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ABSTRACT 

Employee learning provides significant competitive advantage for 

organizations. Understanding how employees learn in different work contexts 

can support continuing, effective, and frequent learning. Although most 

workplace learning is done informally, the characteristics of that learning are 

minimally reported and the criteria used to define learning as informal are 

inconsistent. 

Research into continuing professional development in knowledge-intense 

environments or distributed workforces is sparse. The pharmaceutical sales 

industry is an understudied knowledge-intense environment with a 

geographically distributed workforce.  

This qualitative case study sought a better understanding of how 

pharmaceutical sales representatives learn for work by documenting and 

describing those ways of learning reported as most effective and most frequent. 

Twenty sales agents from 11 organizations participated in a Delphi collaboration 

to create a comprehensive list of 64 ways they learn for work. In-depth 

individual interviews with five agents provided deep detail about learning in this 

industry, including the ways of learning that the participating agents perceive to 

be most effective and most frequent. The Colley, Hodkinson and Malcom (2003) 

framework was interpreted, applied, and extended in order to identify attributes 

of formality and informality and other characteristics inherent in the ways of 

learning reported as most effective and most frequent.  
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This study showed that agents learn in a wide variety of ways and that 

most of those ways are self-initiated, self-directed, minimally structured, and 

often involve intentional incidental learning: agents are constantly alert to 

capture learning while engaged in work activities. Learning during customer 

interactions on the job was reported as particularly effective and frequent. Other 

reported effective ways of learning varied with the agent but usually involved 

self-directed learning with mixed formal and informal attributes. It was 

determined that learning plays a special role in this industry: much of what is 

learned for work is not being applied directly to the job of sales promotion.  

Instead, agents use learning to develop themselves as resources for physicians in 

order to gain the customer-access required to promote their products.  In this 

way, learning on the job is the job. 



 

 

iv 

 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

I would like to thank my supervisor, Dr. Lynda Colgan for her perpetual 

enthusiasm.  She continually bolstered my confidence and always assured me 

that I was up to the tasks before me.  I also owe a debt of gratitude to my 

committee member, Dr. Nancy Hutchinson who amazed me with her 

thoroughness and rigor. Together, these professors made me feel a valuable part 

of the academic community and continued to ‗pleasantly disturb me‘ in ways that 

improved my work and my skills.  

 In addition, I would like to acknowledge those who volunteered their 

participation in my study. Without these individuals I would have no study.  For 

their time, insights, and support I am eternally grateful.  

I am eternally grateful to a very special person, Dr. Thomas Radcliffe 

who was always there to lend an ear or an idea and whose belief in me not only 

spurred my decision to continue my education into and beyond this Master‘s 

degree, but also encouraged me to believe in myself.  Without his support, not 

only would this be a lesser thesis, but I would be a lesser person.  

I am thoroughly indebted to my children, Michael and Christopher 

McLean. These boys have been living with only half a mother these many 

months while I locked myself away in my room with my computer. They have 

had to accept far too many household responsibilities and spend far too little time 

with their mother than boys their age should. Their understanding and support 

has been invaluable to me.  I hope that they know how much I appreciate them!  



 

 

v 

Table of Contents 

ABSTRACT……………………………………………………………………………ii 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS……………………………………………………………iv 

LIST OF TABLES……………………………………………………………………..xi 

TERMS AND ABBREVIATIONS…………………………..………………………xiii 

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION……………………………………………………..1 

Purpose of the Study…………………………………………………………………1 

Research Questions…………………………………………………………………..2 

Organization of the Thesis………………………………………………………...…3 

A Personal Perspective on Learning in the Workplace………………………………4 

Defining Workplace Learning………………………………………………………..6 

The Importance of Workplace Learning Research…………………………………...7 

Background on the Pharmaceutical Industry…………………………………………8 

Significance…………………………………………………………………………..9 

CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW……………………………………….……11 

Introduction…………………………………………………………………………11 

Previous Research…………………………………………………………………..11 

Research on Nonformal and Informal Workplace Learning…………………………..12 

Self-Directed Learning………………………………………………………….………….16 

Distributed Workforces……………………………………………………………………18 

The Pharmaceutical Sales Industry……………………………………….……………..18 

Summary of Past Research………………………………………………….…………….19 

Theoretical Framework……………………………………………….……………20 



 

 

vi 

Self-Directed Learning…………………………………………………………………20 

Continuing Professional Learning…………………………………………………...21 

Informal Workplace Learning………………………………………………………...22 

 Defining Informal Workplace Learning………………………………………..23 

 Colley, Hodkinson and Malcom’s Dimensions of Learning…………………26 

 Colley, Hodkinson and Malcom’s Aspects of Formality……………….…….28 

 An Interpretation of Colley et al.’s Attributes…………………………..……..31 

  Process Attributes………………………………………………..……….32 

  Purpose Attributes……………………………………………………..…35 

  Setting Attributes…………………………………………………..…….36 

  Content Attributes………………………………………………..………39 

Literature Review Summary…………………………………………………..43 

CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY………………………………………………45 

Introduction…………………………………………………………………….45 

Methodological Framework……………………………………………………45 

Research Design and Decisions……………………………………………………..45 

Data Collection Strategies……………………………………………………………48 

Sampling Decisions……………………………………………………………………53 

Analysis…………………………………………………………………………………55 

Research Method………………………………………………………………57 

Documenting the Context…………………………………………………………….58 

Delphi Collaboration…………………………………………………………………60 

Individual Interviews……………………………………………………………..…….62 



 

 

vii 

CHAPTER 4: CONTEXT………………………………………………….….…..69 

The Importance of Context…………………………………………………..….69 

Work Context Versus Learning Context………………………………………..69 

Documenting the Context……………………………………………………….70 

Work Context in the Pharmaceutical Sales Industry……………………………73 

A Typical Day……………………………………………………………………………73 

Socio-political Climate…………………………………………………………..……..76 

Advantages of the Job……………………………………………………………..……79 

Organizational Structure………………………………………………………….……80 

What is Being Learned for Work? ……………………………………………….……81 

Chapter Summary………………………………………………………………..82 

CHAPTER 5: RESULTS OF THE DELPHI COLLABORATION AND 

INDIVIDUAL CASES………………………………………………………..….…..83 

Results from the Delphi Collaboration……………………………………...…….83 

The Process………………………………………………………………………..………83 

Participant Characteristics………………………………………………………………84 

Participant Responses…………………………………………………………………….84 

Addressing the First Research Question: Ways of Learning………………………..86 

Results from the Individual Interviews……………………………………………94 

John’s Case…………………………………………………………………………………94 

Lewis’ Case…………………………………………………………………………..…….99 

Alice’s Case……………………………………………………………………….………104 

Steve’s Case………………………………………………………………………………..109 



 

 

viii 

Chapter Summary……………………………………………………………..….113 

CHAPTER 6: FINDINGS……………………………………………….………….114 

Introduction……………………………………………………………………….114 

Addressing the Second and Third Research Questions: Frequent and Effective Ways 

of Learning………………………………………………………………………..114 

Most Effective for Continuing Knowledge Acquisition……………………………….116 

Most Effective for Continuing Skills Development……………………………………117 

Most Frequent for Continuing Knowledge Acquisition………………………………118 

Most Frequent for Continuing Skills Development…………………………………...118 

Most Frequent or Effective for Knowledge Acquisition for a New Agent…………119 

Most Frequent or Effective for Skills Acquisition for a New Agent………………...120 

Addressing the Forth Research Question: The Characteristics of Perceived Effective 

or Frequent Ways of Learning…………………………………………...….120 

General Themes……………………………………………………………………………121 

Application of Colley, Hodkinson and Malcom’s (2003) Attributes………………..124 

Summary of the Application of the Colley et al. Framework………………………..136 

Broad Characteristics of the Reported Effective and Frequent Ways of Learning..137 

Focusing a Deeper Analysis………………………………………………………...……138 

 The Characteristics of Customer-Facilitated Learning………………………..139 

 The Characteristics of Peer-Facilitated Learning………………………...……140 

CHAPTER 7: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS……………………………...143 

Introduction…………………………………………………………………...…...143 

Summary of the Findings in Relation to the Work Context………………………143 



 

 

ix 

Work Context Review……………………………………………………………………..143 

Learning in the Pharmaceutical Sales Industry Findings Review………………….144 

Relating the Work Context and the Findings………………………………………….146 

Situating the Findings in the Literature……………………………………………148 

How Professionals Learn for Work……………………………………….……………148 

Self-Directed Learning…………………………………………………………………..151 

Distributed Workforces………………………………………………………………….152 

The Pharmaceutical Industry………………………………………………..………….152 

Informal Workplace Learning…………………………………………………………..152 

Suggestions for Further Research…………………………………………..……157 

Implications for the Pharmaceutical Industry………………………………..…..159 

REFERENCES……………………………………………………………….……..160 

APPENDIX A: INDIVIDUAL INTERVIEW PROTOCOL………………….….170 

APPENDIX B: FORMALITY IN THE REPORTED COLLECTIVE EFFECTIVE 

AND FREQUENT WAYS OF LEARNING……………………………………...173 

APPENDIX C: FORMALITY IN THE REPORTED INDIVIDUAL EFFECTIVE 

AND FREQUENT WAYS OF LEARNING………………………………………176 

APPENDIX D: CHARACTERISTICS OF WAYS OF LEARNING 

KNOWLEDGE PERCEIVED AS MOST EFFECTIVE…………………..……..186 

APPENDIX E: CHARACTERISTICS OF WAYS OF LEARNING SKILLS 

REPORTED AS MOST EFFECTIVE………………………………………….…192 

APPENDIX F: CHARACTERISTICS OF WAYS OF LEARNING KNOWLEDGE 

REPORTED AS MOST FREQUENT………………………………………….…197 



 

 

x 

APPENDIX G: CHARACTERISTICS OF WAYS OF LEARNING SKILLS 

REPORTED AS MOST FREQUENT……………………………………………...203 

APPENDIX H: RECRUITMENT NOTICE……………………………………….208 

APPENDIX I: ETHICS CERTIFICATE…………………………………………..210 

APPENDIX J: LETTER OF INFORMATION FOR INTERVIEW…………….211 

APPENDIX K: LETTER OF CONSENT FOR INTERVIEW…………………..213 

APPENDIX L: INSTRUCTIONS FOR DELPHI COLLABORATION………..214 

 

 



 

 

xi 

LIST OF TABLES 

Table 1: Assigning Colley, Hodkinson and Malcom‘s Attributes of Formality to Clusters.......32 

Table 2: Corporate Organized Ways of Learning……………………………………………...90 

Table 3: Web-based Ways of Learning………………………………………………….….… 90 

Table 4: Self-initiated and Independent Ways of Learning……………………………….....…91 

Table 5: Peer-Based Ways of Learning………………………………………………………...92 

Table 6: Externally Organized Ways of Learning………………………………………….…..92 

Table 7: Ways of Learning on the Job…………………………………………………….……93 

Table 8: The Perceived Effective and Frequent Ways in which Agents Learn for Work...…..115 

Table 9:  Ten Reported Effective and Frequent Ways of Learning…………………………..126 

Table 10: Process Formality in the Reported Effective and Frequent Ways of Learning ……173 

Table 11: Purpose Formality in the Reported Effective and Frequent Ways of Learning....…174 

Table 12: Setting Formality in the Reported Effective and Frequent Ways of Learning..........174 

Table 13: Content Formality in the Reported Effective and Frequent Ways of Learning........175 

Table 14: Levels and Types of Formality in Multimedia Presentations……………………....176 

Table 15: Levels and Types of Formality in Customer Conversations………………………..177 

Table 16: Levels and Types of Formality in Medical Rounds…………………………...……178 

Table 17: Levels and Types of Formality in Remote Peer Networks……………….…...……179 

Table 18: Levels and Types of Formality in Peer sharing at Meetings……………………….180 

Table 19: Levels and Types of Formality in Periodicals………………………………...……181 

Table 20: Levels and Types of Formality in Trial and Error………………………………….182 

Table 21: Levels and Types of Formality in Colleague Work-withs…………………………183 

Table 22: Levels and Types of Formality in Training Manuals………………………………184 

Table 23: Levels and Types of Formality in Manager or Trainer Work-withs……………….185 

Table 24: Process Characteristics of Ways of Learning Knowledge Reported as Effective....186 



 

 

xii 

Table 25: Setting Characteristics of Ways of Learning Knowledge Reported as Effective….189 

Table 26: Purpose Characteristics of Ways of Learning Knowledge Reported as Effective…190 

Table 27: Content Characteristics of Ways of Learning Knowledge Reported as Effective…191 

Table 28: Process Characteristics of Ways of Learning Skills Reported as Effective………..192 

Table 29: Setting Characteristics of Ways of Learning Skills Reported as Effective………...194 

Table 30: Purpose Characteristics of Ways of Learning Skills Reported as Effective……….195 

Table 31: Content Characteristics of Ways of Learning Skills Reported as Effective…… ….196 

Table 32: Process Characteristics of Ways of Learning Knowledge Reported as Frequent….197 

Table 33: Setting Characteristics of Ways of Learning Knowledge Reported as Frequent…..200 

Table 34: Purpose Characteristics of Ways of Learning Knowledge Reported as Frequent….201 

Table 35: Content Characteristics of Ways of Learning Knowledge Reported as Frequent….202 

Table 36: Process Characteristics of Ways of Learning Skills Reported as Frequent………...203 

Table 37: Setting Characteristics of Ways of Learning Skills Reported as Frequent…………205 

Table 38: Purpose Characteristics of Ways of Learning Skills Reported as Frequent………..206 

Table 39: Content Characteristics of Ways of Learning Skills Reported as Frequent………..207 

Table 40: Characteristics of Peer-facilitated and Customer-facilitated Learning……………141 

Table 41: Characteristics of Learning………………………………………………………..156 



 

 

xiii 

 

TERMS AND ABBREVIATIONS 

AMA   American Medical Association. 

Call A visit with a health care professional for the purpose of 

promoting a product.  

Call notes Post-call documentation of the objectives, activities and results of 

a call.  

CCPE Council for Continuing Pharmaceutical Education.  An external 

agency providing accreditation and on-going formal distance 

education in a variety of therapeutic areas such as cardiology, 

endocrinology, and respirology as well as non-therapeutic areas 

such as evidence-based medicine and health care in Canada.  

Agents must pass the accreditation exam which is a survey course 

of 12 therapeutic areas within, their first two years in the industry. 

Courses are generally taken on the agents‘ personal time but are 

paid for by their companies. Each course represents 

approximately 40 hours of study time.  

CDA    Canadian Diabetes Association. 

Class Drug class. A group of related drugs that have generally the same 

therapeutic effect and act by similar mechanisms to treat disease.  

An example would be Angiotensin Receptor Blockers. Different 

drugs in the same class would be manufactured by different 

companies and would be direct competitors.  

CMAJ   Canadian Medial Association Journal.  

CME Acronym for Continuing Medical Education. This usually refers 

to evening or weekend speaker programs sponsored by 

pharmaceutical companies in which medical specialists present 

information to other health care practitioners.  

GP   General Practitioner.  A family doctor. 

JAMA   Journal of the American Medical Association. 

LSDA The United Kingdom‘s Learning and Skills Development Agency. 



 

 

xiv 

LSRN The United Kingdom‘s Learning Skills Research Network.  

MBA   Masters of Business Administration.  

Medscape  An on-line medical journal.  

Product training manuals  

Binders of medical information received by a representative when 

they are first assigned to promote a product.  The manuals include 

important drug and disease information as well as important 

clinical studies that are used to differentiate a drug from its 

competitors.  

Rep   Representative.  

RN   Registered Nurse. 

Role-play An exercise in which a pair of sales agents take turns acting as 

health care professional and sales agent in order to practice sales 

calls.  

Rounds  Regularly scheduled presentations, usually at a hospital, in which 

senior and specialist doctors present medical information and case 

studies to other doctors.  

Rx&D The national association of Canadian research-based 

pharmaceutical companies.  Although association is voluntary, 

most large research based companies belong to the Rx&D and 

abide by their rules of conduct.  

Statins   A class of drug intended to reduce blood cholesterol levels.  

Theheart.org  An online medical journal focusing on cardiology studies and 

treatment guidelines.  

Therapeutic Area  An area of medical study involving a collection of related disease 

states.  Many therapeutic areas are concentrated on a specific 

organ system such as the heart in cardiology or the lungs in 

respirology.  Other therapeutic areas are based on the 

manifestations of symptoms such as metabolic disorders or 

behavioural disorders.  



 

 

xv 

Work-with A day in which a colleague, trainer or manager accompanies a 

representative as they make their sales calls. This may or may not 

be a part of an on-going mentoring relationship.  



 

1 

CHAPTER 1: 

INTRODUCTION 

Purpose of the Study 

This is a descriptive qualitative case study of workplace learning in the 

pharmaceutical sales industry. It documents the work contexts in which learning occurs 

and the ways in which pharmaceutical sales agents engage in continuing professional 

learning. The case was developed from the perspectives of the workers, a group that has 

had little opportunity to voice their opinion to the academic community on their 

workplace learning. By reporting on the work contexts in which learning occurs, the 

ways in which agents continue their professional learning, the ways of learning reported 

by agents to be most effective and most frequently employed, and by examining the 

characteristics of the reported effective and frequent ways of learning, this research 

study describes cases of workplace learning in the pharmaceutical sales industry in depth 

and detail for both academic and practical business purposes.  

Academically, this study fills a void in the current research by providing cases of 

workplace learning in an industry understudied by workplace learning academics, and of 

academic interest due to its distinct characteristics. It also applies and extends the 

research and theory of Colley, Hodkinson and Malcom (2003) and in doing so, may 

offer new possibilities for studying workplace learning.  

Practical business implications of this study stem from understanding the 

relationship perceived by the participants between learning in this industry and business 

outcomes, and also from understanding the characteristics of perceived effective and 
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frequent workplace learning so that it might be better supported by companies in the 

pharmaceutical sales industry.  

Research Questions 

This research investigated continuing professional learning in the pharmaceutical 

sales industry and the work contexts that surround and affect this learning, by exploring 

individual cases and examining the ways of learning that individual agents report as 

most effective and most frequent. I took this focus because I believe that supporting the 

ways of learning that individuals perceive to be effective and frequent for them may 

have a positive effect on both educational and business outcomes. By describing the 

characteristics of those ways of learning and the work contexts, I hoped to provide the 

data required to theorize about ways of supporting effective and frequent workplace 

learning in this and in other workplace environments.  

The specific research questions are:  

1. What ways of learning do pharmaceutical sales agents report that they 

use for professional development?   

2. In which ways of learning for work do individual pharmaceutical sales 

agents perceive that they are most frequently engaged? 

3. Which ways of learning for work do individual pharmaceutical sales 

agents perceive to be the most effective for them?   

4. What are the characteristics of the ways of learning that sales agents 

report as most effective and most frequently employed?  
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Organization of the Thesis 

This report is organized into seven chapters. Within the remainder of the first 

chapter, I present my personal perspective on learning in the pharmaceutical sales 

industry so that the reader can appreciate the paradox that interested me in documenting 

and understanding more about this case of workplace learning. The first chapter also 

explains what is meant by workplace learning in this study and the importance of 

studying workplace learning, and, provides the reader with a brief introduction to the 

pharmaceutical sales industry to provide an introductory context to facilitate 

understanding of the chapters that follow.   

The second chapter reviews the related literature on workplace learning so that 

the present study can be appropriately situated. This chapter contains a summary of 

areas of previous workplace learning research related to the present case. It also presents 

the theoretical framework that informs the development of this research and the 

collection and analysis of its data. The intent of the second chapter is to illustrate how 

my research was informed by and was designed to apply the current literature.   

The third chapter describes the methodological framework that informs the 

development of this study, and explains in detail the methods which were employed. 

The data collection strategies are explained in detail and justified.   

The work context is important to the understanding of these cases of workplace 

learning, because context informs the workplace learning decisions and actions of the 

participants.  Furthermore, it is the work context that makes the pharmaceutical sales 

industry a case of academic interest. It is for these reasons that the work context is 

presented alone in Chapter 4. The method used to develop the work context narrative is 
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described in Chapter 3.  The context precedes the presentation of the data because a 

thorough understanding of the work context will aid the reader in understanding and 

drawing conclusions from the data.  

The fifth chapter organizes and presents the data. The intent in this chapter is not 

to explain or interpret the data beyond organization, but to provide readers with key data 

required for the analysis, interpretation, and discussion that follows.  

Since extensive analysis was required in order to identify the wide variety of 

characteristics of the reported effective and frequent ways of learning, and because the 

presentation of the ongoing results of this analysis is detailed and considerable, a sixth 

chapter presents the various analyses and all of their detailed findings.  

The seventh chapter interprets and summarizes the data, and draws links between 

this study and the current literature. In doing so, the significance and limitations of the 

study are illustrated and suggestions for further research are made.    

A Personal Perspective on Learning in the Workplace 

Concerns have been raised about the value of corporate training programs. The 

Conference Board of Canada questioned whether industry is seeing value for its 

expenditures in workplace training and reported that most organizations perceive their 

training efforts to be ―ineffective‖ or only ―moderately effective‖ (Hughes & Grant, 

2007). Leimbach and Baldwin (1997) quoted a training manager: ―Probably at least half 

of every training dollar we spend is wasted—we just don‘t know which half‖ (p. 21). 

When I entered the pharmaceutical sales industry six years ago after a 13 year career as 

a secondary school and adult education science teacher, I brought with me a respect for 

continuous learning and high expectations for the training that I would receive to launch 
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my new career. Unfortunately, my experiences support the findings of Hughes and 

Grant. I perceived the initial training that I received from two different pharmaceutical 

companies to be inefficient and ineffective. As my career continued, I had isolated 

incidents of what I considered to be effective training experiences, but generally, I felt 

that the company was not providing me with the skills and knowledge that I needed to 

be successful. Conversations with colleagues about shared experiences and perceptions 

suggested to me that others felt as I did about the learning opportunities provided by our 

management teams.  

The pharmaceutical sales industry has specific problems that challenge training 

efforts. It is a rapidly changing industry where medical knowledge requires perpetual 

continuing education. It employs a geographically dispersed field sales-force but has 

centralized training departments. Forty-five percent of training personnel leave their 

position in less than two years; 80% leave within four; and 73% of Canadian 

pharmaceutical companies report that it is difficult to attract high quality talent in 

permanent training positions (Council for Continuing Pharmaceutical Education, 2006). 

Furthermore, many training programs are not evaluated, and many others are evaluated 

only at the level of participant-reported enjoyment (Council for Continuing 

Pharmaceutical Education).   

Despite these problems it seemed to me that I and other sales agents continued to 

learn and developed rich arrays of useful workplace knowledge and skills. It is this 

apparent paradox that piqued my interest in the ways, beyond head-office training, that 

pharmaceutical agents learn the skills and knowledge that are required to be successful 

at work.  
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Defining Workplace Learning 

Fenwick (2006) explains that the terms workplace and learning are inconsistent 

and ill-defined in the literature.  The notion of workplace is so broadly represented, from 

unpaid home and community activity to self-employed portfolio workers; from blue-

collar labour to captains of industry, that it blurs contextual distinctions and ideological 

differences that affect learning. She also explains that the term learning is used to 

describe products and processes in areas of information transmission, innovation, 

personal affective transformation and collective consciousness-raising. She asks authors 

to make clear our meanings so that we might be able to compare findings among studies, 

while concomitantly improving rigour in theory-building across fields.   

The workplace learning to which I refer in this study involves the processes 

through which an individual employee continues to gain skills and knowledge needed to 

be successful at work in the context of paid employment. I include learning that occurs 

within the constraints of work-time and work-place, but also that which occurs outside 

of those parameters. I include learning specifically associated with work-related 

objectives, regardless of the intentionality, resources, formality, or awareness of the 

process. I am not referring to literacy or basic skills, nor do I intend to include learning 

for social, affective, or non-work-related objectives. I am interested in how workers 

learn in order to be better at their jobs.  I sparingly use the terms methods or techniques 

to describe the ways in which employees learn for work because I believe they carry a 

connotation of intentionality that is not always a part of the learning process.  In this 

way, this thesis investigates workplace learning in the pharmaceutical sales industry. 
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The Importance of Workplace Learning Research 

Industry invests heavily in workplace learning. In 2006, Canadian enterprises 

spent almost 2% of payroll on workplace learning, involving 69% of full-time 

employees (Hughes & Grant, 2007). In a report for the American Society for Training 

Development, Paradise (2008) estimated that American organizations spent over $134 

billion on employee learning in 2007 and added that more adults participate in, and more 

time is spent in workplace training than any other form of adult learning. A report by the 

Canadian Council on Learning claimed that ―investment in human capital, that is, in 

education and skills training, is three times as important to economic growth as 

investment in physical capital, such as machinery and equipment‖ (Bailey, 2007, p. 58).  

In spite of Bailey‘s (2007) claim, Canadian industry‘s financial commitment to 

training is dropping. Canadian business spending per capita on training and development 

has been stagnant for a decade (Hughes & Grant, 2007). Accounting for inflation, these 

expenditures have actually dropped by 17% and we have fallen behind our main 

competitor market, the United States (Hughes & Grant). Bailey reported that Canadian 

worker productivity is ranked 20th out of 29 Organization for Economic Cooperation 

and Development (OECD) countries. He suggested that our poor productivity results 

from Canada‘s chronic underinvestment by industry in human capacity. European and 

American workers receive about 40% more training than do Canadian workers (Bailey).  

If industry is investing heavily and yet not perceiving value for its training 

expenditures, I propose that it is important to understand the frequent and effective ways 

that workers do learn in the workplace, beyond training, so that effective and frequent 

learning can be better supported.   
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Background on the Pharmaceutical Industry 

Learning in the workplace is a varied concept. The characteristics of workplace 

learning and the factors that promote effective and frequent learning vary with time, 

place, industry, company, and worker.  By studying how workers learn in different 

environments, we can better understand workplace learning in general and the 

contextual factors that contribute to frequent and effective learning so that learning 

might better be supported in various environments.   

The pharmaceutical sales industry is of particular interest in this time of 

increasingly popular reference to the knowledge economy. As a rapidly changing, highly 

competitive, knowledge-based industry, it shares some characteristics with other 

industries, such as information technology services. In both industries, continuous 

learning is critical to the effectiveness of the workforce. However, one way in which it 

may differ involves the diverse backgrounds of the sales representatives.  Many have no 

formal education in science or medicine, and therefore, the training needs might be 

different than they would be in an industry where the sales personnel have a better pre-

employment understanding of the products and services represented. When a sales agent 

is assigned to promote a drug, the company provides initial medical training involving 

the properties, effects, and side-effects of the drug, the drug‘s advantages over its 

competitors, and medical background about relevant diseases. Key clinical studies are 

presented and marketing material is reviewed. Agents obtain this information through 

individual self-study of extensive company-prepared learning modules, on-line tests, and 

a week or more of targeted classroom training at head office with other new 
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representatives. There may be supplementary workshops on selling skills or on how to 

use the company data-management software.  

After initial training, there are few learning opportunities arranged by head 

office, and agents work in geographically dispersed territories, primarily alone, so there 

is little opportunity to meet with colleagues who promote the same products to learn 

from each other.  National and regional meetings provide some opportunities for peer-

learning or corporate training, but these meetings are held only three or four times a year 

and are densely scheduled with a variety of activities including announcements, upper 

management speeches, awards ceremonies, regional business, and team-building 

activities. The focus of the meetings is not educational.  

In spite of the fact that the company provides little formal professional 

development, the need for medical and industry upgrading by the individual sales agent 

is continuous. The results of new clinical trials and new indications for the drugs are 

often released for both the product promoted and its competition. Furthermore, 

competing drugs are released onto the market, side-effects profiles are revised, medical 

guidelines are issued, and the rules of government and insurance companies change. 

Learning cannot be limited to initial training and sparse workshops at national meetings 

and still support a rapidly changing, competitive, knowledge-based industry.  

Significance 

As a descriptive, intrinsic case-study, the primary significance of this study is 

that it describes the ways in which sales agents in the pharmaceutical sales industry learn 

for work. An improved understanding of how these agents learn in this environment 
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could inform a company or industry policy makers, guiding their decisions about 

corporate support for workplace learning.  

Additionally, by documenting the cases in the pharmaceutical sales industry, this 

study provides the data required to compare and contrasted this industry to other 

knowledge-intense and distributed professional sales forces such as those in information 

technology industries.  Furthermore, this study applies the framework of Colley, 

Hodkinson and Malcom (2003) and extends it to include characteristics beyond those 

that define formality. 

The characteristics of the industry and of the work context are well documented 

in this study so that readers are able to judge for themselves the relevance of this case to 

other settings, and researchers can compare these results to those in other situations so 

that we might have a deeper understanding of workplace learning.  
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CHAPTER 2: 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

 This chapter reviews the research and theoretical frameworks that informed the 

development and analysis of this study. It is divided into two major sections. The first 

section describes the previous research conducted in fields related to the current research 

questions and demonstrates the gaps in the literature that this study addresses. The 

second section provides the theoretical framework in which the current study is situated 

and the conceptualizations and debates that structured its data collection and analysis.  

Previous Research 

 Research has documented that a large portion of workplace learning is informal 

and self-directed. Furthermore, my interpretation is that much learning in the 

pharmaceutical sales industry is also informal and self-directed. Therefore, this chapter 

describes relevant research in informal and self-directed learning. Since this study 

involved the geographically distributed workers in the pharmaceutical sales industry, the 

research that has been done on distributed workforces and research within the 

pharmaceutical sales industry is also summarized.  

A review of workplace learning publications shows little research on the specific 

ways in which distributed workers in knowledge-intense fields update their skills and 

knowledge for work. Furthermore, the research that does document ways of learning is 

often based on multiple industries so that instead of understanding learning in any one 

environment in detail, we have a typology of ways of learning which does not relate the 
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ways of learning to the work contexts in which learning occurs.  Additionally, although 

some research describes the frequent ways in which individuals learn for work, there is 

little research that documents the ways of learning that are perceived by workers to be 

most effective. By investigating the ways in which individuals in the Canadian 

pharmaceutical sales industry learn for work, and by documenting the ways that they 

perceive to be most effective and most frequently employed, this research study is 

designed to address these gaps.  

Research on Nonformal and Informal Workplace Learning 

 Over the last 25 years, much workplace learning research has involved the role 

of informal, incidental, and non-formal learning. Several authors (Center for Workforce 

Development, Education Development Center, 1998; Hughes & Grant, 2007; 

Livingstone, 2000; Marsick & Watkins, 1990) have reported that most workplace 

learning takes these forms. Swanson and Holton (2001) proposed that the majority of 

learning for work is not planned the way that training and development managers 

describe. Livingstone (2001b) referred specifically to knowledge-intense environments: 

―researchers oriented to the era of knowledge work increasingly recognize that 

continued informal training and untaught learning are important for success in the 

context of paid workplaces‖ (p. 22).  

 One area of active research has involved the factors that affect the quantity and 

quality of what is learned informally at work (Ashton, 2004; Ellinger, 2005; Sambrook 

& Stewart, 2000; Skule, 2004). An example of this research is the Teaching Firm 

Project (Leslie, Aring & Brand, 1997) which was supported by the Education 

Development Center. The authors used a focus group of employees and union directors 
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of education and training to identify five characteristics of companies that take an active 

part in employee education. Using this list of characteristics, the researchers identified 

six organizations in six states to participate as case studies. Through shadowing and 

observation, a survey, focus groups, and in-depth interviews at each of the companies, 

the researchers concluded that there are four key factors that influence the predisposition 

to and degree of informal learning in these workplaces:   

1. External industry/economic factors such as level of competition;  

2. The degree to which formal company policies and practices match policies and 

practices experienced by workers;  

3. Social and environmental factors such as physical work conditions and social 

norms; and 

4. Personal characteristics and developmental needs of individual employees within 

the organization (Leslie, Aring, & Brand, 1997, p. 14).  

