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ABSTRACT

Changes in technology use and globalization are leading to significant changes in the struc-
ture of the labor market, emphasizing the need for labor market participants to learn con-
tinuously and acquire new knowledge and skills in order to adapt to a rapidly changing work
environment. Economists point to the risks posed by technological development, such as the
reduction of low-skilled jobs as a result of digitalization and automation processes. Although
professionals working with people, such as healthcare professionals and teachers, are less
exposed to the risk of automation, they are still increasingly unstable as technology and arti-
ficial intelligence compete with human experts. This means that medical and education staff
will also need more targeted, regular and labor market-oriented professional development
in order to remain competitive and demonstrate demand-driven performance. In line with
changes in the quality standards of professional performance for healthcare professionals
and teachers, changes are also taking place in how the professional development of these
groups is implemented. In addition to formal development activities such as courses and
seminars, the need to accept the impact of informal learning is emphasized, not only ex-
panding the aims and content of professional development activities but also offering new
learning formats.

The aim of the qualitative research conducted by the authors is to study the understanding
of teachers and healthcare professionals about their professional development by
analyzing their answers regarding their professional development. The focus of the study
has been chosen to test the assumption that healthcare professionals and teachers view
their continuing education more in the context of formal training, with less emphasis on
professional development through informal learning. Within the framework of the research,
a survey of random respondents within the said target groups has been conducted and
the answers of the respondents have been analyzed, with attention paid to the aspects
of formal and informal learning. The article presents the results of the content analysis,
highlighting the most important trends of study results and the problematic aspects related
to the improvement of the quality of professional development.

Keywords: attitudinal development, formal learning, functional development, healthcare profes-
sionals, informal learning, professional development, teachers.
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Introduction

Changes in patterns of technology use and globalization are also lead-
ing to significant changes in the structure of the labor market, emphasiz-
ing the need for all labor market participants to learn continuously and
acquire new knowledge and skills in order to adapt to a rapidly chang-
ing work environment. The Organization for European Co-operation and
Development (OECD) points to the need for countries and organizations to
develop sustainable adult education programs, providing employees with
the opportunity to retrain and strengthen their competencies in their pro-
fessional field (OECD, 2019).

Economists point to the risks to employment posed by the rapid devel-
opment of technologies, such as the reduction in the number of low-skilled
jobs due to digitalization and automation processes (World Bank, 2013). It
is predicted that workplace automation will have less of an effect on those
areas where employees need a high level of education, the ability to man-
age themselves and others, and the ability to plan and coordinate complex
processes (Ministry of Economics of the Republic of Latvia, 2020).

On the one hand, this leads to the conclusion that professionals such
as healthcare professionals and teachers, whose work specifics are directly
related to working with people, are less exposed to the risk of automation.
On the other hand, these professions also become more unstable as tech-
nology and artificial intelligence compete with human expertise (Susskind
& Susskind, 2015). This means that medical and education staff will also
need more targeted, regular and labor market-oriented professional devel-
opment in order to remain competitive and demonstrate demand-driven
performance.

In line with changes in the quality standards of professional perfor-
mance of healthcare professionals and teachers, changes are taking place
in the way in which the professional development of these groups is imple-
mented. In addition to formal development activities such as courses, con-
ferences and seminars, the need to accept the impact of informal learning
and incidental learning is emphasized (Marsick & Watkins, 1990, 2020;
Eraut, 2004), thus extending not only the aims and content of professional
development but also offering new learning formats.

The aim of the research conducted by the authors is to study the under-
standing of healthcare professionals and teachers about their professional
development by analyzing their answers about what professional develop-
ment is and in what ways the representatives of these professional groups
supplement their knowledge and skills. This focus of the study has been
chosen to test the assumption that healthcare professionals and teachers
view their continuing education more in the context of formal learning,
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with less emphasis on professional development that takes place through
informal and incidental learning.

