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Abstract 

Transformative learning is considered a cornerstone for advances in sustainability, because 

transformative shifts in perspective will be necessary for humankind to transition towards it. The 

theory of transformative learning (TL) has been considered in hundreds of applied studies in 

diverse fields, yet it remains descriptive and unable to prescribe which conditions and processes 

could reliably produce TL outcomes. Here an in-depth case study is used to investigate a 

candidate process from another field and unknown to TL researchers (called WeValue InSitu) 

which has been reported to regularly produce some forms of informally denoted ‘transformative 

outcomes’. The goal is to determine if these formally qualify, because this would imply the 

standard WeValue InSitu process could be a reliable way to produce, and investigate, TL and 

TL outcomes (TLOs). Using grounded thematic open-coding of full transcripts of three sets of 

post-event interviews, compared against statements made prior to the event, it is shown 

unambiguously that four outcomes have formal TL nature, as shifts in meaning schemes, one of 

which developed into a wider shift of meaning perspective over three weeks. These findings 

indicate that the WeValue InSitu process can likely produce TLOs regularly and identifiably, 

offering a ‘pedagogical laboratory’ which can be used for systematic studies to link its sub- 

processes in detail to the TL outcomes it produces, allowing step-wise progress in theory- 

building. It also indicates that WeValue InSitu can be prescriptively applied, within its limitations 

such as maximum group sizes and specialist facilitators, to trigger TL in local groups of 

villagers, governance officers, environmental enthusiasts, community-based organizations 

and/or government committees, to become more focused and self-aware and more mobilized 

towards sustainability actions. This study thus opens the door to new research agenda in 

theory-building and applications of TL towards sustainability. 
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1. Introduction 

The importance of transformative learning for achieving sustainable development has 

been widely acknowledged in different areas such as for transforming learners into agents for 

sustainability (Greig and Priddle, 2019; Leal Filho et al., 2018); advancing sustainability 

education (Ofei-manu and Didham, 2018; Pisters et al, 2019); and as a key element of global 

commitments in the 2030 sustainable development agenda (UNESCO, 2017). Sustainable 

development requires a profound transformation of how to think and act (UNESCO, 2017, p. 5) 

and addressing sustainability challenges demands paradigmatic and epistemic transformative 

changes (Brunstein and King, 2018). Transformative Learning (TL) involves ‘disorienting’ 

processes which call into question our taken-for-granted frames of reference in order to 

generate beliefs and opinions that are more discriminating, robust and better validated to 

ourselves as a guide for our immediate and future actions (Burgelt et al. 2018). 

Education for sustainable development (ESD) aims to empower learners to make 

informed critical decisions, and to take responsible actions for environmental integrity and 

economic viability with increased self-awareness for a just society for present and future 

generations (UNESCO, 2017, p.7). To achieve this, ESD aims to develop in individuals in formal 

education the skills, values, attitudes and discriminating mindsets that will empower them to be 

able to effect necessary change, and TL has been adopted towards that end. Didham and Ofei- 

Manu (2013, p.6) posited that “Transformative Learning is needed (as a catalyst) for realizing 

essential improvements in the quality of education, and for a sustainable future for all”. Desired 

TL outcomes for sustainability include critical reflexivity, a more discriminating mindset, and 

raised self-awareness – competencies which empower individuals and increase their capacities 

as agents of change in society (UNESCO, 2017). 

Such outcomes of transformative learning have been increasingly sought not only in 

ESD, but also in applied sustainability settings. In climate change adaptation and risk resilience, 

Sharpe (2016) identified TL towards sustainable behaviour among local people at community 

level, and called for more related research. In resource management, Diduck et al. (2012) 

identified important TL influences in a study of sustainable behaviour compliance from local 

farmers. And a recent study showed village committees transformed their perspectives and then 

behaviour to actively engage with production and implementation of local adaptation plans 

(Sethamo et al., 2019). 

A conceptual basis for TL used in all the fields mentioned above is Mezirow’s (1991) 

foundational Transformative Learning Theory (TLT). It includes 10 transformative learning 

processes, four classifications of possible transformative learning outcomes, and notes on the 

likely learning conditions required. Several critiques and variations have expanded the TLT 

basis (Taylor, 1998; Hoggan, 2015; O’Sullivan, 2008; Dirkx et al., 2018), but the idea has 

persisted of a core series of elements which are recursive and spiral in nature (Taylor, 1998), 

involving at least a disorienting dilemma causing critical reflection, and resulting in some non- 

superficial shift in perspective. Unfortunately, the outcomes are often defined in terms of the 

process, and the process in terms of the outcomes – a circular argument which is a recurring 

cause of confusion and a barrier to further theory-building. 
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Thus, even forty years later, there is no prescriptive theory to allow the predictive 

production of TL: in fact, there are still major hurdles reported in even determining what the 

defining attributes are of transformative learning processes, outcomes and/or conditions. A very 

recent review (Aboytes & Barth, 2020) of 83 applied studies which used TLT as a main 

framework found that the nature of TL outcomes is often unclear or unspecified (Aboytes & 

Barth, 2020), even in recent approaches to evaluation (Papenfuss and Merrit, 2019; Probst et 

al., 2019; Brunstein et al., 2019). This is mirrored in criticisms about the unspecifiable nature of 

the processes which produce TL (Newman, 2012; Hoggan, 2015). And Taylor & Snyder (2012) 

in their review noted that “though basic assumptions for fostering transformative learning have 

been accepted - for example, learner-centred teaching- there is still lack of a clear 

understanding of what it (TL) looks like in practice”. Aboytes & Barth’s (2020) systematic review 

concludes: “Finally, there is a need for better methods and tools that can provide insights into 

the processes and outcomes of transformative sustainability learning”. 

This study responds to the simultaneous high demand for TL and its outcomes (TLOs) 

and the lack of known systematic and reliable approaches to fostering them. It does this by 

investigating an emerging process which appears to regularly produce TL outcomes: a process 

which is not known to TL researchers but is established in other fields, called WeValue InSitu. 