The authors explained that contextual factors (such as organizational culture), 

industry factors (such as the competitiveness of the industry), and company factors (such 

as incentives, promotions, and job security), have a huge impact on informal learning in 

these workplaces. The contextual factor that had the largest impact was organizational 

culture, which the authors subdivided into organizational practices, and social norms and 

values.  

If work context strongly influences informal workplace learning, the distinctive 

contexts in which the pharmaceutical sales industry operates, particularly the 

competitive and rapidly changing knowledge-intense environment and its geographically 

distributed workforce, make it a novel case to study. The aggressive bonus incentive 
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programs and the periodic downsizing that threaten job security are other workplace and 

industry contextual factors that could affect learning in this environment. This study 

documents the work contexts affecting learning in this industry in conjunction with 

descriptions of the ways in which individual sales professionals learn for work, thus 

providing a link between the work context and the ways of learning.  

Cheetham and Chivers (2001) investigated the informal ways in which 

professionals learned in the workplace when they interviewed 80 dentists, accountants, 

civil servants, surveyors, clergy, and training professionals. They reported that with 

substantial inter-subject and inter-profession variability, the informal methods perceived 

to be most influential in contributing to their competence were on-the-job learning, 

working alongside experienced colleagues, and working in teams. The methods 

perceived as least influential were mentoring, role models, and prior experiences.  The 

authors further documented 45 informal learning methods used by these professionals 

from which they developed the following 12-category taxonomy:  

1. Practice and repetition 

2. Reflection 

3. Observation and copying 

4. Feedback 

5. Extra-occupational transfer 

6. Stretching activities 

7. Perspective changing/switching 

8. Mentor/coach interaction 

9. Unconscious absorption/osmosis 
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10. Psychological devices/mental tricks 

11. Articulation 

12. Collaboration (pp. 282-283).  

Many of the categories and methods reported appear to be cognitive strategies 

associated with strengthening existing skills or retrieving existing knowledge (repetition, 

feedback, psychological devices, reflection) and not necessarily methods by which new 

skills and new knowledge are developed. Furthermore, the characteristics of the 

professions included in this study are diverse. The types and sources of knowledge and 

skill developed for an accountant in an office with other accountants would be different 

than they would be for a clergyman working alone or a dentist whose state of the art 

medical and drug knowledge would require constant revision. Cheetham and Chivers 

(2001) provided an extensive list of informal learning methods and cognitive strategies 

used across selected professions, but they do not provide connections between the 

characteristics of a profession, its knowledge and skills requirements, the work contexts, 

and the ways in which these professionals learn. No conclusion can be made about 

distributed workforces or knowledge-intense professions. There is also no differentiation 

between frequent and effective learning methods. By studying a single industry with 

particular characteristics and multiple cases within that industry my research provides 

greater depth for a better understanding of learning in a particular work context.  

In summary, research into informal workplace learning has provided ample 

evidence that it represents an important collection of learning strategies, and that work 

context has a strong influence on informal workplace learning. However, investigation 

into the specific strategies that are used is limited to the development of a cross-industry 



 

 

16 

taxonomy that does not address the relationship between work context and ways of 

learning, and does not explore the ways of learning in any one industry in depth.   

Self-directed Learning 

 Ellinger (2004) suggested that the value of self-directed workplace learning is 

being acknowledged as organizations attempt to meet the challenges of the escalating 

pace of technological change, global competition, and increased emphasis on cost 

efficiency.  Gerber (2006) acknowledged ―what is clear is that much of the learning that 

takes place in workforces is self-directed‖ (p. 36), and others have reported on the 

prevalence and importance of workplace self-directed learning (Guglielmino & 

Guglielmino, 2008; Livingstone, 2000; Mamary & Charles, 2003). Guglielmino, 

Guglielmino and Long (1987) used the Self-directed Learning Readiness Scale (SDLRS) 

previously developed by Guglielmino (1977) to quantify the individual readiness for 

self-directed learning of 753 managers and blue-collar workers in a utility company. By 

comparing these scores to various parameters of work-tasks and work achievement, the 

authors concluded:  

1. Outstanding performers in jobs requiring a high level of creativity had 

significantly larger SDLRS scores than did other workers. 

2. Outstanding performers in jobs requiring a high level of problem-solving 

skills had significantly larger SDLRS scores than did other workers.  

3. Workers who had completed higher levels of education had significantly 

higher SDLRS scores than did other workers.  

Although the correlation between SDLRS scores and parameters of performance 

is not necessarily causal, there is a suggested link between self-directed learning and job 
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performance. Pharmaceutical sales require creativity and problem solving and its agents 

have university degrees. By investigating agents‘ perspectives, it is possible to explore 

the perceived relationship between workplace success and ways of learning in this 

industry.  

Mamary and Charles (2003) surveyed 949 licensed physicians in Nevada over a 

3-month period to investigate the utilization, preferences, and barriers to nine different 

forms of self-directed continuing medical education. Among their findings was that 

attending conferences and participating in journal reviews were the most frequently 

utilized modes of continuing medical education. The authors also concluded that rural 

physicians were more likely to use interactive video or computer based learning 

applications, and that physicians generally preferred learning through attending in-

person conferences, through print-based self-study materials, and through CD-ROM 

applications. There are similarities between what physicians and pharmaceutical sales 

representatives learn for work. Yet their purposes and opportunities for learning may 

differ, so the ways in which they learn may differ as well.   

In summary, although research has documented that much workplace learning is 

self-directed and a link between self-directed learning and performance has been 

established, there is little research on specific self-directed learning practices, 

particularly those that are perceived to be frequent and effective by workers in specific 

professional work contexts. By studying the ways in which pharmaceutical sales agents 

learn for work, the present study documents the self-directed practices and other ways of 

learning perceived by the workers to be effective and frequently employed and relates 

them to the specific contexts of this industry.   
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Distributed Workforces 

 In their update of theory and research into informal and incidental workplace 

learning, Marsick, Watkins, Callahan, and Volpe (2006) indicated that more research is 

needed to understand the impact of distributed work arrangements on workplace 

learning. The research that has been done with distributed workforces has focused 

largely on the role of technology in supporting learning from a distance (Alavi & 

Leidner, 2001; Dillon & Gunawardena, 1992; Leidner & Jarvenpaa, 1993) or in 

supporting telework teams (Gurstein, 1996; Harpaz, 2002; Jurik, 1998). In summary, 

much work on distributed workforces has focused on technical solutions to learning and 

teamwork, and not on how the work context of distributed work environments affect the 

ways of learning perceived to be effective and frequently employed.  

The Pharmaceutical Sales Industry 

Since pharmaceutical sales is a highly competitive, knowledge-intense industry 

subject to rapid change, continuous learning is critical to the effectiveness of the sales 

force. Yet, there is little within the workplace learning literature addressing this industry.  

Authors within the industry have published commentaries on the value of technology-

assisted learning in this industry (McGuire, 2008; Weinstein, 2007; Williams, 2008) and 

on practices in initial formal clinical training (Chin, 2006; Lockee & Reece, 2005; 

Webster, 2006). However, this researcher‘s reviews of educational research data bases 

and workplace learning journals located just one empirical research study on training or 

learning in this industry. Johnston, Hawke, McGregor, and Johnson (2002) investigated 

the initial training program employed by a large pharmaceutical sales organization in 

Australia through document review and by interviewing staff knowledgeable in the 
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operation of the training system. They concluded that most of the agents‘ initial 

development occurred specifically in-house and was directly related to the processes and 

products used and supplied by the organization. Their study only investigated the initial 

training of the sales agents and did not examine continuing education.  Furthermore, 

Johnston et al. reported on training practices, not learning, and did not address the 

perceived effectiveness of any teaching/learning transaction.  

 In summary, in spite of its contextually distinctive environment, the 

pharmaceutical sales industry has been understudied as a case of interest in empirical 

workplace research.  

Summary of Past Research 

 Although there has been much workplace learning research, there are areas that 

have been inadequately addressed. The ways in which workers learn in geographically 

distributed work environments has not been adequately documented outside of 

illustrating the advantages of computer technologies. There has been little research on 

the ways in which individuals in any one industry or profession learn for work so that 

context and learning methodologies can be related. Continuing professional learning in 

the pharmaceutical industry has been understudied, and there is little research on the 

ways of learning that are perceived to be most effective within any particular context.  

Theoretical Framework 

Self-directed Learning 

 There are two competing conceptual categories of self-directed learning. On one 

hand, self-directed learning can refer simply to self-teaching where an individual 

controls the processes of learning on their own. A broader view of self-directed learning 
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includes a level of personal autonomy involving taking control of the goals and purposes 

of learning.  These are overlapping but independent concepts. One could choose for 

oneself what one wants to learn and for one‘s own purposes and still engage in that 

learning through a course organized and directed by another. Similarly, an employer 

might require an employee to learn something that will benefit the company, but the 

learner might have to do so independently.   

 Tough‘s (1971) research into the self-planned learning projects of 66 adults was 

concerned with the process-control concept of self-directed learning. He proposed 13 

very deliberate steps that adults take when engaging in learning projects. These include 

steps such as deciding where and when to learn and obtaining resources.  Spear‘s (1988) 

model of self-directed learning was also concerned with the control of the processes of 

learning, but it also considered less deliberate means. He described a type of exploratory 

action in which the learner does not know in advance what the outcomes may be with 

any certainty, and proposed that self-directed learning is not linear. Information that is 

gathered during one set of activities is stored until it fits with another related idea 

obtained from another activity. 

 Among those that classify self-directed learning based on autonomy, Grow 

(1991) proposed that adults develop through stages before they reach the culminating 

fourth stage of self-direction in which the learner sets ―their own goals and standards—

with or without help from experts‖ (p. 134). Garrison (1997) argued that more attention 

should be paid to the role of motivation and cognitive responsibility in adult education. 

And Kenyon and Hase (2001) promoted a heutagogical approach to learning which 
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empowers the learner to take control and responsibility for their own learning and make 

learning ―an integral part of the day-to-day work‖ (p. 7).  

Continuing Professional Learning 

 This study refers to pharmaceutical sales representatives as professional sales 

agents throughout. One general conception of the term professional implies only that the 

sales representatives have some degree of specialized knowledge and skill in sales and 

that their primary employment role is in furthering sales. In this regard, Canadian 

pharmaceutical sales agents could certainly be considered professionals. Another 

conceptualization of professional seems to imply a capital letter-P or the addition of a 

definite article as in the Professions.  This connotation implies exclusive and respected 

membership and members may be seen as ―the solitary, disciplined, highly educated, 

and deeply ethical practioner(s)‖ (Houle, 1980, p. ix). These Professionals maintain 

membership in some sort of self-regulated governing and licensing body involved in 

accreditation, continuing education, and review of the ethical behaviour of its members.  

It is not clear to what degree Canadian pharmaceutical sales representatives qualify as 

professionals of this sort. These agents do have specialized medical and sales knowledge 

and skills that require continuous upgrading. Representatives must be accredited by the 

CCPE, which is a self-regulating body.  Another self-regulating body, the Rx&D (which 

is an inaccurate acronym for ‗research and development-based pharmaceutical 

companies‘) annually reviews and publishes a code of conduct for both the sales 

representatives and other divisions of pharmaceutical operations in Canada. But sales 

representatives are not licensed by either body and I am aware of no cases of an 

individual losing their CCPE accreditation for any reason. There is no mandatory 
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continuing education. Since there is at least some degree of professionalism involved in 

the pharmaceutical sales industry, the literature concerning how professionals learn in 

practice might be relevant to the present research.  

 Cyril Houle‘s (1980) work involved how capital-P Professionals continue to 

learn for work. He lamented that in the Professions, ―long-accepted ways of ‗keeping up 

to date‘ and specialized programs of continuing education appear to be unsatisfactory in 

establishing and maintaining a desirably high level of professional practice‖ (p. 9).  He 

suggested that what is of primary importance in the Professions is that ―continuing 

education must…be truly continuing‖ (p. 13).  He placed the onus for this on the 

Professional.  ―Each professional must be the ultimate monitor of his or her own 

learning, controlling the stable or shifting design of its continuity‖ (p. 13).   

Informal Workplace Learning 

 The body of literature most relevant to the present study and which directed its 

design and analysis to the greatest degree is that which deals with informal workplace 

learning. Although there has been inconsistency in its definition, there has also been 

much theorization about informal workplace learning, and a great deal of workplace 

learning has been shown to be informal by whatever definitions one uses. Therefore, this 

literature became a primary influence on this study.  

The biggest influence on the design and analysis of this study was the work of 

Colley et al. (2003). Their research encouraged the questioning of the utility of 

identifying the attributes of formality and informality in the ways in which 

pharmaceutical sales agents learn. It also invited speculation that other characteristics of 

learning, beyond those used to define formality, might be useful in understanding the 
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types of learning engaged in by study participants. The list of attributes of formality 

developed by Colley et al. could be used to analyze the characteristics of ways of 

learning in terms of formalism. However, those authors did not extend their typology to 

include other characteristics of learning beyond identification of attributes of formalism.  

Documentation of such additional characteristics could be potentially useful in 

understanding and supporting workplace learning in any specific context. The present 

research study continues what Colley et al. began by extending and explaining the 

Colley et al. framework and applying this extension to document a broader array of 

characteristics of ways of learning.  

  The paragraphs below describe how the discourse in informal workplace 

learning has become problematic because of a lack of conceptual clarity and describe the 

Colley et al. framework that influenced the present study.  

Defining Informal Workplace Learning 

Fenwick‘s (2006) review of studies on learning at work published in 10 journals 

between 1999 and 2004 concluded that the terms workplace and learning are used 

inconsistently in the literature, and that authors are not always explicit in defining what 

they are considering to be the workplace or learning. She argued that without clear, if 

not consistent definitions of terms, the resulting body of knowledge cannot be easily 

integrated:  

These blurrings do not just conceal important contextual distinctions that may 

affect learning processes; they also mask potential core differences in the very 

object under examination. Without better conceptual clarity, different researchers 

claiming to examine learning and its relationships with various contexts of work 
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may be studying phenomena wholly different in kind, and generating more 

mutual confusion than enrichment. (p. 266) 

The literature on informal learning is similarly plagued by imprecision and 

inconsistency. Some definitions of informal learning are vague, and others have 

contrasting characteristics. Some authors take an indirect approach by describing what it 

is not. Marsick and Watkins (2001) defined informal learning more by its contrast to 

formal learning than by its own characteristics:  

Formal learning is typically institutionally sponsored, classroom-based, and 

highly structured. Informal learning…may occur in institutions, but it is not 

typically classroom-based or highly structured, and control of learning rests 

primarily in the hands of the learner. [Marsick and Watkins, 1990, p. 12]. (p. 25) 

Eraut (2000) used the term non-formal but also defined the phenomenon by 

saying that it is not formal. He explained that formal learning has a prescribed learning 

framework, is presented in an organized event, has a designated teacher or trainer, 

awards some form of credit, and has externally determined objectives.  

Livingstone‘s (2001a) definition of informal learning also concentrated on the 

source of curriculum decisions and control: 

Informal learning is any activity involving the pursuit of understanding, 

knowledge or skill which occurs outside the curricula of institutions providing 

educational programs, courses or workshops…The basic terms of informal 

learning (e.g. objectives, content, means and processes of acquisition, duration, 

evaluation of outcomes, applications) are determined by the individuals and 

groups that choose to engage in it. (¶ 12)  
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Billett (2002) expressed exception to the term informal learning claiming that 

much of what is called informal learning is really participatory practice and that the 

current moniker has negative connotations which confer upon it secondary status 

compared to formal learning.  

The result of conflicting definitions is a poorly-unified body of knowledge and 

research, from which it is difficult to construe the collective knowledge. If two 

researchers in informal learning explore different phenomena with different 

characteristics based on different assumptions, we cannot make sense of the two studies 

together as a part of the collective understanding about informal learning. The 

consequence for the field of informal learning research is the same as Fenwick (2006) 

described for workplace learning in general. When our lexicon forcibly clumps 

significant and perhaps poorly-related types of learning into ill-defined categories with 

varied interpretations, our understanding of informal learning is blurred.  

For a report commissioned by the United Kingdom‘s Learning and Skills 

Development Agency (LSDA), Colley et al. (2003) were charged with ―mapping the 

conceptual terrain‖ (p. 1) of non-formal learning. They explained that there is ―a 

complete lack of agreement about what constitutes informal, non-formal and formal 

learning, or what the boundaries between them might be‖ (p. 1). Their research included 

an extensive ―trawl‖ (p. 2) of over 300 titles in adult learning literature. They selected 

from the resulting list, an unidentified number of works that classified learning as 

formal, informal, or non-formal. They deliberately chose works from a broad range of 

positions and from these works, extracted the criteria used by different authors to 
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classify learning, until they reached saturation. They concluded that ―the search for clear 

agreed boundary criteria was a chimera‖ (p. 2).  

Colley, Hodkinson and Malcom’s Dimensions of Learning  

Colley et al. (2003) identified two overlapping dimensions which are used to 

differentiate between terms of formality. The theoretical dimension sets formal and 

informal learning in opposition based on the processes of learning and the nature of the 

knowledge or skills being learned. In this dimension, formal learning is seen as the 

attainment of high-status, propositional knowledge imparted by an expert in an 

educational institution. Informal or non-formal learning is, in some way, not this type of 

learning. Within the political dimension, the comparison between non-formal or 

informal learning with formal learning is based primarily on power differentials between 

the learner and the source or motivation for the learning. Within this dimension, the term 

non-formal is used more often than informal.  

From the literature, Colley et al. (2003) presented 10 approaches used by authors 

to define informal learning: four primarily theoretical approaches, five primarily 

political approaches, and one combined approach. They clearly explained that their 

sample of approaches did not represent any value judgement of these approaches as 

compared to other approaches omitted from their report. They only sought to highlight 

the diversity in classification of learning. They argued that the characteristics authors 

use to define informal or non-formal learning vary and are strongly influenced by: (a) 

the context for which the typology was developed, (b) the purpose of developing the 

typology and (c) the theoretical and political values of the author.  
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By reviewing the components of the 10 approaches for defining formality, 

Colley et al. (2003) developed a list of 20 criteria used by authors to differentiate 

informal/non-formal and formal learning. These criteria served as the foundation for the 

data analysis in the present study. Colley et al.  did not explain what was meant by most 

of the items in the list. Although a detailed interpretation of this list is provided later in 

this chapter, the list is presented here verbatim as presented by the authors:   

1. Education or non-education 

2. Location (e.g. educational or community premises) 

3. Learner/teacher intentionality/activity (voluntarism) 

4. Extent of planning or intentional structuring 

5. Nature and extent of assessment and accreditation 

6. The timeframes of learning 

7. The extent to which learning is tacit or explicit 

8. The extent to which learning is context-specific or generalisable/transferable; 

external determination or not 

9. Whether learning is seen as embodied or just ‗head stuff‘ 

10. Part of a course or not 

11. Whether outcomes are measured 

12. Whether learning is collective/collaborative or individual 

13. The status of the knowledge and learning 

14. The nature of knowledge 

15. Teacher–learner relations 

16. Pedagogical approaches 
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17. The mediation of learning–by whom and how 

18. Purposes and interests to meet needs of dominant or marginalised groups 

19. Location within wider power relations 

20. The locus of control. (p. 28) 

The terms used above are the authors‘ and are given in their paper without further 

explanation. Colley et al. (2003) did explain that although authors differ in the designation of the 

important criteria, and even though some criteria have conflicting meanings for different 

authors, all authors studied agree that some combination of criteria is necessary to define 

informal or non-formal learning.  

Colley, Hodkinson and Malcom’s Aspects of Formality  

Colley et al. (2003) completed a detailed investigation of a diverse range of learning 

situations, including paid work, continuing education, community education, and mentoring. By 

applying the criteria above to actual learning situations, they concluded that elements of 

formality and informality exist in most, if not all, learning situations. ―Formality and informality 

are not discrete types of learning, but represent attributes of it‖ (p. 29). They suggested the 

abandonment of the present binary jargon of formal and informal learning, and accept that levels 

of formality and informality exist in all learning. They suggested grouping the attributes listed 

above into the following clusters: (a) process, (b) location or setting, (c) purpose, and (d) 

content.  

Process-informality is conferred when learning is incidental to daily living, or 

where approaches to learning are democratic, negotiated, or student-controlled. When a 

teacher, expert, or supervisor facilitates, learning is considered to have more formal 

process attributes than when learning is facilitated by a mentor, counselor, or friend. 

Formative evaluation and authentic activities are also processes seen to confer aspects of 

informality.  
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Location-formality is ascribed when the physical location is an educational 

institution, and informality is ascribed to learning that occurs in the workplace, 

community or home. Time restrictions, specified curricula, predetermined objectives, 

and external certification all add a level of location-formality to learning.  

Purpose-formality is conferred when learning is the prime and deliberate focus. 

Unintentional and incidental learning has more purpose-informality. When the learning 

is designed to meet the needs of an external entity, such as an employer, learning is 

considered to have more purpose-formality.  

Content-formality is ascribed when learning focuses on the acquisition of 

established, high-status (Colley et al., 2003) or propositional knowledge rather than 

developing new knowledge or everyday practice. Outcomes are pre-specified and non-

negotiable in learning that is content-formal.  

Although Colley et al. (2003) admitted a less-than-planned approach to their 

research, and they claimed that they did not do an exhaustive literature review even 

though they reviewed over 300 papers; they also elicited feedback from other sources to 

validate their findings. These sources included: (a) three consultation meetings with an 

advisory group developed by the Learning and Skills Development Agency (LSDA) 

during the course of the research, (b) three workshops with researchers, practitioners, 

and policy makers in the field at the end of the project, and (c) comments from attendees 

after a draft report was presented at the 2002 Learning Skills Research Network (LSRN) 

national conference.  

Colley et al. (2003) argued that when learning is seen as a compilation of 

attributes of formality and informality, we avoid having our thinking restricted by either 
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label‘s paradigms, limiting our understanding of the complexity of the situation. We also 

avoid interpretation of one category as superior to the other, and the unnecessary trends 

toward formalizing the informal or informalizing the formal. They further added that 

this approach allows us to ask more specific and more searching questions about the 

nature of learning in a wide variety of learning situations.  

Eraut (2004) expressed a similar vision for the levels of formality found within 

workplace learning: 

I prefer to define informal learning as learning that comes closer to the informal 

end than the formal end of a continuum. Characteristics of the informal end of 

the continuum of formality include implicit, unintended, opportunistic, and 

unstructured learning and the absence of a teacher. (p. 250)  

Viewing workplace learning from a social participation perspective, Billett 

(2002) argued that workplace learning is ubiquitous, and, thus, what is not learned 

formally should not be considered secondary in any way. He does not believe in the 

separation of workplace learning into formal and informal: ―…to distinguish between 

the two in terms of formalisms of social practice (i.e. that one is formalised and the other 

informal) and propose some general consequences for learning arising from these bases 

is not helpful‖ (p. 56).  Gerber (2006) agreed, explaining that while there has been a 

concentration on the forms of adult learning that occur in the workplace in terms of 

formalism, ―this approach does little to enlighten workplace educators on the processes 

that people use to learn in their work‖ (p. 35). He proposed a need, instead, for research 

such as this present study which illuminates the ways in which adults report that they 

actually learn in the workplace: ―While many books may be located on the concepts of 
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adult and workplace learning, there is limited evidence in them of how people do learn 

in their workplaces‖ (p. 35). 

An Interpretation of Colley et al.’s Attributes 

 One cannot apply the Colley et al. (2003) framework directly from their 

published work because the authors did not present the attributes in a usable or 

adequately explained form. Colley et al. proposed that the attributes of formality could 

be organized into four clusters: purpose, process, content and setting.  However, not 

only did they not ascribe attributes to specific clusters, they did not explain what they 

meant by each attribute. They admitted, ―We are not claiming that all attributes fall 

naturally into these four categories‖ (p. 31). Therefore, in order to apply the Colley et al. 

framework to the ways of learning reported by the participants as effective or frequent, 

the attributes and framework had to be interpreted and organized. The following 

paragraphs present the interpretations and organization of the Colley et al. framework 

that were used in the present study. Although some attributes could be ascribed to more 

than one cluster, Table 1 illustrates the single cluster to which each attribute is ascribed 

for use in the present study and uses the exact words and phrases used by Colley et al. 

(p. 28).  
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Table 1: Assigning Colley, Hodkinson and Malcom’s Attributes of Formality to 

Clusters 

 

Process Purpose Setting Content 

Learner/teacher 

intentionality/activity 

Extent of planning or 

intentional structuring 

Whether outcomes are 

measured 

Whether learning is 

collective/collaborative 

or individual 

Pedagogical 

approaches 

The mediation of 

learning – by whom 

and how 

The locus of control 

Education or 

non-education 

Nature and 

extent of 

assessment and 

accreditation 

Purposes and 

interests to meet 

needs of 

dominant or 

marginalized 

groups 

Location (e.g. 

educational or 

community 

premises) 

Part of a course 

or not 

Teacher-

learner 

relations 

Location 

within wider 

power relations 

The timeframes 

of learning 

The extent to which 

learning is tacit or explicit 

The extent to which 

learning is context-

specific or 

generalizable/transferable; 

external determination or 

not 

Whether learning is seen 

as embodied or just ―head 

stuff‖ 

The status of the 

knowledge and learning 

The nature of knowledge 

 

Process attributes.  This subsection presents the seven attributes of formality that 

are interpreted as belonging to the process attributes cluster and explains the 

assumptions that place them in this cluster.  

The first attribute is what Colley et al. (2003) refer to as learner/teacher 

intentionality/activity. Colley et al. did not explain what they mean by this term. Not all 

actions that result in learning had intended learning. Thus, when applying Colley et al.‘s 

framework to the present study, it was assumed that this attribute assesses the degree to 

which activities of the learner or activities of the teacher are intentionally directed to 
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result in learning. The more intention that is involved, the higher the degree of formality 

that will be ascribed.  

The extent of planning or intentional structuring was also not explained by 

Colley et al. (2003). The difference between this and the previous attribute may be that 

this second attribute involves the structuring of the processes. A learning process may be 

intentional and have little or no structure. However, a structured process will usually be 

intentional. The planning or structuring can be done by the learner or by another 

individual or group. Thus, more formality was attributed to learning that involved 

planned and structured activities, regardless of who did the structuring.  

 In applying the whether outcomes are measured attribute, one must consider 

whether or not measurement of learning outcomes is engaged in by either the learner or 

an external body. Measured outcomes ascribe a degree of formality.  

Attributing formality based on whether learning is collective/collaborative or 

individual appears particularly problematic. Although the examples and descriptions 

provided by Colley et al. (2003) referred to collective and collaborative learning as 

contributing informality to learning, and although it appears reasonable that 

collaborative learning often adds to the level of informality, my experience and 

reflections suggest that collective learning is not necessarily more informal than 

individual learning. A university lecture scenario might be considered one of collective 

learning, but not collaborative. A mentoring situation is collaborative, but not 

necessarily collective. And finally, it does not appear that individual learning is by 

nature more or less formal than either collective or collaborative. If this interpretation is 

what was intended by the authors, in applying Colley et al.‘s framework respectfully in 
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the present study, a higher level of formality would be ascribed to collaborative and 

collective learning than would be ascribed to individual learning. However, with the lack 

of direction of the authors, one might apply this attribute gingerly, identifying if learning 

is collective, collaborative or individual, and then assessing the level of formality 

conferred by each particular instance.  

The pedagogical approaches that the authors suggested contribute to process 

formality include didactic, teacher controlled processes. They suggested that authentic 

activities contribute a greater degree of informality, but their explanation ended there. 

This study considered pedagogic approaches to be any approach by which an individual 

or a collective learns. Each pedagogical approach must be assessed for levels of 

formality according to its own merits, and it is difficult to define the characteristics by 

which an approach would be considered to contribute to formality which are not already 

reflected in the other process attributes.  

Attributing formality based on the mediation of learning–by whom and how  

focuses on power and expertise. Colley et al. (2003) explained that when the facilitator 

has power over the learner, or when the facilitator is seen to be an expert, the process is 

considered more formal. In cases where there is no facilitator or when the facilitator is a 

peer or a subordinate, learning is considered less formal. This leaves in question learning 

gained through access to a product such as a book or recorded presentation. One might 

suggest that if a book was written by an expert in the field, reading it adds a degree of 

formality. But is the process of reading a book written by a peer a less formal process? If 

so, is that not a case of the content inferring a level of formality based on its 

interpretation as high-status knowledge? As a process attribute, this study ascribed a 
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higher degree of formality to any processes where a mediator, who takes an active 

participation in the process, is an expert or is in a position of power over the learner.  

When the locus of control over the learning process is centered on the learner, 

learning was considered more informal. This study considered both who has control 

over the choice of processes that are used for learning and who has control over learning 

within the application of each process.  

Purpose attributes.  Three attributes of formality are considered purpose 

attributes. They are explained in the following paragraphs.  

Education and non-education can be used to ascribe a degree of formality, but 

Colley et al. (2003) did not make clear what they mean by the terms. The LSRN 

(Learning and Skills Research Network), which is a part of the LSDA (Learning and 

Skills Development Agency), commissioned their study. These groups are involved in 

research for the skills sector and for higher education and are not solely interested in 

workplace learning. Therefore, this study interpreted education in Colley et al.‘s criteria 

to refer to that learning that occurs in institutions such as colleges, universities and other 

sorts of specialty schools. The purposes of education would be primarily for learning. 

No other attributes address whether or not learning is the primary purpose of the 

activity. Therefore, this study included education and non-education as purpose 

attributes. Education conferred more formality on learning than would non-education.  

In ascribing degrees of formality based on the nature and extent of assessment 

and accreditation, Colley et al. (2003) explained that learning is informal when there is 

no assessment or accreditation. When assessment is formative or negotiated, learning is 

considered less formal than when assessment is summative. It is through assessment that 
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a learner or a teacher can determine the level to which the objectives of learning have 

been met. Therefore, this study considered this attribute to be a purpose attribute. 

Assessment, formative or summative, can be more or less formal and some level of 

assessment is involved in almost any conscious learning scenario, even if it only 

involves the learner thinking ―I didn‘t know that.‖ A sales agent learns informally when 

he or she is reprimanded by a customer for criticizing the competition, and will 

summatively appraise this learning by thinking, ―I‘ll never do that again.‖ There are 

different aspects and forms of assessment that are more formal than others. One could 

argue that the frequency, depth, method of administering, and intended use of 

assessment relate to its level of formality, and that self-assessment methods tend to be, 

but are not always, less formal than assessments by others. Colley et al. did indicate that 

it was the nature of assessment and accreditation that reflects the level of formality of 

learning, so a liberal interpretation of this attribute is justified.   

The purposes and interests to meet needs of dominant or marginalized groups is 

an attribute within the political dimension. Formal learning meets the needs of an 

individual other than the learner, as long as that agent holds power over the agent. 

Purpose formality was attributed by assessing the degree to which the learner benefits 

from the learning, in relation to the degree to which others with power over the learner 

benefit.  

Setting attributes.  The first of five setting attributes listed by Colley et al. 

(2003) was location (e.g. educational or community premises). They explained that 

formal learning is usually seen to occur ―within specialist educational institutions, such 

as schools, colleges or universities‖ (p. 4). The discussions in their text further separated 
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learning that occurs in workplace, community, and daily life settings but the authors are 

not clear if there is a perceived difference in the formality of these settings. They did 

explain that when the location is authentic to the environment in which learning will be 

applied, a level of informality is contributed. In the present study, location formality was 

assessed based on its authenticity to the environment in which learning will be applied.  

