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This article discusses an investigation into the value of critically reflective work behaviour to a textile-
printing factory and a forensic psychiatric clinic. A survey was carried out to measure the critically 
reflective work behaviour of employees, perceived appreciation of employees by their managers and 
colleagues, and their feelings of success in their jobs. Interviews with managers and employees were 
carried out to get insight into their perspectives on the value of critically reflective work behaviour.  
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Critical reflection can play an important role in organisational learning. By asking critical questions and confronting 
the basic assumptions underpinning prevailing organisational norms, values, myths, hierarchies, and expectations, 
workers help prevent stagnation and dysfunctional habits (Argyris and Schön, 1996). The workplace is however not 
the easiest context for critical reflection. Critical reflection is often considered soft and irrelevant to the results-
oriented and bottom-line world of business, and one might also question how critical critical reflection in the 
workplace can be, because the primary purpose of organisation is productivity (Marsick, 1988). Communities of 
practice tend to be conservative and reproduce counterproductive patterns, injustices and prejudices. (Wenger, 
1998). Communities of practice are also the place for espoused theories, general norms about what works that 
everybody agrees on (Schön, 1983). Even if espoused theories do not work, people will be afraid to criticise them, 
for fear of appearing incompetent, or being expelled from their professional group (Schön, 1983). People who dare 
to criticise espoused theories are perceived as saying ‘the emperor is wearing no clothes’ or as ‘troublemakers’, as 
the participants in a company for telecommunication expressed it (Brooks, 1999). Although this was not regarded as 
bad, it was also often brushed aside, leaving the critically reflective worker alone. The ambiguous attitude towards 
critical reflection also came to the fore in a research into characteristics of good employees (Van Woerkom, 2003). 
When managers are asked for characteristics of a good employee, many of them stress aspects having to do with 
critical reflection (Van Woerkom, 2003). They mention the importance of thinking critically about the whys and 
wherefores, asking questions like “Why are things organised like this? Can the work be done more efficiently? Why 
do I work like this?” This implies an employee who can distance himself from his work, and reflect on it and on the 
changes that are taking place, instead of one who does what he is expected to do, and follows changes uncritically. 
However, some managers only value critical thinking that is ‘positive’, only want employees to reflect critically on 
themselves, instead of on the organisation, or restrict the importance of critical reflection on the organisation only to 
higher levels of management. This paper discusses the value of critically reflective work behaviour to organisations. 
The paper begins with a review of some key issues and themes in the literature on reflection and critical reflection 
and the operationalisation of critically reflective work behaviour. We then turn to the qualitative and quantitative 
data that were gathered in a textile-printing factory and a forensic psychiatric clinic. We conclude with discussions 
of the main findings.  
 
