ‘what do managers do when work is 

unpredictable?’. This analysis resulted in three categories of practices which 

represented different approaches to how managers dealt with the situations: 

maintaining, modifying, and inventing. Moving on to the next analytical step, the 

‘how’ question became relevant for refining the descriptions of the three 

practices. The themes presented in findings also includes analysis of ‘how 

managers deal with unpredictable situations’ and ‘how managers learn in practice 

when their work is unpredictable’. The following theoretical analysis deepened 

the understanding of each embedded practice, and explores how managers deal 

with unpredictability in various ways, coming to know what to do and how to 

proceed in practice. The analysis of managers’ learning was based on the 

theoretical assumption that learning happens in practices when dealing with 

issues and challenges, and when interacting with others in response to different 

needs (see for example Boud and Hager 2012; Lave 2019; Kemmis 2019). 

 

Sub-study 3 

For this study, the content area comprised interview material about the first-line 

managers’ expectations of the managerial role, gender, and female-dominated 

elderly care. The theoretical concept of membership in communities of practice 

was a starting point for analysing how work relationships and expectations in 

the workplace affect first-line managers’ learning. To detect what expectations 

the first-line managers face in their work, the first analytical question was: ‘what 

relationships are important and central in managers’ everyday work?’. The 

categorisation showed two main memberships in communities of practice: 1) the 

care work community, and 2) the first-line manager community. These two 

communities of practice distinguished themselves and had a significant influence 

on the managers’ work, in terms of time spent with other members, as well as the 

managers’ descriptions of which relationships were most important in enabling 

them to carry out their assignments.  



The managers talked about experiences of gender and female dominance in 
relation to both communities, and the themes presented in findings elaborate on 
‘how gender and female-dominance affect the managers’ everyday work’. Addi‐

tionally, the theoretical analysis based on Paechter (2003, 2006) and Wenger 
(1998, 2010) was conducted to gain deeper understanding and capture nuances 
in the managers’ membership of the two work communities.

Sub-study 4
The dataset consisted of 10 time-use diaries and 15 interviews from Municipality 
A. Firstly, the time-use diary material was processed according to content 
analysis of the reported time episodes of activities and interactions. The analysis 
resulted in eight categories of work tasks and seven work-related interactions. 
The tasks that answered the question of ‘what first-line managers do’, were 

sorted into eight categories: 1) Administration, 2) Subordinates, 3) Care work 
management, 4) Other first-line managers or the superior manager, 5) Break, 6) 
Transportation, 7) Elderly and their relatives, and 8) Training. The relationships 
that answer the question ‘with whom’, resulted in seven categories: 1) Care 

workers, 2) Team leader, 3) First-line managers, 4) Support functions at central 
level in the organisation, 5) Elderly and their relatives, 6) Superior manager, and 
7) Others. Thereafter, every reported time episode was sorted into one of these 
categories. After the categorisation, the data were transferred to a statistic 
software R version 4. 1. 1, Core Team, 2021, which enabled calculation and 
visualisations of the time use on activities and interactions. The results were 
visualized through a pie chart and a diagram from the TraMineR package version 
2.2-2.

Visualizations provided new insights into the first-line managers’ time use, 
but supplementary data were helpful to get a more qualitative and nuanced 
perspective (Ellegård, 1999; Harvey, 2002). Therefore, the next step was to 
identify passages in the interviews where the first-line managers talked about the 
same categories of tasks and relationships identified in the diaries. Their
descriptions provided a deeper understanding of how the categories affect 
managers’ learning. Also, the situated learning perspective based on Lave (2019)
Lave & Wenger (1991) and Wenger (1998) was used to provide a deeper 
understanding into how the managers’ activities and relationships influence 
their learning in everyday work. 

Reflection and ethical considerations have been taken into account throughout 
the research process according to the principles in ‘Good research practice’ 

(Swedish Research Council, 2017). One of its main ethical guidelines is informed 
consent from the participants in the study, given first by the superior manager 



and thereafter by each of the first-line managers. A necessity for the participants 
to give their consent is to provide information about the research project and 
what the participation entails. Therefor transparency towards the participants 
was a main concern during this process. For example, I provided both written 
and oral information about the research project, including background, aim, 
research questions, selection of participants, data collection, and contact 
information (see further description about informed consent in the section
‘Selection of organisations and participants’). An indication that the principle of 
informed consent was met was that first-line managers who chose to participate 
varied between organisations. Also, some managers gave their consent to be 
interviewed but declined to keep time-use diary. The first-line managers received
information that their participation was voluntary and that they had the right to 
skip questions or end the interview at any time. Besides the initial information, 
the managers were given the opportunity to ask questions in connection to the 
interviews or through contact information. 

During the interviews, the first-line managers did not disclose any obvious 
private information about themselves. On the other hand, they sometimes 
expressed controversial comments, and criticism directed towards their
employers and other people within the organisation. I had to handle this 
information with special caution because it could put the first-line manager at a 
professional disadvantage. Measures to achieve confidentiality were maintained 
by removing participants’ names and organisational affiliations in the sub-
studies. First-line managers from the organisations with a smaller sample may 
run a greater risk of being identified, and therefore the name of the organisation 
has not been added to excerpts or statements.

To enhance the quality in the studies I have considered and reflected 
continuously during the research process. In this section the study’s strengths 
and weaknesses, according to quality measures, will be discussed. I will also 
elaborate on issues related to the choice of method, my role as a researcher, 
trustworthiness, and potential for generalisation.  

One of the main strengths of the study is its rich empirical material. Forty 
qualitative interviews and 10 time-use diaries constitute a solid basis for analysis 
in the study presented in this thesis. Also, the selection of four different 
organisations provided variation, enabling a more accurate overall 
representation of Swedish elderly care (Larsson, 2009). However, gathering 
material that corresponds with the object of the study and the aim has its 
challenges when researching workplace learning, because people are often 
unaware of their learning in everyday work. Using the word ‘learning’ tends to 

direct the respondents’ answers solely to formal education or what is considered 
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valuable knowledge and important to learn. ‘Learning’ can have various 

meanings. ‛Being a learner’ is often associated with being professional, well-

educated, and experienced (Boud & Solomon, 2003). At the same time, one can 

question whether it is right to assume that the interviewees cannot formulate 

statements of academic calibre without the researchers filtering it through 

theoretical analysis or by operationalizing theoretically rooted research questions 

into common language. Regarding the dilemma with capturing the aspect of 

learning and not limiting participants to only talk about formal educational 

experiences, the interview set-up was quite successful. When the more specific 

questions about learning were brought up, the managers tended to relate to what 

they said earlier during the conversation about their daily work, e.g., that their 

learning was developed by collaborations across professional boundaries, by 

solving problems, etc. The interviewer often asked a specific question about 

formal educational situations to encourage the participant to speak on the topic. 

In qualitative studies such as this, the result of the analysis depends on 

subjective interpretations and the researcher’s point of view (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2015). I have previously worked in the elderly care sector as a manager assistant. 

Therefore, I had some knowledge about the managers’ work and the sector in 

general. I did not need to ask for clarification regarding, for example, technical 

language or affiliations, which contributed positively to the flow of the interview. 