Although Colley et al. (2003) did not indicate the cluster to which they would 

assign the attribute they described as part of a course or not” this was considered a 

setting attribute in this study because inclusion in a course affects the context of the 

learning. The authors also did not indicate how formality should be assigned on this 

basis but this study considered learning to be more formal if it is part of a course. 

One might interpret a potential overlap between the teacher-learner relations 

attribute and another, location within wider power relations because learning in a setting 

in which the teacher or facilitator has power over the learner was described by Colley et 

al. (2003) as having a higher degree of formality. But, the teacher-learner relationship 

can also contribute to the level of authenticity described in the location attribute. If the 

person facilitating learning has a relationship with the learner that is maintained through 

both learning and application, this study ascribed a level of informality. One must also 

consider the informality generally ascribed to learning in the absence of a teacher or 

facilitator. It is in these ways that this attribute was applied to the analysis of the ways in 

which pharmaceutical sales agents learn.  

Separate from the previous, teacher-learner relations, where the power of 

teacher and learner are considered, location within wider power relations considers the 

power environment outside of that specific relationship. Although the authors gave no 
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description or explanation of this attribute, it can be argued that this attribute is related to 

aspects of the setting, which may overlap into content, process and purpose attributes, 

involving hidden or overt repression or emancipation. It is difficult to assess hidden 

aspects of repression or emancipation in the present study, but relying primarily on the 

explicit statements of the interview participants, and marginally on my own tacit 

personal experiences, the present study hoped to qualify the power setting aspects of the 

ways in which pharmaceutical agents learn.  

There was an additional difficulty in applying this attribute to the data in order to 

discuss the levels of formality involved. It is not so much that learning opportunities that 

empower learners are seen as more informal, but rather, Colley et al. (2003) explained, 

that informal learning has been attributed with creating opportunities for empowerment. 

Furthermore, what has been seen as formal learning can be liberating, while what has 

been seen as informal learning can serve to support inequities and oppression. 

There are frequent claims about the superior emancipatory potential of 

informal/non-formal learning. This argument is also dangerously misleading. 

Our literature trawl made it apparent that all learning situations contain 

significant power inequalities, and that what are commonly termed informal and 

formal learning can both be emancipatory or oppressive, often at the same time 

(Colley et al., 2003, p. 65).  

In data analysis, instead of inferring informality upon interpreted repressive 

learning and formality upon interpreted emancipatory learning, this study considered the 

apparent formality of power contexts individually.  
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Although the timeframes of learning might also be considered a process attribute, 

Colley et al. (2003) referred to it in their description of setting attributes but provided 

little direction in interpreting this attribute, other than to claim that ―informal learning is 

often described as open-ended, with no or few time restrictions‖ (p. 30). Timeframes can 

refer to either the scheduling of a learning opportunity, or the scheduling of components 

within the learning opportunity. Both the degree to which these timeframes are set by an 

external agent and the flexibility allowed in the timeframes contribute to degrees of 

formality.  

Content attributes. The first of the five Colley et al. (2003) attributes included as 

a content attribute was the extent to which learning is tacit or explicit‖. Tacit learning is 

ubiquitous, occurring in all formal and informal learning situations, and therefore, does 

not make a good criterion on which to base the formality of learning. However, if only 

tacit learning is occurring, less formality could be ascribed to the situation. Formality 

might more appropriately relate to the degree to which the primary learning outcomes, 

identified or not, are explicit and tacit. In cases where there is more explicit primary 

learning than tacit primary learning, there would be greater formality. The authors 

surveyed by Colley et al. proposed that formal learning is not designed to facilitate tacit 

learning, but rather to facilitate the acquisition of explicit knowledge and skills. This, 

however, is insufficient to label a method formal. These same authors seem to consider 

methods which facilitate tacit learning, if that is the primary learning of the activity, 

sufficient to infer informality. Therefore, in order to apply the Colley et al. as accurately 

as possible, the present study considered pure tacit learning to contribute to informality, 
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and learning that is specifically intended to acquire explicit knowledge to confer a 

degree of formality.  

Colley et al. (2003) listed the extent to which learning is context-specific or 

generalizable/transferable; external determination or not as an attribute of formality. 

They linked everyday informal knowledge to context-specific learning. Therefore, one 

attributes a level of informality to context-specific learning. Similarly, they suggested 

that generalizable knowledge has been proposed to provide a level of formality. 

However, the power these attributes have to influence the interpreted degree of formality 

involved in a learning situation is not strong. When a pharmaceutical agent learns the 

processes for titrating insulin in a type 2 diabetic with renal dysfunction, the knowledge 

is very context-specific, but one might interpret no informality in that learning. Similarly, 

when a pharmaceutical sales agent learns the social skills that improve their ability to sell 

products, those same skills are transferable and generalizable to other social situations, 

but not necessarily formally acquired. When applying this attribute to the analysis of the 

ways in which pharmaceutical agents learn for work, formality should not be 

automatically attributed to all generalizable learning, but rather one must considered the 

specific nature of the generalizability of the learning involved.  

External determination or not should be considered an attribute distinct from 

generalizability.  However, in keeping within the Colley et al. (2003) framework, 

formality was ascribed to externally determined content within this attribute.  

The attribute whether learning is seen as embodied or just ‘head stuff’ addresses 

the nature of what is being learned and therefore, it was considered a context attribute. 

The authors did not explain how to assign formality on this basis, however, if the 
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learning that is happening is more a part of a whole-body experience (as might occur 

when someone is practicing a new skill or working with new knowledge), it gains a level 

of informality not ascribed to learning that is primarily cognitive.  

Another attribute that was not described by the authors but involves the content 

is the status of the knowledge and learning‖. They explained that acquisition of 

established, expert knowledge, understanding or practice is seen as more formal than the 

development or uncovering of knowledge that is more common.  

The final Colley et al. (2003) attribute is the nature of knowledge‖. The only 

explanation offered by the authors was that propositional knowledge is seen as more 

formal than everyday practice, workplace competence, or affective skills and 

understanding. Therefore, this explanation was used to describe formality conferred 

upon learning by this attribute.  

It may appear as though Colley et al. (2003) failed to provide adequate direction 

in the interpretation of their attributes of formality. While this may be so, it was not their 

intention to create a tool with which to ascribe levels of formality to learning. They only 

wanted to illustrate the diversity of ways in which formality has been ascribed by 

various authors. Not only did they not need to provide full explanations of the attributes 

in order to accomplish this task, they also had to interpret each author‘s work with 

whatever explanations those original authors provided. The difficult task of Colley et al. 

is acknowledged with respect to making collective sense of a variety of authors‘ 

conceptualizations of formal and informal learning characteristics. Over time, diverging 

definitions of formality developed organically by different authors with different 

purposes, contexts, and values and would not be expected to fall neatly into an easy to 
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use set of criteria. Although they may not have been able to package the various 

interpretations into an integrative model, they have made clear the complexity in the 

discourse.  

The problem is that formal and informal were concepts, and not essentialist 

definitions, before education applied them to learning environments. Concepts are 

broader, include more variability both within the concept and between interpreters of the 

concept, and are less static than are analytic definitions. As different aspects of this 

concept were applied to different learning contexts, it evolved into morphed and distinct 

concepts specific to the contexts in which a particular author theorized about the 

formality of learning. Colley et al. (2003) have taken the task of surveying the species 

within what has become a genus of concepts and looked for an analytical definition 

linking them all.  

Chapter 6 presents the application of this interpretation of Colley et al.‘s (2003) 

attributes of formality to the ways of learning reported by pharmaceutical agents as most 

effective and most frequently employed. Doing so accomplishes three objectives:   

1. The fourth research question is addressed by presenting various 

characteristics of the ways of learning reported by the participants as 

effective and frequent.  

2. The degree to which the characteristics of the reported ways of learning 

contribute to formality or informality is examined.  

3. The utility of ascribing a degree of formality to the ways of learning 

reported by the participants is explored.  
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Literature Review Summary  

This chapter has presented both the previous research and theoretical literature 

that is most related to the research questions in this investigation of workplace learning. 

By reviewing studies conducted in self-directed learning, informal learning, distributed 

workforces and the pharmaceutical industry, this researcher has found little research on 

the perceived effective ways of learning in knowledge-intense and geographically 

distributed workforces. There has been some research that has identified the ways in 

which workers learn in cross-industry contexts so that although typologies have been 

created, the depth of understanding of one industry that can be related to the context in 

which learning occurs is difficult to find in the workplace learning literature. This 

researcher‘s review of educational data bases and workplace learning journals uncovered 

no empirical research on continuous professional learning in the distinctive case of the 

pharmaceutical sales industry.  By providing an in-depth examination the ways of 

learning that are perceived to be effective and frequent by pharmaceutical sales 

representatives and by providing a detailed description of the context in which learning 

occurs in this industry, this study aimed to supplement the educational and workplace 

literature by providing detailed cases of learning in this knowledge-intense and 

geographically dispersed environment.   

This chapter has also presented the theoretical framework that provided the 

context in which this study was conducted. The literature on self-directed learning 

illustrated that in spite of its different conceptualizations, it is an important aspect of 

workplace learning and that there are different ways of understanding self-direction that 

can be applied to understand workplace learning. The need for continuous learning and 
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self-regulation in continuing professional education provided one further lens through 

which to view the learning that occurs in the pharmaceutical sales industry.  

Although each of these concepts provided me with a background understanding 

of learning in the workplace and helped to inform the eventual analysis and 

understanding of my data, none of the literature was more directive to this study than 

was the work of Colley et al. (2003).  Their work sparked a new focus toward 

understanding the characteristics of the ways in which participants learn instead of an 

identification of the informal ways that are employed. Although interpretation of their 

aspects of formality was required, their work provided a tool, in the form of their list of 

attributes of formality for application to the ways in which pharmaceutical sales agents 

learn, and a foundation for the development of an extended list of characteristics of 

learning.  

The following chapter provides the methodological framework and the method 

used to address the research questions and extend the work of Colley et al. (2003).   
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CHAPTER 3: 

METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

 This research documents and describes the ways in which Canadian 

pharmaceutical sales representatives learn for work. It specifically sought to understand 

and describe the ways of learning for work that representatives perceive to be most 

effective and most frequently employed. This chapter presents both the rationale behind 

the research decisions and the specific details about how this study was conducted.  

 This chapter is divided into two major sections. The methodological framework 

provides the theoretical justification for the research decisions. It explains why 

qualitative and case study research is appropriate to address the research questions and it 

provides theoretical justification for the data collection, sampling and analysis strategies 

that were planned. The second section provides the specific details concerning how the 

research was conducted. It illustrates how the methodological framework was applied in 

order to address the research questions, describes the situations which necessitated an 

emergent change in analysis and presentation, and explains in detail the sampling, data 

collection and analysis strategies that were employed in each stage of research.  

Methodological Framework 

Research Design Decisions 

Qualitative Research 

Marsick and Watkins (1987) suggested that since workplace learning involves 

complex social and organizational habits, it needs to be studied holistically. Researchers 

need to be less concerned with objectivity than with exploring multiple perspectives, and 
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with considering the interests of the researcher and the subjects being studied. 

Qualitative research is appropriate to these ends. Patton (2002) explained that the 

practical applications of qualitative strategies ―emerge from the power of observation, 

openness to what the world has to teach, and inductive analysis to make sense out of the 

world‘s lessons‖ (p. 203). This research aimed to provide detailed descriptions and deep 

understandings about how learning is occurring in this industry and within what 

contexts. Patton (2002) said that qualitative methods facilitate ―study of issues in depth 

and detail‖ (p. 14) and  ―permit inquiry into selected issues in great depth with careful 

attention to detail, context, and nuance; that data collection need not be constrained by 

predetermined analytical categories contributes to the potential breadth of qualitative 

inquiry‖ (p. 227).  

Learning in the pharmaceutical sales industry is of interest because of the 

distinctive characteristics of learning in this environment. Qualitative research is well 

suited to illuminate what is unique in a particular situation (McMillan & Schumacher, 

2006). I aimed to advance an understanding of the subjective perspectives of workplace 

learning in the pharmaceutical sales industry, and explore how these perspectives are 

integrated with the whole work context. ―One of the strengths of qualitative analysis is 

looking at program units holistically‖ (Patton, 2002, p. 228).  

 The intent of this study was to understand learning in this environment by 

investigating the various perspectives and experiences of sales representatives. 

McMillan and Schumacher (2006) explained that qualitative research is ―first concerned 

with understanding social phenomena from participants‘ perspectives‖ (p. 315, original 

italics). They further explained that qualitative research is based on a constructivist 
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philosophy ―that assumes that reality is a multiplayer, interactive, shared social 

experience that is interpreted by individuals….people‘s perceptions are what they 

consider real‖ (p. 315).  

Lincoln (1985) recommended that researchers study phenomena in their natural 

setting. The intent of this study was to investigate and report on the ways in which 

pharmaceutical sales agents were learning for work in their natural environments. 

Qualitative methods were appropriate because they ―emphasize gathering data on 

naturally occurring phenomena‖ (McMillan and Schumacher, 2006, p. 26).  

Immersion in the situation under study is an important strategy in qualitative 

research. ―Qualitative researchers become immersed in the situation and the 

phenomenon being studied (McMillan & Schumacher, 2006, p. 13, original italics). My 

position as a current and experienced pharmaceutical sales representative allowed me to 

take advantage of my immersion in the situation.    

Case Study Research  

 Interactive methods allow a focus on the individual lived experiences of 

participants. McMillan and Schumacher (2006) described the case study as an 

interactive method which focuses on individual lived experiences and ―examines a 

bounded system, or a case, over time in detail, employing multiple sources of data found 

in the setting‖ (McMillan & Schumacher, 2006, p. 26, original italics). This study is 

comprised of the cases of individuals and the ways in which they learn in the larger case 

of the Canadian pharmaceutical sales industry. Yin (1984) proposed that ―case studies 

are the preferred strategy when ‗how‘ or ‗why‘ questions are being posed, when the 

investigator has little control over events, and when the focus is on a contemporary 
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phenomenon within some real-life context‖ (p. 13). This study aimed to understand and 

describe how agents learn (a set of events over which I had no control) in the context of 

a specific industry.  

Stake (2000) labeled a case study intrinsic when ―one wants a better understanding 

of this particular case‖ (p. 445). Having worked in the industry for six years and having 

observed the paradox of successful ongoing learning despite the industry‘s significant 

training challenges, I have intrinsic interest in the ways in which pharmaceutical sales 

agents learn. I have a personal interest in understanding the characteristics of effective 

and frequent learning in this environment so that I might theorize about ways in which it 

can be supported.   

Patton (2002) explained that ―the key issue in selecting and making decisions 

about the appropriate unit of analysis is to decide what it is you want to be able to say 

something about at the end of the study‖ (p. 229). This study aimed to describe the ways 

that pharmaceutical sales representatives learn for work and therefore the unit of 

analysis was individual pharmaceutical sales representatives. Expecting that the 

experiences and perspectives of agents would vary widely data was obtained from a 

variety of participants. Using both data and method triangulation, this study involved a 

variety of participants from different companies, different parts of Canada, and different 

backgrounds, and used multiple methods.  

Data Collection Strategies 

McMillan and Schumacher (2006) explained that data collection strategies ―must 

fit the questions posed‖ (p. 8), but they also must remain tentative because ―multiple 

realities are viewed as so complex that one cannot decide a priori on a single 
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methodology‖ (p. 316). Patton (2002) concurred and promoted multiple methods: 

―Studies that use only one method are more vulnerable to errors linked to that particular 

method‖ (p. 248).  Three data collection strategies were planned that appropriately 

addressed the research questions and were practical to apply: a Delphi collaboration, 

individual interviews, and a researcher-recorded personal work context journal. 

Although each collection strategy was aimed at a different purpose, it was expected that 

there would be a degree of overlap that would allow corroboration findings between 

strategies to some degree.  

Delphi Collaboration 

Linstone and Turoff (2002) declined to define Delphi as a describable model 

since its purposes, philosophies and methods vary greatly: ―There are many different 

views on what are the ‗proper,‘ ‗appropriate,‘ ‗best,‘ and/or ‗useful‘ procedures for 

accomplishing the various specific aspects of Delphi‖(¶ 6). They explained that it is an 

evolving set of related techniques with common elements, more of ―an art than a 

science‖ (¶ 6), which structure communication within a group, and involve some degree 

of anonymity even though there is feedback for individual contributions.  Participants 

have an opportunity to revise their contributions and there is some way of assessing the 

judgments of the group.  

Linstone and Turoff (2002) described two distinct forms of Delphi processes: the 

paper-and-pencil Delphi exercise and the computer assisted Delphi conference. As the 

method used in this study fits neatly into neither category, yet retains the elements of 

Delphi, it is called a Delphi collaboration. Remote and mutually-anonymous participants 

were asked each to submit to me a list or description of as many ways as they could 
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think of that they employ to learn for work. I organized all responses into one summary 

document which was returned to each participant for further suggestions and feedback.  

Participants were asked to contribute ideas not only to the content of the list, but also to 

its organization. Their comments were to inform a second and third draft of the 

summary which again would be distributed to collaborators for their comments.  

In order to develop a comprehensive list, the perspectives of many 

representatives were required. A remote Delphi technique addressed the geographic 

dispersal of the participants and allowed them to build upon each others‘ ideas and 

respect differences of opinion or language in an anonymous environment.  

Linstone and Turoff (2002) explained that Delphi techniques are ―effective in 

allowing a group of individuals, as a whole, to deal with a complex problem‖ (¶ 5). The 

task of identifying the ways in which one learns for work is complex because it requires 

time and reflection in order to identify less obvious ways learning. A personal example 

illustrates the point. While awaiting a health care professional in a diabetes education 

clinic, I overheard a conversation that the nurse had with the patient about the patient‘s 

concerns over starting insulin. The patient perceived pricking her finger to test her blood 

sugars as a barrier to starting insulin. Without time to contemplate the situation, I would 

not have been able to identify that (a) over-hearing practitioner/client conversations was 

a way in which I learned, or (b) understanding of the fears of patients is knowledge that 

might be useful in improving my effectiveness on the job.  Delphi exposes 

representatives to the ideas of colleagues and may stimulate discovery of less apparent 

ways of learning. The time between participant submission of responses, and their 
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receipt of the summary document, allowed them further opportunities to reflect upon 

their learning.  

Peer-anonymity preserved heterogeneity of responses; individual responses were 

not limited by the social issues and politics, and participants‘ thinking was not limited 

by the ideas of the others. The confirmatory process improved the likelihood that the 

results represent the collective intelligence of the participants.   

Individual Interviews  

This research aimed not only to list the ways in which pharmaceutical sales 

representatives learn for work, but also to explore the ways that are perceived to be most 

effective and are most frequently employed. Patton (2002) explained that ―we interview 

people to find out from them those things we cannot directly observe‖ (p. 340). 

Observation would have been impractical and intrusive. Individual interviews allowed 

the opportunity to ―enter into the other person‘s perspective‖ (Patton, p. 341), and 

provided the rich depth and detail of individual lived experiences required to explore the 

characteristics of perceived effective and frequent ways of learning.  

Open-ended guided interview facilitated a focus on key issues but still allowed 

exploration of themes as they emerged and as were relevant to each individual in their 

circumstances. The interview guide contained a selection of probes that could be ―used 

to deepen the response to a question, increase the richness and depth of responses, and 

give cues to the interviewee about the level of response that is desired‖ (Patton, p. 372).  

The interview guide is provided in Appendix A.  
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My Personal Work Context Journal 

Patton (2002) explained that a well written case study is ―context sensitive‖ (p. 

447) and Stake (2000) advised us to pay close attention to the influence of ―social, 

political and other contexts‖ (p. 444). Workplace learning researchers have concluded 

that contextual factors, industry factors, and company factors, have a huge impact on 

learning in the workplace (Leslie, Aring & Brand, 1997). Without a rich description of 

the work context that influences the learning decisions and actions of the participants, a 

reader is poorly equipped to fully understand the cases or to judge the relevance of the 

results of this study in another work setting. Therefore, a comprehensive description of 

the work contexts is important to my thesis.  

As a pharmaceutical agent myself, I was able to document real-time observations 

and reflections on the organizational structure, the political climate, the nature of the 

daily tasks, and other contexts of this environment as I experienced them in the 

workplace. Long-term data collection allowed opportunity to discern the complex 

contexts involved and made it less likely that important contexts were omitted from the 

presentation of the case.  

In order to allow for flexibility, I planned to collect my observations and 

reflections unrestricted by a concrete protocol. I concentrated on, but did not limit, my 

entries to descriptions of typical days, scheduling information, frustrations, successes, 

professional interactions, and opportunities to learn. My intent was to begin recording 

early and continue until I either felt I had recorded enough data to support a description 

thorough enough for an unfamiliar reader to understand the work factors that affect 

learning, or until all other data collection was complete. 
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Sampling Decisions 

Delphi Collaboration   

McMillan and Schumacher (2006) promoted purposeful sampling that increases 

―the utility of information obtained from small samples‖ (p. 319).  To promote the 

development of a comprehensive list of the ways in which agents report that they learn 

for work, it was judged that intensity sampling involving informants with a 

demonstrated commitment to learning, would reduce the sample size required, increases 

the manageability of the collaboration, and provide ―rich examples of the phenomenon 

of interest, but not highly unusual cases‖ (Patton, 2002, p. 234).  

Patton (2002) explained that ―fieldwork often involves on-the-spot decisions 

about sampling to take advantage of new opportunities‖ (p. 242) and said that 

―opportunistic, emergent sampling takes advantage of whatever unfolds as it unfolds‖ 

(p. 240).  I had opportunity to discuss my research plans with the president of the CCPE.  

He suggested that he distribute the recruitment notice (Appendix H) to the CCPE‘s 

virtual sounding board, which is a group of individuals who have been active within the 

CCPE and have volunteered to act as informal consultants on issues that develop in the 

CCPE.  With the suspicion that these individuals might be committed to ongoing 

professional development, the opportunity to recruit participants from this group was 

utilized. Therefore, purposeful intensity sampling was attempted through an 

opportunistic channel in the CCPE‘s virtual sounding board.  

Individual Interviews   

In addressing the practical business purpose of the interviews, a degree of 

generalizability would make the findings more compelling for informing policy and 
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practice decisions to support effective and frequent learning within the pharmaceutical 

sales industry. For its academic purpose of understanding cases of learning in this 

specific environment, generalizability is not important. Therefore, selecting the most 

appropriate sampling strategy became a negotiation. Patton (2002) called this the 

―breadth versus depth trade-off‖ (p. 227).  

 The selection strategy believed to best address both objectives of the interviews 

is typical case sampling. For the academic objective, typical cases illuminate learning in 

this interesting and distinctive environment to those without familiarity of the industry. 

For the business objective, the value of typical sampling is in understanding the 

perceived effective and frequent ways of learning engaged in by typical sales 

representatives so that effective and frequent learning might be supported for those 

agents. Without an a priori mechanism for identifying what is typical such as the 

direction of a key informant or some sort of demographic or statistical parameter, 

convenience sampling was employed and the researcher‘s own experience was used to 

determine whether or not the informants participating were obviously atypical in any 

way.  

 Patton (2002) explained that ―while convenience and cost are real considerations, 

they should be the last factors to be taken into account after strategically deliberating on 

how to get the most information of greatest utility from the limited number of cases to 

be sampled‖ (p. 242). Time and access constraints limit other options. Convenience 

sampling was flexible enough to address these constraints. McMillan and Schumacher 

(2006) allow that ―sampling processes [are] dynamic, ad hoc, and phasic‖ (p. 321). 

Therefore, I entered the sampling process willing to adapt to the conditions that were 
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encountered, mindful of a desire for a degree of typicality, but expecting the need to 

opportunistically sample from prospects that availed themselves.  

  ―There are no easy rules for determining sample size‖ (McMillan & Schumacher, 

p. 2006, p. 322). The intent was to sample between three and five agents, in order to 

collect a manageable amount of data for inter-case comparison. Open to interviewing 

more, the final decision concerning the number of informants was based on the richness 

of each individual interview, the availability of volunteer informants, the total time that 

interviewing and transcribing involved, the degree to which the data was approaching 

saturation, and whether a new theme developed in an interview that should be 

investigated further.  

Analysis 

Delphi Collaboration 

Analysis of the Delphi data is largely embedded in the process since the strategy 

uses the collaborators themselves not only to provide the initial data, but also to suggest 

categories and organizational plans for presenting the data. One of my roles was to 

identify the discrete units from the variety of submissions and facilitate the collaborators 

in contributing to the development of the organizational structure of these units.  

The Delphi collaboration required participants to submit lists or descriptions of 

the ways that they believe that they learn for work. In summarizing the submissions, I 

wanted to use the categories and organizational structures suggested by the participants, 

and use their emic terms, only translating into etic terms if the language would not be 

clear to an unfamiliar reader. Each collaborator was asked to review the first draft 

typology and provide additions, deletions, comments and other suggestions for changes 
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in the themes or organization. At least one revision was planned but participant input 

would guide the decision to end revisions.  

Individual Interviews 

Patton (2002) explained that ―approaching field-work without being constrained 

by predetermined categories of analysis contributes to the depth, openness, and detail of 

qualitative inquiry‖ (p. 14). A tentative but detailed approach to the data analysis was 

planned based on the purposes of individual interviews, with the intent to continually 

review what had been completed, what might still be done, and suggestions for further 

analysis that were developing from the data. Therefore, the analysis processes evolved to 

meet the purposes of the study.  

The first stage of analysis involved identifying the ways in which the participants 

learned for work that they perceived to be most effective and most frequently employed. 

For this analysis, the intent was to use the pre-determined codes of most frequent and 

most effective and extract from the transcripts data segments that identified these ways 

of learning.  

A deeper second stage of analysis utilized and extended the predetermined codes 

and categories available from Colley et al. (2003) to identify characteristics of the ways 

of learning that representatives reported as most effective or most frequently employed. 

This involved a semi-structured negotiation of inductive and deductive reasoning in 

order to develop the codes of potential characteristics, followed by a deductive 

application of these codes to the interview data and to my experiences within the 

industry to identify the specific characteristics of the ways of learning reported as 

effective and frequent.  
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The third stage of analysis of the interview data was intended to be more 

emergent, and more subjective, involving my tacit understanding and experiences. 

Themes of interest about workplace learning in this environment would be inductively 

identified as they surfaced from the data. Interview data would be segmented with an 

open emergent coding scheme, codes would be converged by ―figuring out what things 

fit together‖ (Patton, p. 465) and ―recurring regularities‖ (Patton, p. 465) would be 

identified in order to collapse the codes into tentative categories. Categories would be 

judged based on internal homogeneity, ―the extent to which the data that belong in a 

certain category hold together or ‗dovetail‘ in a meaningful way‖ (Patton, p. 465), and 

based on external heterogeneity, ―the extent to which differences among categories are 

bold and clear‖ (Patton, p. 465). Patterns would be sought by oscillating between 

inductive and deductive approaches and checking patterns with triangulation with the 

Delphi data.  

Patton (2002) was clear on the importance of ensuring that each case is 

authentically represented on its own: ―The analyst‘s first and foremost responsibility 

consists of doing justice to each individual case‖ (p. 449). Therefore, each case is 

analyzed and presented individually before cross-case comparisons and analysis of the 

combined data is completed.  

Research Method 

The certificate issued by the Queen‘s University General Research and Ethics 

Board approving the research design and tools is included in Appendix I. The letters of 

information and consent are included in Appendices J, K. L and M.  
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The preceding section of this chapter described the methodological framework 

that informed research decisions for this investigation. Since there was an intended 

degree of emergent design, this second section describes in detail the methods employed 

in each stage as they actually occurred.  

 

Documenting the Context 

 The intent of the journal was to provide data to illustrate the work context that 

surrounds learning and potentially affects learning activity and decisions in the 

pharmaceutical sales industry. The personal work journal that I maintained was a single 

electronic word-document file collected over six months, containing entries from 24 

separate nonconsecutive days. The journal contained my dated, informal and 

unstructured musings about work and learning as they occurred to me. Entries varied 

from short schedule descriptions such as ―June 2-5 National Sales meeting. Toronto‖ to 

extended paragraphs describing several activities from a single day, my interactions with 

others, the things that I was learning, and musings about my frustrations and successes 

on the job. The eclectic nature of the entries was intended to capture a broad range of 

thoughts and events that represent the environment in which I, as a sales representative, 

work.   

The intent was to extract and organize the data within the journal using five 

predetermined codes that my experience as a pharmaceutical sale representative led me 

to believe were the most important general categories differentiating this workplace 

environment from others.  The descriptions for the codes chosen were:  

1. Information that describes a typical work day.  
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2. Descriptions of the socio-political environment and the relationship 

structures in the industry.  

3. The unique advantages of this job.  

4. The organizational structure of the company and the industry. 

5. What am I, or my colleagues, learning for work?  

After reading through the journal and assigning predetermined codes to data 

segments, it was discovered that most of the data were poorly related to the codes that 

had been selected.  A subsequent attempt to expand the categories with emergent codes 

which described contextual factors making this workplace learning environment unique 

was unsuccessful. The data was an insufficient base from which to construct a thorough 

description of the work context.  

 The most complete source of contextual data available to me was my own six 

years of experience as a pharmaceutical sales agent in two companies, and my 

recollections of interactions with other representatives in various companies. The 

decision was made to use the work journal, along with my email messages and my sales-

call notes from the last several weeks, as triggers stimulating my recall of important 

contextual information. I conducted a deductive search of my personal experiences as a 

pharmaceutical sales representative, using the journal, email, and sales-call records as 

supplemental triggers, guided by the same five predetermined categories: (a) a typical 

day; (b) socio-political climate; (c) advantages of the job; (d) organizational structure; 

and (e) what is being learned for work. 

 Addressing these categories one at a time, I reflected on my own experiences, 

contemplating my activities, my feelings, the people I interacted with, my successes and 
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failures, and what I needed to learn, each as it related to the current category. I recorded 

these recollections as point form notes before turning to the journal, email, and sales-call 

record triggers.  By reviewing each of these in turn I sought to identify contextual 

information that addressed each category but was not yet included in the notes.  I did 

this for each category, and from the compiled notes; I constructed the general narrative 

description of the work context that is presented in Chapter 4. Two interview 

participants from different companies agreed that the narrative represented their personal 

perceptions of the industry work contexts.  

Delphi Collaboration 

Participant Selection 

 The CCPE assisted recruitment by distributing a recruitment notice to members 

of its virtual sounding board. The original plan was to recruit 20 participants with 

diverse backgrounds in order to represent some of the breadth of experiences and 

personalities within this case. As it happened, 20 individuals volunteered to participate 

and they were all accepted into the study. The specific characteristics of the participants 

are reported in Chapter 5.  

Data Collection and Analysis 

 After providing participants with an information letter, I emailed each individual 

asking them to contemplate the ways in which they learn for work. After one week I 

emailed all participants asking them to send me a list or a description of as many ways 

that they could think of that they learn for work. The format of their responses was left 

open to their discretion. They were encouraged to take an additional week to 
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contemplate their answers, to further consider how they were learning, and to consult 

with colleagues.  

After the responses had been received, I reviewed all of the responses and 

requested further explanation as necessary. I then applied my industry-specific 

understanding of terms and contexts within the industry to open-code and reduce the 

data by grouping replicated or similar responses. Where possible, participant responses 

in their emic language were used as codes.  I organized the reduced data by looking for 

similarities and relationships among the first level codes by applying classification 

strategies that participants had supplied in their responses. I grouped similar themes and 

retained most of the language and themes used by the participants. The duplication 

between participants‘ responses and classification schemes suggested that I was 

approaching saturation with this sample.  

Subsequently, I identified a category of methods of learning that I suspected 

might be used by this group (web-based initiatives) that was not represented in any of 

the responses of the participants. Since this caused me to question the saturation of my 

data, I emailed each participant and asked them if they engaged in any web-based 

learning.  Participants readily responded with several specific examples of ways in 

which they learn using the internet. This category and the examples within it were added 

to the summary of their collective responses.  

