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ABSTRACT

Continuous learning is central to ensuring organizations remain innovative and high-
performing. Corporate trainers play a critical role in educating and training employees.
However, in an era of digital transformation and, more recently, artificial intelligence, trainers
need new skills and methods to stay current and facilitate the transformation of the workforce.
The skills gap is best filled through cooperative learning with other trainers. However,
cooperative learning is hindered by different spatial, organizational, and cultural boundaries
that are difficult to overcome.

This paper attempts to understand how cooperative learning of trainers can be enhanced through
boundary spanning. It examines the case of the corporate learning department of a German
high-tech multinational through ethnographic action research by the department manager,
including 21 semi-directive interviews and direct observation. Using a grounded theory
approach, we explore how the concept, causes, context, contingencies, and conditions of
boundary spanning enhance cooperative learning among corporate trainers.

The findings show that boundary spanning leads to cooperative learning through pedagogical
scaffolding, communities of practice, and a new learning culture. Spontaneous boundary
spanning occurs in parallel to guided boundary spanning. Both are made possible by appropriate
leadership values and attitudes, trust, flexibility, and dedicated time and capacity.

Our paper provides recommendations on the key issues managers face in facilitating boundary
spanning and cooperative learning among their employees. We also show how key barriers and
risks can be mitigated to enable employees to learn cooperatively with colleagues from different
and distant organizational units.

KEY WORDS

Boundary spanning, cooperative learning, corporate training, digital transformation,
pedagogical scaffolding, vocational education and training.



INTRODUCTION: DEVELOPING AND MAINTAINING HIGHLY SKILLED
TRAINERS REQUIRES COOPERATIVE LEARNING

Significant technological and demographic changes in Europe will make skilled workers an
even scarcer resource than they are today (CEDEFOP, 2024). In Germany alone, over 50% of
companies across all sectors report that a lack of skilled workers is hampering their business
activities (Peichl et al., 2022). Companies therefore train younger people not for altruistic
reasons, but to fill the talent pipeline for skilled workers and ensure workforce capacity. Filling
the gaps that baby boomers will leave behind has raised concerns among HRM strategists across
Europe. In addition, digital transformation and the move to the Internet of Things and artificial
intelligence require constant innovation and new and specific employee skills (R4E, 2024).
Harnessing the potential of unskilled workers, implementing programs to bring inactive women
back into the workforce, and reaching out to minorities through targeted diversity recruitment
efforts are just some of the strategies that can help find additional employees. An equally
promising, if not more effective, approach is to invest in existing loyal employees by providing
them with opportunities to acquire new skills.

These skills can only be partially acquired from outside the organization. In the era of
digital transformation, where knowledge rapidly evolves and becomes integral to business
models, companies must actively transfer knowledge from experts to novices (Dudézert et al.,
2012). In the German economic model, the training of skilled workers through upskilling and
the training of entry-level workers through dual vocational training is considered one of the key
success factors for its industrial success (Li et al., 2019). In vocational education and training
(VET), in-house trainers pass on their knowledge and skills to apprentices and dual students,
who alternate between traditional classroom-based learning and on-the-job training. Our
research focuses on these in-house trainers, who are at the heart of corporate learning. Ensuring
that trainers and training content and formats remain current is strategic. Likewise, newly
developed knowledge must be shared among trainers for dissemination throughout the
organization, especially when it comes to new technologies. Such cooperative learning
(Johnson & Johnson, 1999) as well as informal new learning approaches (Kortsch et al., 2021;
Welk et al., 2022) require communication and knowledge sharing.

We investigate the cooperative learning of trainers in the vocational training department
of a German high-tech multinational company. The department has some 25 managers and 175
trainers who train approximately 4,600 apprentices and dual students per year in 22 centers
across Germany — separated by spatial, organizational and cultural boundaries. A boundary can

be defined as a border that separates organizations, individuals, cultures, and entities of all kinds

2



(Schotter et al., 2017). Boundaries can hinder the efficient exchange of knowledge and learning,
while boundary spanning allows for better collaboration between groups, thereby adding value
to the organization (Mikeld et al., 2019). In this study, we consider not only the spatial and
organizational boundaries between training centers, regions, and workplaces, but also the
blurred cultural boundaries between traditional vocational training and emerging forms of
learning found within these centers. Crossing and bridging boundaries between employees and
organizational units is central to knowledge sharing and cooperative learning among trainers.

We therefore focus on the following research question: How does boundary spanning
enhance cooperative learning in the corporate training department of a German high-tech
multinational? One of the authors, who manages this department, engaged in ethnographic
action research spanning two years. This paper supplements direct observation with semi-
directive interviews conducted in 2021, involving 21 managers and trainers from the
department. The qualitative data were analyzed following the principles and methodological
processes of grounded theory (Corbin & Strauss, 1990; MacDonald, 2001) using the ‘6C’
coding scheme, whereby results refer to the causes, conditions, context, contingencies,
consequences of the boundary spanning concept. It turns out that cooperative learning is the
major outcome of boundary spanning.

The managerial recommendations not only contribute to securing a skilled workforce
but also address a pressing issue of upskilling trainers within the contemporary corporate
training landscape. For HR and corporate training professionals, we offer practical insights into
how boundary-spanning practices can be leveraged to enhance organizational effectiveness. By
addressing the research question on the facilitation of cooperative learning through boundary
spanning, we delineate the essential traits and responsibilities managers should seek in
employees to foster boundary spanning. Furthermore, we suggest actionable strategies for
engaging employees in boundary-spanning activities, while identifying potential risks and

offering mitigation strategies to overcome barriers to cooperative learning.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Digital Transformation Challenges Workforce Training

Digital transformation - as opposed to digitalization and digitization - describes the systemic
change resulting from the emergence and implementation of digital technologies in business
and society. It is a “fundamental change process enabled by digital technologies that aims to

bring radical improvement and innovation to an entity [e.g., an organization, a business



network, an industry, or a society] in order to create value for its stakeholders by strategically
leveraging its key resources” (Gong & Ribiere, 2021, p. 10). Especially in the high-tech
industry, knowledge is changing profoundly, rapidly, and constantly, expanding in both scope
and fluidity. Digital transformation requires organizations to leverage their capabilities within
ecosystems (Caputo et al., 2019) where success hinges on effective collaboration across
boundaries and effective boundary management. Concurrently, new learning models such as
dynamic exchange and ecosystem- or community-based learning appear less formal, more
individually controllable, and more learner-centered (Schuchmann & Seufert, 2015).

