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ABSTRACT
We increasingly live in a world where human and digital work and activities 
are intertwined in so-called digital networks, which implies changes to 
the skills demanded by human labour. Traditionally, the professional 
encounter between a service provider and a customer, client or learner has 
been conceptualised as ‘a game between people’, with little interference 
from technologies of any sort. This thesis explores how the digitalisation of 
frontline services changes workplace learning in interactive service work, 
with a specific focus on the emotional labour involved in service encounters. 
The theory of practice architecture is used as framework for exploring 
workplace learning in salespeople’s service encounters in connected retail 
chain stores.  In the thesis, workplace learning refers to learning, training 
and skills development for worklife both in and outside of workplaces as 
well as in virtual spaces. The empirical foundation of the thesis comprises 
four separate studies conducted using ethnographic methods and online 
video research. Together, they contribute to the thesis by providing four 
perspectives on learning and training in service encounters: salespeople, 
apprentices, digital instructors (YouTube instructional videos) and employers, 
which is presented in four research papers.  

This thesis provides insights into the conditions that make salespeople’s 
service encounters in stores possible, how they are enacted as a game 
between people on the shopfloor, and why the fixed checkout has been 
and remains central to creating customer service and experiences. It also 
provides insights into how the retail chain organisations’ digitalisation 
of service encounters—aimed at creating seamless customer shopping 
experiences—is changing salespeople’s roles, skills and emotional labour. 
The thesis concludes that the existing conditions that form the practice 
architectures of salespeople’s service encounters are misaligned with those 
changes. Consequently, in order not to be marginalised in the connected 
store, retail FSEs must develop the skills necessary to interact and 
collaborate with technology and customers to create customer service and 
customer experiences. 

A significant contribution of this thesis that has implications for the 
design of VET and education for interactive service work is the findings 
that the connected service encounter is characterised by (1) a postdigital 
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dialogue; (2) service employees interact with both technology and 
customers; (3) service employees and technology have several roles, and (4) 
emotional labour skills comprise customer service skills intertwined with 
technical skills. In turn, the changes in service work identified in this thesis 
raise several questions regarding the development of workplace learning in 
the connected service encounter, such as, e.g., how to instruct and learn 
postdigital communication. 
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

(Meeting with an undertaker, 2017)
It’s Tuesday morning and the family have gathered at the funeral home to plan 
the funeral of a close relative. The undertaker shows the family into a small 
room with a soft colour scheme and invites them to sit down opposite him at 
the rectangular table. Two white candles are burning on the table, which is set 
with mugs, coffee, water, and biscuits, and on the left side is a laptop and a 
pile of brochures. The friendly welcome, the comfortable chairs and the slightly 
subdued lighting in the room make it feel like visiting a friend. After everyone 
has been served coffee, the undertaker in a respectful tone makes sure that he 
acknowledges and invites all the family members to participate. He radiates 
unwavering calm, like a rock in a stormy sea, looks them in the eye and asks 
if they are ready to get started. They feel confident this will be a good meeting 
and nod. An expectant silence descends, all eyes are on the undertaker as he 
opens his laptop and commences tapping on the keyboard. After a while, with 
his eyes on the screen, he asks if all the information is correct. I suddenly feel 
confused, and cast a questioning glance at the family. However, before I have 
time to ask what information he is talking about, he points at the wall to 
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our right. We all turn our heads and notice a large TV screen lighting up the 
room. The carefully created atmosphere for a friendly and respectful funeral 
planning meeting disappears in an instant. In that small room, the text and 
images on the screen become overwhelming, just like when you are sitting in the 
front row at the cinema. We are still sitting opposite each other but no longer 
have eye contact. The undertaker talks to his laptop, typing on the keyboard to 
fill in the forms, and the family respond to the screen on the wall that shows 
the text as it is typed. He connects the meeting to the websites of the florist, 
catering firm, church, and the newspaper’s ad department, all service providers 
that the funeral home collaborates with when arranging funerals. A question 
from us leads to a slide show on the screen, then back to cost calculations for 
different arrangements. After an hour, the family and I look at each other in 
frustration, no closer to any decisions than when we started. When we look at 
the undertaker, still supportive and using a calm voice, the image of him as a 
rock in a stormy sea has evaporated. I quietly state that we are not planning but 
buying a funeral, which is not done in an instant. We thank him for talking 
to us and say we need time to think it through before making any decisions. 
On the way home, the digital images of ad texts, coffins, and flowers swirl 
around in my head, and a wave of annoyance grows within me. What had 
just happened? How does digital technology change face-to-face interaction in 
service encounters? How did the undertaker’s role in the funeral planning seem 
to change in the blink of an eye as soon as he opened his laptop? 

At the beginning of my doctoral studies in applied IT and with many 
years of experience in teaching and school development in adult distance 
and vocational education, I began to reflect on my adverse reaction to the 
way the undertaker did his work in a service encounter with customers 
(the family). Undertaker is but one example of interactive service work, also 
referred to as frontline service work, that has been defined as “work in direct 
contact with customers (or any other service recipient) and in a subordinate 
position in the employment relationship” (Bélanger & Edwards, 2013, 
p. 435). Interactive service work includes service professions such as 
architects, doctors, nurses, lawyers, and teachers (Lester, 2020; Susskind & 
Susskind, 2015), as well as service occupations such as cashiers, salespeople, 
restaurant waiters, and home care assistants (Korczynski, 2005). After 
this service encounter with the undertaker, I began to take an interest in 
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observing how frontline service employees (henceforth ‘FSEs’) within health 
care, retail, hospitality, banking, public services, and education employed 
digital technologies in the service encounter. One observation I made was 
that just like the undertaker, physicians, accountants, salespeople, and 
receptionists seemed to pay more attention to their digital technologies 
when structuring the service encounter than interacting with their clients 
or customers or guests. 

In the service work literature, interactive service work (henceforth 
‘service work’) is conceptualised as ‘emotional labour’ (Hochschild, 1983), 
a concept that refers to managing one’s own emotions according to the 
employer’s service script in service encounters with clients, customers, or 
guests. When I shifted my focus to the role of emotions, feelings, values, 
and relationships in some of the service encounters I had experienced, like 
the interaction with the undertaker, new questions arose. One question 
concerned whether digital technologies transform or replace emotional 
labour in the service encounter. I also asked myself how FSEs’ skills, roles, 
and learning in service encounters potentially change when frontline 
service work is digitalised. My reflections on these observations of service 
work as well as experiences of teaching in upper secondary schools, adult 
education and vocational education form a central background for this 
thesis. Thus, the thesis addresses issues of how the digitalisation of frontline 
services changes the emotional labour of interactive service work and thus 
FSEs’ skills, roles, and learning in such service work.

The research literature points to two main trends that have been 
accelerated by digitalisation which are: (1) the automation of work, which 
implies the substitution of human workers or changes in work functions; 
and (2) the creation of work without human workers on digital platforms 
(De Keyser et al., 2019; Harteis, 2018; Harteis et al., 2020; Ilsøe, 2017). 
We have already seen the development that technology is readily adopted 
as a substitute for humans in highly commoditised transactional services 
with self-service technologies such as automated tellers, transport ticketing, 
and inventory management (Huang & Rust, 2017). However, researchers 
have paid little attention to the role played by new technologies in 
interactive service work, even though “it is clear that recent technological 
developments, particularly in the areas of AI and autonomous systems, will 
have the potential to significantly alter the nature of service and the role of 
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humans in service exchange” (Keating et al., 2018, p. 767). Three widely 
quoted studies by Frey and Osborne (2017)s, McAfee and Brynjolfsson 
(2014), and Rust and Huang (2014), foresee that automation will lead 
to the disappearance of entry-level service occupations in the near future.

According to a recent report from Eurofond (2020), the service sector 
accounts for three quarters of all jobs in the EU, and in 41% of these 
jobs, employees interact directly with service recipients (customers and 
clients). The increasing automation of routine tasks, globalisation, societal 
changes, and changing service logic have led to employment in the 
growing service sector, for example, retail and hospitality, being associated 
with deskilling, routinised low-skill work, and being seen as entry-level 
occupations and part-time employments  jobs (Brockmann, 2013; Furrer 
et al., 2020; Hastwell et al., 2013; Nickson et al., 2012). Retail is an ever-
changing and expanding service industry now rapidly transforming the 
post-pandemic retail landscape through digitalisation and the automation 
of frontline service (Bitterman & Hess, 2021). The sector employs about 
one in twelve workers across OECD countries and relies primarily on low-
wage, part-time, and on-call workers. Since it is a labour-intensive sector, 
any disruptions such as, for instance, the pandemic Covid-19 or increased 
digitalisation have disproportionate employment consequences (OECD, 
2020). 

To remain valuable in the organisation as digitalisation transforms 
frontline service and the service encounter, FSEs must continuously 
update their skills. Learning is part of work, and as a learner in an ever-
changing job, one must have the skills to use novel innovations and the 
ability to make decisions in self-organising learning environments (Harteis 
et al., 2020; McAfee & Brynjolfsson, 2014). Hence, workplace learning is 
crucial in both current and future working life. Over the past three decades,  
research on workplace learning  has expanded significantly and is discussed 
in terms of, for instance, workplace learning (e.g., Hager, 2011), worklife 
learning (Billett, 2021) and lifelong learning (Fischer, 2000; Jaldemark 
et al., 2021; Nokelainen et al., 2018). Digital learning is increasingly 
emphasised in research on workplace learning, where it refers to any set of 
technology-based methods that can facilitate learning (Ifenthaler, 2018).

Nevertheless, technology being used in workplace learning is not a 
recent phenomenon. Instructional films, later instructional videos, have 
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been used for employee training in service organisations since the 1920s 
(Carpenter, 1953; Reiser, 2001; Solbrig, 2007). The rapid development 
of accessible and affordable digital technology in recent years has enabled 
new forms of instructing and learning in, at and for work such as online 
instructional videos (Cattaneo & Aprea, 2018), simulations (Borro-
Escribano et al., 2014), game-based learning (Ifenthaler, 2012; Oprins & 
Korteling, 2014), and learning platforms (Clark et al., 2018). However, 
considering that the retail and hospitality industries are characterised by 
entry-level occupations, low-wage and part-time jobs, I will argue that 
it is questionable whether digital technology per se can enable FSEs’ 
continuous learning in and for working life. 

In this thesis, salespeople’s service encounters in speciality chain stores 
in the retail industry constitute the empirical example for exploring how 
digitalisation changes workplace learning in service work, and specifically 
in service encounters. Retail salespeople, sales assistants, cashiers, and 
customer service jobs are entry-level positions in, for example, department, 
speciality, outlet and grocery stores, and in supermarkets. The Swedish 
Public Employment Service (2021) describes the retail salesperson as a 
selling sales team player with the customer’s experience in focus. To 
become a good salesperson, the following four abilities are emphasised 
as important: (1) service-mindedness, (2) a good attitude, (3) a customer 
focus (the salesperson guides and helps the customer to choose the product 
that best meets the customer’s needs), and (4) the ability to cooperate 
(salespeople often work in teams). Usually, upper secondary education is 
a requirement, but those who have a good sales ability, the right kind of 
personality and social skills can get employment without this education. 
There is a course offered in Sweden’s upper secondary schools in the 
business and administration programme that opens the way for a broader 
retail career. Another option for becoming a retail salesperson is the sales 
assistant programme offered by municipal adult education that comprises 
vocational courses from the business and administration programme. 

Before elaborating more on the aim of this thesis, an overview of 
concepts related to the service encounter, workplace learning, and the 
focus on digitalisation in this thesis will be discussed in the following. 



20

1.1 THE SERVICE ENCOUNTER
Service work emerged in the post-industrial society in the 1970s and was 
then described as ‘a game between persons’ (Bell, 1973, p. 576), or service 
encounters, which were defined as ‘first and foremost social encounters’ 
(McCallum & Harrison, 1985). The research on the service encounter 
is extensive, and several definitions and metaphors for describing the 
phenomenon have been proposed from research areas such as service work, 
service, management, and marketing. Since Hochschild (1983) coined the 
term ‘emotional labour’ in 1983 to describe what service workers do that 
goes beyond their physical or cognitive duties, service work research has 
focused on workers’ interactions with customers and on emotions and their 
management by service workers (Bélanger & Edwards, 2013; Wharton, 
2009). Emotional labour is the process by which workers in the service 
encounter are expected to manage their feelings according to the service 
organisation’s defined rules and guidelines (Hochschild, 1979). In other 
words, from the service work or emotional labour perspective, a service 
encounter is understood here as ‘a game between people’, for instance, the 
interaction between a nurse and her patient, and a saleswoman and her 
customer.

In service research, the seminal work by Surprenant and Solomon (1987, 
p. 87) defined the service encounter as ‘the dyadic interaction between 
a customer and a service provider.’ The service encounter was primarily 
regarded as a game between people driven by specific learned behaviours 
relevant to the situation (i.e., roles) formulated in the organisation’s service 
script, a detailed guide for FSEs to follow during the service encounter. 
Since marketing shifted the theoretical focus on customer value creation 
from a provider to a customer perspective around 2000, marketing theory 
and service research has increasingly moved beyond the service encounter 
as a dyadic interaction between a firm and a customer to viewing service 
encounters as ecosystems (Bowen, 2016). For example: “The service 
ecosystem concept views actors as making value propositions to each other 
vs delivering or adding value. It also puts emphasis on the co-production 
and co-creation that occurs between actors in the service ecosystem and 
hence has a strong focus on collaborative processes” (Lusch, 2011, p. 14). 
In the ‘service encounter as a service ecosystem’ view, FSEs and customers 
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are human actors in service systems structured around digital technologies, 
multi-actor service systems, and networks with multiple service providers 
(Bowen, 2016). Therefore, from the service organisation perspective, 
a service encounter is understood as ‘a game between a service firm, a 
customer, and digital technologies.’ 

 Recent studies (Faraj et al., 2021; Voorhees et al., 2020; Williams & 
Kayaoglu, 2020) and reports (McKinsey, 2021, February; OECD, 2020) 
conclude that global disruptions and the Covid-19 pandemic have shown 
that the life and work of service workers (in for example retail, hospitality, 
customer service) can change overnight. The pandemic has accelerated the 
already ongoing digital transformation of frontline service and transformed 
the way service organisations, FSEs, and consumers interact. Hence, how 
to organise and design vocational learning for frontline service and FSEs’ 
skills development is central to the fields of service work, service, workplace 
learning, and vocational education and training (henceforth VET).

1.2 WORKPLACE LEARNING
There are a variety of ways and spaces in which vocational learning and 
skills development can take place. Firstly, the learning space can be 
perceived as a physical place designed for teaching and learning activities 
such as a classroom (Evans, 2019). Secondly, the learning space can refer to 
a place where participants learn through interacting with one another and 
the environment, and from the work process itself, meaning that people 
experience on-the-job training and learn from their experiences in daily 
work routines and activities. Historically, workplace learning spaces have 
had substantial significance for vocational learning at the points where the 
learning and work processes intersect, blurring the boundaries between 
the two (Billett, 2014; Evans, 2019; Lave & Wenger, 1991). Thirdly, 
the learning space can refer to virtual learning spaces such as learning 
platforms, social media, virtual simulations, and games. The development 
of affordable digital technologies and increasing access to the Internet has 
made learning spaces more flexible and changed the boundaries between 
learning spaces. For instance, work skills, techniques, and knowledge can 
be learnt by sharing and viewing instructional videos on YouTube  (Bonk, 
2013; Duncan et al., 2013). 
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In this thesis, the term that will be used to describe the phenomenon of 
vocational learning and training in workplace spaces and virtual learning 
spaces is workplace learning (henceforth WL).

WL as a research field that emerged around 1990 and can broadly be 
divided into two main streams that I refer to as organisational WL and 
educational WL. Organisational WL arose due to an increasing awareness 
that workplace knowledge and skills play central roles in the competitiveness 
of businesses and nations. Processes and structures that underlie work 
continuously change, and WL is a means’ by which employees develop 
the required skills and capacities (Harteis et al., 2020). Studies within the 
fields of organisational development, human resource management, work 
psychology, and labour processes have contributed to a growing body of 
literature on instructing and learning in organisations and workplaces 
(Fuller et al., 2004; Unwin & Fuller, 2011). 

Educational WL emerged due to workplaces being recognised as 
valuable places for learners to appropriate knowledge that connects 
theory to practice (Billett, 1996, 2001; Lee, 1991; 2003; Smith, 2003). 
It is an established independent field within educational research that 
applies traditional theoretical perspectives on learning and instructing. 
Educational WL investigates how individuals develop professional 
expertise, skills, and capacities by practising in particular work settings, 
but also their professional identity and agency which allow individuals to 
tackle problems and challenges in their work (Billett, 2014; Fuller et al., 
2005; Lave, 2019; Malloch et al., 2011; Wenger-Trayner et al., 2014). 
However, the studies tend to focus on a particular element of WL, for 
instance occupational skills (Roberts, 2013), digital technologies as 
boundary objects between work and school (Akkerman & Bakker, 2012; 
Cattaneo et al., 2021), mobile learning at the workplace (Pimmer & 
Pachler, 2014), and designing technologies that support and enhance WL 
(Tynjälä & Häkkinen, 2005; Östlund, 2017). 

This thesis fits within the field of educational WL and uses a practice 
theory framework: the theory of practice architectures (Kemmis, 2019; 
Kemmis et al., 2014). Definitions of learning vary broadly across 
disciplines, primarily driven by the different approaches used to evaluate 
its occurrence. A standard view of learning is the acquisition of knowledge, 
generic skills and attitudes (Kemmis, 2021; Lave, 2019). In my view, 
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learning is a process leading to changes in values, relationships, feelings, 
skills, and understandings of how to proceed in work, learning, and 
everyday life. We learn by interacting with other people, information, 
objects, digital technologies, and our environment, and by reflecting on 
our experiences. Performing a task in a new way or solving problems 
in situations differently in service encounters are evidence of learning. 
Chapter 3 will elaborate on the theoretical foundation of the thesis’ view 
of knowledge as composed of three kinds of knowledge and learning as 
‘coming to practice differently’.

Regarding studies of WL in service work and studies of service work, 
these two research fields have evolved with little interaction (Clark et al., 
2018). While research focusing on specific aspects of WL and service work 
is essential, the picture of both service work and WL in service work that 
emerges in the literature is a fragmented one. It could be that current 
research neglects relevant aspects of learning and instruction in service 
encounters that are increasingly technology-infused. This thesis holds that 
a holistic perspective on work, instruction, and learning in service work 
is necessary to enable and facilitate vocational learning and design VET 
programmes.

1.3 DIGITALISATION AND DIGITAL 
TECHNOLOGIES

A large body of research investigating the concept of digitalisation 
has highlighted how digital technologies and infrastructures shape, 
influence, and transform the way we live, work and learn. Digitalisation 
addresses issues connected to ‘the way many domains of social life are 
restructured around digital communication and media infrastructures’ 
(Brennen & Kreiss, 2016, p. 1). Consequently, digitalisation is defined 
and conceptualised from different perspectives (e.g., worker, employer, 
societal, organisation, technology, design) and on different levels (Ilsøe, 
2017). Hence, to discuss how digitalisation changes workplace learning in 
service encounters, it is necessary to clarify how the term digitalisation and 
related concepts are understood and used in this thesis. 



24

Digitisation refers to the material process of transforming analogue 
data streams such as paper, photographs, and film into binary code, 
digital representations of physical objects (Brennen & Kreiss, 2016; Gray 
& Rumpe, 2015; Tilson et al., 2010; Yoo et al., 2012). Digitisation is 
a prerequisite for digitalisation. Tilson, Lyytinen and Sørensen (2010, p. 
2) have defined digitalisation as the “sociotechnical process of applying 
digitising techniques to broader social and institutional contexts that 
render digital technologies infrastructural.” In other words, digitalisation is 
the application of digital technologies and infrastructures in business, the 
economy, and society. Later definitions of digitalisation within organisation, 
business and management research domains are based on Tilson et al.’s 
(2010) definition of digitalisation. For instance, Autio, Mudambi, and 
Yoo (2021) have introduced a definition that includes descriptions of both 
technology and its application. They define digitalisation (as distinct from 
digitisation) as:

the organization and utilization of algorithms and digital data 
structures for the performance of control, communication and 
execution of tasks, largely operationalized through networked 
computer hardware and layers of firmware, middleware, and software, 
connected through a set of standardized interfaces such as application 
programming interfaces. These tasks may be undertaken over distant 
points in geographic space through the implementation of digital 
communication technologies. Alternatively, they may be undertaken 
in a local geographic domain through the implementation of what we 
define as digital in situ technologies (Autio et al., 2021, p. 6).