Theoretical Framework 

 
Mezirow (1990) makes a distinction between three levels of reflection, namely reflection, critical reflection and 
critical self-reflection. Reflection is aimed at the assessment of assumptions implicit in beliefs about how to solve 
problems. Critical reflection is devoted to problem posing and addresses the question of the justification for the very 
premises on which problems are posed or defined in the first place. Critical self-reflection is devoted to the 
emancipation of the individual, in order to make free choices. It means reassessing the way we have posed problems, 
our own meaning perspectives, and reassessing our own orientation to perceiving, knowing, believing, feeling, and 
acting. In the literature on reflection and critical reflection in the context of the workplace, we recognise these three 
levels of reflection. Reflection in the workplace can be an individual activity, aimed at solving the problems one 
encounters in one’s job. Reflection is important to examine one’s experience, in order to assess its effectiveness and 
to improve performance.  
 A very influential theory about reflection in the workplace in the instrumental problem-solving domain is the 
theory of Schön (1983) about reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action. Reflection in the workplace can also take  
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place in social interaction, aimed at making tacit knowledge explicit (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995). When people 
attempt to conceptualise an image, expressing its essence in language, these expressions, are often inadequate, 
inconsistent, and insufficient. A process of collective reflection and interaction between individuals, results in a 
creative process leading to the new explicit knowledge. Reflection as a social interaction can also be aimed at  
problem-solving, as in continuous improvement or quality circles. We recognise critical reflection on the values of 
the organisation in various appearances. Sometimes, this is approached in a conflict model by one individual 
challenging groupthink (for example Brooks, 1999). Sometimes, it is approached in a more institutionalised conflict 
model - that of trade unions and workplace democracy (Brookfield, 1987). And sometimes, this is approached in a 
harmonious, but very Utopian model as in ‘Model II behaviour’ (Argyris & Schön, 1996). The ‘governing’ variables 
of Model II are to produce valid information, to make free and informed choices, to develop internal commitment to 
those choices and constant monitoring of their implementation, and the bilateral protection of others. The pity is, 
however, that this harmonious model does not exist in practice, as appears from the statement that “we are unlikely 
to find the new learning system by looking at the world as it presently exists” (Argyris & Schön, 1996, p. 111). 
Critical self-reflection in the workplace is aimed at the emancipation of the individual in relation to the organisation. 
Critical self-reflection refers to learning to participate critically in the communities and social practices of which a 
person is a member, and creating an identity in relation to this specific social practice. The instrumental approach to 
learning by reflection cannot be separated from critical self-reflection, because job-related knowledge and skills 
cannot be separated from the rest of the worker’s life (Marsick, 1988). Through critical self-reflection, people can 
better see the way in which task-related learning is often embedded in norms that also impact on their personal 
identity. The three levels of reflection in the workplace cannot be seen as separate dichotomies, they are interrelated, 
and all touch upon each other. Individual reflection may lead to collective reflection; instrumental reflection may 
lead to critical reflection, and critical reflection on organisational values may lead to critical reflection on the self. 
One dimension thus cannot be seen as more important than another. Since the concept of critical reflection has been 
developed within the context of theory or practice, rather than research, it has not been developed operationally, and 
no instrument exists to identify individuals capable of critical reflection (Brooks, 1999). Many definitions of 
reflection seem to characterise a process, instead of visible behaviour, and many definitions are focused rather on 
learning or thinking than on working in an organisation. We therefore decided to make an analysis of interviews that 
were carried out with 32 employees in seven organisations in both services and industries to look for identifiable, 
concrete, and practical examples of the three levels of reflection identified in the previous section. This analysis 
resulted in seven dimensions of critically reflective work behaviour. These dimensions are reflection, critical 
opinion-sharing, asking for feedback, challenging group-think, learning from mistakes, experimentation and career 
awareness.   

 
Table 1. Seven Dimensions of Critically Reflective Work Behaviour, Ordered by Level of Reflection. 

 
 Individual activity 
Reflection - Learning from mistakes 

- Experimentation 
- Reflection 

Critical reflection - Critical opinion-sharing 
- Asking for feedback 
- Challenging group-think 

Critical self-reflection - Reflection 
- Career awareness 

 
In Table 1 we see the seven dimensions of critically reflective work behaviour that we have found ordered by level 
of reflection. The reflection dimension is a combination of an instrumental function in problem-solving and a 
function in critical self-reflection with regard to one’s own identity in relation to the job. The career awareness 
dimension refers to critical self-reflection on the position of the individual in his current job. We can now define 
critically reflective work behaviour as a set of connected activities carried out individually or in interaction with 
others, aimed at optimising individual or collective practices, or critically analysing and trying to change 
organisational or individual values. In order to measure the construct critically reflective work behaviour, each of 
the dimensions was measured by a scale of five to ten items.  The scales were validated in a self-report instrument 
tested on 742 respondents working in various sectors (Van Woerkom, 2003).  
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Methodology 
 

We opted to study the value of critically reflective work behaviour by combining quantitative and qualitative 
approaches in case studies of a textile-printing factory and a forensic psychiatric clinic. The case-study approach 
enabled us to investigate the perspectives and opinions of management and employees on the value of critically 
reflective work behaviour to the organisation. Any finding or conclusion in a case study is likely to be much more 
convincing and accurate if it is based on several different sources of information (Yin, 1994). First, a survey was 
carried out amongst all the employees of the organisations, using the instrument we developed to measure critically 
reflective work behaviour. Each of seven dimensions was measured using items we developed ourselves and 
consisted 5 to 10 items. All items could be scored from 1 to 6 (1=totally disagree, 6=totally agree). Besides the 
dimensions of critically reflective work behaviour, in the survey we also asked for the perception of the employee of 
the appreciation of his work by his manager and colleagues, and his own impression of success at work. In the 
textile-printing factory, 483 valid questionnaires were returned, leading to a response of 77%.  In the forensic 
psychiatric clinic, 104 valid questionnaires were returned, leading to a response of 56%. Second, more qualitative 
information was gathered by carrying out semi-structured interviews with managers and employees. Literal 
transcriptions were made of all the interviews.  