Continuous learning has always been essential for resilient organizations, and even
more so in a VUCA (volatile, uncertain, complex and ambiguous) environment and at times of
digital transformation. Learning is considered an organizational capability, which can be both
a barrier to market entry and a source of sustainable competitive advantage. It consists of
multilayered knowledge that can be local (object-based), architectural (function-based), or
process-oriented (interaction and communication across boundaries). The more knowledge
becomes architectural and process-oriented, the less it can be described as individual knowledge
and the more it becomes dynamic and firm-specific (Kusunoki et al., 1998).

In this context of digital transformation in a VUCA environment, corporate training has
undergone profound changes. The portfolio of educational offerings can no longer consist
solely of classical classroom training and transfer-oriented formats (Seufert & Meier, 2016; see

Figure 1).

Figure 1: Extended portfolio of offerings for education providers

Stafn.dard Extended training Curation of Famh?ated Collaboration,
training & & performance content learning & exchange &
courses (incl. support & tools reflection in the network learning &
eLearning) workplace communication
sbd - - X
o 0 0 B _ _ -
isls

Source: Seufert & Meier (2016), p. 30.

Corporate learning has also become more flexible and personalized through the
capabilities of digital learning platforms (DLPs) and new learning providers entering the

corporate learning arena. While the COVID-19 pandemic accelerated the use of DLPs in
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corporate learning environments (Mehta et al., 2021), the changes are also deeper. Learning
platforms and small-group work have enabled corporate training to “come to the user”, by
setting personal learning interests and recommended learning paths (driven by individually set
preferences or artificial intelligence-based suggestions), assessing individual competencies and
development vectors, monitoring and controlling individual learning progress, and even
choosing the time and place of their learning journey (Mehta et al., 2021). However, the sharing
of tacit knowledge through DLPs has its limitations (Chanal & Kimble, 2010), especially since
it may result in individuals gaining digital exposure (whether positive or negative), a prospect
not universally embraced. Similarly, this development has placed more responsibility for
learning on employees themselves. Micro-learning is another trend in technology-enabled
industrial learning. Small learning nuggets, accessible individually through a DLP or
orchestrated as group learning, can be used when operational constraints (capacity, fixed
schedules) require flexibility and a learning experience that takes into account the cognitive
information processing of the human brain. Short but intense and repeated learning sessions
can promote knowledge retention and motivation (Roth et al., 2022).

Facilitated workplace learning processes such as small group work, peer coaching, and
case studies, alongside dynamic interaction and learning in ecosystem-like networks, constitute
contemporary learning offerings aimed at fostering empowerment and innovation. New
learning models such as dynamic exchange and learning in communities (Seufert & Meyer,
2016) are more informal (Welk et al., 2022), more individually controllable and more learner-
centered. Collaboration and networking remain important and effective, despite the array of
workplace technology and tools, learning facilitation and thinking. This makes social,
cooperative learning particularly relevant. Social learning can occur e.g., as a strategy of
“exploitative learning” (Garcias et al., 2015) with the help of more senior employees to copy,
extend and multiply existing capabilities, or it can occur as cooperative learning, defined as “a
versatile procedure [...] for a variety of purposes [...] to teach specific content (formal
cooperative learning groups), to ensure active cognitive processing of information during a
lecture or demonstration (informal cooperative learning groups), and to provide long-term
support and assistance for academic progress (cooperative base groups)” (Johnson & Johnson,
1999: 68). Essential ingredients for effective learning are team rewards and individual
accountability, as well as a focus on problem solving and communication (Slavin, 2014). It also
requires managers to be role models and give their employees support for such changes
(Schwarzmiiller et al., 2018) and “collective mindful attention” (Rouby & Thomas, 2023)

which has to be learnt by managers to facilitate learning processes.



Boundary Spanning — a Catalyst for Learning?

These new forms of learning rely on human interaction, over and above technology platforms
that enable more effective learning. Cooperative learning and organizational knowledge
creation require teams to share knowledge, especially tacit knowledge (Nonaka & Von Krogh,
2009). Communities of practice have long been described as particularly conducive to
knowledge sharing and team learning (Wenger, 1998) and can be managed and nurtured to
effectively disseminate tacit knowledge (Chanal & Kimble, 2010). Trust in colleagues (Lin,
2007) and team psychological safety (Siemsen et al., 2009) are essential for knowledge sharing,
especially when employees lack in confidence in their own recently acquired or fragile
knowledge (Lin, 2007).

Cummings (2004) has shown that teams that share knowledge with external, structurally
diverse members perform better. However, various boundaries impede inter-unit interaction
and hinder the formation of communities of practice where employees feel safe to share new
insights and engage in cooperative learning. ‘Boundary spanning’ has long been used to explain
how to maneuver across national, cultural, organizational, or other group boundaries. More
recently, it has been expanded to include “a set of communication and coordination activities
performed by individuals within and between organizations” (Schotter et al., 2017, p. 404;
Bartel-Radic & Munch, 2023), where boundary objects containing tacit knowledge are shared
through processes, tools (Carlile, 2004), and methods (Roberts & Beamish, 2017). Collective,
repeated, and iterative actions and interactions are key activities for knowledge transfer and
transformation across boundaries (Tippmann et al., 2017).

Leadership plays a central role in enabling these cross-boundary interactions. Digital
transformation has led to the need for more relationship-oriented leadership (Schwarzmiiller et
al., 2018). Effective leadership tactics for bridging employees’ “social identity boundaries”
have been described as “suspending, reframing, nesting, and weaving” (Ernst & Yip, 2009, p.
16). This implies creating ‘third’ (neutral) spaces for interaction, activating a shared identity,
embedding groups within a larger whole, and cutting across work group roles through social
group membership to facilitate boundary spanning among employees. Likewise, the creation of
a collective “knowledge bridge” (Zhao & Anand, 2013, p. 1521; see Figure 2), an informal
gateway for knowledge transfer between individuals from different teams, has proven more
effective in sharing complex knowledge across boundaries than the involvement of individual
boundary spanners. Such a collective bridge may be more costly due to the number of actors

involved, but this can be partially offset by appropriate IT support. However, the proliferation
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of confidential information also has negative side effects, as such networks invite - sometimes

unwanted - transparency (Zhao & Anand, 2013).

Figure 2: Boundary spanning activity types vs. collective bridge types
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(c) One-to-many interunit boundary spanning (b) Interunit collective bridge for transferring individual

knowledge.

Source: Zhao & Anand (2013), p. 1518 and p. 1521.

Roberts and Beamish (2017) use scaffolding to illustrate global boundary spanning in
the context of corporate learning and educational theory. Scaffolding is a pedagogical concept
wherein the teacher assists the learner, enabling the learner's personal competence development
(i.e., learning). This approach closely aligns with the notion of the teacher as a catalyst or
facilitator of learning, a concept rooted in earlier pedagogical frameworks (Wass et al., 2011).