In the interviews, my personal experiences seldom came up. However, my 

approach as a researcher has always been to keep an open mind and be prepared 

to be surprised. After all, I agree with Carlson’s (1951) philosophy that research 

is a learning process driven by curiosity and eagerness to explore the yet 

unknown. A way to challenge my own interpretations was through the peer-

review process in connection to the submission of the articles. The collaboration 

with co-authors and comments from reviewers have drawn attention to 

ambiguities and opportunities for improvement, which have contributed to the 

quality of the study. 

In order to share lessons through this learning process with others, the 

researcher must describe the approach and methodological choices that preceded 

the results (Carlson, 1951; Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). I regard this is a matter of 

trustworthiness and transparency towards the readers and the participants. To 

enhance trustworthiness, I repeatedly went back to the empirical data to secure 

support for the analytical results from the managers’ statements, and present 

direct quotations from the empirical data in the findings. Additionally, I strived 

to keep the presentation of findings as close as possible to the first-line managers’ 

descriptions and word choices in the interviews. Although some of it may have 

been lost in the translation from Swedish to English, I believe that this has caused 

very little impact on the presentation of the results.  

Moreover, I found it important to provide a clear description of my 

theoretical point of view as presented in the theoretical framework. In the same 
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way, thorough explanation of method and analytical steps provides insight into 

the research process and on what basis conclusions have been drawn. ‘Thick 

descriptions’ of the research setting and selection of organisations provide 

background information to offer the audience the opportunity to judge the 

similarities, and to recognise possible limitations or generalisability to other 

contexts (Larsson, 2009).   



This chapter presents summaries of the four sub-studies that each focus on 
managers’ learning in everyday work from different angles. All sub-studies use 
a workplace learning perspective originating from the framework of situated 
learning but apply different theoretical concepts derived from this framework as 
an analytic lens. The analysis and results were based on different datasets, as 
displayed in table 2.

The purpose of the first article was to explore first-line managers’ experiences of 

workplace learning in elderly care, with a particular focus on the conditions for 
learning when entering a new workplace as a new manager. 

The findings showed that four learning conditions played an important role 
for new managers’ workplace learning: the managers’ previous professional 

experience, job-specific training, social support, and the joint repertoire of
organisational arrangements. These conditions affected new managers’ access to 
learning differently, and shifted in importance during the process of entering a 
new workplace. For example, those with experience of elderly care knew what 
was expected of them, who to ask for help, and therefore tended to rely on social 
support for learning, whereas inexperienced managers depended more on job-
specific training, and spent more time struggling to gain respect from
subordinates. Others’ recognition, both other managers and subordinates, were
based on new managers’ professional experience, which had a substantial impact 
on their admittance to the new workplace. Previous care work experience was 
considered particularly valuable, and their capability as managers was also 



associated with personal qualities, particularly age. However, after a while, it 
seemed like the inexperienced caught up and figured out how to initiate access 
and learnt how to carry out their managerial duties.

The first conclusion was that managers’ professional and work experiences 
of elderly care was a primary condition for learning during the initial entry phase 
to the workplace. It was evident that having elderly care experience gave 
managers an advantage and made it easy to crack the code of how to use learning 
resources and to act in accordance with the traditions and norms of elderly care. 
Understanding contextual workplace circumstances enabled the managers to 
take advantage of other learning opportunities, such as job-specific training and 
organisational structures. However, being an experienced newcomer was no 
guarantee for access to participation, as some managers were not admitted to the 
community of other first-line managers. Therefore, managers with experience 
can be seen as an asset but can also be met with superstition because of the threat 
they might pose to established managers in the workplace.

The second conclusion was that managers had the predominant 
responsibility to fulfil their own learning needs. Although the employer 
intended to support managers by offering an extensive introduction program, 
the managers still needed to learn on their own. In this self-directed learning 
process, informal learning conditions were important to secure access to learning 
when entering a new workplace.

The aim of this article was to investigates how first-line managers deal with 
unpredictability and how they learn under such circumstances in everyday work.

The findings revealed three embedded practices (maintaining, modifying, 
and inventing), which describe how managers deal with unforeseen situations 
by learning in practice. A maintaining managerial practice was a response to 
situations when the managers ‘knew what to do’, even though the situation could 
not be foreseen. The managers learned from their own knowledge, existing 
routines, and resources available to them, for example by leaning on standard 
procedures and turning to support functions or other managers. Modifying 
practice occurred when the managers used existing practices but adjusted them 
to the situation. Often this was the case in relation to group conflicts or 
assessments of a care user’s service needs. Because each person is unique, 
managers tended to modify practice to make individual adaptations. Lastly, 
inventing practice arose in situations when the manager considered it necessary 
to act in a completely new way. When the managers did not know what to do, 



they could consult others, take a chance and hope for the best and thereafter 
assess the outcomes. Many managers emphasized that this was one of the most 
important qualities of a manager, i.e., to be able to make decisions, despite 
limited information, and then evaluate the result afterwards.

Firstly, the analysis concluded that the managers dealt with the 
unpredictable based on their evaluation of what needed to be done and what the 
situation required. The managers made different learning judgements that 
guided them towards maintaining, modifying, or inventing practices. However, 
the managers were not always given a chance to choose what seemed 
appropriate, for example due to lack of time or the opportunity to involve others 
in problem solving. The managers said that they would like to work more on 
modifying and inventing practices, as this would contribute both to increased 
quality and efficiency. But at the same time, there were some frustrations 
regarding limitations to share experiences and learn from each other, i.e., 
maintaining practice to a greater extent. 

Secondly, the findings suggest that unpredictable managerial work did 
not always create chaos; rather, there are very organised ways of learning to 
deal with unforeseen situations. The managers were aware of the unpredictable 
aspects of their work and had learned to ‘expect the unexpected’. Unpredictable 
managerial work resulted in individual and collectively accumulated practices 
and preparedness for these situations, such as routines in case of complaints or 
misconduct. Recurring situations of unpredictability created greater capacity for
managers’ learning, or for moving forward in practice. Despite this, the managers 
also needed to find new ways and learn new paths that transform and create new 
practices.

The aim of the article was to examine first-line managers’ experiences of their 

managerial role and gender in elderly care. The findings suggest that first-line 
managers formed memberships particularly in two communities of practice: the 
care work community and the first-line manager community. 

In the care work community, managers and subordinates worked in mutual 
understanding towards providing care services to the elderly. It was essential for 
the managers to establish a trusting relationship with their subordinates and gain 
legitimacy to influence the care work. While some of the managers downplayed 
the importance of gender, a significant number described the community as 
‘typically feminine’. Some of the managers believed that implementing change 

initiatives needed a more patient approach, due to the fact that women did not 
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accept immediate orders as much as men in male dominated workplaces. At the 

same time, there were perceptions that women were more unpretentious and 

collaborative. However, in line with traditional managerial ideals, male 

managers seemed to have an advantage in the care work community, and were 

perceived as competent managers by their subordinates to a greater extent than 

female managers. Instead, female managers had to devote more energy and learn 

to find a balance between not being perceived as too hard or too soft, and apply 

a more caring leadership style to earn the trust of subordinates.  