In the selection of interview respondents, we tried to maximise the variance in the dependent variable, critically 
reflective work behaviour. The HRD managers in the textile-printing factory and the line managers in the forensic 
psychiatric clinic were asked to make a selection of five employees whom they expected to score high and five 
whom they expected to score low on critically reflective work behaviour. The selected employees were asked to 
participate in an interview, and their permission was requested to include them in the survey research on a 
nonanonymous basis. If an employee refused, another employee was selected by the procedure described above. In 
order to get an opinion from the management perspective, in the textile-printing factory, the managing director and 
three HRD managers were interviewed, while in the forensic psychiatric clinic, the managing director, three line 
managers, and a staff employee concerned with the organisational climate were interviewed.  

In the semi-structured interviews with the respondents, we asked their opinions on the organisational climate 
and aspects thereof, and on the value of critically reflective work behaviour and its subdimensions to the 
organisation. The interviews were semi-structured, allowing for the perceptions, attributions, and hypotheses of 
interviewees. Respondents were encouraged to clarify their statements with examples.  

In order to answer the research questions, we made three kinds of analysis. First, based on the interviews with 
all the respondents, we made a general sketch of the organisational setting in order to gain a better understanding of 
the context of critically reflective work behaviour. Second, the more direct answers by the interviewees concerning 
the value of critically reflective work behaviour were described. Third, based on the survey data, Pearson 
correlations were computed between the self-ratings on critically reflective work behaviour, the perception of the 
employee of the appreciation of his work by his manager and colleagues, and his own impression of successfulness 
in his work.  

 
Findings: A Textile Printing Factory  

 
The textile-printing factory is an industrial production organisation, concerned with exotic printing on cotton. Each 
year, 16 million yards of fabric are produced by 680 employees, 300 of whom are production workers. The 
production process is rather complicated (batik), since this makes the product so unique and vivid and so popular 
among African consumers. The factory has been in existence since 1846, and still has in part the character of a 
Taylorist production organisation. In recent years, much energy has been invested in the delegation of 
responsibilities to the shop floor - partly in order to increase commitment and thus to reduce the costs of 
misproduction, and partly to become a more attractive employer, because a relatively large number of its employees 
are over 50 years old. In general, workers in the textile-printing factory have lifetime contracts of employment and 
feel very committed to the product and the organisation. Many workers are sceptical about change. During the past 
few years, there has been a change from a labour-intensive process to a capital-intensive one, which has led to the 
disappearance of jobs. Further, because of the increasing importance of product quality, the attitude towards the 
workers has become more businesslike. Workers are tackled about their achievements, and this has resulted in a 
great amount of tension and uncertainty on the shop floor. The ‘us and them’ culture has become evident, and many 
workers have developed a defensive attitude, according to the HRD manager. Some workers are dissatisfied about 
communication from management to the shop floor. They have the feeling that many decisions are taken behind the 
backs of the workers. According to the HRD manager, workers do not sufficiently take the initiative in preparing for 
the future. Since the year 2000, much attention has been paid to upgrading team meetings, in order to increase the 
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participation of the workers. Although this policy is officially propagated, it often fails because of the bosses, who 
are often still old-fashioned, and do not really know how to deal with it. Many workers still have the feeling they are 
not being listened to.  
The Value of Critically Reflective Work Behaviour According to Interviewees 
 The importance of critically reflective work behaviour is unanimously acknowledged by management. 
According to the HRD manager, a change in work behaviour is crucial for the future: “New procedures, new 
systems, new machines, it’s all very well, but it all has to be carried out, thought up, developed and implemented by 
the employees we have here. What I see as good work behaviour is being very much aware of what needs to be done, 
knowing what is required of you, and being able to step back from what you’re doing.” Although he acknowledged 
the impact of the organisational climate on this behaviour, in his opinion, individuals can also change the 
organisation by their behaviour. The managing director and an HRD manager put the importance of ‘challenging 
groupthink’ into perspective. Workers who always say, ‘yes, but...’ are not perceived as very cooperative, and 
impede the process of change: “Because some people are the only ones to speak their mind, it looks as though 
they’re also speaking for the rest of the group, whereas that’s often not the case. Then the rest thinks, let him get on 
with it, I’ve got my own opinion.” The HRD manager valued discussions based on arguments, instead of rousing 
popular feelings. She emphasised the importance of critical self-reflection: “A lot of people point their finger at 
others, especially when things go wrong. It’s up to other people to change, I don’t need to.” Asking for feedback is 
important, but should not be at the expense of independence, was the view of this HRD manager. According to 
many respondents, experimentation cannot be seen as something entirely positive, because it is in conflict with 
continuity in the quality of products, which is determined by sticking to the procedures. One line manager saw 
experimentation as a right that can be earned by performing one’s duties first. If workers prove that they understand 
the procedures and stick to them, they earn the scope for experimentation. Often experimentation takes place too 
individually, with too little control. The line manager especially valued critical opinion-sharing: “Many people keep 
strictly to the rules, make perfect products, but as soon as we start talking about making improvements, they won’t 
commit themselves. For me, that’s not enough - a good employee is someone who is at least open to change and, 
preferably, starts to use his own initiative.” According to him, many workers do not have their own objectives when 
they come to a meeting, and merely listen to the manager. They do not have an agenda for their own development or 
have the feeling that the organisation is also part of themselves. They feel that the organisation only makes demands 
of them, but have no clear view about what they want from the organisation. This sometimes gives them the feeling 
that they are being treated like slaves. The managing director emphasised that shy people will have problems with 
critical opinion-sharing and that this has to be accepted. Everybody has his strong and his weak sides, so these 
people probably have other qualities.  

