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Personal and interpersonal skills and 
competences are now considered important 
for career progression and individual and 
organisational “wellbeing,” yet research 
examining the deeper meanings and issues 
underpinning soft skills development in 
education is lacking (Mitchell et al., 2010). As 
more and more courses are delivered by 
eLearning, the processes, benefits and 
pitfalls of face-to-face Learning and 
Development Programmes (LDPs) offering 
soft skills development can be overlooked. A 
range of LDPs are now available for staff, 
however few studies have investigated the 
experiences of staff participating in LDPs in 
universities to understand their nature and 
potential, or have included the individual and 
group emotion work taking place therein.  

To investigate the experiences, perceptions 
and feelings of staff members from across the 
university, including reflections on my own 
processes, all of who participated in LDPs. 
 
To capture the social and emotional “worlds” of 
LDPs, and focus on programmes that 
emphasise face-to-face, experiential activities. 
 
To construct a conceptual framework for good 
practice within and beyond my immediate 
academic community. 
  

An “insider” ethnographic study was 
conducted over a period of eighteen months 
within my own university. 12 LDP courses and 
events were attended. Fieldwork included 
autoethnography, observation, stakeholder 
discussions and 24 semi-structured interviews 
with participants from a cross section of LDPs 
and work sectors. Data were analysed 
manually and with NVivo software, drawing on 
a dramaturgical framework to interpret my 
results. 
 
  
 
 
 
  

 
 
 
 
 

As “social worlds”, LDPs are relatively discreet 
entities and relatively liberal emotional arenas, 
with distinct theatrical qualities. These features 
encourage participants to “shed” their everyday 
work identities even in the workplace, forge new 
relationships and reflexively engage in different 
kinds of “interaction ritual.” 
 
Their relevance to some academic staff was, 
however, perceived as unclear in terms of aiding 
personal career progression. 
Other reservations were expressed concerning 
the pitching of the learning materials and the 
portrayal of leadership and role models. 
  

LDPs act as an important interface between the 
inner emotional life and the performance goals of 
the institution. Data confirmed their potential to 
mitigate staff isolation, propel personal and group 
competences, and generate positive “emotional 
energy.” 
 
 From a political perspective, however, the 
emphasis on soft skills can be viewed as part of 
the neoliberal push for change, flexibility and 
‘responsibiilsing of self’ (Peters, 2001) within a 
workplace characterised by ‘unbridled 
modernisation (Boltanski and Chiapello, 2005). 
This may explain the reluctance of some 
academics to engage in LDPs.   

•  Critical discussion of findings and their 
implications with various stakeholders within 
the university including HR Learning and 
development and Learning support teams. 

•  Formal presentation of findings to HR 
management in spring 2016, prior to annual 
review of HR programmes. 

•  Written framework of guiding principles for 
policy in the areas of personal and 
interpersonal development, linked with 
institutional drivers, such as the university 
2020 strategy. 

•  Designing and piloting of interactive learning 
workshop for staff on co-creating an inclusive 
learning environment will take place in 2016 . 

FINDINGS and DISCUSSION 

The conceptual framework offered by this 
study has the potential to inform policy making 
on staff development initiatives beyond the 
university in other areas of staff development 
and educational policy. 
 
Study findings also raise questions concerning 
the unquestioned push towards modernisation 
and digitalisation of HE, and its affective 
impact on staff and students.   

STUDY LIMITATIONS 

The interpretive nature of this research limits 
its impact in terms of definitive strategic and 
policy changes within and beyond UoW. 
However the qualitative findings can be  
a useful adjunct to staff evaluation and other 
forms of feedback and raise questions 
around the purpose and outcome of soft 
skills and face to face learning.  
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