The TL outcomes it produces are not always directly towards sustainability, but often includes 

that direction. If the standard WeValue InSitu process can indeed reliably produce 

formally-identifiable TL outcomes (TLOs), then it could provide a ‘pedagogical 

laboratory’ with opportunities for replicable and systematic studies of TL processes, 

outputs, and conditions. This would likely lead to a step-wise improvement in understanding, 

identifying and conceptualizing TL, which are pre-requisites for the possibility of widespread 

applications which are in such demand for sustainability. 

The WeValue family of values-based processes were originally developed with the aim 

to ‘crystallize’ the shared values of civil society groups to produce local indicators for 

sustainability (Burford et al., 2013). They evolved via action research (Podger et al. 2010; 

Podger et al., 2012) using a research-through-design approach that was practice-based (Harder 

& Burford, 2018) - which means WeValue has no disciplinary theoretical underpinning but is 

activity-based. Early work focused on enabling groups to produce their own localized indicators 

(Podger et.al. (2016), and only later was it realized that the interim processes were themselves 

of great value, because they triggered changes in thinking. A retrospective study across eight 

organizations demonstrated considerable unexpected ‘impacts’ that were informally labelled as 

‘transformative’ (Burford et.al., 2016). The groups were very diverse, including a: small rural 

NGO promoting environment in youth groups (Mexico); global organization providing online eco- 

courses (Costa Rica); wealth management company (Luxembourg) without explicit ethical 

values commitment; humanitarian aid organization with conflict-affected youth (Sierra Leone) 

and its global youth summit (Jordan); values-driven cosmetics company (Italy); an NGO using 

forum theatre training conflict resolution in schools (Germany). 

The fact that outcomes informally described as ‘transformational learning’ were reported 

in such diverse contexts by the same approach suggested that it might have important 
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contributions to the fields of TL, and that is why it is investigated in this study. We treat it here as 

a ‘black box’ and focus on validating its outcomes: analyses of its processes must wait for 

further studies. However, for reference, we mention that the WeValue InSitu process is 

conceptualised by its facilitators in terms of its four standard activities (Moreno et al., 2017; 

Sethamo, et.al., 2019). Activity Stage 1 is photo-elicitation of values-based storytelling (where 

group members select photos that resonate with what they find valuable, meaningful and 

worthwhile about being part of the group and then verbally present them); Activity Stage 2 

triggers further deeper resonances (by reading and reflecting on a uniquely constructed ‘trigger’ 

list of related phrases used by other people); Activity Stage 3 develops inter-subjective group 

discussions in a particular manner, to ‘crystallise’ collective understandings (of what is 

meaningful about their activities) and to write them onto cards. Activity Stage 4 involves 

participants arranging their cards, physically, into a representative structure showing links 

between them (an example is given in Figure 1). They also give a narrative of it, usually 2-5 

paragraphs. It can thus be viewed as an ethnographic approach – very different to most formal 

or informal education approaches. 

 

Fig. 1. An example of the main tangible output of a WeValue InSitu event lasting 3-4 

hours: a framework of Local Shared Values Statements as developed one-by-one and 

then linked, by participants working together. Not shown, is the preamble for every 

statement of, “It is important to us that…”. A narrative of 2-5 paragraphs to explain it is 
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also produced. The statements can easily be developed into sustainability indicators. 

This specific example relates to the case study reported in this paper. 

 
In summary, there is concurrently a high demand for transformative learning outcomes (TLOs) 

for sustainability, and a well-documented lack of systematic or reliable approaches to produce 

them. This paper investigates a candidate process designed for another purpose which reports 

TL-like outcomes produced regularly but as an unintended by-product. If those outcomes can 

be confirmed as formal transformative learning outcomes (TLOs), then that process would 

provide a unique and much-sought ‘pedagogical laboratory’ for replicable and systematic 

studies of TL. This would lead to step-wise improvements in TL theory-building, including for 

prescriptive theories to optimise pragmatic activities. This in turn should lead to the acceleration 

of some aspects of sustainable development. 

In this paper we set out the requirements for formal testing of TL nature of learning 

outputs as synthesised from the literature, and how we will test the candidate process in a case 

study. The findings are presented, including additional data used for triangulation. A discussion 

of the implications to education and sustainability domains is given, followed by conclusions 

about the new research agenda opened up by this work. 

 
2. Methodology 

This work focuses on the validation (or not) of the nature of the outcomes of a standard 

WeValue InSitu process as being transformative learning as per Mezirow’s Transformative 

Learning Theory (TLT). First, to indicate how common the TL-like nature of WeValue InSitu 

might be, and its potential reliability to produce TLOs, a brief systematic literature review will 

collate evidence from all previously published reports. 

Secondly, an in-depth case study will be used to rigorously examine one WeValue InSitu 

event, designed with pre-event interviews to provide broad baselines, and a series of post-event 

interviews to identify evidence of TLOs – i.e. shifts in meaning schemes. The chronology of the 

data collection events is shown in Figure 3. 

Thirdly, for triangulation and counter-argument checking of the TLOs found, the post- 

interviews will be analysed for any allusions to particular sub-processes within the WeValue 

InSitu event itself which were perceived as being linked to the TLOs, using closed coding based 

on the ten TL processes put forward by Mezirow (2000). 
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Fig.2. Chronology of data production, collection and analysis. The WeValue event is 

sandwiched between pre- and post-event data collections which used focus groups and 

interviews which were all recorded and transcribed. The analysis started at A) and 

ended at C). 

 
For data collection, the pre-event statements were collected from recordings of the 
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Introduction pre-session where individuals introduced themselves, the group, and their roles, 

immediately before the event. This was followed by the WeValue InSitu event itself, which is 

treated here as a ‘black box’ as it involves complex conversations and interactions and was not 

expected to contribute to the data needed on outcomes – it was thus not recorded. The first 

post-event interviews (Post-FG) were taken immediately after the event in the context of 

feedback on the event, followed by two further sets of post-event interviews 1 and 4 weeks later 

(Post-1,2). 

The participants were not told that the study might focus on TLOs, to prevent bias. 

Informed consent obtained was for a broad research series of WeValue explorations to develop 

values-based approaches for crystallization of group shared values, and to better understand 

‘what the process was useful for’. The data is thus extracted from responses to general, open- 

ended, broad questions (e.g. about their experience of the event), and then any illustrations of 

potential shifts which were provided were followed up for more details. Only in the final 

interviews, were the participants explicitly asked to identify changes in their thinking, plans, 

actions or behaviour which had been triggered by the event. The exact questions can be read 

within the full transcripts given in Supplementary File. 

