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Abstract 

As more countries entered the “knowledge economy”, an increasing emphasis has been put on 

tertiary education (Heider & Bloom, 2017). There is consensus about the importance of 

education. However, not everyone agrees on the purpose of higher education (i.e. Ben-David, 

2017; Brighouse & Mcpherson, 2015). This research investigates social sciences students’ 

transfer of learning from university to workplaces. And studies the factors that affect the 

transfer process and outcome. 

This study takes a qualitative and ethnographical approach, comparing socials sciences 

graduates in Norway and Japan. The study collected data through eleven individual in-depth 

interviews and a two-month participate observation to understand what factors affect transfer 

of learning. 

The thematic analysis found six factors related to transfer of learning: Motivation, 

transferability level, work environment, negative emotions, psychological traits, and 

reflection. Compared to Japan, Norway’s work environment better facilitates transfer. Japan’s 

unique new graduate hiring culture positively affects individuals’ transfer confidence. And 

negative feelings negatively affect individuals’ transfer. The study also found that extensive 

practices and the ability to detect similarities between analogous contexts are essential for 

low-road transfer. High-road transfer requires intrinsic or autonomous motivation to take 

place. Several factors facilitate high-road transfer to occur: Reflection, relevant experiences, 

and exposures. 

This study suggests the following to enhance individuals’ transfer of learning from 

universities to workplaces. Academic institutes can improve students’ future transfer by 

providing diverse contexts and exposures for students to practice their learnings. Companies 

can improve employees’ transfer of learning by constructing an open communication 

environment, relevant training, and opportunities for employees to apply learnings to job 

tasks. 
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1 Introduction 

This chapter starts by presenting the rationale behind the study: The reasons for studying 

transfer of learning, and the focus on social sciences students. A historical development of 

modern universities is presented, and a discussion on the purpose of universities and social 

sciences follows. Section 1.2 presents the two research questions. And two key concepts are 

introduced in the following section. This chapter then discusses the limitations of the study 

before concluding with the thesis structure. 

1.1 Background of the study 

There is little disagreement over the importance of education, whether on an international or 

the household level. Such overshadows the inquiry to youth’s application of college education 

to workplaces. Higher education is becoming more and more critical as most developed 

countries enter the “knowledge economy”. The World Bank Group (2020) has emphasized the 

growing needs of tertiary education to escape the Middle-Income Trap for developing 

countries. We take the premises for granted that university increases one’s productivity 

without looking closely into it.  

In recent years, there have been attacks on liberal arts and social sciences studies. Mainstream 

media rank study subjects by their graduate income premium. This rewards practical studies 

such as STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics), Law, and Business and 

Administration better values than humanity, arts, and social sciences. 

The problem of transfer of learning has been there for over 100 years. Yet very few articles 

specifically investigated how social sciences graduate transfer what they acquired at 

university to workplaces. In this thesis, I plan to rediscover the value of social science degree 

from the aspect of transfer of learning. And to what extent social science is relevant in the 

labor market under two different new graduate hiring cultures, as society further progress with 

advancement of technology and artificial intelligence, which system propose a better solution 

to youth employment issues. 
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1.1.1  The history and purpose of modern universities 

It has been about a millennium since the first university's establishment. Modern universities 

have evolved in the sense of their purposes, management, and scales. The University of 

Bologna, the University of Paris, and the University of Oxford were first European 

universities. Including other medieval universities, they were mainly theological universities 

and with a corporate management style. Their role was to produce values and social 

legitimation in society for their citizens (Castells, 2009). These theological universities 

continue to thrive and are involved as prestigious universities in the modern term. They serve 

as the mean of elite selection for the society and a filter as students go through education 

(Castells, 2009). 

As the industrial revolution took place, economic development demanded more jobs with 

professional skills. The emergence of professional universities took the role of labor force 

training. As technology progresses and the discovery of modern scientific methods, science 

universities emerge as the producer of knowledge. The glory growth produces a feasible 

amount of middle class in both Europe and North America. The United States provided 

scholarships for veterans to attend universities. A large population opted for higher education 

in the hope of a job with a better wage. This produced the so-called generalist universities or 

the mass teaching university. Unlike professional universities, practical training is not a focus 

here, whereas the completion of college functioned as a door knocker to the labor market. 

Students studied general subjects in universities and received on-job training. This generated 

a solid middle class and foundation of modern democracy. The last type of universities took a 

role as the commissioner of academics and business. The entrepreneurial universities 

emphasize on the importance of innovation in science and technology and thrive on the 

application of discovery to the real world. 

Current universities' roles derive from their predecessors. Policymakers, private sectors, and 

other relevant stakeholders believe that higher education is a sophisticated form of human 

capital (Tilak, 2003). They function as the "engine of development in the new world economy" 

(Castells 1994, p. 14) that contributes to the nation's economic growth. In the developing 

world, universities have served an essential role in national development. Teaching helped to 

educate the nation, and their research provided the ideas and expertise for nation-building and 

development (Ordorika and Pusser, 2007; Ashby, 1966). Besides their contribution to 

economic growth, universities have served as a central role for social mobility (Altbach, 
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2008). Before mass higher education took place, university degrees provided a ladder to enter 

a certain income level. However, as more and more people go to college, its role in facilitating 

social mobility is ambiguous.  

The tendency to shift from mass higher education to universal access demanded universities 

to take new roles in society (Altbach, 2008). This trend also poses new challenges to 

universities, respectively. To research and to provide quality education was once the primary 

mission for universities. The increasing number of enrollments with the neoliberal public 

policy left universities with eager for financial support and new management; public demand 

for graduates' skills and capacities for globalization (Bastedo et al., 2016; Goodchild et al., 

2014). The pressure for universities to be market relevant challenges this role (Ben-David, 

2017; Clark, 2004; Geiger,2004). Public and private questions the relevance of higher 

education, the demands for new roles affected research universities the most (Neave, 2000; 

Altbach & Balan, 2007). 

This trend poses the question of what the purposes of higher education are in the 21st century. 

Should it contribute to society's well-being or a means to increase one's productivity in the 

labor market (Abowitz, 2008; Brighouse & Mcpherson, 2015; Dungy, 2012; Levine, 2014; 

Shapiro, 2005). Earlier research (Tilak, 1989) has shown that there is a correlation between 

gross enrolment ratios in education and the nation's economic development. In Tilak (2003) 's 

research, he found the positive relationship between higher education attainment and human 

development index; and a negative correlation between such with infant mortality rate. 

Though there has been a shift within the purposes and roles of higher education in the 21st 

century. The attack on social sciences is more significant than the questions towards the role 

of higher education.  

1.1.2 The purpose of social science studies 

Compared to humanities and other hard science subjects, social sciences only established as 

institutions about 100 years ago. Unlike the natural sciences, the social sciences’ existence is 

based on the “virtue of beliefs and practices created by historical agents working with 

materials at hand.” (Manicas, 2003, p. 609). Surging numbers of new problems brought by 

industrialization and the emergence of modern ‘research’ universities provided the essentials 

for social sciences to strive at. We associate social sciences with democracy, values, and 
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equities. However, there are consistent inquiries regarding its more practical uses to our 

society. 

While as inequality progresses, Oxfam (2017) stated that eight people held half of the world’s 

wealth. Social sciences being in the center of the research for such issues are under attack. As 

the knowledge demand for more ‘human capital’ for further economic development, social 

sciences failed to transfer its importance to the public. Authorities and a wider audience 

question its relevance to the labor market and border use other than pure curiosity 

(Papanagnou , 2011). Compared with natural sciences, its shortcoming on the inability to 

establish general social laws without specific backgrounds and difficulty of building 

knowledge on previous discoveries questions it as a science (Elster, 2010). 

1.2 Scope and research questions 

To better study the problem, I have chosen two countries with high similarities, such as good 

economic development and equality, and distinct new graduate hiring culture: Norway and 

Japan. Chapter 2 presents the country overview and compares their similarities and 

differences. I chose two universities based in the Oslo area in Norway, and two universities in 

Osaka and Tokyo, Japan. The research set to study youth graduated with a social science 

degree and have worked for one to three years. It sets two research questions to guide this 

thesis: 

RQ 1. What affects social science students’ transfer of learning from university to the 

workplace? 

RQ 2. What factors affect low-road and high-road transfer? And why are the 

differences? 

1.3 Definition of concepts 

1.3.1 Learning 

Online dictionary Merriam-Webster (n. d.) defines learning as 1: the act or experience of one 

that learns. 2: knowledge or skill acquired by instruction or study. 3: modification of a 

behavioral tendency by experience (such as exposure to conditioning). Gross (2015) defined 
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learning as a hypothetical construct – as one can only infer learning from one’s behavior but 

learning itself cannot be observed directly. Coon (1983, p. 194) defined learning as “a 

relatively permanent change in behavior due to past experiences”. Anderson (1995) also 

focused on the change in behavior and past experience, and defined learning as a process in 

which past experiences alter future behaviors in a long-lasting manner. Gross (2015) points 

out that temporary behavioral variation can be derived from environmental factors and other 

unrelated changes. Learning is associated with a somewhat permanent change in one’s 

behavioral performance. However, internal changes, such as psychological development or 

brain damage, would also cause permanent behavior. Gross (2015) thus concluded that to 

identify learning through behavioral change has to take into consideration of that behavior 

with past experiences. That is, not all transfer will lead to new learning. 

The relation between learning and transfer can be better understood by looking at Howe 

(1980)’s definition of learning: “a biological device that functions to protect the human 

individual and to extend his capacities” (as cited in Gross, 2015, p. 176). Howe (1980) 

proposed learning as a cumulative process: previous learning influences how we learn at 

present. From these definitions, we can see the tight relationship between learning and 

transfer.  

1.3.2 Transfer 

Transfer is an important topic in education and is closely associated with learning. It uses 

learning as the foundation to further extend acquired knowledge or skills to a different 

situation. Transfer reversely influences learner’s further learning experience as pre-acquired 

skills and how knowledge is applied to new contexts (National Research Council, 2000). 

Under our current cognitive conceptions of learning, transfer of learning remains a complex 

phenomenon (Barnett & Ceci, 2002; Phye, 2001). 

Thus, educators and policy makers emphasize the importance of teaching for transfer. In this 

approach. Contextual based knowledge acquired in school (formal education) is expanded to a 

broader context in the learner’s life. Schunk (2012, p. 317) defines transfer as “…knowledge 

being applied in new ways, in new situations, or in familiar situations with different content.” 

Perkins and Salomon (1992) argue that any learning involves transfer in different degrees. As 

learning involves utilizing the outcomes in a later context, the context will always be different 

from the original context. 
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1.4 Delimitations and Limitations  

The study embarked on the inquiry of learning transfer between universities and workplaces. 

It focused on the workplace dimension, with ethnography research implemented on the 

Japanese side. However, there was limited access to graduates' learning side. Training design, 

or curriculum design, has been considered one of the most important aspects of training 

transfer (Velada et al., 2007). Thus, it is natural to consider the university curriculum's 

relevance to the graduate's transfer of learning. Interviews touched upon participants' 

educational background and specific courses in detail, providing an overview of their aspects. 

However, that does not cover the entire curriculum one has attended. Furthermore, people had 

limited memory regarding the classes they had over the years. Such conditions prevent the 

study from investigating one of the essential parts of transfer of learning.  

The research attempt to ask what factors affect social sciences graduates' transfer of learning. 

However, participants come from diverse backgrounds within the social science discipline 

and are employed in different sectors in the job market. Such diversity, coupled with small 

sample size, diminishes its external validity. Chapter 4: Methodology presents the discussion 

on sampling and limitations. 

Chapter 3: Literature review and analytical framework pursuits a multidisciplinary approach 

in providing information relevant to transfer of learning. By combining psychology, learning 

theories, and neurobiology, the chapter seeks to provide different perspectives on the same 

issue. However, the downside of this is a too shallow presentation of the problem from each 

discipline. Yet, such a combination of fields could provide new insights on the long-inquired 

question. 

1.5 Structure of the thesis 

The current chapter serves as an overview of the thesis. The following chapter summarizes 

Norway and Japan in a short section and continues presenting the background on the 

education and employment system in Norway and Japan. Chapter 3 reviews prior research 

related to the transfer of learning problems; and presents concepts and theories relevant to 

explaining the transfer inquiry. Chapter 4 starts by presenting the research approach that 

guided the research process. The following sections explain the rationale and process for 

sampling and data analysis. The methodology concludes with a research quality review. 



7 

 

Chapter 5 presents data collection, data limitation, and ethical considerations. Chapter 6 and 7 

present the findings from data analysis and discuss the implication of such results. The 

conclusion chapter puts a final remark on the thesis and discusses the findings’ policy 

implications. 
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2 Background 

2.1 A brief introduction to Norway and Japan 

Table 1 Facts about Norway and Japan 

 

Norway Japan 

Area 385,200 km² (Kartverket, 2020) 
378,000 km² (GIAJ, 2020) 

Population 5.2 million (World Bank, 2016a) 127 million (World Bank, 2016a) 

Common language Norwegian Japanese 

GDP 

370.6 billion USD (World Bank, 

2016b) 

4.939 trillion USD (World Bank, 

2016b) 

GDP per capita 70,812 USD (World Bank, 2016c) 38,894 USD (World Bank, 2016c) 

Economic structure agriculture: 2.4% 

industry: 31.1% 

services: 66.5% (CIA, 2017 est.) 

agriculture: 1% 

industry: 29.7% 

services: 69.3% (CIA, 2017 est.) 

Tertiary education 

attainment 44% (OECD, 2019 a) 52% (OECD, 2019 b) 

Gini (after tax) 0.27 (2015 data) (OECD, 2020) 0.33(2012 data) (OECD, 2020) 

 

Norway and Japan share similar geological features. Both countries are mountainous with 

little arable lands for agriculture, about 10% of the total area. Fortunately for Norway, the 

nation discovered oil in the 1960s, whereas Japan is less fortunate when it comes to natural 

resources. Thus, these natural constraints limited their potential for agriculture development. 

Both countries invest vastly in educating their people. Based on OECD (2019a)’s data from 

2016, about half of the country’s population between 25-34 years old in Norway has 

completed tertiary education. The number is slightly more in Japan, where 60% of the people 



9 

 

have gone to college. The number is lower could because Norway provides a better 

opportunity for lifelong learning. It is easy for working people to go back to college at a later 

age. 

Like other developed countries, a large portion of the college-educated population allowed 

both nations to shift from industry heavy economic structure to services centered economy. 

Services sectors generate more than 65% of total GDP for both Norway and Japan (CIA, 

2017). Their high GDP per capita makes it possible to continue providing the nations with 

quality higher education. 

However, there had been a sharp attack on non-practical university subjects in Japan. In 2015, 

media (i.e. Jenkins, 2015) reported that the government proposed to cut arts, humanity, and 

social science programmes in all national universities. The news turned out to be a 

misunderstanding towards the new policy document raised huge concerns over non-science 

studies. [the need for abolition and changes of focus for subjects not useful for society.] 

However, it stays clear that the government tries to shift education policy for more practical 

skills-building through specific study programmes.  

One interesting debate specific about Japan is its inquiry to the value of law and economics 

studies. Due to its particular recruitment system, which will be discussed in the next session, 

most of those graduates do not work in a relevant field.  

Its interesting contrast is Norway. Law and economics are among the most competitive study 

programme due to its popularity of having a high-income premium and strong practical 

skillsets for job markets. We see the same trends in Norway. Due to the government 

education budget allocation system, higher education sector increases the enrollment of 

practical studies to gain more funding. Less practical social science subjects are left behind 

through this. 

2.2 Education and employment 

2.2.1 New graduate recruitment and hiring culture 

A 
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In Norway, public administrations, such as central and local government, employs 30.5% of 

the total labor force (OECD, 2012a). The same number is 6.7% for Japan (OECD, 2012b). 

Because of its uniqueness, amble researches have conducted on the Japanese new graduates 

recruitment system. On the other hand, little literature exists on Norway’s hiring culture. 

Because the public sector employs a considerable percentage of the population, this research 

uses Norway’s public sector hiring standard to compare with Japan’s hiring culture. 

Norway’s recruitment system is highly position based compared to OECD 33 countries’ 

average (OECD, 2012a). On the controversy, Japan adopted a mainly career-based 

recruitment system for their public sectors (OECD, 2012b). However, this also reflects 

significantly on the private sector’s hiring practices. In Norway, educational qualification is 

given an essential role when determining one’s base salary. Human resources take references 

as a crucial factor during the assessment.  

Japan’s large traditional companies are famous for their unique hiring culture. During the 

1970s and 1980s, companies use a systematic hiring system for new graduates. Most jobs 

focus on full time and lifelong employment. Students spend one year looking for jobs and 

often gain employment contract one year before graduation (Jackson & Tomioka, 2004). 

Rather than paying focus on individuals’ major, skills, or relevant experiences (Haak & 

Pudelko, 2005), companies gave attention to their potentials using personality, motivation, 

and social skills as assessment criteria (Sasaki, 1990).  

During the 1990s, economic recession and new public policy encouraged companies to 

increase part-time workers to cut costs. As globalization occurs, and Japan’s demographics 

issue emerges, companies diversify their hiring conditions to attract talents (Firkola, 2014). 

Government and industry unions propose new hiring practices. There is a shift in the 

assessment of relevant experiences, but the traditional hiring process remains its dominance. 
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3 Literature review and analytical 

framework 

This chapter presents the analytical framework as well as literature relevant to factors that 

influence transfer of learning. The chapter starts with the historical context of transfer of 

learning and moves on to introduce the definition and different types of transfer. The 

following section introduces four transfer of learning theories. The last part presents concepts 

and literature related to the transfer questions. 

3.1 Historical context of transfer of learning 

In psychology, attention had been paid from as early as the 1800s to how learning occurred at 

one specific period would influence the utilization of such information in the future 

(Bhattacharya, 2006). Since then, the examination of transfer of learning has attracted 

scholarly attention in both educational and psychological disciplines. In the study of the 

psychology of learning, there is no topic more important than the study of transfer of learning 

(Deese, 1952; Ellis, 1965; Leberman et al., 2006; Royer, 2009). Despite the affluent literature 

on this topic within psychology discipline, few studies are found in educational sciences 

today.  

Thorndike (1913, 1924) and Woodworth (1901) were among the first researchers to introduce 

transfer of learning. They looked into the process of how individuals transfer learning from 

one context to another. Their theory focuses on the similarity of contexts and tasks themselves 

and is hence known as identical element theory.    

Broudy (1977) indicates that transfer of learning is often associated with the belief that the 

aim of education should be to “educate” people in order to equip them with transferable 

knowledge rather than “train” them to perform highly specific tasks. During the early 1900s, 

scholars divided further between those in favor of education for intrinsic value and those in 

favor of education as a formal discipline (Bagley, 1908). The former approach of defining 

education prefers teaching subjects that prepare students for future situations and cope with 

them. On the other hand, the formal discipline camp advertised the importance of subjects that 

gives little intrinsic value but rather develop specific coping mechanisms when facing certain 

situations. Both beliefs have developed over the years, dividing education between general 
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studies, and specific skills development to this day. Despite the attention and concerns given 

to transfer of learning , there is a lack of research that empirically proves or disproves the 

existence of transfer of learning (Cree & Macaulay, 2000). 

3.2 Definitions of transfer of learning 

3.2.1 Transfer of Learning 

Perkins and Salomon (1992) defined transfer of learning as learning from one context 

influences how the learner performs in another context. In their work, they have given 

examples of how learning mathematics can serve as a preparation for studying physics later, 

and how playing chess might influence one’s strategic thinking. Byrnes (1996, p.74) later 

proposed that transfer of learning might be connected to one’s ability to unfold acquired 

learning from one context to new contexts (Bransford et al., 2000). The two definitions differ 

on their emphasis; Perkins and Salomon talk about influences of prior knowledge to new 

contexts; Brynes (1996) emphasized the ability to apply acquired learning to a later time. 

However, in essence, both definitions remain the same in terms of how past events impact 

future events.  

It is essential to have a consensus on what this phenomenon is in able to investigate it. To 

better understand this phenomenon, this section looks into the definitions given by prior 

researchers. 

Another issue with transfer of learning is the distinction between ordinary learning and 

transfer (Salomon & Perkins, 1989; Schunk, 2012). The distinction between learning and 

transfer is ambiguous because the two concepts are highly intertwined. Before diving into the 

definition of transfer of learning, it is important to introduce transfer and learning as two 

separate concepts. 

3.2.2 Types of transfer 

The following section presents different types of transfer showed in table 2. 