Previous findings

Although there is a link between an individual’s professional develop-
ment and professionalism, society’s understanding of what it means to be
a professional in one’s field has changed over time. Professionalism is related
to the job responsibilities and functions that a representative of a particu-
lar field has to perform according to his or her job description, with cer-
tain skills and knowledge necessary for the successful performance of one’s
duties (Evans, 2008, 2015). Professionalism determines what performance
and expertise are expected of the professionals, while defining their future
learning needs to demonstrate such performance. In a case of teachers and
healthcare workers, professionalism is the way what they think about their
profession and how they behave and implement their professional knowledge
and skills related to the profession (Wardoyo, Herdiani & Sulikah, 2017).

Professionality is not a constant description of the ideal performance
expected of every employee in the field. It is more of a socially constructed
and contextual variable; it relates to the requirements imposed on employ-
ees to perform certain duties (Troman, 1996). This means that as society
changes, the criteria by which the practical performance of professionals
is assessed also change, and new improvement and learning outcomes are
defined (Kumar & Ganguly, 2021) to meet the collective demands of organ-
ization and society.

In the case of teachers’ professional development can be defined as
different activities that enables improvement in teachers’ knowledge
and teaching practices with the goal to better student learning (Darling-
Hammond et al., 2017). Another view of professional development is
defined as the growth of the employee beyond the formal education qualifi-
cation and standardized learning experience (Stevenson, 2010). This means
that professional development is linked to the choices and purposes which
employees make for their further learning after obtaining professional qual-
ifications and starting their careers.

The goal of professional development is to improve the employee’s per-
formance in working with clients, to implement the necessary changes in
employees’ attitudes and beliefs, as well as to improve client achievements
(Guskey, 2002). In the context of the professional development of teach-
ers and healthcare professionals, this means acting as effectively as possi-
ble to meet the needs of their clients — students and patients. Professional
development goals and learning needs also differs according to the previ-
ous work experience of professionals and stages of their professional life
(Louws et al., 2017).
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Within the framework of the professional development of employ-
ees, it is important to emphasize both functional improvement, which is
related to employees’ practical work with clients, and attitudinal develop-
ment, which changes employees’ motivation and view of responsibilities
and their role in meeting clients’ needs. The professional development of
attitudes includes the intellectual and motivational growth of employees,
while functional development focuses more on procedural improvement
(Evans, 2008). It means that professional development is a “combination
of intellectual, attitudinal and functional development which provides
teachers with knowledge, skills and professional understanding supporting
teaching for the benefit of student achievement, school professionalization
and accompanying the implementation of educational reforms” (Zeggelaar,
Vermeulen & Jochems, 2017).

In order to improve professional performance, there are various aspects
to the development of employees: knowledge of content, which allows
them to improve the performance of their duties at work; knowledge of the
process, which helps them to understand how specific tasks are performed,;
day-to-day knowledge, which helps them to orientate themselves in the
environment where responsibilities are performed; attitudes, values and
beliefs; unconscious knowledge, which allows them to perform duties with-
out additional thinking; and professional skills, which provide opportuni-
ties for them to perform the assigned duties more effectively (Jarvis, 2004).

Professional development is a way for employees to learn new methods
and techniques and help them to prepare for the changes that take place in
a society where the work environment and conditions change and new cus-
tomer needs are defined (Jones & Dexter, 2014). As a part of professional
development, employees’ skills are improved, a new understanding of pro-
fessional goals and results is achieved, problem-solving skills are improved,
the ability to work with colleagues is improved, and other changes in
employees’ practice take place (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012). Professional
development is the process by which an individual acquires new or
improves existing skills, knowledge and attitudes in order to improve their
professional practice (Mitchell, 2013).