The first-line manager community consisted of all the first-line managers in 

the elderly care organisation, where membership was a necessity to access 

relevant knowledge and methods for fulfilling the managerial duties. In this 

community, the general norm was not only being a female manager, but also 

having extensive managerial experience of elderly care. These attributes were 

usually ascribed to middle-aged women with elderly care experience, which 

gave this group a greater legitimacy and power to influence the community. 

Some managers reported that men particularly, and younger managers, were 

perceived as lacking experience, and were therefore not as accepted as their 

female counterparts. In addition, some women perceived male managers as 

passers-by, mostly interested in higher management positions. However, the 

men in this study had no ambitions to advance hierarchically. 

The first conclusion was that gender is a palpable aspect of the managers’ 

experience of their everyday work, which required them to handle gender 

expectations for how women and men should behave and conduct their work as 

first-line managers in elderly care. Locally embedded notions of femininity and 

masculinity manifested themselves differently in the first-line manager and care 

work community, which created different benefits and unequal conditions for 

learning managerial work. Female managers held a more prominent position in 

the first-line manager community, while male managers had some advantages in 

the care work community. 

The second conclusion was that, in addition to research where the first-line 

position is described as squeezed and sandwiched between higher management 

and front-line (Gjerde & Alvesson, 2020; Sims, 2003), this study showed the sig-

nificance of a manager’s ability to navigate within and between the care work 

community and the first-line manager community. The managers used their dual 

membership to learn to adapt and reshape their managerial practices to fit vari-

ous circumstances in their work. Therefore, learning to become a manager in el-

derly care depended on positioning themselves and gaining legitimacy, which 

included meeting requirements and expectations regarding how a female and 

male manager should be in relation to their gender.  



The aim of this article was to investigate first-line managers’ experiences of tasks 

and relationships, and the importance these have for their learning in everyday 
work within elderly care. Despite the number of studies of managerial work, few 
have taken departure in managers’ everyday learning. Studies of managerial 

work have also been criticised for focusing too much on reporting results about 
what managers do, excluding the work conditions that influence these doings. 

The findings show the time managers spend on different work tasks and 
relationships, and which of these tasks and relationships the first-line managers 
considered to be important for their learning in everyday work. The managers 
spent a considerable amount of time on administration (33%) and subordinates 
(27%). In addition, they spent time on care work management (15%), other first-
line managers and the superior manager (9%), breaks (8%), transportation (3%), 
the elderly and their relatives (3%), and training (2%). The managers had a wide 
range of work relationships, and spent more than two-thirds of their working 
time interacting with others, including 38% with subordinates (care workers and 
team leaders), 17% with first-line managers, 9% with support functions, 5% with 
the superior manager, and 5% with the elderly and their relatives.

In a more in-depth analysis, the findings show that the managers found some 
tasks and relationships in their work more important than others as learning sup-
port for professional development. Based on this analysis, the managers’ work 

can be classified in a task and relationships dimension. The task dimension has 
two facets: one relates to tasks as work, and the other to tasks as learning support. 
Tasks as work were referred to as part of the ordinary, mundane managerial 
work to be carried out, such as administration and handling of subordinate mat-
ters. Tasks as learning support, on the other hand, were considered to belong to 
the core of the managerial role, such as care work management. These tasks chal-
lenged the managers to make improvements and find solutions to problems that 
arose in work. 

The relationship dimension also has two facets: one relates to relationships 
as work, and the other to relationships as learning support. Relationships as work 
were simply seen as part of ordinary work. In that sense, the managers frequently 
interacted with their subordinates, which included adapting to their needs and 
being available as the subordinates expected. Relationships as learning support 
were the relationships that the managers valued as most useful for their mana-
gerial leadership development. The relationship that provided the most im-
portant learning support was learning together with other first-line manager col-
leagues. Having support from other colleagues, such as asking questions and get-
ting advice on daily matters, but also having someone to lean on in uncertain 
situations, facilitated their professional development. Another relationship that 
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was seen as a learning support for carrying out the work was the expertise pro-

vided by support functions. The intersection between the task and relationship 

dimensions provides four possible learning conditions in managers’ everyday 

work (as visualised in Figure 3 in the paper). 

The conclusion is that there is a need to consider conditions such as tasks and 

relationships that create managers’ learning opportunities in everyday work. The 

study provides valuable guidance for managers’ leadership development and the 

importance of seeing the workplace as a learning space in which managers can 

exchange experiences about daily matters and deal with challenges in their eve-

ryday work. Findings suggest further investigation of learning between manag-

ers and subordinates, whom they spent most of their time with, is required. Even 

though managers emphasize relationships with other managers as learning sup-

port, there might be untapped learning opportunities not yet recognised as sig-

nificant for managers learning in everyday work. 
  



In this chapter I will discuss the findings from the four sub-studies as an entity in 
relation to the overall aim to contribute knowledge about first-line managers’ 

learning in everyday work within the context of elderly care. 

First-line managers learn continuously in their everyday work, as they move 
from one work situation to another, while dealing with a wide range of routine 
and urgent tasks (Davis, 2012; Kemmis et al., 2014; Lave, 2019). Sub-study 4 
shows a similar result to previous research, that the managers had highly 
fragmented and ambiguous work (Holmberg & Tyrstrup, 2012; Mintzberg, 1973; 
Tengblad, 2012), and sometimes found the work stressful. They were often 
involved in unforeseen events and dealing with urgent matters, which is why 
they had difficulties following their plans. As a result of the stream of unplanned 
work tasks, managers were unable to carry out the work in the way they would 
have liked, which prompted them to learn so that they could move forward in 
practice (Kemmis, 2021; Kemmis et al., 2014). By using the theoretical lens of 
workplace learning, managers’ learning in this complex reality of work can be 

understood as learning for, in, and through work (Evans & Kersh, 2006). It means 
that managers’ learning had a diverse and shifting character that was shaped by 
work tasks and interactions (study 4), and by different conditions in the 
workplace/elderly care organisation (studies 1, 2 and 3). In the section below, I 
will return to the learning conditions that appeared crucial for managers.

I will now focus on unpredictable work, as it follows as a recurring theme in 
research on managerial work. The working definition of unpredictable work in 
sub-study 2 was: a tangible element of unforeseen situations, set in an uncertain 
environment, and difficulties anticipating the effect of work efforts. When 
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something unforeseen happened, i.e., something that managers could not have 

proactively prevented nor expected beforehand, the managers had to do 

something. As sub-study 2 shows, in managers’ unpredictable work, three 

embedded practices were identified that revealed a type of continuum, from 

maintaining and modifying to inventing practice, which indicated quite different 

characteristics of their learning. This implies that managers’ learning in these 

practices changed in nature depending on changing circumstances in the 

unpredictable situation (Lave, 2019). The managers also needed to assess 

whether their responsibilities required knowledge and skills that challenged 

them to expand their repertoire of managerial tools by themselves or with the 

help of others, such as IT and HR support in the organisation (Anvik et al., 2020; 

Davies & Easterby‐Smith, 1984; Furåker & Nilsson, 2010). In a sense, the 

managers’ judgement of the unpredictable situation was influenced by their 

personal preferences and managerial position – as a legitimate or peripheral 

member in the workplace (Lave & Wenger, 1991). 