The particular case was chosen for convenience by an expert who generally oversees 

the running of numerous such events; it did not present as anomalous in any way, and the 

participants had given informed consent to repeated post-interviews. The group participants 

were a professional artist and his team of a curator and publicist, who had worked together for 

four years on conceptualising and producing art that draws attention to issues of environmental 

justice, fairness and social justice. 

For analysis, the post- interviews were transcribed and coded with open themes after 

several rounds of deep reading, in a grounded approach. The only search criterion was that the 

statements refer to some kind of impact or change (i.e. a potential TLO). The code book was 

thus iteratively augmented, and a final reading ensured that all themes found had been 

considered across all interviews. Each theme was then cross-checked against the pre-event 
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interviews for related statements, which were extracted. This entire process was carried out by 

two independent researchers, who later discussed and resolved the (few) differences. Figure 2 

shows the investigation pathways. Each instance of a ‘change’/TLO which emerged, and its 

contextual strands of conversation, was then categorized using the formal TL Outcomes 

categories of Mezirow (2000) and Hoggan (2015), separately. 

 

 
Fig.3. Transformative Learning Outcomes. Schematic representation of Mezirow’s 

(1991) classification of Transformative Learning Outcomes. When one point of view (PV) 

is transformed within a Frame of Reference (FR), a Transformation in Meaning Scheme 

has occurred, denoted by the straight arrows. Transformations of the Habit of Mind 

(a.k.a. Meaning Perspective) require a more comprehensive change involving 

transformation of multiple points of views. THM=Transformation in Habit of Mind. 

TPV=Transformation in Points of View. 

 
The analysis framework from Mezirow’s Theory of TL defines two major types of 

transformative learning outcomes. Transformation in Meaning Schemes (a.k.a. Points of View), 

pertains to more narrow and specific aspects of life (Najjar et al. 2013), described by Mezirow 

(2000) as “immediate specific expectations, beliefs, feelings, attitudes, and judgments, that 

tacitly direct and shape a specific interpretation and determine how one judges, typifies objects 

and attributes causality”. Such a shift would be about something specific. 

Transformation of Perspective (a.k.a. Habit of Mind), entails becoming critically reflective 

of wider beliefs and assumptions, and those of others, and aware of the contexts - the source, 

nature and consequences of taken-for-granted beliefs (Mezirow, 2000). A shift here would likely 

impact on multiple meaning schemes. Figure 2 illustrates both schematically. 

 
3. Findings 

3.1. Evidence of previous reports of TL-like nature of WeValue outcomes 

Even though ‘transformational’ effects were not the focus of any of the previous 

WeValue studies, and they were thus not described in great detail, it was possible to clearly 
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identify ten case examples in five publications (extracts are given in Appendix A, with 

comments). Some were via self-reports, but others included third-party observations, which are 

rare in mainstream TL literature and thus valuable as less-subjective evidence. Categories from 

Hoggan (2015) of Epistemology, Worldview, and Behaviour could be identified. 

3.2. Transformative learning outcomes found, and their nature 

Four sets of TLOs emerged from the data (Tables 1,2 and Appendix B) all meeting the 

strict criterion of Mezirow’s categorizations of Transformations in Meaning Schemes, which 

refers to a more-narrow shift in thinking. Categories from Hoggan (2015) of Epistemology and 

Behaviour could be clearly identified, with the data was rich enough to assign Hoggan (2015) 

variable scales (√√√) of depth, breadth and relative stability. In each case there are not one 

but several linked statements found, from pre- and post- events, which thus firmly indicate 

identifiable shifts. 

In one of the four datasets showing a Transformation of Meaning Schemes, the post- 

event data indicated that the transformative effect seemed to continue (Table 3), eventually 

leading to a much wider Transformation of Perspectives (a wider shift typically encompassing 

several related meaning schemes). For example, items Pre-E (a) [initial statement expressing 

the initial mindset about their artwork] in Table 3 state rather narrow perspectives of the 

meaning of their (art) work – a form of academic and commercial communication into wider 

structures of society. The item Post-E a) [statement showing an initial narrow shift in the 

meaning of their work] is concise but much broader - pinpointing the complexities and plural 

interpretations as being at its heart. Item Post-E c), [ statement now showing much broader shift 

in the meaning of their work], mentioned one week later but referring to a group statement 

developed in the event, indicates a broader perspective is now actively in use - regarding the 

meaning of the work as a contribution towards a fair and balanced society. This perspective is 

now not narrow: it is an umbrella over activities of not only communication but also production 

and purpose of the art. The earlier statements are seen as lesser, more specific ones with this 

last statement as the core guiding principle across many meaning schemes: the group intends 

their work to stimulate people to respond and think more deeply about fairness and the ‘sublime’ 

(those details can be found in the Supplementary Materials transcripts). It is noteworthy that the 

data produced some examples of TLOs reported by a third party, and/or noted via behaviours 

(Tables 1 and 2: marked with ** ) because the literature reports such scarcity of such objective 

data that one author has suggested that TLOs might not even exist at all (Newman, 2012). 

 
3.3. Triangulation: allusions to candidate TL processes 

After finding clear evidence of specific TLOs related to the WeValue InSitu event, the 

interview transcripts were re-analysed for allusions to any sub-processes in the event which 

the participants perceived to be linked to those TLOs. For example, “…it created a space 

where we could reflect on what additional elements need to be considered “. This was 

done for 

triangulation and counter-argument checking of the TLOs found: a cross-check to confirm 

linkage to the actual event and not something extraneous, and also as an exploration to 
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provide insights on possibly critical sub-processes that could be studies further in the future. 

A total of 14 comments were found, and nature of the sub-processes alluded to were found 

to be consistent with descriptions of all ten of Mezirow’s TLT processes. Data extracts and 

coding summaries are given in Appendix C. 

Besides supporting the TLO allocations made, these findings support the concept 

that Mezirow-type processes were likely taking place, linked to the specific TLOs reported. 