This definition of digitalisation is based on categorising digital technolo-
gies into two complementary domains: digital in situ technologies and dig-
ital communication technologies. Autio et al. (2021) argue that this dif-
ferentiation between digital in situ technologies and digital communication 
technologies makes it possible to explore and discuss digitalisation in organ-
isations and businesses from the perspective of global strategy. The authors 
state that digitalisation concerns a general-purpose technology and intro-
duces the metaphor of digitalisation force (cf. mechanical force, electri-
cal force). Digitalisation through digital communication technologies is 
seen as a centrifugal force that promotes the dispersal of a organisation’s 
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high knowledge-intensive activities, such as the work of programmers and 
controllers. Digitalisation through digital in situ technologies is seen as 
strengthening the centripetal forces concentrating the organisation’s low 
knowledge-intensive activities, for instance, factory work and customer 
service (Autio et al., 2021). Although the definition of digitalisation is 
framed within the perspective of global strategy research, I found it use-
ful for understanding and discussing the digitalisation of retail service 
encounters and service work. 
 In this thesis, digitalisation refers to the upgrading of the retail organisation’s 
frontline service and the creation of customer service in stores through 
digital in situ (i.e., in-store) technologies, for instance, mobile sales assistants 
(MSAs) and self-checkouts. The digitalisation of frontline service through 
digital communication technologies connects the store’s and the salespeople’s 
service encounters to the retail organisation, stakeholders, and other 
stores outside the workplace. Continuously evolving mobile point-of-
sale (mPOS) systems integrated with the retail organisation’s multi-actor 
service ecosystem and networks are digital communication technologies 
central to salespeople’s frontline service work. Throughout the thesis, 
digital technologies is used as a general term encompassing both digital in 
situ and communication technologies. 

Historically, the phrase ‘high-touch, low-tech’ has accurately described 
social interactions, including those between FSEs and customers, meaning 
face-to-face encounters with little or no involvement of technology 
(Giebelhausen et al., 2014). To differentiate service encounters involving 
interaction with digital technologies from ‘high-touch, low-tech’ service 
encounters, I introduce here the concept of connected service encounters. 
The term connected denotes workplaces and stores that use digital service 
network systems to organise, monitor, and modulate frontline service 
work.

Digital transformation is a term used predominantly in a business 
context and can be understood as the process of shifting organisations to 
new ways of working and thinking, a type of major business improvement 
that is driven by emerging technologies (Autio, 2017; Murdoch & Fichter, 
2017; Reis et al., 2018; Tang, 2021). An example of digital transformation 
in the retail industry is the transition from multichannel commerce to 
omnichannel commerce through digital technologies. Multichannel 
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commerce means using a variety of channels to communicate with the 
target group and engage customers, while omnichannel commerce refers 
to merging online and offline channels in the creation of seamless customer 
shopping experiences (Hagberg et al., 2017; Hagberg et al., 2014). The 
focus of this thesis concerns salespeople’s service encounters in workplaces 
moving towards omnichannel commerce.

1.4 RESEARCH AIM AND QUESTIONS
The aim of this thesis is to explore how digitalisation changes workplace 
learning in service work, especially the emotional labour involved in 
service encounters. This is explored by drawing on its possible conceivable 
consequences through studying workplace learning in salespeople’s service 
encounters in connected chain stores and digital instructing for cashier 
work on YouTube. The key research questions in this thesis are as follows:

RQ1: What conditions shape salespeople’s service encounters in connected 
stores, and how does retail organisations’ digitalisation of frontline service 
change salespeople’s service encounters?

RQ 2: What conditions shape sales assistant apprentices’ practising of 
the checkout service encounter in connected stores, and how do such 
conditions enable and/or constrain vocational learning?

RQ 3:  What service knowledge, skills, and techniques are trained in 
YouTube instructional videos for cashier work?

RQ 4: How has employers’ video modelling of the cashier’s role and skills 
in the checkout service encounter changed over time?

1.5 THESIS OUTLINE
This thesis is divided into two parts. The first part consists of the 
introductory chapter, and the second part of four research papers. In the 
introductory chapter, the first part presents the introduction to the thesis, 
followed by an explanation of how concepts connected to digitalisation, 
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the service encounter and WL are used in this thesis. Next follows the 
research aim and research questions. The second chapter covers the 
background of the research area digitalisation in interactive service work, 
frontline service, and WL. In the third chapter, the theoretical framework, 
practice architectures theory, knowledge and learning in WL are elaborated 
on. In the fourth chapter, the research design is presented, along with 
some methodological considerations. The fifth chapter presents the main 
findings of each paper and their contributions to the overarching aim of 
the thesis. The sixth chapter discusses emotional labour and WL in the 
connected service encounter, and the final chapter summarises the main 
findings of the thesis and discusses future work and limitations.

The second part of the thesis consists of four research papers:

1. Arkenback, C. (2021). A Postdigital Perspective on Service 
Work: Salespeople’s Service Encounters in the Connected Store. 
Postdigital Science and Education. https://doi.org/ 10.1007/
s42438-021-00280-2

2. Arkenback, C. (2019). Work-based Learning in a Digitalised 
Retail Checkout Practice Through the Lens of the Theory of 
Practice Architectures. In B. E. Stalder & C. Nägele (Eds.), Trends 
in vocational education and training research, Vol. II. Proceedings 
of the European Conference on Educational Research (ECER), 
Vocational Education and Training Network (VETNET) (pp.17–
28). https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.3366326

3. Arkenback, C. (re-submitted). Exploring the History of Online 
Instructional Videos for Cashier Training to Develop a Practice-
Based Taxonomy of Instructional Videos. 
This work contains the text of an article under consideration 
for publication by Taylor & Francis in Journal of Vocational 
Education & Training, submitted [December 2020]. Publication 
recommendation pending December 2021

4. Arkenback, C., & Lundin, M. (manuscript). A Century of Service 
Work Training Through Instructional Videos: Modelling of 
Cashiers’ Role and Skills in the Checkout Service Encounter. 
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CHAPTER 2 

RELATED WORK

To understand what digitalisation in WL in service work may involve, 
I searched for related work in the fields of service work research, service 
research and WL. All three fields emerged around 1990 and can be seen 
as umbrellas incorporating various disciplines, as well as theoretical and 
methodological approaches, perspectives, areas, and themes. This chapter 
on related work is organised in three sections in order to explore themes 
of relevance for the research questions. I will first address the context of 
WL in service work, which is connected to the first and fourth research 
questions. This section explores the emotional labour, service work skills, 
service worker, and the connected service encounter. The next section 
explores the digitalisation of service work and workplace learning, which is 
connected to the second research question, and then follows a third section 
on digital instructing in workplace learning. Here, I focus particularly on 
online instructional videos, which is the focus of the third and fourth 
research questions. The chapter ends with a summary of related work.



30

2.1. SERVICE WORK
Over the past four decades, a large body of research across several disciplines 
has studied the relationship between the service organisation, FSEs and 
customers (Groth et al., 2019; Solomon et al., 1985; Subramony et al., 
2021; Surprenant & Solomon, 1987), the features of service work (Ikeler, 
2016; Korczynski, 2005), and the roles of FSEs, customers, and frontline 
technology in the service encounter (Bowen, 2016; Larivière et al., 2017; 
Rafaeli et al., 2017; Singh et al., 2017) based on different agendas and 
conceptual foundations. However, the research, which is based on strands 
within the different disciplines (e.g., organisation, workplace, management, 
sales, marketing, organisational psychology, applied and occupational 
health psychology, human resource management, organisational frontline, 
emotional labour), seems to have developed autonomously with little 
interaction and convergence between them, leading to a complex and 
somewhat incomplete picture of service work and FSEs’ service encounters 
in the literature. In the following sections, I will discuss some of these 
perspectives through a number of studies that are of relevance for the focus 
of this thesis. 

2.1.1 EMOTIONAL LABOUR

The service work research is characterised by a longstanding debate about the 
features of service work that expands on the seminal works of Hochschild 
(1983) and Leidner (1993), who introduced the concepts of emotional 
labour and the trilateral relationship between employer, FSE and customer 
(the service triangle). Much of the service work research draws on labour 
process theory and has focused on emotions and their management by 
workers (Bolton, 2004), workers’ interactions with customers (Korczynski 
2002), and emotional labour skills (Nickson et al., 2003; Payne, 2009; 
Warhurst et al., 2012). Emotional labour describes what service workers 
do that goes beyond their physical or cognitive duties; it is the process 
by which FSEs conjure or repress specific emotions in the services they 
provide to others when following the service script, thereby adding value 
to their service or labour (Webb, 2012). In other words, emotional labour 
refers to how emotions, as part of people’s roles in paid work, are used to 
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influence others in achieving organisational goals, for example, increased 
customer satisfaction. The conceptualisation of the service encounter as a 
service game (Giebelhausen et al., 2014; Surprenant & Solomon, 1987) 
is an example of how employers, through the service script (i.e., the game 
rules) impose on FSEs how they are to play the game in the workplace. For 
instance, FSEs must manage their feelings ‘to create a publicly observable 
facial and bodily display’ in the service encounter (Hochschild, 1983, p. 
7). How service workers consent to and cope with the ‘feeling rules’ of 
their organisations (i.e., the service script) is a large strand within service 
work research (Breit et al., 2020).

Emotional labour is commonly explored in terms of the dynamics of 
gender, power and status and not as a phenomenon in itself (Wharton, 
2009). A central theme in the literature is the automation and deskilling 
of emotional labour (Gatta et al., 2009; Ilsøe, 2017). This ongoing 
discussion can be traced back to the 1990s when marketing shifted the 
theoretical focus on customer value creation from a provider perspective 
to a consumer perspective (Bowen, 2016). From being professionals in the 
frontline, service workers were seen as elements in a service system with 
the task of co-creating customer service and excellent customer experiences 
(Groth et al., 2019). For instance, the studies of Pollert (1995) and Webster 
(2004) consider the skills and development prospects of women working 
in European services. They argued that the introduction of supermarkets 
was connected to de-skilling, since the requirement for product knowledge 
is no longer part of WL. Taking money (cashiering), stacking shelves, or 
moving goods have developed into entry-level positions characterised by 
low wages and insecure part-time jobs primarily held by women with few 
opportunities for development (Pollert, 1995; Webster, 2004). 

The study by  Rafaeli (1989) differs in that it connects technological 
change with customer service. It examines how cashiers’ service encounters 
in Israeli supermarkets changed after automated cash registers and 
customer-oriented customer service were implemented. Rafaeli finds that 
the roles in the service game changed and that cashiers and customers had 
very different perceptions of who is in control of the checkout process. 
Cashiers were no longer obvious professionals in the service encounter and 
Rafaeli argues that there is an ever-present tension in the cashier–customer 
relationship. Customers have a unique role in shaping the cashier’s role-
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set and occupational identity in the customer-oriented service encounter 
(Rafaeli, 1989). In a more recent empirical study of frontline sales work 
in US department stores, Ikeler (2016) concludes that the automation 
of frontline service is connected to a downgrading of salespeople’s 
emotional labour. By comparing the findings with salespeople’s work in 
department stores in the 1950s, Ikeler concludes that there is evidence of 
salespeople’s deskilling and argues that retail work can follow a similar path 
of automation as has occurred in manufacturing and clerical work. 

In summary, the studies remain narrow in focus, dealing only with how 
automation in workplaces is connected to deskilling and the declining 
status of emotional labour in the growing service sector. The impact of 
digitalisation on emotional labour and FSEs’ service encounters have been 
neglected in emotional labour research. Although Ikeler’s (2016) study 
concerns how emotional labour skills have changed, and examines similar 
stores and service work as this thesis (papers 1&2), it does not provide 
knowledge about the interaction between salesperson, customer, and 
technology. 

2.1.2 SERVICE WORK SKILLS

There is a recurrent discussion on how to define, measure, and evaluate 
service work skills, i.e., emotional labour skills, in the research literature 
(Hampson & Junor, 2010; Junor et al., 2008; Korczynski, 2005; Nickson 
et al., 2012; Nickson et al., 2003; Payne, 2009). Emotional labour skills are 
also known as the combination of product knowledge and interpersonal 
ability (Ikeler, 2016). Emotional labour locates the effort expenditure not 
in the physical or the purely intellectual but the interpersonal interaction 
between the service worker and customer. However, as such  skills are 
embodied as part of the worker’s personality due to previous socialisation, 
these skills are seen as playing havoc with conventional understandings 
of knowledge, skills and human capital (Payne, 2009). Consequently, 
emotional labour skills are also very difficult to measure and have not been 
captured by traditional forms of certification and conceptualisations of 
knowledge and skills. However, in recent years, the significance of emotions 
in learning and working has gained considerable attention within WL, 
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VET, and education, although it is still an underexplored phenomenon 
(Hökkä et al., 2020).  

One approach to defining and describing service work skills in the 
literature is to distinguish between ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ skills (e.g., Bozkurt, 
2015; Evans & Kitchin, 2018; Hastwell et al., 2013; Nickson et al., 
2012; Wilson, 2019). Conceptualisations of soft skills encompass various 
qualities including largely untrainable abilities, values, and attributes such 
as the worker’s appearance, demeanour, and flexibility (Hurrell et al., 
2013; Nickson et al., 2012; Nickson et al., 2003; Warhurst et al., 2012). 
Hurrell and associates (2013), for example, define soft skills as: “non-
technical and not reliant on abstract reasoning, involving interpersonal 
and intrapersonal abilities to facilitate mastered performance in particular 
contexts” (Hurrell et al., 2013, p. 162). Several studies (see, for example, 
Bozkurt, 2015; Dench et al., 1997; Hastwell et al., 2013) show that retail 
employers commonly emphasise soft skills as a requirement in entry-level 
service positions, by commonly referring to them as the ability to interact 
with others, a willingness to learn, good personal presentation, a good 
work ethic, and having the appropriate experience.

Nevertheless, the label ‘soft skill’ is also criticised. Korczynski (2005) 
argues that the tangible (or technical) and intangible (or social) skills 
aspects of service work are preferable to using the labels hard and soft as the 
latter have more potential for derogatory and gendered connotations. For 
instance, it is known that the social processes of defining and rewarding 
skills are often highly gendered (Korczynski, 2005). In the service work 
literature, skills that involve interaction with digital technologies are often 
labelled as ‘technical’, ‘hard’, ‘analytical’, ‘arithmetic’, and ‘computational’ 
skills, but without further explanations of what such skills involve (e.g. 
Casaca, 2012; Hurrell et al., 2013; Junor et al., 2008; Marler & Liang, 
2012).

The debate on emotional labour in the labour process literature has 
its roots in the question of skill change (Bell, 1973). However, it seems 
as if the studies have had little focus on how skills change. Instead, the 
focus has been on changes in emotional work in service organisations 
(Gatta et al., 2009; Ikeler, 2016; Payne, 2009), and how automation, 
global marketing, and societal changes are affecting emotional labour 
in the knowledge society (Gatta et al., 2009; Munro & Rainbird, 2002; 
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Payne, 2009). Overall, these studies do illustrate the foundational features 
of service work, emotional labour, and the difficulties in defining and 
measuring emotional labour skills in service settings. 

2.1.3 THE CONNECTED SERVICE ENCOUNTER

The checkout service encounter has been subject to technological 
innovations and automation since 1879 when the mechanical cash register 
was introduced (Basker, 2016). Around 1920, mechanical cash registers 
and point of sale (POS) systems (which register information about 
transactions) were managerial tools in retail for organising businesses, and 
controlling and modulating FSEs’ work with transactions. The digitization 
of retail transactions started in the 1980s when computerised cash registers 
and POS systems, scanner systems, POS terminals for credit cards, and 
barcodes were implemented on a large scale (Basker, 2016; Keh, 1998). 
Cooper and Hoffman (2000) describe the typical retail transaction as a 
complex process comprised of two elements – itemization, and tendering. 
Itemisation involves the cashier scanning items, keying in items, looking 
up produce, entering a quantity, weighing items, selecting a tare weight, 
and cancelling items, while tendering involves the cashier handling cash, 
credit, debit, EBT cash, EBT food stamps, cheques, split tenders, and 
cashback.

Around 2000, technology’s role in service delivery was formalised (De 
Keyser et al., 2019) and frontline technology emerged as a research area 
focusing on how the infusion of technology changes the ‘high-touch, low-
tech’ service encounter (Giebelhausen et al., 2014; Larivière et al., 2017; 
Rafaeli et al., 2017). Froehle and Roth (2004) developed a classification 
of service encounters that comprises five conceptual archetypes: 
technology-free customer contact; technology-assisted customer contact 
(i.e., technology in support of the FSE); technology-facilitated customer 
contact (i.e., technology in support of the FSE and customer); technology-
mediated customer contact (i.e., technology connecting the FSE and 
customer); and technology-generated customer contact. 

Organisational frontline research (OFR) is an emergent sub-stream 
within service science (Singh et al., 2017). OFR refers to the digital 
network of service eco-systems forming the boundaries between the 
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service organisation, customers, and other stakeholder systems; and 
frontline service technology is defined as “any combination of hardware, 
software, information, and/or networks that supports the co-creation 
of value between a service provider and customer at the organizational 
frontline” (De Keyser et al., 2019, p. 158).  A service system is constituted 
of humans (employees, customers) and technologies, and by interacting 
with other service systems they co-create value, learning, and knowledge 
in the service organisation (Bowen, 2016; De Keyser et al., 2019; 
Larivière et al., 2017). An interest among scholars within OFR is how the 
technological evolution changes the roles of technology, customers, and 
FSEs in the connected service encounter. For instance, De Keyser et al. 
(2019) propose an update of the service encounter archetypes (Froehle & 
Roth, 2004) based on the purposes of infusing (or not) technology into 
service encounters. The archetypes are sorted under three main categories: 
‘no technology’, ‘augmenting technology’, and ‘substituting technology’ 
(De Keyser et al., 2019, p. 159).  Wearable technology (e.g., Microsoft 
HoloLens, GoogleGlass, Augmedix) are one example of augmenting 
frontline technology having the potential to enhance the FSE’s role in 
the service encounter (Wu et al., 2015), while virtual assistants like Alexa 
and Siri are examples of frontline technology replacing FSEs in service 
encounters. 

The technological evolution perspective is another approach to 
understanding how technology will change frontline service and service 
encounters. Technologies advance over time and include hardware (e.g., 
laptop, square, smartphone), software (POS, retail management, customer 
relationship management (CRM) systems, and apps), and information (e.g., 
big data) (Huang, 2017). Huang identifies three generations of frontline 
service technology innovations: ‘automating technology’, ‘thinking 
technology’, and ‘feeling technology’. Automating technology refers to 
yesterday’s technology (e.g., automatic teller machines, self-checkouts, 
check-in kiosks, online reservation systems) that is used for standardisation 
that enhances productivity, for personalisation that enhances customer 
satisfaction, and for replacing FSEs like cashiers, clerks, and telephone 
operators (cf. Brynjolfsson & McAfee, 2011; Frey & Osborne, 2017). 
Huang argues that hitherto, frontline technologies have done a better job 
in automation for standardisation than for personalisation. 
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The second technology generation, ‘thinking technology’, according to 
Huang (2017), are today’s foremost frontline technologies and subsume 
automated technologies. Thinking technologies are designed to handle 
cognition-based personalisation for customer satisfaction. In contrast to 
automating technologies, they can be used to augment or empower FSEs. 
For instance, augmented reality interaction (e.g., Rituals’ VR hammam 
experience) and emotion-recognition software. Feeling technology, 
tomorrow’s frontline service technology that subsumes automated and 
thinking technologies, will be able to handle emotion-based personalisation 
that enriches frontline interactions, for instance, computers that mimic 
facial expressions (Huang, 2017). 

The FSE’s role in service encounters that include ‘automating 
technology’ has attracted little academic interest in the service research and 
among service employers and organisations (Bowen, 2016). McAfee and 
Brynjolfsson (2014) and Rust and Huang (2014) foresee that automation 
will lead to the disappearance of entry-level occupations such as cashier, 
clerk, courtesy clerk, customer service, and sales assistant, i.e., work that 
typically does not require prior experience in the field or occupation (Furrer 
et al., 2020; Warhurst et al., 2012). However, other studies point to such 
positions instead becoming more complex, requiring skills development. 
However, the increasing adoption of interactive ‘thinking technology’ in 
frontline service and the disruption of global markets during the Covid-19 
pandemic have shown that the FSE’s role in frontline service can change 
overnight. These circumstances in combination have piqued an interest in 
studying FSEs’ changing roles in service encounters and their implications 
for skills development and job losses (Bowen, 2016; De Keyser et al., 
2019; Larivière et al., 2017; Voorhees et al., 2020). 