Concerning the maintaining of practice, the managers’ learning was con‐

nected to preserving the status quo. Sometimes this learning was based on the 

managers’ personal preferences, allowing them to choose a practice they were 

comfortable with. Learning by maintaining practice could, in this sense, be un-

derstood as a way of steering the situation towards the managers’ preferred state. 

The managers could maintain the same practice, despite criticism and unique cir-

cumstances, because of their belief that it would change the situation for the bet-

ter. At other times, the managers were forced to continue to maintain the prac-

tices even though they did not find it suitable, or the proper thing to do. For ex-

ample, new formal directives and routines could be problematic to implement, 

as they often require adjustments to the workplace for them to improve care ser-

vices.  

Transferring organisation-wide change initiatives or directives was one of 

the bigger challenges for the managers, and they put a great deal of effort into 

learning how to adapt strategies to daily operations. This is in line with other 

studies, which show that managerial work of first-line managers has expanded 

from them being responsible for monitoring the front-line operations, to imple-

menting and pursuing long-term strategic changes, in elderly care and across 

other sectors (Hales, 2005; Regnö, 2022). According to the managers, they had 

relatively few opportunities to influence decisions, but more freedom to carry out 

the work as long as they complied with the budget and formal regulations. Some 

acknowledged that their interpretations and modifications were not always le-

gitimately grounded within the organisation, but at the same time, superior man-

agers paid little attention to how managers handled the implementations. This 

phenomenon has drawn attention in other studies, for instance in terms of organ-

isational hypocrisy (Antonsson, 2013) or managers as umbrella holders (Gjerde 

& Alvesson, 2020). Despite seemingly rigid organisational directives, the results 
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showed that first-line managers learned to modify practices to meet their own 

and subordinate needs. In the modifying practice, managers’ learning could be 

understood as connected to rule-bending, which stretched managerial practice. 

When managers bent the rules, they also learned how to improve their practice, 

but this was something that remained individual and closely related to the el-

derly care unit. A reason for learning ‘behind closed doors’ or ‘out of sight’ was 

a fear among the managers of being exposed or stopped by the controlling elderly 

care organisation. The managers did not want to be caught making a mistake on 

the job, so they assessed the work situation and relied on their learning ability to 

modify the practice.  

In the inventing practice, managers’ learning was connected to inventing 

new practices by going beyond the usual ways of doing things in the workplace 

(Van Veelen et al., 2017). This required the managers to learn new things, and 

used the maintaining and/or the modifying practice as ‘stepping-stones’ to 

achieve the learning outcome needed (Bjørkeng et al., 2009). An established man-

ager position meant that the manager had a prominent role in the workplace and 

legitimate power to influence practice (Wenger, 2010). As sub-study 2 showed, 

some of the younger or newly employed managers in the workplace did not have 

the same opportunity to change joint decisions and the course of practice in the 

first-line manager community. New first-line managers had a harder time chang-

ing ways of working, as they were busy establishing relationships and learning 

how to identify in which arenas to participate and invest energy (Billett, 2010). 

Instead, it was the established managers who had greater control and could set 

the agenda. This also led to established managers, more easily than the new man-

agers, learning to invent practice in their favoured direction (Stewart, 1982). 

Firstly, because established managers had significant knowledge of the work-

place, such as whom to consult, and about what mattered in the elderly care or-

ganisation. Secondly, managers in this position showed a greater confidence to 

bend rules and could therefore also invent practice according to their own judg-

ments, instead of working in line with conventional guidelines. Nevertheless, 

some established managers showed some tendencies to lean towards maintain-

ing regular practices in elderly care, and seldom went beyond their usual ways 

of doing things (Van Veelen et al., 2017).  

In summary, the above three embedded practices in managers’ unpredicta‐

ble work indicated quite different characteristics of their learning, and that this 

learning happens in the flow of everyday work. In the next section, conditions 

that were decisive for managers’ learning are discussed. 



Three main conditions shaped managers’ learning in their everyday work, and 

these are discussed below.

The managers had different starting points for learning when they entered new 
workplaces, depending on their previous experience of working either in elderly 
care or managerial work, or both (sub-study 1). Having experience in elderly care 
was a valuable condition, as these managers knew the laws and regulations of 
elderly care and understood the needs of subordinates in the workplace. With 
such previous experience, managers could more easily ‘throw themselves into 
the work’, because they were familiar with it and knew what was expected of 
them. As subordinates accepted them more easily, the managers with elderly care 
experience appeared to have a faster learning trajectory (Lave, 1991) towards 
becoming the new manager in the new workplace than those without this 
experience. However, the managers without elderly care experience, but with 
managerial experience disregarded their lack elderly care experience. Instead, 
they relied on their leadership skills and asked for help from experts, such as HR,
IT and established managers in order to step into the manager role in the new 
workplace (sub-study 1). 

A prevailing expectation was that managers with previous managerial 
experience, and above all those with experience in elderly care, could take over 
the managerial work without any introduction (sub-study 1). As Gardiner (2016) 
shows, even experienced newcomers are newcomers, and find it difficult to adapt 
to the expectations and duties embedded in the community. Sub-study 1 showed 
that the experienced managers were unfamiliar with local rules and tools such as 
IT systems. They also had some difficulties in unlearning previous knowledge 
and figuring out what knowledge they could reuse in the new workplace (c.f. 
Gardiner, 2016). As a situated learning approach suggests, knowledge and 
practices cannot be transferred directly between workplace communities without 
being re-situated and re-learned in the new workplace (Lave & Wenger, 1991; 
Wenger, 1998). Moreover, it was not uncommon for experienced managers to be 
excluded from the community, as they could be considered a threat to established 
managers (sub-study 1). In order to defend their legitimate position and influence 
the direction of managerial practice, established managers could use their power 
position to prevent new experienced managers from gaining access (Contu & 
Willmott, 2003; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998) to issues of importance in 
the first-line manager community by ignoring new experienced managers’ views 

at joint manager meetings, or by not inviting them into development projects 
(sub-study 1). When entering a new workplace, inexperienced managers without 



elderly care or managerial work experience could instead be invited by 
established managers to participate in various projects and other activities. 
Established managers appeared to sympathize with the inexperienced managers, 
as they helped them to access previous knowledge of managerial work and 
elderly care. Inexperienced managers appeared to be considered more harmless 
and malleable, and thus easier to tie to the managers’ alliances, which could 
strengthen the power position of established managers (Fox, 2000) in the first-
line manager community (sub-study 3). 

Despite the managers having different professional experiences, the first 
phase of entering the new workplace had a considerable impact on being 
recognised (or not) as the new manager in the workplace. After the initial ‘trial-
and-learning’ period (sub-study 1), the managers’ previous experience became 

less important, and their learning in managerial work became gradually more 
significant in enabling them to become part of the workplace communities (the 
care work community and the first-line manager community). Other conditions 
for learning, i.e., building relationships with others and gaining access to 
organisational arrangements, later became more significant for the managers’

learning and establishing a legitimate managerial position. These two conditions 
are further discussed below.