Table 2 Types of transfer 
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Type Characteristics 

Positive Prior learning affects performance positively 

Negative Prior learning undermines performance in another context 

Specific Transfer situation overlaps 

    Near 
Much overlap between situations; original and transfer contexts are 

highly similar 

    Far 
Little overlap between situations; original and transfer contexts are 

dissimilar 

General Transfer between two with Context and structure differences 

Vertical Prior knowledge is essential for new knowledge acquisition 

Horizontal Prior knowledge facilitates future learning 

Literal Intact skill or knowledge transfers to a new task 

Figural 
Use of some aspects of general knowledge to think or learn about a 

problem, such as with analogies or metaphors 

Low-road 
Transfer of well-established skills in spontaneous and possibly 

automatic fashion 

High-road 
Transfer involving abstraction through an explicit conscious 

formulation of connections between contexts 

    Forward reaching 
Abstracting behavior and cognitions from the learning context to one 

or more potential transfer contexts 

    Backward reaching 
Abstracting in the transfer context features of the situation that allow 

for integration with previously learned skills and knowledge  

Adapted from Learning theories: An educational perspective (p. 317), by D. H. Schunk, 2012, Pearson. 
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Positive and Negative transfer 

Perkins and Salomon (1992) state that transfer of learning happens in two contexts. 

Depending on whether prior learning enhances or undermines further performance, transfer 

can be divided into positive and negative transfer (Perkins & Salomon, 1992; Cree & 

Macaulay, 2000; Schunk, 2012). When we think about transfer of learning, we are mostly 

concerned with 1. whether transfer of learning occurs or not; and 2. to what extend transfer of 

learning occurs. This distinction reminds us that transfer of learning in specific contexts can 

sabotage our learning as well. Perkins and Salomon point out that although learning one 

language can enhance further language learning performance (positive transfer), it could also 

undermine our performance of the new language. We may incorrectly carry on words or 

grammar from one language to another.  

This is important to note because learning a specific framework may constrain performance. 

For example, when knowing “1 + 1 = 2”, we could constrain our ability to derive the function 

to other contexts. Adding one cup of water to another cup will not lead to two cups, but a 

bigger cup of water. However, positive transfer is as much of a concern to education as is 

negative transfer (Perkins & Salomon, 1992). That is because negative transfer often occurs in 

the early stages of learning when learner enters a new field (Perkins & Salomon, 1992). 

Individuals can improve their performance and deepen their learning (Perkins & Salomon, 

1992). Such, most researches are done and mainly concerns the event of positive transfer. 

Near and Far transfer 

Near and far transfer falls under the specific transfer umbrella, as the learning and transfer 

objects overlap in some ways (Ormrod, 2014). “Near transfer” refers to transfer that occurs 

between closely related but non-identical contexts. “Far transfer”, on the other hand, are 

transfers that occur between contexts that appear to be distinct (Perkins & Salomon, 1992). 

Mayer (1975b) distinguished between near and far transfer. These terms were later mentioned 

and developed by other authors (i.e. Perkins & Salomon, 1992; Cree & Macaulay, 2000). 

Royer (1986) defined near transfer as “… a situation where the stimulus complex for the 

transfer event is very similar to the stimulus complex for the original learning event.” (p. 55). 

Near transfer happens when original and transfer contexts show similarity. For example, 

students are tested on calculation, where there would be a variation of numbers, the format 
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would remain the same. Thus, it is the direct application of prior learning to new contexts, 

which still involves a high level of cognition ability (Hung, 2013).  

Far transfer involves learning that takes place in a context that is somewhat unfamiliar from 

the original setting. Royer (1986) further defined this as “to the situation where the stimulus 

complex for the transfer event would be somewhat different from the stimulus complex for 

original learning.” (p. 56). Far transfer occurs when a learner applies a previously acquired 

skill to a new context without them being informed of the similarities between the original 

context and the new context they find themselves in. It “… requires more modification of the 

original knowledge than near transfer to adapt to the target transfer condition.” (Hung, 2013, 

p. 29). This is a much exciting phenomenon in education as a lack of oblivious similarity and 

relevance pose challenges students’ ability to apply learning gained in a prior situation 

(Schunk, 2012). For example, one can devise a better workout plan by applying his or her 

knowledge of biology. It is possible to confirm the occurrence of near transfer under strictly 

controlled laboratory conditions (Cree & Macaulay, 2000). However, no empirical data 

proves general far transfer explicitly (Detterman, 1993).  

In general transfer, prior learning is different from the transfer target bother in terms of 

contents and structures (Ormrod, 2014). Learning arts facilitates the study of computer 

sciences. However, whether this type of transfer occurs at all is the debate without a 

conclusion.  

Vertical and Lateral transfer 

Gagne (1965) in his book “The conditions of learning” stated that “learning is managed and 

instituted for broader purposes than simply a modification of particular human performances 

(1965, p. 231).” Furthermore, learning is not for the purpose of learning but rather for its 

ability to assist individuals in broader contexts (Gagne, 1965). He suggested that those 

learned capabilities can be transferred through two forms: laterally or vertically. 

Vertical transfer refers to how learned capabilities at a lower level can affect knowledge 

acquisition at higher levels (Gagne, 1965). This form of transfer allows individuals to learn 

more advanced problems based on prior acquired knowledge. Ormrod (2014) explains this 

kind of transfer in the learning contexts: In certain subjects, topics are hierarchically built 

upon each other. Students have to complete one topic to understand a subsequent one. 
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Figure 1 Vertical transfer 

 

Figure illustrated by researcher. 

The degree of vertical transfer depends on how quickly a learner can acquire a new capability 

based on prior knowledge or skills that a person holds (Gagne, 1965). Thus, in this case, 

vertical transfer's most crucial internal condition is to what degree learners obtain the 

subordinate capabilities (Gagne, 1965). Figure 1 shows the process of vertical transfer. 

Individuals learn skills and knowledge in different contexts. Vertical transfer helps them to 

gain new knowledge by integrating prior knowledge with new learnings. Because this type of 

transfer does not occur without mastering lower-level subjects, the acquisition of required 

subordinate capabilities is critical. Another internal factor to this transfer is the learner’s past 

experiences (Gagne, 1965). The external conditional for transfer is the instructions given to 

the subordinate capabilities (Gagne, 1965).  

Lateral transfer is more important to the utilization of knowledge in a broader context. Gagne 

(1965) defined it as “a kind of generalizing that spreads over a broad set of situations at 

roughly the same level of complexity (p.231)”. This type of transfer gives learners the ability 

to learn something that is not directly linked to but share some similarities with previous 
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experiences. Ormrod (2014) gives some examples of topics that could influence another one, 

but not in a substantial manner. For example, knowing German makes it much easier to 

understand Norwegian; however, it is not required to know German to acquire the language.  

For this type of transfer, the degree of transfer depends on the extent to which an individual 

extends what he has learned to different contexts (Gagne, 1965). Gagne (1965) argues that the 

breadth of the generalization depends on individual differences rather than external factors. 

Figure 2 Individual differences and degree of transfer 

 

Figure illustrated by researcher. 

If the degree of similarity is held constant, the degree to which transfer occurs will happen on 

the individual. Figure 2 shows this: As degree of similarities increase, individuals have 

different levels of transfer. Individual one and individual two could have different prior 

experiences related to the same topics. Gagne (1965) argues that the most critical factor for 

lateral transfer is individuals' internal differences. When facing the same problems, some 



18 

 

individuals can detect seminaries from prior knowledge, while others struggle with it. And the 

reason remains unknown (Gagne, 1965). 

Literal and Figural transfer 

Royer (2009) proposed a further distinction in transfer of learning: literal and figural transfer. 

As indicated in its name, literal transfer refers to transferring the specific skills or fraction of 

knowledge to the transfer target. Royer (2009) suggests that literal transfer encompasses 

specific and vertical transfer and, to an extent, lateral and nonspecific transfer. On the other 

hand, figural transfer uses part of our knowledge as a means to think or learn for problem-

solving (Royer, 2009). For example, individuals recall prior knowledge to sense the meaning 

of metaphor when they hear one. 

The metaphor mentioned in the example is divided into two categories. The first category is 

language, like the commonly known ‘metaphor’, which is made from words. The second 

category is a process of thought (Schon, 1963), or what Cassirer calls the ‘radical metaphor’ 

(1946, p. 87), which gives meaning to those words. Schon (1963) stated the importance of 

metaphor in creating new concepts and thoughts. 

Low-road and high-road transfer 

The inquiry to the low-road and high-road transfer embarks on making sense of how 

preciously learned elements are “evoked” and applied to a varied situation (Salomon & 

Perkins, 1989, p. 120). The difference of the two lies in the application of mindful abstraction. 

Low-road transfer emphasizes the importance of extensive practices of the initial learning. In 

contrast, high-road transfer requires individuals to conduct mindful abstraction and apply to 

the situation or problem a person is facing (Salomon & Perkins, 1989). The authors defined 

mindful abstraction as  

… the deliberate, usually metacognitively guided and effortful, decontextualization of 

a principle, main idea, strategy, or procedure, when then becomes a candidate for transfer; 

or, alternatively, the rarer case of learning of such a principle, idea, and so on, in abstract 

form in the first place. (Salomon & Perkins, 1989, p. 126) 

Low-road transfer happens when individuals apply learned cognitive element in a different 

context (Salomon & Perkins, 1989). It emphasizes the extensive repetitive practice of the 

cognitive element. As a result of extensive practices, the process of transfer translates to 
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automation because of the practices. This automation allows the person to apply that cognitive 

element in similar contexts. This process is illustrated in figure 3. The cognitive element is 

learned in one context; it is further practiced in other contexts. As a result, the learner 

develops automation that enables them to apply the cognitive element to another similar 

context. 

Figure 3 Low-road transfer mechanism 

 

Figure illustrated by researcher based on (Salomon & Perkins, 1989)'s study. 

In this type of transfer, the learner acquires “a cognitive element” (Salomon & Perkins, 1989) 

in the initial learning stage. This cognitive element is further practiced under different 

contexts, where the learner adjusts the application of elements to each new situation. During 

this timely process, the learned element separates itself from the situation where it was 

acquired and becomes more adaptable to different contexts (Salomon & Perkins, 1989). 

Researches have shown how such a process in how expertise acquired through low-road 
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transfer has been accumulated over time (Chase & Simon, 1973; Chil et al., 1982). Extensive 

practice over time builds up automatization. The transfer process in this stage requires little 

mental capacity or effort (Salomon & Perkins, 1989). Thus, when an individual practices a 

learned element extensively, the transfer process will happen automatically when a context 

that requires application of the learned element is detected. 

Salomon and Perkins (1989) further argue that some activities are more likely to be 

transferred through low-road than others. The authors listed the following as the common 

low-road transfer activities due to their extensive practices across an extended period of 

time: “… socialization, acculturation, and experience-based cognitive development, resulting 

in habitual behavior patterns, response tendencies, personality traits, cognitive strategies and 

styles, expectations, belief systems, and the like. (Salomon & Perkins, 1989 p.122)”. Because 

such transfer happens without cognitive acknowledgment, that is to do things without 

consciously thinking of the procedure or strategy. It is challenging to apply high-road transfer 

to such contexts (Salomon & Perkins, 1989). They discussed in their paper that under two 

circumstances would one be able to adjust behavior automated by low-road transfer. The first 

case is one in which the learner deliberately analyzes the situation and applies new elements 

to it. The second case is where one changes behavior by being in a new context without 

analyzing the environment (Salomon & Perkins, 1989).  

In the findings section, one informant talked about his experience of applying principles 

learned at school to adjust his habits. 

On the other hand, high-road transfer focuses more on "mindful abstraction" (Salomon & 

Perkins, 1989). In high-road transfer, the learner cognitively abstracts an experience from 

context A. The learner then transfers and applies the principle gained from cognitive 

abstraction in a different context. The illustration in figure 4 attempts to explain this 

mechanism: The learner cognitively isolates certain elements of experience so he or he can 

apply it in various other situations.  
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Figure 4 High-road transfer mechanism 

 

Figure illustrated by researcher based on (Salomon & Perkins, 1989)'s paper. 

Salomon and Perkins (1989) in their paper further divides abstraction as a product and a 

process. Abstraction, as a product, is an unspecific general representation of a phenomenon 

(Salomon & Perkins, 1989). An example of an abstraction is the set of the three laws 

regarding thermodynamics, which explain the relationship between heat, energy, and 

mechanical work. The law of thermodynamics can be applied to different circumstances and 

are not context-bound. Abstraction is the information-processing process that leads to 

abstraction (Salomon & Perkins, 1989). The authors described mindfulness as "… the 

volitional, metacognitively guided employment of non-automatic, usually effortful processes 

(Salomon & Globerson, 1987)". It is a "deep process" (Kintsch, 1977) and requires extensive 

effort and usage of one's mental capacity (Kerr, 1973; Salomon, 1983). This mindful process 

starts by responding to a situation or signal and analyzing it (Pascual-Leone, 1984; Kane & 

Anderson, 1978). 

This is when the gathering of information or formulating strategies, i.e. mindful abstraction, 

occurs (Pressley, 1986; Bandura & Cervone, 1986). Such abstraction takes form in two types: 

forward-reaching abstraction and backward-reaching abstraction.  

Forward reaching and backward reaching transfer 
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Forward reaching transfer in high-road transfer is when an individual “mindfully abstracts 

basic elements in anticipation for later application (Salomon & Perkins, 1989, p. 113).” 

Backward reaching transfer, on the other hand, is when a learner faces a new problem and 

actively looks for relevant knowledge the learner has learned in the past (Salomon & Perkins, 

1989). Both forward-reaching and backward-reaching transfer remain relevant today as there 

is no research proving the existence of such transfers.  

In a forward-reaching setting, one consciously formulates a general rule that can be applied 

later (Salomon & Perkins, 1989). It is not context-bound and relevant to many situations 

(Salomon & Perkins, 1989). This happens when one faces a situation and generalizes certain 

principles or rules from it. For example, there is the legend of how Isaac Newton developed 

the theory of relativity after being hit by an apple while sitting under an apple tree. This event, 

an apple falling onto the ground, in this case, serves as the trigger that evokes mindful 

abstraction. Newton wondered why the apple fell straight to the ground, without floating in 

the air or to the side. During the mindful process, he formulated the law of universal 

gravitation. And it is later applied to different contexts. Such metaphorical and literal matches 

served as one of the conditions for high-road transfer (Salomon & Perkins, 1989).  

Another situation for forward-reaching transfer is one’s interests or passion (Salomon & 

Perkins, 1989). The authors discuss one’s persistent interests that can lead to their deliberate 

application of abstracted elements from the original setting to a different setting. For example, 

one with extensive interests in mathematics might intend to apply mathematical equations to 

understand how the stock market behaves. 

In a backward reaching transfer process, one mindfully searches for knowledge or experiences 

from the past to find a general rule or principle applicable to the current situation or problem.  

Therefore, it is challenging to design experiments that attempt to answer the backward 

reading transfer inquiry (Salomon & Perkins, 1989).  

For both forward-reaching and backward reaching transfer, the breadth to which it can be 

applied depends on the level of abstraction (Salomon & Perkins, 1989). In other words, the 

more generalized the abstraction is, the more broadly it can be applied. 

3.3 Transfer of learning theories 
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3.3.1 Mental discipline/ Formal discipline 

This theory is discontinued in today’s research and enjoys very little popularity among 

educators. Therefore, instead of helping to understand the transfer of learning process, this 

paragraph serves to acknowledge these theories as part of the historical development of 

transfer of learning theory.  

This theory assumes that certain subjects, though with no direct value outside the subject 

itself, can help the learner develop ‘generalized’ habits (Bagley, 1908). Based on the belief, 

scholars will gain the habit of rigorous thinking through engaging in rigorous yet unpractical 

subjects such as Latin, classical Greek (Ormrod, 2014). In the same way, mathematics studies 

develop one’s habits in logical thinking. That means in the doctrine of formal discipline; 

habits can be established through certain subjects (Bagley, 1908). Furthermore, those habits 

will be carried to other subjects, thus, establishing ‘generalized’ habits for learners. However, 

research from the early years (Norsworthy, 1902) has proved that such general memory does 

not exist. Norsworthy (1902) argued that being able to pick up a specific phrase in a paper 

does not guarantee the learners’ success in realizing which function to use in a mathematics 

problem quickly and correctly.  

Thus, the formal discipline doctrine focuses on general transfer: Learning in one context will 

influence future learning in a different context (Ormrod, 2014). As discussed in general 

transfer, such transfer rarely happens. The majority of today’s theorists agree that extreme 

form of transfer through formal discipline does not exist (i.e. Haskell, 2001; Salthouse, 2006). 

With the emergence of computer science, researchers have turned their eyes to this topic in 

the past decades. Computer programming requires rigorous, well thought through logical 

thinking, however, researchers found that such skill demonstrates no impact on logical 

thinking in unrelated subjects (Mayer & Wittrock, 1996; Perkins & Salomon, 1989). 

3.3.2 Identical elements 

Identical elements theory is mainly associated with Edward Thorndisk, an early psychologist. 

His theory sets the foundation for behaviorist theory in the field of psychology (Ormrod, 

2014). Thorndike (1913) proposed that the transfer only happened when two tasks shared 

identical elements. There must be known and visible links between the original and target 

tasks where specific stimulus-response association happens between the two.  
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“Elements”, are the “shared features of the stimulus environment of the two tasks.” (Royer, 

1978, p. 11). Tasks with such “elements” – shared stimulus features – have the potential to be 

transferred. Therefore, the more shared elements, the higher the degree of transfer. This view 

has influenced later theorists’’ view on transfer theory. Osgood (1949) stated that “facilitative 

and inhibitory transfer” is impacted by the degree of similarities of the stimuli and responses 

between the original and transfer target tasks. Ellis (1965) updates Osgood’s research on the 

transfer of general factors. In essence, they all share the view on identical elements.  

There are several issues regarding identical elements theory. The first critique is that – this 

theory is not a theory at all. Kintsch (1970) suggested that the elements theory and the 

theories inspired by it are not theories, because they are a product of generalization of 

evidence gathered at that time with no high-level explanation of how the psychological 

process impacts the transfer. The theory does not consider the psychological processes 

responsible for the behaviors observed in transfer of learning. Hoffding (1892) provided a 

detailed explanation of how two elements associated with each other; however, his attempt 

does not explain how the two got associated in the first place (Royer, 1978).  

Secondly, this theory does not define the conditions by which two elements are counted as 

identical (Schunk, 2012). Students learn to put a verb in this sentence, “I want to ___ the car.” 

by given the instruction to put “drive” in the gap. They might be able to repeat the exercise 

and fill out “drive” in the original sentence, but when it changes to “I want to ____ the mall.”, 

the student might find the exercise challenging. This questions the validity of the theory. In 

order to transfer learning, students have to detect the identical elements between the original 

and transfer tasks; transfer does not occur without the recognition (Schunk, 2012). 

Lastly, in his paper, Royer (1978) discusses that this theory focuses on situations where two 

tasks share clear identical elements. However, transfer involving contexts that are different 

from each other cannot be explained using this theory. Thus, it lacks the breadth in theory. 

3.3.3 Situated learning 

Proposed by cognitive theorists, situated learning theory suggests that learning is context-

specific. Learning is related to the environment the individual interacts with as well as the 

experiences that are associated with the learning (Ormrod, 2014). However, as contexts 

become complicated with too many variables, situated learning rarely occurs (i.e. Brown et 
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al., 1989; Day & Goldstone, 2012; Greeno et al., 1996; Gresalfi & Lester, 2009; Light & 

Butterworth, 1993). 

3.3.4 Learning how to learn 

Learning how to learn goes back to the general transfer side of the discussion. It stands 

somewhere in between the doctrine of mental discipline and the theory of identical elements 

(Ormrod, 2014). Based on the observation, individuals can perform one task better after 

having done similar tasks (Ellis, 1965). Learning how to learn suggests that learning 

experience positively influences learning at a later time, where individuals acquire the ability 

to learn. Those improvements show significant surges in the early period of practicing the 

tasks and decreases in degree as the practicing continues (Ward, 1937; Melton & Von 

Lackum, 1941; Marx, 1944; Bunch, 1944). Harry Harlow (1949, 1950, 1959)’s experiments 

on monkeys and young children shed light on the importance and relevance of this 

phenomenon to human learning. It indicates that – in learning-set theory – learning how to 

learn problem-solving involves repetitive practice of related problems (Ellis, 1965). Harlow 

(1959) findings suggest that “insight” towards a problem is possibly a result of extensive 

practice on related problems. He also suggested that educational tools like learning-sets can 

help individuals gain the ability of problem-solving. 

However, this idea is highly similar to what Salomon and Perkins (1989) later described as 

low-road transfer, where transfer happens across tasks that share some kind of similarities. In 

a broader context of whether this can apply to general transfer, studies have shown that study 

strategies enable learners to transfer from one subject to another (Barnett & Ceci, 2002; 

Cormier & Hagman, 1987; De Corte, 2003).  

3.4 Skill acquisition theory 

3.4.1 Declarative and procedural knowledge 

There exist many ways of categorizing knowledge. This study uses the notion of declarative 

and procedural knowledge, as they are center to Anderson’s (1996) skill acquisition theory, 

and most relevant to the topic of transfer. Declarative knowledge, or knowing-what, is of 

knowing what something is; and procedural knowledge, or knowing-how, is of knowing how 
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to do something (Salaberry, 2018). Anderson and Lebiere (2014) have defined declarative 

knowledge as “things we are aware we know and can usually describe to others”, procedural 

knowledge as “display in our behavior but that we are not conscious of” (p. 5).  