This is encouraging since it implies that further future studies on the inner details of the 

WeValue InSitu events themselves are likely to provide direct evidence of links to the TLOs 

produced, and this is a major goal and challenge in the field of TL at the moment (Taylor and 

Snyder, 2012). The data here provides formative results for such future studies. 
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Table 1. Transformative Learning Outcomes emerging from the data: two sets which each link to an identifiable Transformation, as 

Mezirow (1991) category of Transformed Meaning Schemes (TMS), and Hoggan (2015) classifications: Beh, Epis, and ratings using 

Hoggan (2015) analytical chart (√√√) (see footnotes). (**) indicates particularly strong evidence i.e. reports via a third pa rty or 

concerning actual behaviors. SM:1 refers to Supplementary Data. 

 

Excerpts of Data Extract (Pre-E = Pre-event); Post-E=Post Event) Comments 

 
Transformation in Conceptualizing METHOD OF THE ARTIST. (TMS; Beh. /Epist.) 

[Pre-E] “…we are engaged on a journey where we're not entirely clear where the end is - the 

shape of the journey - but we know we're on it and we're enjoying it and we're purposeful in 

terms of our engagement….” (Pre-FG; Participant C; SM 1; line 62-66) 

Statement/evidence showing a fuzzy 

method of working 

[Post-E] (a) “…it's so hard to find the right words to explain what it's (the WeValue InSitu event) 

given us… it's allowed us to see the component parts of the endeavor that we're engaged 

in…it's chopped it... it's deconstructed it and opened it up into component parts which now is 

going to allow us to reflect on those and explore it and decide which is the more important 

element of the practice…” (Post-FG; Participant C; SM 2; line 136-141) 

Evidence showing that participants can 

now see component parts of the endeavor. 

(D√√√; B√; RS,√) 

[Post-E] (b) “ ** having a better understanding of how the creative process works...** ( Post- 

Int.1; Participant J: SM 3; line 178-179) 

Further evidence that the participants now 

understands the creative process in a 

different way (TMS) 

(D√√; B√√; RS, √√√) 

[Post-E] (c) “… which was consolidating the various aspects of the work, um, and the 

function of the work and the function between the 3 of us. Um, which was very effective” 

(Post-Int.1; Participant J; SM 3, lines 62-65) 

(Ditto) 

(D√; B√; RS, √√√) 

[Post-E] (d) “…you came away (from the workshop) feeling much more aware of your…what’s 

the word, your process (used as noun not verb), for want of a better word; your methodology: - 

that’s the word I’m looking for - Methodologies…” (Post-Int.1, Participant J; SM 3. line 138-140) 

The participant further can now apply the 

new work method 

(D√√√; B√√; RS, √√√) 
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[Post-E] (e) “It (the WeValue InSitu event) did, it actually got me thinking about new projects 

that I'm working on, and **adopting this cyclical pattern and how everything interacts.” (Post- 

Int.1; Participant J; SM 3; lines 144-145) ** 

Evidence participant can see the method 

used from new point of view 

(D√√; B√; RS, √√) 

[Post-E] (f) “..primarily…it made it concise writing about my methodologies, and when I write 

down my actual methodology, I could practically order what I do and felt everything much 

clearer, and that pretty much how I do ... like how I will handle it in the future.” (Post-Int.2; 

Participant J; SM 6, lines 19-21) 

(Ditto) 

(D√√√; B√; RS, √√√) 

 
Transformation in FUNCTIONS BETWEEN US. (TMS; Beh.) 

[Pre-E] “We research and conceptualize (academic) work, and make work (art products). 

(Participant C) helps…. She navigates a way into the academic structures.” (Pre-FG; 

Participant J; SM 1, lines 11-13) 

J here does not understand what S does to 

Navigate them [the team] to academics. 

Fuzzy MS on how they work 

[Post-E] (a) “… was consolidating the various aspects of the work, um, and the function of the 

work and the function between the 3 of us. Um, which was very effective, I think it definitely 

highlighted areas within the mechanism of how we work…” (Post-Int.1; Participant J; SM 3, 

lines 62-65) 

The Function between the participants 

becomes highlighted (known) 

(D√; B√√; RS, √√√) 

[Post-E] (b) “I felt much clearer with what the process was…of how we function and the making 

of the art; it’s consolidated a few things. Clarified; ordered what happens. So it was a …, I felt 

satisfied is probably the most relevant word”. (Post-Int.1; Participant J; SM 3; 18-21) 

The process further becomes clearer 

(D√; B√√√; RS, √√√) 

[Post-E] (c) “I think 2 points … reiterated everything I've been thinking and conveying to 

(Participant S). and (Participant C) . and also the clarification process. So. …” (Post-Int.1, SM:3. 

J. Lines 132-135) 

(Ditto) 

(D√; B√√√; RS, √√√) 

[Post-E] (d) ** Also, when asked if he noticed change in the behavior any other participant in 

their group, Participant A commented thus: “I think (Participant C)’s methodologies are 

becoming more efficient. She seems to think clearer and faster…** ” (Post-Int.2, SM:6 , J, lines 

62-63) 

Observed change in behavior; improved 

methodology. 

(D√; B√√√; RS, √√√) 
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Note: Mezirow’s TL classification: TMS=Transformation in Meaning Scheme, TMP= Transformation in Meaning Perspectives. 

Hoggan’s classification: Ont. = Ontology; Beh. = Behaviour; Epist. = Epistemology, and Wv = Worldview. Scale: (√√√ = highly 

observed); (√√ = moderately observed) and (√ = less observed): D = Depth; B = Breadth; and RS = Relative stability. 

 

 
Table 2 

Transformative Learning Outcomes emerging from the data: an unusual example of a Transformation in Meaning Schemes (TMS) which 
evolves into a Transformation in Meaning Perspective (TMP) …. . Hoggan classifications: Beh, Epis, and Wv, rated using Hoggan’s analytical 
chart √√√ (see footnotes). 

 

Excerpts of Data Extract (Pre-E = Pre event); Post-E=Post Event) Comments 

Transformation in Perceiving MEANING OF THEIR WORK (TMS -> TMP; Epist, Wv.) 