Overall, the sub-studies showed that a significant condition for managers’ 

learning in work was relationships and interactions with others, such as manager 
colleagues and subordinates. Relationships with other managers provided 
important learning support (Armstrong & Mahmud, 2008; Florén, 2005; Hulsbos 
et al., 2016) as it enabled knowledge sharing with other colleagues. It was through 
collegial relationships that they were able to gain access to other managers’ 

experiences, discuss relevant topics, and ultimately learn from colleagues who 
faced similar challenges, ranging from getting tips on simple practical things to 
help with more complex issues. The collegial support also increased the 
managers’ confidence (Evans et al., 2011) to take risks and try different 

approaches, which was considered important for learning and expanding the 
managerial repertoire.

To build relationships with other colleagues, the managers had to be open 
about their problems and ask for help (sub-studies 1 and 3). Managers who built 
close relationships to one another could also give each other emotional support, 
for example by venting feelings and releasing frustrations. As a condition for 
learning, emotional support increased the managers’ ability to deal with work 

situations and motivated them to move forward in practice. Insecure managers 
could seek emotional support to reduce stress (Lundqvist, Fogelberg Eriksson, & 
Ekberg, 2018), but also find renewed energy and inspiration. However, revealing 
uncertainty as a manager could be considered as a sign of incompetence 
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(Andrianova & Antonacopoulou, 2020; Davies & Easterby‐Smith, 1984; Ekholm, 

2012; Else Ouweneel et al., 2009). Therefore, the managers kept close 

relationships with a minimum of colleagues, and were selective about who they 

spoke to. This meant that discussions about sensitive and personal issues were 

rarely carried out openly at scheduled managerial meetings, but rather 

informally with a trusted colleague.  

Although managers emphasised relationships with other colleagues as 

central to their workplace learning, it was not entirely straightforward. Close 

relationships between managers may not have led to new ways of working, but 

rather provided support to hold on to old ones. It also transpired that 

relationships could force managers into a direction they did not feel was 

beneficial for their learning at work. For example, in sub-study 1, formal 

mentorship arrangements were found to be uncomfortable for some managers, 

as they had to learn to practice managerial behaviours that were inconsistent 

with their personal leadership values.  

Another important condition for learning was building relationships with 

subordinates (Anvik et al., 2020; Brinck & Tanggaard, 2016; Nilsson & Furåker, 

2012). In this regard, the managers often emphasised the expertise and work 

efforts of subordinates as key for achieving good quality in elderly care, 

developing individually adapted care services, or improving work methods 

(sub-studies 3 and 4). By involving subordinates in different kinds of tasks and 

in particular problem-solving discussions, the managers learned how to deal 

with challenges at work. Due to the dependence on relationships with 

subordinates in order to perform their managerial duties, the managers put a lot 

of effort into proving themselves competent and trustworthy. Having the 

subordinates’ trust strengthened the managers’ authority, legitimacy, and ability 

to influence joint practice in the care work community (Wenger, 1998). The 

concept of legitimacy is central to a situated learning perspective to gain access 

to participation in practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998) and to exert 

influence over subordinates.  

Sometimes subordinate relationships were complex, and the managers were 

reluctant to participate in all practices related to the care work community. As 

sub-study 3 showed, managers could actively assume a peripheral position 

(Wenger, 2010) when they were unwilling to become involved in some of the 

practices their subordinates engaged in, even though their learning depended on 

relationships with subordinates and their efforts to become members of the care 

work community. Such situations, for example, were when subordinates talked 

about the private lives of others and vented their feelings. The managers often 

referred to these common practices as something typically feminine, which was 

manifested through intrigue, gossip, and slander (see further discussions in the 

section ‘Managers’ learning was influenced by gender’). Other subordinate 

relationships were not perceived by the managers as conditions for learning, but 



instead only as work (sub-studies 3 and 4). Managers invested a lot of time and 
effort into ‘getting everyone on board’ to move forward in practice as they 
wished, which did not always go smoothly. Conflicts of interest arose when 
managers’ authority was challenged, which occurred when subordinates did not 
agree with organisational directives, but also if there were disagreements among 
subordinates. When conflicts were urgent and could not be ignored, managers 
were forced to learn to handle these situations; sometimes these had never 
happened before and required great efforts to change practice (Lave, 2019). As 
the findings show, the managers experienced these situations as battles (Nilsson 
& Furåker, 2012) and turbulent (Hulsbos et al., 2016). However, even if these
situations provided valuable experiences, they were not necessarily seen as 
important for learning (sub-study 4). To be a considered a learning situation, the 
managers believed that it should feel stimulating (Hulsbos et al., 2016), and not 
associated with the stressful and sometimes frustrating everyday work.

Different organisational conditions significantly influenced managers’ learning 

in their everyday work (Fox, 2000; Fuller et al., 2005; Hotho, Saka-Helmhout, & 
Becker-Ritterspach, 2014). However, in the gathered material, some conditions 
stood out more than others. The overall management of the organisation and
managerial objectives was one such condition. The managers’ position in the 

formal hierarchy affected their communication to superior managers, and the 
organisation of front-line operations. The communication gap was likely a result 
of the superior managers’ high expectations for self-management and for 
managers to satisfy their own learning needs, resulting in managers rarely 
talking to their superior managers (sub-study 1). Communication gaps between 
the managers and superior managers limited the managers’ access to valuable 
learning opportunities in the organisation. The very little contact with superior 
managers significantly limited managers’ access to meetings and information 
about organisation-wide decisions (sub-studies 3 and 4). Nevertheless, it was 
evident that managers wanted to be involved in decisions at the management 
level concerning their work, but did not take the initiative to improve contact 
with their superior managers (c.f. Akre & Ludvigson, 1997), or showed little 
interest to cross hierarchical organisational boundaries. Even though managers 
were not allowed to participate in discussions regarding organisation-wide 
directives and decisions, they could influence the learning conditions in their unit 
(Antonsson, 2013; Hagerman, 2019; Regnö, 2013). 

Those managers whose responsibilities were split between two units spent 
more time travelling between the units and less time in each one, which reduced 
their contact and interactions with their subordinates (sub-study 4). At the 
unit(s), the managers decided how the care work would be organised, taking into 
consideration various conditions such as the number of subordinates and the 



 

58 
 

type of elderly care they provided. Sometimes, the geographical distance (Hotho 

et al., 2014) between units of a care provider could make managers’ work lonely, 

and they lacked the support of their colleagues (sub-study 1). As a result, 

managers were unable to access information, participate in joint problem-

solving, or learn from and with other managers. The loneliness in managerial 

work also became a way of making oneself indispensable and harder to replace 

(Sandberg, 2021), which led to managers also having difficulty in delegating tasks 

to subordinates.  

Despite managers having similar managerial positions, the different 

conditions for organising work led to a variety of learning needs for the 

managers, resulting in different learning trajectories (Campbell, Verenikina, & 

Herrington, 2009; Fuller et al., 2005; Lave & Wenger, 1991). This also meant that 

managers’ experiences of the conditions led them to use the various 

organisational arrangements offered by the employer. This learning support 

included formalised, job-specific training, and the provision of support 

resources, including HR, IT, and finance, as well as nursing support on care-

related issues. The managers often received job-specific training and guidance 

from support functions when they needed to learn new IT systems, such as 

invoicing, payroll reporting, care services and staffing planning, but they also 

had a lot to learn, such as the employers’ procedures and rules, when they were 

new to the workplace.  