Each participant was sent a copy of the structured summary via email. They were 

asked to review the summary and comment within one week on its accuracy in capturing 

their opinion, and to suggest additions, deletions, alterations and alternate structuring of 

the findings. After one week, I sent a reminder email to respondents who had not replied 
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and allowed three more days before analysis of replies. Very few suggestions were 

made, but the few that were made were applied to the summary and distributed once 

more with a request for final comments. No suggestions for alterations of this second 

summary were received.  

The final summary is presented in Chapter 5. In order to maintain the integrity of 

the data collected in the Delphi collaboration, I chose to present quotations from 

participants verbatim, regardless of punctuation or other errors, whenever possible.  

Alterations to the text of the participants was only made if including the original would 

have caused confusion or compromised the anonymity of the participant.  Alterations are 

indicated in brackets.  

Individual Interviews   

Participant Selection  

Participants were primarily convenience-sampled although I purposefully judged 

the characteristics of volunteers who emerged opportunistically for evidence of 

atypicality based on my experiences. One of the Delphi collaborators whose input 

suggested that he would be a good interview informant was recruited.  However, due to 

a technical failure and lack of opportunity to schedule a second interview, his case was 

omitted from the study.  

During chance encounters with agents in my region, I expressed that I was 

looking for interview volunteers. Subsequently, three agents volunteered their 

participation and submitted their demographic information to me. I perceived nothing in 

their demographics to suggest atypicality so I emailed each a letter of information and a 

letter of consent.  After their signed consent forms had been received, I scheduled 
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interviews with each at their convenience. Since each of the three participants were 

seasoned agents with more than five years of experience, I contacted an individual that I 

knew had started in the industry only months before in order to gain the perspective of a 

new agent.  He volunteered his participation as well.  

Data Collection  

Two of the interviews were conducted over the telephone due to the geographical 

distribution of the agents and three were held face to face.  All were digitally audio-

recorded with the signed written consent of the participants.  

 A week prior to the interview, participants were sent a letter of information, and 

copy of the summary developed in the Delphi collaboration.  They were asked to review 

the summary for accuracy and completeness, and to reflect upon what they perceived to 

be the most effective and most frequent ways that they learn for work.  They were also 

asked to consider specific learning scenarios that exemplified effective and frequent 

ways in which they learned.  

 I planned 30-minute semi-structured in-depth interviews with open-ended 

questions and probes that were outlined in a prepared protocol, but was willing to adjust 

the interview to allow for exploration of ideas that emerged during the interview that 

were of relevance to the research questions. Three of the interviews were completed in 

approximately 30 minutes each but the fourth interview was almost 60 minutes. The 

general protocol of the interview included the following stages:  

1. Participants were asked to briefly describe their philosophy about learning in the 

workplace.  
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2. Participants were asked to review the Delphi collaboration summary and 

comment on its completeness and accuracy.  

3. Participants were asked to describe in detail the way(s) that they learn for work 

that they perceive to be most effective, and include a critical incident example.  

4. Participants were asked to describe in detail the way(s) that they learn for work 

that they perceive to be most frequent, and include a critical incident example.  

5. Participants were reminded of the purpose of the research and asked if they had 

any insights that they could share that would help address this purpose.  

The interview guide, including the probes, is included in Appendix A.  

I recorded field notes in order to document data that would not be collected on 

the digital recorder, such as descriptive hand and body motions, and general topics that 

appeared in the discussions that warranted further exploration. I had intended to record 

key phrases, emerging themes and early analysis in my field notes as well, however, I 

found that as a novice interviewer it was challenging for me to concentrate on the 

interview and the field notes at the same time. My field notes ended up primarily 

capturing additional questions to ask and descriptive hand or body movements.  During 

one interview, I sketched a graph that the participant was drawing on the table with his 

finger.  

Data Analysis 

I transcribed each of the recorded interviews verbatim, which provided me with 

greater intimacy with the data. After making a summary of the main points in each 

transcript, I emailed each participant my summary of their interview and asked them to 

comment on its accuracy and completeness, and to add any other comments that they 
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thought were appropriate to my research. I applied any changes requested.  The case of 

each individual representative was organized into a case record and each is included in 

Chapter 5. In order to maintain maximum integrity of the data when presenting 

transcript data, I only made alterations and deletions from the original transcript if the 

original would have caused confusion, made the reading difficult, or compromised the 

anonymity of the participant.  Changes from the original transcript are so indicated in 

brackets and deletions are indicated with an ellipsis.  

The remaining data analysis was divided into six stages. In the first stage of 

analysis, I read each transcript to gain a holistic impression of the data, and then one 

more time with constant reference to my field notes, and recorded separately themes and 

thoughts that occurred to me as I reviewed the data and notes.   

 The second stage was meant to isolate the ways perceived as most effective and 

those perceived as most frequent by each participant and to deconstruct those ways into 

as many potential characteristics as I could. I had not reviewed the characteristics 

proposed by Colley et al. (2003) for several months intentionally because I did not want 

their conceptualization of possible characteristics to limit my thinking. I wanted to 

identify not only the characteristics that one might use to define aspects of formality of 

learning, but also any other characteristics that might give meaning to our understanding 

of how these agents learn for work in their unique environment. I created separate lists 

of the reported perceived most effective and most frequent ways and numbered each 

way. Then I started with one of the reported ways and recorded any characteristics that 

were evident in the interviews, and every characteristic I could initially think of myself 

to describe that way of learning. I then envisioned myself in scenarios learning in that 
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way to stimulate identification of more characteristics. I then reviewed and applied the 

attributes in the Colley et al. clusters of process, setting, content, and purpose, in order to 

stimulate identification of more potential characteristics. After recording all of these 

characteristics as the vertical components of a matrix, I repeated this process with each 

reported way and added any new characteristics to the matrix. I completed the vertical 

component of the matrix by listing any characteristics that were opposite characteristics 

that were not yet represented. By the time I reviewed the Colley et al. attributes, I was 

adding very few new characteristics to the list with each additional step. Although I 

expected that I was nearing saturation of potential characteristics, and I was confident 

that my list was quite comprehensive, I waited two weeks before proceeding to the next 

step in order to take time to reflect on my own learning and identify previously 

unidentified characteristics.  The specific characteristics are included in Chapter 6.  

 The third stage was intended to ascribe the characteristics developed in the 

second stage to each of the ways identified by participants as most effective and most 

frequent. The numbers assigned to represent each of these ways were recorded in the 

horizontal location of the characteristics matrix. For each way of learning, I reviewed 

each potential characteristic and deduced if that characteristic applied to that way of 

learning. I drew upon my industry experience and tacit knowledge in this stage to 

accurately assign characteristics.  

 The fourth stage required that I review and contemplate the data in the matrix. I 

did not approach this task with a well-defined protocol.  I did not add the columns to 

make conclusions based on quantitative applications. Rather, I inductively approached 

the data openly with the question: ―what is this data telling me?‖ I reviewed the data 
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applying the characteristics to the ways of learning and then again applying the ways of 

learning to the characteristics. I reviewed data in terms of the characteristics ascribed to 

each method and the characteristics that were not associated with each. I spread this 

activity over three weeks, interspersing each step with steps in the fifth stage, to rest my 

mind and prevent it from getting caught in any one mode of thinking.  

 The fifth stage was conducted intermittently interspersed with steps of the fourth 

stage and was intended to draw from the interviews insights about the ways in which 

these agents learn that might not appear in the matrix. Using colours and highlighting in 

a Microsoft Word document, I inductively open-coded the transcripts of each interview 

looking for emerging codes and frameworks for the data that were not part of the matrix 

analysis, yet still relevant to understanding the ways in which these individuals learn for 

work. I used constant comparative analysis between the transcripts and the codes to 

identify broad new categories and themes. My goal was to capture the reality of the 

ways in which agents learn without clumping them into predetermined categories. I used 

my industry experience and tacit knowledge to help me identify codes and themes.  

 In the sixth and final stage of analysis I constructed another matrix similar to that 

described previously, but only included the characteristics that Colley et al. (2003) 

described as aspects of formality and informality, and subdivided those attributes into 

the four clusters of process, content, setting and purpose. The attributes listed by the 

authors were not well defined and therefore, I applied the interpretations of these 

categories described in Chapter 2. I analyzed the reported perceived most effective and 

frequent ways of learning according to this matrix of formality so that I could comment 

on the formality of learning engaged in by these agents.  
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 After the stages of analysis were completed, I interpreted and organized the 

findings in order to present them in a meaningful way in Chapter 7. This process 

involved much personal reflection on my tacit understandings and experiences in the 

industry, coupled with deductive searches for evidence that supported hypotheses about 

trends that emerged. Periodic review of the literature and the context stimulated new 

ways to consider and present the relevance of the findings. What emerged was not only a 

presentation of the ways that pharmaceutical sales representatives learn for work, but 

also a commentary on the utility of classifying ways of learning as formal or informal, a 

suggestion for a new direction in workplace learning research, the development of a new 

typology which might aid the presentation of characteristics of learning in individual 

workplaces, and a set of hypotheses about the relationships between the effective and 

frequent ways of learning in this industry and the work context that surrounds it.  
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CHAPTER 4: 

CONTEXT 

The Importance of Context 

Patton (2002) asked qualitative researchers to pay ―careful attention to…context‖ 

(p. 14) and asked us to ―assemble a comprehensive and complete picture of the social 

dynamic of the particular situation‖ (p. 59-60). McMillan and Schumacher (2006) 

explained that ―human actions are strongly influenced by the settings in which they 

occur‖ (p. 316). Stake (2000) also emphasized the influence of ―social, political and 

other contexts‖ (p. 444) on the cases under study. Without a rich description of the 

contexts that relate to the phenomenon under study, a reader is poorly equipped to fully 

understand the case or to judge the relevance of the results of this study in another 

unique setting.  It was, therefore, my intention to provide a thorough context description.  

This chapter is presented in three main sections.  The first section differentiates 

between learning context and work context and explains why it is appropriate to 

document the work context in order to address my research questions. The second 

section explains the intended and actual process by which I document the context. The 

third section presents the work context that surrounds learning activities and decisions in 

this industry and provides specific supportive examples from my own experience.  A 

final section summarizes the content of the chapter.  

Work Context Versus Learning Context 

I differentiate between ―work context‖ and ―learning context.‖  Learning context 

describes the acute environment affecting a learning event; so that if I were to describe a 
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specific learning scenario, I would document factors in the immediate situation that 

affect that learning.  For instance, the learning context would include the physical, 

mental and emotional environment as perceived by the learner.  The work context is 

broader and more macroscopic encompassing all of the large scale factors that affect 

learning as a whole, and not just learning in a particular scenario.  Such factors include 

the socio-political climate, organizational structure, and compensation programs which 

affect not only how an individual learns in a particular situation, but also affect the 

decisions made and actions taken by an individual in learning for work. They influence 

the motivation of a worker to engage in workplace learning, and subsequently, they 

affect the type of learning engaged in, and the degree to which a worker is engaged. 

Since I investigated the types of learning engaged in by pharmaceutical sales agents, it is 

the work context, and not the learning context, that most relates to my research 

questions.  

One of the reasons that I chose to study learning in the pharmaceutical sales 

industry is because the industry itself is a distinctive macro-context: a rapidly changing, 

knowledge-intense, and competitive environment with a distributed workforce.  To 

facilitate understanding of the cases of workplace learning engaged in by the 

pharmaceutical sales representatives who participated in my study, I present a thorough 

description of the macro-context that affects the decisions these individuals make about 

learning in this work environment.  

Documenting the Context 

The individual interviews and Delphi collaboration have a limited capacity to 

illuminate the complexity of the work contexts affecting learning decisions and activities 
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in this organization. As an experienced pharmaceutical sales representative, I had access 

to my own current and past experiences.  I chose to document my perceptions of the 

work context in which learning occurs in this industry.   

My intent was to develop the work context description from data collected in my 

personal work journal, which was maintained over several months during the course of 

the research. Without a protocol for the entries in this journal, my intent was to record 

my musings about working and learning in this job early in the data collection phase of 

my research and continue until I either felt I had recorded sufficiently illuminating data 

or until all other data collection was complete.   

At its completion, the personal work journal contained entries from 24 separate 

but nonconsecutive days. These entries ranged from short schedule descriptions such as 

―June 2-5 National Sales meeting. Toronto‖ to extended paragraphs describing several 

activities and reflections from a single day. It contained descriptions of what I was 

learning and the situation in which I was learning it, the relationships between parties, 

the tasks that were being completed for work, random musings and reflections, 

successes and frustrations, and plans that were forming for other days. 

Upon review of these data, I found that they did not provide a sufficient base 

from which to develop a comprehensive description of the work context. Although the 

data that was collected could support a description of a typical day, there was scant data 

to describe what is being learned in the industry or the socio-political climate.  Because 

the data required substantial interpretation based on my experiences in order for it to be 

sufficiently informative to an unfamiliar reader, I decided to base the description of the 

work context primarily on my recollection of experiences in and understanding of the 
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industry, and to use the journal to stimulate my recollections and to provide empirical 

support for the description I developed.  

The descriptions in this chapter are based primarily on my reflections and 

recollections of my experiences over the last six years and of conversations that I have 

had during my career with other pharmaceutical sales agents. To guide the development 

of these descriptions, I preselected five categories based on my interpretation of the 

distinct and macroscopic factors that affect learning decisions and activities in this 

industry. The categories are: (a) a typical day; (b) the socio-political environment; (c) 

the advantages of the job; (d) the organizational structure; and (d) what is being learned 

for work. As I read through my journal, I reflected on these five categories and recorded 

notes concerning what I thought were the most important factors to include as work 

context so that an unfamiliar reader might understand this unique environment. I also 

reviewed my day-planner and work emails to stimulate further thinking. From these 

activities and notes, and under these five headings, I prepared a narrative description of 

what I perceived to be the macroscopic work context in which learning decisions and 

activities occur in the pharmaceutical sales industry. I then enlisted two pharmaceutical 

agents from different companies to review the general description of the work context 

that I had developed, and comment on its accuracy.  Both individuals reported that my 

descriptions reflected their experiences and understandings, increasing my confidence 

that the descriptions in this chapter represent the work contexts in which the participants 

learn in this industry.  
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Work Context in the Pharmaceutical Sales Industry 

A Typical Day 

 From my experience, a typical day as a pharmaceutical sales representative is 

oxymoronic. Two agents promoting different products in different territories will 

experience very days. Additionally, each day for any single agent is different than the 

day before. Nonetheless, my perception is that there are common patterns across 

representatives and their workdays.   

 Agents are paid an annual salary regardless of the number of hours that they 

work. However, my work experience and conversations with representatives from other 

companies suggest to me that most agents work more than 40 hours most weeks.  After 

including time driving across one‘s assigned territory, completing administrative and 

learning tasks, and visiting customers, many agents regularly work in excess of 50 hours 

a week. Some territories are geographically large and require over 1000 km of driving 

weekly. Agents often organize and attend evening or weekend speaker programs and 

conferences in addition to their daily calls on customers. National meetings, scheduled 

twice a year for four to five days, and regional meetings, scheduled two or three times a 

year for two or three days, plan the agents‘ time in excess of 12-hours each day.  

My assigned territory and personal schedule illustrate some of these extra time 

commitments. I am responsible for a territory, approximately 500 km wide, which 

covers most of eastern Ontario, excluding Ottawa. On average, for every month in which 

I did not take vacation or sick leave, I drove over 3000 km for business purposes. In 

2008, I attended a five-day National meeting in Alberta in January, a four-day National 

meeting in Toronto in June, a three-day Regional meeting in Muskoka in April, and a 
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three-day Regional meeting in Toronto in September. At the June meeting, each day 

began with an 8:00 a.m. working breakfast and included a working lunch. We were 

dismissed at 5:00 p.m. each of the first three days, but were asked to convene again at 

6:00 or 6:30 p.m. for group dinners, to which we were bussed. We were returned to the 

hotel each night after 10:00 p.m. During that same month, I spent an additional three 

nights away from home in order to make early morning appointments in cities outside of 

my home town, and frequently worked 9 and 10 hour days.  I also organized and 

attended 19 evening or weekend speaker programs in 2008. What follows is a 

description of a standard day in which a pharmaceutical sales agent is making required 

visits to customers and in which no additional tasks, such as the ones described above, 

were required.  

 An agent might start a day by reading and responding to email from 

management, colleagues, and customers. After packing the car with the materials 

required for the day, the agent might then stop by the company‘s storage facility to 

retrieve intra-corporate mail or resources.  After driving to another city, the agent will 

select a customer to target, review the customer‘s sales data and past notes that the agent 

or a colleague has recorded which document various results of a visit with this customer. 

Based on this information, the representative will then prepare a specific call plan for 

this next meeting.  Armed with the chosen clinical studies and marketing material, the 

agent then enters the office and waits to see the health-care practitioner. This might be a 

family physician, a nurse, a pharmacist or a hospital administrator. After discussing the 

evidence in a clinical study that supports the use of the agent‘s drug in a particular 

population and leaving samples at the office, the agent returns to the car to document 
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what happened during the call and to prepare for the next call.  Several calls like this 

occur in a day. It is common to be turned away from an office because the doctor is not 

willing to see agents, or to wait a long time for a chance to see the customer for less than 

a minute.  Some days, the agent will bring lunch into a clinic and do a presentation to the 

staff. Some customer visits are based on appointments, but most occur on a drop-in 

basis. After returning home, the agent will respond to email and voice mail messages, 

complete administrative tasks and decide which customers to target the next day. Many 

agents use driving time to connect with colleagues by phone. 

 June 19, 2008 was a typical work day for me, similar to what is described in the 

paragraph above. After preparing myself for work, I packed my briefcase with the 

clinical studies and other resources that I might use, packed the car with some patient 

resources and wrote a quick email reply to my manager before leaving my house at 8:00 

a.m. I drove to a storage facility and retrieved a data projector that I would need later in 

the day. I then drove almost two and a half hours from my home city of Kingston to 

Peterborough, Ontario, where I stopped at a local restaurant to pick up the luncheon that 

I had ordered the day before.  I brought the luncheon to the Diabetes Education Centre at 

the Peterborough Regional Hospital where I served it and used the data projector to 

deliver a presentation that I had prepared on insulin to the two nurses and two dietitians 

that work in the clinic. After the luncheon and presentation, I returned to my car and 

recorded detailed computer notes regarding my presentation, the responses of the 

attendees, and my planned objectives for my next visit with the same clinic. I then 

reviewed the sales data and past recorded call notes for several other doctors in 

Peterborough in order to choose my next call target.  After identifying the customer that 
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I would next visit and the tools and objectives for the call, I drove to the doctor‘s office 

to find it closed. A similar process brought me to another clinic where I waited 20 

minutes to see the doctor. The doctor politely told me that he was running behind and 

did not have time to speak with me that day, but agreed to accept a marketing brochure.  

At another clinic, I waited approximately 20 minutes again, but was able to see the 

doctor in his office for approximately 10 minutes. During this meeting, I presented data 

from a clinical trial comparing two brands of insulin. Although he appeared uninterested 

in the study, he did ask me for suggestions concerning how to obtain drug insurance 

coverage for insulin for a particular patient. After the visit, I returned to my car and 

recorded detailed notes concerning the visit. I next stopped at two pharmacies in order to 

inquire into the pharmacists‘ experiences with similar insurance issues so that I might 

better address the doctor‘s concerns. I then recorded the details of those calls and 

checked myself into a hotel at approximately 5:30 p.m. While in my room, I gathered 

electronic insurance documents that would assist the last doctor and wrote him an email 

describing what I had learned from the pharmacists. I then answered other work-related 

email from customers, peers and my manager, listened to and responded to voice mail 

messages, and completed my mileage log and expenses for the day. I reviewed 

prescribing data and prior call notes for physicians in Peterborough, Lindsay and 

Bancroft and planned visits for the next day with doctors in Lindsay.  I finished work for 

the day at 7:30 p.m.    

Socio-political Climate 

 A word that I believe characterizes the climate in the pharmaceutical sales 

industry is intensity. One area of intensity involves sales results. There is a concentrated 
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focus by management on sales results and parameters of sales achievements are released 

monthly. This intensity reaches the sales agents who have a vested interest in achieving 

aggressive sales targets because sizable bonuses and prize trips are rewards for top sales 

performers. An average annual bonus is approximately $10,000 but exceptional sales in 

some companies can return bonuses of over $35,000. The reward trips are often to 

tropical destinations in the winter months, but there are also rewards to other 

destinations including Europe. At national sales meetings, top performers are recognized 

in front of their peers in elaborate awards ceremonies.  

 The company for which I work releases national, regional, and territorial sales 

results every month so that sales representatives can track sales in their territories 

compared to other territories and to targets set by the company.  We receive market-

share comparison of the products we promote and our competitors, arranged by postal 

code regions such as K7M or K6V. I also receive detailed prescribing data about each of 

my customers monthly.  This company does not have a maximum limit to the bonus that 

can be earned, and I personally know several representatives in this company that are 

scheduled to receive bonuses for 2008 in excess of $30,000.  In 2005, I won a reward 

trip to Jamaica for exceptional sales results.  

 Competition provides additional intensity.  Although there tends to be solidarity 

among agents within a company, agents often promote against competing drugs 

manufactured by other companies. Since research and development have already been 

completed, each sale represents significant profit, and the overall total sales in the 

industry are enormous. A single product can represent over a billion dollars in annual 

sales in Canada.  
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 I promote a brand of insulin that has one direct competitor in the same class and 

there are three other competitors in different classes. The target for sales in my territory 

is relatively small compared to other territories: I was expected to sell over $750,000 of 

insulin in 2008, which is only approximately 9% of the total insulin market share, and 

more than half of my colleagues were tasked with sales in excess of $1 million. To 

accomplish this, I had an annual budget of $32,000 to spend on specialist speakers, 

customer entertainment, and other promotional activities.  

 Agents find themselves needing to protect their jobs. Many companies are 

downsizing, restructuring and laying-off workers. Learning might be one way to 

illustrate your value to the company. Additionally, in recent years the popular and 

medical presses have reported on questionable research and disclosure practices that 

have damaged the reputation of the pharmaceutical industry and its agents. Health care 

professionals are increasingly suspicious of pharmaceutical agents. Many busy 

physicians either refuse to see agents, severely limit the amount of time they devote to 

seeing agents, or choose carefully the agents that they are willing to see.  The effect is 

that agents need to differentiate themselves from the competition in order to win time 

with the health care professionals who have the potential to prescribe the drugs that the 

agent promotes. 

 In 2007, the company for which I worked had four different restructuring 

activities, each resulting in job losses. Our sales force was reduced that year from 

approximately 450 representatives to approximately 375. When our most profitable 

product lost its patent protection and generic brands entered the market in 2008, more 

sales representatives lost their jobs. A scheduled new product launch was cancelled in 
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2008 because the drug was rejected by Health Canada. The sales agents preparing to 

promote this product lost their jobs.  In the last two years, at least five of my customers 

have stopped seeing pharmaceutical sales representatives and I find it increasingly 

difficult to speak with physicians for more than a brief moment.  

Advantages of the Job  

 There is much flexibility in scheduling and in the nature of activities involved in 

being a sales agent, and agents are afforded much autonomy. Agents have unlimited and 

free use of the company vehicle, receive generous compensation packages, and are 

eligible for significant sales bonuses. Most companies fund external education programs 

with a manager‘s approval. Meetings are held at posh hotels and resorts where the 

agents are treated to fine food and often fine alcohol and entertainment. 

 I have experienced these benefits. Although I often work more than 40 hours 

weekly, I also can often arrange my schedule to suit my needs. In July, I took my son 

with me to Peterborough so that he could swim in the hotel pool while I worked. On July 

15, 2008, I was able to do paper work from home while my son was recovering at home 

from minor surgery. On July 29, I worked in my home town of Kingston so that I could 

accompany my sons to their dental appointments. I had unencumbered use of the 

company car while on sick leave in October. Our April regional meeting was at the 

Deerhurst resort where we were treated to spa treatments. In January, each 

representative who promoted insulin received a telescope and a certificate identifying a 

star that had been purchased for each representative by the company. My company has 

also partially funded my Master‘s program.    
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Organizational Structure 

 Companies vary in size and organizational structures reflect those differences. A 

large company may have in excess of 500 sales agents across Canada and several 

hundred other employees in sales support roles such as sales management, sales 

administration and marketing.  

An agent who represents two or three products to general practitioners will have 

a senior colleague who represents these drugs to hospitals and specialists. Companies 

structure their management teams either based on therapeutic areas or on geography. 

Agents in therapeutically structured organizations often have managers who live and 

work in different cities. Some companies have field trainers who work in the field with 

the agents, but many companies have reduced or removed this position maintaining only 

head-office trainers who are mostly tasked with initial medical training and workshops 

at meetings.  

 The company for which I work has under 400 sales representatives, and we 

employ an approximately equal number of individuals in areas such as marketing, 

administration, market access, and training. In 2008 we changed from a geography-

centered structure to a therapeutically-centered organizational structure, but since I work 

outside of a major city, the managers to whom I have reported have always lived in 

another city.  We have two managers in Ontario for the diabetes sales force. I have 

reported to three managers between January 2008 and January 2009 and have had six 

managers in six years in the industry. In 2008, I promoted one product, but began 

promoting a second related product in January 2009. As a specialist sales representative, 

I visit endocrinologists, internal medicine specialists, cardiologists and other hospital 
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associated personnel. A colleague works the same geographical territory as I do and 

promotes one product that I do, but visits family physicians and pharmacists.  Prior to 

the restructurings in 2007, our company employed 12 field sales trainers who 

accompanied representatives on territory helping them develop their skills. Currently, 

we employ two trainers who work at our head office and facilitate workshops during 

regional and national meetings.  

What is Being Learned for Work? 

 Most days include some learning. Much of what is learned is medical 

information, including information about disease states, competitive drugs, clinical 

studies, and pharmacodynamics of molecules. Representatives discuss anonymous but 

real patient cases with practitioners during which both parties learn. Agents gain medical 

knowledge outside of their therapeutic area, learn about patient issues and 

characteristics, hear key-opinion-leader views and discover changes in medical 

directives and clinical practice guidelines. Changes in the health care system and 

insurance procedures must be continually updated.  

 Less frequently agents learn about non health-care related issues such as 

procedures for administrative tasks, how conference systems work, the use of corporate 

and public technologies, and other skills including organizational, time management, 

and presentation delivery.  

 My own learning reflects what I have described. At the April regional meeting, I 

presented to my peers a workshop that I developed on how to read and interpret clinical 

studies. At the June National meeting, I attended a workshop concerning how to use a 

new business planning tool. On June 19, 2008, when I visited with the pharmacists in 



 

 

82 

order to address the concerns of a particular doctor, I learned about the conditions under 

which patients with different sorts of insurance could receive insulin for free or at 

reduced cost. On July 15, 2008, I read and analyzed three clinical studies involving 

different insulins, and reviewed information about insulin pump therapy found on the 

patient-directed website, www.diabetesclinic.ca. On November 7, I attended a day-long 

conference for nurses involved in diabetes care which included a presentation by a 

dietitian who simplified carbohydrate counting, and one by a young boy who described 

his personal experiences being diagnosed and treated for Type 1 diabetes.  On Dec 29, 

2008, I attended an online presentation which provided me with introductory 

information concerning the molecular structure, mode of action, clinical study results, 

and side effects of the new drug that I was to promote in 2009.  

Chapter Summary 

 This chapter has argued that it is important to understand the work context in 

which learning activities and decisions occur, if one is to understand the cases of 

individuals learning for work in the pharmaceutical sales industry. It then described the 

work context in terms of a typical work day, the socio-political climate, the advantages 

of the job, the organizational structure and what is being learned for work, so that a 

reader might be prepared to reflect on the relationship between the cases of workplace 

learning reported in this study and the work context in which it occurs. The narrative 

description of learning in this industry was verified for relevance to individual cases by 

two interview participants and was supplemented by specific experiences of the author 

as a pharmaceutical sales representative.  

 

http://www.diabetesclinic.ca/
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CHAPTER 5: 

RESULTS OF THE DELPHI COLLABORATION AND INDIVIDUAL 

CASES 

Results from the Delphi Collaboration 

The Process  

On August 3, 2008, the CCPE distributed a recruitment notice to members of its 

virtual sounding board to facilitate participation in the Delphi collaboration. Between 

August 4 and August 19, 2008, 16 agents volunteered and were sent instructions for the 

collaboration. Summer vacations slowed receipt of the first data responses from the 

agents but, by September 14, 11 participants had provided either a list or a description of 

how they learned for work. Subsequent to an email reminder that I sent on September 

17, I received two more lists. The first draft of the summary list of ways that agents 

learn was developed from these 13 responses, and was distributed on September 21 to 

all who had expressed a willingness to participate, regardless of their response to date.  

By October 14, nine more participants had volunteered to participate in the research. 

Some submitted their own descriptions of their learning, some contributed to the 

amendment of the first draft summary list, and others did not engage further. After 

applying the few suggestions to the summary list, the final draft was created on October 

15, informed by detailed lists or descriptions from 15 agents, and amendments, 

suggestions or approvals from a total of 20 participants. This draft was distributed to the 

participants on October 15 and no further suggestions were received.  
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Participant Characteristics 

 Twenty individuals from 11 pharmaceutical companies volunteered and 

participated in the Delphi collaboration. Eight individuals were male, six had a science 

or nursing background, thirteen had business backgrounds, and one had a background in 

psychology. Agents lived in several different provinces across Canada, including Nova 

Scotia and British Columbia, although not all participants disclosed their region. The 

mean industry experience was 10 years with a range of 4 to 22 years. Many of these 

individuals had significant amounts of formal education beyond what is required for the 

job: one agent was a pharmacist; one was working on a PhD; one had an MBA; and at 

least half of the participants had four or more CCPE courses beyond the required 

accreditation program. 

 Pseudonyms are used to protect the anonymity of the participants.  

Participant Responses 

 I received almost 100 emails from participants during our correspondence for the 

Delphi collaboration. Most of the data was received in the first submission by 

participants and little was added in the second submission, so a third submission process 

was not conducted.  

The characteristics of the submissions were varied but many were extensive and 

detailed.  Denise‘s 29-item list included both self-directed approaches to learning and 

externally structured methods; planned and unplanned methods; collective, collaborative 

and individual methods. Yves, submitted a 17-item list that included a range of courses, 

print, human, and internet resources, and even his children.  He included some 

description as well: ―Learning from the scratch…when you don‘t know a thing about a 
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task and you experiment it, specifically [from] my mistakes.‖  Arnold divided his 13-

item list into categories of formal education experiences; kinds of ―personal learning‖ 

including reviewing medical literature and discussions with other agents; and 

professional work experiences. Carol only offered five ways but indicated that 

―relationships improve sales.‖ Clarissa offered a 500 word narrative which described 

various ways in which she has learned throughout her career as an agent. She 

highlighted one way of learning as particularly important:  

…challenging doctors or pharmacists. People who asked me real questions or 

presented me with scenarios that made me research further for 

information….Doctors can ask about medication studies, rare side-effects, 

efficacy in specific populations (i.e. use of PDE5 inhibitors in patients on 

Chemotherapy). 