Boundary spanners could thus act as active facilitators in building and nurturing
communities of practice where cooperative learning thrives organically. Without cooperative
learning, boundary spanning might remain limited to one-on-one interactions, impeding
effective knowledge dissemination or hindering group learning dynamics. Conversely, without
boundary spanning, external influences may struggle to penetrate individual units. While

spontaneous communities of practice may arise, fostering and guiding them without champions
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and boundary-spanning initiatives across units can be challenging (Chanal & Kimble, 2010).
Therefore, this study explores how boundary spanning can enrich cooperative learning among

corporate trainers within a high-tech multinational corporation.

CASE AND METHODOLOGY

Case: the Vocational Education and Training Department of a German MNC

We studied the corporate training department of a high-tech multinational company in
Germany, a country with a long tradition of dual vocational training including apprenticeships
and, more recently, study programs. The department trains 3,600 apprentices and dual students
each year on average. It is also responsible for the technical training and retraining of
employees. Some 25 managers coordinate approximately 175 in-house trainers and support
staff in 19 different training centers located across Germany.

Digital technologies and skills are an integral part of training programs. Digital skills
cover content (e.g., robotics, basic coding skills, data analytics, cybersecurity) and creative
methodologies/didactics (e.g., virtual and hybrid learning formats, simulations, gamification
software, or flipped classroom formats). It typically includes company-specific, often
embedded, expertise. Trainers who have recently moved from business units may have different
and innovative expertise they can teach other trainers. Mutual learning within the organization
is therefore key, but requires overcoming organizational (including hierarchical), spatial and
cultural boundaries.

There are few, if any, truly comparable vocational training organizations in Germany
and worldwide in terms of size, depth of training activities, and technological sophistication,
which makes this case particularly interesting to study. The size of the MNC, as well as the
training department itself, implies many organizational boundaries. The high-tech company has
experienced significant shifts in digital transformation and learning, fostering a notable

environment of creativity, learning, and innovation throughout the organization.

Research Paradigm and Methodology

Our study follows the interpretive research paradigm, which aims to find “plausible
interpretations that fit lived experience” (Avenier & Thomas, 2015: 71) rather than claiming
truth. We argue that boundary spanning research should drill down into the inherently tacit and
complex nature of the phenomenon to be successful. The validity of our research is ensured

through rich contextual descriptions. An interpretive approach, characterized by a focus on



interpretation and context rather than comparison and social structures (Moore & Mahadevan,
2020, p. 130), aligns well with single case study research. Within the interpretive paradigm, a
single case study can effectively showcase the uniqueness of research findings. Therefore,
uniqueness to uncover patterns (Langley, 1999) rather than generalizability to the ‘population’
is not a compromise but the goal (Avenier & Thomas, 2015; Welch et al., 2011).

“Interpretive approaches frequently adopt a managerial perspective and seek to maintain
or improve the existing organizational order” (Collien, 2021, p. 452). This was precisely our
objective through an ethnographic action research methodology (Tacchi, 2015): to gain a deep
understanding of bridging intra-organizational boundaries to enrich cooperative learning among
trainers. Given that one of the authors served as department manager, access to data, actors, and
extensive firsthand experience of the company and its VET department was readily available.
The transformation of ‘train-the-trainer’ initiatives was explored and experimented over a two-
year period through ethnographic research and interviews and managerial action. Ethnographic
action research combines the ethnographic approach with action research. In an ethnographic
research process, “the researcher is experienced in the dual role of participant and observer”
(Moore & Mahadevan, 2020, p. 127), and data are collected through participant observation in
addition to in-depth interviews and other methods. Ethnographic action research “builds upon
notions of immersion, long-term engagement, and understanding local context holistically”
(Tacchi, 2015, p. 220). Like action research in general, it implies changing the way the
organization works, “using the research results to influence organizational outcomes” (Zhang
et al., 2015, p. 157).

The ethnographic action researcher kept a manager’s diary between October 2020 and
September 2021, documenting contextual and longitudinal observations in a researcher’s
logbook with the goal of making the research even more useful to the organization (Zhang et
al., 2015). The following quote from this logbook (May 26, 2021) illustrates the appropriateness
of this process: “The interview with 116 - our learning expert - was the most interesting part of
the transcription. We touched on the topics of my primary inductive research and got a lot of
brainstorming ideas to make learning even more effective next year. This, I realized, is the
benefit of these interviews. True action research, me in the middle, influencing the course of
action ahead of us, while reflecting on the various feedback I receive”. It was here that the idea
of learning days for all was born: “...half-day shared, orchestrated learning opportunities were
scheduled once a month on Wednesday afternoons for everyone in the team”.

In addition, the researcher conducted 21 semi-structured interviews with VET trainers

and managers. The interviewee sample given in Table 1 varies in terms of age group, location,
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(highest) level of education (coded according to European Qualifications Framework), role and
hierarchical level (regional manager, head office staff, local -training center- manager,
trainer/coach), and whether the interviewee was a direct report of the researcher-manager. Nine
held a bachelor degree or equivalent, twelve held a master degree or above. For data protection
reasons, the table does not show which five interviewees were female and who identified as one
of six headquarter managers, one of six local training center managers, one of three trainers and
as one of the six regional managers responsible for several centers. The interviews were
conducted online and recorded via MS Teams, transcribed, and coded in NVIVO using
grounded theory methodology. The data collection and analysis process was carried out in
German; only the verbatim accounts reported in this paper have been translated into English.
Our coding procedure adhered to the principles of open, axial, and selective data coding (Corbin

& Strauss, 1990; MacDonald, 2001).

Table 1: Interviewees

Researcher’s
Person No. | Age Group | Direct Report | Level of Education| Region
101 50+ No 6 1
102 50+ Yes >6 2
103 50+ Yes 6 3
104 50+ Yes >6 4
105 40-49 Yes 6 4
106 40-49 Yes >6 7
107 40-49 No 6 6
108 50+ No >6 1
109 50+ Yes >6 1
110 40-49 Yes 6 5
11 30-39 No >6 4
112 40-49 No >6 5
113 40-49 No >6 2
114 20-29 No >6 2
115 40-49 No >6 4
116 40-49 No 6 4
17 40-49 No 6 1
118 40-49 No 6 3
119 50+ No >6 2
120 40-49 No >6 1
121 40-49 No 6 7
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The following findings draw upon all the collected data, with a particular emphasis on the 21
qualitative interviews conducted with members of the corporate training department. Figure 3
illustrates the key findings, while Table 2 highlights some of the most noteworthy verbatim

quotes.