For instance, Larivière et al. (2017) identify four transformed FSE roles 
in what they conceptualise as Service Encounter 2.0: the FSE as ‘enabler’, 
‘innovator’, ‘coordinator or ‘differentiator’, or a combination thereof. The 
‘enabler’ helps the customer and technology to perform their respective 
roles in the service encounter well (Bowen, 2016). The ‘innovator’ interacts 
actively with customers in augmentation, function as the organisation’s 
frontline for customer in substitution, and monitor connections in 
network facilitation (Bowen, 2016). The ‘innovator’ observes customers’ 
behaviour and reactions directly and indirectly, and it is argued that FSEs 
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can still read customers’ need better than present technology (Larivière 
et al., 2017). This makes them highly valuable resources in that they can 
actively pinpoint areas for service improvement by observing the customer 
environment (Ye et al., 2012). The third FSE role is the ‘coordinator’ 
(Bowen, 2016). As complex service systems comprised of multiple 
actors require active coordination to create successful outcomes (Bowen, 
2016; De Keyser et al., 2019; Evans & Kitchin, 2018; Larivière et al., 
2017), the ‘coordinator’ can function as a mediator and manage the 
interdependencies between different network partners. The final FSE role 
is the ‘differentiator’, which contributes authentic, human touches that 
help customers to differentiate between offerings in marketplaces where 
offerings are becoming too similar (Bowen, 2016; Larivière et al., 2017). 

Nevertheless, Rafaeli et al. (2017) argue that the digitalisation of 
frontline service requires a fundamental redesign of organisational 
processes and the roles of FSEs in order to bring employee behaviours 
into line with digital technology. It is also argued that the optimal balance 
between “tech” and “touch” must be found for every service encounter 
situation. While technological innovations can reduce or replace the FSE’s 
role in the service encounter (e.g., using kiosks, service robots, online 
ordering), providing empathic service or a special ‘human touch’ remains 
a source of differentiation in service delivery (Giebelhausen et al., 2014). 
Taken together, the studies within the fields of service and OFR support 
the notion that the changing role of the FSE in the connected service 
encounter is a matter of adapting rather than contributing to changes. 

2.2 DIGITALISATION OF SERVICE WORK 
The digitalisation of work is not restricted to supporting production 
processes through computer technology; it also refers to implementing 
‘cyber-physical systems’ that autonomously interact with machines, 
humans and other cyber-physical systems (Harteis, 2017, p. 1). According 
to Billett (2021), the digitalisation of work aligns competence in present 
working life requirements with electronically mediated tasks and work 
roles. Fischer and associates (2018) argue that the digitalisation of work 
can be described as the step from single computers as tools to a network 
of smart devices and computers. As soon as work processes change, they 
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require workers to learn and adapt. In a recent study, Evans and Kitchin 
(2018) show that even if a store relies on big data systems to manage 
customers and delegates customer satisfaction to code and data, FSEs’ 
face-to-face interactions with customers do not disappear. However, there 
is no mechanism in the systems to capture and reward social interaction, 
and it was found that FSEs experience less chance of developing soft skills 
required in service encounters (Evans & Kitchin, 2018). 

Marler and Liang (2012) show that the lowest hierarchical level of 
service work changes when service organisations implement digital service 
network systems. They find that employees in clerical service positions 
perceived a significant increase in work complexity requiring analytical 
skills when switching to a service network system, while those with technical 
and managerial service positions did not. In another study of restaurants 
using online reservation systems, Christ-Brendemühl and Schaarschmid 
(2019) note that changes related to digital technologies can be perceived 
as stressful by FSEs and might foster deviation from prescribed service 
scripts. A common theme in the literature is how FSEs’ emotions and 
values are connected to their readiness to adopt digital technologies in the 
service encounter. For instance, Spreer and Rauschnabel (2016) show that 
salespeople do not (or only sporadically) use mobile sales assistants (MSAs) 
in the service encounter. One of the factors connected to salespeople’s 
resistance to adopting MSAs is fear of losing power that encompasses three 
main concerns: being downgraded from ‘sales expert’ to ‘tablet holder’, 
losing one’s product and sales skills, and the fear of being replaced by an 
MSA.

2.2.1 WORKPLACE LEARNING IN SERVICE WORK 

While emotional labour is at the heart of service work, historically WL 
research has paid little attention to the role of emotions, relationships, 
and values in learning at work. However, in recent years, the significance 
of emotions in learning and working has gained considerable attention. 
In a recent literature review of research on emotions in WL, Höökä et al. 
(2020) find that most articles (21/31) elaborate on the relationship between 
emotions and learning at work via how emotions influence learning. For 
instance, in a single case study of online tutoring, Webb (2012) explores 
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whether or not emotional labour is performed in contexts mediated by 
technology. She found that although the technology was designed to 
replace the teacher and human role in the encounter with learners, the 
online tutors engaged in considerable levels of emotional labour. However, 
the study did not elaborate on how the technology changed the online 
tutors’ interactions in services encounters with learners. 

In another study, Brockmann (2013) uses individual case studies with 
a multi-method ethnographic approach to examine emotional labour in 
the context of retail apprenticeships in the UK and Germany. The study 
shows that the apprentice must engage in emotional labour to achieve 
the social conduct associated with the retail assistant occupation. The 
emotional labour includes a certain demeanour and appearance and 
particular forms of customer communication. Brockmann states that 
emotional work is part of a comprehensive competence related to the 
occupational field of retail, based on extensive knowledge of products, 
work processes, and social and personal skills. The customer consultation, 
i.e., the service encounter, forms an important part of the social identity 
and occupational competence of FSEs. Lam’s (2011) study applies an 
organisational perspective to WL in service encounters at a casino, and 
concludes that FSEs are “the embodiment of the organization, and hence 
can be considered corporate ‘hardware’ and an important part of what the 
patron consumes” (Lam, 2011, p. 37). The study explores how the informal 
learning of FSEs influences their customer relationship skills in dealing 
with patrons at gaming tables to achieve positive customer experiences. 
Lam concludes that FSEs have learned four strategies from their range of 
experiences in dealing with patrons: to be polite and behave respectfully 
towards patrons, to understand patrons’ emotional states from their body 
language, to manage patrons’ emotions; and to self-regulate emotions in 
order to reflect the demands of a service encounter. 

To summarise, the abovementioned studies illustrate what I would 
describe as a tension in the literature, with a focus split between humans 
(emotional labour) and technology (AI, robots, automation, service 
systems) in changing workplaces and organisations. From an organisational 
perspective, the interest lies in how to get FSEs, workers, and learners to 
accept and adopt new roles in the connected service organisation. From the 
service work perspective, the interest lies in how service workers cope with 
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the changing conditions and whether or not to perform emotional labour. 
Furthermore, the separation of emotional labour skills from conceptual 
knowledge and technical skills, I will argue, hampers a fruitful approach to 
understanding how digitalisation changes emotional labour and learning 
in service encounters.

2.3 DIGITAL INSTRUCTING IN WORKPLACE 
LEARNING 

Digitalisation in WL refers both to vocational learning in work involving 
interaction with digital technologies, and to digital technologies used 
to instruct and learn vocational skills. This section focuses on digital 
instructing in WL. The driving force for research in technology-
enhanced WL is the rapid digital transformation of work and workplaces 
(Heikkinen, 2018; Hämäläinen & Cattaneo, 2015; Nokelainen et al., 
2018). What separates digital technologies from previous technologies, 
such as pen, paper and video, are that they are seen to afford interactive, 
communicative and collaborative forms for learning which were not 
possible before (Duval et al., 2017). ‘Digital learning’ has been defined 
as “any set of technology-based methods that can be applied to support 
learning processes” (Ifenthaler, 2018, p. 4) such as simulations (Slotte & 
Herbert, 2008), game-based learning (Borro-Escribano et al., 2014; Kapp 
et al., 2020), mobile and augmented applications (Kay, 2008; Sampson, 
2013), and online instructional videos (Cattaneo et al., 2019; Kay, 
2012; Köster, 2018). In this thesis, the analytical focus is put on online 
instructional videos for service work.

2.3.1 ONLINE INSTRUCTIONAL VIDEOS

The past two decades’ exponential rise in online video production and 
viewing has increased educators’ and the general public’s interest in 
designing and employing online videos for instructional purposes, which is 
also reflected in the online market’s growth of affordable video production 
technologies and services for WL. Snelson and Perkins (2009) and 
Bonk (2013), among others, predict that instructional videos published 
on public video-sharing sites like YouTube are going to transform 
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teaching and learning. The online instructional videos will be designed 
by ordinary people, learners, and students instead of formally authored 
by an organisation or educational institution (Bonk, 2013). However, 
instructional videos in WL and education are not a recent phenomenon. 
Already in 1913, Thomas Edison foretold the possibilities of educational 
film: ‘Books will soon be obsolete in schools/…/It is possible to teach every 
branch of human knowledge with the motion picture’ (quoted in Reiser, 
2001). The silent film provided educators with a new tool for making 
instructions more concrete, realistic, and visual and was quickly taken up 
by the industry. 

Learning by observing and imitating professionals in work is 
fundamental in in WL (Billett, 2014; Lave & Wenger, 1991). From a 
cognitive perspective on learning, skill acquisition occurs when the learners’ 
behaviour, strategies, or thoughts change after viewing experts who perform 
flawless and error-free movements. Instructional film, later video, is based 
on observational learning, which is also referred to as modelling (Wouters et 
al., 2007). Learning motor and interpersonal skills by observing a video of 
people modelling the desired actions and behaviours has been a successful 
and well researched instructional technique since the 1920s (Carpenter, 
1953; Reiser, 2001; Wiatr, 2002). Instructional media research has sought 
to measure the effectiveness of audio-visual methods in learning outcomes 
(Reiser, 2001), enhancing and contributing to ‘information learning and 
developmental thinking’ (Wittich, 1953, p. 100), training and informing 
large numbers of people (Allen, 1971; Carpenter, 1953), changing 
learners’ and employees’ behaviour (Carpenter, 1953; Solbrig, 2007), and 
enhancing learning motivation and engagement (Guo et al., 2014; Hew 
& Lo, 2020).

The ten-year period immediately following World War II was pivotal 
for instructional media research, and the military services took the lead 
(Allen, 1971). For instance, in the Instructional Film Research Program 
(1947-1955), the main objectives were related primarily to rapidly training 
and instructing large numbers of people and increasing the efficiency and 
levels of instruction with sound films, television, and radio. An underlying 
assumption in these studies was that changes in the behaviour of the 
viewers were a measure of the instructional film’s effectiveness (Allen, 
1971; Carpenter, 1953). A taxonomy of three instructional film categories 



42

was proposed within the program (Carpenter, 1953, p. 38): (1) Perceptual-
motor skills training films, (2) Information communication films, and (3) 
Attitude-forming and attitude-changing films.

During the same period, corporations commissioned the production of 
human relations training films to shape managers and workers’ emotional 
lives, thereby influencing their social behaviour and class identification in 
the workplace and beyond (Solbrig, 2007). Henry Strauss & Company, 
established in 1949, was one of the industrial filmmakers that for three 
decades produced training films addressing lower and middle level 
managers’ emotional and psychological affiliations (Solbrig, 2007). Solbrig 
states that human relationships management films constitute an example 
of applied social science and a window through which we may examine 
the development of interactive media in business culture. Firstly, Strauss’s 
training films provide “a case study of how social science was transformed 
through media into social practice: first as fictional narratives to be 
absorbed by managers, ultimately as social scripts to be performed in the 
workplace” (Solbrig, 2007, p. 31). Secondly, they illustrate how previous 
narrative strategies aimed at changing the passive personality of the worker 
transformed to become more interactive in the 1980s. The narrative of 
human relations training films can thereby be understood as a tool for 
translating sociological theories of worker-management interaction into 
material work practices and service scripts (Solbrig, 2007). In this thesis, I 
introduce the concept of instructional video modelling for describing video 
narratives modelling work activities, situations and skills.  

In the 1990s, a survey stated that 90 per cent of US organisations 
relied on videotapes as a complement to other instructional methods for 
delivering new concepts and ideas (Murphy, 1993) and video was put 
forward as an effective instructional strategy in corporate training for 
mediating technical skills, customer service and behavioural skills (Wiley, 
1993). Nederveld and Berge (2015) highlight the usefulness of different 
kinds of video in workplace settings such as video lectures, interactive videos 
with knowledge checks, and TED-Ed-like pre-recorded video lessons. 
Many research studies show that video can be a highly efficient educational 
tool and learning method (Brame, 2016; Kay, 2012), while there are also 
studies on video-based learning showing mixed results in terms of learning 
outcomes (Yousef et al., 2014). Köster (2018), for instance, argues that 
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the research on which types of instructional video design lead to positive, 
measurable effects on student learning is limited, and Cooper and Higgins 
(2015) state that there is limited conclusive evidence demonstrating the 
effectiveness of online instructional videos for teaching clinical skills (e.g., 
interpersonal, emotional labour).

A common approach in the extensive literature on designing and 
evaluating instructional videos is the use of multimedia theories (Mayer, 
2014) recommending that instructors consider three elements when 
choosing or producing videos promoting desired learning outcomes 
(Brame, 2016): how to manage the cognitive load of the video, how 
to maximise students’ engagement with the video, and how to support 
active learning from video. Köster (2018) argues that the foundation of 
an instructional video is its instructional design which crafts the video 
narrative. That is, how the information is structured, how the learning goals 
are met and the overall learning experience. In a recent work, Cattaneo, 
Evi-Colombo, and Ruberto (2019) combine sociological, educational 
and multimedia theories for proposing a ‘video pedagogy for vocational 
education’. It is at once a literature review on instructional video research 
and a guide on video design and the use of video in teacher training and 
professional development, school-based learning, and corporate training. 
However, the broad approach of the video pedagogy is also a limitation as 
it does not address the video narrative in depth.

Another strand of research focuses on how video can be used as a 
boundary object between school and work in VET. For instance, Cattaneo 
and Aprea (2018) demonstrate in a case study how apprentices’ video 
recordings of authentic professional situations related to processing 
techniques at the workplace are used as boundary objects in initial VET. 
The apprentices were asked to film specific work activities from their work-
based learning in the workplace. Back in school, the teacher selected two of 
the apprentice videos, and edited and transformed them into ‘hypervideos’. 
A hypervideo, according to Cattaneo and Aprea, is a video segmented 
into smaller chapters with cueing markers to focus the learners’ attention 
on specific details. Each marker is hyperlinked to additional materials. 
The findings showed a significant increase in apprentices’ conceptual 
knowledge acquisition after viewing the videos, i.e., the knowledge to be 
learned according to the VET curricula.  
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Overall, the literature review of instructional videos showed they go 
by various names. For instance, educational, lecture, explainer, training-, 
online skills, and tutorial video were commonly used concepts, often used 
interchangeably, defined in different ways and sometimes not defined at 
all. Such variations in the use of such concepts in the literature and online 
make it challenging to navigate this growing field of online instructional 
videos for WL and VET. In this thesis, the term instructional video is 
used as an umbrella term for online videos that train, instruct, inform, 
and orient learners towards a particular work practice, vocation, profes-
sion or work activity. Moreover, most classifications of instructional vid-
eos appeared to relate to higher education and the context of distance 
education (Chorianopoulos, 2018; Guo et al., 2014; Köster, 2018). For 
instance, Guo, Kim, and Rubin (2014) examine how video production 
design affects science and engineering students’ engagement with online 
educational videos. Two video types are identified in this study: lecture vid-
eos that commonly mediate theoretical content (conceptual knowledge, 
know-that); and tutorial videos, problem-solving stepwise walkthroughs, 
offering procedural (how-to) knowledge (Van der Meij & Van der Meij, 
2013). However, no similar video classification models addressing WL or 
VET were found. 

2.4 SUMMARY
This thesis argues that the fields of service work research, service research, 
and organisational frontline research which have evolved with little 
interference in recent decades have contributed to the lack of a holistic 
view on the digitalisation of service work. The presentation of related work 
above has shown several knowledge gaps, leading to an incomplete picture 
of what might be involved in being a salesperson in the connected service 
encounter. For instance, in the service work literature, emotional labour 
research has focused on knowledge connected to the social dimension of 
service work that concerns emotions, feelings, values, and relationships 
(e.g., soft skills, social skills, tacit skills). It was found that retail employers 
thought of frontline technology as automating technology. When hiring 
new FSEs in entry-level positions, they emphasised social skills as being 
the most important in providing customer service and creating excellent 
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customer shopping experiences. Literacy and numeracy skills were of less 
importance, and digital skills were not mentioned. It was also found that 
retail FSEs working in workplaces organised, monitored, and modulated 
by digital service network systems experienced few opportunities for face-
to-face interactions with customers. Consequently, their opportunities for 
developing emotional labour skills were limited.

 In the service, marketing, and management literature, on the other 
hand, the focus is put on the business-customer interaction in the service 
encounter. From this perspective, the service encounter is not seen as a 
dyadic interaction between the FSE and customer. It is instead seen as 
the interaction between the service organisation, customer, technology, 
and FSE. According to researchers within the OFR field, automating 
technology refers to yesterday’s frontline technology which complements 
and replaces FSEs in the service encounter such as teller machines and self-
checkouts that replace cashiers. In contrast, today’s frontline technological 
innovations are interactive ‘thinking technology’ that automate routine 
tasks and can enhance FSEs work and role in the connected service 
encounter. Four new FSE roles are identified: the ‘enabler’, ‘innovator’, 
‘coordinator’, and ‘differentiator’, which will require additional skills to 
the FSE’s emotional labour.

However, the literature provided little knowledge on how digitalisation 
changes the FSE’s role and skills in the connected service encounter. 
Furthermore, it was found that instructional videos have been used in 
education and WL since the 1920s. While there is an increasing body of 
research on online instructional videos in higher education, relatively little 
is known about online instructional videos in WL and VET. 
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CHAPTER 3 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

The study of social phenomena such as, for example, classroom teaching, 
leadership, service encounters, or learning in work has a theoretical 
dimension, i.e., a theory (general thought, abstraction) that informs the 
examination and thus the understanding of the phenomenon at hand. 
The introduction to this thesis emphasised that an understanding of WL 
depends on the conceptualisation of the relationship between learning, 
working and instructing situations. In this thesis, the theory of practice 
architectures and concepts from this theory has been used as the primary 
source for exploring and describing how digitalisation changes emotional 
labour and learning in service work. Taking this kind of practice perspective, 
a service encounter is seen as a social practice  jointly produced by FSE 
and the customer. Furthermore, I adopt a practice theory perspective on 
learning. This chapter elaborates on learning perspectives in the field of 
WL, the perspective of studying social phenomena as practices, the theory 
of practice architectures as theoretical lenses and tools for analysis, and 
a practice theory perspective on learning. The chapter ends with some 
theoretical considerations. 
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3.1 LEARNING PERSPECTIVES IN THE FIELD OF 
WORKPLACE LEARNING

The second stream of WL theories, socio-cultural theories, are strongly 
influenced by work in sociology and social anthropology (see for example, 
Lave, 2019; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger-Trayner et al., 2014). For 
instance, Fenwick (2008) defines WL as occurring through the relationships 
and dynamics between ‘individual actors’ and ‘collectives’ (2008, p. 19). 
These theoretical approaches reject the idea that the individual learner 
should be the focus of analysis and elevate the various social aspects of 
learning to a new prominence. Here, the seminal work of Lave and Wenger 
(1991) offered, for the first time, an understanding of learning not centred 
as a ‘thing’ located in individual minds. Learning is defined as a social 
process, and one emphasises social and material affordances in learning. 
Here, the community of practice is seen as determining the conditions for 
learning, and it forms a social structure in which relationships between 
participants and other communities play a crucial role. By emphasising 
learning as an ongoing process of participation in suitable activities, 
the primacy of learning as a product is rejected (Lave & Wenger, 1991; 
Wenger, 1998). 

Another commonality of socio-cultural theories is their rejection of 
mind-body dualism and related dichotomies. Instead, they recognise WL 
and performance as embodied phenomena, seamlessly integrating a range 
of human attributes (e.g., workplace rules, mediating artifacts, the division 
of labour) that is much wider than just rationality. In other words, context 
becomes a central background to vocational and professional learning. 
However, socio-cultural WL theories have also been criticised for not 
being so useful for understanding work and learning in ever-changing 
workplaces and organisations. For instance, Hager (2012) and Billett 
(2002) discuss their strong reliance on the participation metaphor and its 
vagueness to describe the ways in which practitioners continually reshape 
their practice as they engage in it. For one thing, they are largely silent 
about the individual’s learning as their personal identity changes from that 
of novice learner to a legitimate and full participant (Hager, 2011). 

The third stream of WL theories referred to by Hager (2011) as 
postmodern theories hold that learning should be viewed as an ongoing 
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process. These theories argue that there is an unpredictable temporal 
dimension to WL as it emerges in ever-changing, complex contexts. 
Therefore, these postmodern theories go beyond metaphors of learning 
as participation in the acquisition of knowledge and skills to focus instead 
on emergence and becoming. WL theories that fall into this third category 
include, for instance, actor network theory (Latour, 2005), recent versions 
of cultural-historical activity theory (e.g., Sannino & Engeström, 2018; 
Stetsenko, 2013), and work by, for example, Gherardi and Nicolini  (2005). 