Several agents, including Iris, referred to learning from self-initiated research: 

―…when a specialist asks me a question … I will do my own web search and that way I 

am seeking the info so it is relevant to me hence I find I learn more.‖ Jasmine made a 

point of highlighting the personal and customer relationships that have facilitated her 

learning:  

 I have a family member who is a GP… I have a close family relationship with a 

Pharmacist who is also a Long Term Care Consultant for meds in Long Term 

Care facilities…I have been able to develop relationships with GPs, whereby I 

can discuss various disease states, outside of my world, as well as current and 

pressing issues that our health care system is facing.  
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Melanie listed specific on-line medical resources, medical periodicals and popular press 

among her sources of information. Peter included other agents, both within and outside 

of his company, as sources of competitive intelligence and continuing medical education 

(CME): ―Reps are a great source of gossip and competitive information.  They can tell 

you about specialists activities,  competitive CME,  other companies sale[s] 

performance, or even the information competitive companies are passing out.‖ He also 

describes how he feels about this career: ―I guess I live this industry,  I have always said 

that this is fun,  it is not a real job......At least that is what I seem to think.  I guess I am 

nuts.‖  

Addressing the First Research Question: Ways of Learning 

 The Delphi collaboration answers the first research question: What ways of 

learning do pharmaceutical sales agents report that they use in order to improve their 

effectiveness on the job?  I present the list of the ways in which agents learn for work in 

the six categories that were developed with and approved by the Delphi collaborators. In 

no particular order, these categories and the specific ways of learning from which they 

are comprised are explained in the following six paragraphs and are summarized in 

Tables 2 through 7.   

 Corporate Organized Activities  

Many of the corporate organized learning opportunities focused on developing 

skills. Selling skills are addressed through: work-with programs in which a trainer or 

manager accompanies the agent on their daily customer interactions; mandatory and 

voluntary selling skills workshops where agents improve their ability to identify call 

objectives and handle customer objections; and role-playing exercises conducted at 
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national meetings where agents practice their selling techniques in imitation 

environments with their colleagues. Other skills such as time management, organization, 

negotiation, and social intelligence skills are developed in occasional small group 

workshops.  

Externally Organized Activities 

Very few externally organized activities were reported. These included 

university, college, and CCPE courses.  

Peer-Based Learning 

Peer-facilitated learning is available at national and regional meetings where agents 

can share their ideas and experiences in best-practices exercises, brainstorm with other 

agents in small group activities, or share ideas and tips with each other during casual 

conversations during breaks. When agents are working in their territories, occasionally 

they have opportunities to work-with a colleague, attend an appointment with a 

customer together, or have coffee with another agent who works the same territory. But 

more often, interactions with peers involve telephone or email correspondence where 

agents might ask each other for specific information or tips.  

Web-based Initiatives 

These agents use the internet in a number of ways. Many report having 

subscriptions to industry and medical newsgroups and newsletters such as 

www.theheart.org, www.heartwire or www.firstword which send updates regularly to 

agents based on their subscribed preferences and interests. Agents search websites for 

information including those intended for patient education such as the Canadian 

Diabetes Association (CDA) and those related to medical and policy agencies such as 
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the Food and Drug Administration (FDA), the American Heart Association (AHA), and 

the American Medical Association (AMA). Agents also seek courses and presentations 

on-line from various sources.  

Learning on the Job 

A number of reported ways of learning occur on the job. In addition to those 

already mentioned, agents attend functions intended for customer learning, at which the 

agents learn as well.  These include conferences, hospital rounds in which senior 

physicians present cases of interest to junior practitioners, and continuing medical 

education (CME) dinners in which specialists present their opinions on practice to 

general practitioners. Agents might actively involve themselves in job-shadowing, 

mentoring, peer-teaching or clinical research in order to address a customer‘s interests. 

Some learning comes about more serendipitously as agents watch and overhear 

customers and patients or happen upon competitive displays and literature.  

Several agents referred to customer interactions as sources of learning. These 

include discussions during extended appointments, luncheons, dinners, conferences, 

displays and charity events, but also the short counter-call in which the doctor agrees to 

speak with the agent for only a few minutes which may be brief but frequent.  

Self-initiated and Independent 

Many of the ways of learning reported were self-initiated and independent. Some 

have already been described in other categories. Additionally, agents review a variety of 

medical media sources such as medical periodicals, professional practice guidelines, 

speaker-presentations slides, product monographs, industry newsletters, and medical text 

books. They also review more popular sources such as popular health care news reports 
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and websites; television, newspaper and magazines; patient-directed medical 

publications and advertisements; and literature from business or other communities 

involving selling skills or other business skills such as time management or organization 

skills. Some agents also report learning through personal critical and reflective thinking 

including contemplation of customer needs, conducting thought experiments, and 

critiquing or analyzing clinical studies.   
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Table 2 

Corporate Organized Ways of Learning 

___________________________________________________ 

Trainer work-withs 

Manager work-withs 

Mandatory ―soft skills‖ programs (ex: social intelligence) 

Voluntary ―soft skills‖ programs 

Mandatory selling skills programs 

Voluntary selling skills programs 

Presentations at national/regional meetings 

Role playing 

Product training programs 

Product training manuals 

 

 

 

 

Table 3 

 Web-based Ways of Learning 

___________________________________________________ 

Subscription to online industry/medical news 

groups/newsletters 

Health agency (CDA, AHA, AMA, FDA etc) website 

searches 

Email customers with questions 

Active competitive online searches 

Review patient directed health-care websites 

CHE from medical websites 

On-line courses  
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Table 4 

 Self-initiated and Independent Ways of Learning 

________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Review medical papers/journals 

Review medical guidelines 

Review popular health care news 

Review materials from patient health care groups such as 

CDA 

Popular media (TV, radio, newspaper) 

Reviewing speaker slides and kits 

Reflecting on customer needs and how agents are perceived 

―Thought experiments‖: imagining situations and analyzing 

for opportunity 

Summarizing/critiquing clinical trials 

Re-analyzing data from clinical trials 

Using marketing ideas from outside of the industry (how do 

others sell?) 

Reviewing CPS or product monographs 

Reading popular books on soft skills and sales skills 

Medical text books 

Reading patient-directed medical book 

Literature from business community 

Taking chances and making mistakes 

Expertise of family and friends 

Sales industry/ Pharmaceutical industry 

newsletters/journals 

Sales analysis 

Reviewing competition stock performance 

Car audio-CDs 
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Table 5 

 Peer-Based Ways of Learning 

___________________________________________________ 

Peer work-with‘s and shared appointments 

Casual ―hallway‖ conversations at regional/national 

meetings 

Best-practice sharing exercises 

Coffee/lunch with colleagues in territory 

Emailing colleagues regarding problems/cases/help/insights 

Brainstorming new ideas with colleagues 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 6 

 Externally Organized Ways of Learning 

___________________________________________________ 

University courses 

College courses 

CCPE course
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Table 7 

 Ways of Learning on the Job 

________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Discussions with/questions for customers 

Luncheons/dinners/counter-calls/appointments with 

customers 

Watching/overhearing customers 

Watching/overhearing patients  

Preceptorships or job-shadowing 

Mentoring 

Parking-lot talk with other reps 

Attending CMEs 

Attending conferences 

Watching/listening to competitor displays  

Preparing presentations 

Research to answer customer questions 

Teaching peers 

Conversations with customers at social/charity events 

Conversations with customers at CHE/conferences 

Attending rounds  
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Results from the Individual Interviews 

 Four men and one woman from five companies participated in individual 

interviews. Four participants had business backgrounds, and one had a science 

background.  The mean experience was six and one half years, with a range of a few 

months to 12 years. Although the newest agent had no extra formal education beyond 

what is required, the other participants had involved themselves in supplemental formal 

education including at least four CCPE courses beyond accreditation. The PhD 

candidate from the Delphi collaboration was an interview participant, but the other 

interview participants did not participate in the Delphi collaboration. I was unable to 

identify any obvious characteristics which would qualify any of the participants as 

atypical of pharmaceutical sales representatives. 

 Each sub-section below presents the details of one participant case. The cases 

begin with the statistics and contexts in which the interviews were conducted and a 

quotation from the participant that I thought represented a key theme in that case. A 

small biography of the agent is followed by thematically sectioned descriptions and 

quotations which explain each agent‘s perspectives on learning in this industry. Each 

case ends with a summary that was approved by the agent.  

John’s Case 

John was interviewed in person by me in a book-store community room in 

Kingston, Ontario on Oct 28, 2008, at 4:45 pm. The digitally recorded interview lasted 

one hour and thirteen minutes and was transcribed by me into a 22-page single spaced 

transcript. On November 24, John approved the transcript and the summary included 

here at the end of the description of his case.  
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“If you want to be great…spend your time with great people and become the best.” 

 John joined the pharmaceutical sales industry earlier this year and has recently 

completed his initial training programs.  Prior to this, he finished a degree in engineering 

and spent nine years in sales in another industry. He is active in many sports and has 

travelled extensively. He is married with no children. 

 The Role of Ambition to Learn 

 John speaks about the role of knowledge and ambition to learn in this industry:  

―what differentiates one sales person from another is definitely knowledge …that‘s just 

a matter of someone having the ambition to learn.‖ He acknowledges that you need the 

ambition to ―educate yourself…on a lot of the extras beyond the sales skills, beyond 

your own product skills.‖ John believes that in this industry ―the right skills to get your 

job done combined with a lot of background knowledge…will give you credibility.‖ 

Initial Training  

Having recently completed his initial training courses at head office, John says 

that some courses ―can be very valuable and some can be a total waste of time.‖ The 

value of the course can depend on the content:  ―Is it applicable to what you‘re doing 

every day?‖ Furthermore, the value of the course depends on the facilitator. ―The 

instructor is obviously a huge thing…I need to either have…some sort of respect level 

for that person if I know them already, or I need [them] to…earn [my] respect.‖ He 

claims to do well in courses where the instructor ―can educate and entertain at the same 

time.‖ 
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 John did not enjoy the group work scenarios in which he was involved during his 

initial training at head office. He found that working in groups ―is exhausting….And if 

you‘re sitting in groups for…five days in a row, by the end of the week you 

were…‗[expletive!]‘‖ He also found that ―if you put people in groups too much and the 

stronger personalities take over the groups, some of the weaker personalities…take a 

step back‖ and not everyone engages in the learning. He prefers ―a kind of a multi-media 

approach.  I would rather have the knowledge presented to me…than read a module on 

stroke.‖ 

 John did not value the role-playing activities in which he practiced his sales 

techniques with peers because ―it‘s not a real situation,‖ and because he finds the 

process uncomfortable and without value: ―it was…embarrassing.  It sucked…. I would 

not say that I learned anything from it at all. I‘d say it was a terrible situation.  A terrible 

experience.‖ He suggested that role playing could be useful as a demonstration if you 

involve ―the guy with 20 years‘ experience. Have him role play a real role play and you 

can learn a lot.‖  

John thought that the initial training lacked ―credibility. I just thought it should 

have been a little more…formalized [to show] how important those things are.‖ He 

believes that credibility and the importance of the learning would be enhanced if there 

was more ―structure….if you have a casual atmosphere and you don‘t have the structure, 

then a lot of things can get lost on certain people.‖ 

Overall, he felt that the initial training program was less than effective because 

―there was no connection‖ between the product training and the course in selling skills 

and interpersonal communication. After training, he recalls lamenting, ―I still don‘t 
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know what I‘m doing on Monday….I know all these trials now.  I took some selling 

skills a few weeks ago…[but] what am I doing on Monday? I still don‘t know, right? 

There wasn‘t that connect.‖ 

Learning on the Job 

John believes that for him, the ―best type of learning is actually in the field where 

it applies to your job, in the field of doing it.‖ On-the-job application helps him retain 

information: ―I think for most of us, things fade….Especially if you‘re not practicing 

every day.‖  Being new offers advantages to learning on the job because he can ―really 

take advantage of being the new kid and asking your customers a lot of questions.‖  

 He sees some risk in experimenting with new skills on the job: ―There‘s trial-

and-error and then there‘s totally being set up to lose.‖  He cautions that when trying 

new things, ―you can burn some bridges along the way if you don‘t have some 

guidance.‖  

 Input from customers is one reason why he ―looked very successful and I 

actually came off as…kid genius sometimes.‖ He adds that ―most of the stuff wasn‘t my 

ideas. Most of the stuff came from one of the customers.‖ But he does not attribute this 

success to ―ask[ing] the right questions. I think I just listen when [the customer] opens 

his mouth….Sometimes you just shut up, then they tell you everything.‖ He says that in 

dealing with customers, sometimes you have to be in ―the right place at the right time.‖ 

When ―by fluke, you meet the guy when he wants to vent to somebody, you find out a 

lot about their world.‖ Often, ―you stumble upon information…you didn‘t intend to find 

something out.‖ 
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Learning From Colleagues 

According to John, ―there‘s a lot of people that you can learn from; a lot of ways 

you can learn.‖  In fact, he claims that for him the ―best way I learn skills is from other 

people.‖  His advice to agents is: ―If you want to be great…spend your time with great 

people and become the best.‖  He likes ―watching and learning‖ from colleagues. He 

acknowledges that ―everyone has a different style. So, I like to go and work with 

[everyone] on the team and act like a fly on the wall and you can learn something 

different from all of them.‖ 

He likes to work alongside his current manager because she ―has done the job 

and can give amazing coaching on application of…selling [in] this particular 

role.…work-withs with her are great.‖ Although he suggests that it is ―better to work 

with other reps and shadow them because that‘s more real, because…they‘re seeing their 

real customers.‖ 

Summary of John’s Case 

John indicated that pharmaceutical sales agents need internal motivation to learn 

so that they can differentiate themselves from other agents and because there is much to 

learn within and outside of their therapeutic area. He believes that there are many ways 

to learn. He finds that courses can be effective if they are applicable to the job and if the 

instructor is entertaining and credible. Courses are less effective when there is too much 

group work or when more vocal participants are allowed to take over.  He likes courses 

to be well structured, to connect with previous learning, and to invoke a level of stress 

that reflects the importance of the material being learned. He prefers to have new 

propositional knowledge presented to him in multi-media formats over reading alone. 
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He believes that his discussions with customers are important sources of ideas and 

information because this allows him to see the customer perspective and identify 

previously unrecognized gaps in knowledge. He believes that knowledge will be lost if it 

is not applied. As a new agent, he has asked for opportunities to work in tandem with his 

manager and found it an important source of knowledge and skills.  Since she has 

experience in this job, her suggestions for improvement were valuable.  He 

acknowledges that this opportunity is less available to experienced agents. John 

recommends finding opportunities to learn from peers. Shadowing experienced agents as 

they work their territory has been valuable to him because it offers him a new 

perspective. He identifies that trying new things to see how they turn out can be risky, 

but is more likely to be useful if you have the guidance of an experienced agent. 

Lewis’s Case 

  I interviewed Lewis in a coffee shop in Kingston, Ontario on October 16, 2008 

at 3:40 p.m. I transcribed the 31-minute digitally recorded interview into 17 single 

spaced pages of transcripts. On November 10, Lewis approved the transcripts and 

requested one change to the summary which was applied and is included at the end of 

his case below. 

“The data, the management, is my way of getting in” 

 Lewis has a Bachelor of Arts degree in business, has been in the industry for 

eight years and has worked for three companies promoting products in a variety of 

therapeutic fields. Prior to working in pharmaceutical sales, he was a sales professional 

for 13 years in four other industries. He is married with two young children and takes an 
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active role in organizing agents from other companies in his territory so that they might 

work together for mutual benefit.  

The Importance of Learning in Pharmaceutical Sales 

―Your success is dictated by getting access to the doctors.‖ According to Lewis, 

―the real success of a pharmaceutical [agent] is getting the opportunity to get in front of 

a customer. And the way you get in front of a customer is by differentiating yourself 

from somebody else.‖ He explains that ―50 reps might call on a particular doctor‖ and he 

says that he separates himself ―by doing something different or doing something more 

than the next person. And what I‘ve always tried to do is to stay ahead of the group as 

far as knowledge.‖ Specifically, he ―stay[s] on top of the literature.‖ He says that he has 

―subscriptions to JAMA [Journal of the American Medical Association], the New 

England Journal of Medicine, CMAJ [Canadian Medical Association Journal], Archives 

of Internal Medicine. I get JAMA alerts…when a paper is published on certain things.‖ 

He positions his thumb and index finger approximately three inches apart and adds ―I 

have…binders this thick full of articles that I have printed off and I just keep with me 

and I review them all the time.‖ 

 He decided to make himself a resource to his customers ―ten years ago, [when] 

doctor [Smith] said to myself and a colleague…‘you‘re the guy that people will look to 

as a resource.‘‖ Currently, ―There‘s 110 medical journals, there‘s an article written every 

day…50,000 articles every year…it‘s impossible [for doctors to keep up]. It really is.‖ 

One told him ―I used to be able to keep up with this stuff. And I admire the fact that you 

can do it.‖ Others tell him that ―they…are appreciative of… [him] keeping them up to 

date.‖ In his perception, he has ―earn[ed] the respect of physicians.‖  
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Lewis links continuing learning to professionalism. He says that some people 

have a mentality of learning only what is required.  But he says that when you are a 

professional, ―you‘ve just got to get out of that mode…and realize…the responsibility 

you have in what you are doing, and how important that is. It is important to learn 

properly.‖ 

Medical Resources 

The most effective and most frequent way that Lewis learns is from ―self-

initiated research, whether it be through a journal or a website.‖ He refers to 

―theheart.org‖ and ―medscape‖ which are regular medical news websites that target 

practicing physicians. They present studies, video presentations, key-opinion-leader 

editorials and summaries of recent clinical studies. Lewis takes the time to learn about 

products in various therapeutic areas. The night before the interview, he ―watched a 

seven minute presentation from [doctor‘s name] on theheart.org. He was explaining his 

take on…a trial involving [drug name]…in patients with aortic stenosis…even though 

I‘m not in the lipid market.‖ Because his research is ―weekly or it‘s daily‖ he has been 

able to change product specializations quickly. In a recent reassignment, prior to 

receiving his product training manuals, he was ―doing research on my products as best I 

could from the access that I would have from those three journals.  And I was ahead of 

the curve by the time I got the manuals.‖ 

Initial Product Training Manuals  

Lewis believes the product training manuals are useful ―because you get the 

manual when you start something new….what other resource do you have?‖  He finds 

that months after his initial training however, he finds himself ―going back to review 
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things….New things came up in the first six or eight months so you go back and 

just…refresh your memory.‖ 

CCPE Courses 

Lewis does not find CCPE courses valuable. ―There‘s bias to it…. There was 

opinion as opposed to fact. And it wasn‘t up to date.‖  He recently spoke with a 

colleague who took a particular CCPE course:    

I asked, ‗what are you going to learn from that that you‘re going to use?‘ and he 

said ‗nothing.‘ So I said, ‗Why would I take this stuff?‘ I took evidence based 

medicine [a CCPE course], and…there‘s nothing there that I learned there either. 

Structured Courses 

Lewis describes the loss of autonomy he feels in structured courses:  

You feel like you are on a roller coaster, but you‘re on a treadmill 

and…somebody else is pushing you along and you don‘t have any control to get 

off the treadmill….The point is…you are not controlling your life somebody else 

is. 

He finds that often in corporate training programs, instructors ―think they know 

everything….We have trainers [say] ‗we‘ve been through this, Buddy. This is the way 

it‘s going to be done‘ and that‘s unfortunate….We don‘t all learn the same way.‖ Lewis 

would rather learn when he is ―in the mood and…motivated to learn, versus having to 

learn.‖ 

Identifying Blind-Spots 

Lewis acknowledges that if one only learns by self-directed means this 

represents ―a weakness because when you have this autonomy you think you know what 
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needs to be known… and sometimes you get some blind spots.‖ He suggests that ―it‘s 

important to get together as a group to find out if you have any gaps.‖ When this is not 

possible he also tries to ―find the holes‖ on his own.  One of the ways he does this is 

with published editorials.  

Summary of Lewis’ Case 

Lewis said that the most effective way that he learns for work, when he is new to 

a product, is by studying the company-produced product training manuals. After being 

in the position for a while he feels these modules are a good reference but he finds more 

effective and frequent learning through self-initiated learning with journals, both online 

and print, and other medical resources. He appreciates the autonomy to learn by self-

determined methods, in self-determined timelines and for self-determined objectives, but 

suggests that this needs to be supplemented with structured or group activity, such as 

what is found at meetings with peers, in order to identify knowledge gaps. He finds that 

editorials published in journals are also sources of gap-identification. The content of 

most of his self-initiated learning is not planned, but rather, he reads journal articles or 

watches presentations as they become available and focuses on what he is interested in.  

Sometimes this is outside of his therapeutic area.  

 Lewis says that access to health professionals is needed to promote your 

products. Doctors will not see all agents, so superior knowledge differentiates him and 

affords him the access required to remind doctors about his products. There is much to 

know for doctors and for agents, and a knowledgeable agent can be a valuable resource 

for doctors.  Agents must find their own personal motivation to learn beyond what the 

training staff provides for the representative.  
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Alice’s Case 

 On October 24, 2008, at 11:05 a.m., I digitally recorded my interview with Alice.  

The interview, which took place in a car in a parking lot in Kingston, Ontario, lasted 27 

minutes.  I subsequently transcribed the data into seven pages of single-spaced 

transcripts, which were approved by Alice on December 3, 2008, along with the 

summary included at the end of her case.  

“Serendipitous accidental learning…you don’t know you’re going to come up with 

information…and you don’t know when you are going to use it.”  

Alice is the mother of two young children and her husband also works in the 

pharmaceutical sales industry for another company. After obtaining her bachelor‘s 

degree in political science and a certificate in public relations, she worked in sales in 

another industry for two years before entering pharmaceutical sales. As one of her 

company‘s high sales-performers, she has been in the industry for six years and achieved 

an early promotion to specialist representative.  Her territory covers about 500 square 

kilometres requiring her to be on the road a great deal and she averages one night a week 

away from home. She has completed three CCPE courses beyond the required 

accreditation, enjoys being a pharmaceutical agent, but is completing a management 

training program with hopes of becoming a regional manager within 18 months.  

The Importance of Learning in Pharmaceutical Sales 

Alice believes that when she learns for work, ―there‘s a benefit to the company, 

to the customer and to myself.‖ The company benefits because ―learning in the 

workplace is critical to corporate intelligence‖ and because ―the more skills and 

knowledge…employees have…the better the company is in terms of delivering their 
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product to the customer….We become…real true assets to the company.‖  She 

personally benefits from learning because ―if I didn‘t learn something every day, or at 

least every week…this job…would be fairly mundane.‖ And she enjoys learning 

because ―it motivates me both in customer interactions to be better and to provide more 

value.‖ However, she does not find that she benefits from head-office prepared 

presentations and suggests that her company ―would be disappointed to learn that all the 

formal didactic presentations that they give me at my national meetings aren‘t actually 

what I take out.‖  

Peer Sharing 

To Alice, ―the most valuable learning is when I‘m sitting down with peers who 

do exactly my job in other areas in Ontario….We don‘t get those opportunities very 

often.‖  The most effective way that she learns is by interacting and sharing with peers:  

Sure, I learn by reading my clinical papers, but …I can‘t put out what I‘ve 

learned to a customer well until I…hear somebody else‘s point of view; hear 

what they pulled out of the paper; share my point of view; figure it out between 

us. 

She belongs to a form of peer-network in which the agents have agreed to share 

key learnings with each other. She explains that when agents in a group are ―looking to 

contribute and looking to learn,‖ the learning of all the participants is enhanced by what 

she calls ―compound learning.‖  In these groups, each member can capitalize on the 

strengths of others. She describes a member of her network who ―can read a [clinical 

study] once, and really get to the crux of the matter.‖ She says that she ―borrow[s] his 

skill while I‘m sitting with him and make it my own.‖ 



 106 

 When the network cannot get together physically, they still connect by ―phone 

conversations: ‗hey, what did you think about that paper?‘ ‗What are you saying to your 

customers?‘‖  She describes recently learning a new technique for her customer 

information management data base, when a colleague a colleague casually shared the tip 

with her on the telephone.  ―We‘re self-teaching because somebody happened upon it, 

talked about it to one person. They talked about it to me, and guess what?  I‘ve told two 

other people how to do this.‖  

She suggests that ―maybe it‘s to the company‘s interest to build networks 

between reps…so much more comes from the field up, and it‘s how to harness that and 

continue the network so that knowledge gets out there.‖ 

Learning From Customer Interactions 

―The other most effective way that I learn is to understand the point of view of 

my customer.‖ Alice values customer interactions because she needs to understand ―the 

person who at the end of the day is going to be buying whatever it is that you‘re 

selling…you listen to them and you find out their needs.‖  

 Customer interactions are also the most frequent way that Alice learns, taking 

place in two ways.  One is weekly hospital rounds which she enjoys ―because it‘s 

didactic and I do gain understanding of the therapeutic area.‖ The other is the daily 

interactions with customers where she learns about ―patient issues…or what [physicians] 

are saying to their peers, or what [physicians] said to the rep before me.‖  
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 Another source of information about customers is her peers ―because they‘re all 

talking to their customers‖ and in this way she hears the opinions of many other 

physicians.  

Accidental Learning 

Alice explains that she does not always know what learning will happen, when it 

will happen and how it will be used.  She shares an example about learning during 

rounds that is worth quoting at length:  

One of the physicians in the audience…[said that] patients who had mental 

health issues also had a higher prevalence of chronic kidney disease, which is 

something that I had never heard before and found extremely interesting because 

instinctively that doesn‘t really correlate and it had never come up in any of my 

readings….so I asked him afterwards…‗would you mind explaining to me what 

that‘s based on?‘...and he explained that …patients with mental health 

issues…also have had a lifetime of abuse, alcohol, drugs or smoking, poor health 

care, fewer interactions with their own doctors and so therefore they tended to 

have higher CKD [chronic kidney disease]….you never know when that kind of 

information might be something of interest to offer to a customer.  

She called these situations ―serendipitous accidental learning‖ and explained that 

―you don‘t know you‘re going to come up with information you weren‘t expecting. And 

you don‘t know when you‘re going to use it.‖ It is not enough, explains Alice, to learn 

what the company asks you to learn. Instead, a good agent in this industry ―is always 

looking for those opportunities and always putting themselves in positions where they 

can take learnings away that may not be obvious.‖  In her daily interactions with 
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customers she remains alert to ―all this other patient care going on around me…you‘re 

overhearing [and] you understand a bit more the processes in your therapeutic area 

within the [hospital].‖  

Summary of Alice’s Case  

Alice believes that learning in this industry is important to the agent, the 

company and to the customer. She enjoys learning and feels it brings value to the 

customer.  

  The most frequent way Alice learns involves customer interactions of two sorts: 

(a) bi-weekly rounds where experts present clinical medical knowledge to health care 

professionals in the hospital, and (b) daily customer conversations where more practical 

and strategic knowledge is gained such as patient issues, what the doctors are thinking 

and what competing agents are saying. In both of these cases and in other common 

learning situations, serendipity plays a large role in the content that is learned. Agents 

place themselves in a variety of positions where learning might occur and keep 

themselves alert for new opportunities to learn. She often does not know what or when 

learning will take place and she does not know immediately where or how this 

knowledge will be used.  Although agents may seek information they wish to learn, 

Alice says that good agents place themselves so that they can fill unidentified 

knowledge gaps.  

 The most effective way of learning skills and knowledge for Alice is through a 

network of peers who contribute to and enhance a collective knowledge and skill set, 

although she acknowledges that the frequency of these opportunities is limited by 

geographical distribution of agents. Sharing and exploring the perspectives of peers and 
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customers is more effective than learning clinical and medical knowledge alone. A good 

agent needs the motivation to learn and connect with a peer-sharing network.  

Steve’s Case  

 My interview with Steve, who was in an undisclosed location, was completed 

October 23, 2008, at 2:17 p.m. over the telephone with the aid of a speaker phone and a 

single digital recorder. I recorded 22 minutes of data and transcribed it into 10 pages of 

single-spaced transcripts. On November 17, Steve approved the transcripts and the 

summary which is included at the end of his case below.  

“I’m a big believer in organic learning…you learn through immersion in a 

situation.” 

Steve is the father of two young children and he enjoys coaching his children‘s 

sports teams and attributes some of his success in the workplace to the ongoing support 

of his wife of 12 years. He has a Bachelor of Arts in economics and management 

studies, and has passed the accreditation and two other CCPE courses. For the last six 

years, he has promoted products for one company, in one therapeutic area to family 

physicians, pharmacists, nurses, and specialists in a large territory in Ontario.  Prior to 

this, he worked in magazine sales for seven years. Steve likes being a pharmaceutical 

sales agent but is unsure how his future career will unfold. He believes that he might 

eventually be interested in a management position and is considering further studies to 

support this goal.   

The Importance of Learning in Pharmaceutical Sales 

Steve claims that continuous learning is important because ―if we don't learn 

something every day it takes a little something out of our lives.‖ Specifically in his role 
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as a resource to health care professional, he says, ―I need to continue to update my skills 

and continue to update theirs as a result, so it's very, very important for me to be 

successful for continued and ongoing learning.‖ His intentions are ―always to further 

[the customer‘s] knowledge at the same time as I'm furthering mine.‖ He believes that 

he cannot be without value to my customers,‖ so he ―still need[s] to improve that value 

constantly.‖ 

Although he considers himself ―mostly a reluctant learner‖ and laments that he 

does not ―always have the additional time available to do the learning that I would like‖ 

the value that he brings to customers motivates him to learn. He encourages himself to 

learn by always asking himself, ―what am I doing for this person?‖ He acknowledges 

that when trying to assess the business outcomes of learning, it is ―frequently difficult to 

measure direct results‖ but he is confident that there are results that are ―seen over time 

as a relationship build.‖ 

How He Learns 

Most of his ―additional medical knowledge usually comes on a self-learn way,‖ 

and he ―love[s] to learn new things‖ but admits that he is ―by personal nature sometimes 

a little lazy in seeking out that education.‖ So, he has become ―a big believer in organic 

learning…you learn through immersion in a situation.‖ He finds opportunities for this 

sort of immersion with his customers and with groups of peers. He says that he likes to 

―work out my message with my customers and in front of… internally we call them 

‗small safe groups‘.‖ 
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But the frequent opportunities are with customers. He interacts ―on a customer 

basis far more frequently than with my peers.  I would say on a fifteen or twenty to one 

basis, I interact with customers more so than with my peers.‖ 

 Steve spoke most about learning related to his selling skills. He usually learns 

new selling skills in ―an initial classroom setting followed by workshops and small 

group learning and practices of the selling skills.‖ After meetings, he ―hone[s] it and 

alter[s] it through a series of conversations with my customers.‖ As an experienced 

agent, ―much of my…learning now is more fine tuning,‖ facilitated most frequently with 

―peer feedback or experiential feedback where I'm getting feedback from a customer or 

client…either verbally or nonverbally.‖  

The Role of Mentors 

 Steve‘s description of the importance of mentors in his early career bears 

repeating in full:  

When I was a new, brand new representative, the best thing that I received was 

a pair of mentors…. I had somebody experienced tell me and work with me and 

coach me and guide me…for the first year and a half that I was with the 

company…. The information and the feedback that I would receive from…those 

mentors, probably saved my career and…enabled me to be more successful 

than…I otherwise would have been.‖ 

These mentors guided Steve in a variety of ways including ―informal chats on the 

phone,‖ work-withs, ―[me] watching them in their territory,‖ and ―[them] watching me 

in my territory.‖ Not only did he do ―so much of my learning that way‖ but found that it 

was ―a less stressful situation than continual work-withs…with my manager.‖ 
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Summary of Steve’s Case 

Steve finds that most effective and frequent ways to learn for work in this 

industry involve developing message and presentation skills through immersion in real-

life situations, mostly on the job. As an experienced agent, most of Steve‘s learning is 

improving message and presentation skills by constantly keeping it in mind and by 

immersing himself in practice situations. Most of these trial and practice situations are 

with customers, where he pays attention to verbal and nonverbal feedback to hone his 

skills. He also practices with peers in small safe groups at meetings (role-playing). This 

is less frequent and less effective because the feedback is not as authentic. Work-withs 

with trainers or managers provide valuable feedback but opportunities are less frequent. 