3.4.2 Skill acquisition stages 

Anderson’s (1996) skill acquisition theory is based on the cognitive architecture named the 

adaptive control of thought (ACT). The theory proposes that skill acquisition starts by gaining 

declarative knowledge; such knowledge gradually integrates into the application of skill. In 

the end, skill became automated from extensive practices. Thus, skills eventually became 

automatic with “decreased reaction times and lower error rates” (Salaberry, 2018, p. 1). 

Individuals who perform such skills are unconscious of the procedure (Salaberry, 2018). 

Research on problem-solving and other expert knowledge has shown that experts are not 

consciously aware of their strategies in problem-solving procedures (i.e. Feldon & Clark, 

2006). 

This explains the low-road transfer mechanism proposed by Salomon and Perkins (1989). 

And elaborates the skill acquisition process in detail. In findings, this study has found that 

most participants are not aware of the process and strategy in solving problems and in similar 

situations. 

3.5 Factors affecting transfer of learning 

3.5.1 Work Environment and motivation 

Motivation is crucial in transfer of learning, as it defined whether one is motivated to search 

for prior knowledge and experiences to apply to the current context (Bloom, 1976). Thus, 

what affects one's motivation to transfer at workplaces is curious for this research. 

Self-determination theory 

Self-determination theory (SDT) emphasize individuals' growth desire and psychological 

needs (Ryan et al., 1997). Three needs were identified that facilitate an individual's growth: 

self-growth desire (Harter, 1978), relatedness (Baumeister & Leary, 1995), and autonomy 

(Deci, 1975). Within SDT, Ryan and Deci (2000) define intrinsic motivation as "the inherent 
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tendency to seek out novelty and challenges, to extend and exercise one's capacities, to 

explore, and to learn" (p. 70). Deci and Ryan (1985) introduced cognitive evaluation theory 

(CET) as a sub theory within SDT. It is concerned about how external events influence 

intrinsic motivation. They argue that feelings of competence, coupled with autonomy, have 

positive effects on intrinsic motivation (i.e. positive feedbacks, choices). Whereas external 

events that cause pressure and stress diminish intrinsic motivation. In contrast to intrinsic 

motivation, extrinsic motivation is of engaging in activities for external reasons (e.g. seeking 

rewards or avoiding punishment) (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Extrinsic motivation, at the same 

time, can take place in both autonomous and controlled forms, depending on how individuals 

process and transform such external reasons (Gagne & Deci, 2005). Controlled motivation 

happens when a person believes in their motivation is caused by external reasons. Whereas 

autonomous motivation is when individual consider their activities towards external reasons 

were performed by their own internal preferences and interests (Gegenfurtner et al., 2009).  

Motivation to transfer 

There are many researches done on motivation to transfer training (i.e. Gegenfurtner et al., 

2009; Seyler et al, 1998; Egan et al, 2004). Despite the discussion around how transfer 

happens, there is a general consensus on the significance of motivation for transfer 

(Gegenfurtner et al., 2009). Noe (1986) first defined motivation to transfer as "trainees' desire 

to use the knowledge and skills mastered in the training program on the job" (p. 743). 

Nafukho (2017) argues that three aspects define motivation to transfer: employee's 

confidence, self-assessed advanced performance, and belief that learned content will assist 

their work. This includes the transfer of concrete knowledge, skills, and behaviors.  

Yanghi (2006) defined motivation in training transfer as one's willingness to apply ability, 

skills, knowledge and experiences (ASKE) learned from transfer to their job. Trainee's 

confidence and belief in the usefulness of their skills and knowledge for their work are factors 

that affect the motivation to transfer their training (Nafukho et al., 2017). In this study, I use 

motivation as one's willingness or desire to use, actively search for, or apply prior acquired 

knowledge, skills, or experiences to specific tasks or problem-solving in the workplace 

context. 
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Researchers have identified several factors affect motivation to transfer training: relatedness 

(i.e. Hagger et al., 2006; Standage et al., 2003), individual attitudes (i.e. Seyler et al., 1998; 

Gegenfurtner et al., 2009), and work environment (i.e. Seyler et al., 1998). 

Trainees' attitudes toward training content affect individuals' autonomous motivation for 

transfer (Gegenfurther et al., 2009). Several empirical researches have shown positive effects 

of relatedness: A sense of belonging at the workplace and individuals' autonomous motivation 

(Hagger et al., 2006; Standage et al., 2003). Seyler and colleagues (1998) found that work 

environment factors such as supervisor support and opportunities to use training affect 

trainees' motivation to transfer. To what extend does work environment, and other factors 

affect intrinsic motivation and extrinsic motivation thus is curious in the transfer problem. 

The findings chapter presents different factors that influence participants' motivation at work 

and how motivation affects their transfer. 

monetary rewards 

Arboleda and colleagues (2011) in their experiment of evaluating the effects of monetary 

compensation on transfer of learning in a training setting, showed a positive effect of 

monetary rewards on training performance. However, the results indict no successful transfer 

for either with or without monetary rewards. 

Work environment 

Seyler and colleagues (1998) defined environmental factors as "the organizational climate 

(supervisor support, supervisor sanctions, and peer support) and situational constraints and 

aids (opportunity to use) of the actual job setting in which the training will be utilized." (p. 6). 

There is abundant literature on how work environments impact training transfer at the 

workplace (Baldwin & Ford, 1988; Schindler & Burkholder, 2016; Burke & Hutchins, 2007; 

Hutchins, 2009). However, there is very little, if not none, research done on how work 

environments impact one's leaning transfer from university to the workplace. Several reviews 

(i.e. Nafukho et al., 2017) have identified three aspects of the work environment: 

"organizational culture", "peer support", and "management support" as critical factors that 

impact transfer of learning. As part of the management support, Baldwin and Ford (1988) 

argued about the importance of supervisory support in transfer of training as the supervisor 
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provides the conditions for trainees to transfer their learning to the workplace. Other factors 

also affect one's transfer of learning: job characteristics. 

Job characteristics 

Research has shown a positive relationship between work variability and transfer of learning 

from training to workplaces (Nafukho et al., 2017). The study used work autonomy, work 

variability, and work complexity to predict the effects of learning transfer. Work variability 

and complexity had significant prediction towards transfer of learning. Work autonomy 

carries out a non-significant negative correlation with the transfer of learning. Researchers 

argued that this result for work autonomy is because of the age of the respondents. Millennials 

prioritize autonomy and flexibility at work, whereas the older generation appreciates orders 

and structures (PwC, 2011).  

Supervisor support 

Several researchers concluded the importance of supervisor support in the transfer of learning 

(Huczynski & Lewis, 1980; Lim & Johnson, 2002). Burke and Hutchins (2007) argued that a 

supportive environment from supervisors and peers was the determinant factor for trainees to 

apply newly learned skills and knowledge to the workplace.  

Many of the interview participants entered the job market as new graduates and often be part 

of "on-the-job" training, where they learn at workplaces. Several researches have done under 

such specific conditions and reported the importance of supervisor support. McNamara (2013) 

argued that supervisors enhance students' learning experiences in the workplace. Supervisors 

also assist graduates at work by guiding them (Virtanen et al. 2012) and providing quality 

feedback (Gijbels et al. 2014). However, the supervisor's single most crucial function is to 

create a supportive environment to motivate and support students reflecting on their work and 

give appropriate guidance based on their work (Lähteenmäki and Uhlin 2011). In a training 

setting, supervisor support motivates individuals and encourages the usages of leaning from 

training (Baldwin & Ford, 1988). Pineda-Herrero and colleagues (2015) concluded the 

significance and positive correlation between supervisor support and transfer of learning. 

Other research had also concluded direct (Pham et al., 2013) or indirect influence (Chiaburu 

et al., 2010) of supervisor support to transfer of learning. 



30 

 

Open climate for communication 

Gitonga (2006) studied the transfer from online professional programs to the workplace. An 

open structure for communication demonstrated a crucial supporting role in transfer of 

learning. Rainey (1983, as cited in Gitonga, 2006) argued that an open climate for 

communication promotes communication accuracy. Such an environment invites management 

to listen and understand team members and enhance management by utilizing members in the 

team (Rainey, 1983). Ranade and Clark (1992) argue that such an environment motivates 

employees to achieve organizational goals and enhance work performance. 

Thus, a work environment with positive supervisor support and an open climate for 

communication create conditions that motivate individuals to transfer their learning to 

workplaces. 

3.5.2 Emotions 

Both positive and negative emotions are essential for learning and transfer (McConnel & Eva, 

2012). However, negative emotions like stress can impair individuals' transfer of learning by 

disrupting the cognitive function (Soares et al., 2012). 

Emotion is not a straightforward concept; many other terms are used to describe similar 

experiences. This includes mood, feeling, sentiment, and affection (McConnel & Eva, 2012). 

Emotion significantly affects human cognitive processes, such as reasoning and problem 

solving (Chai et al., 2017). It also influences different cognitive processes associated with 

learning new knowledge and skills and applying that learning to new contexts (McConnel & 

Eva, 2012). Despite the debate on the definition of emotion, the science community has a 

consensus on categorizing emotion by valence and arousal (McConnel & Eva, 2012). Valence 

describes the emotion by measuring the degree to which it is "positive or negative, pleasant or 

unpleasant, good or bad (McConnel & Eva, 2012 p.1317)". Arousal interprets the emotional 

experiences by the extent of activating or deactivating (McConnel & Eva, 2012). A high 

arousal state includes emotions such as horror, anxiety, and exhilaration, whereas a low 

arousal state can be depression boredom.   

In their review paper (McConnel & Eva, 2012) on how emotion affects training transfer for 

medical personals listed some of the common emotional responses for medical trainees: 

"stress from time pressures, uncertainty, or unrealistic expectations; hopelessness from 
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treating chronically ill patients; fear of failure or increasing responsibility; and guilt and 

sympathy over the death of patients or perceived poor performance.” (Kasman et al., 2003; 

Meier et al., 2001; Croskerry et al., 2008; Courvoisier et al., 2011; Cohen et al., 2008; as cited 

in McConnel & Eva, 2012, p, 1317). Such stress from time pressures, uncertainty, and 

managing client's expectations is common for other jobs as well. From the findings, we see 

that the fear of failure is especially real for female new graduates. Many discussed the 

insecurity they have about working for the first time. 

information processing theory 

Information processing theory emphasis the intimate association between stimulus and 

responses and reject the external relation between the two (Schunk, 2012). It assumes that an 

information processing process happens when a stimulus is received, and responses happen 

after information being processed (Schunk, 2012). Secondly, individuals receive information, 

store them, and retrieve them when needed. 

Thus, transfer requires accessing knowledge stored in the memory through connections to the 

events (Gagne et al., 1993). Thus, the more connection each information has with the other, 

the easier it is to activate them. Transfer is better assisted by knowledge being stored with 

contexts (Schunk, 2012). That is, to store knowledge in specific contexts of applying the 

knowledge. Thus, more links lead to more easy access to knowledge in memory and better 

transfer. 

Perception and information processing 

Emotion affects information processing despite the variety of processing styles within 

individuals (McConnel & Eva, 2012). Individuals tend to perform global processing with 

positive emotion, id est to see the situation from a broader perspective, and the general 

elements in that context (McConnel & Eva, 2012). Experiments have concluded that positive 

emotions correlate with far-reaching cognitive focus (Fredrickson, 2003; Fredrickson & 

Branigan, 2005). On the other hand, negative emotions drive individuals into detail-focused, 

for example, local processing (Gasper & Clore, 2002; Gasper, 2004; Rowe et al., 2007; 

Storbeck & Clore, 2005). In the findings chapter, one example illustrated how one could learn 

in negative emotion, yet little evidence for transfer was found. 
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The effect emotions have on information processing holds significant implications for 

learning and transfer. Global processing assists individuals in making connections between 

common elements across contexts and allow the learner to transfer by detecting "metaphor" in 

different situations (McConnel & Eva, 2012). Recent experiments (Brand et al., 2007 a.; 

Brand et al., 2007 b) used Tower of Hanoi as the testing medium for transfer of learning; 

results concluded that positive emotions improved participants' transfer performance, while 

negative emotions diminished one's transfer performance. 

However, the mechanism between emotions and the nonanalytic and analytical reasoning 

process is not transparent. Nonanalytical reasoning is "fast, automatic, intuitive and energy-

efficient (McConnel & Eva, 2012, p. 1320)", whereas analytic reasoning is "slow, controlled, 

deliberate, and energy-intensive (McConnel & Eva, 2012, p. 1320)". There is no empirical 

evidence on how emotions affect those processes, especially for analytical reasoning (Evans, 

2008). The author proposed no correlation between analytical reasoning processing with 

emotions. However, research has suggested that positive emotions promote global 

nonanalytical reasoning processing, and negative emotions is related to local nonanalytical 

reasoning processing (Evans, 2008).  

Cognitive flexibility 

Several researchers concluded that positive emotions have a constructive effect on cognitive 

flexibility; individuals are more likely to look for alternative solutions to problems (Bolte & 

Goschke, 2010; Isen, 2001; Davis, 2009). Gasper (2003)'s experiment found that individuals 

in positive moods were more likely to find new strategies during problem-solving. 

Stress   

Allostatic load (McEwen & Stellar, 1993) is the accumulation of repeated stress. It can 

negatively impact the medial prefrontal cortex (mPFC) and the caudate nucleus (CN) region 

in the brain (Soares et al., 2012). mPFC can be related to short-term and long-term memories 

(Euston et al., 2012); CN can play a role in goal-oriented actions (Grahn et al., 2008). 

There are extensive experiments examined the role of which mPFC plays in decision making, 

such as executive function (Posner et al., 2007; Ridderinkhof et al., 2004), and reward-guided 

learning (Rushworth et al., 2011). Most research concluded that mPFC is strongly conditioned 
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by both positive and negative motivationally salient happenings (Euston et al., 2012). That is, 

individuals' perceived outcomes of the events will trigger the activation of mPFC cells 

(Rushworth et al., 2011). Several have shown the links between the activation rates of cells 

and expected rewards (Burton et al., 2009; Gruber et al, 2010; Pratt & Mizumori, 2001). In 

short, mPFC is in play when a specific event and situation drive the particular behavior. 

Nevertheless, it is the role that mPFC plays in memory that is important to the inquiry of 

transfer of learning. mPFC might also be involved in memory, precisely its function in 

retrieving remote memories (Euston et al., 2012). The authors argued the necessity of mPFC 

for long-term memory. Euston, Gruber, and McNaughton (2012) concluded their work by 

proposing the function of mPFC being "… to learn associations between context, locations, 

events, and corresponding adaptive responses, particularly emotional responses." (p. 1057). 

Because transfer of learning requires the associations across contexts, the retrieval of 

information becomes an essential part of the transfer process. mPFC's function in fetching 

remote memories thus is vital for it to be further analyzed. Moreover, its capacity in 

associating between contexts gives individuals the possibility of matching common elements 

across contexts. Thus, a negative impact on the region will lead to the underperformance of 

connecting similar elements across situations. 

CN is the part of the brain that receives information from the cortex and other parts of the 

brain (Dafny & Rosenfeld, 2017). CN process the information received and passed it on to the 

cortex and the mesocorticolimbic (MCL) system1. It is related to learning, memory, and social 

behaviors (Dafny & Rosenfeld, 2017). The caudate nucleus region may play a role in goal-

oriented behaviors (Grahn et al., 2008) and habit learning (Desrochers et al., 2015). Dafny 

and Rosenfeld (2017) argued that caudate is essential in assisting "the planning and execution 

of strategies and bshavior required for achieving complex goals" (p. 142). On the other hand, 

the putamen is related to stimulus-response, or habit and learning (Dafny & Rosenfeld, 2017). 

Because of its close relation to learning and social behaviors, we can argue that CN is 

involved in the low-road transfer mechanism.  

3.5.3 Mental model 

 
1 MCL system includes the major dopamine pathways, which are related to reinforcement learning (CORDIS, 
2020). 
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A mental model is a person's understanding of the world. A combination of principles, 

theories, or philosophies can guide people to make sense of the world. A conceptual model 

uses concepts and ideas to represent a system, state, and the relationships between them (Shih 

& Alessi, 1993). Mental-model theory suggests that we can enhance one's mental models by 

equipping individuals with suitable conceptual models (Borgman, 1986; Gentner & Stevens, 

2014; Payne, 1988). Norman (2014) in their work suggested that individuals with sufficient 

mental models can predict their environments by combining appropriate mental models. 

Several experiments found positive relations between using mental models to teach for 

programming and transfer performance. Shih and Alessi (1993) tested the role of mental 

models for nonprogrammer's programming learning in their experiment. They evaluated the 

learning outcome through three aspects: Evaluating code, evaluating code with conceptual 

model instruction, and writing code. Their research concluded that individuals' mental model 

quality positively affected transfer performance. Mayer and his colleagues (Bayman & Mayer, 

1988; Dyck & Mayer, 1989; Mayer, 1975a) in their research tested conceptual models' effects 

on teaching programming. They used conceptual models to teach a high-level programming 

language called BASIC. Results indicated that conceptual models helped the learning process 

and showed a moderate correlation between individuals' conceptual model acquisition and 

problem-solving. These findings suggested mental models' role in helping the learner to 

conceptualize the learning contexts and enhance individuals' transfer performance. 

3.5.4 Reflection through experiences 

Roberts (2002) argues that individuals use reflection as the medium to transfer experiences 

and theories into knowledge. The occurrence of "conscious, reflective activity" depends on 

individuals' ability to link the information and emotions generated from experience, and their 

past experiences (Leberman & Martin, 2004). Butler (2001) suggested that self-esteem and 

self-awareness are essential for transfer of learning to take place through reflection. 

Macaulay (2000) argued that experiential learning positively impacts transfer of learning. 

During which reflection works take an essential role (Dewey, 1933). Time and the context to 

which events occurred define reflection quality (Eraut, 1995; Hatton & Smith, 1995). Time's 

importance lies in assisting individuals in giving the meaning of their experiences (Roberts, 

2002). Roberts (2002) argued that individual needs time to process the information for its 

importance to surface. Moon (2000) explains this experience learning process by a sequence; 
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one goes from "noticing" to "transformative learning". Reflections occur at different times 

and contexts after initial learning (Leberman & Martin, 2004). 

Figure 5 shows the framework developed by Leberman and Martin (2004), presents their 

insights into how reflection enhances transfer of learning. The first reflection occurs after the 

experience, where individuals started to "making sense" of the events. This helps them to 

make generalizations or develop abstract concepts from the experiences they have had. The 

second reflection takes place after this and allows individuals to apply the abstraction they 

had to a new context. And in time 3, months after the initial learning, this stage of reflection 

will allow individuals to achieve "transformative learning". Moon (2000) defined it as "the 

learner's capacity to take a critical overview of knowledge and their knowledge and function 

in relation to it (p. 146)". Moreover, this new knowledge gained from reflecting on 

experiences will lead to the reflection of the next experience.  

This indicates the importance of reflection for individuals' transfer of learning. The 

understanding of the experience is deepened by a sequence of reflection across contexts. 

Though following reflections, one can transfer their discovery to a new context. We could 

also tell the importance of time here. Time works as a sufficient condition for the reflection to 

occur, which further facilitates transfer of learning. 
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Figure 5 Extended experiential learning cycle incorporating the notion of time with respect to reflection 

 

 

 

Reprinted from “Enhancing transfer of learning through post-course reflection”, by S. I. Leberman and A. J. 

Martin, 2004, Journal of Adventure Education & Outdoor Learning, 4(2), p. 181.  

3.6 Summary 

Despite the long history of academic engagement in the topic of transfer of learning, it is still 

not clear what are the mechanisms of transfer, what affects transfer of learning, and whether 

particular transfer like general transfer and high-road transfer occurs at all. Section 3.2 

introduces different types of transfer. Among those, this study is concerned with the low-road 

and high-road transfer kind. Low-road transfer happened when someone applied a learned and 

well-practiced element to a different context (Salomon & Perkins, 1992). Whereas high-road 

transfer demands the individual to abstract a general principle and applies that to another 

setting (Salomon & Perkins, 1992). 
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Section 3.3 and 3.4 presents different theories concerning the transfer problem. Relating to 

transfer of learning, Anderson (1996) used declarative knowledge and procedural knowledge 

to explain the process of skill acquisition in his skill acquisition theory.  

Section 3.5 reviews literature concerning factors that affect transfer of learning. Four factors 

are presented in this section: Work environment and motivation, emotions, mental model, and 

reflection. Motivation is essential to transfer of learning (Gegenfurtner et al., 2009), and the 

work environment affects individuals’ motivation (Nafukho, 2017). Emotions play a vital role 

in transfer process by influencing individuals’ cognitive functions (McConnel & Eva, 2012). 