Among the perspectives on learning described above, the theoretical 
framework employed in this thesis, the theory of practice architectures 
(henceforth TPA), falls into what Hager labelled as postmodern WL 
theories. In recent work by Kemmis (2019), there is a clear sense of 
becoming (different), and not merely ‘being stirred’ into existing practices 
by means of participation, as was more prominent in earlier versions of 
TPA (see Kemmis et al., 2014). Learners also learn how to proceed through 
mimetic learning, i.e., they imitate the practices they see in the workplace 
(Billett, 2014). In this thesis, I have adopted Kemmis’s (2021) definition of 
learning as “the production of new practices: a view of learning as coming 
to know how to go on in practices, or coming to be able to go on in 
practices, or coming to participate differently in practices, or, most simply, 
coming to practise differently” (Kemmis, 2021, p. 3). In other words, 
this thesis adopts the view of WL being a temporal process of coming to 
practise differently in ever-changing work practices and organisations. 

3.2 PRACTICE THEORY FOR EXPLORING 
WORKPLACE LEARNING 

After the ‘practice turn’ (Schatzki, 2001) in many areas of social sciences, 
for example, education, anthropology, and organisation studies,  ‘theories 
of practice’  came to denote one of several streams of thought and inquiry 
in studying social life (Schatzki, 2018, p. 152). Common features of the 
variety of practice theories are that they are based on humanistic values 
and depart from the understanding of human activity which rests on 
practical capacities that cannot be put into words. Furthermore, practice 
theories conceptualise social life as composed of practices that multiple 
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people carry on and understand the world as composed of many practices. 
“Practices consist in organised sets of actions, that practices link to form 
wider complexes and constellations – a nexus – and that this nexus forms 
the basic domain of study of the social sciences” (Hui et al., 2016, p. 1).

A final common feature of practice theories is the idea that “social 
phenomena —including power, science and religion, racial and ethnic 
prejudice, migration, organizations, and the dissemination of knowledge—
are either aspects of, constellations of, or rooted in nexuses of practices” 
(Schatzki, 2018, p. 153). However, although a considerable amount of social 
research suggests that understanding practice is central to understanding 
workplace learning (e.g., Billett & Choy, 2013; Hager, 2012; Lave, 2019; 
Wenger-Trayner et al., 2014) and the concept of ‘practice theory’ is now 
a well-established label, there is no one, definitive way to demarcate what 
qualifies as one.

Thus, how can practice theory be used to explore how digitalisation 
changes WL in service encounters? Practice theories aim to deliver 
explanations as well as understanding and interpretation, and address topics 
of an abstract nature, for instance, the determination of action and social 
reproduction. Moreover, they suggest topics and angles for investigation 
(Nicolini, 2012; Schatzki, 2018). In other words, researchers that employ 
a practice theory when studying a social phenomenon do not just want to 
know why and how. They want to understand what things mean and what 
they add up to as well. Hence, practice theories provide the researcher 
with conceptual tools for describing, explaining, and interpreting social 
phenomena and a “theory-method package” (Nicolini, 2012, p. 219) for 
collecting their findings and analysis within particular conceptual schemes. 
Moreover, the practice theory must provide conceptual tools for treating 
WL as constituted or rooted in a practice nexus. 

Nonetheless, there are multiple definitions and conceptualisations of 
practice theory to choose from. This thesis uses TPA and concepts from 
this theory as the framework for exploring how digitalisation changes WL 
in service encounters. This will be discussed in the following. 
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3.3 THEORY OF PRACTICE ARCHITECTURES 
TPA, which was first articulated by Kemmis and Grootenboer (2008), 
has its roots in action research and builds on Schatzki’s (2001) concepts 
of practice and Habermas’ (1974) idea of a critical social science (Kemmis 
et al., 2014; Mahon, Francisco, & Kemmis, 2017). As discussed in the 
previous section, a practice theory provides the researcher with conceptual 
tools for describing, explaining, and interpreting the social phenomenon 
at hand. TPA, according to Kemmis and associates (Mahon, Francisco, 
& Kemmis, 2017), is at the same time: 1) a theoretical resource for 
understanding educational, professional and vocational practices; 2) an 
analytical resource for revealing how the conditions that make the practices 
possible, maintain them and constrain actions and interactions in practice; 
and 3) a resource for discovering ways to change educational, professional, 
and vocational practices, where current practices and conditions are 
untoward – i.e., unreasonable, unproductive or unsustainable, or cause 
suffering or injustice. In this thesis, I follow Kemmis (2019, p. 13) in 
defining practice as:

A form of human action in history, in which particular activities 
(doings) are comprehensible in terms of particular ideas and talk 
(sayings), and when the people involved are distributed in particular 
kinds of relationships (relatings), and when this combination of 
sayings, doings and relatings ‘hangs together’ in the project of the 
practice (the ends and purposes that motivate the practice) (Kemmis, 
2019, p. 13).

The introduction to this thesis described how the service encounter has been 
conceptualised as a ‘social encounter’ (McCallum & Harrison, 1985), and  
‘a game between people’ (Solomon et al., 1985; Surprenant & Solomon, 
1987). This thesis theorises the service encounter as a service practice 
occurring at a distinct moment in time and space when a salesperson and 
customer interact on the shopfloor, at the checkout, or online (e.g., phone, 
chat). The service practices (i.e., service encounters) are understood as 
co-produced by the salesperson’s selling practice and the customer’s purchasing 
practice, and that selling, and purchasing are ecologically interdependent 
(see Figure 3.1). This idea is informed by Kemmis et al.’s (2020, p. 107) 
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conceptualisation of teaching and learning as ecologically connected in a 
‘pedagogical practice.’ 

As indicated in Kemmis’s (2019) definition of practices quoted above, 
and as visualised in Figure 3.1, practices are composed of sayings, doings, 
and relatings that are interconnected in the project, or the purpose, of a 
practice.  In the service encounter, the customer plays their role in the 
service game through the sayings, doings, and relatings that constitute their 
purchasing practice, and the salesperson plays their role of responding to 
the customer’s practice through their sayings, doings, and relatings that 
constitute their selling practice.

Figure 3.1 Selling and purchasing as ecologically connected in a service practice, 
the service encounter (left). The salesperson plays their role in the service encounter 
through the sayings, doings, and relatings that constitute their selling practice (right) 
(adopted from Kemmis et al., 2014, p. 33).

In this thesis, the focus is on salespeople’s, and learners’ roles in the service 
encounter, i.e., the selling practice on the shopfloor and at the checkout, 
and how online instructional videos support learners in coming to practise 
differently in the connected service encounter. Therefore, the customer’s 
purchasing practice is viewed as part of the practice architectures that 
enable and constrain learners’ and salespeople’s actions and interactions in 
the selling practice (Kemmis et al., 2020).

In TPA, practices are not seen as directed merely by the intentions, 
skills, and capabilities of those who enact them; they are also steered, more 
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generally, by different conditions – cultural-discursive, material-economic, 
and social-political arrangements – that exist in, are brought to, or are newly 
created in, a site of practice. A site can be a physical site, such as a shopfloor 
or the funeral home described in the introduction to this thesis; or a site 
in space and time, such as the site of regular employee skills development. 
These arrangements, in combinations, form the practice architectures that 
make practices possible. The practice architectures are what enable and 
constrain our actions and interactions, and thus the way the practice 
unfolds. According to TPA, the practices, and the arrangements steering 
these practices, are entangled in a three-dimensional intersubjective space, 
in which we encounter each other in what is referred to as semantic space, 
physical space-time, and social space  (Kemmis, 2019; Mahon et al., 2020). 

The key concepts of TPA also constitute a framework for analysing 
social encounters, and it prompts certain kinds of questions. In Figure 
3.1, the picture to the right is an abstraction of the salesperson’s selling 
practice part of the service encounter (Kemmis et al., 2014). In the 
dimension of semantic space, the salesperson and cashier encounter each 
other as interlocutors in the medium of language. They can be seen to 
employ cultural-discursive arrangements (for instance, the language used 
and issues discussed) that prefigure what is said. These cultural-discursive 
arrangements enable and constrain what is said (sayings) and are evident 
in the salesperson’s cognitive understandings of the service encounter and 
selling.

In the dimension of physical space-time, the pair encounters one 
another and the world as embodied objects in the medium of activity and 
work. They do this by employing material-economic arrangements: for 
instance, items, digital devices, and methods. The material-economic 
arrangements enable and constrain what is done (doings) in the selling 
practice and are evident in the salesperson’s skills and capacities.

In the dimension of social space, the salesperson and customer 
encounter one another as social beings. Social-political arrangements are 
realised in relation to issues of solidarity and power. For instance, the 
employer’s service script prefigures but does not predetermine. Therefore, 
the social-political arrangements enable and constrain the relationships 
(relatings) that evolve in the practice and are evident in the salesperson’s 
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values, feelings and emotions (cf. Korczynski 2005; Nickson et al. 2003; 
Warhurst et al. 2012). 

According to TPA, the sayings, doings and relatings of practices are 
bundled together in the projects (purposes) of selling practices and in the 
salesperson’s situated knowledge about their role in the service encounter. 
The purpose of selling practices is also to build practice architectures, a 
personal relationship with each customer and between the customer and 
store (Giebelhausen et al., 2014; Surprenant & Solomon, 1987). The 
arrangements of the salesperson’s selling practices are bundled together in 
practice landscapes (places) in which other practices are also carried out; 
some linked to, or interdependent with, and some independent from one 
another (Kemmis, 2019; Mahon, Francisco, Kemmis, et al., 2017). In this 
thesis, WL is theorised as a practice landscape composed of practices car-
ried out in the workplace and beyond, online and offline. In the same 
way as sayings, doings, and relatings are intertwined, practice architectures 
are bundled together in practice traditions that reproduce (sometimes with 
modifications) a practice over time as an action in history (Kemmis 2019; 
Mahon, Fransisco, Kemmis,  et al. 2017), for instance, the practice tradi-
tions that enable salespeople to reproduce selling practices in a store.

When adopting TPA’s view of practices as being composed of sayings, 
doings, and relatings, three kinds of knowledge follow from this (Kemmis, 
2019, p. 124). Knowing-sayings (i.e., know-that, conceptual knowledge, 
cognitive understandings) is about knowing how to proceed in the sayings 
or language games of the topic and how to disrupt the usual flow of a lan-
guage game by asking questions or inviting people to engage in commu-
nicative action. For instance, in selling practices, knowing-sayings involve 
knowing how to initiate a dialogue in the service encounter and what to 
say to create customer service. The second kind of knowledge is knowing-do-
ings (i.e., know-how, procedural knowledge, skills, capacities) which refers 
to knowing how to proceed in the doings of the activity and sometimes 
how to do things differently. Knowing how to enact the employer’s script 
for service encounters on the shopfloor and at the checkout and how to do 
the routines and activities differently in the connected service encounter 
are examples of knowing-doings in salespeople’s work. 

The third kind of knowledge is knowing-relatings (relational, affective 
and emotional understandings) which refers to knowing how to position 
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oneself in the social relations in a practice. For instance, knowing how to 
relate to the customers and the organisation by embodying the employer’s 
‘feeling rules’ in the service encounter, and sometimes how to resist, 
oppose or contradict the pre-scripted relatings and roles. In the service 
work literature, knowing-relatings is conceptualised as emotional labour, 
referring to the process of managing one’s feelings and expressions to 
fulfil the emotional requirements of service work (e.g. Brockmann, 2013; 
Nickson et al., 2003; Warhurst et al., 2012). Hence, adopting the view 
of knowledge as composed of knowing-sayings, knowing-doings, and 
knowing-relatings recognises the social foundation of service work while 
providing conceptual tools for exploring how digitalisation is changing the 
knowledge and skills necessary in the service encounter. 

3.4 THEORETICAL CONSIDERATIONS
Several challenges accompany the use of practice theory to conceptualise 
social phenomena such as WL in service work and specifically in connected 
service encounters. These have to do with practice theories’ intrinsic move 
of focusing attention on the consequences of performances in everyday 
activities and the relationality of phenomena, instead of learning outcome 
(Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011). One such challenge in the work with 
this thesis has been to problematise the digitalisation of WL in service 
work and then theorise the relationship between work, learning, and 
instructing in service encounters, rather than taking for granted the 
existence of discrete entities identified in previous research, for instance, 
that service work is characterizes by ‘soft skills’ connected to the social 
dimension of service practices. In WL and educational research the focus is 
put on measurable knowledge, skills and abilities that are connected to the 
semantic and physical dimensions of learners’ practices while less is known 
about the social dimension (Hökkä et al., 2020). TPA provided resources 
to analyse different kinds of knowledge (knowing-sayings, knowing-
doings, knowing-relatings) characterising salespeople’s work in connected 
service encounters. 

Another challenge was finding language and logic that adequately 
expressed the findings of conditions forming the changing practice 
architectures of salespeople’s and learners’ service encounters. Here, 
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I combined TPA with narrative methods to represent, describe, and 
understand findings from the analysis (Czarniawska, 2004; Daiute, 
2014). However, since readers and reviewers commonly want to know 
what knowledge has been acquired or what resources are being used, they 
sometimes find the practice theories’ focus on how knowledge is achieved 
or on what resources enable and constrain action and interaction confusing. 
This was a reaction my co-author Mona Lundin and I experienced with the 
fourth paper (manuscript) in this thesis where both the research method 
(online video research) and TPA were novel to the reviewers. 

In a similar vein, for many people, digital technologies are perceived 
as tools in their work, WL, and education, with definite and independent 
material properties and functions. The assumption that the features and 
capabilities of technologies are relational and enacted in practice, such as 
the connected service encounter, is challenging to absorb when confronted 
with the manifest physicality of automated teller machines, self-scanning 
checkouts, computers, and touchpads (Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011). 
TPA provided resources for thinking critically about how existing practices 
and practice architectures might be constructed differently, and what kinds 
of shifts might be necessary to transform practices and the conditions that 
make them possible (Kemmis, 2018, 2019).  Hitherto, TPA has mainly 
been used to study leading practices, professional learning, and teaching 
in formal education. However, there is an increasing interest in using the 
theory in other contexts, such as more informal learning contexts which 
this thesis shows. As TPA has become more familiar within the academic 
society, it has also been subjected to tests and criticism contributing to its 
development. In a recent paper Hopwood (2021), criticises previous work 
for not using TPA’s potential as a transformative tool. There is a tendency 
to focus on describing conditions that enable and constrain professional 
learning. I recognise this criticism from my work with the thesis’s four 
papers, where it has been a challenge to move beyond describing conditions 
and how they enable and constrain action and interaction. 

 Hence, using TPA for studying work and learning in connected service 
encounters has been a journey on winding roads sometimes ending nowhere 
and in frustration. Issues I have reflected on include how to theorise and 
understand the service encounter as a ‘game between humans and digital 
systems’, or if online instructional videos for cashier work substituting 
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learners’ checkout practice can be conceptualised as a digital instructing 
practice. In the end, TPA provided useful analytical resources for fulfilling 
the aim of this research: a deeper knowledge and understanding of how 
digitalisation changes WL in service work. Another insight is that more 
must be understood about how TPA and other practice theories focusing 
on human action and interaction can address issues connected to the 
service encounter as a ‘game between humans and AI technology’.
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CHAPTER 4 

METHOD

The thesis builds on four separate studies conducted through different 
ethnographic research methods and online video research but with the 
same theoretical framework for analysing the data material. This chapter 
begins with a presentation of the empirical contexts, followed by the 
research methods, ethical considerations, and research design. Next comes 
a description of how the empirical material in each of the four studies were 
produced and analysed. The chapter ends with a discussion of the quality 
aspect of the trustworthiness of the thesis data, defined by Lincoln and 
Guba (1985) as credibility, authenticity, transferability, dependability, and 
confirmability.

4.1 THE EMPIRICAL CONTEXTS 
The empirical contexts of this thesis are WL in the connected service 
encounter in speciality stores, and WL for the connected service encounter 
through online instructional videos. Speciality stores are businesses 
with presumed expertise in selling products within a specific category, 
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for instance, florists and bookstores. The speciality stores in this thesis 
were part of retail chain organisations spanning beauty, jewellery and 
accessory, hair, apparel, intimate apparel, footwear, home furnishings, 
home electronics, sporting goods, and eyewear stores. All retail chain 
organisations had physical stores at different locations, most of them 
also in other countries, and the majority run online stores. The retail 
organisations’ businesses were organised around a digital infrastructure, 
multi-actor service ecosystems and service networks to create for service 
value, delivery, and capture (Bowen, 2016; De Keyser et al., 2019; Evans 
& Kitchin, 2018; Larivière et al., 2017). In other words, each of the field 
sites in the thesis were connected to the Internet, other stores that are part 
of the chain, the retail organisation, the online store, stakeholders (e.g., 
main stock suppliers, brand firms, logistics, financial services), and social 
media through a digital service network. 

The digital service network’s interface in salespeople’s service encounter 
is the mobile point of sale (mPOS) system. The term POS refers to the 
time and place when a transaction is completed. The mPOS system is 
a hybrid object, meaning it comprises material and nonmaterial objects 
(Faulkner & Runde, 2019). The basic material objects in an mPOS 
system are PC/laptop, screen, keyboard, mouse, barcode scanner, credit 
card reader, receipt printer, mobile sales assistants (MSAs), and the 
mPOS software is a nonmaterial object. While the material objects in the 
mPOS system may remain unchanged, the nonmaterial objects system 
continuously change. In other words, when new services are developed in 
a digital service ecosystem that change the service encounter, salespeople’s 
work and requirements also change. 

 Studying salespeople’s and learners’ service encounters in connected 
stores involves studying a complex public environment with a flow of 
customers. Retail sales work involves a variety of tasks such as selling, 
ringing up purchases, keeping track of inventory, replenishing, maintaining 
displays, checking for stock at other branches or ordering requested stock 
for customers, providing customers with information about products, 
attending to complaints, promoting goodwill, and providing training to 
learners (e.g., new employees, apprentices). Nevertheless, this thesis field 
study focuses on salespeople’s and learners’ customer service interchange, 
the service encounter as it occurs on the shopfloor and at the checkout. The 
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service encounter is seen as jointly constructed, as the salesperson’s selling 
practice is intertwined with the customer’s purchasing practice. During 
a workday, the salesperson repeatedly engages in brief or more extended 
interactions with different customers. Each selling practice evolves as a 
response to the customer’s sayings, doings, and relatings (and vice versa). 
Hence, learning is intrinsically embedded in salespeople’s selling practices 
in which customers are crucial. They are part of the practice architectures 
that makes selling practices possible.

A salesperson also provides training by accompanying learners while they 
make service encounters. However, for the observer of a service encounter, 
it is not easy to determine if they are viewing a salesperson’s, instructor’s 
or learner’s practice (Lave, 2019). Some learners carry a sign to show that 
they are new to the job. Still, you do not know what being new on the job 
involves if the learner or a salesperson is not asked this. The learner can be a 
trainee enrolled in a training program organised by the retail organisation 
or an apprentice participating in a vocational training program provided 
by formal education or education providers. Furthermore, WL is not 
limited to the daily routines of service work; it occurs through off-the-job 
instructing and by salespeople’s and learners’ self-directed and self-regulated 
learning through digital technologies (Harteis et al., 2020; Jaldemark et 
al., 2021). Increasingly, traditional on-the-job training activities, such as, 
for example, learning the checkout service encounter, are combined with 
or replaced by digital instructing methods like online instructional videos, 
computer games, digital simulations, and online courses. The focus of 
this thesis is online instructional videos for service work. As mentioned 
in Chapter 2 on digital WL, instructional videos have been produced 
and used for employee training in workplaces and organisations since the 
1920s (Carpenter, 1953; Solbrig, 2004). Instructional videos modelling 
of FSEs’ service encounters and customer service is a cost-effective way 
for employers to communicate the firm’s service script, store culture, work 
activities, methods and routines. 
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4.2 RESEARCH METHODS AND DESIGN 
When choosing a practice theory framework to study a social phenomenon 
like WL in service encounters, the framework and methods are a coherent 
package that shall help the researcher to divide or build the social world in 
terms of practices (Nicolini, 2012). That means one needs to use proximal 
research methods, i.e., qualitative approaches that allow the researcher to 
get close enough to the activity or situation at hand. The research methods 
must also be sufficiently sensitive to detect the embedded skills and rela-
tionships of the practice and activities under scrutiny. In this thesis, I have 
combined TPA (Kemmis et al., 2014) with an ethnographic approach. By 
that I mean that I have used ethnographic methods (O’Reilly, 2012) cou-
pled with participatory action research (PAR) (Carr & Kemmis, 1986), 
narrative methods (Brodkey, 1987; Daiute, 2014; Squire et al., 2014), 
online research (Fielding et al., 2017), online video research (Giglietto et 
al., 2012; Hallett & Barber, 2014; Legewie & Nassauer, 2018), and multi-
modal analysis (Bezemer & Jewitt, 2010; Köster, 2018). The ethnographic 
methods of observation, participant observation, field interview, field note, 
and reflective journaling were the foundation of the thesis data production.  
TPA and concepts derived from this theory and narrative methods were 
used as the primary analytical sources. 