Figure 3: How boundary spanning enhances cooperative learning: findings (relying on Corbin & Strauss’, 1990, 6C model)

Context
Spatial, Organizational & Cultural boundaries — Laws & Regulations

Cause Concept Consequences
Change in Boundary Spanning Cooperative Learning Activities
+ Technology (spontaneous) + Scaffolding
+ Business Model « Communities of practice
+ Organizational culture [ Cooperative Learning Culture
+ Pedagogics, didactics and . Cooperative Learning

methods Contingency Outcomes
+ Mentor and trainer roles and Boundary Spanning + Employability increase

skills (guided) « Sustained VET operations

Conditions
Leadership — Values — Mindset — Flexibility — Trust — Time Constraints — Team Culture - Capacity
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Table 2: Relevant quotes from the interviews: 6C analysis of boundary spanning

Cate- Axial codes Ilustrative quotes of open coding procedure
gories

Technology The greatest challenge lies in effectively conveying topics related to future technology. (116)

Business The role of a VET trainer has undergone significant transformation, and the era of isolated competency is now obsolete. (16)

Model Today I view us not as a VET department, but a true training department. While we can debate how to make this distinction between
vocational or not, we have a mission encompassing both initial vocational training (where we have a historical tradition) and for continuous
education and training for our staff. This has changed, but I see our goal and this goal will always remain in flux due to staff turnover,

Causes b
ecause our corporate goals change and because our products undergo change. (14)

Pedagogy and, | Hardware is one side of this whole topic, didactics and methods the other side. And the latter is much more important regarding digitalization.

didactics (I3)

Mentor and I think VET trainers have acquired more self-confidence. They realize their task is not just to show up in the morning and to teach their

trainer roles learning units and to go home in the evenings. [...] They want to be visible, they want to shape VET [...] their self-confidence and courage

and skills have increased to openly discuss matters and to make suggestions and contributions. (17)

Spatial The relationship level is often present within locations [...] but not across locations due to geographical distance. And if I can’t build a

Barriers bridge to initiate exchanges which can then be continued via collaboration tools like MS Teams, I cannot achieve this cross-fertilization. (16)

Organizational | If you do bridge building, then you need to watch out that other managers don’t tear down the bridge again. (I121)

Barriers I realize that we still work in a way that we did five years ago, what you describe as hierarchy-based. (I5)

Context | Cultural Fear to trying something new maybe and making mistakes. [...] Especially in these learning communities there are colleagues who are

Barriers experts in their field, and now I need to grow out of my comfort zone, and I don’t want to make mistakes and still need to do my job. (114)
Boundary spanning can happen at the same training center. Colleagues with factory and academic backgrounds learn from each other. (I1)

Laws and Well, the challenge for me is, in particular, that we are a very modern company, and very forward-thinking. Yet, we navigate governmental

Regulations restrictions, and this is not meant in a negative way, because it gives us a certain sense of security. We should not forget this, these restrictions,
and laws [...] including legislation on working time. (19)

Boundary ...if I can’t establish a bridge to initiate exchanges [...], I can’t achieve cross-fertilization. (16)

Concept | Spanning — In my view, this very informal learning, where we learn from each other, this is a form of learning which has always been present in one

spontaneous way or another. However, not in a way that it constituted a distinct way of learning. As a result, people have had to get used to this. (114)

Contin- | Boundary In the beginning I imagined an ecosystem that functions just like this, [...] but[...] they needed me in this role to actively build these bridges
gency Spanning again and again. (121)
(guided) These days, you need to value communication skills, this ability to talk to networks and the ability to combine this, to lead and network...

this is maybe more important than the latest technical aspect. (I3)
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Activities: There are people who are simply able to go one step further pedagogically. It is either a given characteristic or not. You can’t learn this, you
Scaffolding really have to want to take others along and be happy to know that you have taught them to go further at the end of the day. (I3)
Activities: And what really is undergoing change now, is this whole topic of learning communities, sometimes also smaller nuggets, shorter sessions,
Communities | simple opportunities for exchange. In fact, I see this as a clash of generations, it really depends on your normal workday, how well you can
of Practice integrate this into your [...] operations, your everyday work. If you’re someone who does a lot of classroom teaching, can you build it into
your sessions or not? Acceptance levels vary, I think it still has to become mainstream. This is a transition we are currently stuck in. (114)
Conse- | Cooperative The culture has definitely changed. It has become more open, that is, I think, the same for everyone. It’s fun, and improves or maintains
quences | Learning motivation. (I8)
Culture And I believe it’s exactly this culture change we need. Because a young person who starts their first job and thinks their responsibility starts
in the mornings at 8 a.m. and certainly doesn’t go beyond 8 hours of work and waits for this time to finish, that young person will have a
general problem. This is exactly the issue here. Along these lines, the question of “how do I go about work?”” must be asked. This is about
solution orientation and continuous new acquisition of competencies. This is the mindset which we need to convey to young learners. (16)
Employability | We really want to [...] secure the future of our employees. (I117)
Sustainability | We can only win if we’re seen as customized qualifiers. (16)
of operations
Values ...the trainer who says I ultimately stand in front of my group, and I do this in a formal classroom setting and I wait until headquarters gives
me a [...] curriculum on how to convey my topics in a project setting or in a MS Teams setting. .. because I don’t have any idea of how to do
online [...] training... I think this type of person, who, as matter of fact behaves like a first-year apprentice (I'm being a bit catty now) won’t
have a place in VET, because we’ve got this quest for quality in our businesses. (16)
Mindset But this new open thinking, to say we discuss this and accept out of the ordinary solutions that may fail, but we take aspects which may offer
a solution, we question these critically [...] both sides may benefit from this. (I18)
Team culture | You are always as open to change as the people in your environment. (I13)
Trust A real aspect for me, in my view, was to gain trust. And gaining trust via action and not via just talking. (I110)
Condi- | Leadership The culture has definitely changed. It has become more open...Managers should embody this topic as a role model. (I8)
tions Flexibility We rely on each other; we depend greatly on each other. [...] We don’t actually have a “No, I won’t do this for you!” attitude, rather we step in
for one another. This is very cooperative, almost familial, where we say, “ok, we do this, and we manage this”. (I118)
Time I think you can create a time window if you really want to. There is ample freedom to allow learners engage in self-learning phases. During
constraints this time, trainers can learn themselves. It’s possible to do a self-learning unit even if the apprenticeship group is present. Or you can learn
together with the group. This is why I think if you want to learn, the opportunity exists, but you have to take the initiative to seize the
opportunity. This is not something that is handed on a plate to you. (I121)
Capacity Where | sense my colleagues’ extreme sense of bitterness is in the overload of learning provision. In other words, just by offering online

learning and curated content, which is sometimes really nicely done, doesn’t mean that colleagues accept it [...] then when they realize these
courses exist, and are available in half-day increments, these courses can be integrated into their daily work as a VET trainer, and they
adopted them. (I113)