Positive emotions enhance cognitive flexibility (Bolte & Goschke, 2010; Isen, 2001; Davis, 

2009), on the other hand, negative emotions disrupt the cognitive functions (Soares et al., 

2012). Mental model is how a person makes sense of the world, and individuals’ mental 

model quality has positive effects on transfer results (Shih & Alessi,1993). Reflection is a 

critical part of experiential learning (Dewey, 1933). Leberman and Martin (2004), in their 

experiential learning cycle explain the role of reflection for individuals to make sense of their 

experiences and transfer the meaning and concepts they arrived at from reflection to a new 

context. 
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4 Methodology 

The research methodology chapter presents the guiding strategy for the study. This qualitative 

comparative research took place in Norway and Japan and employs a comparative descriptive 

design. Six social science graduates from Norway and five from Japan were interviewed. This 

chapter will state the rationale behind choosing the research sites for comparison and the data 

analysis procedure. This chapter will end with a description of the research limitations.  

4.1 Research approach 

Worldview, or paradigms (Burrell & Morgan, 1979; Lincoln et al., 2011; Mertens, 2010); the 

combined view on epistemologies and ontologies (Crotty, 1998), are “a basic set of beliefs 

that guide action” (Guba, 1990, p. 17). They are what researchers consider as knowledge and 

reality and they serve as the fundamental guide to their research. In this study, I follow a 

pragmatism worldview, where I emphasize the research problem and adopt a pluralistic 

approach to understanding the inquiry. Pragmatists take into consideration both individual 

experiences and an independent external world (Creswell, 2014), this study focuses both on 

the participants’ experiences as well as the contexts the experiences occur in. The study’s 

epistemological stance falls within the critical realism camp, which regards social phenomena 

as existing co-dependently within a context to be interpreted for understanding. This allows 

for causal explanation between social phenomena and actions (Sayer, 2000).   

A research approach acts as the North star in a study, as it orients the direction of the research. 

It provides a guidebook for planning, carrying out, and overseeing the project. This study uses 

qualitative, ethnographic approach as its research approach. 

4.1.1 Qualitative approach 

Qualitative research is rooted in an interdisciplinary field (Schwandt et al., 1998). It is an 

approach that is often used to understand social phenomena (Leavy, 2014). In this context, it 

is used to “build ‘thick descriptions’ (Geertz, 1973) of people in naturalistic 

settings; [and] explore new or under researched areas” (Leavy, 2014, p. 2). “Thick 

description” is considered one of the most essential terms in qualitative research (Ponterotto, 

2006). It was first introduced by philosopher Gilbert Ryle (1968) and later developed by 
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anthropologist Clifford Geertz (1973). Ryle’s “thick” description concerns “understanding 

and absorbing the context of the situation or behavior” (Ponterotto, 2006, p. 539). Geertz 

(1973) argues that research is an individuals’ interpretation of other people’s interpretations. 

These interpretations must be “richly and thickly described” (Ponterotto, 2006, p. 539) to give 

the research credibility. 

Qualitative research is suitable for the study as transfer of learning concerns multi-disciplines, 

from education (Schunk, 2012) to psychology (Royer, 2009). This study embarks on the 

understanding of learning transfer between universities and workplaces. Qualitative research 

gives an excellent opportunity to discover this less walked path in transfer research. Thick 

descriptions gathered from ethnographic research and in-depth interviews allow the 

researchers to discover the transfer problem's intersectionality. 

4.1.2 Ethnographical approach 

Anthropology often uses ethnography to describe people or cultures (Howell, 2018). Despite 

its popularity, there are different definitions of ethnography. Geertz (1973) defines 

ethnography as “an elaborate venture in … ‘thick description’” (p. 6). Hammersley and 

Atkinson (1995) give a more detailed definition as:  

participating, overtly or covertly in people’s daily lives for an extended period 

of time, watching what happens, listening to what is said, asking question… 

[and] collecting whatever [other] data are available to throw light on the 

issues that are the focus of the research. (p. 1) 

Despite the different word choices, ethnography emphasizes the importance of gathering 

firsthand data from a native environment that describes the phenomenon of interest (Harrison, 

2014). In ethnographic studies, researchers commit themselves by living together and 

spending a considerable amount of time with the people and the environment. They convert 

themselves into a member of that place rather than remaining an outside observer. This gives 

ethnography the edge over other approaches as one can view the study object from the inside 

(Bryman, 2016). The researcher will observe the daily interaction from various perspectives. 

Ethnography advocates for mixing several data sources to gain better knowledge on the 

research (Harrison, 2014). It is suited for this research as it allows the researcher to observe 

the daily tasks being done at work and the interactions that employees have with each other. 
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By participating in these daily activities, the researcher can better understand the content of 

the job. This in turn allows the researcher to grasp the problem-solving process at the specific 

workplace. However, as the researcher has taken a participant approach, one disadvantage is 

losing the insights and observation t that an observer might get.  In addition to this, the 

closeness of the researcher and research object makes it difficult to judge the objectivity of the 

study. This is because it is highly dependent on the researcher’s ability to stay neutral in the 

process (Bryman, 2016).  Studying and getting involved in the thinking process is more 

important than observing the environment in which it happens. One way to provide better 

information for viewers is to disclose personal background and beliefs that are relevant to the 

study.  A shortcoming of this research method is that information gathered via ethnographic 

observation will always be from the researcher's eyes.  As a result, conflicts will exist 

between objectivity and personal identity (Bryman, 2016).  

In this research, there is no doubt that my personal biases are included. My cultural 

background gives me a deeper, and at the same time personal, understanding of the Japanese 

culture. My experiences within the Norwegian context is relatively less insightful. My 

personal academic background ranges from political science, economics, to development 

studies.  It, therefore, covers all fields that the interviewees come from. This gives me an 

advantage in understanding the conversation beyond the words. On the other hand, this 

understanding can cause cognitive biases when listening to what the interviewees are talking 

about.  This can, however, be adjusted during the transcript process. I have attempted to 

mindfully listen to the audio and carefully take note of any biases present in the data. When it 

comes to the workplace perspective, I have had some limited experience of computer 

programming, management consulting, and civil society organizations. Working with 

different tasks are not always easy for outsiders to understand. These experiences have 

allowed me to understand the interview content related to these topics better. This means that 

there could be unknown information that I  was not able to pick up on from different 

industries that I may have less knowledge of.  

Another critique of ethnography is its usefulness – whether storytelling contributes to 

scientific discovery. Thus, I include interviews in combination with ethnographic research to 

provide richer data for analysis. Ethical issues have always been discussed when it comes to 

ethnography as the researcher conducts the study without informing the people. Specific to 
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this question, I will describe the environment and interaction within and around the place 

without disclosing the information that identifies the subject. 

4.2 Research Design  

This study takes a cross-national comparative design using qualitative and ethnographical 

approach. Comparative design is interested in understanding a social phenomenon through 

comparing two contrasting cases (Bryman, 2016). There are different types of generalization 

which can be derived from comparing cases. In naturalistic generalization, the researcher 

draws generalization through comparing seminaries and differences from contrasting cases 

(Stake, 1978). To reach such generalization, it requires rich description in the study. To give 

contexts and details to what the phenomenon is being examined for, to allow the reader to 

judge the comparisons (Stake, 1978).  

Cross-national comparative design allows the study to examine the phenomenon in question – 

transfer of learning – under two different social and cultural backgrounds. Such differences 

give the study the advantage of examining how such differences might play a role in the 

transfer of learning for social science students. 

4.3 Research sites, sampling and comparative 

dimension 

4.3.1 Research sites 

This study compares the difference between university to workplace transition systems 

between Norway and Japan.  At first glance, Norway and Japan sound very different. 

However, a comparison of such diverse cultures gives the study the advantage of examining 

the pattern of transfer of learning.  

They are, however, not all that different. Both countries are narrow and long geographically 

speaking and historically dominated by a single ethnicity.  In terms of education, both 

countries show a high l rate of higher education attainment (OECD, 2019a, 2019b). Japan has 

a robust system of new graduate hiring culture, where the entire process is standardized. In 

new graduate hiring, the hiring side cares more about a potential employee’s character, future 
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potential, and their university’s reputation rather than one’s qualifications. Grades from 

university are thus rarely taken into consideration for the employers.  Therefore, it is normal 

for one studying sociology with absolutely no prior knowledge of computer programming to 

end up working as a software developer. While in Norway, there is no standard hiring culture. 

New graduates rely more on connections.  A somewhat relevant degree and qualification are 

often considered as the job requirement. A stronger emphasis on grades motivates the students 

to do well at school. 

4.3.2 Sampling 

Selection of higher education institutes 

Following the research strategy, I chose two universities – the University of Oslo and the 

Norwegian university of life sciences – in the Oslo area in Norway; and one university from 

Osaka in Japan as the representatives of the two countries. Universities in Norway generally 

have similar academic competency, while there is a much wider divergence between institutes 

in Japan. To match the participants' competency, I chose the university in Japan that is similar 

in reputation and academic achievement compared to the ones in Norway. Historically, all 

universities of interest here have been established as research universities with a strong focus 

on theories and research. The strong focus on theory rather than practice brings students more 

theoretical knowledge than concrete skills, a critical critique of social sciences. However, in 

this case, it helps to research whether high-level transfers occur from the theoretical level to 

another context. I have attended all three universities as a student, which allows me to have a 

deeper understanding of the university structures and curriculums. This gives me the benefits 

of interviewing with prior knowledge on detailed information that might not be explicitly 

stated or directly grasped in the interviews, i.e. student culture. 

Selection of interview participants 

As a sub-level of comparison, I use students who work at places with little relevance to their 

studies and those who pursued a career that is within their focus of studies. Participants were 

chosen using purposive sampling. The research initially set out to investigate the transfer of 

learning from social science graduates to the management consulting sector. As new graduate 

students in the management consulting sector often have exposure to a diverse range of 
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industries during the first several years, it is interesting to observe what is being transferred 

into the workplace despite the diverse job content. Under the ideal conditions, interviews 

should have been conducted with those who have been working in the consulting industry for 

one to three years, and who have graduated from a business and economics major. They 

should then be compared with those who are graduated from another social science major. 

Due to the limited access to informants, I have widened the sampling to individuals that 

graduated from social science discipline and have been working for one to three years. Under 

the new circumstances, the following aspects have been taken into consideration for 

participants selection: Gender, working experiences (in terms of years), educational 

background, job – education relevance, and cultural background. 

In order to avoid gender bias, mindful considerations have been made. Equal number of 

genders has been interviewed in Norway, and three females and two males were interviewed 

in Japan. The same approach has been taken for the job – education relevance. An equal quota 

of more relevant and less relevant positions has been selected. This helps to compare whether 

a closer relevance to work tasks facilitates transfer happening. Cultural background plays a 

vital role in this research. It defines one’s view and mindset towards working. All informants 

in Norway are ethnically Norwegian regardless of race and origins. In contrast, informants in 

Japan had a more diverse cultural background. However, all speak fluent Japanese and have 

been living in Japan for more than seven years and have good understandings of Japanese 

culture and society. 

The relatively active presence of users on LinkedIn in Norway made it rather convenient to 

approach interview participants. Other recruiting methods used in Norway were through my 

own networks and recruiting friends that fit into the selection requirements.  

Japan lacks the presence of professional social networking services. Thus, reaching out to 

potential participants highly relied on personal connections. I have taken creative approaches, 

such as finding users on Facebook that have attended the target schools. Limited available 

information on Facebook made it difficult to deploy a selection process without making direct 

contacts. I have sent approximately 50 personal messages on Facebook. Facebook’s new 

feature, which filters unknown users’ messages, created hurdles for delivering messages. This 

led to a strong tendency to select interview participants from personal connections and 

friends.  
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The advantage of interviewing friends that suit the selection criteria is that they are honest 

with the interview questions. They are also more willing to talk about feelings, which is an 

important aspect that affects transfer (McConnel & Eva, 2012). A personal connection to the 

informants allows the researcher to understand the conversation from prior experiences and 

knowledge of contexts. Its disadvantage is the researcher’s objectivity and how to ensure the 

same understanding with informants that are somewhat distant. I have mindfully been aware 

of my judgment towards those I know personally and asking questions out loud in interviews 

on what I assume I understand from prior experiences. The personal connection undoubtedly 

compromised the objectivity, but the benefits – a deeper understanding of the context and 

gaining honest answers – trumps the former. This means that there is an understanding gap 

between those I know less of before the interview. I have tried to gain as much information as 

possible, from social media, and separate coffee conversation besides the interview session, 

which helps to get to know the person more. 

One of the challenges when it comes to Norway is that most participants have been enrolled 

in multiple study programmes. It is hard to argue whether specific subjects influence a 

person’s transfer of learning more than the other. While in Japan, though students often take 

more diverse classes than Norway, students rarely change subjects during their programmes. 

Such broad access to different disciplines allows students to gain exposure to diverse mental 

models aside from their majors. 

4.4 Thematic analysis 

This research gathers qualitative data through interviews and participant observations. These 

data sources serve as a mean to describe the phenomenon this research wish to investigate. 

According to Denscombe (2014), qualitative data analysis takes an inductive approach by 

observing instances to conclude a universal principle. Different from quantitative research 

method, where researchers gather data first and analyze the results, qualitative data analysis 

takes a non-linear approach. New data contribute to the analysis as well as the new data being 

gathered in the future as researchers perform such tasks simultaneously Denscombe (2014). 

Researchers thus, act as the tool for data analysis. Their own beliefs, backgrounds, and 

experiences when it comes to qualitative data analysis affect the quality of data analysis 

Denscombe (2014).  
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Thematic analysis is a method used to analyze qualitative data. Researchers try to identify 

patterns within the data set by analyzing the data using codes that appeared from it (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006). It allows the researcher to depict their data using less amount of time. 

Furthermore, it often provides researchers a tool to interpret their research topic through 

different perspectives (Boyatzis, 1998). The study intends to understand what are the factors 

that affect transfer of learning. Thematic analysis analyzes the data and allows themes to 

surface from the data set. Thus, it is suitable for recognizing patterns that are relevant to 

transfer of learning. 

As researchers play an essential role by actively looking for codes and themes in the dataset, 

researchers need to disclose their analysis process as well as their theoretical positions and 

views to their research (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

Thematic analysis allows the researcher to take either an inductive or theoretical approach 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006). An inductive approach emphasizes and attaches great importance to 

the data itself and allows themes to emerge from the data itself (Patton, 1990). A richer data 

description, therefore, can be provided following this approach. Because there is little 

research on this topic and a wide range of cultural and educational experiences affect transfer 

of learning, I found this approach suitable for this research topic over a theoretical approach, 

where the researcher's theoretical interest drives the analysis process. However, although I 

chose an inductive approach to this analysis, with caution for objectivity, it is important to 

know that it is inevitable for researchers to carry their own theoretical and world view to the 

analytical process. 

Other data analytic methods, such as 'thematic' discourse analysis, thematic decomposition 

analysis, Interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA), grounded theory and content 

analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006), also attempt to discover patterns in qualitative data. IPA and 

grounded theory are alternative tools to identify patterns in data sets; however, both are 

theoretically bounded. Where grounded theory destinates itself to develop theory from the 

data to explain the phenomena (McLeod, 2001; Holloway & Todres, 2003). Content analysis 

is similar to thematic approaches; however, it focuses on a lower level (Wilkinson, 2000) and 

involves counting allowing a quantitative approach to the qualitative data set (Ryan & 

Bernard, 2000). Though similar to other pattern recognizing methods, thematic analysis is 

free from existing theoretical framework constraints, and themes are generally not quantified. 
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Because there is little theories concerning factors affecting transfer of learning, thematic 

analysis is best suited for this study. 

This research embarks on the inquiry of what factors affects the transfer of learning for social 

science graduate in workplaces. Thematic analysis's flexibility regarding theoretical 

frameworks gave the study the freedom the other analysis methods were unable to provide. It 

allows the theme to emerge from the data set without prior constraints. The research questions 

focus on discovering factors concerning the problem of transfer. Thematic analysis allows the 

researcher to discover themes from the data set systematically. Which gives the discovery 

more reliability. 

Theme identification defined what accounts for the theme in the analysis; this research takes 

up a latent level of theme identification strategy. When identifying themes, researchers go 

beyond the literal texts and interpret the meanings of the data. This starts with describing the 

dataset and later on, summarizing and interpreting the implications of the discovered patterns 

(Patton, 1990).  

To answer research question one on what affects graduates' transfer of learning, I decided to 

take an inductive thematic analysis approach. Where I allow the themes to emerge from the 

data themselves without prior theoretical knowledge (Patton, 1990). Thus, the coding process 

starts without a pre-decided coding framework to apply to or the researcher's perceptions 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006).  

Figure 6 illustrate the analysis process. And the following section explains each phase in 

detail. 
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Figure 6 Phases of thematic analysis 

 

 

Adapted from “Using thematic analysis in psychology”, by V. Braun and V. Clarke, 2006, Qualitative Research 

in Psychology, 3(2), p. 87.  

4.4.1 Initial stage:  

Phase 1: Familiarizing with the data 

I went through the notes taken during the interview session to review the interesting points the 

interviewee discussed during the interview. After that, I listened to the audio recording to 

familiarize myself with the material as well as figuring out what did I miss when I was 

interviewing. During this process, I noted if there are misunderstandings of my interpretation 

during the interview, with what the interviewees talked about. 

After reviewing the audio recording, I start the transcription stage by listening to the audio 

and writing down the conversation into word documents. During the first time, I write down 

whatever I heard in the audio as it is. The second time, I noted emotions, pauses that seemed 

relevant to the research to the transcripts, and "[ ]" to reconstruct sentences that are hard to 

understand in writing. In the end, I review the transcript reading line by line and listened to 

the audio again to check if there are any misinterpretations. 

Initial stage

• Phase 1: Familizing with the data

• Phase 2: Generating initial codes

Middle stage

• Phase 3: Search for themes

• Phase 4: Reviewing themes

Final stage
• Phase 5: Defining and naming themes
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Phase 2: Generating initial codes 

When the transcript is ready, I moved to generate initial codes. I started by reading the 

transcripts and noting down things that are interesting to me or maybe a potential theme by 

highlighting sentences or writing down notes. To make sure I coded as many codes as 

possible to allow later on to discover relevant themes. After the first time, I would give about 

two weeks break in between to allow myself to get a fresh view on the transcript data. Then I 

would look at the transcripts again and going through the transcripts line by line to identify 

any missed codes from the first review. During this step, I coded the codes with contextual 

information when it is relevant, as Bryman (2016) mentions that coding also receives 

criticism of losing its context. 

4.4.2 Middle stage 

Phase 3: Search for themes 

In this phase, I started by looking at notes and refining codes into short phrases and words. I 

wrote down codes on sticky notes and mapped them down on the wall to gain an overview 

and visual representation of the codes from the data. I started to combine similar codes into 

clusters to find descriptive themes. I repeat the same process with the descriptive themes to 

generate potential conceptual themes. In the end, I would have collected potential themes and 

sub-themes in this phase. 

However, because of the narrow interviewee pool and diversity in career, specific descriptive 

themes were significant for some but were not mentioned in others. Those were kept aside to 

give an overall understanding to the research but are not included in the main themes. 

However, they should be taken into consideration with further research done on this topic. 

Phase 4: Reviewing themes 

Narrow the possible themes list into three main ones. Construct a thematic map that shows the 

three key themes found in the transcripts. During this phase, I began by reviewing themes 

related to the dataset and whether two themes should be merged into one or vise versa. I have 

done this by using Patton's (1990) dual criteria – internal homogeneity and external 

heterogeneity. Making sure individual themes contain sub-themes that are related to each 
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other meaningfully, and different themes are exclusive of each other in definition and 

meaning. 

To achieve such results, I adopted Braun and Clarke's (2006) two-level theme reviewing 

process. In the first level, I started by reviewing the themes at the codes level. I read data 

extracts for each theme to validates whether they collectively form a meaningful pattern.  

In the second level – overall data set – I reviewed whether the thematic map constructed in 

phase 3 represents the entire data set. And going back to the data to find a consistent theme 

that reflects the data set—in this process, also looking for overlooked code that might fit into 

one theme. This process is repeated to find a satisfactory thematic map. 

4.4.3 Final stage 

Phase 5: Defining and naming themes 

Phase 5 carries on the thematic map generated from phase 4. The themes summarize the sub-

themes but are not directly mentioned in the dataset. By investigating each theme and study 

whether fit into the overall story of the research. And to make sure no sub-themes can stand 

out as its own, and all themes are mutually exclusive and collectively exhaustive. The 

following thematic map (figure 7) has been identified from this process. 
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Figure illustrated by researcher. 

4.5 Review of research quality 

4.5.1 Trustworthiness 

Quantitative research uses reliability and validity as important criteria to research quality 

(Bryman, 2016). Lincoln and Guba (1985) and Guba and Lincoln (1994) proposed two 

criteria for assessing qualitative data using trustworthiness and authenticity. This section is 

concerned with trustworthiness of the research. 