As a new agent, the most effective opportunities for Steve involved informal chats and 

work-withs with experienced mentors. Most of Steve‘s learning is not planned in the 

sense that particular outcomes or content are predefined, but he perpetually looking to 

learn by building on the previous experiences and providing value to customers. Steve‘s 

learning is most often self-initiated and self-directed and not controlled by the company.  

Although the impact of this learning on sales is difficult to measure, Steve believes that 

honesty, collaboration, and value build a relationship that ultimately leads to improved 

sales. 
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Chapter Summary 

In the preceding sections, the results of the Delphi collaboration and the 

individual cases were presented. The Delphi collaboration primarily addressed the first 

of my research questions, namely:  

1. What ways of learning do pharmaceutical sales agents report that they 

use for professional development?   

It addressed this question by generating a comprehensive list of the ways that various 

pharmaceutical sales representatives perceive that they learn for work.  

This chapter also presented the individual cases records developed from the 

individual interviews which will be analyzed in Chapter 6 in order to address the 

remaining research questions, namely:  

2. Which ways of learning for work do participants perceive to be the most 

frequently employed?  

3. Which ways of learning for work do participants perceive to be the most 

effective? and 

4. What are the characteristics of the most effective and most frequent ways 

of learning for work? 
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CHAPTER 6: 

FINDINGS 

Introduction 

This chapter reports the cross-case analyses that were conducted in order to 

answer the research questions in detail. The first section addresses the second and third 

research questions, by extracting from the data the ways of learning for work reported 

by the interview participants as most effective and most frequent, and by organizing 

these ways into subcategories. The second section addresses the fourth research question 

by presenting detailed analyses that reveal characteristics of the perceived effective and 

frequent ways of learning. A final section summarizes the chapter.  

Addressing the Second and Third Research Questions: Frequent and Effective 

Ways of Learning 

Representatives differentiated between acquiring skills and knowledge and 

between initial learning as a new agent and continuing learning. Therefore, the reported 

effective and frequent ways of learning are presented in these categories and are 

summarized in Table 8. The descriptions that follow represent a simple clustering 

analysis of the data and are informed by my experience in the industry.  
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Table 8: The Perceived Effective and Frequent Ways in which Agents Learn for 

Work.  

Continuing Learning 

Perceived Most Effective Perceived Most Frequent 

Knowledge Skills Knowledge Skills 

Customer 

conversations 

Remote peer-

network sharing 

Peer sharing at 

meetings 

Rounds 

Multimedia                                   

presentations  

Self-directed review 

of medical 

periodicals 

Trial and error 

during customer 

conversations 

Peer sharing at 

meetings 

Remote peer-

network sharing 

Customer 

conversations 

Rounds 

Self-directed review 

of medical 

periodicals 

Trial and error in 

customer 

conversations 

Initial Learning 

Perceived Most Effective or Frequent 

Knowledge Skills 

Colleague work-with or shadowing 

Discussions with colleagues 

Product training manuals 

Manager or trainer work-withs 
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Most Effective for Continuing Knowledge Acquisition 

Participants reported three interactive ways of learning as effective for 

continuing knowledge acquisition. Each reported the value of customer conversations 

during daily sales calls with health care professionals. During these conversations, 

agents may ask the customer specific questions, or the customers might volunteer 

information through their own questions or statements. In this way, agents learn the 

concerns of customers and patients, competitive information and extended medical and 

health-care system knowledge. Interactions with peers can occur remotely when 

geographically dispersed colleagues telephone or email respected colleagues in order to 

share knowledge and skills. Some companies actively promote peer learning networks 

and they form voluntarily in others. Peer interaction can also occur during the three or 

four regional or national meetings that are held each year in which agents are brought 

together from across the country. Time may be scheduled for sharing best-practices, but 

agents also share during breaks and social times.  

Two types of presentations were reported by the participants as effective ways of 

acquiring knowledge: multimedia presentations and rounds. Multimedia presentations 

provide information to the learner through various and multiple methods which might 

include didactic presentation, video, interactive computer activities, and group work. 

The presentations could be done remotely when the agent is alone with a variety of 

materials, but may also include group learning situations at head office, in meetings, or 

during evening continuing education presentations with health practitioners in the 

agent‘s territory. Rounds are regular presentations, usually made by senior health care 
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professionals to junior professionals in the hospital setting. These may involve the 

presentation of new clinical studies, guidelines, or case-studies to illustrate a particular 

aspect of medical practice. Sales representatives may attend rounds if their company 

provides an unrestricted financial grant to support the ongoing educational activities in 

the hospital.    

The only way of learning reported as effective for acquiring knowledge that is 

not interactive, was self-directed review of medical journals and other medical 

resources. Lewis in particular, made it clear how important these resources were for his 

continued learning. Numerous medical journals and periodicals are available in each 

therapeutic area and many on-line news groups can be programmed to send email alerts 

to agents when articles, editorials or studies are published on particular topics or drugs. 

One such alert system is www.firstword.ca, which notifies agents about pharmaceutical 

industry news. Agents might subscribe to one of several web sites in different 

therapeutic areas that target health care practitioners and provide them with news, 

commentary and continuing medical education through pod-casts and video 

presentations. One such site, www.theheart.org, provides up-to-the-minute news on 

treatments in cardiology and is much used by agents and medical professionals.  

Most Effective for Continuing Skills Development 

Each of the ways reported by the participants as effective for further developing 

their skills was interactive. The way in which customer conversations was useful for 

skill development was in providing opportunities to try different presentation and selling 

techniques and evaluate the customer responses. Skills-focused peer interactions involve 

http://www.firstword.ca/
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agents sharing ideas and best practices, but at meetings there is also the opportunity for a 

form of role playing in which agents practice sales techniques with one another.  

Most Frequent for Continuing Knowledge Acquisition 

Of the three ways of learning reported as most frequent for knowledge 

acquisition, one involved interaction, one involved learning in isolation, and one 

involved presentation. Agents are required to make between six and ten calls on 

customers each day, and some agents complete more. Therefore, learning through 

customer conversations becomes a particularly frequent way to learn. Similarly, these 

conversations and preparations for future calls often involve independent review of 

medical resources. The need for such resources and the ubiquitous nature of the journals 

provides much opportunity for learning. Rounds were reported as a frequent way of 

learning but are only available to specialist representatives who call on specialists and 

hospitals. It is not common for agents who call on general practitioners to attend rounds. 

Most therapeutic areas have general hospital rounds once a week at teaching hospitals, 

and occasionally, special Grand Rounds are scheduled monthly with non-local guest 

speakers. Specialist agents who visit more than one teaching hospital may have 

opportunity to attend rounds at several different hospitals in one week. However, not all 

hospitals are teaching hospitals, and not all rounds allow pharmaceutical agents to 

attend.  

Most Frequent for Continuing Skills Development 

Steve was the only participant who spoke at length about frequent skills 

development, and he concentrated on selling skills over any other skills. He indicated 

that he developed his skills most frequently through trial and error while interacting with 
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customers. The frequency of this way of learning can be attributed to the amount of time 

that agents spend in conversation with customers.   

Most Frequent or Effective for Knowledge Acquisition for a New Agent 

Interactions with colleagues provide two ways of learning that participants 

reported as either frequent or effective for acquiring knowledge when one is a new 

agent: colleague work-withs and colleague discussions.  

A work-with is a day spent with an experienced colleague, most likely in that 

colleague‘s home territory, where an agent follows along and observes the colleague in 

their interactions with customers. It is much like job-shadowing, but is focused on 

customer interactions and not on administrative or other tasks. Two participants 

indicated that this was a valuable way of learning when one is new.   

Discussions with colleagues take on different forms. Some agents have a 

colleague in the same territory promoting the same product(s) and these colleagues will 

be able to meet occasionally to share ideas. Similarly, two companies may co-promote a 

particular drug and may each have an agent in a particular territory. These agents might 

meet more frequently for peer-sharing. John, specifically, spoke of the importance of his 

co-promoting colleagues from another company. When agents who promote the same 

product(s) are in other territories, agents can only correspond through telephone or email 

or wait for sharing opportunities at meetings, or they might meet with a competitor for 

discussions. Alice spoke of calling colleagues to discuss computer tips and recalled 

sharing interpretations of a recent clinical study with a competing agent outside of a 

hospital. As reported by Steve, some companies pair new agents up with a mentor so 
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that they have a colleague to whom they can refer regularly for information and 

suggestions.  

The participants reported that new agents rely heavily on isolated learning with 

product training manuals. These comprehensive guides outline current disease 

information, drug details, clinical studies and competitive information.  

Most Frequent or Effective for Skills Acquisition for a New Agent 

The only way reported as frequent or effective for a new agent to learn skills was 

interactive.  Work-withs with managers, trainers or mentors take place in the agent‘s 

home territory and involve interactive evaluation of the agent‘s customer interactions.  

Summary 

Whether one is a new or experience agent, and whether one is acquiring skills or 

knowledge, and in spite of geographic isolation from many colleagues, the ways of 

learning reported by the participants as most effective or most frequent are often 

interactive. Both peers and customers emerged as interactive partners in learning.  

Addressing the Fourth Research Question: The Characteristics of Perceived 

Effective or Frequent Ways of Learning 

Organization of the Section 

 Four stages of analysis were conducted in order to describe the characteristics of 

the reported effective and reported frequent ways of learning. Each is described in its 

own subsection. The first subsection describes the general themes that emerged 

concerning workplace learning in this industry. The second subsection applies an 

interpretation of the Colley et al. (2003) framework in order to describe characteristics 
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of the reported ways of learning with respect to attributes of formality. The third 

subsection applies an extension of the Colley et al. framework which includes broader 

characteristics beyond formality attributes. Peer-facilitated and customer-facilitated 

ways of learning emerged as particularly important to the participants. Therefore, the 

fourth subsection presents a deeper analysis of the characteristics of these ways of 

learning as a collective.   

General Themes 

When discussing the most effective and frequent ways that the participants 

perceived that they learned for work, it became apparent that participants were not 

necessarily speaking about congruous learning needs. John‘s lack of experience in the 

industry limited his discussion almost entirely to the aspects of initial training that he 

found effective. Lewis discussed how he gains medical knowledge. Steve focused on 

learning to improve his sales and presentation skills. Alice spoke mostly about acquiring 

medical knowledge but also about skills related to the technologies and administrative 

tasks used in the business. This allowed the identification of discrete characteristics of 

learning that might relate to these different learning scenarios. 

 Although agents were not necessarily speaking about learning the same types of 

content, several common themes emerged across agents. All spoke of the high 

importance of learning in this industry in order to advance business objectives. Alice 

indicated that the customer, agent, and company all benefit from the agent‘s learning. 

Steve talked about bringing value to customers by becoming a resource and enhancing 

trust. John and Lewis emphasized that learning allows them to differentiate themselves 

in order to gain access to difficult to see customers. John specifically indicated that 
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knowledge improves an agent‘s credibility. These agents do not see learning so much as 

a prerequisite to the job, as one might see learning a surgical technique before surgery. 

They see learning as an enabler. They could continue to do their job without the 

continuous learning, but they would not be as successful. They believe that learning 

allows them to advance business objectives more effectively.  

 Another pervasive theme is the involvement of customers. Steve talked about the 

importance of customer feedback in developing his selling skills and indicated that due 

to the amount of time he spends with customers, they necessarily become a frequent 

source of learning. John indicated the importance of learning the customer‘s perspective 

and understanding their world, and said that some of his best ideas have come from 

customers. Alice indicated that customers were her number one source of new 

information. Customers are not only a reason for learning; they are also facilitators of 

learning for these agents.  

 The agents also indicated that much of their learning is not planned. They put 

themselves into positions where they might learn and keep themselves alert for new 

knowledge and skills. Alice referred to it as ―serendipitous accidental learning‖ 

acknowledging that not only does she not know when she will learn it; she often does 

not know how or when the new information will be used. Steve talked about just 

―watching and learning‖ and being in the right place at the right time and attentive to 

what the customer has to say. He says that he often ―stumbles‖ upon information. 

Although Lewis actively looks for journals and web-news to review, he identifies that he 

never knows what he will find in them that piques his interests and that editorials 

highlight gaps in his knowledge that he had not realized. Steve talks about learning by 
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immersing himself in a situation. I avoid referring to this as incidental learning, 

however, because I think there is an important difference between what is occurring here 

and the connotations that the term incidental evokes. Although incidental learning 

involves learning that occurs as a tangential byproduct while engaged in another 

activity, I interpret an implication of lack of intentionality. Although agents are engaged 

in sales promotion activities while they learn, the agents interviewed suggest that the 

intentionality to learn is always there. This might be considered intentional incidental 

learning: planning to learn without a plan and putting yourself in situations that 

potentially could lead to tangential learning. 

 The importance of learning while on the job was expressed by all. Steve 

remarked that he learns through ―organic learning‖ because there is little time for any 

learning outside of what he learns while working. John appreciated the authentic nature 

of observing colleagues on work-withs, and found that doing his job accompanied by an 

experienced manager or trainer who could provide good immediate feedback was 

valuable. He also indicated that what he does not practice often in the field he loses. 

Alice uses her daily customer calls and rounds as her most frequent sources of new 

medical knowledge.  

Each agent expressed the need to be internally motivated and self-directed to 

learn for work. This relates to the characteristics of adult learners as described by 

Lindeman (1961) Knowles (1970). ―The most potent motivators are internal pressures‖ 

(Knowles, Swanson & Holton, 2005, p. 68). John and Lewis both linked the ambition to 

learn and differentiating yourself among other agents to the customers. Alice spoke of 

the need for daily learning not only to provide value to the customer but also to keep 
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work interesting. Although admitting some reluctance to learn, Steve indicated that if he 

did not learn something every day, he would feel that something was missing in his life. 

Each of these participants had their own internal stimuli that motivated them to learn.  

 A common thread can be woven through each of these themes. Although I am 

studying learning for the job, it seems that in a very practical way, for these agents 

learning is the job. In some other careers, a job may require one to update certain 

knowledge or skills and then apply them. For example, an accountant reviews tax laws 

and applies them to people‘s finances. Similarly, sales people in general learn clinical 

studies and use them to promote drugs. What is different in the pharmaceutical sales 

industry is that much of the learning is not specifically meant to be applied directly to 

the job of drug promotion. Learning is more like the business development activities that 

a business person might do with charitable work around the community: it is an activity 

that provides exposure to enable the worker to do their job. Learning can make an agent 

a resource of value to customers so that they might gain the access required to do their 

actual job, promoting their medications. Learning is the job also from a time perspective. 

Agents report the importance and ubiquitous nature of their learning during the work 

day. They learn from customers and colleagues whenever opportunities arise. They learn 

every day and perpetually keep their attention open for new opportunities to learn. 

Agents appear to be learning, or at least open to learning, almost all of the time. Houle‘s 

(1980) concern that continuing education programs were unsatisfactory in maintaining a 

high level of professional practice in the professions, does not seem evidenced in this 

study. However, his suggestion that continuing education be truly continuing seems to 

be applicable for the participants in this study.  
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Application of Colley, Hodkinson and Malcom’s (2003) Attributes 

Because they are not particularly official, structured, or organized, the ways of 

learning reported as effective and frequent evoke a pre-analysis impression of 

informality. In this section I apply my interpretation of Colley et al.‘s (2003) 20 

attributes of formality, in order to explore the formal and informal characteristics of each 

of these ways of learning. 

 Removing the categories and redundancies from the frequent or effective ways 

learning cataloged in Table 8, 10 ways of learning remain for further analysis and are 

summarized in Table 9. I have eliminated discussions with colleagues as a distinct 

method for new agents in favour of inclusion of this method in either form of peer 

sharing or colleague work-withs. These 10 methods are collectively analyzed below for 

attributes of formality within the Colley et al. (2003) framework. The summary of this 

analysis of the collective most effective and frequent ways of learning is included in 

Tables 10 through 13 in Appendix B. Tables 14 through 23 in Appendix C summarize 

the analysis of each way of learning individually. Since agents indicated the importance 

of learning from their customer interactions, particularly during daily business routines, 

special consideration will be given to analysis of these methods together. 
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Table 9: Ten Reported Effective and Frequent Ways of Learning 

Multimedia presentations 

Information gathering in customer conversations 

Attending medical rounds 

Remote peer-network sharing  

Peer-sharing at meetings 

Self-directed review of medical journals and other periodic medical resources 

Trial and error during customer conversations 

Colleague work-withs 

Review of product training manuals 

Manager or trainer work-withs 

 

Process Attributes 

Learner/teacher intentionality/activity. This assesses teacher or learner intention 

to facilitate or engage in learning. Agents attend multimedia presentations, arrange 

work-withs with managers or colleagues, call or meet with peers, and review medical 

periodicals and training manuals intending to learn. However, interactions with 

customers can be engaged in specifically for learning, or for other reasons. Three of the 

agents interviewed identified that when interacting with customers, they do not always 

know when important learning will occur, but they are always alert and looking for such 

opportunities. Therefore, customer interactions may not be fully intentional for learning, 
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but the anticipation of possible learning qualifies them as more than unintentional. This 

level of learner-intentionality seen in all of these methods provides a degree of 

formalism to their learning.  

With respect to teacher-intentionality, a customer may or may not intend to 

facilitate the agent‘s learning during customer conversations. No teacher is present for 

self-directed literature reviews, or training manual reviews, but if one considers the 

original authors to be teachers, their intent was to facilitate learning. The only method 

for which there is no teacher-intentionality is trial and error during in sales calls. Thus, 

the majority of ways in which pharmaceutical agents learn involve high degrees of both 

learner and teacher intentionality toward learning. These methods of learning have a 

high degree of formality within this attribute.  

In the collective case of learning from customer interactions, the intentionality of 

teacher and learner are both variable. Although this might appear to be unintentional 

incidental learning, agents are aware of the potential to learn, actively engage in 

conversations that will lead to learning, and maintain attention to identify opportunities 

to learn during customer interactions. Learning may be incidental to the sales call 

objectives but not unintentional. Agents consider learning ubiquitous and a persistent 

objective in customer interactions. Thus, a baseline intentionality to learn is present in 

virtually all customer interaction.  

The extent of planning or intentional structuring. This attribute assesses the 

amount of planning and structuring of activities involved in learning. Only multi-media 

presentations and medical rounds are regularly planned and structured to a high degree. 

The remaining ways could potentially be planned but would rarely be highly structured.  
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In the collective cases of customer interactions, there is likely little structuring. An agent 

may have an objective, but there is rarely a detailed or acknowledged structure planned 

in advance. This analysis suggests that most perceived effective and frequent learning 

engaged in by pharmaceutical agents for work carries with it very little structure 

formality.  

Whether outcomes are measured.  This attribute considers the extent to which 

outcomes are measured by either the teacher or the learner. There is no 

teacher/facilitator assessment of learning outcomes in the methods under analysis. The 

one possible exception involves manager or trainer work-withs. A manager or trainer 

may provide written or verbal feedback of varying depth and degree after a work-with 

with an agent. Indeed, the feedback could be very formalized involving co-signed 

documentation of extensive checklists of skills which are maintained in the agent‘s 

personnel file. However, this is not an evaluation of the learning that is going on during 

the work-with, but rather an analysis of the progression of the agent‘s skills to date.  

Considering the work-with a learning opportunity, the learning outcomes of the activity 

are not measured by the manager or trainer. Thus, without exception, the ways of 

learning under analysis carry no formality with respect to teacher measurement of 

learning outcomes.  

Agents may personally reflect upon the effectiveness of any learning 

opportunity. The fact that the agents interviewed could cite what they perceive to be 

effective methods of learning is evidence that they do reflect upon their learning. 

Therefore, all learning of which the agent is aware can involve a level of assessment. 

However, this assessment rarely involves measurement. A multimedia presentation, a 
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review of a medical article, or a presentation at rounds might possibly involve a self-

assessment questionnaire or scale, but this is not common.  

Considering the collective ways of learning from customer interactions, the 

customer is not likely measuring and is not likely concerned at all with the outcomes of 

the agent‘s learning. The agent may reflect and even record some key learnings from the 

interaction, but it would be difficult to measure outcomes.  

In summary, the measurement of learning outcomes attributes almost no 

formality to the ways of learning under analysis.  

Whether learning is collective/collaborative or individual.  I identify each type 

of learning as collective, collaborative and/or individual and subsequently assess the 

level of formality that this designation applies in each individual instance.  

Multimedia presentations could be collective or individual, but not likely 

collaborative. Self-directed review of medical periodicals or of product training manuals 

is individual learning and attending medical rounds is collective. Neither is 

collaborative. The information gathered in customer conversations and through peer 

sharing may be highly collaborative and could also be collective or could be individual. 

I would describe these latter situations as informal, but primarily based on aspects of the 

learning other than the designation as collective, collaborative, or individual. I have no 

interpretation of individual, collective or collaborative learning in either instance on 

which to ascribe a level of formality. There is no clear way in which to ascribe levels of 

formality to the ways of learning explored in this study based on the collective, 

individual or collaborative processes involved.  
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Pedagogical approaches.  This attribute assesses decisions about how 

information and skills will be imparted to the learner. Rounds and many multi-media 

presentations are often didactic, unidirectional information dissemination, and thus are 

associated with formalism. Learning during conversations with customers, particularly 

during regular sales-calls, involve authentic work tasks, and are thus associated with 

informality. Some degree of authenticity is lost during manager/trainer/peer work-withs, 

however I judge that there is still enough authenticity of task to retain a degree of 

informal character. When agents learn individually through medical periodicals or 

training manuals, the learner makes pedagogical decisions in choosing how to use the 

material, thus attributing a level of informality. Similarly, during peer interactions, a 

colleague may initially choose a method of information sharing, but the interaction 

evolves with a negotiation of process between learner and facilitator. Whatever the 

eventual processes are, the co-decision and negotiation of processes confer authenticity 

and informality to the learning.  

In summary, while rounds and multimedia presentations employ formal 

pedagogical approaches, much learning perceived as effective and frequent by 

pharmaceutical sales agents is pedagogically informal.  

The mediation of learning–by whom and how.  Formality is ascribed when a 

mediator is in a position of power over the learner, or is perceived to be an expert. 

Rounds and most multi-media presentations are mediated by a perceived expert, and 

therefore include a degree of formality. Managers and trainers involved in work-withs 

have authority over the learner, and may also be experts, so these ways of learning also 

have a degree of mediation formality. Peer-work-withs, peer-sharing, and customer 
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interactions involve varying degrees of expertise and perceived power relations. Even if 

there is no formal power differential, agents may feel a need to please a colleague or 

customer in a manner which parallels the affect of power. Learning by these methods 

would involve varying degrees of mediator-formality. Individual review of medical 

periodicals or training manuals involves no interaction with a mediator and therefore has 

no mediator-formality. In summary, there is variable mediator formality in the ways of 

learning under analysis.   

The locus of control.  When the locus of control is centered on the learner, more 

informality will be ascribed. Individual review of print resources is highly determined 

by the learner, and therefore, highly informal. During interactive learning such as peer-

interactions and customer interactions, the agent may negotiate processes with another, 

but there is significant learner control and informality. Managers and trainers may 

mandate and direct the activities within a work-with, and imbue it with formality. 

Agents may choose whether or not to attend rounds and multimedia presentations, but 

once involved, the processes are less under their control and therefore more formal.  

In summary, all but manager and trainer work-withs confer control informality in 

consideration of choices to enter into learning, but once involved in learning, the 

processes involved in the ways of learning under study have mixed formality attributes.   

Purpose Attributes 

Education and non-education.  Education bestows a degree of formality if the 

purpose of the activity is primarily for learning. In most of the activities under analysis 

the primary purpose of the activity is learning. The notable exception is the particularly 

frequent and reportedly effective ways of learning in customer interactions. Informality 
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is imparted on these important methods because the primary purpose of the interactions 

is sales and not learning. Thus, although customer interactions possess a high degree of 

education informality, all other ways of learning for work reported by agents to be 

frequent and effective are formal in this regard.  

Nature and extent of assessment and accreditation. I apply this attribute by 

reviewing the frequency, depth, administration and intended use, of assessment or 

accreditation. However, none of the ways of learning under study involve accreditation, 

or assessment beyond casual learner reflection. Therefore, all are characterized by 

assessment informality.  

Purposes and interests to meet needs of dominant or marginalized groups.  

This attribute assigns formality to learning that meets the needs of an external and more 

powerful entity. When a manager trains an agent on selling skills, the interests of the 

company are central. But when an agent engages in any of the other ways of learning in 

question, he may be doing so to advance the interests of the company, himself or the 

customer. Often, these interests overlap. Lewis, Alice and Steve all indicated that they 

learn in order to be resources to their customers. This suggests that the agent is learning 

for the interests of the customer and her patients, but the agents also indicated a belief 

that this will lead to advancing sales and performance bonuses, benefiting the company 

and the agent.  This suggests that application of this framework in an environment of 

overlapping interests is not helpful.  

Setting Attributes 

Location.   If formality is attributed to learning done in educational institutions 

and informality is attributed to learning in community or authentic settings, there is 
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almost no formality involved in the locations in which these agents learn for work. None 

occur in educational institutions. Medical rounds may occur in a presentation hall within 

a hospital, but this is closely associated with the setting in which the learning is 

practiced. Most of the ways, particularly those involving customer interactions and 

work-withs occur in settings authentic to where they will be used. Others, particularly 

peer-networks and self-directed literature reviews, can occur virtually anywhere. Thus, 

the ways in which these agents learn carry a high degree of location informality.  

Part of a course or not.  Formality is assigned to courses. Although product 

training manuals are created for initial product training, none of the other ways reported 

by agents to be effective and frequent involve a course. The ways of learning under 

study have course informality.  

Teacher-learner relation.   If the relationship is only that of a teacher and a 

learner, a degree of formality is conferred. An authentic relationship that transcends the 

learning confers informality. Learning at rounds is the only way under analysis that 

involves the former relationship. Therefore, most cases of reported agent learning, 

involve relationship informality.  

Location within wider power relations.  This relates more to the environment in 

which learning occurs than it does to any one way of learning. The diversity of ways 

agents report that they learn might reflect a degree of freedom to learn according to 

one‘s own preferences, suggesting informal power affects on learning. 

The timeframes of learning.  The agent is almost always responsible for 

scheduling a learning activity. The exceptions are minimal. Manager work-withs are 

scheduled by managers, but are infrequent.  Meetings are externally scheduled, but 
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agents voluntarily meet and share during breaks. Rounds are regularly scheduled, but 

agents decide which rounds they want to attend. In all other ways under study, there is a 

high level of scheduling-informality.  

Within most of the learning activities, the agent sets the pace for learning, 

particularly in customer and peer interactions, and in medical resources reviews. Rounds 

is the only method in which the agent has little control over the pace. Thus, most ways 

under analysis involve pace-informality.  

Content Attributes 

The extent to which learning is tacit or explicit.  Formality is assigned when the 

way of learning is designed to facilitate acquisition of explicit knowledge and skills. 

Multimedia presentations, medical rounds, and self-directed review of journals and 

training manuals are designed for acquisition of explicit knowledge. The other ways of 

learning under study will provide additional opportunities for tacit learning. For 

instance, during customer conversations, the agent is surrounded by medical practice: 

the complaints of patients; the rushing nurses; the doctor‘s anxiety. These are 

opportunities for tacit learning and a holistic understanding of the medical system.  In 

summary, although all of the ways under study involve much explicit learning and 

explicit-formality, many involve significant concurrent tacit learning through informal 

means.  

The extent to which learning is context-specific or generalizable/transferable; 

external determination or not.   It is difficult to apply this attribute to the ways under 

review. Medical knowledge, no matter which method of acquisition is used, is 

generalizable, but only within specific patient populations. Therefore, this content has a 
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degree of generalizability-formality and informality.  Selling, social and other skills, 

learned from any method, may be generalizable or context-specific, depending on the 

skill acquired. In most instances of learning under study, the agent determines to a large 

degree, the content to be learned.  Since that content varies and can be generalizable or 

not, there is a mixture of generalizability-formality and informality in the ways of 

learning under review.  

Whether learning is seen as embodied or just ‘head stuff.’  Almost everything 

that is learned through the methods under analysis is head stuff involving cognitive 

processing of knowledge and skills more than it does a whole-body experience. 

Therefore, this characteristic attributes a degree of formality to all of the ways under 

analysis. 

The status of the knowledge and learning.  Much of what is learned through 

multi-media presentations, rounds and self-directed review of journals and manuals is 

high status, expert, medical knowledge, and thus, imbued with formality. Through peer 

and other customer interactions, agents learn both expert and more common knowledge, 

so there is a mixture of formality and informality. In summary, although there is a 

mixture of formality and informality, the status of the knowledge tends to confer more 

formality.  

The nature of knowledge.   The propositional knowledge learned in multimedia 

presentations, rounds, journals and manuals is attributed formality. Colleague and 

customer interactions involve learning both propositional knowledge and everyday 

practice. Therefore, the nature of the knowledge learned confers formality and 

informality on the practices in question.  
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Summary of the Application of the Colley et al. Framework 

When Colley et al. (2003) assessed the level of formality and informality in a 

diverse range of learning situations, they concluded that elements of formality and 

informality exist in most, if not all, learning situations. My research supports this 

conclusion.  

In considering the ways of learning under analysis as a collective, it can be 

concluded that agents use methods of mixed formality. The process, content, and 

purpose attributes each represent a degree of mixed formality in the methods employed 

to learn, however process attributes tend to favour the informal and content attributes 

tend to favour the formal. The setting attributes of the methods of learning under study 

are almost completely informal. Summary tables representing the degree to which the 

collective ways of learning reported involve different forms of formality and informality 

are summarized in the tables in Appendix B.    

Appendix C illustrates the types and degrees of formality specifically ascribed to 

each individual way of learning under study. Medical rounds and manager/trainer work-

withs show mixed formality and informality across each of the four attribute clusters. 

Multimedia presentations, both forms of peer-sharing, periodical reviews, colleague 

work-withs and training manuals all have mixed formality and informality attributes 

across three clusters, but mostly informality in their setting attributes. Trial and error 

shows mixed formality in its purpose and content, but mostly informal attributes in 

process and setting. Customer conversations are mostly informal in three clusters but 

shows mixed formality in its content attributes.  
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Broad Characteristics of the Reported Effective and Frequent Ways of Learning 

 The practical implications for classifying the ways in which agents learn based 

on attributes of formality are minimal. This knowledge does not suggest ways in which 

effective or frequent learning can be supported. However, attributes of formality do not 

represent all of the characteristics of learning that might be of interest. If we better 

understand the specific characteristics of learning reported as effective and frequent in 

more broad terms we may be better informed to support learning.  

I have deconstructed the methods reported as most effective and most frequent 

for continuing learning into general characteristics and not just those that confer degrees 

of formality. I considered 100 characteristics for ways of learning identified as effective 

for acquiring knowledge, 75 for those effective for developing skills, 96 for those 

frequently used to acquire knowledge and 74 for those frequently used to develop skills. 

These characteristics include the Colley et al. (2003) attributes used to ascribe formality 

because without the ascription of formality, they represent characteristics of learning 

that can inform our understanding.  The tables documenting these characteristics of the 

ways of learning reported in this study as effective or frequent are included in 

Appendices D through G.   

No single source of skills or information is most appropriate to all agents in all 

situations. The ways of learning reported as most effective and most frequent involve 

print material, electronic media material, customers, peers and experts. Agents also learn 

alone, collaboratively and collectively. Their learning takes place in a variety of 

locations but usually related to work contexts. Learning is either the primary purpose of 
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the activity or a co-purpose. The reported most effective and frequent ways of learning 

are not often completely incidental. All of the methods can be done for personal reasons 

as well as professional growth and to meet the needs of customers and the organization. 

