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ABSTRACT

The paper presents our research around the BBC’s induction programme Upfront. Upfront was set up in September 2002, in answer to staff complaints that there was no proper induction into organisational culture. It’s a four-day residential programme for new staff, with an alumni Intranet site set up as part of the programme, enabling people to stay in touch after the end of the residential. One of the stated aims of the programme was to help new joiners establish collaborative cross-functional networks. We focused our research into how and why these networks were established, what was the role of technology in maintaining them and how they helped organisational learning.

We e-mailed an online questionnaire to everybody who had attended Upfront at intervals of one month, six months and one year prior to sending the questionnaire. We also included a control group of existing staff, who attended a special Upfront three months prior to the questionnaire, in order to establish whether their networks were any different than those of new joiners. 

The results of the questionnaire were collected and collated one month after e-mailing the online form. The results were imported into Excel, graphed and then interpreted. 

The response rate was extreme, ranging from an enormous 96% for those who attended the month before to 8% for existing staff. 

We found out that, on average, two thirds of people attending Upfront kept in touch after the event. The percentage was high even in the existing staff group. 

Not surprisingly most of those surveyed who did not keep in touch did not value the relationships and networks created by Upfront highly. Of those who did keep in touch the importance of Upfront for creating networks seemed average – hovering around 2, 3 and 4 (on the 1 to 5 scale). 

The alumni site was intended on being the main point of contact for Upfront delegates. But the most popular way of contacting each other turned out to be e-mail. The use of e-mail at the BBC for both work and social contacts is exceptionally high, and – coupled with geographical distances - it is not really surprising that alumni members prefer this form of communication. 

Those who did not keep in touch were asked why – “No need to” was the highest response, followed by “Too busy”.  Other explanations included not feeling part of the Upfront community, or geographical distances (though the latter one is difficult to explain, considering the nature of preferred contact – by e-mail). 

Of those who kept in touch most had been in touch in the last week (from when the questionnaire was filled out), including those who attended one year ago. 

Contacting each other for social reasons was the highest response in all groups. Work and support were about equal. Where more detailed responses were given, however, it became obvious that there was a big overlap between work and social, with social gatherings used to exchange workplace information and contacts. 

In interpreting our results, we were guided by the social learning theory, particularly the work of Etienne Wenger. We wanted to establish whether Upfront alumni formed their own communities of practice, and what was their impact on the existing communities of practice formed at work.    

By introducing both the residential and the post-course support mechanisms in its Upfront programme, BBC Training and Development has followed Wenger’s advice about induction programmes: “With respect to newcomers, it may be better to intersperse moments of information sharing and reflection with moments of peripheral engagement in practice than to “front-load” all the classroom training and call that “learning”. The former approach grounds classroom learning in practice as well as involves the community in integrating the growing understanding of newcomers into its practice.” (Wenger, 1998)

In this way, new staff are acting as “brokers across the boundaries” to again use Wenger’s terminology. Their multi-membership of both their communities of practice in the immediate working environment and the community of newcomers (as well as any other communities they may be members of) puts them in a good position to renegotiate the history and practice of working life in the BBC and thus help organisational learning.

What is the role of technology in this process? Dan Huttenlocher, quoted in The Social Life of Information (Brown & Duguid, 2000), argues that while digital technologies are adept at maintaining communities already formed, they are less good at creating them from scratch.  By bringing people together for a residential training programme, Upfront has created a community of newcomers and then given them the tools to maintain contact but not proscribing the nature, purpose or frequency of that contact.

Goodyear (2002) states that “we cannot create or design communities – the best we can do is help set up some organisational forms or structures that are likely to be conducive to the formation and well-being of convivial learning relationships. Learning communities may then emerge.” Upfront provides the organisational structure on which new staff create their communities and networks. Although Upfront delegates cannot determine who attends their event, they can determine who they form and continue relationships with. We found out that these relationships were continued utilising information and communication based technology until the new staff member became fully integrated into the BBC and its practices. 

Gundry, quoted in Saunders (1998) defines a learning organisation as “one which can adapt and re-invent its structures, processes and behaviours to accommodate (at worst), anticipate or influence (at best) external factors which will determine its survival.” By maintaining geographically-distributed and cross-functional networks, we concluded that Upfront delegates were helping create new organisational learning, as well as helping the BBC become a learning organisation.