[Pre-E] (a) “We are sort of a strategic group to promote academic and commercial environment 

globally”. (Pre-FG; Participant J. SM1; lines 8-9) 

A clear statement of initial perspective of the 

Meaning of Our Work 

[Pre-E] (b) “We research and conceptualize (academic) work, and make work. S… navigates a 

way into [communicates to] the academic structures.” (Pre-FG; Participant J; SM 1; lines 11-13) 

(ditto) 

[Post-E] (a) “Yeah sure…this is what we do: we convey complexities and its resultant multiple 

interpretations. …” (Post-FG; Participant S; SM 2; line 10-13) 

A deeper statement, evolved but shifted from a), 

approximately the same scope -thus a TMS (with 

some broadening). (D√√; B√; RS, √) 

[Post-E] (b) “understand more clearly as a group WHO we are… therefore it [WeValue InSitu] 

helped us to articulate what is it at the heart of our project…” (Post-Int.1; SM 5; Participant C; 

lines 47-48; 50-51; 64-67) 

A comment implying aTLO: that they can better 

articulate the work/ meaning. Indicates scope is 

widening. 

(D√√; B √√; RS, √√√) 

[Post-E] (c) ”…we came up with this phrase, which I think we all sort of agreed with… I'm going 

to read it: 'to contribute towards achieving a holistic approach to a fair and balanced society…” 

(Post-Int.1; SM 5; Participant C; lines 64-68) 

A wider-scope statement of the Meaning of the 

Work. Shifted from a), and also seems to 

encompass more aspects of their work - thus a TP. 

(D√√√; B√√√; RS, √√√) 
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Note: Mezirow’s OTL classification: TMS=Transformation in Meaning Scheme, TMP= Transformation in Meaning Perspectives. 

Hoggan’s classification: Ont. = Ontology; Beh. = Behaviour; Epist. = Epistemology, and Wv = Worldview. Scale: (√√√ = highly 

observed); (√√ = moderately observed) and (√ = less observed): D = Depth; B = Breadth; and RS = Relative stability. 
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4. Discussion 

4.1. Confirmation and implications of reliable production of TLOs 

The data, summarised in Tables 2,3, and Appendix B, show unambiguously that in this 

case the WeValue InSitu event produced four outcomes which have a ‘formal’ Transformational 

Learning nature, against the classifications of Mezirow (1991). The data also yielded 

classification by Hoggan’s (2015) typology and ratings of breadth, depth and relative stability. 

Furthermore, as given in Appendix A, there were many mentions in previous journal publications 

of similar, albeit informal, reports of TLOs from WeValue processes, which suggests – not a 

proof - that the process might reliably produce TLOs. In fact, new studies are now confirming 

this hypothesis: an experimental study of four village committees in Botswana with one control 

found TLOs resulting from WeValue InSitu (Sethamo et al., under review), and studies of 

students in China, and a research administrators’ group in the UK. The WeValue InSitu is a 

standard process (when led by a specialist facilitator): the confirmation in this paper that its 

outcomes are formally ‘transformative learning’ in nature means that there now exists a 

‘pedagogical laboratory’ tool which can be used for systematic studies of TL outcomes, 

processes and conditions. Calls for more research – and systematic research – into TL 

outcomes, processes and conditions have been strongly made for many years, especially in 

review articles (Taylor (2008); Taylor & Snyder (2012); Aboytes & Bart (2020)) where the meta- 

analysis across works has highlighted the lack of significant progress in any conceptual theory- 

building that could lead to prescriptive modelling. 

 

 

One type of implication of this finding is that, with WeValue as a reliable method of ‘producing’ 

TLOs, different groups of similar types could be taken through the process, including the pre- and 

post-interviews, and causal links could be revealed between the TLOs, to the TL sub-processes 

that had occurred in each WeValue InSitu event. This would involve the ‘opening’ of the ‘black 

box’ of the WeValue InSitu process: the discussions within it themselves being recorded and 

transcribed, and analysed line by line to understand what sub-processes were present, how to 

classify them, and their connection if any to Mezirow’s ten processes. 

Furthermore, the transformative learning ‘conditions’ could be systematically explored through 

modifications to the conditions of the process such as the group relationships, or power 

structures, or topic they had in common, to develop a better understanding of their impact on 

the TL and TLOs. This is important, because there have been repeated reports of a lack of 

clarity in understanding of what TL looks like in practice, and indeed which aspects of any 

practice contributed to particular TLOs (e.g. review of Taylor & Snyder, 2012). Studies have 

already started on several of these strands of work, and both sub- and micro-processes seem to 

be emerging with strong links to Polanyi’s Personal Knowledge Theory (ref), and, separately, 

Nonaka’s Knowledge Management Theory (ref). Preliminary results suggest the WeValue InSitu 

process may eventually be able to show a link between those theories, and Mezirow’s 

Transformative Learning Theory. The potential contributions to academic knowledge are thus 

quite significant for linkages to established systems of knowledge, and interesting because they 

would also have implications in practice. 
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Applications in environmental sustainability are already being trialled. For example, 

using WeValue InSitu to trigger locally-nuanced TLOs of village committees towards Local 

Climate Change Adaptation Plans in Botswana (Sethamo 2019), and to mobilise village 

counsellors in Nigeria in ecosystems services protection. In education, trials are taking place in 

the UK, Nigeria, and China to document the impacts on individuals (researchers, teachers, and 

teaching assistants respectively), and the results are being analysed against standardised 

benefits expected for mentoring programs (Castanheira 2016). The WeValue InSitu approach 

will never be a ‘silver bullet’ alternative or method for all circumstances where TLOs are desired, 

but it will be useful in a wide range of scenarios – which has yet to be scoped. Some known 

limitation are that it works best for groups that already have history of doing things together 

(actions); it works more strongly in small groups of 3-10 people but can be used effectively up to 

25; the materials need to be prepared in the local language; the current version includes 

crystallisation but not nudging, and the ethics of consequences of either of these need to be 

considered for each group in advance. 

 
4.2. Other significant findings: range and strength of TLOs 
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In this particular case study, the number of TLO types produced is surprisingly large. 