While job-specific training enabled the managers to develop new skills and 

handle work situations, participating in training and courses was also time-

consuming and sometimes difficult to put into practice. The managers needed to 

be convinced that a course could fill their knowledge gaps before they were 

motivated to participate in it. Despite being offered training and courses, the 

managers devoted only less than 2% of their working time to training (sub-study 

4). As shown in other studies, the main reason for not prioritising formal on-the-

job training was lack of time (Carlson, 1951; Day, 2011; Mintzberg, 2004) and 

many managers found it easier instead to pick up the phone and call another 

manager for peer support.  

In addition, the managers had access to support functions that provided 

expertise in different areas, but the support provided was not always seen as 

necessary for their learning in everyday work. Some managers were even 

hesitant to use these resources because of experts limited understanding of 

managerial work and their inability to offer tailored support to meet each 

manager’s specific requirements. According to the managers, the support 

functions often designed learning support in a similar way, as they assumed that 

managers were a single professional group with the same knowledge base and 

work duties (Regnö, 2021). However, managers who were able to identify how 

and when to use these resources increased their chances of learning, resulting in 

a broader managerial repertoire (Wenger, 1998).  



Managers’ learning was found to be influenced by gender in two ways. On one 

hand, the managers had to learn to deal with their own expectations of how they 
should act in the managerial role based on their gender. On the other hand, they 
had to learn to navigate between gender ideals and beliefs that permeate the 
female-dominated elderly care sector. Despite sharing the same, seemingly 
gender neutral, job description, sub-study 3 found that female and male 
managers faced expectations and gender ideals, and this resulted in unequal 
conditions for women and men in their managerial roles (see Acker, 2006; 2012).

Both female and male managers perceived themselves as members of two 
communities of practice (Wenger, 1998), but how they were treated and the 
expectations they faced in these communities varied depending on their gender 
(Paechter, 2003). This created different opportunities or unequal conditions for 
female and male managers within the two communities of practice (sub-study 3). 
What was regarded as a competent manager affected the female and male 
managers’ learning differently, for example in terms of what type of challenges 
they faced and what they were expected to prioritise. Learning to deal with these 
gendered expectations was shown in the managers’ answers as advantages or 

disadvantages of being a female or a male manager in the communities (Martin, 
2003; Tanggaard, 2006). In the care work community, male managers had more 
advantages than female managers as they received more credit and were 
perceived as competent leaders by their subordinates. Male managers were often 
more respected than female managers, and their leadership was rarely 
questioned by subordinates. This indicates that traditional leader ideals 
associated with masculine attributes were prominent in the care work 
community. The female managers, needed to learn to conform to these traditional 
and masculine leader ideals, for example by showing decisiveness towards 
subordinates, but not at the cost of being seen as ‘a bitch’ or too pushy as a 
woman (Acker, 2012). For that reason, female managers seemed to put a lot of 
energy into navigating between masculine leader ideals and expectations of 
femininity, such as being compassionate, but not too soft, to avoid being 
outmanoeuvred, and not being too harsh, to avoid resistance from subordinates. 
The female managers also faced expectations of femininity, for example having 
to be more gentle, which the male colleagues did not encounter. For female 
managers, learning to cope with both masculine and feminine ideals was a 
balancing act, as they were embedded in the expectations of the managerial role. 
Other studies have shown that such situations can lead to a higher workload and 
a more strained situation for female managers than for male managers (Bryans & 
Mavin, 2003).

While male managers had more advantages due to gender in the care work 
community, female managers had the reverse situation in the first-line manager 
community as they enjoyed more benefits (sub-study 3). This was primarily 
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because female managers belonged to the majority (Regnö, 2013), consisting of 

white middle-aged women with work experience in elderly care, which 

increased the women’s opportunities to develop relationships based on shared 

similarities. This means that female managers had a greater chance than male 

managers to find someone who shared the same values, background, and sense 

of humour. Consequently, female managers could more easily get access to 

learning opportunities and receive emotional support from other female 

manager colleagues. The enablement of learning took place in the informal 

relationships that emerged between female managers, mainly consisting of 

camaraderie between two female managers. Such camaraderie occurred, for 

example, when female managers ‘clicked’, or in cases when established female 

managers took younger or recently employed female managers under their wing. 

Female managers who had a central position in the first-line manager 

community had not only richer learning opportunities but also a self-tangible 

authority to establish alliances of importance, and therefore could also take 

control over practice (Wenger, 1998). A similar but inverse phenomenon has been 

observed in male-dominated industries, where male managers have more access 

to strategic informal networks conducive for their learning and career 

advancement (McMillan & Fenwick, 2008). The female managers’ alliances, 

however, differed from other studies regarding male managers’ informal 

networks because the personal connections between female managers in this 

study never went beyond work. 

An interesting finding from sub-study 3 was that female managers attributed 

the lack of male managers in the first-line manager community to men not being 

interested in ‘just’ being a first-line manager (Acker, 2006; Braun et al., 2017; 

Torre, 2018). Male managers were expected to aspire to higher management 

positions, which appeared to reduce the incentives for female managers to form 

professional ties with male managers and instead, they disregarded them within 

the first-line manager community. This finding is similar to how male care 

workers may be excluded from a care work community due to ‘girl talk’ (Lill, 

2010). In this respect, some male managers felt like outsiders or not taken 

seriously by the more established female managers who had more experience of 

elderly care. Consequently, male managers had limited access to learning and 

becoming established members of the first-line manager community. Notably, 

neither female nor male managers expressed a desire to pursue a managerial 

career to become a superior manager in elderly care. 

Adhering to, but also learning to navigate between, unspoken expectations 

embedded in female-dominated elderly care was necessary for the managers. 

Unspoken expectations were, for example, to show compassion, and to give that 

little extra. Other unspoken expectations were to conform to norms of emotional 

and physical accessibility and to prioritise the needs of subordinates. This led to 

managers increasing their work responsibilities beyond formal working hours 
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and requirements. Managers’ commitment beyond formal work requirements is 

not uncommon in elderly care (Fejes & Haake, 2013; van Wieringen et al., 2017), 

and working overtime is not unheard of. The managers did not charge for 

overtime as it could be perceived as a sign of weaknesses and incompetence. 

Some female managers also did not mind working overtime as they had grown-

up children. 

However, as other studies have shown, overtime work can be motivated in 

different ways, which can be related to aspects of femininity and masculinity in 

the workplace (Acker, 2006, 2012; Paechter, 2003, 2006). Examples drawn from 

male-dominated industrial work show that working overtime was part of a 

prevailing macho culture (Sandberg, 2021). This study instead shows that 

working overtime in elderly care was part of a ‘robust femininity ideal’ that 

forced managers to learn how to maintain a tough facade and work hard without 

complaining (compare Lill, 2010; Regnö, 2013), as well as to be altruistic and self-

sacrificing. However, not all managers were considered capable of living up to 

the ideals of robust femininity, especially younger men, who had to prove 

themselves in the eyes of established female managers in order to gain a 

legitimate position in the first-line manager community. 