The three high-rated respondents also acknowledged the importance of critically reflective work behaviour. One 
operator felt that, thanks to this behaviour, she was able to get a promotion. She indicated that she often tackled 
colleagues about their behaviour, but in spite of this, she got along well with everybody. Another high-rated 
respondent stated: “There are several people among us who just keep quiet when something is wrong. And they say, 
‘Well, I’m not going to say anything’. Then I think, ‘yeah, but things will never improve that way. After all, if you’re 
trying to get improvements, you’ll have to speak your mind when others are around.’” It is striking that all five of 
the low-rated respondents do not feel that critically reflective work behaviour is important. Three of them stated that 
only production is valued in the organisation. An administrative worker: “I see it actually more as character, you 
see. And I don’t think that management knows what sort of character everyone has. You’re here to work and you 
just have to do it as well as you can. If you do it on your own, that’s fine; if you need other people’s opinions, then 
you ask for them. The work simply has to be done as well and efficiently as possible.” One of them stated that it 
makes no sense to share one’s views, because one does not have a say anyway.  
The Relation Between Critically Reflective Work Behaviour and the Perceived Appreciation of Employees by 
Managers and Colleagues and the Feeling of Successfulness 
 Table 1 presents the correlations in the survey data between the self-reported score on critically reflective work 
behaviour and the score on the items “Do you feel appreciated by your manager?”, “Do you feel appreciated by your 
colleagues?” and “Do you feel successful in your job?” It appears that most of the (Pearson) correlations are not 
very high, but most of them are significant. Only four of the correlations are not significant, namely the correlation 
between experimentation and appreciation by both manager and colleagues, the correlation between reflection and 
appreciation by colleagues, and the correlation between career awareness and appreciation by colleagues. These 
results converge with the results from the interviews and indicate that managers and workers in general appreciate 
critically reflective work behaviour, but are less positive about experimentation, because of continuity in the quality 
of products. The nonsignificant correlation between reflection and appreciation by colleagues can be explained by 
the individual character of reflection. The nonsignificant correlation between career awareness and appreciation by 
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colleagues is not surprising, because this activity is more in the interest of the individual and of the employer than in 
that of colleagues.  

 
Table 2. Pearson Correlations Between Critically Reflective Work Behaviour and Perceived Appreciation by the 
Manager and Colleagues and the Feeling of Successfulness in the Job. 

 
 
 
 

Do you feel 
appreciated by 
your manager? 

Do you feel 
appreciated by 
your colleagues? 

Do you feel 
successful in 
your job? 