Most learning is voluntary. Objectives are often not predetermined. Agents receive no 

acknowledgement for any of the ways of learning under study. All ways of learning 

analyzed allow the agent to gain propositional and tacit understandings. None of the 

ways of learning were high-stress situations involving tough evaluation, tight timelines 

or difficult achievements. There is no evaluation beyond personal reflection in any of the 

methods under study. There is a substantial degree of learner autonomy in most of the 

ways under study.  

All of the ways of learning knowledge reported as effective and frequent were 

self-initiated and self-directed transfer of knowledge to the learner. In an industry that 

has challenges training its workforce, this is a key finding. The interview participants 

indicated that they believe, as Ellinger (2004) does, that learning is a significant source 

of competitive advantage for organizations. If the organization cannot provide the agents 

with the continuing education agents feel they need for success, they have to rely on the 

agents‘ ability and desire to gain this knowledge themselves. Pharmaceutical sales 

organizations would do well to find ways to support the agents‘ self-directed learning 

capabilities and to enhance their desire to learn.  

Focusing Deeper Analysis 

Twenty Delphi collaborators identified 64 ways of learning that were grouped 

into six categories. Four interview participants suggested a total of ten ways of learning 

that they find most effective and most frequently used. Each interview participant 
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suggested at least one way of learning that they considered either most effective or most 

frequent that the other agents did not include. John spoke about multimedia 

presentations. Alice found rounds frequent and effective. Lewis frequently reviewed 

journals. Steve suggested that trial and error was effective and frequent. This suggests 

that not only do pharmaceutical sales agents use many ways to learn for work, but not all 

agents use the same ways.  

This alone is valuable information. Since there is so much diversity in perceived 

effective and frequent learning among representatives, we cannot make generalizations 

about the ways in which these agents learn and then hope to apply that knowledge to 

improve learning. Organizations should avoid temptations to institute policies and 

programs that narrowly facilitate specific ways of learning in favour of programs and 

policies that promote and aid self-directed learning in broad and diverse ways in order to 

address the needs of more learners.  

In spite of the diversity in learning, there are two categories of ways of learning that 

stand out as commonly perceived as effective or frequent: customer-facilitated learning and 

peer-facilitated learning.  A discussion of the characteristics of customer and peer facilitated 

learning is included below. A comparison of their characteristics is found in Table 40.  

The Characteristics of Customer-Facilitated Learning  

The purposes of customer-facilitated ways of learning vary. Agents may have personal 

interest, seek professional growth, or may be looking for new information to bring to other 

customers. Often, the primary purpose of learning in customer interactions is to gain a 

competitive advantage through knowledge in order to advance sales. 
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 Customer-facilitated learning happens mostly during work hours in the 

workplace of the customer, where the agent is surrounded by patient care, and afforded 

opportunities to develop tacit understandings of the medical system and an emotional 

relationship to medical practice.  

  The processes involved and content learned in customer interactions are 

negotiated between parties and flexible, emerging naturally out of the needs of both 

parties. The agent does not necessarily have more than a vague idea of an intended 

direction for the conversation but is constantly attentive for new opportunities to learn 

things that may be important. Learning is bi-directional co-learning and to a large 

degree, emergent.  

The Characteristics of Peer-Facilitated Learning 

Agents learn through peer-facilitated means in order to meet the needs of 

customers, agents and the organization. This learning is always voluntary and learning is 

the primary goal of the activity. Settings vary for peer-learning because they can happen 

anywhere, but due to the geographic distribution of the sales force, it often occurs 

remotely by email or telephone or at sales meetings. The atmosphere is almost always 

casual, friendly and enjoyable. Mutual respect and trust is common. These sharings 

happen often during work hours, but sometimes also outside of work hours.  

The processes and content of learning that is peer-facilitated is also negotiated, 

multi-directional, and emergent. When a need for learning arises, peers contact one 

another for help. There is likely no predetermined process. That too evolves based on the 

needs, preferences and resources of the participants.  
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Table 40:  

Characteristics of Peer-Facilitated and Customer-Facilitated Learning 

 Customer-facilitated Learning Peer-facilitated Learning 

Process 
Multi-directional 

Emergent 

Negotiated 

Daily 

Initiated by agent; cooperation of 

customer needed to continue 

Multi-directional 

Emergent 

Negotiated 

Weekly or monthly 

Initiated by learner when 

needed; cooperation of others 

needed to continue 

Content Not determined by company 

Negotiated 

Not determined by company 

Negotiated 

Purpose Meets needs of customer, agent 

and company 

Sometimes directed toward a 

specific learning need 

Learning is a co-purpose 

Not acknowledged/accredited 

Calls are not voluntary; learning is 

Meets needs of customer, agent 

and company 

Often directed toward a specific 

learning need 

Learning is the primary purpose 

Not acknowledged/accredited 

Completely voluntary activity 

Setting Friendliness varies 

Semi-casual 

Varied respect and trust 

In workplace of customer 

During work hours 

Friendly 

Casual 

Mutual respect and trust 

Anywhere 

During work and off work hours 
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Chapter Summary 

 This chapter presented the cross-case analyses that were conducted in order to 

answer the research questions in detail. The first section reported ten ways in which 

pharmaceutical sales representatives learn for work that they perceive to be effective or 

frequently employed. General themes concerning perceived effective and frequent 

learning in this industry were included. The second section described the characteristics 

of those reported ways of learning. The first characteristics described concerned 

attributes of formality and informality as determined by the application of the Colley et 

al. (2003) framework. Further analysis required an application of an extension of the 

Colley et al. framework to include additional and more descriptive characteristics of 

learning. Because of the apparent importance participants placed on peer and customer-

facilitated ways of learning, a deeper analysis of those collective ways of learning was 

presented in order to describe and compare the characteristics of these two collective 

ways of learning.    
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CHAPTER 7: 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

Introduction 

―The ultimate aim of research is thus to reduce complex realities to simple 

explanations‖ (McMillan & Schumacher, 2006, p. 10). The purpose of this chapter is to 

condense the complex findings into more simple explanations and to make sense of the 

results in relation to the existing literature. This chapter is organized into four sections. 

The first section summarizes the findings and presents them in relation to the work 

context. The second section situates the findings in the literature. The third section 

presents suggestions for further research. The final section describes the implications of 

the findings for the pharmaceutical sales industry.  

Summary of the Findings in Relation to the Work Context 

 Leslie et al. (1997) showed that work contextual factors, industry factors, and 

company factors have a huge impact on informal workplace learning. A holistic 

understanding of learning in the pharmaceutical sales industry is best accomplished in 

conjunction with a review of the work context that affects learning actions and 

decisions. Therefore, this chapter first reviews the work context surrounding learning in 

the pharmaceutical sales industry before summarizing the primary findings of this 

research and relating them back to the work context.   

Work Context Review 

 Pharmaceutical sales is a highly competitive, rapidly changing, potentially 

profitable and knowledge-intense industry that employs university educated, semi-
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isolated and geographically dispersed professional sales representatives to promote 

prescription medications to health care professionals in territories of varying 

geographical sizes. It is often challenging to gain access to the targeted heath care 

professionals. Sales agents work busy weeks planning, executing, and documenting their 

interactions with health care professionals, but also plan and attend evening and 

weekend speaker programs for customers, attend conferences and training programs, and 

attend multi-day national and regional meetings in various cities around Canada. 

Compensated with a generous base salary and liberal bonus rewards, many sales agents 

work in excess of 50 hours a week. Many representatives enjoy the benefits of 

significant work autonomy, reward trips, gifts, and luxury food and accommodation. 

Agents may feel anxiety over the aggressive focus on sales results or changes in the 

market which periodically result in restructuring of organizations and loss of sales 

positions. Geographic dispersal and isolation of the representatives results in limited 

corporately organized training opportunities, although agents require ongoing learning, 

particularly with respect to medical information and the functioning of the provincial 

health care system.  

Learning in the Pharmaceutical Sales Industry Findings Review 

 In order to provide ―simple explanations‖ (McMillan & Schumacher, 2006, p. 

10) of the complex findings, the general findings concerning learning in this 

environment are summarized in point form.  

1. Pharmaceutical sales agents engage in a wide variety of ways of learning 

for work; most of which are self-directed with few formal attributes.  
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2. Interview participants put a high value on learning for personal and 

corporate reasons; but express a need for internal motivation.  

3. Learning enables the representative to become a resource to the customer, 

and therefore improves the agent‘s access to the customer.  

4. The learning of the interview participants is often intentionally incidental; 

they put themselves in positions for business and other purposes where 

they might learn, but do not predetermine learning objectives. 

5. Most learning occurs while the participants are fulfilling work duties.  

6. Participants reported different frequent and effective ways of learning 

skills and of learning knowledge; and for new and experienced agents.  

7. The ways of learning reported as most effective for acquiring knowledge 

included multi-media presentations, customer conversations, rounds, 

interactions with peers either at meetings or remotely, and self directed 

review of medical periodicals.  

8. The ways of learning reported as most effective for skill development 

include trial and error during customer conversations and interacting with 

peers remotely or at meetings.  

9. The ways of learning reported as most frequent for knowledge acquisition 

included customer conversations, rounds, and self-directed review of 

medial periodicals.  

10. The way of learning reported as most frequent for skill development was 

trial and error during customer interactions.  
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11. The characteristics of the ways of learning reported as most frequent or 

most effective are:  

a. Agents learn alone, collaboratively and collectively.  

b. Agents learn in a variety of locations, but often in work environments.  

c. Learning is engaged in for personal, corporate and customer benefit.  

d. Learning is mostly voluntary.  

e. Objectives are often not predetermined.  

f. Learning activities are not acknowledged by the employer.  

g. Most learning situations are not overly stressful.  

h. There is no evaluation of learning outcomes.  

i. There is significant learner autonomy.  

j. All processes are self-initiated and self-directed.  

k. Customer and peer-facilitated learning emerged as particularly frequent 

and effective ways of learning.  

l. Customer and peer-facilitated learning is multidirectional; involves 

emergent processes and content; involves negotiated processes and 

content; and is voluntary.  

m. Customer-facilitated learning involves variable degrees of casualness, 

friendliness, and mutual respect or trust.  

n. Peer-facilitated learning usually is friendly, is casual, involves mutual 

respect and trust, is often directed toward a learning purpose, and can 

occur anytime and anywhere.  
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Relating the Work Context and the Findings 

 The participants themselves related the high value that they attribute to voluntary 

and continuous learning in this environment to the work context. They described how 

competitiveness and access issues in the industry influence their decisions to learn so 

that they can differentiate themselves from their competitors, and meet the aggressive 

sales targets required to earn generous sales bonuses. The rapidly changing and 

knowledge-intense environment would also inflate the esteem of and need for 

continuous learning. Furthermore, the representatives in this field are all university 

trained and may be predisposed to prize learning. The periodic restructuring that 

threatens jobs can also encourage learning in order to prove oneself an asset to the 

customer and the company.  

Agents learn in many ways and seem to be learning much of the time that they 

are on the job. It was said earlier that in this career, learning on the job is the job. Faced 

with perpetual change in medicine and the health care system, but lack of time, agents 

look for opportunities to learn through their customers. Their customers are interested in 

and availed of the same sorts of information that the agent seeks. Therefore, the agent 

can become the conduit through which changing health care and medical knowledge 

circulates through the health professionals. 

 Agents find that they have little opportunity for learning opportunities outside of 

the workday. Therefore, they involve themselves in intentional incidental learning by 

keeping alert for learning opportunities during regular business interactions. 

 Self-directed and remote ways of learning are promoted by the semi-isolation in 

which agents work. This addresses the paradox that I identified in Chapter 1. Isolation 
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from head office programs does not necessarily reduce the amount of learning being 

engaged in by pharmaceutical sales representatives. It merely shifts it toward more self-

directed and remote means, including independent review of medical resources, trial and 

error, and remote interaction with colleagues.  

 There is much work autonomy in this career and the ways of learning reported by 

the participants also involve significant degrees of autonomy. It may be that work 

autonomy supports a preference for learning autonomy or that those individuals who 

enter this career are predisposed to autonomous activity, whether it is in work or 

learning.  

Situating the Findings in the Literature 

How Professionals Learn for Work 

Ellinger (2004) claimed that research has established that workplace learning is a 

source of competitive advantage for organizations. The interview participants believe 

that this is true within the pharmaceutical sales industry. What makes the relationship 

between learning and competitive advantage of particular interest in this industry, 

however, is that much of the learning is not being applied directly to the job of sales. 

Through learning, agents differentiate themselves as resources for their customers in 

order to gain the access to health care professionals that is required to promote their 

products.  

Houle (1980) expressed concern regarding the ways in which professionals keep 

up to date. There is no evidence of this concern among the participants in this study. 

Each indicated an understanding of the need to keep up to date in this profession, and 

each was able to describe the ways that they accomplish this, that they perceive to be 
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effective. The sheer number of ways in which pharmaceutical sales professionals report 

that they learn suggests a focus on keeping up to date. Houle also opined that the 

professional must accept personal responsibility for continuous learning. The 

descriptions of the ways in which they learn, and in particular, the continuous and 

intentional incidental ways of learning, indicate that the participants do accept this 

responsibility.  

The Cheetham and Chivers (2001) 12-item typology summarized the informal 

ways in which individuals in six mutually unrelated professions learn for work. This 

research supplements theirs by focusing on one profession and only on those ways of 

learning that are reported as most effective and most frequent. In order to link the two 

studies, the items in the Cheetham and Chivers typology were separated into those items 

which appear to facilitate retrieval and those items that function to acquire new skills 

and knowledge. The five items in the typology used to develop skills and knowledge 

are: (a) observing and copying; (b) feedback; (c) mentor/coach interaction; (d) 

unconscious absorption/osmosis; and (e) collaboration. Five of the reported most 

effective or most frequent ways of learning uncovered in my findings do not fit into the 

Cheetham and Chivers typology:  

1. Multimedia presentations 

2. Attending medical rounds 

3. Self-directed review of medical journals and other resources 

4. Trial and error during customer conversations 

5. Review of product training manuals.  
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Since Cheetham and Chivers (2001) were documenting informal learning 

methods only, and they do not define what they mean by informal learning, the 

researcher‘s interpretation of informal learning was applied and it was concluded that 

the structured and didactic methods involved in medical rounds, and in several types of 

multimedia presentations, disqualify them from inclusion in an informal learning 

typology.  

Although the preparation of formal textbooks might ascribe formality to learning 

involving such resources, there are wide varieties of other resources available from 

which workers can learn independently and in a self-directed manner, which would 

qualify as informal learning. Therefore, it is proposed that these ways of learning are an 

appropriate supplement to the Cheetham and Chivers typology.  

Similarly, trial and error discovery can be considered an informal way of 

learning appropriate to the workplace distinct from the practice and repetition or 

reflection provided by Cheetham and Chivers (2001). Although it contains elements of 

both, the process of trial and error specifically experiments with different ways of doing 

things in order to discover previously unrecognized improvements. This is not 

necessarily the case in either of the Cheetham and Chivers categories.  

Therefore, the present study proposes the following two extensions to the 

Cheetham and Chivers (2001) typology:  

1. trial and error skill discovery,  

2. review of prepared information resources.  

Pharmaceutical sales representatives learn medical information similar to that 

learned by physicians. Mamary and Charles (2003) reported that physicians report 
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learning most frequently from attending conferences and reviewing journals. 

Pharmaceutical sales representatives also indicated that journals and print material were 

regularly used, however, they did not report that they attended many conferences. This 

difference could be attributed to the work contexts of each profession. The competitive 

nature of the job does not allow time for pharmaceutical agents to frequently attend 

conferences.  

Self-directed Learning 

Whether one considers the simple connotation of self-teaching as described by 

Tough (1971) and Spear (1988), or a more political autonomy concept as depicted by 

Grow (1991), Garrison (1997), or Kenyon and Hase (2001) in which individuals accept 

control of the purposes, goals and responsibility of learning; self-directed learning is 

evidenced in the cases of the participants. The participants deliberately choose the 

methods for self-teaching that best suited their needs, which parallel the deliberate steps 

in the Tough model, but they also showed evidence of the exploratory learning described 

by Spear.  They engage in learning for goals that they establish themselves, illustrating 

achievement of Grow‘s culminating level of self-direction in learning; appear motivated 

and cognitively responsible for their learning as described by Garrison; and demonstrate 

accepting responsibility to make learning a part of their day-to-day routine as depicted 

by Kenyon and Hase.  

Over 20 years ago, Guglielmino et al. (1987) argued that business would depend 

more heavily on self-directed learning in the future and they showed that outstanding 

performers in jobs requiring very high levels of creativity or problem-solving skills 

scored higher on the Self-Directed Learning Readiness Scale (Guglielmino, 1978) than 
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did other workers. In 2000, Clardy argued that although there was a growing interest in 

self-directed learning in the workplace, little was known about the types and occurrence 

of job-related self-directed learning. By 2001, Livingstone claimed that self-directed 

informal learning had been only minimally explored and he called for attention to be 

paid to the nature and extent of self-directed learning. The findings of this study support 

the prediction of Guglielmino et al. (1987), address the concerns of Clardy (2000) and 

Livingstone (2001) by demonstrating that in the pharmaceutical sales industry, self-

directed learning is a cornerstone of perceived effective and frequent continuing 

professional development for agents, and by documenting the ways in which this is 

accomplished.  

Distributed Workforces 

Marsick et al. (2006) indicated that more research is needed to understand the 

impact of distributed work arrangements on workplace learning. The research that has 

been done on distributed workforces has focused mainly on the application of 

technology and ways of facilitating teamwork in distributed teams. There is little if any 

research on the ways in which distributed workers learn for work. This research is one of 

a small number of case studies describing the various ways in which workers advance 

their knowledge and skills in a distributed workforce.  

The Pharmaceutical Industry 

For those interested specifically in learning in the pharmaceutical industry, there 

is little empirical research. This study extends our knowledge of this industry by 

documenting learning practices, as opposed to training practices, and the work contexts 

in which continuing learning happens within this industry.  
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Informal Workplace Learning 

Several studies (Center for Workforce Development, Education Development 

Center, 1998; Hughes & Grant, 2007; Livingstone, 2000; Marsick & Watkins, 1990) 

have demonstrated that informal learning is a dominant form of learning in the 

workplace. This study illustrates that this is also true in this distributed, rapidly 

changing, knowledge-intense industry, and also supports Swanson and Holton‘s (2001) 

contention that most learning for work is not planned.  

As suggested by Billett (2002), this study identified limited value in identifying 

learning as formal or informal. The Colley et al. (2003) study identified the imprecision 

involved in labeling learning as informal or formal. This study further illustrated the 

difficulty in applying the Colley et al. framework to ascribe formality attributes. 

Additionally, after interpreting and applying their framework, it was possible to identify 

the specific attributes of learning in this industry that contribute to its formality and 

informality, however, it was not possible to identify any specific utility of labeling the 

characteristics in this way. The characteristics themselves, however, without the label of 

formality, can be important in understanding learning in the workplace.  Thus, it is 

proposed that the importance of the Colley et al. framework is not in identifying aspects 

of formality and informality but in providing a starting typology from which we can 

identify characteristics of learning, without including a designation of formality or 

informality, so that we might better describe, understand, and support learning in the 

workplace. Therefore, this study sought to extend and adjust their typology so that it 

represents more than characteristics contributing to levels of formality.  



 154 

The difficulty in extending their list of attributes is a testament to the 

comprehensiveness of their list. Very few discrete, clear, and meaningful characteristics 

were identified that could be added to their typology. The data suggest that it may be 

possible to identify five additional potential characteristics of learning that have not been 

used to categorize learning as formal or informal within their framework:  

1. The frequency of engagement in the learning activity 

2. The pace at which learning occurs 

3. The general level of difficulty in acquiring the knowledge or skill 

4. When the learning occurs (during work hours, outside of work hours) 

5. Whether the learning is an extension of existing skills and knowledge 

or acquisition of new skills and knowledge.  

In order to make a more complete typology that would be useful in guiding 

description and examination of learning in the workplace, not only did this study seek to 

add these five characteristics, but also to reorganize converging categories in the Colley 

et al. (2003) model and provide descriptions that could be included in each category. 

Table 41 presents the proposed framing guide which extends, organizes, and explains 

the Colley et al. typology for describing the characteristics of learning in the workplace. 

This guide could direct more complete descriptions of the characteristics of learning in 

workplace environments so that we might more fully understand learning and ways to 

support it, and so that readers would be able to make more appropriate connections 

between various studies in various workplace contexts. It might also stimulate new ways 

of thinking about research into workplace learning and stimulate new questions 

concerning the characteristics of learning in various environments.  
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Table 41: 

Characteristics of Learning 

Education or 

non Education  

To what degree is the primary purpose of the learning for learning’s 

sake and to what degree is it to meet another specific goal? 

Location 

 

Where does the learning occur? In a learning institution? In a 

workplace setting? Anywhere at any time? In a community center?  

Intentionality 

of learning 

To what degree does the learner intend to learn? To what degree 

does another intend to facilitate learning?  

Structuring 

 

To what degree and in what ways is the learning environment and 

process structured? 

Planning To what degree and in what way is the learning environment and 

process planned? 

Assessment and 

Accreditation 

 

To what degree and in what ways is there learner assessment of 

learning? To what degree and in what ways is there assessment of 

learning by another? For what purposes and how is the learning 

accredited or acknowledged by others?  

Timeframes of 

learning 

 

How is the initiation of a learning activity scheduled and by whom? 

How frequent are the learning activities? How long do individual 

learning situations last? How is the scheduling and pace of 

components within a learning activity organized and by whom? 

When does learning occur: work hours? Outside work hours? 

Tacit and 

explicit 

learning 

 

Is the learning primarily tacit or explicit? What kinds of 

opportunities exist to encourage tacit learning? What kinds of tacit 

learning can be achieved? Is there conflict between the tacit and 

explicit learning?  

Generalizability 

and 

To what degree and under what conditions is the content 

generalizable to other contexts? To what degree and under what 
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Transferability 

 

contexts are the skills learned transferable to other situations? Is the 

learning intended to be generalizable and transferable?  

Content 

determination 

Is the content predetermined? How is the content determined and by 

whom? How is the quantity of content determined?  

Nature of the 

content  

 

To what degree is the learning embodied or purely cognitive? What 

kinds of content or skills are being learned? To what extent does the 

learning confer a degree of respect upon the learner? Is the learning 

propositional? Practical? To what degree does learning build on 

previous knowledge and skills? To what degree is learning linked to 

future learning? Is the content packaged into bundle for the learner? 

How difficult is the content?   

Source of 

knowledge 

 

Is it discovered by the learner or imparted upon the learner from 

another source? Is the source an expert or not? What human and 

other resources provide the knowledge and skills for the learner? To 

what degree can the sources be trusted?  

Other 

individuals 

 

What is the role of other individuals in learning? Are learners 

learning as a collective? Do they collaborate with each other? Does 

someone direct the learning and resources? Do other individuals 

participate in the activity without participating in the learning? Can 

the learner learn alone? What is the relationship between different 

learners?  

Learner–

facilitator 

relations 

 

Is there an interacting facilitator? To what degree is their friendship 

and respect between the learner and facilitator? Is there a 

relationship between the learner and facilitator outside of the 

learning situation? For what period of time will the relationship 

continue? What is the nature of the relationship between the learner 

and facilitator?  

Pedagogical 

approaches 

 

In what ways does a facilitator promote and encourage learning? 

What are the teaching and discovery methods used? How does the 

learner communicate what has been learned?  

Purposes of Why is learning being undertaken? To what degree is it voluntary? 

To what degree is learning intended to extend the interests of the 
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learning 

 

learner or of others? Who are the others that benefit from the 

learner‘s learning and what is their relationship to the learner? How 

will the learning be used?  

Power relations 

 

What are the power contexts that affect learning? In what ways do 

pressure and hegemony affect the initiation of learning and the 

processes involved? To what degree is a learner aware of the power 

contexts surrounding learning? What threats are perceived to the 

learner?  

Locus of 

control 

In what ways does the learner have control over the processes of 

learning? In what ways do others have control?  

Suggestions for Further Research 

This research included an in-depth investigation of the learning engaged in by 

four agents whose statements and learning history suggest a commitment to learning. 

Yet it is not known if this commitment to learning is standard in the industry. Further 

research could be done which extends this work and investigates the ways in which a 

more heterogeneous sample of agents learn. Doing so would provide an understanding 

of how typical agents in this industry learn that could enable programs within 

organizations to support perceived effective and frequent learning.  

Additionally, the pharmaceutical industry would benefit from an understanding 

of the relationship between self directed learning readiness or skills and overall sales 

performance. The relationship between high performance in jobs requiring creativity and 

problem-solving skills and high scores in the Self-Directed Learning Readiness Scale 

(SDLRS) has already been illustrated by Guglielmino et al. (1987). Indeed, 

pharmaceutical sales might qualify as a job which requires these skills. But the link has 

not yet been shown specifically in the pharmaceutical sales industry. This study shows 

that the participants believe that learning leads to improved business outcomes and that 
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these agents use a variety of self-directed means for learning. Empirically documenting 

the relationship between self-directed learning readiness and sales performance could be 

accomplished by applying the SDLRS to a provincial sales force of a large 

pharmaceutical company, and then determining the correlation between the scores of 

individuals and their relative sales growth compared to their colleagues. The provincial 

sales force would be required because different provinces have different health care 

systems that can affect sales. If a positive correlation exists between sales and self-

directed learning readiness, companies may want to look for ways that they can support 

self-directed learning readiness in their organizations.  

 Previous research (Boud & Middleton, 2003; Davis & Daley, 2008; Davis & 

Sumara, 2001; Mittendorff, Geijsel, Hoever, de Laat & Nieuwenhuis, 2006; Schulz, 

2008; Senge, 2006) has highlighted the importance of learning on the job from co-

located peers. The workplace learning literature could be extended by examining other 

cases of learning in distributed workforces and comparing how learning differs in co-

located and distributed workforces.  

 Identifying learning in this profession not only as a prerequisite for work but also 

as an enabler paving the way for them to be able to do their jobs raises questions about 

other careers. It would be important to determine in what other industries learning holds 

this position and if the ways in which workers in those industries learn parallel the ways 

in which pharmaceutical agents learn. It might also prove valuable to investigate the 

contextual factors that support this sort of continuing enabling learning. This may be a 

new direction for workplace learning research: identification and classification of the 

various roles that learning plays in different industries, exploration of the various 
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contextual factors related to these roles, and investigation the similarities and differences 

in learning within role classifications.  

 There may be limited benefit to further studies that document the degree of 

formality in workplace learning, but propose that the individual characteristics of the 

ways in which people are learning could provide valuable insights that can inform our 

efforts to promote effective and frequent learning.  Further research is recommended to 

apply and assess the value of the guide that has been developed as an adaptation of the 

Colley et al. (2003) framework through this study.  

Implications for the Pharmaceutical Industry 

 Each of the participants believes that there is an important link between 

continuing, voluntary learning and business outcomes in the pharmaceutical sales 

industry. Organizations may do well to consider ways of supporting effective and 

frequent learning in order to advance business goals. The representatives involved in this 

study do not necessarily value formal corporate training activities. Instead, they achieve 

most of what they consider effective learning through self-directed and informal means. 

Companies should consider ways in which they can encourage, acknowledge, and 

otherwise support the variety of ways in which agents learn for work. Opportunities 

should be provided at national meetings for agents to not only share best practices and 

knowledge, but also to share with each other the strategies that they use for learning and 

the success stories that illustrate the value of continued learning.   
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APPENDIX A: 

INDIVIDUAL INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

 

1. Review the letters of information and consent, the purpose of the interview and 

the expected time required. Confirm agreement to participate and audio-record. 

Start recording.  

 

2. Query if there are any questions or concerns to address first. Ensure that the 

participant understands that we are specifically investigating the learning that 

leads to improved sales performance. Ensure the participant has the list of ways 

in which agents learn developed through the Delphi collaboration. (If 

participant is not prepared with this information, suggest a rescheduling for the 

interview. If not possible, continue as best as is possible.) 

 

3. Thank participant.  

 

4. Questions 

i. Can you tell me a bit about your philosophy about learning in this 

workplace?  

Probes:  

 How important do you think it is? 

 What are some of the reasons you learn for work?  

 What benefits are there for you and for your employer? 

 

ii. A group of your colleagues compiled the list I sent you to describing the 

ways in which they learn for sales performance. I’d like to know how 

you feel about this list:  

 Can you name any ways that your colleagues missed?  

 Is there anything on the list that you disagree with? 

 Which ways strike you as particularly effective for you, 

and in what ways?  

 Which ways do you most often use?  

 

iii. Now, I’d like to talk in detail about one or two ways that you learn to 

improve sales performance. I want to talk about the ways that you use 



 170 

most often, but also the ways that you think are most effective at 

improving your ability to affect sales.  

i. Let’s start with the way that you learn that use most often. 

Describe it for me.  

Probes:  

Think about something you’ve recently learned that way.  

What were you learning? 

What factors lead to you learning in that way?  

Why was it important to learn that?  

What circumstances lead to you undertaking this activity?  

Who was involved? What was their role?  

Tell me about the process: what was happening?  

Describe the location and setting.  

Tell me about the planning you did in advance? 

How did you feel about the process?  

What kind of evidence do you have that your learning 

was effective?  

Is there another way that you learn that you use almost as 

often as this way? (probe in detail) 

 

 

ii. Now let’s investigate the way or ways that you learn that you 

perceive are most effective at influencing your ability to improve 

sales results. Think about something you learned that way and 

describe it all to me.  

Probes:  

 What were you learning?  

 For what reasons might that learning lead to sales?  

Under what circumstances did you choose to use this 

method and learn this material?  

 What makes this method particularly effective?  

Who was involved? What was their role?  
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Tell me about the process: what was happening?  

Describe the location and setting.  

Tell me about the planning did you do in advance? 

How did you feel about the process?  

What kind of evidence do you have that your learning 

was effective?  

Is there another way that you learn that you think is 

almost as effective as this way? (probe in detail) 

 

 Is there anything else that you would like to add that we haven’t covered today 

that would help me to understand the ways in which pharmaceutical sales 

representatives learn in order to improve sales performance?  

 

Thank participant  
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APPENDIX B 

FORMALITY IN THE REPORTED COLLECTIVE EFFECTIVE AND 

FREQUENT WAYS OF LEARNING 

Table 10:  

Process Formality in the Reported Effective and Frequent Ways of Learning 

Process Attributes Summary of Combined 

Methods 

Learner/teacher intentionality/activity. High degree of formality 

Extent of planning or intentional structuring. Very little formality 

Whether outcomes are measured. Almost no formality 

Whether learning is collective/collaborative or 

individual. 

Difficult to judge formality 

Pedagogical approaches. Mostly informal  

The mediation of learning – by whom and how. A mixture of formal and informal 

The locus of control. 

 

Method choice is mostly informal 

Processes in method is variable 
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Table 11:  

Purpose Formality in the Reported Effective and Frequent Ways of Learning 

Purpose Attributes Summary of Combined 

Methods 

Education and Non-education 

 

Informal for customer 

interactions.  

Formal for all others 

Nature and extent of assessment and accreditation.  All informal 

Purposes and interests to meet needs of dominant or 

marginalized groups. 

Unidentifiable mixture of formal 

and informal.  

 

Table 12:  

Setting Formality in the Reported Effective and Frequent Ways of Learning 

Setting Attributes Summary of Combined 

Methods 

Location (e.g. educational or community premises)  Almost completely informal 

Part of a course or not Informal 

Teacher-learner relations More informal 

Location within wider power relations  

 

Difficult to judge 

Possibly informal 

The timeframes of learning. 