The notions of femininities associated with elderly care work seemed to rub 

off on the first-line managers (Björk, Szücs, & Härenstam, 2014), especially on 

female managers. This means that both female and male managers needed to 

learn to deal with work situations marked by female dominance and typical 

femininity in elderly care. Nevertheless, the managers’ learning was strongly 

influenced by their own values and expectations, which were closely related to 

their position as first-line manager, and which were clearly distinguished from 

other occupational groups. For example, the kind of femininity exhibited by their 

female subordinates was considered problematic; a femininity that the managers 

did not want to be identified with in order to not lose their professional 

‘respectability’ (Skeggs, 1997). Thus, female managers identified themselves as 

women, but not the kind of women that their subordinates were. Furthermore, 

managers positioned themselves against superiors since they did not believe 

superior managers were particularly interested in the core operations or listening 

to their opinions. 

In sum, managers learned by dealing with ideals and expectations of mascu-

linity and femininity that were embedded in the managerial role and in female-

dominated elderly care. The gendered expectations on what they needed to know 

and how they should act as managers resulted in different conditions for learning 

among female and male managers in the two communities of practice in which 

they saw themselves as members. 



The main findings of the four sub-studies can now be brought together to ad-
vance our understanding of first-line managers’ learning in their everyday work. 

The model in Figure 2 provides a synthesis of the complex dynamics of first-line 
managers’ learning in their everyday managerial work within elderly care. 

Figure 2. Model of first-line managers’ learning in everyday work.

The core of the model – the black circle and the surrounding arrows – sym-
bolises the first-line managers’ ongoing learning in practice. Their learning hap‐

pened in embedded practices that revealed a continuum from maintaining and 
modifying to inventing practice, which indicated quite different learning charac-
teristics. This implies that the managers’ learning contributed to practices being 

preserved, adjusted, or developed into new ones. As part of their learning in 
practice, the managers used their previous professional experiences in elderly 
care and/or managerial work. These experiences served as essential prerequisites 
for gaining access to learning in the initial phase of entering a new workplace, 
but also in ensuring gradual establishment of legitimacy in communities of prac-
tice. 

The model illustrates that the managers identified themselves as members in 
two significant communities of practice: the care work community and first-line 
manager community. These are represented of the two lined circles in the model 
in figure 2. The closed line depicts the boundary around each community that 
includes accepted members and excludes those who are not recognised as part of 
the community. In each community, managers’ learning was centred around 
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fulfilling responsibilities in relation to the managerial role, establishing relation-

ships with other members, and handling gendered expectations and ideals. The 

managers’ navigation within and between the first-line manager and care work 

community became a significant part of the learning in everyday work. 

The two communities of practice are embedded in managerial work within 

the context of elderly care illustrated by the dashed large circle in figure 2. The 

overall elderly care context was characterized by an uneven gender distribution, 

with women in the majority. In this context, managers had access to a number of 

organisational arrangements provided by the employer, such as formalized on-

the-job training and support functions. These employer arrangements were of-

fered to all managers, and therefore functioned as conditions for managers’ learn‐

ing in everyday work.  
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This expectations on female managers from female employees 

that you would be quite caring and keep track of things. Like, 

know people’s kid’s names, and what they did, and where 

they lived, and keep track of birthdays. Remember Valentine’s 

Day, because then the staff want jelly hearts and so on. So, 

there was expectations of a caring leadership style that my 

male colleagues didn’t experience at all. (First-line manager, 

Private care provider B) 

 

  



The theoretical standpoint that departs from a workplace learning perspective 
has contributed to going beyond traditional research on managerial work by 
opening a new way of understanding first-line managers’ learning in everyday 

work, and in particular within the context of elderly care. Based on findings 
synthesised within the model presented in figure 2 of first-line managers’ 

learning in their everyday work, three main conclusions are drawn. These 
conclusions are followed by practical implications that practitioners such as 
superior managers and HR professionals can use to support managers’ learning 

in everyday work.
The first conclusion is that first-line managers’ learning in practice was 

characterised by self-responsibility. This meant that managers proactively sought 
learning support to address challenges and handle work situations. Despite 
access to resources provided by the employer, managers usually chose to rely on 
informal networks and close personal relationships. This self-directed learning 
gave the managers room to interpret how they could fulfil their obligations and 
modify them in accordance with their preferences, for example during
implementation of general directives. As a result of taking responsibility for their 
learning, managers could effectively deal with situations without having to 
confirm their chosen methods in advance. Nevertheless, managers might look for 
confirmation of their current repertoire of managerial tools and rely on familiar 
forms of learning support, which may limit the expansion of their managerial 
practices.

A practical implication that can be derived from this is that employers can 
improve the support for self-directed learning by assisting managers in 
identifying their learning needs and discovering alternative ways forward. This 
could include offering managers tailored and individualised support that aligns 
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with their specific learning needs, instead of designing learning support in a 

uniform manner, assuming that manages constitute a homogeneous professional 

group with identical needs. Another practical implication derived from this 

conclusion is that paying attention to managers’ deviation from established 

practices and general guidelines could be an asset to organisational development, 

since managers’ modifications could result in creative solutions. 

The second conclusion this that work relationships in the care work 

community and the first-line manager community, respectively, had a significant 

impact on managers’ learning. Learning with other members is characterised by 

joint discussions, knowledge exchange, and shared problem-solving. Even 

though managers primarily identified the work relationships of the first-line 

manager community as conducive to their learning, the relationships of the care 

work community were also significant for their learning and could lead to 

innovative solutions to complex issues. However, the managers had to invest 

considerable time and effort in facilitating collaboration and a shared repertoire 

in the heterogeneous care work community with a diverse mix of professions, 

varying interests, and formal positions of authority. As a result, learning was 

seen both as a stimulating and an enjoyable experience, but also as demanding 

and sometimes boring.  

A practical implication derived from this conclusion is that work 

relationships, especially between managers and subordinates, can be promoted 

to reap their benefits for workplace learning, for example by establishing 

discussion forums to exchange knowledge between professional groups and 

departments.  

 The third conclusion drawn is that in the context of the female dominated 

elderly care gender operated differently in the two communities of practices. 

Male privilege was still prominent in the managerial role in the care work 

community. As an example, male managers were afforded a greater level of 

acceptance and legitimacy by their subordinates. Female managers, on the other 

hand, had to navigate the expectations associated with femininity and the 

managerial role in this community. However, the majority of women in the first-

line manager community provided female managers with more opportunities to 

build alliances and establish influential positions among their managerial 

counterparts. Conversely, male managers who, by default of their sex, did not 

conform to the general norm of the first-line manager community could 

encounter greater challenges in gaining access to participation in this 

community. Established female managers could even be hesitant to include male 

managers in the first-line manager community, due to preconceived notions that 

men lack a genuine interest in elderly care and would rather advance to superior 

managerial positions.  