Credibility 

Credibility emphasis the importance of describing social reality through different accounts 

(Bryman, 2016). That is to collect data that describes the phenomenon in interests through 

multiple sources. To ensure credibility, triangulation is often applied in data collection. 

Triangulation concerns "using more than one method or source of data in the study of social 

phenomena" (Bryman, 2016, p. 392). Denzin (1970) further details this by stating the uses of 

"multiple observers, theoretical perspectives, sources of data, and methodologies" (p. 310).  

Figure 7 Transfer of learning theme mind map 
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The research uses qualitative as well ethnography as its methodology and gathered data 

through different sources, including participant observation and in-depth interviews. Such 

decisions gave data the credibility it deserves. For data analysis, this study takes on multiple 

concepts and theories in analytical framework to ensure different perspectives are taken into 

account. However, the research lacks external perspectives on the findings from the data, this 

decreases the findings' credibility. Ideal analysis of findings would include multiple observes 

from both education and psychology discipline. Such would allow the comparison between 

individuals with different backgrounds and worldviews and provide the credibility of the 

finding. 

Transferability 

Transferability is parallel to external validity in quantitative research. It concerns the 

generalizability of findings (Bryman, 2016). Qualitative research often conducts case studies 

or in small groups of people. Compared to quantitative research, the uniqueness of the context 

makes it difficult if not impossible to duplicate (Bryman, 2016). Instead, qualitative 

researchers employ "thick description" (Geertz, 1973) to give detailed accounts of the 

contexts in which the social phenomenon is examined. Such thick description thus, give 

readers the ability to judge the transferability of the research.  

This research has provided a detailed description of participants' backgrounds, including 

educational and professional experiences. Notes from ethnography research further describe 

the cultural and social context of the social phenomenon. Such a thick description gives the 

reader the possibility for judgments. To advance the research's transferability, the researcher 

would have described the curriculum individuals have studied and more detailed job tasks 

they perform at work. 

Dependability 

Contrasting to transferability, which describe the social details of the context, dependability 

concerns the disclosure of the complete research process (Bryman, 2016). This ranges from 

formulating problem statement to data analysis choices (Bryman, 2016). Such enables others 

to "audit" (Bryman, 2016, p. 392) the research process to ensure credibility.  
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The researcher has disclosed their worldviews and personal background that might affect the 

research. Rationales on choosing research methodology, sampling, and data analysis have 

been described in responding sections. Fieldwork notes and interview transcripts are available 

as documents if a review is in need. 

Confirmability 

This pillar of credibility concerns the objectivity of the research (Bryman, 2016). Objectivity 

is essential for both qualitative and quantitative research. Personal involvement in conducting 

qualitative research makes it more challenging to ensure objectivity. Confirmability advocates 

the awareness of subjectivity in qualitative research and the main neutral judgment as possible 

(Bryman, 2016). 

I am aware of my subjectivity in conducting this research and have made efforts to maintain 

objectivity by reviewing interview transcripts and findings analysis. However, what interferes 

with the objectivity would be those personal values that I am not aware of. Thus, in ideal 

conditions, a second researcher to review the data and analysis would advance the research's 

objectivity. 

4.6 Summary 

This chapter presented the research approach, giving readers the rationale behind choosing 

qualitative and ethnography as its methodology. The research approach drove the adaptation 

of a cross-national comparative design. Japan and Norway were chosen for their similarity 

and cultural difference to investigate the transfer of learning problem. A section devoted itself 

to the reasons on sample selection. A detailed thematic analysis procedure was presented after 

adjusting the reason for choosing this specific analysis method. The chapter concluded with 

measures taken to enhance research credibility. 
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5 Data collection 

This chapter starts by introducing the data collection methods used in this study. The 

following section discusses the rationale for choosing in-depth interview and presents 

interviewees’ background information. And participant observation is discussed after that. 

The chapter concludes with data limitations and ethical concerns. 

5.1 Data collection details 

This research uses participant observations and in-depth interviews as its data collection 

methods, which allows the study to benefit from the strengths and advantages of collecting 

data from diverse sources. It also provides the researcher with opportunities to analyze 

research subjects through different lances. A variety of data collection methods compensate 

each other's' shortcomings and provide a better solution to reliability in research.  

As shown in table 3, a total of eleven individuals participated in interviews. Six of them are 

from Norway, and five are from Japan. Gender has been taken into consideration during the 

sampling stage, and equal representation of males and females have been interviewed both in 

Norway and Japan.  

All the interviews took place between August and November 2018.  The majority of 

interviews in Norway being conducted face-to-face in the group room at each of the two 

universities that were being studied – UiO and NMBU. Interviews in Japan were initially 

planned as in-person interviews. However, due to the conflict of schedule, all interviews were 

changed to video or audio calls through media like Skype and Appear.in (now called 

Whereby). The disadvantage of such interviews is the lack of access to body language and 

minor facial expressions.  

I follow the ethnographical approach and use observation and interview as data collection 

methods. Ethnographic fieldwork took place in Tokyo for two months between February 2019 

and April 2019. Field notes were taken at the end of every working day, and one in-in-depth 

interview has been conducted with one employee at the firm.  
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5.2 In-depth interview 

Interviews provide insightful data that is unavailable through literature. This is because 

interviews involve interaction with another person. This will reveal experiences and personal 

thoughts on matters related to the research.  These are insights difficult to gain through 

documents. In this research, I study the experiences of transfer of learning for social sciences 

graduates. Interviews provide a suitable tool to explore participants' stories and their thoughts 

on the concept. Structured, semi-structured, and unstructured are the three common forms of 

how researchers conduct the interview. The less structured the interview, the more freedom 

you hand to the participants, which allows the subject to elaborate freely with fewer 

constraints and expectations brought by pre-made questions (Bryman, 2016).  

There is an insufficient understanding of this problem of how social sciences graduates apply 

what they have learned in higher education institutes to workplaces. Due to the limited 

literature on what affects individuals' transfer of learning from university to workplaces, an 

unstructured interview allows participants to elaborate freely on the topic of interest. Intensive 

interview allows the researcher to pick a nonrandom sample to understand the phenomenon 

better (Charmaz, 2006). Intensive interviews provide the opportunity to gain a thorough 

understanding of the person's background and views on the phenomenon (Charmaz, 2006).  

This is suitable for this research as I intend to study youth's experiences on how they apply 

what they learned at school to their jobs. 

 Because the sample is nonrandom, intensive interviews allow for the flexibility to ask 

questions and negotiate during interviews (Charmaz, 2006). Thus, it is suitable for 

understanding youth with diverse academic and career backgrounds on the process and 

mechanisms of how they transfer their learnings. It gives greater spaces on which areas or 

questions to explore and bring the interviewee back to the topic when their answer derives far 

away from the focus. 

The unstructured interviews were guided by two themes: Educational background and current 

career. The participants led the conversation, where I asked for details when the informants 

stated information relevant to transfer of learning. At the end of every interview, I asked for 

participants’' opinions on the relevance of their studies to their job tasks. Different measures 

were taken to protect their privacy; section 5.5 discusses them in detail. 
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One of the shortcomings of interviews is that researchers rely on participants' statements. 

However, in reality, participants' thoughts might not be accurate, or they may answer 

questions with an answer that they assume you would expect to hear, or simply they have 

incorrect understating of the facts. Thus, having a third pillar in the data source will ensure 

better data quality. My personal connection to the subjects advances the accuracy of the data. 

Furthermore, it is further ensured by conducting ethnography research using a complete 

participant approach.  

5.2.1 Interviewee background information 

The researcher has interviewed students from five subjects in Japan, and six in Norway. They 

are from different fields within the social sciences and work in different sectors of the labor 

market. Table 3 gives a summary of the subjects' basic information, their educational 

background, as well as details about the interview. A more detailed information section has 

been divided between Norway and Japan, presenting subjects' background information 

regarding education and career. 

Table 3 Interviewee background information overview 
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Informants in Japan 

After high school, Isabel embarked on pursuing a bachelor's degree at the Faculty of Human 

Sciences with a focus on Global Collaboration at the University of Osaka. During this, she 

had two years' exchange at Linnaeus University in Sweden and studied Peace and 

Development and Global Studies. During the first two years of her studies, the curriculum 

included mostly liberal arts studies: Foreign languages, mathematics, statistics, psychology, 

and economics. She started her career as an Operations Strategy consultant in a multinational 

technology company after graduation. She had been working there for two and a half years at 

the time of the interview. She continues to work at the same place as of 2020 spring. 

Liang was interested in manufacturing and chose to study economics after high school, 

specifically in business and administration. During the first two years, he had classes in 

business and administration, focusing on theories and models. The last two years were mainly 

discussion and case-based seminars. As a student, he led a cycling club and a public policy 

club, allowing him to participate in regional policy-making with business and local 

government. After four years of bachelor's, they started working as an analyst at a global 

strategic consulting firm. At the time of the interview, they have been working for three and a 

half years and working as an associate. Later on, he changed his career and serves as a chief 

strategy officer and chief operating officer at an AI company. 

After graduating from high school, Lin pursued a degree in civil engineering in China. After 

two years, he decided to switch to a broad field due to the narrow focus his study had. After 

studying Japanese for one and a half years in Japan, he started a bachelor's in economics at 

Osaka University. Out of curiosity and personal interests, he took classes in history, physics, 

chemistry, and law besides his major in economics. As a student, he worked as an intern at 

several IT consulting companies. He wrote his thesis around the market development of 

electronic cars together with two other students. He started a position on software engineering 

after graduation, specifically on enterprise resource planning. And have been working for one 

and a half years at the time of the interview. Now, he works as a project manager at an IT 

consulting company. 

Eun majored in sociology of education at School of Human Science at Osaka University; she 

continued to pursue a master's degree at the same school focusing on gender and sociology. 

During the two years, she also enrolled in the Graduate Students' leadership program for 
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multicultural innovation (RESPECT). She was an intern at the gender equality center of 

Toyonaka city. Her passion for gender and sexuality led her to participate in a regular study 

group focusing on such topics during her master’s study. After graduating, she worked at a 

program coordinator at Asia-Pacific Human Rights Information Center, a Japanese general 

incorporated foundation (一般財団法人, GIF). She had been working there for two years at 

the time of the interview. Now she works as a facilities coordinator at an international 

software company. 

Sayaka has been interested in foreign languages and culture and chose to study the Arabic 

language at Osaka University for her undergraduate. She had classes in many different 

languages, including Korean, French, Zulu, Old Arabic, Aramaic, and such. She decided to 

use her language expertise at a higher degree and studied Human Environment (人間環境論) 

at the School of Human Sciences at Osaka University. During which she stayed at Golan 

Heights and researched about identity issues in that area. After graduating, she spent half a 

year looking for a job and then started working as a system engineer at a multinational IT 

company for one year. She realized that she is a people person and started to work as an 

officer at the Japanese embassy in Croatia. She has been working for two and a half years at 

the time of the interview. 

Informants in Norway 

Johan has a bachelor's degree in political sciences from Agder University, during which he 

exchanged to the U.S. and had courses in political sciences. And he holds a master's degree in 

Political Science with a specialization in International Politics at the University of Oslo. 

During his master’s degree, most of the courses required presentations, either as individuals 

or as groups. Most classes focused on theories and research techniques. Interested in Southern 

and Eastern Asia politics led him to write his thesis in China's foreign policy. He works as an 

executive officer at a governmental department for family and pension benefits and has been 

working for two years at the time of the interview. He continues to work at the same institute. 

Mari holds one Bachelor in Chinese with a minor in English, and another bachelor’s in 

political science, both from the University of Oslo. During the latter, classes are mainly 

conducted in big lectures. She and classmates organized spontaneous study groups for course 

readings. Later on, she decided to pursue a higher degree in International Development at the 
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Norwegian University of Life Sciences. She had many theoretical classes, where groupworks 

and presentations were mandatory as part of the class. During her Master, she worked part-

time as a youth club assistant and later on the leader at Oslo Kommune. Wanting to work with 

immigrants, she volunteered as a teacher to Lebanon, working with Syrian refugees for two 

months after graduating. She works as a youth club leader and project assistant at the same 

institute. She has been working for one year at the time of the interview and continues 

working there now. 

Britt started her bachelor's in International Environment and Development at Norwegian 

University of Life Sciences. She had many theoretical classes regarding development as a 

broad topic. She had been volunteering as a community worker for four years, working with 

children with special needs and disabilities. After graduating, she continued working at the 

same organization as a youth coordinator. She had been working for one year at the time of 

the interview. Now she is back to school pursuing a higher degree in social welfare and health 

policy. 

After high school, Sondre took one year's study in pedagogy before deciding to pursue a 

bachelor's degree in Business and Administration at Norwegian University of Life Sciences. 

During which he had a combination of theoretical classes and professional classes. Afterward, 

he had a Master from the same university in Nature-based tourism. After graduating, he 

served in leaders' roles in two separate student organization for two years. He was working as 

a communication advisor at a governmental education agency. He had been working for three 

years at the time of the interview. He continues to work in the educational sector. 

Anders served in the Norwegian armed forces for two years after high school. Besides 

physical training, there was also great emphasis put on group work. He started his bachelor's 

degree in International environment and development. During this, he had many theoretical 

classes around the topic. Due to his interests, he had many business and administration 

courses, which had a more practical approach. After the first two years, he started to work as 

the leader at a student organization for one year. He has been working for one year at the time 

of the interview. And he is back to school to pursue a higher degree in International Business. 

Ina started her bachelor in culture and communications at the University of Oslo after high 

school. She specialized in sociology and a broader knowledge of social anthropology, 

psychology, and media studies. Afterward, she studied organization and management in 
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graduate school. The programme emphasizes theory and practice, students were provided 

with theories in the first semester, and are provided internship in the second semester for real-

life applications. She started to work for a global IT company as a communication consultant 

after graduation, and later switched to a talent acquisition coordinator working with global 

recruitment. She had been working for one year at the time of the interview, and she continues 

to work at the same company now. 

5.3 Participate observation 

Figure 8 illustrates the four levels of participation in ethnographic research. It is first 

described in Gold's account (Gold, 1957).  Due to the high level of participation they give, 

complete participant and observer as a participant are the most common approach for 

ethnographical researchers (Burgess, 2002). The difference lies in the degree of participation 

between the two. Complete participants engage in the social environment in a covert position, 

which allows the researchers to merge in the situation entirely (Brewer, 2000). 

Figure 8 Level of participation in ethnography research 

 



60 

 

Reprinted from How to... use ethnographic methods and participant observation. From emerald publishing. 

(https://www.emeraldgrouppublishing.com/archived/research/guides/methods/ethnographic.htm). Copyright 

2020 by Emerald Publishing Limited. 

During observations, researchers observe the subjects' interest in the research. Where the 

researcher has the opportunity to observe how subjects interact and behave without the 

interface. Systematic observation and participant observation are common in this method 

(Bryman, 2016). In participant observation, researchers often conduct observation without 

revealing their identity. This raises ethical concerns because researchers conduct research 

without informing the "participants" and thus do not gain consent for the research.  As a 

result, researchers can observe the phenomenon in its nearest natural form compared to other 

data collection methods. 

In this study, I chose to conduct participant observation as a complete participant to interact 

with subjects of interest. Compared to other forms of observation, a complete participant 

allows me to be treated as a member of the group. This allows me to observe the work 

environment and the transfer phenomenon in its most native forms. For transfer of learning, 

by coding myself to gain a better understanding of the rationales behind the research done on 

the topic. However, the biggest shortcoming of this method is the ability of the researcher to 

remain neutral. Due to this being my first-time conducting participant observation, and with 

my close background of the cultural context, readers should read with the understanding of 

my limitations on being objective. With attention to my own thoughts, different researchers 

will have separate thoughts on the same events during the observation. The ideal stage will 

involve several researchers with different cultural backgrounds to participant in the 

observation.  

5.4 Limitation of data 

Transfer condition 

In transfer of training, training curriculum, or training design, has often been described as an 

essential factor to transfer (i.e. Kontoghiorghes, 2004). It is natural to believe that higher 

education curriculum individuals attended impact their learning and transfer as well. 

Participants described their educational background in detail and gave examples to courses 

they remember particularly well. Further examination into each individual's curriculum will 

https://www.emeraldgrouppublishing.com/archived/research/guides/methods/ethnographic.htm
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give the research a better overview and understand the extent to which the educational 

dimension influences transfer. 

Corresponding to education factors, informants explained their job responsibility and daily 

tasks. However, there is a limitation to what can be understood from the description. A closer 

interaction and participation in the native environment would give more details and for the 

researcher to examine the links between their education and work. Using participant 

observation as a complete participant advanced the understanding of this factor. However, an 

interaction with each informant will make the individual linkage stronger. 

Research sites and participants selection 

This research covered participants from a wide range of disciplines within social science. 

Further to the diversity in study programmes is the different career each individual pursued. 

The limited representation from each discipline and career makes it difficult to achieve the 

significance of the generalization.  

Ideally, research will select one multinational management consulting company with offices 

in both countries. And research a one-year course following the participants that have been in 

the position for one year. This provides a somewhat similar job content compared to including 

people working in different sectors. The ideal participants will be ten graduates from certain 

research universities in Norway and Japan separately. Where half of which are from the 

economics department, and the rest from other social sciences studies. This constitutes the 

comparative dimension in which students work in a position relevant to their college majors 

and those who do not. By having participants in one company also made the study a better 

case study. And allow the researcher to examine the job content within two single 

environments rather than 20 different contexts. 

5.5 Ethical considerations 

The research has gain permission from the Norwegian Centre for Research Data (NSD) under 

the latest General Data Protection Regulation framework (GDPR). Participants to the in-depth 

interview, including one through the ethnography research, have given consent to the research 

orally or by signature at the consent form. The consent form states the purpose of the study, 

research design, and participants' selection criteria.  
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The research has taken the following measures to ensure participants' data security. Personal 

data were anonymized after the interviews. Pseudonyms replaced names, a connection 

between the two was stored as a separate file. My personal device recorded interviews with 

limited biometric access. Interview audio recordings were uploaded to google cloud storage 

after the recording. And all transcripts were stored on google drive with multi-factor 

authentication. 

The ethical dilemma in covert participant observation is distinct. This form of observation 

allows the researcher to interact with the subjects in the most natural setting. However, it is 

criticized for building relationships and ties for observation (Brewer, 2000). This is 

undoubtedly true; however, I chose to still covert also to protect individuals' privacy. During 

personal conversations, politically controversial statements might be used in the research that 

surfaced on several occasions. It is best not to disclose such information to employers. 

5.6 Summary 

This chapter presented the rationales for choosing in-depth interview and participant 

observation as data collection tools. One section was devoted to interviewees' background 

information to provide contexts for the findings. The chapter concluded with data limitation 

and presented measures taken to ensure participants' general data rights.   
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6  Factors concerning transfer of 

learning 

This chapter presents the findings and discussion around the first research question: “What 

affects social science students’ transfer of learning from university to the workplace?”. 

Findings are based on data gathered through unstructured intensive interview in Japan and 

Norway and ethnographical research done in Tokyo. 

Six themes are found through thematic analysis: Motivation, reflection, negative emotions, 

psychological traits, transferability, and work environment. This chapter is divided into six 

sections corresponding to the themes. Each theme begins with a representation of data, 

followed by analysis and discussion around that theme. 

6.1 Motivation 

Motivation defined to what extent individuals are willing to search for knowledge and past 

experiences to apply to the current context (Bloom, 1976). Such motivation can come from 

ourselves, from our interests and intention of self-growth (Deci & Ryan, 1985). Or driven by 

external factors like rewards and punishments.  

6.1.1 Transfer opportunity 

Norwegian and Japanese participants both mentioned needs as the driver for transfer. Two 

types of needs appeared in the interviews. First is the need between when interviewees were 

in school and when they are at workplaces. When talking about time management at 

workplaces, the interviewee was asked what has prevented her from time management using 

calendar when at school. 

Extract 1 Ina - Needs to transfer 

347    Nothing! I just, it was very easy when you have a lot of freedom. Especially at the  

348    university, there aren't classes every day. You know, we have had classes, we had maybe 12  

349    hours a week. So, I think every single semester I had two days off a week every week. And 

350    then it's very easy to not do anything for those days.  

 

A 



64 

 

Another need that has been mentioned is the job content requirement at work and their skills 

and backgrounds, which is further divided into two types. One is typically seen in people who 

work in an area that is somewhat derived from their main study areas.  

Needs and responsibility serve as the main motivation for transfer. Many interviewees 

mentioned time management. Many failed or did not do time management when studying; 

however, they were able to manage tasks well at work. The responsibility they felt made them 

transfer their time management skill to their workplace. All of them understood the principles 

for time management, yet very few applied these principles at school. Work required such 

skill to be transferred, and that served as a motivation for transfer happening. 