4.2.1 DATA PRODUCTION: ETHNOGRAPHIC AND ONLINE 
VIDEO RESEARCH METHODS

A primary goal in research using ethnographic methods is to attempt to 
access authentically produced data, that is to allow the data to emerge 
naturally. The authenticity and humanism of the ethnographic method 
is based on adopting a research approach that is similar to an extension 
of what we do in ordinary everyday life such as go shopping. In our 
purchasing practices, we interact with salespeople and cashiers and have 
certain formed notions about their role and skills in the service encounter. 
Participant observation is the only field method that allows researchers 
to observe what people do in “real life” contexts and not what they say 
they do (Czarniawska, 2007; Gobo, 2011; Li, 2008; Mahon, Francisco, 
& Kemmis, 2017; Schensul et al., 1999). Hence, spending time in the 
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field and interacting with salespeople and learners through participant 
observations in the role of a customer was the best way to gain insight 
into the customer service interchange as it occurred on the shopfloor and 
at the checkout. Participant observation could be overt or covert, with or 
without revealing research purpose and research identity to the researched 
(O’Reilly, 2012). Shadowing is a form of participant observation where 
the researcher follows one or more people in work routines (Czarniawska, 
2007). Dialogue group is another form of participant observation used in 
PAR (AAgaard, 2004; Carr & Kemmis, 1986; Gustavsen, 2001; Lund, 
2008). In dialogue groups the researcher and participants exchange ideas, 
meanings, and critical reflections on experiences (activities, situations) 
leading to new actions. In this thesis, I have combined the different 
forms of participant observations to produce data material. For instance, 
I shadowed salespeople in the daily routines of work and how apprentices 
learned the sales profession through activities in the stock room, on the 
shopfloor, and at the checkout. 

The observations were recorded in field notes that can be written at 
several levels (Cohen et al., 2011). I made it a habit always to carry a pen 
and notebook (A5 size) when shopping. When observing or experiencing 
something of interest for my research, I wrote a quick, fragmentary note 
outside the store. These notes gave rise to ideas on what to investigate in 
the workplaces that are part of the study. Here, I used different approaches 
in the field notes. For example, the first observation always involved a 
detailed description of the physical settings complemented with photos or 
video clips. I could describe events and activities or reconstruct conversa-
tions on the shopfloor or at the checkout. When more familiar with the 
context, I used the concepts sayings, doings, and relatings from the TPA 
framework as themes for organising my observations and drawing maps 
and sketches of conditions (arrangements) that made the selling practices 
possible (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The field interviews were short (5-10 
min), informal interviews conducted separate from the participant obser-
vations. Generally, I had prepared a few questions arising from my field 
notes and reflective journaling.

The ethnographic approach produces rich, written in-depth data, 
predominantly through field notes, which require the researcher to be 
reflective when undertaking fieldwork. In this thesis, I used reflective 
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journaling (logbook) to account for assumptions and presuppositions and 
question my foreknowledge about service encounters and salespeople’s 
work to strengthen the findings. My iPad and the drawing application 
Procreate proved to be a valuable tool in the ongoing analysis process for 
creating maps, diagrams, and pen portraits of participants based on field 
and journal notes, and for analysing photos. All of the store workplaces 
were part of a retail chain organisation, and to put my observations and 
the local context in perspective, I combined the fieldwork with online 
research. Online research involves the gathering of original novel data to 
be subjected to analysis to provide new knowledge related to a particular 
research question (Fielding et al., 2017). I gathered public online 
documents (web pages, news articles, videos), meaning that they had been 
published on the Internet for the purpose of dissemination and not within 
an interpersonal interactional context. 

However, the traditional ethnographic field methods did not provide 
access to sites of digital instructing through online videos. Instead, I used 
a recent method, online video research, referring to studies employing 
online videos as the primary data source (Giglietto et al., 2012; Hallett 
& Barber, 2014; Legewie & Nassauer, 2018) and YouTube as the data 
source. Online video research was combined with TPA, the ethnographic 
method of observation, and concepts from narrative methods (Squire 
et al., 2014) and multimodal analysis (Bezemer & Jewitt, 2010; Köster, 
2018) to produce data.

As mentioned in Chapter 2 on digital WL, instructional films and 
later on videos have been produced and used for employee training in 
workplaces and organisations since the 1920s (Carpenter, 1953; Solbrig, 
2004). In the 2010s, an interest among individuals and within research 
projects emerged for transferring instructional films and videos produced 
in the 20th century to digital format and publishing them on public 
video sharing sites like YouTube and the Prelinger Archives (Bruch, 2016; 
Hediger & Vonderau, 2009). Thereby, online video research also offers 
novel data sources for historical media and education studies that concerns 
the thesis’ third and fourth research questions.  
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4.2.2 ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS WHEN USING 
ETHNOGRAPHIC METHODS 

Ethical procedures are integral to all aspects of an ethnographic study 
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

The basic ethical principles to be maintained include doing good, 
not doing harm, and protecting all research participants’ autonomy, 
well-being, safety, and dignity (SFS, 2003:460; Vetenskapsrådet, 2017). 
However, the issue of ethics reaches beyond a consent form, ensuring that 
participants’ privacy and the confidentiality of the personal data are fully 
maintained (Iphofen, 2016). In the following I will discuss some of the 
ethical challenges that I came across during my thesis work. Although 
ethical concerns are equally important for online research, which is the 
kind of online material I have analysed here (public YouTube videos), my 
discussion here will be focused on the challenges experienced when doing 
the ethnographic data production.

Informed consent requires an explanation and description of several 
factors, for example, the purposes, contents, procedures, reporting, and 
dissemination of the research. The researcher who seeks informed consent 
must ensure that the participants understand the implications of the 
research (Cohen et al., 2011). However, there are also research methods, 
such as covert participation, where it is impossible to seek informed 
consent (Spicker, 2011). As research has become increasingly regulated, 
covert participant observations are heavily criticised on ethical grounds. 
The thesis field data production took place in constant changing public 
social settings with a flow of new customers and situations. The disclosure 
of my researcher identity when doing covert participant observations 
was neither necessary nor practical because doing so would interrupt 
the salespeople’s routines of service work (Cohen et al., 2011; Li, 2008). 
The field notes did not record the identities of the people I observed and 
interacted with nor the retail organisations and stores. Therefore, the thesis 
data production through ethnographic methods would pose negligible 
risks to the anonymous informants I came across in the field.

Conducting observations in service encounters was special as both the 
salesperson and I, but for different reasons, strived to establish a trusting 
and personal relationship. Generally, the salespeople were compliant, 
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and when and I presented myself, the research, and asked for informed 
consent in overt observations, they freely shared their experiences and 
knowledge. However, given the situation at the field sites, where the time 
for interaction with the salesperson was limited, it was not possible to 
provide all the information expected of a fully informed consent. Most 
of the retail organisations used ‘secret shopper’ to measure the quality of 
job performance, sales, and service. When doing covert observations and 
asking questions during the purchase process, there were occasions when 
I felt the salesperson became hesitant and overly polite. Being aware of 
the secret shopper method, I then disclosed the research, and usually, our 
interaction again became more informal and relaxed. The process of gaining 
informed consent was ongoing throughout the research engagement and 
renegotiated on each occasion. 

“Ethical practice in social research is about being a ‘good’ researcher 
at the same time as being a ‘good’ human being”  (Iphofen, 2016, p. 3). 
However, confessional tales, particularly unexpected mistakes occurring in 
the field, are less addressed in the literature. Most of these situations were 
connected to transactions at the checkout that involved handling personal 
data and retail business information. On one occasion when doing an overt 
participant observation, I asked the salesperson if I could view the cashier 
window when she finished my purchase. She consented and I moved around 
the checkout counter to get a better view. As I was the only customer in the 
store, she took her time to explain and demonstrate the different systems 
and functions she used in her work. It was a complex interface, and I was 
grateful for her providing new insights on selling practices at the checkout. 
She gave me permission to take pictures of the computer screen and I was 
able to focus more on listening. The participant observation in the service 
encounter lasted about 45 minutes and afterwards I got in the car to 
write my field note. Later, when analysing the photos, I found that while 
providing deep and rich data, they also included personal data about the 
salesperson, the retail organisation, and stakeholders. I judged the photos 
contributed valuable data to the thesis, and therefore tried to retouch the 
personal data. However, when completed, the photos where no longer of 
value for the thesis. Instead, I observed the sequence of original photos and 
analysed the field note to create a detailed narrative about such a selling 
practice. When finished, I erased the photos.
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In the continued fieldwork, I was more careful to check what was 
photographed. I also made it a habit to ask the salesperson or learner to 
describe their interaction with the checkout system and what the mPOS 
system prompted them to do moving on in the checkout process. 

Another situation that happened on one occasion in 2021, when 
I had conducted an overt participant observation lasting 45 minutes, I 
afterwards felt something was amiss. I read my field notes, but they gave 
no help. Going back in my mind and reflecting on each step in our 
informal dialogue, I realised I had missed informing her how the data 
material was treated in the study. The next day I went back and contacted 
the participant to clarify the purpose of the study, and informed the person 
that I did not record personal and company data in the field notes. As it 
appeared, she had not reacted negatively to my questions and consented to 
participating in the study.

4.2.3 THE DESIGN OF THE RESEARCH 

TPA provided resources to first conceptualise WL as a practice 
landscape (Figure 4.1). Next, I created an overview (‘map’) of the landscape 
of practices and conditions that make WL in service work possible. Three 
service practices involving interaction with digital technologies were 
selected to investigate in the thesis: (1) Salespeople’s selling practices, (2) 
Learners’ checkout practices, and (3) Digital instructing practices: online 
instructional videos for checkout service encounters. 
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Figure 4.1 The process of developing a research design based on TPA for investigating 
WL in service encounters 

The design of this research comprises four studies carried out between 
2014 and 2021.

Study 1: The salespeople, investigated salespeople’s selling practices 
in speciality chain stores. The data material was produced between July 
2015 and August 2021 through the ethnographic methods of participant 
observations (covert, overt, shadowing), field interviews, field notes, 
reflective journaling, and online research.

Study 2: The apprentices, investigated learners’ checkout practices. The 
data material was produced in a study of mathematics-related activities 
in adult sales assistant apprentices’ WL that I conducted as part of my 
licentiate thesis (Arkenback-Sundström, 2017). In this research, the data 
was produced between May 2014 and December 2015 through PAR, an 
approach to research that involves researchers and participants working 
together to understand a situation or practice and change it for the better 
(Carr & Kemmis, 1986; Rönnerman & Salo, 2012) and the ethnographic 
methods of participant observations (covert, overt, shadowing, dialogue 
group), interviews, field interviews, and apprentice logbooks. 

Study 3: The digital instructors: YouTube instructional videos, investi-
gated digital instructing practices: online instructional videos for checkout 
service encounters. The data material was produced between May 2018 
and June 2021 through online video research, the ethnographic method 
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of observation, TPA, and concepts derived from narrative methods and 
multimodal analysis.

Study 4: The employers, investigated employers’ and service firms’ 
instructional video modelling of checkout service encounters and cashier 
work. The data material was produced between June 2018 and March 2021 
through online video research, the ethnographic method of observation, 
TPA, and narrative methods. The sequence of the research design, research 
methods, and the timeline of the studies are shown in Figure 4.2. 

Figure 4.2 The sequence of the research design, research methods, and the timeline of 
the studies

An overview of the included studies is provided that describes the data 
production and analysis process. The details of the studies are summarised 
in table 4.1.



Table 4.1 Overview of the four studies, corresponding research questions, empirical 
material, and time of data production.
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4.3 THE RESEARCH STUDIES
This section presents the four studies’ data production and analysis 
processes. 

4.3.1 STUDY 1: THE SALESPEOPLE

In Study 1, the data production and analysis process were guided by 
questions connected to the framework of TPA and RQ1:

• What conditions shape salespeople’s service encounters in 
connected stores, and how does retail organisations’ digitalisation 
of frontline service change salespeople’s service encounters? 

4.3.1.1 DATA PRODUCTION

The data production for Study 1 was initiated in July 2015 and completed 
in August 2021 and the stores were selected through convenience and 
purposive sampling (Cohen et al., 2011). Initially, the sample of 20 
stores comprised eight small business stores (privately owned corporation, 
few employees) and 12 retail chain stores. During data production, I 
realised that the participant observations and field interviews in the small 
business stores did not contribute longitudinal data to the material. While 
employing social media for marketing, the POS systems at checkout were 
not connected to other service management systems. Between 2015 and 
2018, there were no observable changes indicating a digitalisation of 
service encounters. I decided to exclude data from the eight small business 
stores and formulated criteria to select additional retail chain stores to be 
included in the sample: 1) online presence (e.g., website, online store), 
(2) employment of social media for marketing, (3) part of a retail chain, 
(4) employment of mPOS systems for transactions. Through purposive 
sampling nine retail chain stores were added to the sample between 2018 
and 2019. 

The final sample comprised 11 retail chain organisations (spanning 
fashion, apparel, intimate apparel, footwear, beauty, hair and eyewear), 21 
chain store workplaces and 36 participants (35 saleswomen, 1 salesman). 
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The retail chain organisations, stores and participants were all assigned 
pseudonyms. Nine of the retail organisations used online commerce, and 
all but one workplace was situated in Sweden (Table 4.2). The 20 Swedish 
workplaces were visited between five to nineteen times between 2015 
and 2021. The large variation in observations between workplaces was 
partly due to five stores being closed during the timeframe of the study 
and partly due to the fieldwork during the pandemic Covid-19 being 
limited to the stores that were located in the same city. In total, 7 hours of 
covert observations, 12 hours of overt participant observations, 3 hours of 
shadowing and 42 field interviews were conducted between July 2015 and 
August 2021. Furthermore, I used online research to gather data about 
the 11 retail chain organisations’ digitalisation of frontline service in the 
chain stores. 

Table 4.2 Study 1: participants and methods

Retail chain 
organisations
(As of December 
2020)

Online
store Workplaces Participants Methods Period

The Anderson 
organisation (Intl.)
Fashion chain 
369 bricks-and-mortar 
stores 1998

1 Anderson 
store (US) 1 salesperson

1 overt participant 
observation 2015

The Bengtson 
organisation (Intl.)
Apparel chain 
4 739 bricks-and-
mortar stores 1998

1 Bengtson 
store (SE) 2 salespersons

4 covert & 1 
overt participant 
observation
1 field interview

2019 – 
2021

The Carlson 
organisation (Ntl.)
Apparel chain
90 bricks-and-mortar 
stores 2010

4 Carlson 
stores (SE)

1 store 
manager,
3 salespersons

6 covert & 4 
overt participant 
observations, 
9 field interviews

2015 – 
2021

The Davidson 
organisation (Ntl.)
Apparel chain 
50 bricks-and-mortar 
stores 2013

2 Davidson 
stores (SE) 3 salespersons

3 covert & 3 
overt participant 
observations, 
2 field interviews 2019
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The Ericson 
organisation (Intl.)
Intimate apparel chain 
55 bricks-and-mortar 
stores 2010

2 Ericson 
stores (SE)

1 store 
manager, 2 
salespersons

3 covert & 2 
overt participant 
observations,
1 field interview

2019 - 
2021

The Fredrikson 
organisation (Ntl.)
Shoe chain 
9 bricks-and-mortar 
stores. 2018

2 Fredrikson 
stores (SE)

2 store 
managers,
3 salespersons

1 covert & 4 
overt participant 
observations, 
1 work shadowing, 
10 field interviews

2015 – 
2019

The Gustafson 
organisation (Intl.)
Beauty chain 
250 bricks-and-mortar 
stores 2010

3 Gustafson 
stores (SE) 6 salespersons

6 covert & 9 
overt participant 
observations, 
5 field interviews

2015 – 
2021

The Hanson 
organisation (Intl.)
Beauty chain
730 bricks-and-mortar 
stores 2013

1 Hanson 
store (SE) 3 salespersons

5 covert & 6 
overt participant 
observations,
5 field interviews

2019 – 
2021

The Isakson 
organisation (Intl.)
Jewellery & Accessory 
chain 
165 bricks-and-mortar 
stores 2016

2 Isakson 
stores (SE)

1 store 
manager, 2 
salespersons

1 covert & 1 
overt participant 
observations,  
2 work shadowing, 
3 field interviews

2015 – 
2018

The Janson organisation 
(Ntl.)
Hair chain 
8 bricks-and-mortar 
stores No

1 Janson 
store (SE)

1 store 
manager,
1 salesperson

1 covert & 2 
overt participant 
observations, 
3 field interviews

2019 – 
2021

The Knutson 
organisation (Ntl.)
Optician & Eyewear 
chain with 66 bricks-
and-mortar stores No

2 Knutson 
stores (SE) 4 salespersons

5 covert & 4 
overt participant 
observations, 
3 field interviews

2018 – 
2021

11 retail chains
21 
workplaces

36 
participants
(35 
saleswomen, 
1 salesman)

35 covert 
observations (7 h), 
37 overt 
participant 
observations (12 
h), 
3 work shadowing 
(3 h), 42 field 
interviews

July 
2015 – 
August 
2021
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In Study 1, covert participant observations involved either my observing 
(from a distance) a salesperson interacting with a customer on the shopfloor 
and at the checkout; or alternatively my interacting with a salesperson in 
a customer role without revealing that I am a researcher. Typically, when 
entering the store, I started to make observations of the physical layout to 
see if there was any evidence of new digital in situ technologies or services, 
such as ‘shop online in store’ or touchpads on the shopfloor. I documented 
the physical layout with my mobile camera to assist my memory. Next, I 
observed salespeople and customer activities in the store, for instance, by 
moving closer to a salesperson and customer interacting on the shopfloor 
while waiting for my turn to be assisted. While maintaining a respectful 
distance, I listened and observed discrete their interactions discreetly.

While the covert participant observations provided rich contextualised 
data, the overt participant observations, shadowing, and field interviews 
yielded more detailed and richer data. In the overt participant observations, 
I engaged in a service encounter aiming to purchase an item. Usually, I 
had planned to make an overt participant observation at a time of day 
when there was generally a low customer flow in the store. If possible, I 
approached a salesperson that I had observed or interviewed previously. 
The observation always started with my describing what I wanted to 
purchase, and we initiated our interaction. I then presented myself and 
the research before entering into a dialogue about the various parts of 
the salesperson’s selling practice, ending at the checkout. As I grew more 
familiar with the retail chain organisations and the store cultures at the 
different field sites, the overt participant observations became more 
structured and the dialogues deeper. The participants freely shared their 
knowledge and views on the sales occupation and service encounter while 
demonstrating products or assisting me in trying on clothes. However, if I 
had taken notes or recorded the interview/dialogue, the informal dialogue 
would have been lost.

Nevertheless, there were also occasions which started as a covert 
observation when I noted something I wanted to ask the salesperson 
about. However, if it was a busy day in the store or if I felt we had not 
established the personal rapport characterising most service encounters, I 
decided to refrain from disclosing the research. The field notes were always 
written after the observations, in my car or some other place where I could 
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sit down. Sometimes, I went back to the store to verify some observations 
or discussions. Throughout the study, I used a reflective journal, and the 
continuous analysis of field notes, journal notes, and online documents 
generated both findings and questions of relevance for the study. The 
dialogues in the overt participant observations and shadowing helped me 
to question the findings and conclusions I drew from my field notes and 
journaling. When I visited the workplaces for field interviews, I could 
follow up on previous overt participant observations or merely approach a 
salesperson to ask a particular question related to the data analysis process. 

For instance, I found that one of the retail chain organisations 
collaborated with a tech company on a new in situ technology, self-
checkouts that had been implemented in several stores. I conducted 
field interviews in the stores to ask about this new system based on QR 
codes and the customer’s smartphone, but the salespeople had not heard 
about it. However, when I returned two months later, the self-checkout 
was installed, and I could interview the same salespeople about the 
implementation process and impact of the new technology on their work. 
In addition, it became apparent that the dialogues with participants that I 
had several times over the course of the study grew more conscious about 
the role of digital technologies in the service encounter. For example, they 
could describe how not all co-workers managed to operate the new mPOS 
system when it was busy in the store. Based on customer experiences, the 
participants increasingly compared sales work in their store with sales work 
in other stores. 