Reflection  .126**  .085  .236** 
Critical opinion-sharing  .174**  .142**  .265** 
Asking for feedback  .251**  .203**  .281** 
Challenging groupthink  .261**  .217**  .188** 
Learning from mistakes  .168**  .138**  .142** 
Experimentation  .063  .025  .092* 
Career awareness  .111*  .002  .266** 
Critically reflective work behaviour (total)  .226**  .145**  .318** 
* Significant at a 0.05 level 
**  Significant at a 0.01 level 
 

Findings: A Forensic Psychiatric Clinic 
 

The forensic psychiatric clinic is a closed clinic for mentally disturbed patients on the border between judiciary and 
health care. In the clinic, treatment, intensive care, and security are interlinked. This policy is intended to diminish 
psychiatric problems, prevent delinquent behaviour, and reduce the danger to society. The clinic has over 185 
employees and about 60 patients. Most of the employees are directly involved in the treatment, such as psychiatrists, 
psychologists, psychotherapists, social therapists, and social workers. The clinic has to adjust to ever changing 
legislation and care insurance procedures, and it is becoming more and more a subject of public and political debate 
with regard to the punishment versus treatment of delinquents, and the reactions to incidents. Personnel cannot walk 
freely through the building, but have to stay in their own unit for security reasons and for the privacy of patients. 
This has caused many workers to focus on their own small working environment and their immediate colleagues. 
Danger and security are dominant in the culture which made the rules, power and suspicion prevail. There used to be 
a climate in which workers were made to leave their job whenever they made a mistake, because of the serious 
consequences this could have for the safety of others. It is hard to break out of this culture. It is hard to strike a 
balance between a clear hierarchical structure and employee participation. There is a therapeutic climate, where 
everybody has a say in the many meetings, but it is unclear who is responsible for what. Many workers are 
dissatisfied with the communication from the top to the floor, and do not feel they are being taken seriously in their 
professionalism and their participation in decision-making.  
The Value of Critically Reflective Work Behaviour According to Interviewees 
 In general, critically reflective work behaviour is valued as very important in interaction with patients. Since 
patients are expected to learn to reflect on their own behaviour, it is very important that the workers do so as well. A 
cluster manager: “Whether you’re a cleaner or a psychiatrist, you serve as an example. You have to behave 
accordingly and make sure it’s visible too.” It is also very important that workers can reflect on their interaction 
with the patients, because their own emotions can interfere with the treatment. Critical opinion-sharing is important, 
although sometimes annoying, according to the managing director: “To those people who think critically, I say: 
‘We’ll have to discuss matters, since that always produces a better solution than when you just obediently nod your 
head because your boss is nodding in agreement too. But it must be rooted in some consensus, otherwise it’ll be 
utter chaos here.” However, it is also acknowledged that followers too are needed in a team. With regard to the 
treatment, the social therapists have to carry out their tasks according to the procedures, and cannot always ask 
questions. The managing director: “For the routine work, you need people who say, ‘Tell me what to do, that’s when 
I feel happiest’.” Three managers also felt that critical opinion-sharing often arose more from conservative than 
progressive arguments and more from negative than positive impulses. A cluster manager said that a large group of 
employees only spoke up when it was a matter of sticking to the rules and maintaining things as they were, but 
became silent as soon as development was at issue. Asking for feedback is important, but, on the other hand, it is 
also vital that workers can react quickly and effectively in the event of serious incidents, and dare to take 
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independent action. Experimenting is important as long as it happens in contact with others. The organisation has to 
deal with many procedures. However, some workers interpret these rules too rigidly. A cluster manager mentioned, 
as an example, a social therapist who threw away some crisps that the parents of a patient had brought along for the 
whole unit, because visitors are not allowed to bring in things to eat. A cluster manager: “I feel there are too many 
people in this organisation who say, ‘We’ve always done it like this and it’s going to stay that way’. They are the 
people who think in black-and-white terms in a crisis; they handle that well. There are two ways of thinking that 
govern the actions of this sort of organisation: on the one hand, they want to control things and make sure that 
everything remains calm, and that there are no accidents. For this they need the sort of people who believe that 
orders are orders. On the other hand, they’ll say, ‘No, we are the psychiatric unit, we are the Mental Health Care 
Service, and we have to evolve’.” Another cluster manager also underlined the ambiguous attitude towards critically 
reflective work behaviour: “It’s very negative when people won’t lift a finger, or have the attitude of, ‘Let’s just wait 
and see’. And yet within their teams, they’re often very valuable, because they just get on with their work while 
others stand chatting, and forget that there are patients who need to be cared for.” He emphasised that both 
qualities were needed, and stressed the importance of self-reflection and willingness to change: “The most positive 
people are those who are not just critical about the people around them, but also about themselves, and then look 
for ways to change things themselves.” The cluster manager of the outpatient clinic felt that experimentation was 
hampered too much, because of the central position of security “Of course, we’re working among a group of 
patients where safety and danger are sometimes very much on your mind, you see. Those lousy security bleepers and 
all that - I can see that they’re necessary, but they’ve almost become the symbols of rules, power, order, and so on. 
And I sometimes think, just be a bit relaxed, experiment a bit with it, that wouldn’t be such a bad idea.” 