In the context of professional development, there are several ways in
which it can happen in accordance with changes taking place in society,
organizational development goals and personal development goals for
employees. Thus, for example, professional development can take place
within the framework of formal education, where the development of new
knowledge and skills takes place in accordance with previously defined rules
and learning outcomes to be achieved; within non-formal education, where
specific groups of people acquire specific knowledge and skills outside
the framework of formal education; or within informal education, where
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learning is not purposefully organized and managed and the acquisition of
new knowledge and skills takes place unconsciously (Melnic & Botez, 2014).

Formal professional development usually takes place in in-service train-
ing courses, seminars, lectures, workshops, etc. in formats that are struc-
tured, externally driven and provide pre-defined learning outcomes. Formal
professional development is focused on single events, such as lectures and
workshops led by external experts in the concrete field to promote mastery
of certain professional skills and competences (Bergmark, 2020). However,
the impact of such learning experiences on employee achievement is ques-
tionable, as employees rarely use methods that have been learned in formal
learning without purposeful reflection on the content learned and how it is
linked to their performance in daily practice (Wideen et al., 1998).

The knowledge and skills acquired during formal learning are rapidly
becoming obsolete and no longer meet the professional standard, which
is why new ways to update them continuously need to be explored (van
Veelen et al., 2017). In addition, part of the professional learning in organ-
izations takes place accidentally and unconsciously (Eraut, 1994), rather
than in a formalized learning process.

Informal learning is the acquisition of new knowledge and skills outside
a structured, institutionally organized learning environments and contexts
(Cerasoli et al., 2018). It takes place in a voluntary collaborative process,
where employees of the organization share experiences and engage in
negotiations without clearly defined learning goals (Marsick et al., 2008).
Some authors describe informal learning as indirect and unplanned learn-
ing that does not highlight the person who teaches others (Eraut, 2004)
because learning takes place in the process of social interaction. The aim
of informal learning is not to acquire specific, pre-defined content but to
implement the exchange of experiences and ideas between employees and
to improve their instructional skills and knowledge (Louws et al., 2017;
Jeong et al., 2018).

Informal learning takes place both within individual activities, such as
reading and analyzing professional literature, establishing social contacts
with other professionals in one’s own or another field and observing the
performance of other professionals, and within collective activities such
as mentoring or involvement in professional networks (Desimone, 2009).
Informal learning provides greater flexibility and freedom for participants
as opposed to a formal learning process, emphasizes the need and offers the
opportunity to learn from other professionals, and takes place in various
forms and allows the employee to update and use the professional expe-
rience accumulated within the organization (Sjoberg & Holmgren, 2021).

However, informal learning, which takes place inside or outside of an
organization, can be planned and formalized to ensure better learning
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outcomes, for example by pre-determining which professional development
activities employees need to engage in. This means that the structure of
professional development can be formalized, but the learning process itself
remains informal. Thus, different types of professional development in the
workplace can be distinguished: casual informal learning, planned informal
learning, and formal learning (Billet, 2004, 2011). Another type of pro-
fessional development - incidental learning - is introduced by Marsick &
Watkins (1990, 2020). Unlike informal learning, incidental learning always
takes place unplanned and is often a side effect of other activities in the
workplace.

In sum, formal learning takes place through purposefully organized
courses and seminars, where employees are taught specific, pre-defined
skills and knowledge. In turn, informal learning takes place as part of the
daily work process, which provides indirect knowledge without a specific,
obvious purpose of application. Therefore, the professional development
of employees through informal learning is not enough, because it provides
indirect, difficult-to-assess knowledge. In addition, there is no guarantee
that all the necessary competencies are already available within the organ-
ization. Therefore, there is also a need for formal learning and pre-planned
learning activities that create the conditions for a meaningful informal
learning process and allow unconsciously acquired knowledge to be trans-
formed into everyday practice (Slotte et al., 2004).