The recent systematic literature review of Aboytes & Barth (2020) which included 83 papers 

using TL theory as a main framework, found that the TLOs reported in separate studies could 

be described in five types, which we find very useful: i) new skills; ii) reconstruction of values 

and perspectives; iii) new self-awareness and integrated identity; iv) complex thinking; iv) social 

learning – yet our one case seems to have produced all five types. They seem to start with a 

reconstruction of perspectives, then a new self-identify and social learning (together), then 

complex thinking leading to new skills. For example, the team previously had no clearly defined 

communication strategy, but as a result of the critical reflexivity developed in the WeValue InSitu 

event about their work (see Post-event Int.1, SM:SM: Line 220-225), they were able to develop 

new capacities: “the team will do things differently, as an outcome of this event. Very 

specifically, in terms of strategic communications, because we have created in effect, a 

blueprint. An example of gaining significant self-awareness and better understanding of ‘what 

they do’ was: “….(we) understand more clearly as a group WHO we are… therefore it [WeValue 

InSitu] helped us to articulate what is it at the heart of our project… (Post-Int.1; SM:SM “C”; lines 

47-48; 50-51; 64-67). There was also a clear sense of future-casting: the changes in 

perspectives were already making them think about the future: “I feel this has created a 

framework by which we can go forward and hold ourselves to account and inspire ourselves on 

the other hand to strive further….” (Post int.1, SM:SM: line 240-243). It will be interesting for 

further studies to determine whether all five types are commonly produced by WeValue Insitu, 

and the relationships between them. This will help pinpoint which are more foundational than 

the others, and thus might deserve prioritisation in ESD or sustainability learning for field 

projects to be more effective. 

Another discussion point is that the evidence provided by our data to support the TLO 

identification was surprisingly strong – four strands and each with pre-event and several post- 

event statements that are linked. This is in contrast to the commonly-reported struggles to 

identify and difficulties in evaluating TLOs, e.g. as summarised in Aboytes & Barth (2020) who 

also refer to the “unpredictability and subjectivity” of the TLOs. Taylor’s (2000) review stated that 

“a significant limitation found…has been the lack of reliability in identifying a change in meaning 

schemes and/or meaning perspective” that might have occurred. It seems possible that one 

reason our TLO evaluation was so effective is that there was no presumption as to what domain 

it would fall in: the pre- and post-event interviews simply provided scope for participants to make 

contextual statements around ‘the things that are important to them’ as group members. This is 

consistent with the paradigm used: WeValue InSitu is designed to crystallise the local shared 

values-in-action, but not to ‘nudge’ participants towards particular reflections or considerations. 

(However, a variation process could be devised to do that in the future.) On the one hand this 

means the TL that is occurring is related to a complex ‘envelope’ of locally-grounded reflections 

of the group on many topics which could be complicated to disentangle: on the other hand, this 

means that outcomes of the reflections are of intimate relevance to the team, and thus 

inherently more likely to be transformational. Regardless of the exact reason for the strength of 

the TLO evidence found, the WeValue InSitu as a strong method to identify and evaluate TLOs - 
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contributing to Aboytes & Barth’s (2020) conclusion of, “a need for better methods…that can 

provide insights into…outcomes of transformative sustainability learning.” 

4.4. Durable and more-objective learning 

The particular case studied here produced durable TLOs with long-term influence, and 

indeed, as shown in Table 3, one TLO continued to expand into a wider Transformation of 

Perspective. This was an incidental finding, but important to the field because although a clear 

call was made to report and grade longevity of influence (Hoggan, 2015), no evidence seems to 

have been reported which is as clear as in this work. Furthermore, Taylor (2015) pointed out 

that existing understanding was limited concerning tangible impacts of fostering transformative 

learning: in this study their evolution over time can be traced from reflection, increased self- 

awareness, discourse within group members, and development of new methods and practices 

 
5. Conclusion 

This in-depth case study has produced data which can clearly and systematically 

demonstrate the transformative learning nature of the outcomes of a process previously 

unknown to TL researchers – the WeValue InSitu process. The research design allowed pre- 

and three sets of post-event interview data to be compared, and the richness of that data led to 

multiple links to four TLOs to be extracted. They were all classified as transformations of 

meaning schemes, but one showed evolution over time to impact on wider meaning schemes, 

leading to a transformation of perspective. A review here of previously published studies of the 

WeValue InSitu process identified many examples of TLOs mentioned but not described as 

such, which is suggestive that the process can, as is now claimed, regularly produce TLOs. 

(Although in principle a series of predictive studies should now be undertaken to demonstrate 

the reliable production of TLOs, this has been done while the current study was prepared, and 

eight further cases demonstrated.) Together, these findings suggest that the WeValue InSitu 

process can be used as a ‘laboratory’ for systematic studies of TL, TLOs and the conditions 

producing them – an opportunity that has been called for in past and recent review papers. 

The implications of this finding are far-reaching, providing a new research agenda, 

although with limitations. A major limitation is that the process works best with groups of 

participants who have worked together or experiences together, and only up to 25 people at a 

time (less is better). Others are that the process takes at least 2.5 hours, requires a specialist 

trained facilitator, and needs materials to be prepared in the local language. Applications which 

can accommodate those limitations include: the mobilisation of village groups// local governance 

officers// school managers// environmental groups// community-based organisations, towards 

more focussed, specific, action-linked visions developed from an increased self-awareness and 

enhanced group identity. The new focus might, or might not, include themes which are directly 

considered ‘sustainability’, but at the least their ‘voice’ and ability to crystallise local shared 

values will have been enhanced, and that is itself often considered an element of sustainability. 

Besides using the WeValue InSitu process as a ‘black box’ to produce TLOs as above, it 

can be used for systematic studies of transformative learning processes, their links to TL 

outcomes, and the impact of variations in TL conditions. The first step is recording, transcribing 
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and analysing the inside processes. Work has started on this, and it seems likely that the micro- 

processes revealed can then be linked strongly to Mezirow’s ten TL processes. If so, then this 

means there is a clear pathway to causally link explicit TL processes to explicit TL outcomes. 

Series of participant groups can then be taken through the process, to map causal links, and 

variations in them. For example, groups of school teachers in a given school, such as by subject 

area, could be taken through the process thus producing TLOs of value to the school in terms of 

e.g. a better focus on the links of sustainability to their teaching content and approaches. But 

the variation of the groups will allow variations in TL-TLO linkages to be investigated. The 

detailed learning conditions can also be varied, such as the materials used, the emphasis on the 

disorienting dilemma, the mitigation of the inherent power structures, the context emphasised. 

The implication is that an integrated and prescriptive model of transformative learning can be 

built up, which will provide generalisable concepts that can be transferred beyond several of the 

limitations of the WeValue InSitu process. 