Some of the interviewees mentioned money as another driver for transfer. Participants argued 

that when they were studying, they were responsible for their own actions; but they were paid 

to perform at work. Thus, it serves as a factor for motivating one to transfer his skills to the 

workplace. Such motivation constitutes as a type of autonomous motivation as individuals 

wish to do good at their work. Several participants showed failed transfer at school but were 

able to apply principles or knowledge when at work setting. This is contrary to Arboleda and 

colleagues’ (2011) findings. They found that monetary rewards enhanced individuals’ 

learning outcome but no effect on transfer. This difference can result from different forms of 

motivation taken place. 

6.1.2 Interests 

The company is an international consulting and research firm, where its Tokyo office offers 

consulting services. It's a day many interns came to work, including some that have been 

away for a while. Everyone gathered at the small conference room for lunch.  

“A new steak restaurant opened around the corner. They use premium level wagyu, and the 

course is 40 minutes Buffet style. I thought that is a very interesting business model.” Our 

project manager came and sat down started talking about a restaurant he was interested in. 

“Yeah, that is very interesting. I wonder what the customer rotation rate is there. By limiting 

the time they could serve more people.” One intern replied. “Yes, exactly, it would be exciting 

to see how this model will work out from now on.” The manager replied. 
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This was a regular conversation during lunchtime. The majority of people had interests in 

business and economics, which is the main content for the consulting sector. During the work, 

those who were interested in the topic were engaged in conversation around the topic in 

lunch breaks. This serves as extra opportunities for analyzing business cases. Interests serve 

as a foundation for reflection and motivate one to analyze unconsciously. Those with less 

interests were less committed to making efforts and often engaged in conversations regarding 

common hobbies, such as football. 

Everyone in the interview was asked about their interests, and those who had interests in their 

job all enjoyed their jobs to some degree. They were motivated to apply their skills and 

knowledge to their job. However, one person stated her lack of interest in her job, whereas 

she was still able to perform despite such emotion. Yet, she chose to switch career to a path 

that suits her personality better.  

Extract 2 Sayaka - Interests 

319    I have always been involved with people from areas other than IT, so that was completely  

320    new experience for me. During the last months when I was studying about server structure,  

321    that was the time I really (notated by researcher) understand that I was really (notated by 

322    researcher) not interested in IT, as one would expect. It was probably interesting for people 

323    that are interested in it. What should I say, “Oh, this is how the system works!”, they might 

324    gain such kind of intellectual pleasure from it. After all, it was about working with machine, 

325    and not with human. And for me, I did not think it was interesting to spend time at such a  

326    place2. 

 

Interest is an essential factor to engage with their jobs and to apply their learning to 

workplaces actively. Lacking interest did not affect Sayaka’s ability to meet the job 

requirement; however, it caused her a painful learning experience. Having interests in the 

topic which one works with has minimal impact on transferring of hard skills. One does not 

simply forget how to solve a mathematical equation because one is not interested in the job. 

However, being interested in the content makes one more willing to learn. Sayaka’s ability to 

learn knowledge on IT maintains regardless of her own interest. However, after one year, she 

quit her job and pursued something that’s more suitable for her preferences.  The same case is 

for Takumi. Lack of interests causes one’s willingness to work in that sector where they are 

less motivated to learn and to reflect on the contexts. However, is not a main factor that 

 
2 Such a place is the server center she spent time at during her work. 
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impacts one’s low level transfer of learning. The effects are the same for both informants in 

Norway and Japan. 

Interests make individuals be interested or excited about certain things, thus, produce positive 

feelings. In Sayaka’s experience, she was not interested in IT, but must learn for that 

knowledge. That experience produced negative emotions and extrinsic motivation for her. 

Gasper and colleagues’ (Gasper & Clore, 2002; Gasper, 2004) concluded that negative 

feelings enhance local processing. In this case, Sayaka’s negative feeling pushed her to focus 

on details, which enhanced her learning outcome. 

6.1.3 Positive emotions 

Emotion includes feeling, sentiment, and affection; and affects the cognitive process related to 

learning and transfer (McConnel & Eva, 2012). Thus, emotions are critical for learning and 

transfer. Participants generally described positive emotions as sources of motivation. Many 

participants have mentioned being trusted by their bosses makes them feel good, motivated, 

and autonomous. Isabel talks about her experiences in detail in her interview.  

Extract 3 Isabel - Positive feelings 

384    … Because the goals, and the schedules are not told by our bosses, but we set the schedule we 

385    have the right or like responsibility for the task. So we can, I decide how to do it, when it  

386    should be done, and stuff. I have more like, I can control my work. That made me like feel 

387    like trusted by our bosses and team leaders. that's kind of like my motivation. 

 

Among subjects in Norway, some talked about their job characteristics being the part that 

makes them motivated, such as having diversity in job tasks, having new challenges, or 

working for the greater good. Interviewees in Japan has mentioned about being appreciated by 

clients and being approved by bosses. And being wanted and being useful as one of the 

reasons that make them happy and feel motivated. Overall, informants in Norway tend to 

focus on the job, and those in Japan are affected by collective influences. Subjects in Norway 

speaks more about how their job and tasks are the main reasons that motivate them. Whereas 

for those in Japan, there is a greater focus on their colleagues and bosses. Being apricated by 

others is one of the main motivations for the majority of the subjects in Japan.  

A 
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Having positive feelings generally makes one happy at work. Such feelings prevent 

individuals from spending mental energy on reflecting on negative things. Fredrickson and 

colleagues (Fredrickson, 2003; Fredrickson & Branigan, 2005) in their experiments found that 

positive emotions promote individuals' global processing. That is to see things in a bigger 

picture, and thus allow transfer to happen. By being more focused on self and job content, 

motivation among those in Norway are not affected by others. Whereas there is a stronger 

emphasis on collectivity in Japan, thus, one's motivation is more dependent on others. Deci 

and Ryan (1985) discussed the positive effects autonomy has on intrinsic motivation. By 

feeling trusted and having autonomy in one's job, motivates individuals to transfer their 

learnings. They are more likely to try new ways of approaching their jobs by reflecting on and 

actively searching for past experiences to apply to the job. 

6.2 Transferability level 

Among the six subjects in Norway; one interviewee considers her education directly related to 

her education, four of them had experiences and background in the area they are/were 

working on, and one considered his job has a deviation from his formal education. For the 

five subjects in Japan, two have significant deviation between university and work (social 

science to IT sector). Two had education directly related to their job, and one with some 

differences. 

Five out of the six subjects in Norway work in jobs that require excellent soft skills. All 

reported that university subjects enabled them to reflect on their work and reflect 

phenomenon and their reactions at work. Meanwhile, in the case of Japan, there are different 

answers among the respondents. Eun stated that education gave her the fundamentals to 

understand job content and offered her the base to learn further. Moreover, the most important 

thing is that her educational background gave her dignity as she would not have received from 

her colleagues without the gender education she had received.  

Half of the interviewees in Norway have indicated the ability to extract information from 

massive resources as one of the skills they gained from university. On the other hand, no 

informants from Japan mentioned this skill. One of the reasons is that Japanese University has 

much less mandatory reading requirements for students. Meanwhile, self-control has been 
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mentioned by both subjects in Japan and Norway as something they learned and practiced at 

university. 

Soft skills and the ability to learn often happen unconsciously. While hard skills are often 

directly applied to workplaces. And intensive training has been mentioned as the most potent 

tool for transfer. Han started a job directly related to his education and talked about how his 

education helped him in his work.  

Extract 4 Han - Educational background 

388    … some basic knowledge about business operations, it's become my foundation to start my 

389     job; as in communication with clients, to conduct some analysis, have some internal  

390    discussion. Throughout all aspects, to become a foundation and a basement of my work.  

391    And communication wise, the discussion experiences I got in my seminar type of classes  

392    and also my social public policy club activities also helped me a lot to establish my current 

393    communication interface to both external guys and the internal guys. So this is quite useful  

394    for me. And also, some other analytical skills like how to use some Excel, or other analysis 

395    tools is also basically I learned during my university [time]. And to conduct some statistical 

396    analysis during my university [time] also helped me a lot to conduct some analysis work in  

397    my current workplace. 
 

In this study, we divided knowledge into two types: Declarative and procedural knowledge. 

Declarative knowledge emphasizes individuals' knowledge on "knowing-what", and 

procedural knowledge is when one knows how to do something (Salaberry, 2018). Anderson's 

(1996) skill acquisition theory explains that when an individual acquires skill, the transfer is 

automated with minimal effort. Interviewees can all transfer hard skills to the workplace 

without problems, including analytical skills, communication skills, filtering information, 

work ethics, etc. Such skills are not context-bound and are easily applied when needed. Those 

skills are all part of the "knowing-how", or procedural knowledge. In this study, transfer of 

procedural knowledge often happens smoothly without efforts regardless of educational 

background or cultural background. However, general theories happen to a varying degree. 

Such theories are easily applied to when the two contexts are similar: For example, applying 

trade theories to international trade happening between two countries in the real world. 

However, the application of theories to a somewhat distant context requires more work. For 

example, from modernization theory to human relation develop, would be a far transfer. 

Using theories is an example of applying declarative knowledge. Factual knowledge, like the 

definition of a fact, can be transferred easily. However, the transfer of theories requires more 

effort. How closely the skills one learned from school are with the intended tasks, the more 

effortless transfer happens. When the contexts differ to a high degree, transfer of theories and 
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principles seldom happens. This type of transfer often requires the individual to be motivated 

to analyze and reflect the contexts. 

6.3 Work environment 

It is early February in Tokyo; the weather is mild compared to Oslo, light breezes blew the 

trees standing along the road. The bit chill weather only made busy commuters elevate their 

steps. I walked towards the company where I supposed to work for the next two months. 

Tokyo Metro during rush hours is packed with commuters heading to work from different 

directions (figure 9 illustrate commuting in Tokyo). When the door opens, suited up men, and 

women in business wear flew out the train in busy steps. 

I walked up the stairs and went out form the station. Arriving at the building and through the 

security, I took the elevator that destinated to the intended floor. The other intern that was 

starting on the same day was already waiting at the table, sitting with his back straight in 

black suits. After the technical and administrational setups, our boss led us into the big 

conference room to explain the project that we were going to be put onto in the afternoon. 

The entire office is an open space. Besides those conference rooms separated by a door and 

partially sealed glasses, the only 'invisible' room was the partner's office. Those permanent 

employees picked whichever seats that they preferred and were available. And interns use the 

hot desk system at the end of the office. There were about ten interns during the time I was 

there, some were in more often and others less. And around 40 other employees in the office 

in total. 

The project leader was one of the two consultants at the company at that time. He invited 

another senior intern that was going to be hired as an analysis in April to the meeting. The 

company's working language is English. Most people are English Japanese bilingual, and 

some analysts use English mainly. He explained the project to us in English and switched to 

Japanese, which the senior has little knowledge about, where he taught us his working 

principles.  

In the morning, people started to come in about 15 minutes before 9:00. Greeting each other 

or have a cup of coffee and then rush back to their desks. The partner would walk around the 

office and make some conversations with the interns and those we came in early. 
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Our project leader required us to submit daily reports (Nippou) in the morning and after 

work. The aims are to set personal objectives and monitor them in a quantifiable way. We 

submit the daily to-do list in the morning based on the work offered by the leader. After 

morning's work, Hiro and I went downstairs to the food truck at noon. The wind carries the 

curry smell to us, and we ended up in that line. In the end of the day, sometime before 18:00, 

reporting what have been done, what are the advancement, what is undone, next action to be 

taken, and reflections and what we have learnt that day. 

Figure 9 Rush hour image in Tokyo 

 
Photo of one of the busiest transport hub in Tokyo area. Credit: @eddizinh0. (2020, March 2). Walking Dead 

[Twitter Post]. Retrieved from https://twitter.com/eddizinh0/status/1234348897201319936/photo/1 

Different dimensions of work environment – organizational culture, peer, management 

support – impact transfer of learning at workplaces (Nafukho et al., 2017). The hot desk 

system makes it easier for everyone to collaborate, and at the same time, makes it easier for 

one to get disturbed. Transfer of hard skills and knowledge happens without too much effort; 

however, interaction disturbs the process when one is in a deep thinking process. Thus, it 

intervenes in the type of transfer that requires mindfulness. 

https://twitter.com/eddizinh0/status/1234348897201319936/photo/1
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The daily report is supposed to be something that helps individuals reflect on their daily work 

and progress. However, for most, it is rather a burden. Its effectiveness depends on one's 

motivation to reflect and the supervisor's feedback quality (Gijbels et al. 2014). Such a system 

can facilitate one's transfer of learning to the workplace if the feedback is given and reported 

by motivated individuals. Yet, many found it tedious to spend half an hour every day doing 

so, especially with inadequate feedback. For some, they simply quit doing so after realizing 

they are not getting feedback anymore. Based on self-determination theory, things that 

interest one person bring intrinsic motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2000). On the other hand, 

external factors affect extrinsic motivation. The mandatory daily report serves as an extrinsic 

motivation for workers. Those we continue doing so without supervisor advice lacks the 

guidance of their work; whereas individuals lack the extrinsic motivation by being evaluated 

for simply quit. Such routine lacks intrinsic motivation for the employees and contributes 

little to the transfer of learning because of its limited advice from the supervisor.  

6.3.1 Interpersonal environment 

Interviewees cited good interpersonal environments at workplaces in Norway. Lunch and 

birthday parties have been mentioned as the most common social activities when at work. 

Two of the interviewees that work primarily with youth stated that interpersonal relations is 

the most challenging part of their job. One stated challenging out from an empathy angle, 

where Britt said that it is hard to see media penetrate the youths she works in a false and 

negative way. Mari's challenge derives from the dilemma she needs to face in case of hearing 

accidents that will require her to report to social protection services. 

Interviewees in Japan generally did not mention the interpersonal environment. Only Sayaka 

and Eun mentioned this aspect. Where Sayaka said that even though everyone is so nice, they 

are very nice. But she was just not interested in IT. To justify that her decision to leave the 

company after was because of lack of interest in the field rather than personal relations. In 

contrast to Sayaka, Eun described her experience as she did not enjoy the interpersonal 

environment there because of the authoritative nature. 

The interpersonal environment can differ from one to another. For some, it serves as a 

motivation, and for others, it creates stress. One is more likely to make efforts to transfer 

when motivated at work, and stress generally generates the opposite effects. There is 

generally a more friendly interpersonal environment in Norway than in Japan. It is common to 
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eat lunch with colleagues in Norway, whereas in Japan, most people stay at their desks during 

lunch breaks. Activities are often organized voluntarily by people in Norway; thus, one often 

hangs out with the ones you are most familiar with and may further form a friendship. 

Traditional Japanese companies hold events and drinking parties (Nomikai) by the 

organization, where all departments will attend. There is a little personal touch in this context. 

It is simply easier to talk to your peers in a non-hierarchical manner than the opposite. Thus, 

such a structure promotes a better interpersonal environment and motivates employees. 

Moreover, a bad interpersonal environment could push one to search for a new workplace. 

Thus, less motivation to transfer. 

Several studies have concluded the positive effect of relatedness on autonomous motivation 

(Hagger et al., 2006; Standage et al., 2003). Thus, having a good interpersonal environment at 

the workplace promotes individuals' motivation. Participants from this research with good 

interpersonal environments often corporate more and discuss their job tasks more than those 

who do not. Discussion encourages individuals to reflect. Dewey (1933) stated the role of 

reflection in helping transfer of learning. Thus, relatedness indirectly affects transfer of 

learning by facilitating opportunities to reflect.  

6.3.2 Training 

All interviewees in Japan employed by a corporation had received formal training when they 

started working. In Sayaka's case, she graduated with a background in Humanity and Social 

Sciences and started her career in a rather different field: System engineering. Thus, she had 

more extensive training in system engineering after formal training sessions for the whole 

company. Her job was a combination of extended education at the company and on-the-job 

training. Where she stated that even after a year, the training received is yet to fulfill the 

needs. Her job content, in reality, was in between learning and project management. For the 

case of two business consultants, Isabel (3 months, 2 years on the job training), and Han (2 

weeks, 1-2 years), theirs took form in on-the-job training after a short formal training session. 

In most cases, interviewees mentioned that the formal training was short and focus on soft 

skills and learning start from the on-the-job training when they are assigned to senior 

employees and assist their works, where the seniors would assign tasks to new graduates.  

For informants in Norway, no one received any formal training, regardless of working for 

civil organization or cooperation. Many of them were given an introduction to the 
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organizational structure when they first started their job. And some had an on-the-training 

type of training where a mentor was responsible for teaching them the know-how of the work. 

Compared to formal training at the beginning of the job as in Japan, more than half of the 

interviewees have received courses or seminars relevant to their jobs.  

When asked about how to the interviewee feel about her education relating to her current job. 

Mari talked about how the courses offered by her jobs helped her to get comfortable with the 

job that is somewhat different from her direct education. And how that made her feel more 

secure. 

Extract 5 Mari - Training 

488    I actually felt it's not relevant. And I felt many times especially at the start that it's hard  

489    because I don't have child social worker background or any education background to teach. I 

490    had that experience in Lebanon, but it's not comparable. the children in Norway are much 

491    more demanding., I didn't feel I had any relevant experience at all. But I got a lot of like 

492    courses my boss gave me a lot of courses to take, not education, just seminars to just help  

493    me out, to get me to make me feel more secure. 
 

Training generally offered individuals a chance to learn work-specific skills and offered a 

place for employees to gain confidence in their competence. Employees' confidence affects 

their motivation to transfer (Nafukho et al., 2017) and help individuals transfer through 

reflection (Butler, 2001). Training and transfer of learning are connected in three ways. First, 

to some, it offered them confidence in doing their jobs. Such confidence allows individuals to 

be more motivated to transfer past experiences and knowledge to the workplace. Secondly, 

transfer serves as a place for one to discovers the similarity between contexts. It offers a place 

where one can reflect on the transferable elements from learned knowledge and past 

experiences to current work. Last, training recalls the knowledge or skills one learned before. 

One simply forgets some learned content after long inactive activities; training provides one 

the stimulus to remember such knowledge. 

6.3.3 Organizational structure 

As most companies in Norway are small and medium-sized enterprises (SME), most 

informants also work in SMEs. This means most of them work in an environment with a flat 

structure and no one mentioned their voices not being heard. There is a genuine discussion 

regarding works, and they are given great liberty to decide their work.  
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Interviewees in Japan working in international corporations generally reported a flat structure 

and freedom to speak up their mind in discussions if their points are logical. In the first one to 

two years, job tasks are assigned and controlled by senior employees. Informants reported that 

they feel a lack of autonomy. However, they have the flexibility to organize their schedules to 

complete the tasks. And they gain more freedom when supervisors recognize their 

competences. Whereas the traditional Japanese organization has more control on when 

employees conduct what tasks. Eun explains the organizational structure in her organization 

as following. 

Extract 6 Eun - Opportunities to use 

472    … and they’re not good at, how can I say, they are acting like PTA3 (Parent-Teacher 

473    Association). Yeah, they are not really letting me to have a, like, you know, sufficient 

474    experiences. They don’t trust me. But at the same time, like, if they don’t trust me, and if 

475    they don’t, like, let me experience it. How can I prove, how can I even, you know, get better 

476    in actually, having this organizing project and implementing it. And, and so that’s really like  

477    unfortunate and disappointing (残念) thing that I feel all the time. Because I want to get  

478    better, but they don’t let me experience it. 
 

A flat culture empowers its employees and makes them feel comfortable to speak up opinions. 

Gitonga (2006) in the research discussed the critical statue of open climate for communication 

in encouraging transfer of learning. And an environment encourages open communication 

motivates employees' work productivity (Ranade & Clark, 1992). Whereas an authoritarian 

organizational structure makes it hard for employees to transfer. Under the later context, one 

is given little space to try and apply the skillset he holds. In such an environment, there is a 

limited requirement for how much one is needed to transfer. Thus, transfer does not happen 

because there is no need for it. In a more liberal structure, one has more space to negotiate and 

to apply knowledge to what they see as fit. Challenges and such works are drivers for 

employees to transfer their learning to workplaces. And a flat culture encourages such 

behaviors. 

6.3.4 Job Content 

Interviewees in Norway mentioned that they would be able to directly apply what they 

learned from school to workplaces if their job were more relevant to their studies. Informants 

have different attitudes in Japan. Many respondents considered schools as a place to learn to 

 
3 PTA (Parent-Teacher Association): An educational social relation association that is organized by parents and staff from individual schools. 

One of its purpose is to contribute to students’ healthy development, though students are not part of PTA. 
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be a human being and to learn how to learn. In both countries, many mentioned work ethics as 

one of the most important lessons from the university. However, for Norway, there is an 

emphasis on applying what they learned at school to the workplace. 

Another need is mentioned by one interviewee, where she stated that she has the skillset and 

knowledge, but she was not given the responsibility to handle such matters. 