Method and design

The data for the research were obtained following the dissemination
of the questionnaire which was prepared electronically using the Google
Sheets form and distributed from December 1, 2020 using the method of
Snowball Sampling. Snowball Sampling is a data collection method provid-
ing an opportunity to pass the questionnaire to potential respondents who
then distribute it to other respondents (Oliver, 2011) to expand the circle
of respondents in situations when the researchers do not have access to
the selected target group (Given, L. M., 2012). In total, 126 responses had
been received by December 16, and after a few days when no additional
responses were received, the survey was closed on December 20. The par-
ticipants gave their consent for their responses to be used anonymously
and any references to them would not allow them to be individually iden-
tified. After 6 duplicates were deleted, a total of 120 surveys were selected
for analysis (60 teachers, 60 healthcare professionals).

The emphasis of the survey was two open-ended questions about what
the representatives of the selected professional groups understand by
the concept of “professional development” and how they improve their
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knowledge and skills for the successful performance of their duties. Within
the framework of the research, the respondents were not offered closed-
ended questions with previously prepared answer variants in order to
reduce the risk of socially desirable answers that may arise when survey
participants choose from answers offered by the researchers. The survey
also included seven questions relating to the participants’ demographics
(age, gender, geographic region, etc.) as well as their professional affilia-
tion, amount of work experience, and so on.

The content of the answers obtained within the framework of the survey
has been analyzed and classified into the relevant research categories. In
the category “professional development goals” attention is paid to whether
the respondents’ answers show indications of the development of knowl-
edge, skills or views within the framework of professional development.
In turn, in the category “forms of professional development” it is analyzed
whether the answers of the respondents indicate professional develop-
ment by way of formal or informal learning. The opinions of respondents
were analyzed using the principles of qualitative content analysis. It is
a method that involves the systematic and objective selection of qualita-
tive data according to defined research categories with a goal to reduce
the amount of qualitative data obtained within research, so that it can be
described and interpreted (Schreier, 2013). For purposes abovementioned
QSR International’s NVivo 12 software was used (QSR International Pty
Ltd., 2020).

Results

After deleting duplicates from the survey responses, there appeared to
be 60 respondents from healthcare and 60 from the field of education. Of
the 120 respondents, 88% were female and 12% were male (across both
in medicine and education) — according to the state census bureau, this
reflects the tendency of the Latvian population to work in said professions.

Table 1. Professional experience (years)

Group Min |Max |Average |Standard deviation
Teachers <1| 43 17.60 12.96
Healthcare professionals 1 38 15.82 10.63
All respondents <1| 43 16.71 11.83

The data obtained in the study show that there are no significant dif-
ferences in how the surveyed teachers and healthcare professionals reflect
on their professional development and which professional development
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activities they participate in to improve their performance. For example,
references to formal professional development activities — participation in
conferences, seminars, workshops, masterclasses, etc. — appear 88 times in
the answers of the surveyed healthcare professionals and 78 times in the
case of teachers. In turn, references to informal learning — which takes the
form of involvement in informal conversations with colleagues, independ-
ent acquaintance with the latest scientific literature and research results,
participation in professional cooperation networks, etc. — appear 69 times
in the answers of the surveyed healthcare professionals and 89 times in the
answers of teachers.

When asked what they understand by the concept of “professional
development” one of the healthcare respondents (female, 47) indicated
that it is about participation in international conferences in the field of
his direct activity and national conferences in related fields of activity,
which are necessary to provide new examples to be used in professional
practice. Another healthcare respondent (female, 41), on the other hand,
answered this question by saying that professional development is the
“periodic attendance of courses, seminars and other educational events.”
These answers indicate formal professional development in terms of the
ways in which the further education of teachers and healthcare profession-
als is implemented.

In turn, with regard to informal learning, the respondents’ answers
reflect a wide variety of professional development activities that are used
to achieve learning outcomes. Thus, for example, one teacher respondent
(female, 41) states that she implements her professional development “by
meeting regularly with colleagues to share ideas, looking for opportunities
for mutual cooperation, creating teaching materials for students, as well as
using various sources and experience of other colleagues.” Another health-
care respondent (female, 37) states that in order to implement her pro-
fessional development, she communicates with representatives from other
countries and reads articles in internationally cited journals in order to find
out the results of the latest research and learn from them.