The five high-rated respondents stressed the importance of critically reflective work behaviour to their 
interaction with patients, which should never become routine, and to the development of the treatment. One of them 
thought management did not care about critically reflective work behaviour, because they were mainly interested in 
running things smoothly without too many incidents or an overly high absentee rate. Another social therapist stated 
that one was only allowed to be critically reflective in one’s own ‘backyard’. The five low-rated respondents also 
stressed the importance of critically reflective work behaviour in their interaction with the patient; however, two of 
them felt they were so experienced that reflection was no longer necessary. One therapist stated that critical opinion-
sharing was just not possible, because of the heavy workload, and the fact that everybody worked on their own. Two 
others stated that critically reflective work behaviour was too much of a good thing - there were too many meetings 
that were not very effective, they perceived participation as ‘bread and circuses’. One respondent said that a lot 
could be learned from the business world, where it’s only the results that count.  

 
Table 3. Pearson Correlations Between Critically Reflective Work Behaviour and Perceived Appreciation by the 
Manager and Colleagues and Feeling of Successfulness in the Job 

 
 Do you feel 

appreciated by 
your manager? 

Do you feel 
appreciated by your 
colleagues? 

Do you feel 
successful in your 
work? 

Reflection  .113  .137  .329 ** 
Critical opinion-sharing  -.157  -.166  .086 
Asking for feedback  .001  .207  .261 ** 
Challenging groupthink  -.061  -.084  .084 
Learning from mistakes  .129  .040  .314 ** 
Experimenting  .157  .039  .301 ** 
Career awareness  -.131  -.103  -.043 
Critically reflective work 
behaviour (total) 

 .021  .017  .278 ** 

**  Significant at a 0.01 level 
 

The Relation Between the Self-reported Score on Critically Reflective Work Behaviour and Perceived Appreciation 
by Managers and Colleagues and the Feeling of Successfulness 
 If we look at the (Pearson) correlations in the survey data between the self-reported score on critically reflective 
work behaviour and the score on the items “Do you feel appreciated by your manager?”, “Do you feel appreciated 
by your colleagues?” and “Do you feel successful in your work?”, it appears that only correlations with the 
employee’s own perceived successfulness are significant (own perceived successfulness and reflection, asking for 
feedback, experimenting, learning from mistakes, and the total construct of critically reflective work behaviour). 
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Correlations with perceived appreciation by the manager or by colleagues are very low. Correlations with the 
aspects of challenging groupthink, critical opinion-sharing and employability awareness are even negative, though 
not significantly so. It appears that these aspects of critically reflective work behaviour are indeed triggered by 
negative events (bad relationships with colleagues and manager). The fact that most correlations are not significantly 
positive indicates that managers and workers, in general, do not really appreciate critically reflective work 
behaviour. The fact that there is a relatively high positive (though nonsignificant) correlation between appreciation 
by colleagues and asking for feedback indicates that colleagues appreciate people who ask for feedback. 