 

 
Funding: This research did not receive any specific grant from funding agencies in the public, 

commercial, or not-for-profit sectors. 

 

 

 

Appendix A 

A systematic review of publications of WeValue InSitu approach reporting outcomes with 

TL-like nature 

In order to provide an indication of whether the production of TL-like outcomes is 

spurious or common in the WeValue approach, a systematic review was carried out 2006-2019 

using the search terms “WeValue” OR “ESDINDS” in Science Direct. (ESDINDS was a 

prototype version of WeValue). 

Even though ‘transformational’ effects were not the focus of any of the studies, and they 

were thus not described in great detail, it was possible to clearly identify eight case examples in 

five references. Some were via self-reports, but others included third-party observations, which 

are rare in mainstream TL literature and thus valuable. Categories of Epistemological, 

Ontological, and Behaviour types could be identified. 

 
Reports of TL-like outcomes from WeValue/ ESDINDs events. 8 examples were found in 

five references, including self-reports and observations, of Epistemological, Ontological, and 

Behaviour types. 

 
Table A1. Evidence from publications in the systematic literature review of WeValue- 

based studies, of transformational-like outcomes reported. 
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 Case studies with 

reported TL-like 

outcomes 

Extracts of references to 

transformative moments 

TLO gained Mode 

of 

meas 

ureme 

nt 

Refer- 

ence 

1 The people’s 

Theatre (PT). An 

Art promotion 

group. 

(Germany). 

“Both the orientation program for 

volunteers and the way in which the 

goals of PT’s work are 

communicated to new schools, have 

been restructured to centre around 

values” 

Transformati 

on in the 

value 

consciousnes 

s of the team. 

(Ontological 

TLO) 

Obser 

vation 

Burford 

et. al., 

(2013) 

2 International 

Federation of Red 

Cross and Red 

Crescent Societies 

(IFRC). A 

humanitarian Non- 

profit organization. 

(Sierra Leone) 

“The IFRC representative was able 

to communicate the expectations 

and goals of the YABC initiative 

more effectively to a Government 

department, which has accordingly 

modified the way in which it 

understands and communicates the 

concept of behavior change” 

Transformati 

on in the way 

that the IFRC 

members 

understand, 

communicate 

concepts 

about goals, 

expectations. 

Obser 

vation 

Burford 

et.al., 

(2013) 

   (Epistemologi 

cal TLO) 

  

3 Echeri Civil Society 

Organization. A 

non-profit 

empowering youth 

development. 

(SCO) 

(Mexico) 

“for the organizers there was a 

sudden realization that a core 

purpose was Empowerment; for the 

youth, clarifying what Respect meant 

to them led them voluntarily to start 

respecting their group rule; for the 

director, seeing that measurement 

could be valid and useful, she began 

to devise assessment tools for 

various other activities.” 

Transformati 

on in how the 

group 

understands 

and sees 

what they do 

and the 

purpose of 

their work. 

(Epistemologi 

cal TLO) 

Obser 

vation 

Podger 

et. al., 

(2012) 
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4 Report from 

various cases in a 

multiple case 

study involving 

the following 

groups: 

 
“DB”: small NGO 

promoting 

environmental 

education in 

schools and youth 

groups (Mexico); 

 
“FDJ”: secretariat 

of global umbrella 

organization 

promoting online 

sustainability 

leadership training 

(Costa Rica); 

 
“GH”: a financial 

service company 

without any explicit 

commitment for 

“One of the peer educators said that 

previously, in presenting the Earth 

Charter in the workshops she used 

to focus on concrete behaviors, such 

as recycling waste. Following the 

field visit she stated that she now 

puts a much greater emphasis on 

the Earth Charter values, and sees 

the Earth Charter not just as a way 

of achieving specific behaviors but in 

terms of the development of the 

whole individual, beginning with 

herself, and for participants 

also . . . ” 

“After (the field visit) we changed our 

preparation phase (for new 

volunteers) to values. The first week 

we focused on service, the second 

week on consultation, the third on 

being an example, the fourth on 

consultation, and the fifth on 

unity . . . Before when we did the 

preparation phase, we just focused 

on themes, like acting, etc., and 

each week we would look at a topic 

connected to [the organization] and 

the show.” 

TL in the way 

participant 

see the 

values in 

their work. 

E.g. Earth 

Charter 

Values. 

(Epistemologi 

cal TLO) 

Self- 

report 

Burford 

et. Al., 

(2016) 

ethical values 

(Luxembourg); 

“…all participants stated that their 

consciousness of the presence and 

the importance of values had been 

TL in their 

consciousnes 

s of their 

Self- 

report 

“HV”:a University 

cross-faculty 

environmental 

greatly heightened, and that after the 

field visit they tend to look in terms of 

values at their work and interactions, 

both individually and 

values 

(Ontological 

TLO) 
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program (Mexico); 

 
“JGSD”: global 

umbrella NGO 

promoting 

humanitarian aid 

youth 

(Switzerland); 

 
“MJ”: a values- 

driven company 

producing 

cosmetics (Italy); 

 
“QU”: small NGO 

training youth to 

promote conflict 

resolution in 

schools through 

forum theatre 

(Germany); 

 
“TMSD”: NGO that 

provides 

humanitarian 

projects for conflict- 

affected youth 

(Sierra Leone). 

organizationally, in a new way.” 

“…with respect to the youth, they 

said it in public, that after this 

process they understood one 

another better and they value much 

more what they are doing. They’ve 

always felt very united, but now they 

know why they are united”. 

 
TL in how 

participants 

valued each 

other and 

what they 

were doing 

(Epistemologi 

cal TLO) 

 
Self- 

report 

“Through the processes and the 

assessment tools, we (managers) 

were able to get a deeper insight into 

the young peoples’ sense of self, 

each other and community. The 

biggest help for me was an added 

insight into their motivation, 

awareness and consciousness of 

themselves and others, and the 

connection with the group and with 

the environment”. 

 
TL in sense 

of self and 

group 

(Ontological 

TLO) 

 

“Professor S. stated that she had 

observed positive attitudinal changes 

as a result of the field visit in all 

participating staff and volunteers and 

in her own self, in a way she felt was 

deeply rooted and transformational”. 