A practical implication derived from this is the importance of considering 

how gendered expectations are manifested in various aspects of managers’ 
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learning in practice. For example, female managers engage in a delicate balancing 

act to appear both compassionate and decisive, which adds an extra element to 

their workload. Moreover, limited opportunities for participation among male 

mangers can increase the likelihood that they leave the first-line manager posi-

tion, which contributes to the reproduction of a female norm and uneven gender 

distribution among first-line managers in elderly care. With this knowledge in 

mind, practitioners such as superior managers and HR professionals can get val-

uable insights into pressing issues, such as high sick-leave and turnover rates, 

and gain greater understanding of how to provide well-needed support for man-

agers’ learning in everyday work.   
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What worries me is the new managers when they arrive. Un-

fortunately, no matter what you have done before, if you 

don’t have experience, and get confronted with everything 

that needs to be done here, how do you protect them from not 

drowning in all this? So they don’t get discouraged or feel 

miserable? Because this job is really fun. I can’t imagine hav-

ing another job. But the line between being exciting and stim-

ulating to tipping over the edge is thin. (First-line manager, 

Municipality C) 

 

  



This thesis has identified several areas that may need to be considered for further 
research. To begin with, the work relationships of first-line managers as a support 
for learning in everyday work are an important issue. In order to gain a better 
understanding of how work relationships affect first-line managers’ learning, it 

is suggested that relationships such as those between first-line managers and 
superior managers, as well as between managers and HR, finance, and IT support 
functions, need to be examined further.

Further research is also needed to gain a better understanding of how man-
agers learn to navigate between diverse expectations of gender and the manage-
rial role. Also, what significance their previous experiences, values and priorities 
have for how they navigate in different work situations. This draws attention to 
exclusion and inclusion forces that shape managers’ learning, professional devel-
opment, and likelihood of remaining in their first-line managerial position. A 
more comprehensive understanding could be achieved by conducting further re-
search from an intersectional perspective, and exploring factors such as age and 
educational background and the impact of these on managers’ learning in every‐

day work. 
In this thesis, the situated learning theory and its concept of community of 

practice, legitimate peripheral participation, and membership have enriched the 
understanding of managers’ workplace learning and the relational character of 

managerial work. Notably, within the situated learning framework, the concept 
of identity plays a central role in shaping the learning process and its conditions. 
This thesis has not employed the concept identity as a theoretical tool, but it could 
provide valuable knowledge to examine managers’ learning paths and career 

journeys. 
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1. Background
• Education?
• How long have you been a manager? Time of employment, other care 

providers). 
• Age?
• Work experience?
• Why did you become a manager? Particular reason, own wishes/goals). 
• Why did you choose to work at [the organisation]?

2. The unit and care services 
Can you describe what you do at this unit? 

• What is the overall assignment? What care services do you provide here? 
Who and how many use these services?

• How many subordinates do you have? 
• Gender distribution? 

3. Work conditions and managerial work 
Can you describe what you do during a normal workday? 

• What are the most common tasks? 
• Which task do you find most stimulating?  
• What are the biggest challenges in your work? 
• How many hours do you work per week? Do you work from home? 
• How do you distribute your work time? What do you spend the 

most/least time on? Subordinates, production, administration?
Are there situations you find stressful in your work? Or that you feel inadequate? 
Can you give an example?
Do you think it is possible to combine your work with your private life?
If you look back to when you started working here, how was it? 

• How was the first week? 
• Did anyone take care of you, for example a mentor? Did you get any 

introduction?
• Has the work turned out differently or as you had expected? How so?
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4. Relationships and communication 

What contacts do you have with other people in your everyday work? When do 

you meet or communicate? 

• Which contacts/collaborations are most important in your work? In what 

way?  

• Do you have a colleague that you have special/close contact with? In 

what way is that person important to you in your work? 

• Does anyone help you with more practical tasks? 

In what situations do you meet other managers in the same positions as you? 

• What does your contact with other managers look like? Give examples. 

• Are there opportunities for discussion and exchange of experiences? 

• Competition? From whom? 

• Do you spend private time with colleagues?  

Are there other contacts/collaborations that affect your work? 

What does your contact with your superior manager look like? Describe your 

latest interaction. 

Do you get encouragement and appreciation for your work? In what way?  

In what way do you get support from others you meet at work?  

Do you need any more contacts/extended cooperation with someone? 

 

5. Learning in everyday work 

How have you learned this job? How did you learn all this? 

• How does the everyday work affect your learning?  

• Courses and formal education?  

• Is there a formal leadership development program that you have 

participated in? If so, describe the program (responsible trainer, scope, 

purpose & goals, content etc?) 

Can you describe a situation that you experienced as enlightening? 

What do you need to know to do your job as a manager/leader in a good way?  

• Do you feel that you lack certain knowledge or skills to do a really good 

job? Do you need to learn more? What? 

• Are there times when you were ‘forced’ to learn new things at work? 

Give examples. 

Looking back, have the requirements for managers’ skills changed over time 

within [the organisation]? 

Looking forward, what competences do you think will be necessary to be a 

manager in the organisation? 
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How do you get feedback in your everyday work/on your work efforts?  

• Who gives you feedback? Superior? Colleagues? Subordinates? Care 

users? Relatives?) 

• What do you get feedback on? 

• Do you feel that the feedback is enough? Do you want more? In what 

way?  

 

6. Conditions for learning 

What facilitates or hinders your learning in everyday work?  

How do you get information concerning your work? E-mails, meetings, phone-

calls? 

What do you have influence over in your work? Information, innovation, power? 

• Who do you speak to if you have an idea? 

• Are there times when decisions have been enforced that you think have 

been wrong – that you have not been able to do anything about? How 

would you have done this? 

What is it like to be a manager in a female-dominated organisation? Does it place 

any special demands on you as a manager? Different in a mixed workplace?  

How do you think there is any difference in how female and male managers are 

treated at work? 

 

7. Work identity and role models  

How would you describe yourself as a manager?   

• Are you a typical manager, do you think? 

Can you describe a situation when you felt like a good manager? … and less good 

as a manager?  

What expectations are there on you as a manager? Spoken and unspoken 

• Where do the expectations come from? Superior managers? Other 

managers? Subordinates? Others? 

• Are there conflicting expectations? How do you handle those?  

• How do you handle the expectations?  

• What expectations do you have on yourself?  

What kind of managers do the organisation want?    

• Is there a common view on what good leadership is in [the 

organisation]? 

• Can you give an example of someone who is regarded as a ‛successful’ 

manager here?  

• Should you be a certain way to fit in? 
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• Who becomes a manager? Is there a gap between those who become 

managers and those who should?  

Do you have any work-related role models?  

Can you see any reasons why there are so few male managers in [the 

organisation]? 

 

8. Career and professional development 

How do you see your opportunities to develop in the future in this organisation?  

In your profession? 

• What are your opportunities for career and professional development?  

• What are your opportunities to change managerial positions – 

managerial mobility in the organization? 

What does the word ‛career’ mean to you?  

• What is considered as career development in this organisation?  

• Are there several opportunities and career paths in your position, or are 

the options limited?  

 

The future 

Have you ever considered leaving your managerial position at [the 

organisation]? For what reason? Why do you stay?  

What are your plans in the future? What might you do in 2, 5, 10 years?   
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