The data material selected for analysis in Study 1 comprised 117 field 
notes, 40 reflective journal notes, three interview transcripts, eight video 
recordings, 30 photos, and other documents.

4.3.1.2 ANALYSIS PROCESS

The analysis of the empirical data involved various processes and layers and 
was approached flexibly and iteratively between 2015 and 2021. Some of 
these processes required the continuous production of field notes, photos, 
journaling and journal analysis, transcript preparation, and the use of TPA 
and its concepts to create diagrams and maps and to write narratives about 
salespeople’s selling practices. TPA prompted certain kinds of questions 
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that were helpful in the interpretive process and guided the analysis on 
an implicit level (Mahon, Fransisco, & Kemmis, 2017). However, they 
were also embedded more systematically and explicitly in specific tools 
developed to aid the analysis, including an analysis template based on TPA 
(see Appendix A) to address the particularity of salespeople’s connected 
service encounters.

Typically, the analysis process was initiated by using the key concepts of 
sayings, doings and relatings as rubrics to organise the data material. This 
step was guided by analytical questions prompted by TPA, for instance: 
What are salespeople and customers actually saying and doing in service 
encounters? How do they relate to digital technologies? Following this, 
the conceptual rubrics, cultural-discursive, material-economic and social-
political arrangements were used in a similar way, for example: What 
arrangements specifically enable and constrain selling practices on the 
shopfloor and at the checkout? The findings and data material were then 
used to produce relevant narratives, maps, and diagrams. 

The data produced through online research (e.g., annual reports, 
press releases, values and mission statements, online articles, websites) 
was analysed separately from the fieldwork data. As each store was part 
of a retail chain organisation, exploring more in-depth arrangements 
connected to the retail organisation was necessary, for instance, the 
history of the retail chain organisation, its ideas about service encounters 
digitalisation strategy, business model, values, and relationships. This step 
involved using the conceptual TPA rubrics to uncover further layers of 
an arrangement identified in the analysis of the field data. For example, 
MSAs, touchpads, and QR codes were identified as material-economic 
arrangements in some of the stores. Hence, exploring how, when, and why 
the retail chain organisation talked about or described such technologies 
provided a deeper understanding of the changing practice architectures of 
salespeople’s service encounters. 

One issue to be handled when using TPA as a framework is how to 
recognise different elements as one kind of arrangement or another 
when they are so closely intertwined in actual practices. As the research 
progressed, my knowledge about the workplaces, selling practices and 
the retail chain organisations’ digitalisation process increased. Hence, at 
the end of the research, I compared the narratives and findings, shifted 
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elements to other kinds of arrangements, and searched for evidence on 
how new conditions (e.g., self-checkouts, omnichannel, Covid-19) impact 
selling practices (resist, adapt, transform) in different workplaces. 

4.3.2 STUDY 2: THE APPRENTICES

In Study 2, the data production and analysis process were guided by 
questions connected to the framework of TPA and the following research 
questions:

• What conditions shape sales assistant apprentices’ practising of the 
checkout service encounter in connected stores, and how do such 
conditions enable and/or constrain vocational learning? (RQ2)

 o What role does a mobile point of sale (POS) system have in 
the learning practice?

 o What enables and constrains the development of vocational 
competencies for work in (mobile) digitalised checkout 
practices? 

4.3.2.1 DATA PRODUCTION

The data production for Study 2 was initiated in May 2014 and completed 
in December 2015 and the schools and participants were selected through 
convenience and purposive sampling (Cohen et al., 2011). The study, 
which focused on mathematics-containing activities in sales assistant 
apprentices’ WL (Arkenback-Sundström, 2017), was conducted in a larger 
municipality in southern Sweden. Two education providers within munic-
ipal adult education offered a sales assistant program as apprenticeships. 
The sales assistant program (40 weeks) comprised eight vocational courses 
from the Business and Administration Programme in upper secondary 
school, and the vocational teachers were responsible for assessment and 
grading the program. Four days a week, the apprentices were at the work-
place, and one day was set aside for lectures at school and self-study. Every 
five weeks, the municipal adult education administration allocated 3-20 
new apprentices to the schools. Teachers from the North school and South 
school gave informed consent to participate in the study. To investigate 
mathematics-related activities in adult apprentices’ service work practices, 
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one needs access to WL situations in stores. Hence, the apprentices partic-
ipating in the sales assistant programs were central to the study. Different 
research methods were used to approach apprentices and produce data at 
South school and North school, and these will be outlined below.

North school: I contacted the teacher responsible for the sales assistant 
apprenticeship via email, and we agreed on an initial interview. The school-
based part of the apprenticeship involved five half days of lectures, and I 
was invited to participate on those five occasions. Nevertheless, since there 
were no regular lectures at the school and apprentices frequently dropped 
out without notification, the teachers could not suggest participants for the 
study. I visited the school on five occasions, each time I presented myself 
and the study to the apprentices and participated in classroom activities 
to establish a personal and trusting relationship with the apprentices. 
However, as most of the apprentices were not native speakers, language 
confusions often arose, creating misunderstandings of my role in the 
classroom. In the end, six apprentices were selected and gave informed 
consent to participate in the study. The data in the North school study was 
produced in spring 2015 through ethnographic methods: overt participant 
observations and interviews with two teachers and six apprentices in school 
settings, and participant observation (covert, overt, shadowing) and field 
interviews in workplace settings. Only data produced in the workplace 
settings was used in Study 2.

South school: At the time, I was working at South school and was 
responsible for organising a new vocational program, an adult sales assistant 
apprenticeship. I initiated a PAR (Carr & Kemmis, 1986; Rönnerman & 
Salo, 2012) project, ‘Learning to learn at work’ to involve the apprentices 
in the program’s development. A total of 12 apprentices who started at 
different times in 2014 participated in the project that was scheduled as 
‘group supervision’ 90 minutes per week during the 40-week program. 
All 12 apprentices gave informed consent to participate in the study by 
means of verbal reflections in the ‘group supervision.’ Six apprentices gave 
informed consent to participate in the ‘group supervision’, in WL activities, 
and to share the apprentice logbooks. The data in the South school study 
was produced between 2014 and 2015 through PAR, dialogue group, and 
a systematic logbook in the school setting and through the ethnographic 
methods of participant observation (covert, overt, shadowing), interviews, 
and field interviews in workplace settings.
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In total, 12 apprentices, two teachers, and 20 supervisors from 15 
workplaces within sports, fashion, footwear, home electronics, jewellery 
& accessories, design, supermarket, and home furnishing participated in 
the study of mathematic-containing tasks in WL. The South school study 
produced the central part of the data selected for reanalysis in study 2. 
Therefore, the following section will focus on the PAR study at South 
school. 

The research process is a characteristic of PAR, starting with practical 
issues, actions are planned and tested in practice. Each action is then 
followed by a reflection that is related to theories that then leads to a new 
action in an iterative cycle. The basic research tool in this process, besides 
participant observation, is systematic logbook.  There are many directions 
within PAR and the project at South school was based on the dialogue 
tradition that assumes that theory and practice constitute a dialectical 
relationship. The dialogue tradition focuses on social change that promotes 
democracy and challenges inequality using, for example, dialogue group 
as a research tool (AAgaard, 2004; Carr & Kemmis, 1986; Gustavsen, 
2001; Lund, 2008). The PAR tools ‘group supervision’ and apprentice 
logbook contributed both to the apprentices’ vocational learning and the 
development of a vocational identity and to the data production of this 
study. 

Group supervision: We met in South school each Monday for 90 
minutes of ‘group supervision’ where I had double roles as a mentor/
facilitator  and ‘action researcher’ (Rönnerman & Salo, 2012). Following 
the PAR cycle, the apprentice logbook and the framing of the ‘group 
supervision’ were developed, renegotiated, and adjusted continuously in 
collaboration with the apprentices. 

Before each ‘group supervision’ session, the apprentices were instructed 
to select an activity from the past week’s apprenticeship to describe in the 
logbook. However, commonly they initiated the session by writing in the 
logbook or reflecting on the notes. The dialogue following was based on the 
logbook notes. One at a time, the apprentices described the situation they 
had chosen to discuss. Collectively, we reflected on the narrative, discussed 
how it might be connected to the learning content and goals in the course 
curricula, and how to proceed in service practices at the workplace. The 
logbook was a learning tool used as a basis for individual study planning 
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and in the tripartite conversations (apprentice, teacher, supervisor). In my 
role as a researcher, I learned about service work and apprentices’ activities 
at the checkout, on the shopfloor, and in the stock room.

In agreement with the apprentices and their supervisors, I was invited 
to shadow them in activities and situations that we had identified involving 
mathematics. Service encounters at the checkout, finding products in the 
stock room, inventory, reports, and budget, were all activities that required 
interaction with the mPOS system. A shadow session lasted 30-60 min 
and could involve my observing from behind the checkout counter the 
apprentice’s and supervisor’s interactions with customers, items, and the 
mPOS system. When there were no customers in line, the apprentice 
explained various activities in the checkout process and demonstrated 
the mPOS interface. Observations and shadowing were followed by an 
interview with the apprentice and supervisor at or outside the workplace. In 
2016 and 2019, I returned twice to three workplaces to conduct follow-up 
interviews with two of the supervisors and one of the apprentices (who 
had become a store manager). The data selected for analysis in Study 2 
comprised field notes, interview and group supervision data, photos, video 
clips, journaling entries, and apprentice logbook entries from apprentices’ 
practising connected service encounters at the checkout (Table 4.3).

Table 4.3 Study 2: participants, methods and data material

Participants Methods and data material
Field site: workplace Field site: school

8 apprentices
9 supervisors

20 participant observations
20 field notes
6 interviews recorded in 
Audio Note (text synchronised 
with sound)
20 photos, 5 video recordings

33 participant observations 
group supervision
40 apprentice logbook entries
40 journaling entries
7 audio recordings in Audio-
Note

4.3.2.2 ANALYSIS PROCESS

The first step in the analysis process aimed to understand the purpose 
of novice learners’ practising at the checkout and what similarities and 
differences there were between different workplaces. The theoretical 
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concepts sayings, doings, and relatings in the TPA framework were used 
as rubrics for categorising the data material. Like the analysis process in 
Study1, questions prompted by TPA guided the analysis. However, as I 
initially focused the analysis on how the apprentice and the supervisor 
interacted (or not) with the mPOS system in the checkout practice, I 
missed the purpose of the apprentices’ practising. When trying to approach 
the data material without expectations on particular doings, I categorised 
the data differently. To represent learner practices emerging in the analysis, 
I created tentative narratives based on key quotes from the data material 
that had been produced at different times during the apprenticeship 
training such as, for instance, the verbal interaction (apprentice, customer, 
supervisor), different activities or stages in practising service encounters at 
the checkout. 

In the next step, I examined what arrangements, i.e., cultural-discursive, 
material-economic, and social-political arrangements made these learner/
apprentice practices possible. For example, I made mind maps of each 
narrative and used different colours to mark sayings, doings, and relatings in 
the text. Then I connected them to possible related arrangements. Another 
stage in the analysis process was to create a template based on questions 
connected to the respective arrangements in TPA. In the left column, I 
put the key phrases of sayings, doings, and relatings that I had identified 
in the first analysis step. In the right column I put questions, including 
my research questions related to the conceptual rubrics cultural-discursive, 
material-economic, and social-political arrangements. To question my 
understandings, I moved between using the template in relation to the 
narratives and in relation to the data material. Keeping a flexible approach 
to the findings emerging, I shifted the elements of data between the 
categories and changed the narratives. When I perceived that the narratives 
of learners’ practices that I had identified were exhaustive, i.e., I found no 
new or different interpretations, I ended the analysis process.  

4.3.3 STUDY 3: THE DIGITAL INSTRUCTORS: YOUTUBE 
INSTRUCTIONAL VIDEOS

In Study 3, the data production and analysis process were guided by 
questions connected to the framework of TPA and the following research 
questions:
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• What service knowledge, skills, and techniques are trained in 
YouTube instructional videos for cashier work? (RQ3)

 o What types of instructional videos for cashier work exist on 
YouTube?

4.3.3.1 DATA PRODUCTION

In Study 3, YouTube was employed as the data source to search for 
instructional videos for cashier work produced between 1910 and 2020. 
Five criteria guided the selection of videos: 1) educational purpose, meaning 
that the video must instruct, describe and/or demonstrate cashier skills for 
tasks, situations or processes in cashiers’ work practice; 2) English, and/or 
Nordic languages; 3) publisher/producer information; 5) how public and 
views, as Legewie and Nassauer (2018) suggest that users’ expectations and 
the extent of online traffic are two ways to assess potential consent, privacy 
and confidentiality concerns in online video research. For example, a video 
that hundreds of thousands of people have viewed can be regarded as more 
public than videos viewed by a hundred. In this study, more than 1,000 
views were established as a guideline for including videos produced in the 
2010s. However, most videos in the sample had more the 30,000 views. 
In the context of the present study, the potential harm to actors, narrators 
and producers in instructional videos produced before 1980s was assessed 
as minimal, and screenshots from these videos have been used in the data 
material without alteration.

The sampling of videos was initiated by setting up a private library on 
YouTube. Combinations of keywords related to cashier work and training 
were then used to search for videos: checkout, cash desk, customer service, pay 
desk, cashier, sales assistant, clerk, teller, checker, salesperson, cash register, POS, 
square register, mobile POS, training, tutorial, instructional and education. 
To fulfil the aim of including instructional videos produced in the 20th 
century in the data material, the keywords were combined with decades 
(e.g., ‘cashier pay desk training 1980s’). The sample selected for detailed 
analysis consisted of 160 instructional videos produced between 1917 and 
2020 (Table 4.4) 
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Table 4.4 Data material Study 3: YouTube instructional videos for cashier work 
produced 1917-2020

Period No. Country
1917 1 US
1920-1929 1 SE
1930-1939 -
1940-1949 3 US
1950-1959 5 US, UK, SE
1960-1969 2 US
1970-1979 3 US
1980-1989 4 US
1990-1999 3 US
2000-2009 5 US, UK
2010-2020 133 US, UK, SE, NZ, DE, PH
Total 160

4.3.3.2 ANALYSIS PROCESS

The data material was analysed in a four-step process. For this purpose, 
a template (1) based on TPA and concepts from multimodal theory was 
developed for analysing the video narratives’ external characteristics (see 
Appendix B), and another template (2) based on TPA and narrative 
methods, was developed for analysing the video narratives’ internal 
characteristics (see Appendix B). 

In the first step, the video narrative’s external characteristics were 
analysed. The date, title, producer, production year, video length, 
publication date, views and URL were documented in Template 1. I 
then classified the 160 videos (playlists) based on the video producer – 
professional instructional videos and peer instructional videos – to categorise 
each video in the YouTube library. Professional videos were produced 
by service firms, tech firms, education providers, and organisations. 
Peer instructional videos were produced by individual learners. In the 
second step, each video was viewed iteratively, focusing on the material-
economic arrangements of the videos: producer, film site, video length, 
camera perspective, and communication method (audio, visual, text). The 
documentation was supplemented with screenshots from the video. Based 
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on the findings and previous works on categorising online instructional 
videos (Chorianopoulos, 2018; Köster, 2018; Van der Meij & Van der 
Meij, 2013) and YouTube videos  (Biel & Gatica-Perez, 2011), seven 
tentative rubrics were constructed –  training video, lecture video, tutorial 
video, screencast video, experience vlog, tutorial vlog and gaming vlog. The 
videos were then regrouped accordingly and organised chronologically in 
the YouTube library. 

In the third step of analysis, the video narratives’ internal characteristics, 
i.e., the learning content and purpose of the videos were analysed. 75 
videos produced between 1990 and 2020 representing the seven categories 
were selected for detailed analysis. Here, Template 2 was used to analyse 
the story (sayings, doings, relatings), and particular arrangements, the 
narrative discourse, language, instructional method, technology, and 
learning content that shaped the story. Each video was viewed iteratively, 
and complete sequences or segments of oral dialogue were transcribed 
verbatim and accompanied by screenshots. Subsequently, two more 
categories were constructed, namely workday vlog and lecture vlog.  In the 
fourth step, the analysis was guided by the following question: What kind 
of knowledge (knowing-sayings, knowing-doings, knowing-relatings) 
do the video types demonstrate? Based on the findings, a taxonomy of 
online instructional video types for service work was developed. Next, 
the taxonomy was tested against the remaining 85 videos in the sample 
produced between 1917 and 2020, and adjustments to the characteristics 
were made.

An advantage with the YouTube library in the analysis process was the 
subtitle function that facilitated the transcription in the analysis process. 
However, the online storage also gave rise to unstable data, and there was 
no guarantee of being able to go back to the original data source.

4.3.3.3 ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS STUDIES 3 AND 4

Using videos (without consent) from platforms with more traffic like 
YouTube should be considered less ethically problematic than using videos 
from platforms with less traffic (Legewie & Nassauer, 2018). YouTube is 
a general-purpose, general-audience, and open-access platform where the 
video publisher can choose the level of privacy and easily remove a public 
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video. By creating a private library on YouTube to store and organise the 
data material, the videos disappeared from the library if the publisher or 
YouTube changed the privacy level. This happened on six occasions and 
gave rise to some frustration. The first time it happened, I was working on 
a data strand and viewed the videos iteratively to analyse different aspects 
of the narratives. Suddenly, four of the videos were removed from my list. 
I did a new data search using the videos’ titles, found three new links, and 
included them again in the library. Six videos were lost from the sample 
throughout the research, and I interpreted it as if the publishers did not 
give informed consent to use the videos and excluded them from the data 
material. The amount of online instructional videos for service work on 
YouTube increased notably between 2018 and 2021, and when videos 
were lost, I did new searches to maintain the sample size of 160 videos. 

According to Legewie and Nassauer (2018), the total number of views 
should impact the assessment of confidentiality and contextual integrity. I 
updated the information on video views six times between June 2018 and 
June 2021 and found that the views of the instructional videos in the sample 
had increased markedly. For instance, a cashier training video produced in 
1972 had 348,179 views in June 2021, while a cashier tutorial produced 
in 2017 had 261,585 views. The lowest number of views of instructional 
videos produced between 2000 and 2020 was 4,000 views. I used different 
methods to ensure that actors, workplaces, retail organisations, and tech 
firms could not be identified in the presentation of the findings. Firstly, 
the organisations, workplaces, and actors were assigned pseudonyms. 
Secondly, screenshots from videos were manipulated by blurring faces and 
hiding personal data. Another method was to use the app Procreate and 
iPad Pro for sketching the situation of interest in the screenshot. Procreate 
enabled me to change the shape, skin, hair, and clothes of the persons in 
the image and also to remove things and people that were not of interest 
for the situation (see, for instance, Figure 4.1). In my opinion, digital 
drawing compared with computer-manipulated photos generate more 
vivid images.
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 4.3.4 STUDY 4: THE EMPLOYERS

In Study 4, the data production and analysis process were guided by 
questions connected to the framework of TPA and the following research 
questions:

• How has employers’ video modelling of the cashier’s role and skills 
in the checkout service encounters changed over time? (RQ4)

• What are the roles of the cashier and technology in the service 
encounter?

4.3.4.1 DATA PRODUCTION

Study 4 employed the same data sample collected in the YouTube library 
for Study 3. To investigate connections between changes in technology, 
automation, and service employers and organisations’ scripts for FSEs’ 
service encounters at the checkout, I selected video types from the category 
professional instructional videos, as identified in Study 3, and these 
comprised altogether 125 videos. From these, the data selection was based 
on the following criteria: (1) video narrative must demonstrate cashier 
activities or situations in authentic work settings such as the checkout 
(2) involve interaction with checkout technology (e.g., cash register, 
mPOS system), (3) represent the period 1917-2019, and (4) produced by 
service employers and organisations, tech firms. As lecture videos did not 
fulfil the criteria, they were excluded from the sample (n=23). From the 
remaining sample of 102 videos, 50 videos produced by service employers, 
organisations and tech firms were selected for detailed analysis. 30 training 
videos produced between 1917 and 2019, ten tutorial videos and ten 
screencast videos produced between 2010 and 2919 (Table 4.5).  All the 
screencast videos and one training video from 1917 were produced by tech 
firms.  
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Table 4.5 Data material in Study 4

Video type: Training videos
Tutorial 
videos

Screencast 
videos

Video producers 1917-2009 2010-2019 2010-2019 2010-2019
Service employers & 
organisations 23 6 10
Tech firms 1 10
Total 30 10 10

4.3.4.2 ANALYSIS PROCESS

Online video research can be combined with various theoretical and 
analytical approaches (Derry et al., 2010; Legewie & Nassauer, 2018). In 
this study, it was combined with TPA and narrative methods. Narrative 
research is undertaken in various academic disciplines, including education 
and social science, and the field is continuously evolving (Czarniawska, 
2004; Squire et al., 2014). The term ‘narrative’ is used in everyday life 
and research and has various definitions. Many narrative researchers use 
‘narrative’ interchangeably with ‘story’. However, distinguishing the two 
terms is helpful if “you want to contrast the ‘what’ of ‘stories’ (content) 
with the ‘how and why’ of ‘narratives’ (structure, context)” (Squire et 
al., 2014, p. 14). This approach was used to analyse the video narratives 
for cashier work. In the analytical framework developed for Study 4, the 
video story showing cashiers performing actions in service encounters was 
conceptualised as a practice composed of sayings, doings, and relatings. 
The ‘how and why’ of the video narrative was conceptualised as the practice 
architectures that shape the story, i.e., cultural-discursive, material-
economic, and social-political arrangements and an analysis template was 
developed (see Appendix C). 

