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Answers to the end of chapter review questions 
 
1. Define and explain the concepts of informal, incidental and unintended learning. 
 

Informal learning is happening all the time in the workplace and falls outside an 
organisation’s formal learning system. It now accounts for the majority of learning in 
organisations (Ellinger, 2005). Informal learning can also be planned and in this 
situation is described as purposeful (Jarvis, 2006) or deliberate (Doornbos et al, 2004). 
Informal learning can also be accidental or incidental (Matthews & Candy, 1999). This is 
when an individual has not anticipated learning something as a result of engaging in a 
work activity. Unintended learning is similar to incidental learning but is triggered by an 
HRD intervention rather than by work. 

 
 
2. What is the relationship between knowledge, knowledge management and learning? 
 

Learning is implicit in all KM processes, such as knowledge–acquisition, –creation, and 
–sharing. As Gourlay (2001) observes, any activities which have been designed to 
influence or manage learning have at some point also been concerned with influencing 
and managing knowledge. Learning involves both tacit and explicit knowledge. This 
inter-relationship can be at the individual level, the group level or the organisational 
level. 

 
 
3. What are the principal obstacles to informal learning developing in the workplace? 
 

Principal obstacles include: lack of strategic vision and direction; lack of management 
support for learning; negative perceptions of learning; internal culture slow to change; 
work resources that distract employees and impede informal learning; people who 
disrupt webs of relationships from forming; structural inhibitors; and, lack of time. 

 
 
4. Explain the respective roles of the HRD practitioner and line manager in developing 

informal learning. 
 

In order to develop an organisational culture that supports the development of informal 
learning (i.e. social as well as human capital) HRD practitioners need to design and 
implement interventions that have an indirect impact on how people learn and develop 
informally. (i.e. ‘devolved informal learning’ and ‘empowered informal learning’). 
Examples include the development of awareness and skills in: reflective practice, 
facilitation and coaching of work-place learning, and learning how to learn (differently). 
In these situations the role of the HRD practitioner should be non-directive and reliant 
on the facilitation skills of the line manager. Consequently, line managers are going to 
have a greater direct impact or influence on informal learning than HRD practitioners. 
The irony is that one of the biggest challenges facing HRD practitioners in the past has 
been getting managers to understand and engage with learning (Slotte et al, 2004). 
Typical examples of informal learning that line managers can support directly or 
indirectly include mentoring, coaching, experimentation (which includes learning from 
mistakes), and networking. This means that increasingly managers need to be able to 
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facilitate multiple developmental relationships (Rock & Garavan, 2006). This is a level of 
complexity not envisaged in the past when the role of the line manager was subordinate 
to that of the training expert. Now and in the future line managers, as well as 
appropriately skilled colleagues, will be much more intimately involved than HRD 
practitioners in the facilitation of these types of informal learning. 

 
 
5. How can informal learning be triggered in the workplace? 
 

Just about anything can act as a trigger. However, the individual is not necessarily 
aware that learning has occurred. This is why developing reflective practice skills is so 
important as part of an education initiative that raises employee awareness of learning 
(e.g. how individuals learn; how they can learn differently; the role of social context etc). 
Most people are not necessarily very good at reflecting critically on what has happened 
to them and usually need surprises to trigger reflection. Critical reflection can also be 
triggered at the implementation and evaluation phases of the formal HRD cycle and, to 
a lesser extent at the identification of needs stage (depending on the level of 
involvement of the learner). Formal HRM interventions such as job enlargement and job 
enrichment can also act as a trigger.  
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