Such results can be explained by the fact that formal learning is still
an important set of professional development activities that is determined
by historical traditions and the existing regulatory framework in Latvia.
According to the requirements, teachers need to participate in 36 hours of
professional development activities within 3 years (Cabinet of Ministers of
the Republic of Latvia, 2018), and healthcare professionals have to obtain
100 to 250 continuing education points (1 continuing education point =
1 academic hour) within 5 years for recertification (Cabinet of Ministers of
the Republic of Latvia, 2012). In turn, the proportion of responses involv-
ing informal learning can be explained by the fact that the audience of
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teachers and healthcare professionals increasingly emphasizes the need to
learn from the professional expertise within the organization, which can
be implemented by observing the performances of other colleagues and
reflecting on what can be learned from their experience. This means that
the awareness of teachers and healthcare professionals of different formats
in which the development of new knowledge, skills and attitudes can be
implemented is broadened.

In the case of teachers’ answers in particular, it is important to take
them into account in the context of the ongoing general education reform
in Latvia, which emphasizes the continuous professional development of
teachers through informal learning as a precondition to implement com-
petency-based learning and make schools effective learning organizations.
This means that elements of informal learning emphasized in the teachers’
answers could confirm the desired rather than the actually used profes-
sional development formats.

The survey included a question on the purpose of professional devel-
opment for teachers and healthcare professionals in order to find out how
often in the answers of these groups there are indications of functional
development — acquisition of new knowledge and skills for successful
performance — and how often there are references to attitudinal develop-
ment, which is related to the aspects of motivation, the acquisition of new
attitudes and values. This question was asked based on the assumption
mentioned in the scientific literature that the effectiveness of professional
development improves if the learning outcomes include aspects of both
functional and attitudinal development.

The data obtained in the study show that there are significant differ-
ences in the frequency with which references to functional and attitudinal
development appear in the responses of teachers and healthcare profession-
als. In the answers of teachers, elements related to functional improvement
are mentioned 48 times, while those related to the improvement of atti-
tudes are only mentioned 2 times; the answers of healthcare professionals
are similar — 53 and 2 times. This leads to the conclusion that the previous
learning experience of the surveyed teachers and healthcare profession-
als is more related to professional development goals, which include the
acquisition of new knowledge and skills. However, insufficient attention
has been paid to the development of new professional attitudes and values
in order to broaden their understanding of various aspects of professional
performance.

One healthcare respondent (female, 47) pointed out that professional
development “is divided into two main parts — the formal one which is
needed to be able to do a particular job, usually by collecting points, or (...)
in a similar way. If you do not collect points, you cannot do the job. The
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second is informal [improvement], the one that improves your knowledge,
skills, so that you can do work better, faster, more qualitatively, more cre-
atively. Unfortunately, they are often unrelated.”

Another healthcare respondent (male, 29) pointed out that the goal of
professional development is “to improve and develop the existing knowl-
edge and skills, as well as to acquire new knowledge and skills that give
added value to me as a specialist in the field.” These answers point to func-
tional professional development, as they emphasize the need to improve
existing knowledge and skills or to acquire new ones in order to effectively
perform the duties set out in the job description.

Elements of attitudinal development can be illustrated by mentioning
the answer of one of the healthcare respondents (female, 33) to the ques-
tion with regard to how he understands the term “professional develop-
ment”: “Training in which knowledge and skills necessary for professional
work are acquired. Also awareness of personal attitudes and purposeful
work with a psychotherapist or other qualified professional.” Another
healthcare respondent (female, 46) stated: “By [this] concept I mean that
professional development can go hand in hand with personal development
that complements each other.” Personal development, which includes the
formation of attitudes and values as well as the review of existing beliefs,
is an important aspect that enables healthcare professionals and teachers to
deal with the challenges of a rapidly changing work environment and with
an increasing emphasis on the satisfaction of clients.