The training, tutorial, and screencast videos were analysed separately, 
starting with the oldest and largest video type in the sample, training videos 
for cashier work. In the first step, each video was viewed iteratively focusing 
on the video’s story. The theoretical concepts sayings, doings, and relatings 
were used as rubrics for categorising the data material in an Excel chart. 
Firstly, I viewed the video focusing on the sayings of the actors modelling 
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the checkout practice and of the narrator who represented the instructor. 
Complete key video sequences were transcribed verbatim and accompanied 
by screenshots. Then I viewed the video again now focusing on the doings 
of the actors, i.e., what they were doing and how they interacted with 
each other, physical objects and technology. Questions guiding this step 
in the analysis were, for example: What do you do in a service encounter 
at checkout? What skills do the actors demonstrate? Finally, I viewed the 
video to focus on the relatings, i.e., how the actors related to one another, 
asking questions such as: What emotions do they display? What values do 
they demonstrate? The analysis generated knowledge about three kinds of 
cashier knowledge - knowing-sayings, knowing-doings, knowing-relatings 
- modelled in the video narratives. Next, the concepts cultural-discursive, 
material-economic, and social-political arrangements were used as rubrics 
for analysing the conditions that made the modelled cashier work practices 
possible. The video was watched again, guided by questions connected to 
the TPA framework and the findings were documented in the Excel chart. 
For instance, what role did the cash register play in the checkout practice? 

A timeline of retail technology innovations was put together for 
identifying the technology used or visible in the video story. As all of the 
training videos, except for the oldest video in the sample, were produced 
by service employers, the findings emerging was connected to a particular 
organisation or workplace, for instance, McDonald’s. Furthermore, 
the sample comprised videos produced by the same service employer at 
different points of time which contributed to the detection of the practice 
traditions of cashiers’ checkout practices in that organisation. When 
completed I made observations of the training video narratives in the 
sample, and started to search for themes and changes in the cashier work 
practices modelled in the video narratives. To represent the key findings 
from this step in the analysis, narratives of scripts for cashiers’ service 
encounters at the checkout were created. Next, the same procedure was 
conducted with first the instructional videos for cashier work, and then the 
screencast videos for cashier work. 

Finally, the findings from the three analysis processes of video narratives 
produced between 2010 and 2019 were compared. This step aimed to 
understand what cashiers’ connected service encounters at the checkout 
may involve. 
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4.4 QUALITY ASPECTS OF THE RESEARCH
The four studies comprising this thesis are based on a qualitative method, 
that is systematic knowledge of how to go about shaping the nature of 
something. Reliability in qualitative research refers to the stability of 
responses to multiple coders of data sets. Researchers within the qualitative 
research tradition seek to characterise and represent phenomena in ways 
that produce new meaning. The internal logic of such methods concerns 
the harmony between the research question, research assumptions, and 
the nature of the phenomenon, data production, and analytical tools 
(Larsson, 2005). Lincoln and Guba (1985) introduced ‘trustworthiness’ 
as an equivalent for internal and external validation, reliability, and 
objectivity used in quantitative research methods. They suggested five 
alternative concepts for assessing the value of qualitative studies, credibility, 
authenticity, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. 

4.4.1 TRUSTWORTHINESS: CREDIBILITY, AUTHENTICITY, 
TRANSFERABILITY, DEPENDABILITY, AND 

CONFIRMABILITY

In Studies 1 and 2, PAR and ethnographic methods were used to produce 
the empirical data material. These methods involve the researcher being 
part of the studied environment that may impact the credibility the 
findings. Field notes, logbook, dialogue group, and self-reflexivity are PAR 
and ethnographic tools that were used in the empirical fieldwork to develop 
credible accounts. In addition to these methods, interviews and some of 
the dialogue group sessions were audio recorded. Participant observations 
at workplaces in Study 2 were documented with video recordings and/
or photos. In Studies 3 and 4 based on online video research, I was an 
observer not impacting the studied context. On the other hand, I did not 
have the context of the instructional video, how or when it was used in 
WL. The combination of ethnographic methods and online video research 
contributed to minimising the threats to credibility. 

Authenticity refers to how well the research can show a span of realities 
and convey the feeling tone of lives as they are lived. TPA was used in 
combination with narrative methods in all four studies to represent 
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salespeople’s, apprentices’, and cashiers’ selling and checkout practices. 
Based on the questions guiding the analysis process, the narrative of 
checkout and selling practices were constructed. However, such narratives 
are always dependent on the researcher’s understanding of the data material 
and knowledge about studied context. For example, the re-analysis of 
data material in Study 2 revealed new accounts as by then I had a deeper 
understanding of digital technologies and checkout service encounters. 
The historical online instructional videos used in Studies 3 and 4 are a 
recent data source that enable researchers from different disciplines and 
approaches to analyse the same data which opens the way for a critical 
discussion of the authenticity and credibility of the results.  

To avoid the threat to conformability, referring to how well two or 
more independent researchers agree about the precision of correctness, 
relevance, or meaning in the study, the data material, analysis process 
and presentation of the findings in the research papers were discussed 
with my co-author (Paper 4) and in research seminars. Another threat to 
conformability and credibility concerned whether the interpretation and 
description adequately represented the concepts in, for example, TPA (e.g., 
cultural-discursive, material-economic, social-political arrangements) 
and narrative methods. To avoid these kinds of limitations, recurring 
discussions with my co-author, scholars within the international research 
network PEP (Pedagogy, Education and Praxis) using and developing 
TPA, and with fellow researchers in seminars, were meaningful. 

Transferability refers to showing that the findings have applicability 
in other contexts. The four studies comprising the thesis provide detailed 
descriptions of salespeople’s, and apprentices’ practising of connected 
service encounters, but also thorough descriptions of online instructional 
video types for service work, and employers’ service script for checkout 
service encounters. Thus, the lack of a thick and detailed description of the 
context of WL in connected service encounters would limit the possibility 
of transferring the findings to other settings to which this thesis aspires. 
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CHAPTER 5

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS AND 
CONTRIBUTIONS

This chapter presents a summary of the main findings from each of the 
four papers included in the thesis.  Following this, I will suggest how each 
of these contributes to knowledge and understanding of how digitalisation 
changes WL in service work, and specifically the emotional labour and 
learning in service encounters. In order to provide these insights, the 
research questions were:

RQ1: What conditions shape salespeople’s service encounters in 
connected stores, and how does retail organisations’ digitalisation of 
frontline service change salespeople’s service encounters?

RQ 2: What conditions shape sales assistant apprentices’ practising 
of the checkout service encounter in connected stores, and how do such 
conditions enable and/or constrain vocational learning?

RQ 3:  What service knowledge, skills, and techniques are trained in 
YouTube instructional videos for cashier work?

RQ 4: How has employers’ video modelling of the cashier’s role and 
skills in the checkout service encounter changed over time?
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5.1 PAPER 1 
Arkenback-Sundström, C. (2021). A Postdigital Perspective on Service Work: 
Salespeople’s Service Encounters in the Connected Store. Postdigital Science 
and Education. https://doi.org/ 10.1007/s42438-021-00280-2

In the ongoing debate about the digitalisation of service work, researchers 
have argued that service jobs requiring emotional labour are less susceptible 
to automation. Others have argued that emotional labour can follow 
a similar trajectory to that experienced in clerical and manufacturing 
work. The Covid-19 pandemic has changed how service organisations, 
frontline service employees (FSEs) and consumers interact, catalysed by 
the digitalisation of frontline service, and showed that FSE’s role in the 
service encounter may change overnight. Crucially, before Covid-19, a 
shift was already underway towards self-service, artificial intelligence (AI) 
and robot-delivered service, transforming the respective roles of FSEs, 
customers and technology in the service encounter. Paper 1 (Study 1) 
set out to explore how digitalisation changes retail service work from a 
postdigital perspective guided by RQ1: What conditions shape salespeople’s 
service encounters in connected stores, and how does retail organisations’ 
digitalisation of frontline service change salespeople’s service encounters?  
While a postdigital perspective on service work certainly reflects an 
attempt to understand what is novel about FSEs’ relationships in relation 
to the digital in service encounters, it is also about recognising how digital 
technologies are already embedded in and entangled with their existing 
service encounter practices and economic and political systems. 

Paper 1 reported a longitudinal study of salespeople’s service 
encounters in connected specialty stores between July 2015 and August 
2021. The data was produced through ethnographic methods and online 
research (documents). Overall, 11 retail chain organisations (spanning 
fashion, apparel, intimate apparel, footwear, beauty, hair and eyewear), 
21 workplaces (20 in Sweden, one in the US), and 36 participants (35 
saleswomen, one salesman) were part of the study. The empirical fieldwork 
was initiated in July 2015, with participant observations of salespeople’s 
service encounters in stores in the US. One of these occasions was the 
first and only example in the study where the salesperson employed an 
MSA (mobile sales assistant) throughout the purchase process. The field 
studies ended in August 2021, three weeks after the Swedish government’s 
restrictions on social contacts during the pandemic Covid-19 had eased. 



Online research supplemented the fieldwork to gather data about the retail 
chain organisations’ digitalisation process of frontline service in the stores. 
The data selected for analysis in Paper 1, comprised field notes, journal 
notes, interview transcripts, photos, video recordings, and documents. 

The paper’s contributions to the ongoing debate about the digitalisation 
of service work are twofold. The first contribution of Paper 1 is theoretical 
by providing an alternative framework to labour process theory, namely the 
theory of practice architectures for exploring service work from a postdigital 
perspective. Based on this, a conceptual diagram was developed to visualise 
the complex web of conditions that form the practice architectures of 
salespeople’s selling practices as part of the connected service encounter 
(see Figure 5.1). The blue circles and lines in the diagram illustrate the 
digital multi-actor service ecosystem connecting selling practices with 
other sites and practices beyond the workplace. The diagram was used as 
a ‘map’ for detecting and describing conditions, i.e., arrangements, that 
were found to constrain salespeople ‘coming to practice differently’ in the 
connected service encounter. 

Figure 5.1 Web of conditions forming the changing practice architectures of 
salespeople’s selling practice part of the connected service encounter in specialty 
stores.
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This paper’s second contribution concerns uncovering those conditions 
that change salespeople’s practice of service encounters and those attributes 
associated with service work and emotional labour skills. Two polarities 
of retail chain organisations’ digitalisation of service encounters were 
identified: automated and servitised service encounters. In retail organisations 
developing towards automated service encounters, emotional labour 
(salespeople) is replaced by thinking technology, meaning AI, robot, and 
subsequent technologies perform emotional labour in service encounters. 

Organisations developing towards servitised service encounters opened 
up opportunities for enhancing (rather than replacing) salespeople’s 
emotional labour. Thinking technologies have the potential to boost FSEs’ 
activities and interactions in the service encounter, although this will 
require learning how best to collaborate with AI technology in various 
situations. It was found that in the stores developing towards servitised 
service encounters, new roles, for instance, personal shopper and beauty 
treatments, required salespeople’s skills development. However, some 
expert salespeople described the new roles as a devaluation of the sales 
occupation. 

Paper 1 also showed that the practice traditions that reproduce 
salespeople’s service encounters over time are resistant to change. Despite 
the retail chain organisations’ efforts to implement in situ technologies 
intended for use by customers and salespeople on the shopfloor, the 
salespeople reproduced service encounters as a game between people 
characterised by organic dialogue and emotional labour skills. Hence, the 
connected service encounter, which I have defined as a ’a game between 
people and technology,’ is the first step to transform salespeople’s service 
encounters in stores, followed by the servitised service encounter

It was found that salespeople’s connected service encounters com-
prise two tasks, transactions and customer service, performed in parallel. 
The salesperson engaged in digital dialogue with the mPOS (connected to 
transactions) while simultaneously engaging in an organic dialogue with the 
customer (connected to customer service). Hence, a characteristic separat-
ing the connected service encounter from the traditional service encounter 
is the postdigital dialogue. Three new FSE roles connected to the postdig-
ital dialogue and transactions were identified: the enabler, translator, and 
coordinator. While the technology interface at checkout remained largely 
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unchanged, the mPOS system intertwined with the service ecosystem con-
tinuously evolved. However, the consequences or usefulness of the changes 
were not noticeable to the salespeople and managers. Hence, the skills 
needed to perform the new roles, identified as numeracy, literacy, bookkeep-
ing, digital, and problem-solving skills, had to be learned off the job through 
self-directed learning.

5.2 PAPER 2 
Arkenback, C. (2019). Work-Based Learning in a Digitalised Retail Check-
out Practice Through the Lens of the Theory of Practice Architectures. Trends 
in vocational education and training research Proceedings of the European 
Conference on Educational Research (ECER), Vocational Education and 
Training Network (VETNET), Hamburg.

Salespeople’s service encounters at the checkout, the checkout practice, 
have been the focus of technological innovations and automation for 
over a century. In the connected store, sales transactions in the checkout 
practice are based on interactive mPOS systems connected to the firm’s or 
organisation’s digital service ecosystem and network. In Paper 2 (Study 2), 
I investigated adult sales assistant apprentices’ WL in connected service 
encounters at the checkout, conceptualised as the digitalised checkout 
practice. Paper 2 built on a re-analysis of data material from a study of 
mathematics-related activities in adult sales assistant apprentices’ WL in 
service work that I conducted as part of my licentiate thesis (Arkenback-
Sundström, 2017). The re-analysis was guided by two research questions: 
What role does a mobile point of sale (POS) system have in the learning 
practice? What enables and constrains the development of vocational 
competencies for work in (mobile) digitalised checkout practices? 

The data material in the study of adult sales assistant apprentices’ WL 
in speciality stores (spanning fashion, apparel, footwear, sports, beauty, 
accessory, health food, home furnishings and electronics) was produced 
through a combination of participatory action research and ethnographic 
methods of participant observations, interviews, logbook, and the 
researcher’s reflective journaling. Six apprentices from South school, two 
apprentices from North School, and nine supervisors from nine workplaces 
were studied and the data material was re-analysed in Paper 2 comprising 
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field notes, interviews and group supervision sessions, photos, video clips, 
apprentice logbook notes, and journal notes. 

The findings of Paper 2 showed three central aspects of apprentices’ 
checkout practices in the connected service encounter. The first aspects 
concerned the checkout practice and learning the service script for 
customer service. This involved learning how to talk and what to say when 
interacting with the customer, analytically theorised as cultural-discursive 
arrangements. It involved learning the proper behaviour, methods for 
handling items, money, the basics of sales input on the cashier window, 
and the routines of the checkout process analytically theorised as material-
economic arrangements. It involved learning the proper values, emotions, 
and relationships characterising service encounters at the workplace.   

The second aspect concerned the identification of two supervisors – a 
personal and a digital. The personal supervisor implied that a salesperson 
or the store manager focused on the apprentice practising customer ser-
vice in each new customer encounter at checkout. The digital instructor 
– which was the mPOS system – had three roles in apprentices’ checkout 
practice, namely as an instructor, assistant, and controller. The mPOS sys-
tem worked as an instructor for self-regulated learning of transaction activ-
ities in the checkout process, as an assistant that calculates exchange and 
discounts, and as a controller that monitors and records the apprentice’s 
interactions with the system. 

The third aspect of apprentices’ checkout practice which was identified 
in Paper 2 was that the apprentice’s and supervisor’s knowledge and skills 
(dispositions) were internal arrangements, conditions, that enabled and 
constrained apprentices’ access to the connected checkout practice. It was 
found that apprentices with limited Swedish literacy, numeracy, or digital 
skills were, to a greater extent, not given access to the checkout practice. 
These apprentices described difficulties with understanding the language 
spoken in the workplace and said that it was different from the Swedish 
they had learnt at SFI (Swedish for Immigrants). As a consequence, they 
had difficulties in interpreting the arrangements to be learnt. On the other 
hand, the supervisors experienced it as challenging to supervise apprentices 
who were not able to communicate in Swedish. 

Paper 2 contributes to the ongoing discussion about the digitalisation of 
WL by demonstrating that numeracy, literacy, computer, and digital skills 
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is a requirement to get access to WL in the connected service encounter at 
checkout. Similar to Paper 1, it shows that the connected service encounter 
is characterised by organic and digital dialogues in parallel. Learning the 
checkout requires being able to communicate and interact with both 
digital technologies and people, which has implications for the design of 
vocational and adult education.

5.3 PAPER 3
Arkenback, C. (re-submitted). Developing a Taxonomy of Online 
Instructional Video Types for Workplace Learning and VET within Frontline 
Service Work. 

Instructional film, later instructional video, is an instructional method 
based on observational learning that have been used for employee training 
in organisations and workplaces from 1920 onwards. Prior studies have 
predicted that instructional videos published on public video-sharing 
sites like YouTube will transform teaching and learning, and the learning 
content will be produced by ordinary people, learners and students. 
Increasingly, organisations, education providers, individuals, and learners 
turn to YouTube to publish and view instructional videos for vocational 
and professional learning. The use of online instructional videos to teach 
technical and interpersonal (also social, soft, intangible) work skills is an 
ever-growing area of e-learning in WL. However, in the research literature 
and in the media debate, such instructional videos go by a variety of names 
indicating they have different purposes, designs, and content. 

Paper 3 (Study 3) set out to develop a taxonomy of online instructional 
video types for WL and VET within service work based on an analysis 
of 160 instructional videos for cashier work published on YouTube. Two 
research questions guided the analysis:  What service knowledge, skills, and 
techniques are trained in YouTube instructional videos for cashier work? 
What types of instructional videos for cashier work exist on YouTube? 
The theory of practice architectures and concepts derived from this theory, 
narrative research and multimodal analysis was used as the analytical source 
for examining the video narratives’ external (e.g., audio, visual, text, film 
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site, camera perspective) and internal characteristics (instructional method, 
story, learning content). 

The major outcome from Paper 3 is a taxonomy of online instructional 
video types for WL and VET that includes two main categories: professional 
and peer instructional videos for frontline service work. Professional 
instructional videos comprise four video types, namely training, lecture, 
tutorial and screencast produced by employers, organisations, education 
providers, and tech firms (see Table 5.1). The developed taxonomy made 
visible first a category of theory-based (lecture video) and practice-based 
(training, tutorial, screencast videos) instruction for service work, and 
secondly, a division of instructions for customer service (training video) 
and transactions (tutorial and screencast videos) in the service encounter. 
The training video instructs how to interact with customers, items, and 
money, while the tutorials and screencasts instruct how to operate mPOS 
systems in the checkout process. In addition, it was found that 83% of the 
training and 92% of the tutorial videos were produced by service firms, 
while education providers had produced merely 18% of the training videos 
and no tutorials. Tech firms produced 73% of the screencasts.  



Table 5.1 A taxonomy of online instructional video types for frontline service work.
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Peer instructional videos, produced by workers and learners, consist of 
one primary type, vlogs, and the following five vlog sub-types: experience, 
lecture, workday, tutorial, and gaming vlogs (see Table 5.2). The vlog sub-
types mirror the different roles of the professional vlogger (i.e., a person 
who produces vlogs regularly) in the YouTube community, namely, the 
amateur expert (experience vlog, gaming vlog), the lecturing teacher 
(lecture vlog, tutorial vlog) and the peer socialising with viewers (workday 
vlog). A common topic and question discussed in the vlogs was how one 
learns to interact with the customer according to the firm’s service script 
while simultaneously interacting error-free with the mPOS system in the 
checkout practice. 

Paper 3 contributes to the discussion about online instructional videos 
in WL and VET by demonstrating that the nine video types identified in 
the taxonomy (see Table 5.1) employ different instructional methods to 
address particular kinds of knowledge and activities in service work. The 
paper revealed that YouTube is an emerging space for vocational learning 
that is not connected to a particular workplace or education program. The 
learning content for cashier work was produced by professionals, learners 
and experienced cashiers and salespersons. However, none of the online 
instructional video types addressed the interaction characterising the 
connected service encounter. 