Within job content, diversion within the tasks is also mentioned by several interviewees. The 

less frequency is because most people have different tasks at work. Diversion with tasks is 

often mentioned as a comparison to their prior jobs. One interviewee talked about the 

difference between his former temporary job, working for digitalizing analog materials, and 

working as a caseworker accessing different applications where he stated that diversity is one 

of the main reasons that make his job enjoyable. 

Extract 7 Johan - Job tasks diversity 

328    I think if I had been doing it now, I would get really bored really fast. But at that period, I would 

329    have been applying for jobs for so long. So I didn't really care it because it was work. So I was 

330    glad that I had the work. It was actually, [I] didn't think about it like it was a boring job or 

331    anything. I liked it. But if I have been doing it now, I wouldn't have had enjoyed so much of it, I 

332    think. 

333    Helen: So how is your job right now do you enjoy it? 

334    Johan: yeah. I really enjoy it. 

335    Helen: can you tell me like the reason why it's so different compare to the others? 

336    Johan: Yeah. Because now I can administer more. I can choose more. I get different cases that 

337    you are working with your colleagues. Yeah, it's more you don't do the same day in [and] day out. 

338    You are obviously working with cases, but they are different. So you get some yeah you get some 

339    difference working with. 

 

While another interviewee in Japan also mentioned that the change of job content caused his 

frustration. He mentioned the feeling of achievement when his work got approved by 

superiors. Where his job later changed into debugging Debugging is the process to find and 

solve issues written in computer programs. It is one of the most hideous parts of the job of 

being a developer. 

 Other team' work. At the time of the interview, he talked about he was tired of working on 

debugging 10:00 – 22:00 every day. Together with his doubts on management, it caused him 

to look for new opportunities. 

Diversity within job tasks has been mentioned as a way that is making their jobs exciting and 

enjoyable, while singularity causes boredom and frustration at work. Such positive emotions 

thus enhance their global processing and cognitive flexibility (McConnel & Eva, 2012; 
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Gasper, 2003). Those effects than affect one's transfer. Another finding from job task 

diversity is that employees' turn over intentions. Those who do not enjoy jobs generally did 

not stay long at that position for long, and all have switched jobs after interviews. 

In Leberman and Martin's (2004) experiential learning cycle framework, they suggest that 

reflection after months from initial learning helps learners reflect on the experience, when 

such reflections take place across times, helping them develop their understanding and 

eventually lead to transfer. Among those who work extensively with clients or colleagues, 

many mentioned the interaction and being exposed to a certain situation that somewhat 

triggers their association to theory and knowledge they have gained at school. Those 

association often happens some months after they have started working. These are consistent 

with the suggestions from the framework. One person mentioned that receiving online 

training courses offered by company reminded her of the theory learned at school. Which, in 

turn, made her aware of the situation in the company. Exposure to environment and 

experiences have metaphorical similarities, thus triggers individuals to reflect and facilitates 

transfer. 

Having different tasks within the job profoundly affects one's emotional responses in the long 

run. Doing the same task over and over again causes boredom, tiredness, and reduction of 

motivation. Diversity within a job makes one have positive reactions and allows the brain to 

switch between functions. Such changes of tasks thus allow the brain to switch among 

contexts and to exercise between elements. Certain work contexts function as the stimulus 

that evokes the transfer process. Such stimulus led the individual to link the connection 

between the current contexts and past events with similar elements. When the linkage is 

established, one can extract the essence from such past experiences or knowledge. 

6.4 Negative emotions 

Stress and insecurity are mentioned as the most common negative feelings at workplaces 

regardless of country and occupation. In his interview, Han talked about how the high-tension 

working life makes it hard for him to calm down and how that affects his mental health when 

talking about their experience as a new graduate. Meanwhile, female interviewees had 

different responses. 60% of the females mentioned the feeling of insecurity and the amount of 

mental capacity being put into trying to make everything right. However, this can be because, 
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statistically speaking, women are more sensitive than men (Parkins, 2012). But might also 

because women are more emotionally expressive than men and more likely to talk about their 

emotions than men (Parkins, 2012). Isabel talked about how she took extensive notes and 

regularly confirmed it with her superior to ensure accuracy. Whereas, no male interviewees 

mentioned about insecurity at work. They often structure their efforts in making everything 

right as responsibility. 

Britt talked about how she could use what she studied at school to understand and analyze the 

phenomenon she saw at work. She stated that the relationship between reality and theory was 

evident, which she only realized after half a year. When she was asked about the reason for 

the lag, she indicated stress as the main reason that blocked her reflection. Isabel, in her 

interview, also discussed similar experiences. 

Extract 8 Britt - Stress 

289    Helen: So, that is after you have been working for a while that you realized that, of course 

290    narrative fits in there. So, what was preventing you from realizing that in the beginning of  

291    Your job? 

292    Britt: The stress. It was a pilot project. And pilot projects are hard, because you don’t know 

293    if it’s gonna be successful or if it’s gonna fail; if it’s gonna be mediocre, [and] whether  

294    people want to take it to another stage or not. Um, so it’s very stressful. I have never worked 

295    fulltime before, and it’s always hard kind of starting that. And, that was basically it. I was, I 

296    didn’t have time to reflect. I was very insecure, because I was so new. So that’s why I  

297    couldn’t see it at the beginning. I was just trying to make everything right, I didn’t have any 

298    time to reflect. So as soon as I was able to reflect, I was like, oh, so, this is what’s going on.  

299    That’s kind of the one I could actually use my education into it. I put everything and pieced  

300    it together … 

 

Accumulated repeated stress negatively impacts part of the brain related to transfer of learning 

(Soares et al., 2012; Euston et al., 2012). Stress and insecurity take up mental places and 

prevents individuals from reflecting on their past experiences. This is due to the negative 

impact stress has on mPFC. mPFC's function on accessing remote memory is important in 

helping individuals make connections between situations (Euston et al., 2012). Under such 

negative emotions, one tends to only focus on getting the jobs done correctly; thus, with very 

little room for reflection. Britt mentioned that the connection between the two contexts was 

very obvious, yet she was not able to connect for half a year. By concentrating on getting the 

job to be done right, take up the cognitive space of reflecting. This is consistent with Gasper's 

(2003) experiment, which concluded that individuals in positive moods are more flexible 

cognitively. Thus, individuals under negative emotions are less likely to look back and find 
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other solutions (Gasper, 2003). Other aspects of the job became a second priority under 

negative emotions. One can still apply hard skills and knowledge to the workplace; however, 

transferring those with a higher-order was prevented. 

6.5 Psychological traits 

6.5.1 Mindset 

Among those who work in the field that is somewhat different from their formal education; 

Norwegian subjects also commented that "I am not educated for my job. (Britt, line 126)", "If 

I was working with more project orientated works, our assignments and [the sense of] 

(deleted by researcher) reports. Then, and I think it would be good. I would have applied a lot 

of things that I learned during my studies. (Johan, line 445 - 446)". However, most of the 

subjects had experiences or backgrounds that are relevant to their jobs. They put more 

emphasis on those factors comparing to education. And many mentioned about work ethics, 

the ability of self-control, to analyze and to subtract information as the most critical skills they 

learned from school that are relevant to their current job. They gave formal education many 

credits for making what they do legitimate. 

For most of the subjects in Japan, their jobs are quite different from what they learned at 

school. Thus, there was very little direct transfer between university and workplaces. 

Examples have been given under the educational and career paths. There is a general 

willingness to learn new things in their careers and a strong attitude in learning while doing. 

Such mindset of strong links between education and workplace in Norway prevents 

individuals from discovering the possibility of transfer. Nafukho and colleagues (2017) 

concluded that motivation to transfer is highly influenced by trainees' belief in their 

knowledge and skills being useful to their work. Shih and Pittinsky and colleagues (Ambady 

et al., 2001; Shih et al., 2002; Shih et al., 1999) in various experiments studied the effects of 

identity on individuals' performances. They based their experiments on the stereotypes that 

"Asians are good at mathematics." and "Women are bad at mathematics.". Their results 

showed that Asian American women performed in a mathematics test when the researchers 

emphasized their identity as being an Asian. And they scored worse when their female 

identity was emphasized. In another experiment, Shih and colleagues (2006) tested the effects 
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of identity using a verbal test and found the same result. These results indicated the crucial 

role mindset plays in one's performance. One is more likely to discover the similarity between 

contexts and transfer relevant skills and experiences when they believe in their abilities. With 

less focus on "work on the field that you are trained for", Japan emphasizes individuals’ 

learning abilities. They are more likely to search back to find principles and skills that match 

what job needs. Because of the context differences, one can transfer hard skills if the destined 

requirements are the same, otherwise, a far transfer is needed. While in Norway, hard skills 

are easily transferred to the workplace. However, when one works in a job that is less related 

to their education, far transfer will have trouble realizing due to the lack of belief in the 

similarity between contexts. 

6.5.2 Mental model 

Mental model is how a person makes sense of the world. Several interviewees have 

mentioned mental model, and all of them were from the soft social science discipline. They 

talked about how theories learned at school helped them understand the environment at work, 

or "how the world works". Several experiments have evaluated the effects of mental model to 

transfer by teaching students programming using mental models (i.e. Shih & Alessi, 1993; 

Bayman & Mayer, 1988). They concluded a positive correlation between mental model usage 

and transfer.  Compared to other aspects of this study, transfer of learning through mental 

model is often applied to a larger context – to the entire working environment compared to 

one specific task. Mental model helps the person to understand the big picture. It happened 

noticeably under the Nordic educational system in relation to the Japanese one. The main 

reason behind this difference could be the focus on theoretical studies and critical thinking 

among the research-intensive higher education institutes in the Nordics.  

6.6 Reflection 

Reflection assists individuals' transfer of learning experience (Leberman & Martin, 2004). 

Through which individuals make sense of their experience and allow them to generalize the 

context (Leberman & Martin, 2004). 

Reflection comes up as a theme in far or high-road transfers. Individuals rarely needed 

reflection to apply hard skills or knowledge to other contexts such as accounting in which one 
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must recall the equations and principles; however, the process is a streamline application. 

However, for those that applied higher-level principles to work contexts, reflection stands out 

as a crucial factor. Stress and anxiety prevent individuals from reflecting on the contexts to 

which they are situated in. Whereas a related context, casual conversation, and observation of 

others from an outsiders' perspective facilitate one's capacity to reflect. Isabel talked about her 

experience of using theories learned at school to the workplace. After working two years at 

the company, she stated that she started to notice something similar to what theory states by 

observing others interacting with clients. She talked about that process. 

Extract 9 Isabel - Reflection 

523     Isabel: When I realize…. [long break] I started to realize the importance of 

524     Expectation like ten months ago. and then I thought about like my me and my boss 

525     and my colleagues and my bosses the relationship, and I thought expectations are  

526     very important. that's when I realized, but yeah, that was about ten months ago.  

527     Helen: What made you to realize that?  

528     Isabel: well the first thing is I was not in the position for like seeing or like finds 

529     expectation. before I was like in a big project. so the expectation controlling was  

530     done like behind somewhere. So I didn’t have time to see it. and I thought that my  

531     first year, second year, my client expectation was quite right. so we didn't really have 

532     like trouble controlling that. or someone did it in the back. I don't know. but I didn't  

533     have to think about it and see it as an issue. For bosses and us, I realized when my 

534     colleague was saying that they don't feel trusted by them or they can't trust them  

535     anymore. or something like that. and maybe I thought maybe it's the, like a difference 

536     of like expectation and reality in thing. And I think, around that time, I studied a little  

537     bit of a like a leadership thing on eLearning website. so maybe that make me recall  

538     my memories of my study time.  

When asked why she did not notice such similarity before, she was not exactly sure, but the 

observation triggers her reflection. Several factors came to the surface. First, exposure to a 

situation that is similar to the theory describes. Second, the training programme recalled her 

knowledge learned from school. Such exposure and stimulus gave her the condition to reflect 

on her experience and apply knowledge to such contexts. In Leberman and Martin's (2004) 

experiential learning cycle, individuals start by noticing concepts through observations and 

reflections. Such results in the generalization of the experience.  

When a certain stimulus is evoked, reflection functions as the bridge that connects the 

elements between the learned contexts to the intended situation. During this process, one 

matches the similar elements between the two situations and attempt to apply the same 

principle from one to another. 
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6.7 Summary 

This chapter analyzed the six themes that surfaced from interviews: Motivation, 

transferability level, work environment, negative emotions, psychological traits, and 

reflection.  

Three factors positively affect their motivation to transfer: The participants' need to transfer 

their prior knowledge and experiences, individual interests, and positive emotions. Their 

effects are universal to participants regardless of cultural background and gender. The study 

found that procedural knowledge can be transferred easily; on the other hand, declarative 

knowledge has mixed results. The work environment part was divided into interpersonal 

environment, training, organizational structure, and job content. The study found a distinct 

difference between informants' experiences. Informants in Japan generally received formal 

training coupled with on the job training, whereas informants in Norway had little training. 

Training provided individuals with confidence and potential for reflection thus enhances 

motivation to transfer and transfer possibilities. For the organizational structure aspect, a flat 

structure creates trust and encourages individuals to transfer. On the other hand, a company 

with a less flexible structure creates the opposite effect. 

Negative emotions came out as an essential factor as it negatively influences the cognitive 

functions relevant to transfer (Euston et al., 2012). Females tend to feel more insecure in their 

jobs compared to male informants. Informants identified stress as a factor that prevents their 

transfer, and they can reflect and transfer their learning after the chronic stressful period is 

over. In the psychological traits section, mindset and mental model are found to be related to 

transfer. Where Japan's new graduate hiring system provides individuals more beliefs in their 

ability to transfer their learnings to workplaces. In the last section, the study found reflection 

as an essential factor for transfer. Which is consistent with Leberman and Martin's (2004) 

suggestions. Intermittent reflection advances one's understanding of knowledge and 

experiences and facilitates transfer of learning. 

Significant differences between Norway and Japan are within external factors such as the 

work environment. The work environment in Norway creates a better environment that 

motivates individuals to transfer their learning to workplaces. Gender difference is found in 

how individuals feel negative emotions. Females showed more sensitivity to insecurity and 

stress than men. 
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7 Low-road and high-road transfer 

This chapter continues on the presentation of data from the unstructured intensive interviews. 

To answer the second research question: "What factors affect low-road and high-road 

transfer? And why are the differences?". The chapter is divided into two parts: First part 

presents the low-road transfer with two cases; the second part presents the high-road transfer 

with three specific cases. I used low land and high-road transfer mechanism presented in the 

literature review as the analysis guide. In the end, compassion was given to the high-road 

transfer cases. This chapter concludes with a summary of the key findings from this chapter. 

7.1 The case for low-road transfer 

Low-road transfer is the automated transfer resulting from the extensive practice of learned 

content in different contexts (Salomon & Perkins, 1989). This type of transfer takes place 

without the learner consciously think the procedure of the application of knowledge or skills. 

The following section presents two low-road transfer cases and their transfer conditions. 

Case 1 Theories to guidelines 

Johan, in the interview, talked about the crucial things he learned from his political science 

degree. It is very interesting to see how different theories try to make sense of the same 

concept for him. When I asked him to take more on the topic, he responded to the following: 

Extract 10 Johan - Low-road transfer 

989    Yeah there's not so much to say about. that's probably because I'm not writing a  

990    thesis, I'm not writing an assignment. I'm working with cases, and we have guidelines;  

991    we have to follow the law. and we can use the law, the guidelines to the law. so that's  

992    kind of a theory that could probably apply to when you're writing a master thesis. so  

993    you're following the theory you chose when we're writing your master thesis. and you  

994    have to sort of see if it fits with the theory. when I'm working, I always have to look at  

995    the law and the guidelines. and see if I can it can I make this argument and then I have  

996    to kind of find reasons in the law to make that argument. so in that way can apply but  

997    I don't write about different theoretical guidelines. 

 

Later on, he commented that extracting information and the ability to analyze are two of the 

most important skills he gained from his study. 
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Johan started by commenting that theories, in this case, is not very much related to his work 

content as the contexts differ from one and another. In the end, the tone changed to positive 

applicability. He talked about and compared how he used theories in university and how he 

followed the law and guidelines to make decisions; similar elements met each other. This 

indicates his lack of belief in the usefulness of his study to his job tasks. Research has shown 

that employees' confidence in training's usefulness positively affects their motivation to 

transfer (Nafukho et al., 2017). However, in this case, participants can transfer skills to the 

workplace smoothly. This indicates that motivation has little influence on low-road transfer 

compared to high-road transfer. Whereas talking in the interview created an occasion for him 

to reflect and notice the similarities between the two contexts.  

His ability to make decisions based on extracting the correct information from pools of data 

and following guidelines has been practiced extensively during his study times. Thus, he can 

transfer that skill to the workplace smoothly. In this case, the "cognitive elements" are 

information extraction and analysis. Reading and extracting information and analysis in 

university allowed him to practice them extensively with different reading materials. Thus 

practice made the skills transfer smooth and automatic. This process happens automatically 

without the struggle to find common elements between the two contexts: School and 

workplace. We can interpret such results through Anderson's (1996) skill acquisition theory 

and Salomon and Perkins' (1989) low-road transfer mechanism. Skills acquired through low-

road transfer is automatic and cognitively efficient. The mindful abstraction did not take place 

in this case. However, such automation gave him advantages to process information in a fast 

and less cognitively demanding manner. The extensive practice he had at university serves as 

an essential condition for transfer. And the work content he has played as the recipients of the 

transferable skill. As he reflects on the two contexts, this allowed him abstract general 

principles from the experiences. However, such high-road transfer could work against his 

edge.  

Case 2 From filtering information to filtering tasks: A lesson learnt 

To Anders, the most important lesson from the university was filtering information. He 

explained that from his studies, he gained the ability to filtering information by extracting the 

vital information and further judging whether they are good information and whether they are 

relevant to him at the time. 
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When Anders started working, he was overwhelmed and overdriven by the number of tasks in 

hand. I asked why tasks were not filtered to a manageable amount. He first answered that he 

did not filter the tasks, but he was able to prioritize the tasks instead. And all within the 

timeframe he was given. Later in the interview, the question surfaced again, and a different 

answer came across. 

Extract 11 Anders - low-road transfer 

1011    Um…. Well. I can say the reason why I started to filter information is that I saw that, okay,  

1012    I’m gonna read six books, each of them 1000 pages? Not gonna be able to do that, so I  

1013    have to filter. Cause I saw that, I saw the limit. But the problem with tasks is that I didn’t  

1014    see the limit until a lot further down the line. But then I applied the same principle with the  

1015    information. That I thought that they are gonna be five key points I have to learn. I gotta  

1016    know them well, talk around those points when the question come around. Um, the same  

1017    with I can do five tasks a day, then I know that I’m gonna be comfortable with it, but  

1018    afterwards not so much. […] so I thought I was Immortal, I could do anything. Until I  

1019    figured out that I’m not immortal, I’m not doing everything. But it was really easy to see  

1020    when you can see the stack of books: that visual picture of that stack of books, where I’m  

1021    never gonna be able to go through this. 

He argues that to apply the same principle, he did to projects, pages, and tasks, but at different 

times. From Anders' experience, we understood that in the beginning of his career, he did not 

apply the same principle of filtering what he learned at university. However, as time goes, he 

gradually adopted the same principle to the task filtering context. The difference between the 

two contexts – information and tasks – was that one of them is physical, which can be touched 

and seen while another one is abstract and less obvious. It is easy to calculate how much time 

it could take to read one book; however, it is harder to predict it for a task. As Gentner and 

colleagues (2007) suggested, the fewer surface similarities two contexts share, the harder it is 

for individuals to detect the common elements. This will lead to errors in detecting 

similarities between the two contexts. The two contexts seemly having distinct common 

elements; however, it is difficult to match the correct one across situations without extensive 

practice. When discussing information, he talked about a process that broke up the whole task 

of reading into small tasks. However, for filtering tasks, he treated the entire task as one and 

ignored its content. That process failed with unfiltered tasks; Anders ended up doing 

everything. As he completes more tasks, he was able to see the common elements between 

tasks and information. Besides the extensive practice, it was his internal motivation for having 

a healthy work-life balance that drove him to filter tasks more effectively and efficiently. 

Such positive expectation of the events activates mPFC cell (Rushworth et al., 2011), which 
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its function in retrieving memories assist the transfer of learning process (Euston et al., 2012). 

In this case, his desire for well-being served as an intrinsic motivation for him to transfer 

information filtering to task filtering. Such events could have triggered the activation of the 

mPFC cells and facilitate his reflection on the difference between information and task 

filtering.  

From both cases, extensive practices work as the most important drivers for skills to be 

acquired through low-road transfer. However, we saw the difficulty of transferring the ability 

to filter, which failed at the beginning of Anders's new context. This suggests that, for transfer 

to happen, learners need an adjusting period to exåerience and analyze the new situation to 

figure out the similarities across contexts. Once the individual realizes the common elements 

in two situations, automated transfer takes place. 