The low proportion of elements of attitudinal development in the
answers of the surveyed teachers and healthcare professionals is natural,
considering that the respondents emphasized the importance of formal
rather than informal learning experience for their professional growth. As
part of formal professional development, it is easier to define a specific
set of knowledge and skills that participants need to acquire in order to
meet the requirements of a professional standard. In turn, the professional
development of attitudes is implemented more through informal learning
activities, where the formation of new attitudes, values and beliefs is a side
effect of individual reflection and feedback received from colleagues and
clients about the professional’s performance.

A new, previously unplanned category of analysis was introduced during
the coding of respondents’ answers — “vagueness”. The authors introduced
this category in the face of a significant amount of content that could not
be classified into the previously defined categories of analysis. “Vagueness”
included responses whose content was too general and did not indicate the
presence of the other defined study categories. Within the framework of
the research, “vagueness” was found 40 times in the answers provided by
teachers and 46 times in those by healthcare professionals. For example,
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the following response from teacher (female, 59) was found to be vague:
“[Professional development] is a continuous growth activity to support
students in the learning process so that their competence in the subject
becomes the basis for their further life and work.” Also, the answers that
professional development is “professional growth” or “continuous develop-
ment” were also found to be vague.

Discussion

The study conducted by the authors shows that the teachers and health-
care professionals who were involved in the present research confirmed
a “narrow” understanding of the learning content to be acquired within
the framework of professional development. Teachers and healthcare pro-
fessionals reflecting on what professional development is emphasize the
acquisition of new knowledge and skills but do not emphasize the need to
develop one’s personality by creating new or transforming already existing
attitudes, values and beliefs, which is related to the sense of their profes-
sional role and responsibilities.

In the audience of surveyed teachers and healthcare professionals,
when choosing professional development formats, formal learning activi-
ties dominate, such as attending courses, conferences and seminars, par-
ticipation in workshops and masterclasses, etc., and they are less involved
in informal learning activities in the workplace. As indicated above, this
could be related to the traditions and habits of professional development
in Latvia, which provide for a wider range of formal development for-
mats, where participation can be confirmed by certificates, thus fulfill-
ing the requirements of professional development specified in regulatory
enactments.

Respondents’ answers that include aspects related to informal learn-
ing are dominated by the independent analysis of scientific literature and
acquaintance with the latest research results, while observing the profes-
sional activities of other colleagues in the organization is rarely mentioned.
It is this aspect of informal learning that should be given additional atten-
tion by teachers and healthcare professionals, as learning from other col-
leagues’ experiences, reflecting on experiences and providing feedback con-
tribute to a similar understanding of professional performance standards in
the organization and provide access to expertise and solutions.

In order to draw general conclusions about aspects of the professional
development of teachers and healthcare professionals, further research
needs to be conducted to find out the answers to other questions, for exam-
ple, how the fact that teachers and healthcare professionals work in sev-
eral jobs affects the choices made about their professional development.
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It should also be examined whether and to what extent the choice of pro-
fessional development format of teachers and healthcare professionals is
influenced by the length of their service and previous professional experi-
ence. There is a possibility that, over time, each professional group devel-
ops habits in terms of defining further learning goals and choosing the
most appropriate professional development activities.

It is also important to research what the differences are between the
chosen professional development formats for healthcare professionals
and teachers and what the reasons are for these differences. This could
be important due to the assumption that healthcare professionals, whose
professional development is largely an individual learning activity, such as
becoming acquainted with the latest medical research and scientific con-
clusions, are more involved in informal learning activities than teachers
in whose professional field scientific innovations take place more slowly.
Further research is also necessary to explore why teachers and healthcare
professionals do not pay attention to informal learning in the workplace
but, at the same time, use a wide range of formal learning opportunities,
because both of these forms of development are necessary for teachers and
healthcare professionals to reach professional standards.
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