13




RESULTS: BOUNDARY SPANNING TO FOSTER COOPERATIVE LEARNING

In this case, cooperative learning through boundary spanning was triggered by external and
internal changes faced by the training department, especially regarding digital transformation
and technologies. We observed that boundary spanning can happen when time constraints and
corporate culture allow it. It was typically hindered by fear (of making mistakes) and hierarchy,
when people simply did not reach out to other regions. We identified two primary forms of
boundary spanning: it can occur spontaneously or be facilitated by management or other role
models to support the growth and learning of other department members within teams.
Successful cooperative learning allowed others to grow through scaffolding, belong to
communities of practice, enhance individual employability, and to foster the organizational
strength of the training department. We saw boundary spanning happening within a training
center - across the invisible cultural boundary of age or learning style - or across the hierarchical
or physical boundaries of training centers, with the intention of transferring methods or skills
from one individual to other individuals or teams.

In greater detail, this case study sheds light on three key aspects of the topic, which can
be framed as sub-questions: 1) Why do we need boundary spanning in VET? 2) What are the
different forms of boundary spanning, and what is their link with cooperative learning? 3)

Under what conditions can boundary spanning and cooperative learning occur?

Why do we need boundary spanning in VET?

Regarding the causes of boundary spanning in VET, new digital technologies used in the
company, such as robotics, low-level coding skills, data analytics, cybersecurity, but also
digital-twin simulations were mentioned as important drivers. Respondents said digital
transformation required them to consider very different business models, such as SaaS, cloud-
based services, and software platforms that require coopetition (i.e., simultaneous cooperation
and competition), often with partners that were previously competitors. This required a shift in
organizational culture, wherein previously defined boundaries were blurring. For instance, the
concept of lifelong and virtual learning was cultivated within the MNC, explained, and
advocated to every colleague to bolster employability. Additionally, novel work paradigms
incorporating designated time for remote work had been implemented. Interviews also showed
that pedagogy, didactics and learning methods were changing. For example, gamified learning
had increased, supported by appropriate software solutions and apps. In general, trainers were

said to understand their role more as coaches, learning alongside or together with learners. This
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required methodological prowess utilizing creative formats such as reverse teaching (trainees
teaching trainers) or joint exploration of topics where the trainer does not have the immediate
solution.

Interviewees considered the context in which this happens to be highly dependent on
the perceived situation in the different training centers. Barriers were mentioned by 18 out of
21 respondents. Many (13/21) expressed fear to cross these boundaries: fear of making mistakes
or being allocated additional tasks. Hierarchical power and structures were described as less
important in recent years, replaced by trust, but were sometimes seen as a hindrance to asking
for help. Interviewees saw the regulations of the VET legal framework and the public funding
of employee training in Germany as rigid and as hindering flexibility and freedom in learning.
For instance, a standardized curriculum of basic skills had to be delivered, demonstrated and
evaluated (e.g., welding training for mechanics, even though welding was not a daily
requirement for all mechanics in the company). However, the regulatory framework was also
perceived by some as a safe framework within which to operate. Interviewees 14 and 19 spoke
of a “balancing act” to cope with these changes, which was challenging to manage. Many
interviewees also mentioned the different expectations faced by the training department. Some
trainers told us that 3-4-day classroom sessions were ineffective for their own training. Trainers
who felt less proficient in new technologies experienced a sense of vulnerability and were
reluctant to ask questions that revealed their lack of knowledge. The same behavior was
observed in cross-regional, cross-location discussion groups. People often remained passive.

Upon hearing this, management attempted to intervene by recommending smaller
breakout groups to foster an environment of psychological safety for exchange and learning,

while refraining from directly participating in these groups to avoid inhibiting open discussion.

The different forms of boundary spanning and their link with cooperative learning

The concept of boundary spanning in learning was the central phenomenon, resulting from
selective coding (Corbin & Strauss, 1990, p. 424), and was spontaneous or guided. It occurred
within a training center (bridging different learning attitudes), across training centers, or
between a training center and headquarters. Often, like-minded individuals bonded over topics
they were passionate about (e.g., technology). Additionally, boundary spanning occurred with
other companies (e.g. other training providers). When the interviews revealed that informal
information sharing had already begun in some locations and regions, the researcher-manager
chose to develop this further and encourage co-learning. This initiative aimed to foster guided

boundary spanning, conceptualized here as a contingency of spontaneous boundary spanning.
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Virtual training formats that allowed the wider team to benefit from the experience of other
trainers had been piloted during the COVID-19 pandemic. Department managers reintroduced
them as part of new “learning days”. These half-day sessions were set on fixed dates each
month, scheduled early enough in the year for trainers to plan their units accordingly. The
department also provided a wide range of optional offerings (working groups tailored to
different disciplines, procedural training, suggestions for self-training) from which participants
could choose freely, without any requirement to attend. This voluntary nature of the training
was positively received. Another deliberate approach to fostering and promoting formal
boundary spanning was for management to look for boundary spanning qualities when hiring
trainers. As some interviewees noted, social skills were previously not considered as important
as technical expertise. When management realized how important such interpersonal skills had
become, they changed the recruitment criteria. Rewarding boundary spanners through
incentives was seen as another way to encourage the creation of learning communities, although
these rewards were not systematic. In addition, on numerous occasions, after hearing about a
successful practice, project, or implementation, VET department managers asked trainers to
present their findings in plenary sessions, either at learning days or meetings with all employees
held four times a year. In this way, they formally “nominated” boundary spanners.

The dividing line between informal and formal, spontaneous and guided boundary
spanning was seen by many as somewhat blurred. For example, informal boundary spanning
was formalized due to homeworking during the pandemic.

Similarly, a training center manager (116) cited instances of formal boundary spanning,
wherein training center employees convened to engage in collective learning. Over time, these
gatherings transitioned into a seamless routine, eventually acquiring an informal nature. In this
scenario, the local manager, newly appointed to the role, facilitated a transition from the
previous management style to a new learning-oriented culture. This example vividly
demonstrates boundary spanning across cultures and learning styles.