7.2 The case for high-road transfer 

High-road transfer occurs when one mindfully abstraction certain general principles from one 

context and applies it to another situation (Salomon & Perkins, 1989). This can take place in a 

forward-reaching or backward-reaching manner. Forward reaching happens when prepared 

abstraction being transferred to a later context. Backward reaching happens when learners 

actively looking for relevant knowledge or past experiences to apply to the new context. The 

following section presents three cases for high-road transfer. 

Case 3 Kicking out that stubbornness: changing a low-road transfer 

to high-road transfer 

Before starting his bachelor programme in Business and Administration, Sondre struggled to 

decide which field he would like to study in. He took a one-year study in pedagogy before 

setting his mind up. He said that pedagogy is about the relationship between people and how 

to interact with people. To him, such skills are transferable to all occupations. For one year, 

he took many courses, of which he remembered the most and enjoyed greatly were lectures on 

motivation. He explained the theory and examples in the interview, what motivation is, and 

how it works. Even though it has been almost a decade since he had that class, he commented 

that "Like I really love this subject. So, I really want to master it and to learn everything about 

it (l. 207 - 208)." 
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Later on, he again had lectures on motivation when he was studying business. The 

organizational psychology class took form in lecture style. However, the professor 

encouraged students to interact and discuss during classes. He described the lecturer as "really 

intense, really really weird, and brilliant (l. 715); quite a character, and a lot of fun (l. 717)", 

and a bit unpredictable in a good way, which all made the class very exciting for him to learn. 

She does roleplay to interact with students to exemplify concepts, and behaviors should not 

happen while Sondre can hardly recall any of the examples of how he explained principles 

and theories. In this part, she acts out and bullied students into showing how to cope with bad 

behaviors stuck with him well. 

He concentrated in class and ponder what will happen next. He said that this type of class 

made him pay much attention, so he will not miss any "character, interpretations or 

something she did (l. 725 - 726)" whether subtle or apparent.  

After graduating, Sondre has worked in many positioned within the education sector. Where 

having meetings and discussing policies became a significant part of his job. He must take in 

different opinions and make the right decision for a larger group of people. 

Sondre then talked about how he dealt with stubbornness. Sondre used to be very stubborn. 

He is not sure why, but he struggled to find a way to be open to new ideas. He talked about 

how he was able to change that: 

Extract 12 Sondre - High-road transfer 

769    Sondre: Both probably a little bit of the lectures, the examples that she gave. But also sometimes  

770    it happened that I’ve been really stubborn about, …, and then, I realize later that well, the other  

771    person was right. You are like an idiot. So you know, I’ve been learning by doing – to listen more  

772    closely before I make a decision, and also to make up my mind. But it’s also something I learned  

773    from the studies. It’s a theory, not sure what it’s called, but you know, a good decision is a well  

774    informed decision. I want more information before I make up my mind. 

 

During the process of becoming more open-minded, Sondre had many failed attempts. He 

recalled that he had been aware of his reaction. However, it is often post facto that he 

remembered the principles he learned in class. He mentioned that even by knowing the 

concept and theories, it was hard to change. He said that might be because of his personality, 

or because he often got into arguments, or because he was certain of him being correct and 

will not listen to others' opinions. 

In Sondre's case, the principle he needed to apply was "a good decision is a well-informed 

decision", which he learned in class. The lecturer's teaching method made this concept stuck 
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in his mind vividly so that it allowed him to use the principle easily. The dramatic way of 

teaching not only caught his attention but also gave the concept contexts. By acting in class, 

the students were able to analyze the circumstances and use the general principle in a specific 

context. Giving a concept contextual situation also creates opportunities for students to detach 

the general principle from the textbook, and provide a different context for the elements to 

exercise in. Thus, this principle serves as the "general principle" in this high-road transfer 

case. 

Sondre's interests in organizational psychology are clear from the interview. He talked about 

how he applies motivation theories to his workplace and discovers the motivation triggers for 

each individual in his team. Such interests serve as internal motivation for Sondre to apply 

concepts he has learned from class to the workplace. In this forward reaching high-road 

transfer, he searches for a concept that assist in adjusting his behaviors.  

The challenge, in this case, is the condition of habitual behavior. Sondre has not applied 

knowledge to a new context, but to use high-road transfer to replace one personality trait that 

has been automated through the low-road transfer. The realization often happens after the 

event is closed; he can link the common elements between his behaviors to what the lecturer 

had shown in the lecture. He can abstract the similarity between two different contexts. 

During the event, his behavior is driven by automation without conscious thought through. 

However, post facto gave me the time out to reflect on the situation and analyze the contexts. 

This is to be said that low-road transfer and the high-road transfer kind are difficult to coexist 

in one transfer context. The extensive cognitive capacity that high-road transfer requires one 

to transfer in one context and analyze naturally gave place to the less mentally intensive low-

road transfer kind.  

He uses a general principle to reflect on the behaviors he had. Such reflection gave him the 

chance to analyze the elements within the contexts and reinforces the general principle to each 

situation. To which, he was able to change his behavior based on the analyzed elements 

through different contexts. This process differs from the low-road transfer because of his 

mindful reflection of the context, even though it is post facto. This reflection procedure 

slowly wore out the low-road transfer kind and allowed him to apply the kind favorable for 

him in his workplace. Such a process is consistent with what Salomon and Perkins (1989) 

concluded in their study. Where they argued that one must deliberately analyze the new 
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context and apply the new habit to replace the old one. However, this process will not have 

happened without reflection, which gives reflection an essential role in high-road transfer. 

Sondre's successful transition to high-road transfer relied on his motivation to transfer and his 

knowledge of the general principle. In this case, motivation came in two forms: a positive 

aspect of wishing to make good decisions and the negative one of not embarrassing himself in 

arguments. The former takes place in the form of intrinsic motivation, whereas the later 

affected by external factors. Such expectations trigger mPFC cells to assist in accessing 

memories facilitating the transfer (Euston et al., 2012). Motivation to change inspired him to 

take a cognitively intensive reflection and transfer process. In his case, dramatic and negative 

examples tend to stay in memory more effectively than regular knowledge. Thus, the general 

principle is vivid and accessible, and motivation served two of the most important factors for 

his successful transfer in this case. 

Case 4 Backward reaching for that framework: can high-road 

transfer be automated? 

Liang talks about his experiences of applying knowledge and skills gained from university to 

the workplace. 

Extract 13 Liang - High-road transfer 

415    Liang: Sometimes, I just come up with some experiences in the past days to apply to the current 

416    situations. For example, if there are some stubborn, hard to communicate clients. I just come up  

417    with some memories and experiences of how to negotiate with the stubborn railway company 

418    guys in my public policy activities, to remember how we nailed down him in the past days. And to 

419    leverage those experience in my current situation. So such kind of leveraging or applying some 

420    experiences are quite frequently happened in my career. 

421    Handan: When you apply the experiences, what were your thinking process? How did you make 

422    the connection between the two situations? 

423    [long pause] 

424    Liang: I abstract some of the key factors and key components of my concrete experiences. So,  

425    each situation has some, concrete situation or some backgrounds or elements. But there is some 

426    common components, or common parts between the two factors. So, I have to extract the common 

427    part to compare each other to leverage my former experiences, to apply into the current situation. 

428    So, it's a more like to change the concrete experiences into a more conceptual structured, some 

429    generalized ways. 

430    Handan: And how did that process usually happen? 

431    [long pause] 

432    Liang: I think most of the business activities especially in consultancy work. it's more like some 

433    pattern recognitions. So, each project we have different type of, some kind context, different type 

434    of client and different type of team members. But the actual situation, it can be transferred into a 
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435    certain type of patterns. For example, some operation optimization project, we have a certain 

436    kind of procedure to take; and what kind of typical reactions from the clients we encounter; and 

437    how we can cope with them. There's such kind of patterns we can classify. Mmhmm, so I think 

438    this kind of pattern recognition can also be utilized into to how to leverage what I experienced in 

439    the past. So, when I encountered some difficulties during my work, I'll just unconsciously [46:54] 

440    to find out, to seek; is there any some similar cases or similar patterns I experienced before. And 

441    to identify and extract some key elements from the past experiences and to apply it to the current 

442    situation. 

 

None of the interviewees were familiar with the concept of transfer of learning. In the 

interview, Liang was able to deduct the general principle of transfer, which shows a high level 

of cognitive function. He was able to mindfully abstract elements from his experiences and 

form a general principle. The long pause in the interview indicates a deep-thinking process. 

This on the surface appears to be a high-road transfer, and a backward reaching one. Instead 

of starting with a concept, he reviews knowledge and past experiences to discover common 

elements. By doing so, he uses the same strategy applied in a previous event to a new setting. 

In this process, three factors are essential for the transfer to happen. First, he gained the 

knowledge and experiences that are relevant – or have similar elements. Skill acquisition 

theory suggests skill acquisition starts with individuals acquiring declarative knowledge; 

when such knowledge gets integrated into behaviors, the process becomes automated under 

practices (Anderson, 1996). Such a process helped him to acquire his skills. Second, he was 

able to match those elements with the ones he found in the current context. He then mindfully 

abstracted the principle from the previous event to the later. Such mindful abstraction is vital 

in high-road transfer and is the element that separates it from the low-road kind (Salomon & 

Perkins, 1989). Last, his cognitive function paved the foundation for his abstraction and 

common elements detection. Without a highly analytical mind, the second part of the process 

would happen less smoothly. Thus, in this case, one's cognitive ability, relevant past 

experiences, and mindful abstraction serves the success of transfer from university to the 

workplace. Prior research has also shown that past experiences and prior knowledge enhance 

one's ability to recognize advanced structural content (Chi et al., 1981). His educational 

background and extra curriculum activities at university provided him with prior knowledge 

for his job. A subtle factor that plays a role in this is the job requirement, which is demanding 

needs for pattern recognition. Which I will argue further in the next paragraph. 

However, are all the transfer high-road ones? He started by talking about how he made the 

connection between two contexts; he mentioned his experience of intentionally abstracting 

common elements to the new context. His answer on looking for patterns when facing 
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difficulties implies an automatic transfer otherwise. When the topic changed to pattern 

recognition, such a process derived from the earlier description. He mentioned 

"unconsciously" seeking for similar cases and derive general concepts to the new context. In 

which the first part of the process happened automatically, and the later required mindfulness. 

One must ask, can high-road transfer be automated if it has been practiced in enough 

situations? The company where Liang worked at for three years has a key emphasis on pattern 

recognition. Analysts are trained to have a sharp eye in detecting patterns from the start of the 

career. Thus, there have been extensive practices in pattern recognition. Such practice over 

the years automated his process of detecting common elements between two contexts. The 

regular cognitively heavy-duty happens with less pressure, and such links are made automated 

without consciously matching. And the general principle that is associated with such elements 

is thus automatically transferred to the new context without mindful extraction. In this case, 

the extensive practice and organizational culture act as the external factor that affects how 

transfer are done, where one's exposure to cases and the ability to recognize patterns remains 

relevant to the transfer question. 

Case 5 High-road transfer without mindful abstraction? - The self-

learnt person who made software in a month 

Lin talked about his experience of making one digital accounting system during his one-

month internship, where he worked after graduating. The only support all entered interns 

received was one book. The majority of the people were not able to finish with a product in 

the end. However, the winning product will receive 500,000 Japanese yen4 as rewards.  

Extract 14 Lin - High-road transfer 

200    Handan: Can you talk about the experiences of how you learnt to do that? 

201    Lin: Self research. It’s actually quite easy. Google online, Google knows everything; as long as you 

202    know what it is and what you want. It is, for example, for a huge feature, you need to break it down  

203    once and break it down again. Using the example of database5: how to retrieve anything would be a  

204    feature, or a process. […] you need a process to satisfy a feature. You need to break down that  

205    process. And once you have done that, you can search it online. For example, […] there is a thing  

206    called SQL6, it can retrieve information form database, and you can manipulate that data. […] for how 

207    the data changes, you can use things from SQL like “create”, “insert”, and “update7”. You know,  

 
4 500,000 JPY is approximately 43,000 NOK, based on exchange rate provided by Norges Bank, updated on June 5th, 2020. 
5 Database in this case refers to organized collection of data that’s stored digitally in a physical machine or on cloud. 

6 SQL is a standard data query programming language used to define, manipulate and control data in a database. 

7 Create, insert, and update are used to creating new data, adding new data, and change data information in a database. 
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208    when you break down the process into steps. When you are able to further break down the steps into 

209    concepts and then put them into phrases or sentences, then you got something you can search for. 

210    Handan: But on the other hand, it is the part you break down the big things into small elements is the 

211    most difficult part. How did you do that? Like, how did you figure out how to bring those big  

212    concepts into small things that you can search for? 

213    Lin: Ummm, that is a good question. Intuition? 

214    Handan: Intuition? [laughter] 

215    Lin: [laughter] There is logics behind it, there is. But I haven’t summarized it yet, I should summarize 

216    it. But it’s probably because there has always been the logical thinking when I was studying. 

217    Handan: Did your study require lots of logical thinking? 

218    Lin: Actually, not so much. 

219    Handan: Then where is the intuition from? 

220    Lin: Umm, probably from playing games. I’m just joking. It’s probably because I have been exposed 

221    to many things and learned from diverse disciplines; and that gave me this learning method. If I go  

222    home and summarize this and think a bit into this. I can’t generalize this now because I haven’t  

223    realized this consciously until now. I have never thought about this before.  

 

In Lin's case, he talked about how he used the principle of problem-solving learned from 

studying to programming at the workplace. He was able to break down features in software 

into small details. And he explained the problem-solving process in detail: how he figures out 

what tool is needed, and what are in that tool that can be used. Which demonstrate his ability 

of problem-solving across two very distinct discipline: economics and software engineering. 

As Lin stated, there have not been many courses that required distinct logical thinking. Thus, 

it is a general principle that he extracted himself from past experiences. 

Three factors are involved in this transfer process. First and foremost is his exposure to 

different disciplines. Exposure to disciplines across different fields in social sciences and 

natural sciences gave him opportunities to experience problem-solving under rather diverse 

contexts. Such allowed him to exercise this problem-solving principle and to identify 

elements that are similar in each case. Second, in this case, creating software leads to a huge 

financial gain, especially for a student. Such monetary reward served as an external 

motivation for him. However, such motivation was the autonomous kind as it is his interests 

driving him to do so. Arboleda and colleagues' (2011) experiment tested the effect of 

monetary rewards as controlled motivation and found non-significant results for transfer. Lin's 

competitors were driven by the same extrinsic motivation, but the majority could not 

complete a product. This indicates that motivation alone is not sufficient for transfer. Lastly, it 

is Lin's interest and curiosity that led him to join the internship. Such curiosity gives intrinsic 

motivation to his transfer. When compared with accounting, Lin stated that programming is 

an exciting process because it is challenging, where accounting is merely memorizing. Ellis 
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(1965) identified task difficulty as one of the factors that influence transfer of learning. In this 

case, such challenges gave him extra willingness to solve the problems and to apply the 

principle he had in mind.  

For Lin, the process of problem-solving is instead an automated one. As he mentioned in the 

end, he had never given too much thought into it. However, this is a high-road transfer case 

because he extracted the general principle from different contexts, yet in an unconsciously 

way.  

Lin's case is very similar to Liang's. Both had aspects from low-road and high-road transfer 

but should be classified as high-road transfer. Because none of the transfer could be taken 

place under low-road transfer conditions. What is different here is that Lin abstracted the 

general principle unconsciously and consciously applied them to a new context. Whereas in 

Liang's case, he unconsciously searching for one specific principle that will match the 

intended context out of many contexts and principles. Then he applies that to the context 

where he sees similarities. For Liang, he consciously extracted the general principle and 

applied it to contexts rather unconsciously, the opposite to Lin. 

When comparing these two cases to Sondre, it is obvious to notice that high-road transfer is 

much at ease without already existing low-road transfer. For all three cases, reflection came 

out as an influencing factor. Instinct and external motivation affected Lin and Sondre's 

transfer process, whereas the needs for transfer affected Sondre and Liang, which can serve as 

external motivation. All three had exercised extracted general principles in different contexts. 

In the end, one was able to defect low-road transferred unpreferred behaviors, and the other 

two could turn the rather cognitive intense process into a less mentally heavy process. This 

suggests that high-road transfer can be trained; however, the condition is an individual's 

willingness to reflect and motivations to transfer. 

7.3  Summary 

This chapter analyzed two low-road transfer cases and three high-road transfer cases. Findings 

suggest that low-road transfer condition is consistent with Salomon and Perkins' (1989) low-

road transfer mechanism. Transfer of skills is a typical low-road transfer for informants. Both 

participants gained their skills through repetitive practices in different contexts. And they can 

apply their skills to workplaces smoothly and without consciously being aware of the 
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procedure and strategy. Similarities between contexts is an essential factor for such transfer to 

happen. The study suggests that time lag between individuals first contact the environment to 

be aware of the new context. After the acknowledgment of the contextual similarities, the 

informant was able to apply his skill to the new environment. External factors have little 

impact on the low-road transfer mechanism. Individuals' skill acquisitions and their cognitive 

ability to acknowledge the similarities between contexts serve the most important factors for 

transfer through low-road mechanism.  

Compared to low-road transfer, external factors play a more prominent role in individuals' 

transfer experiences through the high-road mechanism. Results showed the same suggestion 

as Salomon and Perkins (1989) explained in their high-road mechanism: Mindful abstraction 

is the most critical part of high-road transfer. In high-road transfer, intrinsic motivation and 

autonomous motivation are crucial. This is because high-road transfer requires individuals to 

be mindful and consciously abstract certain principles from their knowledge or experiences. 

Thus, individuals must be willing to perform such mentally demanding tasks. Relevant 

experiences and exposure to different disciplines helped participants' transfer of learning. 

These experiences provided participants exposure to different analogous situations. They 

increase individuals' ability to detect similarities across analogous situations and facilitate 

transfer (Day & Goldstone, 2012).  Sondre's case showed how an individual changes a low-

road transferred behavior through high-road transfer. Results showed that motivation and 

reflection are essential in that process. 
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8 Conclusion 

This study embarked on understanding social sciences graduates transfer of learning from 

university to workplaces. Two research questions guided this study, from the choice of 

methodology to data analysis. Six themes surfaced from data through thematic analysis. 

Overall, these findings indicate both internal, for example, mindset and emotions, and 

external factors, such as work environment, can affect individuals’ transfer of learning. Some 

of them facilitate the transfer process, while other factors disrupt the cognitive function that is 

related to transfer. And factors that affect low-road transfers are different from the ones that 

affect high-road transfers. 

Chapter 6 discussed factors that affect transfer of learning for social sciences graduates. 

Intrinsic motivation and different work environments motivate transfer. A work environment 

provides fewer opportunities for employees to perform discourages individual from transfer. 

Positive emotions motivate individuals to transfer and facilitate the cognitive function that is 

relevant to transfer. On the other hand, negative feelings interfere with transfer. Individuals’ 

beliefs on how relevant their skills or learnings can affect transfer and training can help 

employees gain confidence in their abilities. And individuals with more mental models have 

better understand to transfer their learning to workplaces. Lastly, findings show that reflection 

through experiences is one of the most essential aspects facilitating individuals’ transfer of 

learning. 

Chapter 7 found that skill acquisition theory is closely linked to low-road transfer mechanism. 

Individuals can automatically apply their knowledge and skills to job tasks. On the other 

hand, high-road transfer required motivation to transfer and is affected by different factors. 

Consistent with high-road mechanism, mindful abstraction plays an essential role in this type 

of transfer. Findings also suggest that reflection and relevant experiences and exposures are 

keys to high-road transfer. 

Overall, the study confirms prior researches. By interviewing subjects of interest, the study 

suggests some new insights. Enculturated mindset affects individuals’ motivation to transfer. 

Reflection facilitates transfer, but the process contains time-lags and can be disrupted by 

accumulated stress. Motivation, especially intrinsic and autonomous motivation, is a vital 

factor for high-road transfer, but not essential for low-road transfer. 
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8.1 Policy implications 

Based on the findings, this study suggests the following for educational institutes to increase 

students’ learning transfer, and for organizations to facilitate employees’ transfer to job tasks. 

Educational institutes should consider providing students with opportunities to expose to 

different contexts and practice their learnings in different environments. This allows 

individuals to exercise their learnings in various settings, enhancing the chance for low-road 

transfer to occur. In addition to the first point, higher education should provide resources and 

access for students to be exposed to diverse disciplines. Such exposure allows students to 

acquire different mental models, which facilitate their transfer of learning. 

Organizations should provide employees with a work environment that encourages and 

facilitates transfer of learning. This includes an open communication environment, efficient 

supervisor support, autonomy, job tasks flexibilities, and flexible training. There are abundant 

researches done on training transfer; this study suggests the following. Employees should 

have intrinsic or autonomous motivation for training content. Thus, an individual based 

training curriculum that is both intriguing and relevant to their job tasks is essential. This 

allows individuals to reflect on prior knowledge and experiences and motivates them to 

transfer their training to workplaces. 
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