 
Conclusion and Discussion 

 
In both the organisational settings of our case studies, we have seen that the concept of critically reflective work 
behaviour is experienced as valuable for the development of the organisation. In the textile factory, it is perceived as 
valuable for making the shift from a Taylorist to a modern organisation, with participating and self-managing 
workers. This requires employees to reflect on their own current and future position in the organisation, and to 
reflect on their own behaviour, instead of blaming others for mistakes. In the forensic psychiatric clinic, critically 
reflective work behaviour is perceived as valuable for the development of the treatment, in such a way that criminal 
offences in the future are being prevented. This requires employees to break out of the legalistic climate, dominated 
by rules and safety, and to contribute to innovations in the treatment. Further, the psychiatric clinic is atypical, in the 
sense that critically reflective work behaviour is also essential to the primary process - therapeutic interaction with 
patients. However, in both organisations we have also seen that, for many dimensions of critically reflective work 
behaviour, there ought to be a balance, for example, between experimentation and standardisation in the factory, and 
between reflection and action in the clinic. It is acknowledged that there is also a need for ‘followers’ and ‘workers’, 
who focus on their daily work and not so much on development. There should also be a balance between critical 
opinion-sharing, self-reflection, and asking for feedback. Sometimes balance within a person is more important, for 
example, the balance between reflection and action for social therapists. Sometimes, balance within a team is more 
important, as became apparent by the R&D project worker in the textile-printing factory, who stated that he was not 
an experimenter, in order to counterbalance his colleagues. The case study in the psychiatric clinic especially has 
taught us that we should not talk about critically reflective work behaviour in terms of ‘good’ and ‘bad’. This relates 
to Kirton’s (1994) theory about adaptors and innovators. According to Kirton, these are preferred cognitive styles, 
and are unrelated to the level of capacity. Adaptors are important for stability and continuity, innovators for the 
dynamics and development. Thus, the value of critically reflective work behaviour will probably also depend on the 
historical stage of development of the organisation. It is especially in the dynamic stages that critically reflective 
work behaviour will be assessed positively. The latitude for innovative role establishment in the job may also play a 
role in the assessment of critically reflective work behaviour. Jobs vary in the size of the task component and the 
role component, and the latitude they permit for innovative role establishment (Bandura, 1997). In the textile-
printing factory, jobs used to be defined mainly by a task component. With the growing importance of process 
control and product quality, and the development of the organisation in the direction of self-management, latitude in 
the role component has increased. In the psychiatric clinic, jobs consist mainly of a role component. This can be 
illustrated by the remark of a social therapist that every social therapist should have ‘a colour’. Here, however, we 
see the difference in the assessment of critically reflective work behaviour between the social therapists who opt for 
the legal aspect of the job (emphasis on rules) and those who prefer the health care aspect (emphasis on 
development). What we also see is that, although managers think that critical opinion-sharing is important, they feel 
that it sometimes arises from conservative arguments, or is more based on the rousing of popular feelings than on 
arguments. It appears that it is not so much the critically reflective work behaviour itself that can be assessed as 
‘positive’ or ‘negative’, but more the motivation that lies behind it. The correlations in the survey data from the 
forensic psychiatric clinic underline the ambiguous attitude with regard to critically reflective work behaviour. 
Though nonsignificant, the negative correlations in the survey data between challenging groupthink, critical opinion-
sharing and employability awareness and the perceived appreciation by manager and colleagues indicate that these 
aspects of critically reflective work behaviour in the organisation may arise from dissatisfaction. People behave in 
such a way because they do not feel appreciated in the organisation, or they are not appreciated because they behave 
in such a way. Our conclusion with regard to the value of critically reflective work behaviour is that the answer to 
the question of why people show this behaviour is more important than the question of if people show this 
behaviour. What motivates people to behave in a certain way? There may be very valid reasons for not behaving in a 
critically reflective way. However, it is important to make these motivations explicit. Thus, the value of the concept 
of critically reflective work behaviour lies mainly in the phase of consciousness-raising and making the implicit 
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interaction between the motivation for behaviour - linked to the organisational environment - and individual 
behaviour the topic of action research.  

 
How This Research Contributes to New Knowledge in HRD 

 
The concept of critical reflection has made us aware that HRD is often approached from the paradigm of adaptive 
learning. Adaptive learning is necessary for developing routine, expertise, and efficiency. However, when it comes 
to the development or innovation of existing work practices, this focus on adaptive learning, aimed at ‘how to’ 
questions about efficiency and effectiveness, is not sufficient. For effective learning that goes beyond the 
reproduction of existing practices, whether in a formal or informal setting, at an organisational or individual level, 
learning must not only deal with ‘how to’ questions, but also with ‘why’ questions about individual and 
organisational values. Adaptive learning and critical reflection build upon each other. Adaptive learning is necessary 
for critically reflection, because it stimulates a realistic perceived self-efficacy, which on its turn proves to have a 
major effect on critically reflective work behaviour (Van Woerkom, 2003). HRD should therefore not only play a 
role in the adaptive learning of competence in relation to given tasks, goals, and conditions, but also in supporting 
people in critically reflective work behaviour. Critical reflection is not by definition in contradiction with a 
performance paradigm (Holton, 2000). What is essential is how performance is defined and if this definition 
includes also performance on the long-term. What is also crucial in the definition of performance is if individual 
motivations for and perspectives on performance are taken into account, since people cannot be forced to learn. 
Therefore, HRD should build on employee’s insights and energies, providing support, assistance and strategic 
direction (Kuchinke, 1998).  
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