The consequences of boundary spanning proved to be cooperative learning activities
and a new learning culture leading to organizational sustainability and individual employability.
Boundary spanning across units enables the dissemination of new knowledge and facilitates
effective learning from trainers who possess valuable expertise, often gained through
experimentation or previous roles, particularly in technical domains. Managers recognized the
significance of presenting this knowledge in appropriate, comprehensible practice cases to
ensure that trainers grasp its practical utility and swiftly adapt to these changes. Pedagogical

scaffolding (Roberts & Beamish, 2017) emerged as effective for bridging skills gaps with the
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help of other co-learning colleagues: “I have to build coalitions, I have to accept to a much
greater extent that I don't know everything, instead I have to [...] find someone who is suitable
[...]. I have to take that into account for the sake of the company. And the company benefits
because this network thinking, this systemic thinking, creates added value” (I3), as one of the
interviewees put it. Other beneficial activities included fostering communities of practice,
which provided greater freedom, informality, and variety in learning experiences, epitomizing
a distinct learning culture. Another added value was the speed of implementation of new
technological know-how. While contributing to the employability of individual trainers, it was
also recognized that such learning led to the sustainability of future operations, which is

important for training managers who needed to justify budget and staffing requirements.

Conditions of cooperative learning through boundary spanning
The conditions under which boundary spanning in learning could be achieved and cooperative
learning enhanced were related to leadership, values, mindset, team culture, trust, and
flexibility. Role modeling, openness, empathy, and fostering a respectful relationship between
leaders and team members were frequently cited as key attributes that significantly impacted
effective leadership: “The culture has definitely changed. It has become more open, that is, I
think, the same for everyone. It’s fun, and improves or maintains motivation. [...] I think
managers should live this matter and ask for it” (I8). In terms of mindset, it was interesting to
see how the absence of jealousy and the value of learning were described as a distinguishing
feature in a multinational company (compared to the small or medium-sized companies where
119 had previously worked): “I have never experienced in [this company] anyone that blocks.
On the contrary, in [this company] you always motivate. Here is a group. Here is an opportunity.
Either in small, simple courses or in job shadowing, in a larger setting, if you say you really
want to get another level of education, a continuing education type of qualification that allows
you to continue to be employable in the everyday work environment. I have to say that this is
different in this training department than in other departments that I have worked in”. Other
managers described how job shadowing or tandem teaching was used to train new trainers or
to teach new topics to more experienced trainers. According to the managers, this worked best
on a peer-to-peer basis without direct supervisor involvement.

However, interviewees saw time constraints, team influence and lack of capacity as
critical issues. Team spirit depends on the constellation and size of the group (113, see Table
2): when team spirit is positive and there is trust, boundary spanning in learning seems to be

easy. In contrast, team members who were not open to change risked influencing the wider
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team. Additionally, lack of time was often perceived as a barrier to acquiring new knowledge
and skills, as trainer resources were limited due to tighter schedules than in the past. Trainers
also noted that virtual or other new training methods required more preparation, which took
time away from teaching.

Overall, this research yielded two unexpected findings. Firstly, it underscored the
significance of the VET department’s perception as “future-proof” or sustainable in its
operations, encompassing both the future employability of existing trainers and the reputation
and credibility of the department. This aspect had not been initially considered in the semi-
structured interview protocols, making it a genuinely inductive finding. Additionally, the
perceived speed at which new skills were acquired and taught was praised. This can be
attributed to the overarching culture of change within the organization, where a traditional
training department, lacking dynamism and forward-thinking, could risk appearing outdated.
Hence, regional and local managers expressed concerns regarding the organizational resilience
of the training department, emphasizing the imperative for an HR department, typically viewed
as a cost center, to generate added value. Accordingly, the training department must
demonstrate a positive business case and foster a pipeline of young talent.

Another surprising discovery pertained to the conditions surrounding boundary
spanning. Many interviews with local managers and trainers highlighted the lack of flexibility
in trainers’ regular schedules to accommodate learning, and the overarching requirement for
both time and trainers’ capacity to facilitate ample learning opportunities. Interestingly, this
concern was more prominently raised by local managers and trainers rather than regional
managers. A paradox emerged: while trainers acknowledged the need for learning, they often
felt constrained by time limitations, whereas management viewed this issue not necessarily as
a capacity problem but rather as a matter of personal organization. To address this challenge,
“learning hour goals” were established, delineating specific time allocations for training while
maintaining flexibility. Additionally, department managers proactively promoted learning days
and training opportunities and encouraged trainers to participate in learning. However, cultural
barriers emerged, preventing individuals from participating in these learning initiatives. Some
trainers preferred traditional teaching methods, while others resisted new approaches or virtual
learning platforms. Furthermore, some trainers hesitated to admit their knowledge gaps or slow
learning pace in front of their peers. These attitudes varied depending on the prevailing local
culture endorsed by the local manager. In response, the researcher/department head

collaborated with local managers to address future challenges, reinforce company values, and
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foster a growth mindset, thereby overcoming cultural barriers and providing motivation and

support to individuals in their skill development journey.

MANAGERIAL RECOMMENDATIONS: ALLOCATE TIME, SPACE AND TRUST
FOR BOUNDARY SPANNING

Employees need to acquire new skills due to digital transformation, changing environments and
shifting business needs. However, they often perceive a lack of time for learning, creating a
challenging paradox that many managers must contend with. The present case exemplifies this
dilemma and proposes a solution: cooperative learning facilitated through boundary spanning.
We clearly observed that boundary spanning across local units — such as training centers — can
be an effective source of cooperative learning, especially in innovative environments where
there is no off-the-shelf knowledge. While trainers excel at imparting knowledge, identifying
individuals who have something new to teach their peers, and who are willing to do so, can be
both effective and challenging. As evidenced by our study, scaling boundary spanning activities
so that one trainer reaches many peers requires active encouragement and careful help from
management. Therefore, to harness the potential of boundary spanning for fostering cooperative
learning, we recommend that managers...

- Provide virtual learning opportunities for individual or cooperative learning.
Cooperative learning venues should be open (i.e., voluntary) and people-centered (based
on employee needs).

- Identify leaders for the cause, both in management and the workforce, who could be
appropriate boundary-crossing role models.

- Prioritize learning by actively promoting a learning culture, implementing learning
objectives, and adapting KPIs to monitor progress.

- Carefully manage and monitor trainers' time constraints and capacity issues. Where
possible, provide sufficient resources and/or help balance short-term and long-term
priorities.

Regarding the conditions and motivations that foster boundary spanning in VET, it is
important and accepted to provide virtual learning opportunities that support cooperative (team)
or self-directed learning. Our empirical findings show that lack of capacity is the primary
obstacle to effective peer learning in a training department. This lack of capacity manifests as
trainers either not having the time or feeling unable to allocate time for learning. Making

learning a priority is something that managers must actively model and make time for. Simply
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assuming that everyone can somehow fit learning into their already busy schedules misses the
point and leaves employees grappling with a significant challenge: how to keep pace with the
technologies and methodologies they need to teach. If not addressed openly and honestly, this
problem can lead to frustration, management and staff alienation, individual burnout, and even
resignations.