 

Informal for scheduling 

Almost always informal for pace 
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Table 13:  

Content Formality in the Reported Effective and Frequent Ways of Learning 

Content Attributes Summary of Combined 

Methods 

The extent to which learning is tacit or explicit 

 

Almost all formal with a 

significant amount of concurrent 

informal 

The extent to which learning is context-specific or 

generalizable/transferable; external determination or 

not 

 

Mixed formality/informality 

based on generalizability;  

Mostly all informal based on 

internally determined content 

Whether learning is seen as embodied or just ―head 

stuff‖ 

All formal 

The status of the knowledge and learning A mixture with more formality 

The nature of knowledge A mixture with more formality 
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APPENDIX C 

FORMALITY IN THE REPORTED INDIVIDUAL EFFECTIVE AND 

FREQUENT WAYS OF LEARNING 

Table 14: Levels and Types of Formality in Multimedia Presentations 

Process Attributes Purpose Attributes Setting Attributes Content Attributes 

Learner intentional 

formality.  

 

Teacher intention 

formality. 

 

Structure formality.  

 

Measurement 

informality.  

 

Pedagogic formality.  

 

Mediator formality. 

 

Choice informality. 

 

In-process control 

semi-formality. 

 

Mixed formality 

Education formality.  

 

Assessment 

informality. 

  

Needs undefined 

formality.  

 

Mixed formality 

Location informality. 

  

Course informality.  

 

Relationship 

Semi-formality.  

 

Scheduling 

informality.  

 

Pace informality.  

 

Mostly informal 

Explicit formality.  

 

Generalizable 

formality.  

 

Specificity 

informality.  

 

Internal informal.  

 

Head-stuff formality.  

 

Status formality.  

 

Nature formality.  

 

Mixed formality 

 



 176 

Table 15: 

Levels and Types of Formality in Customer Conversations 

Process Attributes Purpose Attributes Setting Attributes Content Attributes 

Learner intentional 

semi-formality.  

 

Teacher intention 

informality.  

 

Structure informality. 

 

Measurement 

informality. 

 

Pedagogic 

informality.  

 

Mediator semi-

formality. 

 

Choice informality. 

 

In-process control  

informality. 

 

Mostly informal 

Education informality. 

 

Assessment 

informality. 

 

Needs undefined 

formality. 

 

Mostly informal 

Location informality. 

 

Course informality. 

 

Relationship 

Informality.  

 

Scheduling 

informality. 

 

Pace informality. 

 

Mostly informal 

Tacit informality.  

 

Explicit formality. 

 

Generalizable 

formality.  

 

Specificity 

informality. 

 

Internal informal. 

 

Head-stuff formality. 

 

Status formality and 

informality mix.  

 

Nature formality and 

informality mix.  

 

Mixed informality 
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Table 16: 

Levels and Types of Formality in Medical Rounds 

Process Attributes Purpose Attributes Setting Attributes Content Attributes 

Learner intentional 

formality.  

 

Teacher intention 

formality. 

 

Structure formality. 

 

Measurement 

informality. 

 

Pedagogic formality.  

 

Mediator formality. 

 

Choice informality. 

 

In-process control 

formality. 

 

Mixed informality 

Education formality. 

 

Assessment 

informality. 

 

Needs undefined 

formality.  

 

Mixed informality 

Location informality. 

 

Course informality. 

 

Relationship 

formality. 

 

Scheduling 

informality. 

 

Pace formality. 

 

Mixed informality 

Tacit informality.  

 

Explicit formality. 

 

Generalizable 

formality.  

 

Specificity 

informality. 

 

Internal informal. 

 

Head-stuff formality. 

 

Status formality. 

 

Nature formality. 

 

Mixed informality 
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Table 17: 

Levels and Types of Formality in Remote Peer Networks 

Process Attributes Purpose Attributes Setting Attributes Content Attributes 

Learner intentional 

formality.  

 

Teacher intention 

formality. 

 

Structure informality. 

 

Measurement 

informality. 

 

Pedagogic 

informality.  

 

Mediator semi-

formality. 

 

Choice informality. 

 

In-process control 

informality. 

 

Mixed informality 

Education formality. 

 

Assessment 

informality. 

 

Needs undefined 

formality. 

 

Mixed informality 

Location informality. 

 

Course informality. 

 

Relationship 

Informality. 

 

Scheduling 

informality. 

 

Pace informality. 

 

Mostly informal 

Explicit formality. 

 

Generalizable 

formality.  

 

Specificity 

informality. 

 

Internal informal. 

 

Head-stuff formality. 

 

Status formality and 

informality mix. 

 

Nature formality and 

informality mix. 

 

Mixed informality 
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Table 18: 

Levels and Types of Formality in Peer sharing at Meetings 

Process Attributes Purpose Attributes Setting Attributes Content Attributes 

Learner intentional 

formality.  

 

Teacher intention 

formality. 

 

Structure informality. 

 

Measurement 

informality. 

 

Pedagogic 

informality. 

 

Mediator semi-

formality. 

 

Choice informality. 

 

In-process control 

informality. 

 

Mixed informality 

Education formality. 

 

Assessment 

informality. 

 

Needs undefined 

formality. 

 

Mixed informality 

Location informality. 

 

Course informality. 

 

Relationship 

Informality. 

 

Scheduling 

informality. 

 

Pace informality. 

 

Mostly informal 

Explicit formality. 

 

Generalizable 

formality.  

 

Specificity 

informality. 

 

Internal informal. 

 

Head-stuff formality. 

 

Status formality and 

informality mix. 

 

Nature formality and 

informality mix. 

 

Mixed informality 
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Table 19: 

Levels and Types of Formality in Periodicals 

Process Attributes Purpose Attributes Setting Attributes Content Attributes 

Learner intentional 

formality.  

 

Teacher intention 

formality. 

 

Structure informality. 

 

Measurement 

informality. 

 

Pedagogic 

informality. 

 

Mediator informality. 

 

Choice informality. 

 

In-process control 

semi-formality. 

 

Mixed informality 

Education formality. 

 

Assessment 

informality. 

 

Needs undefined 

formality. 

 

Mixed informality 

Location informality. 

 

Course informality. 

 

Relationship 

Informality. 

 

Scheduling 

informality. 

 

Pace informality. 

 

Mostly informal 

Explicit formality. 

 

Generalizable 

formality. 

  

Specificity 

informality. 

 

Internal informal. 

 

Head-stuff formality. 

 

Status formality and 

informality mix. 

 

Nature formality. 

 

Mixed informality 
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Table 20: 

Levels and Types of Formality in Trial and Error 

Process Attributes Purpose Attributes Setting Attributes Content Attributes 

Learner intentional 

formality.  

 

Teacher intention 

informality. 

 

Structure informality. 

 

Measurement 

informality. 

 

Pedagogic 

informality. 

 

Mediator semi-

formality. 

 

Choice informality. 

 

In-process control 

informality. 

 

Mostly informal 

Education formality. 

 

Assessment 

informality. 

 

Needs undefined 

formality. 

 

Mixed informality 

Location informality. 

 

Course informality. 

 

Relationship 

Informality. 

 

Scheduling 

informality. 

 

Pace informality. 

 

Mostly informal 

Tacit informality.  

 

Explicit formality. 

 

Generalizable 

formality.  

 

Specificity 

informality. 

 

Internal informal. 

 

Head-stuff formality. 

 

Status informality. 

 

Nature formality and 

informality mix. 

 

Mixed informality 
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Table 21: 

Levels and Types of Formality in Colleague Work-withs 

Process Attributes Purpose Attributes Setting Attributes Content Attributes 

Learner intentional 

formality.  

 

Teacher intention 

formality. 

 

Structure informality. 

 

Measurement 

informality. 

 

Pedagogic 

informality. 

 

Mediator semi-

formality. 

 

Choice informality. 

 

In-process control 

informality. 

 

Mixed informality 

Education formality. 

 

Assessment 

informality. 

 

Needs undefined 

formality. 

 

Mixed informality 

Location informality. 

 

Course informality. 

 

Relationship 

Informality. 

 

Scheduling 

informality. 

 

Pace informality. 

 

Mostly informal 

Tacit informality.  

 

Explicit formality. 

 

Generalizable 

formality.  

 

Specificity 

informality. 

 

Internal informal. 

 

Head-stuff formality. 

 

Status formality and 

informality mix. 

 

Nature formality and 

informality mix. 

 

Mixed informality 
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Table 22: 

Levels and Types of Formality in Training Manuals 

Process Attributes Purpose Attributes Setting Attributes Content Attributes 

Learner intentional 

formality.  

 

Teacher intention 

formality. 

 

Structure informality. 

 

Measurement 

informality. 

 

Pedagogic 

informality. 

 

Mediator informality.  

 

Choice informality. 

 

In-process control 

informality. 

 

Mixed informality 

Education formality. 

 

Assessment 

informality. 

 

Needs undefined 

formality. 

 

Mixed informality 

Location informality. 

 

Course informality. 

 

Relationship 

Informality. 

 

Scheduling 

informality. 

 

Pace informality. 

 

Mostly informal 

Explicit formality. 

 

Generalizable 

formality.  

 

Specificity 

informality. 

 

Internal informal. 

 

Head-stuff formality. 

 

Status formality and 

informality mix. 

 

Nature formality. 

 

Mixed informality 
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Table 23: 

Levels and Types of Formality in Manager or Trainer Work-withs 

Process Attributes Purpose Attributes Setting Attributes Content Attributes 

Learner intentional 

formality.  

 

Teacher intention 

formality. 

 

Structure informality. 

 

Measurement 

informality. 

 

Pedagogic 

informality. 

 

Mediator formality. 

 

Choice formality. 

 

In-process control 

semi-formality. 

 

Mixed informality 

Education formality. 

 

Assessment 

informality. 

 

Needs undefined 

formality. 

 

Mixed informality 

Location informality. 

 

Course informality. 

 

Relationship 

Semi-formality. 

 

Scheduling formality. 

 

Pace informality. 

 

Mixed informality 

Tacit informality.  

 

Explicit formality. 

 

Generalizable 

formality.  

 

Specificity 

informality. 

 

Internal informal. 

 

Head-stuff formality. 

 

Status formality and 

informality mix. 

 

Nature formality and 

informality mix. 

 

Mixed informality 
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APPENDIX D: 

CHARACTERISTICS OF WAYS OF LEARNING KNOWLEDGE 

PERCEIVED AS MOST EFFECTIVE 

 The following are the ways of learning knowledge reported as most effective, 

and the abbreviations which represent them in the table to follow.  

 Multimedia Presentations  MP 

 Customer Conversations  CC 

 Rounds    RD 

 Remote Peer-network Sharing PR 

 Peer sharing at Meetings  PM 

 Self-directed review of Periodicals  SD 

 The tables that follow indicate the characteristics of process, purpose, setting and 

content for these six ways of learning. A way of learning can have contrasting 

characteristics in different situations. 

Table 24: 

Process Characteristics of Ways of Learning Knowledge Reported as Effective 

 Process MP CC RD PR PM SD 

Didactic presentation X  X    

Exploratory learning   X    X 

Pre-determined process X  X    

No-predetermined process  X  X X X 

Externally determined process X  X    
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Learner determined process  X  X X X 

Negotiated processes  X  X X X 

Flexible processes X X  X X X 

Self-initiated processes X X X X X X 

Learner centered  X  X X X 

Content centered process X  X    

Expert facilitator X  X    

No facilitator X     X 

Peer-facilitator  X  X X  

Knowledge transfer to learner X X X X X X 

Knowledge discovery by learner       

Stressful processes       

Non-stressful processes X X X X X X 

Highly structured X  X    

Unstructured  X  X X X 

Partially structured  X  X X X 

External evaluation       

Structured Self evaluation X      

No evaluation (only reflection) X X X X X X 

rigid time-lines X  X    

No specified time-lines X X  X X X 

High levels of learner autonomy X X  X X X 

No learner autonomy   X    
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Little learner autonomy X      

Potentially daily  X  X  X 

Potentially weekly or less 

frequent 

X  X  X X 

collaborative  X  X X  

Others are learning as well  X X X X  

Fast paced       

Comfortably paced X X X X X X 

Slow pace X      

Pace controlled by learner  X  X X X 

Pace controlled by others X X X X X  

Frequency controlled by learner X X X X  X 

Frequency controlled by others   X X X  

Information is provided in 

discrete packets 

X  X   X 

Connections are provided to 

learner 

X  X   X 

Learner makes own connections  X  X X X 

Concomitant with other activity  X     

Secondary to other activity  X     

Authentically occurring 

processes 

 X X    

Inauthentic processes X   X X X 
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Table 25:  

Setting Characteristics of Ways of Learning Knowledge Reported as Effective 

 Setting MP CC RD PR PM SD 

classroom X  X    

Anywhere X   X  X 

At work X X X  X X 

Other location X X X X X X 

In work contexts X X X X X X 

Time constraints   X    

No time constraints X   X X X 

Comfortable setting X X X X X X 

Stressful setting  X X  X  

alone X     X 

With other people X X X X X  

With other learners X X X X X  

With a facilitator X  X    

During regular work   X X  X  

During work hours X X X X X X 

Outside of work hours X   X X X 

Any time X   X  X 
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Table 26: 

Purpose Characteristics of Ways of Learning Knowledge Reported as Effective 

 Purposes MP CC RD PR PM SD 

Learning is primary X  X X X X 

Learning is a co-purpose  X  X X  

Learning was unintended  X   X  

Personal enjoyment/reasons X X X X X X 

Professional growth X X X X X X 

Further business objectives X X X X X X 

Meet customer needs X X X X X X 

voluntary X  X X X X 

mandatory X X   X  

Gain specific knowledge X X X X  X 

Objectives pre-determined X  X    

Objectives not predetermined  X  X X X 

Objectives determined externally X  X    

Objectives determined by 

learner 

 X  X X X 

Receive acknowledgement X      

Receive no acknowledgement X X X X X X 
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Table 27: 

 Content Characteristics of Ways of Learning Knowledge Reported as Effective 

 Content MP CC RD PR PM SD 

High status knowledge X X X   X 

Common knowledge  X  X X X 

Propositional knowledge X X X X X X 

Tacit knowledge X X X X X X 

Practical knowledge  X  X X  

Strategic knowledge  X  X X  

Negotiated content  X  X X X 

Predetermined content X  X    

No predetermined content  X  X X X 

Learner determined content  X  X X X 

Externally determined content X  X    

Expert knowledge X X X   X 

Generalizable knowledge       

Context-specific knowledge       

Deep knowledge X X X   X 

Superficial knowledge X X  X X X 
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APPENDIX E:  

THE CHARACTERISTICS OF THE WAYS OF LEARNING 

SKILLS REPORTED AS MOST EFFECTIVE 

The following are the ways of learning skills reported as most effective, and the 

abbreviations which represent them in the table to follow. 

Trial and Error in Customer Conversations TE 

Peer Sharing at Meetings   PM 

Remote Peer-network Sharing  PR 

The tables that follow indicate the process, purpose, setting and content 

characteristics for these three ways of learning. In some cases, characteristics which are 

opposite to those listed here exist but are not included in the table unless one of the 

methods under analysis has that characteristic. A way of learning can have contrasting 

characteristics in different situations. 

Table 28:  

Process Characteristics of Ways of Learning Skills Reported as Effective 

Process TE PM PR 

Demonstration of known skills  X  

Discovery of skills for oneself X X X 

Practice skills for perfection X   

Learner determined processes X X X 

Externally determined processes    

Negotiated processes X X X 
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Processes determined in advance    

Processes not determined in advance X X X 

Expert facilitator    

No facilitator X X X 

Peer facilitator  X X 

External evaluation of learning    

Learner evaluation of learning beyond 

reflection 

   

Structured/organized activities    

Not structured/organized activities X X X 

Flexible activities X X X 

Process developed from student needs X X X 

Pace set by learner X X X 

Pace set externally    

Pace is flexible X X X 

Frequency of learning is determined by 

learner 

X  X 

Frequency of learning is determined 

externally 

 X  

Frequency of learning is random X  X 

Processes are naturally occurring/authentic X  X 

Processes are not naturally 

occurring/authentic 

 X  

learning through participation in work X   

Collaborating to learn  X X 
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Table 29: 

Setting Characteristics of Ways of Learning Skills Reported as Effective 

Setting TE PM PR 

classroom    

During regular work  X  X 

Other setting  X X 

Any place   X 

During work hours X X X 

After work hours  X X 

Any time   X 

Stressful setting    

Not-stressful setting X X X 

Time constraints X X  

No time constraints X X X 

Others involved X X X 

Other learners involved  X X 

Facilitator involved    

Peers involved  X X 

Learner alone   X 
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Table 30: 

Purpose Characteristics of Ways of Learning Skills Reported as Effective 

Purposes TE PM PR 

Learning is the primary purpose X X X 

Learning is a co-purpose  X X X 

Learning is a secondary purpose X X  

Learning was not intended X X  

Personal enjoyment/reasons  X X 

Professional growth X X X 

To further business objectives X X X 

Meet customer needs X X X 

Voluntary X X X 

Mandatory    

Gain specific skills X X X 

Objectives are pre-determined X X X 

Objectives are not pre-determined X X X 

Objectives are determined externally    

Objectives determined by the learner X X X 

Receives acknowledgement    

No acknowledgement X X X 
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Table 31: 

Content Characteristics of Ways of Learning Skills Reported as Effective 

Content TE PM PR 

High status skills    

Common skills  X X X 

Tacit skills X   

Discursive skills X X X 

Practical skills X X X 

Negotiated content X X X 

Externally determined content    

Learner determined content X X X 

Content predetermined X X X 

Content not predetermined X X X 

Transferable/generalizable skill X   

Context specific skill X X X 

Complex skill X   

Simple or superficial skill X X X 
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APPENDIX F 

THE CHARACTERISTICS OF WAYS OF LEARNING 

KNOWLEDGE REPORTED AS MOST FREQUENT 

The following are the ways of learning knowledge reported as most frequent, and 

the abbreviations which represent them in the table to follow. 

Customer Conversations  CC 

Rounds    RD 

Self-directed review of periodicals SD 

Table 32: 

Process Characteristics of Ways of Learning Knowledge Reported as Frequent 

 Process CC RD SD 

Didactic presentation  X  

Exploratory learning  X  X 

Pre-determined process  X  

No-predetermined process X  X 

Externally determined process  X  

Learner determined process X  X 

Negotiated processes X  X 

Flexible processes X  X 

Self-initiated processes X X X 

Learner centered X  X 

Content centered process  X  
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Expert facilitator  X  

No facilitator   X 

Peer-facilitator X   

Knowledge transfer to learner X X X 

Knowledge discovery by learner    

Stressful processes    

Non-stressful processes X X X 

Highly structured  X  

Unstructured X  X 

Partially structured X  X 

External evaluation    

Structured Self evaluation    

No evaluation (only reflection) X X X 

Rigid time-lines  X  

No specified time-lines X  X 

High levels of learner autonomy X  X 

No learner autonomy  X  

Little learner autonomy    

Potentially daily X  X 

Potentially weekly or less frequent  X X 

collaborative X   

Others are learning as well X X  

Fast paced    
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Comfortably paced X X X 

Slow pace    

Pace controlled by learner X  X 

Pace controlled by others X X  

Frequency controlled by learner X X X 

Frequency controlled by others  X  

Information is provided in discrete packets  X X 

Connections are provided to learner  X X 

Learner makes own connections X  X 

Concomitant with other activity X   

Secondary to other activity X   

Authentically occurring processes X X  

Inauthentic processes   X 
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Table 33: 

Setting Characteristics of Ways of Learning Knowledge Reported as Frequent 

 Setting CC RD SD 

classroom  X  

Anywhere   X 

At work X X X 

Other location X X X 

In work contexts X X X 

Time constraints  X  

No time constraints   X 

Comfortable setting X X X 

Stressful setting X X  

alone   X 

With other people X X  

With other learners X X  

With a facilitator  X  

During regular work  X X  

During work hours X X X 

Outside of work hours   X 

Any time   X 
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Table 34: 

Purpose Characteristics of Ways of Learning Knowledge Reported as Frequent 

 Purposes CC RD SD 

Learning is primary  X X 

Learning is a co-purpose X   

Learning was unintended X   

Personal enjoyment/reasons X X X 

Professional growth X X X 

Further business objectives X X X 

Meet customer needs X X X 

Voluntary  X X 

Mandatory X   

Gain specific knowledge X X X 

Objectives pre-determined  X  

Objectives not predetermined X  X 

Objectives determined externally  X  

Objectives determined by learner X  X 

Receive acknowledgement    

Receive no acknowledgement X X X 
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Table 35: 

Content Characteristics of Ways of Learning Knowledge Reported as Frequent 

 Content CC RD SD 

High status knowledge X X X 

Common knowledge X  X 

Propositional knowledge X X X 

Tacit knowledge X X X 

Practical knowledge X   

Strategic knowledge X   

Negotiated content X  X 

Predetermined content  X  

No predetermined content X  X 

Learner determined content X  X 

Externally determined content  X  

Expert knowledge X X X 

Generalizable knowledge    

Context-specific knowledge    

Deep knowledge X X X 

Superficial knowledge X  X 

 



 202 

 

APPENDIX G 

THE CHARACTERISITICS OF THE WAYS OF LEARNING SKILLS 

REPORTED AS MOST FREQUENT 

The following are the ways of learning skills reported as most frequent, and the 

abbreviations which represent them in the table to follow. 

 Trial and Error in Customer Conversation TE 

Table 36: 

Process Characteristics of Ways of Learning Skills Reported as Frequent 

Process TE 

Demonstration of known skills  

Discovery of skills for oneself X 

Practice skills for perfection X 

Learner determined processes X 

Externally determined processes  

Negotiated processes X 

Processes determined in advance  

Processes not determined in advance X 

Expert facilitator  

No facilitator X 

Peer facilitator  

External evaluation of learning  

Learner evaluation of learning beyond 

reflection 
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Structured/organized activities  

Not structured/organized activities X 

Flexible activities X 

Process developed from student needs X 

Pace set by learner X 

Pace set externally  

Pace is flexible X 

Frequency of learning is determined by 

learner 

X 

Frequency of learning is determined 

externally 

 

Frequency of learning is random X 

Processes are naturally occurring/authentic X 

Processes are not naturally 

occurring/authentic 

 

learning through participation in work X 

Collaborating to learn  
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Table 37: 

Setting Characteristics of Ways of Learning Skills Reported as Frequent 

Setting TE 

classroom  

During regular work  X 

Other setting  

Any place  

During work hours X 

After work hours  

Any time  

Stressful setting  

Not-stressful setting X 

Time constraints X 

No time constraints X 

Others involved X 

Other learners involved  

Facilitator involved  

Peers involved  

Learner alone  
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Table 38: 

Purpose Characteristics of Ways of Learning Skills Reported as Frequent 

Purposes TE 

Learning is the primary purpose X 

Learning is a co-purpose  X 

Learning is a secondary purpose X 

Learning was not intended X 

Personal enjoyment/reasons  

Professional growth X 

To further business objectives X 

Meet customer needs X 

Voluntary X 

Mandatory  

Gain specific skills X 

Objectives are pre-determined X 

Objectives are not pre-determined X 

Objectives are determined externally  

Objectives determined by the learner X 

Receives acknowledgement  

No acknowledgement X 
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Table 39: 

Content Characteristics of Ways of Learning Skills Reported as Frequent 

Content TE 

High status skills  

Common skills  X 

Tacit skills X 

Discursive skills X 

Practical skills X 

Negotiated content X 

Externally determined content  

Learner determined content X 

Content predetermined X 

Content not predetermined X 

Transferable/generalizable skill X 

Context specific skill X 

Complex skill X 

Simple or superficial skill X 
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APPENDIX H 

RECRUITMENT NOTICE 

       Recruitment Notice 

 

Dear Colleagues:  

 

Re: Master‘s of Education Research at Queen‘s University in Kingston, Ontario 

By Carrie Hunter 

Project: ―The Characteristics of Workplace Learning engaged in by Pharmaceutical Sales Agents 

for Performance Improvement‖  

 

I too am a pharmaceutical sales rep and I am completing research for my Masters degree in 

Education at Queen‘s University.  I am asking you to participate in a research project that I have 

prepared as a part of my thesis.  Your participation would be greatly appreciated.  

 

The focus of my research is on the ways in which pharmaceutical representatives learn in an effort to 

improve work performance. If you volunteer, you will be asked to either participate in a Delphi 

Collaboration or in a telephone interview.   

 

Delphi Collaboration:  Twenty representatives will be asked to participate in this activity.  You will 

be sent (via email) a question asking you list or otherwise describe (via email) the various ways that 

you learn in order to improve your performance for work. When I have received and analyzed the 

responses from all participants, I will send you an organized summary of all the responses so that 

you can amend and comment on the collection. After receiving comments, I will distribute an 

amended summary for final comments.   

 

Telephone Interview:  Five representatives will be asked to participate in a 30 to 45-minute 

telephone interviews at their convenience. In the interview, you will be asked to discuss the ways in 

which you learn in order to improve work performance.  
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More details will be sent to you if you volunteer.  

 

If you volunteer for either activity, confidentiality will be respected, your identity or identifying 

information will not be disclosed and you will be free to withdraw from the research at any time.  

Your name will be entered in a draw to win one of two $25 Chapter‘s Gift cards to thank you for 

your participation.  

 

To volunteer, please send the following information to 6cph@queensu.ca:  

- An email address where you can be contacted.  

- The number of years you have been in the industry 

- Your gender.  

- A BRIEF description of your educational background. (for example: B.A. in business, 

3 CCPE courses + about 4 various interest business courses)  

- an email address.   

 

I thank you very much.  

 

Carrie Hunter 

mailto:6cph@queensu.ca
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APPENDIX I 

ETHICS APPROVAL 
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APPENDIX J 

 LETTER OF INFORMATION FOR INTERVIEW 

 

 

 

 

February 2008 

 

LETTER OF INFORMATION  

 

Dear Colleague,  

 

I am asking you to participate in an informal research exercise which I am to undertake for the 

graduate course in which I am currently enrolled. This course is part of my Master of Education 

program at Queen’s University and focuses on qualitative research methods. The informal 

research exercise requires me to conduct an interview with an adult on aspects of his or her 

career or professional life.  

 

The interview will be approximately 45 to 60 minutes in length and will be audio-taped. It will 

take place in a location of your choice.  

 

I will prepare a verbatim transcription of the interview, concealing your identity and the 

identity of people that you might mention through the course of the interview by using fictitious 

names. Portions of the transcription will be discussed in class and the entire transcription will be 

submitted to the course instructor, Dr. Lynda Colgan. The portions of the transcriptions that are 

discussed in class will be presented with all identifying features (e.g., location of your 

workplace) removed. I will use the same fictitious name in place of your real name in my 

discussions as I do on the transcript. The focus of my work with the transcription will be upon 

my interviewing technique and analysis, rather than on your views per se. 

 

The data will not be used in any publication, and the class will be cautioned to treat the data as 

confidential. If you wish, I will provide you with a copy of the transcription. At the end of the 

course, the documents will be shredded, the audio-tapes erased, and the computer files will be 

deleted.  

 

In asking you to participate in this exercise, I am assuring you that you may choose not to 

answer any question that you find objectionable or that makes you uncomfortable in any way. 

There are no foreseeable risks, and your participation is entirely voluntary. Also, you may 

withdraw from the interview at any time, without pressure or consequence of any kind.  

 

If at this point, or at any point in the future, you have any questions about this research exercise, 

you should feel free to contact me at 613-539-8766.  You can also contact the course instructor, 

Dr. Lynda Colgan (Lynda.Colgan@queensu.ca, 613-533-6000, ext. 77675) with any questions 

about the research exercise. For questions, concerns or complaints about the research ethics of 

mailto:Lynda.Colgan@queensu.ca
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this study, you can contact the Education Research Ethics Board (ereb@queensu.ca) or the Chair 

of the Queen’s Research Ethics Board, Dr. Stephen Leighton (greb@queensu.ca).  

 

If you agree to participate in this research, please sign the accompanying consent forms, 

returning one copy to me and retaining the second copy for your records.  

 

Carrie Hunter 

 

mailto:ereb@queensu.ca


 212 

 

APPENDIX K 

LETTER OF CONSENT FOR INDIVIDUAL INTERVIEW 

 

 

 

 

February 2008 

  

LETTER OF CONSENT FOR RESEARCH INTERVIEW  

 

Dear Colleague:  

 

If you are willing to participate in the interview with me, as described in the letter on the 

previous page, please sign the following, and return one copy of this letter and signed consent to 

me at the time of the interview.  

*****  

I have read the description of the informal research exercise as contained on the letter of 

information and retained a copy of the letter for my records. My questions have been answered, 

and I understand that my participation in the research interview is voluntary, that I may 

withdraw at any time, that the information I provide will be treated as confidential, and that my 

identity will be protected. Further, I understand that the interview will be audio-taped in order 

that a transcription can be prepared, and that the audio-tape will be erased, notes will be 

shredded, and computer files will be deleted, at the end of the course. I understand that 

although portions of the transcript of our interview will be discussed in class and the entire 

transcript will be submitted to the course instructor, my identity will be protected by the use of a 

fictitious name, and all identifying features (e.g., name of workplace) will be removed.  

 

 

I understand that I will not be expected to answer any questions that might make me feel 

uncomfortable or that I find objectionable. I am aware that I may withdraw from the interview 

at any time without pressure or consequence.  

 

I understand that if I have any questions about this research exercise, I can contact Carrie 

Hunter at 613-539-8766, or the course instructor, Dr. Lynda Colgan (Lynda.Colgan@queensu.ca, 

613-533-6000, ext. 77675) with any questions about the research exercise. For questions, concerns 

or complaints about the research ethics of this study, I can contact the Education Research Ethics 

Board (ereb@queensu.ca) or the Chair of the Queen’s Research Ethics Board, Dr. Stephen 

Leighton (greb@queensu.ca).  

 

Participant’s name:  

 

Signature: 

  

Date  

mailto:Lynda.Colgan@queensu.ca
mailto:ereb@queensu.ca
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APPENDIX L 

INSTRUCTIONS FOR THE DELPHI COLLABORATION 

 

 

Introduction:  

Thank you for participating in this research project. The purpose of this collaboration is 

for us to identify as many ways as we can, that pharmaceutical sales agents learn in order to 

improve sales.  

 

The Process:  

With this letter, I pose a question to you and ask that you reflect upon your answer for 

one week. After one week has passed, I will email you and ask you to send me your response to 

the question. Your answer will be in the form of a list. 

I will analyze your response and those of 19 of your colleagues. From this analysis I will 

produce a master summary list of all responses.  

I will distribute the master summary list of the responses to each participant and ask 

each of you to review and comment upon its content. Reviewing the list may stimulate new ideas 

that you wish to include in the list. It is also be an opportunity for you to correct any 

misinterpretations or omissions that I have made.  

Once I have received the comments from you and all of your colleagues, I will amend 

the list in order to more accurately represent the comments that I receive. This amended list will 

be distributed to each participant so that each person can suggest further inclusions and 

amendments.  

 

The Question:  

 

Consider all the things that you learn in order to improve your sales performance. These 

may be things that you have learned recently or long ago. They may be skills or knowledge. 

They may be little things or big things. They may be things you intended to learn, and things that 

were learned unintentionally. They may be things you were asked to learn, or things that you 

learned on your own. Anything that you learn that improves your sales performance qualifies. 

You decide what improves your sales performance.  
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Now, consider the ways in which you learned those things. What did you do or what 

happened that led to your learning? What were the circumstances? What were the resources? 

Who was involved?  

Consider these questions over the next week. At the end of the week, send to me a list of 

the ways in which you learn for work. Please list as many ways that you can think of, but limit 

your list to ways in which you learn that contribute to improved sales performance. You need 

not describe every aspect of a situation, but be as descriptive as necessary to ensure that I 

understand the method or circumstance under which you were learning.  

If speaking to colleagues about the ways in which they learn helps to stimulate your 

thinking, you are encouraged to do so.  

If you have any questions, feel free to call me at any time. My cell phone number is 613-

539-8766 