TL in 

participants’ 

attitude 

(Behavioral 

TLO) 

self- 

report 
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5 Multiple Cases 

involving four 

Village 

Development 

Committees. 

(Botswana) 

“It helps us map the way forward. 

The framework helps to open our 

eyes to see exactly what we are 

doing. At times you are busy trying 

to achieve something only to find 

that you are just in the dark, so this 

framework opens our eyes”. 

TL in how 

participant 

can 

perceive/see 

what they are 

doing. 

(Epistemologi 

cal TLO) 

Self- 

report 

Setham 

o et. 

al., 

(2019) 
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Appendix B 

Table B1. A further TLO found in this case study. Thus, a continuation of the information in Table 2, included here for 

comprehensive reporting, but excluded from Table 2 as another, similar example is already included there and a long table 

would interrupt the storyline. 

 
Transformation in SEEING PATHWAYS. (TMS; Epist.) 

[Pre-E] “We are engaged on a journey where we're not entirely clear where the end is, the shape 

of the journey, but we know we're on it and we're enjoying it and we're purposeful in terms of our 

engagement….” (Pre-FG; SM:1; C; line 62-66) 

The participants do not know the direction of 

their work nor the pathways they use to 

function. 

[Post-E] (a) “Connecting together in some form or another, so, less muddled, umm much clearer 

pathways between you know, getting from a to b as far as why and what the work is 

about…” (Post-Int.1; SM:3; “J”; line 103-112) 

Evidence that Participant can now see the 

pathways they adopt in doing their work. 

(D√; B√√; RS, √√√) 

[Post-E] (b) “Yeah, I think so, yeah, definitely. I mean that's the impression I got. Yep, just to have 

a clearer understanding gives you a clearer pathway to pursue. You're not second-guessing 

stuff, …” (Post-Int.1; SM:3; J; line 187-189) 

(Ditto) 

(D√; B√√; RS, √√√) 

[Post-E] (c) “F: “Would you say that there was a meaningful shift in perspective”? 

J: “Yeah, yeah … Um, your uh, your corridor of understanding had been, made more, more 

defined. So, because of this, yeah definitely a perspective...um, not so much a perspective shift, 

but a um, a sort accurate triangulation of what's happening, therefore your end point will be more 

accurate. Yeah. So, I suppose that is a perspective shift, but only a few degrees…” (Post-Int.1; 

SM:3; J; Lines 243-247) 
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Appendix C 

 
Table C1. Allusions from post-event interviews of participants to their perceptions of 

sub-processes which influenced their transformations of meaning schemes Mezirow 

(1991). 

Mezirow’s Processes Excerpts from transcripts Justification of 

allocation 

1. Disorienting Dilemma 

 
(An event or a stimulus 

causing one to notice 

underlying contrasts to 

established beliefs, 

knowledge or pattern of 

knowing.) 

“…Yeah, when we selected the 

images, I tried to keep it as 

spontaneous and intuitive as 

possible and then I found because 

we did that, there was a direct link 

to the processes and mind-sets to 

why and how we make the work.”… 

(Post-event Int.1, SM:3, line 39-41) 

The photo elicitation at 

the beginning of the 

WeValue event 

created disorienting 

triggers that ushered in 

reflections and 

subsequent TLOs. 

2. Self-examination with 

emotional feelings 

 
(Personal assessment of 

beliefs or divergent 

incoming point of view.) 

“...but even if the event did not get It 

one hundred percent right (to 

discover what is core to our work), it 

created a space where we could 

reflect on what additional elements 

need to be considered ..... “ 

(Post-event int.1, SM:5, line 52-58) 

The participants 

reflected on what is 

core to their work, its 

meaning, intended 

impact. This reflection 

was crucial towards 

realizing TLOs 

especially A. 

3. Critical Assessment of 

Assumptions. 

 
(Juxtaposition of varying 

points of view to choose 

best resulting option. Can 

involve discourse.) 

…“I think it's... (the WeValue event) 

a very thought 

provoking ...approach. …it'll 

provoke, I think it sort of, you know, 

challenges you to think. You know, 

it gives you time to reflect, and 

gives you clarity”... (Post-event 

Int.1, SM:4, Line 220-225) 

The WeValue process 

is intrinsically 

characterized by highly 

reflective processes 

throughout. 

4. Recognition that 

discontent and 

transformation process 

is shared. 

“…it then created a space where we 

could reflect on what additional 

elements need to be considered 

and I know that happened with S. 

and certainly for me.” 

(SM:5, post int.1, line53-56) 

This participant in post 

event interview 

acknowledged that 

other members had 

shared the reflections 

and explorations. 
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5. Exploration of options 

for new roles, 

relationships and actions 

“It did, it actually got me thinking 

about new projects that I'm working 

on, and adopting this cyclical 

pattern and how everything 

interacts. (Post. Int.1, SM:3, line 

144-147) 

A clear statement of 

exploration of new 

perspectives. 

6. Planning a course of 

actions 

“The team will do things differently, 

as an outcome of this event. Very 

specifically, in terms of strategic 

communications, because we have 

created in effect, a blueprint. ..... I 

feel this has created a framework 

by which we can go forward and 

hold ourselves to account and 

inspire ourselves on the other hand 

to strive further….” (Post int.1, 

SM:5, line 240-243) 

 
“I think we are going to produce a 

timeline…” 

(Post int.2, SM:6, line 111) 

Clear statements of 

planning actions. 

7. Acquiring knowledge and 

skills for implementing 

one’s plans 

: “I think her methodologies are 

becoming more efficient. She 

seems to think clearer and faster…” 

(Post-Int.2, SM:6 , J, lines 62-63) 

One participant alludes 

to another’s new 

skills… 

8. Provisional trying of new 

Roles 

ditto Allusion to trying new 

roles… 

9. Building competence and 

self-confidence in new 

roles and relationship 

ditto Allusion to becoming 

more confident. 

10.Re-integration of New 

Learnt Frame of reference 

or Meaning Scheme 

“…So I just like made the map by 

myself, so that is pretty cool and it 

was done in a few days it became a 

little bit more complex … (unclear) 

but the map made it much more 

complex.” (Post int.2, SM:6, line 91- 

95) 

The learnt new 

behaviour is seen here 

being already put in 

use by respondent J. 
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