Methods for enabling boundary spanning in VET learning should prioritize openness
and a people-oriented approach. This can be achieved through practical 1:1 learning
opportunities such as job rotation, job shadowing (where trainers can attend other trainers'
sessions) or tandem teaching. Additionally, regular 1:n or n:n cross-regional virtual meetings
can be set up to facilitate exchange, along with the creation of virtual platforms and
communities. In the case studied, the company introduced bimonthly two-hour “great teaching”
sessions where trainers from Germany, Austria and Switzerland met to discuss methods and
didactics on equal footing, engaging in peer-to-peer dialogue. This action research component
was observed during the study, proving so successful in 2020 that it was extended in 2021 to
monthly, voluntary “learning days” with faculty communities (comprising mechanics,
electronics, commercial and IT personnel). The most controversial issue in this context is the
real or perceived lack of capacity — depending on the trainers’ or their managers’ perspective —
to participate regularly, particularly in certain cases and centers.

Depending on the culture of the organization, asking colleagues to accept “shadowing”
of their daily work may be unfamiliar territory for individuals. Without proper introduction and
explanation, this can evoke feelings of being controlled by others perceived as agents of
management surveillance. Meanwhile, the colleagues shadowing or receiving tandem teaching
may feel like beginners again, despite their professional experience. When one is training a
group of young people, there is an additional risk that experienced trainers may feel they are
losing face. Other barriers may be financial or capacity related, since providing learning
opportunities for trainers means that they cannot be actively involved in teaching or supervising
apprentices at the same time. If the underlying — cultural — assumption of trainers is that only
hours spent directly teaching learners really contribute to operations, trainers may be reluctant
to introduce self- or group-learning sessions for these learners for fear of being told that they
are not being productive enough. It is therefore crucial to carefully and holistically plan any
such shift in organizational culture, engaging all hierarchical levels, while ensuring that values,
metrics and goals are properly aligned and clearly communicated to the employees identified

to become a learning community. Failure to execute this transition effectively can result in
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organizational ambiguity and individual discontent, along with the financial repercussions of
squandered training hours.

This implies a call to action for leaders. Managers wield significant influence over
leadership styles and foster trust through their own behavior and communication, guiding
system changes and shaping shared values (e.g., shifts in VET teaching philosophy). They
possess the power to positively impact the perception of department’s long-term sustainability,
while enhancing boundary spanning between training centers. The interviews revealed a
palpable enthusiasm for sharing and generating knowledge across sites. Managers are therefore
encouraged to exhibit such behaviors and see out individuals with this passion and optimism
when identifying boundary spanners in their organization who can facilitate cooperative
learning.

Formal encouragement of boundary spanning may involve incentives and the
designation of official boundary spanning roles and responsibilities. In many cases, however,
trainers’ intrinsic motivation, combined with a natural curiosity about technology and people,
will be sufficient. Moreover, instructor communities typically foster open communication. The
initial step involves identifying leaders who champion this cause. In scenarios where there is a
scarcity of boundary spanners or a need for expanded boundary spanning, prioritizing the
identification of boundary spanning qualities when recruiting new instructors may be the most
effective approach.

It is also important to understand that boundary spanning takes time and, to some extent,
courage, since in VET this means accepting peer observation of teaching, and/or admitting
shortfalls in knowledge. Encouraging trainers to actively share their knowledge and allow
others to participate and grow in their learning is a key leadership quality. Leaders should
specifically acknowledge capacity issues as a significant obstacle and actively communicate
the importance of mutual learning for future operational efficiency. They should also cultivate
an atmosphere of trust that accepts mistakes and setbacks, while leading by example by
engaging in learning and boundary spanning to lend credibility to their communication.

An often-overlooked obstacle is the background of trainers, many of whom originate
from manufacturing environments where the divide between management and employees is
perceived as more pronounced than in HR departments. Speaking on behalf of management and
actively assuming a leadership role—whether informally or formally—is not innate to
everyone, nor is it necessarily expected within social groups. As a leader, understanding these
nuances and navigating the complexities of perceived hierarchies or differences to advance

social capital for the team's benefit can pose a challenge, albeit a worthwhile one. It necessitates
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a keen awareness and transparent communication, coupled with encouragement and boundary
spanning across social and cultural divides, to cultivate a culture where all employees feel a
sense of belonging and can thrive.

A summary of the key management questions and recommendations is presented in
Table 3. We recommend that managers provide learning scaffolds for trainers while fostering
an open and people-oriented learning environment. Managers should prioritize other managers
as key actors in facilitating boundary spanning across training centers. When identifying
individuals for this role, managers should seek out specific boundary spanning qualities,
including strong interpersonal skills, a keen interest in networking and, to a lesser extent,
technical competencies for knowledge sharing.

Table 4 illustrates how to overcome organizational barriers and mitigate risks when
implementing boundary spanning. Typically, capacity constraints are the biggest barrier.
Additionally, cultural barriers may exist within the organization, such that working with
colleagues can lead to hostility and mistrust. Staffing and talent pipeline challenges can also be
barriers to effective boundary management. Moreover, social and cultural boundaries may not

be readily identifiable.
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Table 3: Managerial recommendations

Managerial questions

Managerial recommendations

How can boundary
spanning facilitate the
learning and teaching
of new content by in-
house trainers?

Providing learning scaffolds (= help) for trainers through boundary spanning activities:

- Cognitive scaffolds include experimental teaching, practice cases, projects, good preparation, yet a flexible response to questions
and improvisation.

- Relational scaffolds are open workshops, empathic help while building trust, striving for reciprocity in sharing information and
experiences in a safe environment.

- Material scaffolds, in this vocational training context, mostly mean providing sufficient time and capacity for trainers to train,
taking into account the equipment available.

What methods can
managers use to foster
boundary spanning?

Open and people-oriented organization

- Practical opportunities such as job rotation, job shadowing (trainer peer-to-peer observation), or tandem teaching.
- Regular cross-regional virtual meetings to facilitate exchange.

- Virtual platforms and communities.

What characteristics
and roles should
managers look for to
foster boundary
spanning?

Managers should seek out other managers as the key actors in facilitating boundary spanning across training centers.
In general, to identify boundary spanners in your organization who should enable social learning, look for:

- A passion for sharing and generating knowledge across locations.

- A fire for the cause.

- Optimism.

Boundary spanners who make cooperative learning successful have

- Strong interpersonal skills.

- A keen interest in networking across locations.

- Some know-how and cognitive skills, although the latter are not as important as networking and interpersonal skills.

How can you motivate
employees to go the
extra mile?

Explain the need for a culture of learning and sharing

- Explain boundary spanning and why it is important.

- Actively encourage boundary spanning for learning.

Formally encourage boundary spanning

- Designating formal boundary spanning roles and responsibilities.

- Incentives (in many cases, trainers' intrinsic motivation combined with natural curiosity about technology and people will make
incentives unnecessary).

- Identifying leaders and allies for the cause.

- Looking for boundary spanning attributes when recruiting new trainers.
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Table 4: How to overcome barriers to implementing more boundary spanning for learning

Barriers

Risks

Mitigations from a Manager's Perspective

Capacity constraints may result in insufficient
learning time during business hours. Financial or
capacity constraints due to double staffing may
prevent learning time from being allocated.
Existing productivity KPIs may not allow for
sufficient learning time.

Frustration.

Alienation between management
and employees.

Individual burnout.
Resignations.

Provide time for employees to learn.

Be an active role model for taking time to learn and enabling an
inclusive and appreciative culture.

Provide time and support for those who cross boundaries.

There may be cultural barriers in the
organization where teaming up with colleagues
can lead to a climate of hostility and mistrust, or a
feeling of “losing face” or “being spied on”. In
addition, managers should be aware of employees'
fear of making mistakes and/or being judged by
colleagues, fear of exposure.

Organizational confusion and
individual frustration.

Financial risk of training that does
not achieve the intended outcome.

Plan and explain organizational culture change holistically.
Allow for learning from mistakes.

Ensure that values, metrics and goals are properly aligned and
communicated to employees to become a learning community.

Staffing and talent pipeline issues can be
difficult to address:

Management teams may not have individuals who
can establish boundary spanning.

Teams may be unwilling to share knowledge.
Individuals may be unwilling to take an active role
in training other trainers.

Hiring or retaining people who lack
the interpersonal skills or attitudes
can prevent cooperative learning and
scaling on new topics such as digital
technologies and methodologies.

Identify staff with the required potential.

Offer appropriate incentives (monetary rewards, public
recognition, career opportunities).

Add short- and long-term resources, if possible.

Revise hiring criteria for new managers and trainers to include
considerations of boundary-spanning traits alongside
technological and methodological expertise.

Social and cultural boundaries may not be
readily identifiable:

Be aware of social/hierarchical barriers that may
prevent in-house trainers from engaging in
formal/informal leadership.

Risk of obsolescence of individual
trainers’ knowledge may lead to
employability problems in the long
run; lower quality of vocational
training may lead to problems for
graduates in the workplace.

If not addressed, the reputation of
the VET sector and the sustainability
of its operations are at risk.

Be aware of and openly communicate the risks of obsolescence
and why boundary spanning is important.

Offer help when someone starts to reach out to other
teams/cultures/methods.

Find role models who actively share and discuss the virtues of
this behavior.

Allow time for trainers to actively share their knowledge.
Actively discuss capacity conflicts and communicate the
importance of learning from each other for future operational
effectiveness.

Create an atmosphere of trust while leading by example.
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CONCLUSION: CONTRIBUTIONS AND OUTLOOK

As this study shows, boundary spanning in a corporate learning department can foster
cooperative learning, thereby elevating individual learning experiences into a collective
enhancement of employability. Furthermore, these learning and transformative processes are
pivotal in ensuring the sustainability of vocational training operations. Consequently, nurturing
boundary-spanning attributes in staff and managers to enable cooperative learning emerges as a
management task worthy of consideration.

To achieve this, it is essential to identify individuals possessing valuable knowledge and
facilitate its dissemination. This entails evaluating the interpersonal skills and mindsets of
potential internal boundary spanners, as well as those of prospective hires or promotions. Lack
of boundary-spanning “champions” within the management team, reluctance to share knowledge,
or apprehension towards active training roles of other trainers can impede cooperative learning
initiatives. Providing suitable incentives (monetary rewards, public recognition, or career
opportunities) could serve as effective mitigation, albeit requiring additional resources in the
short and long term. Revising hiring criteria for new managers and trainers to include
considerations of boundary spanning traits alongside technological and methodological
expertise, are appropriate measures to mitigate the risk of failing to promote cooperative learning
among trainers. Leadership and organizational culture play an important role in disseminating
messages and learning to teams. Additionally, managers should prioritize individuals in the target
practice zone, specifically employees who stand to benefit from boundary spanning initiatives.
Those employees requiring skill development need adequate time for learning, which is often
underestimated in day-to-day operations. Creating a neutral zone as a “third space” can be an
appropriate measure; in this case, monthly “virtual learning days” were formally introduced and
open to all local teams. Other non-mandatory learning opportunities may include annual trainers’
meetings, bar camps, 1:1 learning opportunities, and in general, measures to build social ties and
trust between different units. However, this seemingly straightforward solution is often
embedded in a culture of change and lifelong learning, and involves new technologies, new
business models, and new ways of working and learning. It also entails instilling the
understanding that continuous learning and sometimes continuous teaching as boundary spanners
between units necessitate time and effort investment.

In addition to managerial insights, our study makes a contribution to theory. We introduce
the distinction between spontaneous and guided boundary spanning, exemplified by the
scheduled “learning days”. The working groups formed in this context serve as “collective

bridges” in the sense of Zhao and Anand (2013), facilitating effective relationship building across
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boundaries. Investigating boundary spanning in the empirical field of corporate training provides
a further theoretical contribution, complementing the foundational work of Roberts and Beamish
(2017). We identify their concept of pedagogical scaffolding as a cooperative learning activity,
rather than 'just' boundary spanning in learning. In addition, our research provides an empirically
grounded conceptualization of cooperative learning in terms of activities, culture, and outcomes.
Cooperative learning activities include pedagogical scaffolding (Roberts & Beamish, 2017),
which was found to be effective in bridging the skill gap with the help of other co-learning peers.
Another beneficial cooperative learning activity is the creation of communities of practice across
boundaries (Wenger, 1998), which allowed for more freedom, informality, and variety in
learning to exemplify a different learning culture. The case of a training department was also
particularly insightful because the sustainability of the operations was considered to be dependent
on cooperative learning. Indeed, as a cost center dedicated to training and a pipeline of young
talent, actors felt that they needed to create a life-long learning culture. Our research also
contributes to the literature by identifying the conditions for cooperative learning through
boundary spanning. Several conditions have been mentioned in previous work, such as time and
capacity constraints (Roberts & Beamish, 2017), trust (Lin, 2007), or leadership (Ernst & Yip,
2009; Schwarzmiiller et al., 2018), but our study provides a more integrated framework and
further illustration of the different conditions.

The limitation of this study is its focus on a single corporate training department, whose
characteristics are not necessarily the same as those of other departments. We advocate for
additional research across similar and diverse settings to better understand how our findings are

transferable to other organizations and contexts.
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