  Table 5.2 Peer instructional videos for cashier work, vlogs
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5.4 PAPER 4
Arkenback-Sundström, C., & Lundin, M. (manuscript). A Century 
of Service Work Training Through Instructional Videos: Modelling of 
cashiers’ Role and Skills in the Checkout Service Encounter. 

The rapid innovation in knowledge and technology systems that support 
each other in recent years, for instance, artificial intelligence (AI), 
robots, and deep-learning technology, have intensified discussion on the 
digitalisation and automation of work. Issues such as what lessons can 
be learned from past periods of rapid innovation and work changes, 
identifying and defining the skills necessary for contemporary and future 
work, and how the digitalisation of work impacts workplace learning, have 
been raised in this discussion. Low-skill routine jobs within interactive 
service work are among the occupations at high risk of automation, and 
there is a strong emphasis on education as a significant part of the solution 
to technology-driven unemployment. However, one of the main issues 
concerning digitalisation and the automation of service work is the lack 
of historical knowledge about service occupations below the professional 
occupations level (e.g., doctors, accountants, lawyers). The foundation 
of service work that emerged in the post-industrial society in the 1970s 
is emotional labour in the service encounter. Hence, a central part of 
employers’ and organisations’ introduction and training of employees 
concerns the management of feelings to create an observable display that 
follows the firm’s norms, values and goals. The service script is a detailed 
guide for employees to follow during service encounters. It dictates how 
the employee should behave and how actions should be ordered to produce 
customer service and value in routine situations. Service scripts can be 
mediated through analogue and digital support guidelines and training 
manuals or through instructional videos. Since the 1920s, organisations 
have employed instructional film and video to instruct, train, and model 
employees’ skills, actions, and behaviour. The learner observes the model 
perform the desired actions and behaviour and afterwards the learner is 
expected to materialise the modelled behaviour in their work.  

Paper 4 (Study 4) explores how employers’ and organisations’ video 
modelling of cashiers’ work, skills, and role in checkout service encounters 
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have changed between 1917 and 2019. The data material comprised 50 
training, tutorial, and screencast videos for cashier work selected from the 
YouTube sample of instructional videos collected in Study 3 (Paper 3). 
The theory of practice architectures and concepts derived from this theory 
and narrative methods were used as the analytical source for examining 
the videos’ internal narrative. Two research questions guided the analysis: 
How has employers’ video modelling of the cashier’s role and skills in the 
checkout service encounters changed over time? What are the roles of 
cashiers and technology in the service encounter?

The main findings from this paper are that new technology connects 
to explicit changes in employers’ and organisations’ modelling of cashiers’ 
work, skills and role in the service encounter at three points between 1917 
and 2019, and that the checkout practice comprises two parts – transactions 
and customer service. Since 1917, automation through technology and 
work has concerned both. The first change, the mechanised checkout 
practice, emerged in 1917 when employee (cashier, sales assistant) service 
encounters were organised around the mechanical cash register, a checkout 
counter, and an analogue POS system. The service script for checkout 
practices modelled in training films and videos between 1917 and 1969 
encompassed transactions and customer service. During this period, the 
cashier’s role, responsibilities, and agency increased. They were described 
as having a key role in the firms’ frontline, as bookkeepers and managers 
of the service encounter at the checkout. The skilled cashier combined 
customer service with efficient and error-free transactions on the cash 
register. The video modelling of checkout practices involved knowledge 
and skills connected to transactions (bookkeeping, mathematics, products, 
prices, business, methods, routines) and customer service (communication, 
behaviour, appearance, emotions, attitudes, values, rules, roles), where the 
latter were clearly influenced by domestic ideals and female attributes. 

The second change, the computerised checkout practice, emerged in the 
late 1970s. When the cash register and POS systems were computerised, 
it was found that transactions had disappeared from the service script. 
In employers’ and organisations’ video modelling of checkout service 
encounters, we found a clear drop in the cashier’s status in the service 
encounter and a deskilling of the occupation. From being a skilled cashier, 
bookkeeper, and leader in the battle for the customers’ money, they were 
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modelled as servants to customers, part of the shopping environment, 
shopping experience, and a valuable asset protector in the service 
encounter. Furthermore, new duties outside the checkout were added to 
cashiers’ responsibilities. A major finding from this study is that from the 
1970s onwards, employers’ and firms’ service scripts for customer service 
have focused on routines for customer service in the checkout service 
encounter. However, the video modelling of customer service skills, i.e., 
communication, behaviour, personal appearance, emotions, attitudes, and 
values was found to be surprisingly unchanged between 1917 and 2019. 

The third change, the connected checkout practice, emerged in 2010. 
Now transactions and customer service were again part of the checkout 
practice. However, in the employers’ and organisations’ instructional 
videos for cashier work, they were separated. Training videos modelled the 
customer service script and tutorial videos the ‘transaction’ script, i.e., how 
to operate the mPOS system in the transaction process. The screencast 
videos for cashier work produced by the tech firms revealed that interactive 
mPOS systems (software) used for ‘transactions’ grew increasingly complex 
between 2010 and 2019. Operating mPOS systems in the connected 
checkout practice efficiently and error-free involved literacy, numeracy, 
computer, and digital skills, and knowledge about the checkout practice. 
While the video types modelled authentic activities, skills and situations 
in checkout practices, neither of them provided conceptual knowledge.

Paper 4 contributes to the discussion on how digitalisation changes 
interactive service work and workplace training for connected service 
encounters. The findings point firstly to the customer service skills 
(communication, behaviour, personal appearance, routines emotions, 
attitudes, and values) focus since 1917 in employee training being based on 
domestic ideals and female attributes. The employers’ and organisations’ 
focus on customer service since the 1970s have contributed to the 
genderisation of interactive service work. Furthermore, the mechanisation 
of checkout technology could be connected to upgrading of cashier work, 
the computerisation of checkout technology to deskilling of cashier work, 
and the digitalisation of transactions – the connected checkout practice 
– to upgrading of cashier work. The findings show that the cashier’s role 
and skills in the connected checkout practice have changed, while the 
employers’ service scripts for checkout service encounters have not.
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5.5 SUMMARY OF CONTRIBUTIONS TO THE 
THESIS

The overarching aim of this thesis was to explore how digitalisation changes 
workplace learning in service work. Four research questions guided the 
empirical work, leading to the four papers presented in this chapter. 
TPA provided resources for analysing and describing how salespeople’s 
service encounter practices and practice architectures change in dialectical 
interrelationships with one another. The papers’ findings contribute to the 
thesis by providing four perspectives on learning and training in the service 
encounter: salespeople, apprentices, digital instructors (YouTube instructional 
videos) and employers. The main contributions of the thesis are summarized 
below.

The service encounter is perceived as a social encounter between 
salesperson and customer, referred to as ‘high-touch, low-tech’ in the 
literature. Furthermore, in the roles of seller  and servant, salespeople 
interact with customers to create customer service and experiences and 
use checkout technology (mPOS system) as a tool for transactions. In 
this sense, technology (mPOS system) is used as a tool for performing 
transactions.

Salespeople’s connected service encounter is a game between people and 
technology, characterised by a postdigital dialogue, meaning the dialogue is 
neither digital nor organic; it is both, and it is performed at a high pace 
in checkout service encounters. The more digital management systems 
intertwined with the mPOS system, the more time salespeople put into 
the digital dialogue. The findings show that frontline service employees 
(FSEs) and technology play new roles in the connected service encounter. 
Technology took on the roles of  cashier, automated calculator, assistant, 
controller, instructor  and library; meanwhile, the seller and servant roles 
were central to FSEs, and the new roles of expert, consultant (e.g., stylist), 
translator, enabler and coordinator changed the skills demand of emotional 
labour.

It was found that emotional labour skills in the connected service 
encounter comprise customer service skills intertwined with technical skills. 
Customer service skills (also referred to as soft, social, interpersonal and 
intangible skills) included postdigital communication, behaviour, personal 
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appearance, routines, emotions, attitudes and values. Technical skills (also 
referred to as hard or conceptual skills) included literacy, numeracy, digital, 
bookkeeping, problem-solving, expert and learning skills.

Technology innovations (mechanised, computerised and connected 
checkout practice) were found to be connected to both the deskilling 
and upgrading of cashiers’ and salespeople’s skills and roles. Two poten-
tial future scenarios of the connected service encounter emerged from the 
data analysis: servitised and automated service encounters. Conversely, it also 
emerged that the conditions forming the practice architectures of sales-
people’s service encounters do not support these changing service encoun-
ters. For instance, workplace learning at the checkout focused on learners 
developing customer service skills, while the necessary technical skills for 
interacting with the mPOS system in the connected service encounter had 
to be acquired by the learner elsewhere. Furthermore, the findings showed 
that professional and peer-led instructional videos on YouTube serve as digi-
tal instructors in vocational learning for cashier and customer service work. 

5.6 DISTRIBUTION OF WORK
Paper 4: The Vancouver Convention for authorship has been followed. 
The first author contributed the most to all aspects of the work and wrote 
the manuscript. The co-author made a significant contribution to the 
work’s design and contributed to a critical review of the analysis and the 
presentation of the findings.
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CHAPTER 6

DISCUSSION

It is well established that the knowledge and skills required for work 
constantly change and that continuous learning is necessary to keep 
pace with changing work practices (Billett, 2021; Harteis, 2018). 
While digitalisation through automating, robot and AI technologies is 
transforming work and occupations, vocational education and training 
(VET) stakeholders are questioning the relevance of curriculum content 
and how to prepare students for a future working life that is likely to be 
radically different. 

Increasingly, digital and human work and activities are intertwined in 
so-called digital networks, which implies changes to the skills demanded 
by human labour. To meet these changing demands, the design of VET 
programmes focuses not only on work-related tasks and activities but also 
on generic skills and capacities, such as problem-solving and learning to 
learn at work. (McGrath et al., 2019). However, the research fields of 
VET and workplace learning have primarily focused on the impact of 
digitalisation and automation within the manufacturing industry (Billett, 
2021). As such, little is known about how the ongoing digitalisation 
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in the service industry is changing the role and skills of occupations in 
interactive service work (e.g., retail, hospitality, customer service)—a gap 
in the research that this thesis set out to close. 

In recent decades, the retail industry has been an entry point for young 
people on their way into working life and for adults who, for various 
reasons, are either not currently part of the labour market or want to change 
careers. However, in my work as a teacher in municipal adult education, 
I have experienced an increasing number of students having difficulties 
gaining employment in retail stores. A common theme in the stories told 
by students concerned not being able or even being allowed to work at 
the checkout. Many of the students were hourly employees who studied 
mathematics courses at the upper secondary level to gain the confidence 
and formal qualifications to apply for permanent employment at their 
workplace. Another emerging issue concerned digital skills to interpret and 
produce information in budgeting, reporting and spreadsheet programs 
and apps.

The digitalisation of frontline service work through AI and robot 
technologies is transforming retail businesses’ service encounters and 
their delivery of customer experiences (Reis et al., 2020), thereby also 
transforming the role and skills of FSEs, including the students mentioned 
above. Several studies have shown that the lowest hierarchical level of service 
work (e.g., cashier, clerk) changes when service organisations implement 
digital service network systems. (Hastwell et al., 2013; Marler & Liang, 
2012). However, it is also stated in the literature that retail employers have 
a poor understanding of changing skill requirements. Numeracy, literacy 
or digital skills are considered less important in cashier, customer service or 
other entry-level positions by employers, whereas customer service skills, 
such as, for instance, appearance, attitudes and social skills, are seen as 
essential (Hastwell et al., 2013; Marler & Liang, 2012). 

As mentioned in the chapter on related work, a large body of research 
across several disciplines has studied service work, the service encounter, 
and workplace learning in service work (Bolton, 2004; Brockmann, 2013; 
Ikeler, 2016; Korczynski, 2002; Surprenant & Solomon, 1987). However, 
these disciplines have seemingly developed autonomously, with little 
interaction and convergence, leading to a fractured picture of interactive 
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service work and, more specifically, FSEs’ emotional labour and learning 
in connected service encounters. To address this siloing of research fields, 
the research design of this thesis attempted to provide a more holistic 
perspective on workplace learning in salespeople’s service encounters. 
This was achieved by exploring four perspectives of workplace learning in 
connected service encounters through four different studies: salespeople, 
apprentices, digital instructors (YouTube instructional videos) and employers. 

The concept of emotional labour (Hochschild, 1983), which is central 
to this thesis, describes what service employees do when interacting with 
customers/clients in service encounters and goes beyond their physical or 
cognitive (Webb, 2012). Numerous occupations, such as within customer 
service, healthcare, protective services, teaching, selling and counselling, 
involve emotional labour demands. FSEs are continually faced with 
emotionally charged service encounters requiring specific emotional 
displays or skills; hence, customers or clients anticipate encountering a 
particular way of relating, behaving and communicating on the part of 
the FSE. Through experiences of service encounters with various service 
providers, clients/customers have learned how to play their role in the 
service game, just as the FSE has adopted the employer’s service script. 
As described in the narrative in the introduction, the undertaker’s use of 
digital technology in the service encounter affected how the service game 
was played. 

However, in contrast to the long-running debate on how digitalisation 
and automation are changing work and employment, service work studies 
have paid little attention to changes in interpersonal wage work (Ikeler, 
2016). This thesis contributes to the existing body of knowledge in service 
work research and workplace learning by exploring how digitalisation 
changes FSEs’ role, skills and learning in retail service encounters. One 
of the central findings of this thesis is that digitalisation changes not only 
the service encounter as a game between people but also salespeople’s 
emotional labour and role in the connected service encounter. Nonetheless, 
it was also found that while the retail chain organisations implemented, for 
instance, digital mobile sales assistants (MSAs) and self-scanning checkouts 
to enhance salespeople’s skills in service encounters on the shopfloor, 
the salespeople continued to view and perform service encounters like 
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a game between people: they focused predominantly on the face-to-face 
interaction with the customer and the creation of customer service.

In May 2021, I had the opportunity to interview a salesperson shortly 
before the self-scanning checkout was implemented in retail chain stores 
that were part of this thesis. At this point, the female cashier had not 
yet been informed about the new technology, and we had a conversation 
about her perspective on the sales occupation and service encounter. As 
voiced by Gina:

It is the personal aspect I like; that is why I have stayed in this job so 
long. My work starts on the shopfloor, where I can help the customer 
find products. We talk about different things, and I can give suggestions 
on products or makeup techniques. That is the best part of the job: the 
personal encounter. Then, you follow the customer to the checkout 
to complete the purchase. This is how we create excellent customer 
service and satisfied customers. Wouldn’t it be very impersonal if 
the customers had to checkout themselves? I cannot imagine what it 
would be like—not being part of the entire purchase process. What 
will happen with our jobs? (Gina at Gustafson, May 2021)

Gina’s reflections on the service encounter and the future of the sales 
occupation can be seen as representing the salesperson’s perspective on the 
service encounter and serve as a backdrop to the discussion in this chapter. 
The findings and contributions of this thesis will be discussed based on 
three themes. The first theme concerns how digitalisation changes service 
encounters and the roles of FSEs and technology. The second theme 
discusses how FSEs’ emotional labour skills change in the connected 
service encounter, and the final theme discusses workplace learning in 
the connected service encounter. Here, the focus is on vocational learning 
through YouTube instructional videos for cashier work. 



111

6.1 CHANGING ROLES IN THE CONNECTED 
SERVICE ENCOUNTER 

Since the 1990s, the service literature has largely focused on customers’ 
experiences and roles in service encounters, while the role of service 
employees has been of little academic interest (Bowen, 2016). Technology’s 
role in service encounters has been formalised as a research field since the 
late 1990s and has generated classification models of service encounters 
that include both face-to-face and face-to-screen encounters (Froehle & 
Roth, 2004). However, according to recent studies within organisational 
frontline research, the rise of connected technologies has raised a need to 
update existing service encounter classifications in order to understand the 
changing roles and skills requirements of FSEs, customers and technology 
(De Keyser et al., 2019; Larivière et al., 2017; Rafaeli et al., 2017). In 
this section, based on the findings from this thesis, I present a model of 
the changing service encounter and discuss it from the perspective of the 
FSE. The principal findings of this thesis in terms of how digitalisation 
changes the service encounter and the roles of both technology and FSEs 
are visualised in Figure 6.1.

In Figure 6.1, the traditional service encounter is placed top left, 
characterised by an organic dialogue between the FSE and the customer. 
The connected service encounter, characterised by a postdigital dialogue 
(cf. Jandrić et al., 2019) between the employee, technology, and customer is 
placed. The second row of text boxes shows how the roles of the FSE and 
technology in the face-to-face service encounter change in the connected 
service encounter.
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Figure 6.1 Digitalisation of service employees’ service encounters and changing roles

The text box on the right side of the figure shows what I have called Future 
Scenario 1—the servitised service encounter—and the possible roles of 
service employees therein. The text box at the bottom right shows Future 
Scenario 2, the automated service encounter, in which technology has 
substituted human emotional labour through what Huang (2017) refers 
to as thinking and feeling technologies.

In the past decade, service research and service organisations have 
increasingly moved beyond conceptualising the service encounter as a 
dyadic interaction between a service provider and customer. Instead, FSEs 
and customers are actors in a service ecosystem organised around digital 
infrastructures for value creation and capture (Bowen, 2016; De Keyser et 
al., 2019; Giebelhausen et al., 2014). The findings visualised in Figure 6.1 
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show that the digitalisation of salespeople’s emotional labour concerned 
service encounters involving transactions and counselling, which I call the 
connected service encounter. However, in the salespeople’s service encounter 
practices on the shopfloor (study 1) and in the professional instructional 
videos for cashier work (studies 3 and 4), it was the traditional service 
encounter, commonly defined as ‘high-touch, low-tech’, that was 
performed (Giebelhausen et al., 2014). This means that social encounters, 
like FSEs’ service encounters, are enacted face-to-face and with little or 
no involvement in new technology. On the other hand, the phrase “high-
tech, low-touch” refers to work processes, such as service encounters with 
a high level of automation and low or no human labour input (Buhalis et 
al., 2013; Fan & Mattila, 2020; Wünderlich et al., 2013).

Consequently, workplace learning in and for the connected service 
encounter is aimed at learners developing the customer service skills 
required to adopt the roles of seller and servant in the service encounter. 
Activities and tasks connected to transactions, inventory, budget and 
administration—that is, activities involving interactions with the mPOS 
system—were delegated to self-directed learning. One possible explanation 
for this is that the automation of transactions has been an ongoing process 
in checkout service encounters since mechanised cash registers became 
omnipresent in the retail industry in the 1920s (Basker, 2016; Crandall 
& Robins, 1997). the cashier occupation was introduced in department 
stores to make customers’ checkout processes more efficient. As in 
industrial work, the skilled cashier had memorised the product prices and 
discounts and automated the ring-up sales on the register (Graham, 2000). 
In other words, learning to work the cash register (now referred to as the 
POS system by employees and employers) has for almost a century been 
associated with memorising numbers and symbols and automating the 
process of manual sales input and scanning.

One of the findings of this thesis was the identification of new employee 
roles in connected service encounters: consultant, expert, translator, enabler 
and coordinator. The first two roles required salespeople’s skills develop-
ment. Personal shoppers and stylists are examples of consultant roles that 
emerged during the time of the study and that required such skills devel-
opment. The roles of translator, enabler and coordinator, meanwhile, were 
connected to transactions and counselling (cf. Bowen, 2016; Larivière et 
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al., 2017). As the retail organisation’s digital service ecosystem expanded 
to comprise multiple actors, the salesperson was required to actively coor-
dinate and move between different service systems (cf. Bowen, 2016; De 
Keyser et al., 2019; Evans & Kitchin, 2018; Larivière et al., 2017). In 
the interviews conducted with the salespeople and store managers in this 
thesis, it emerged that many of the salespeople on the staff did not want to 
adopt the new roles connected to transactions and counselling. This find-
ing indicates an increasing complexity in performing emotional labour in 
the connected service encounter.

6.1.1. FUTURE SCENARIOS OF FSES’ ROLE IN THE 
CONNECTED SERVICE ENCOUNTER

Covid-19 has accelerated the already ongoing digital transformation of 
frontline service and transformed both the ways in which services are 
delivered and our perceptions and expectations of the service encounter. In 
the debate about the future of work, it has been argued that service work 
(i.e., emotional labour) is essentially human and can never be substituted 
by technology, such as AI or robots (e.g. Frude, 2019). Others have argued 
that emotional labour can follow a trajectory related to that which has 
long been apparent in manufacturing and clerical work, where automating 
technology has replaced human labour (e.g., Ikeler, 2016). In this thesis, 
evidence was found for both future scenarios. Several of the retail chain 
organisations were seen to be developing their physical stores towards 
Future Scenario 1, the servitised service encounter (Fig. 6.1). 

In contrast to previous automating technologies employed for 
transactions in the service encounter, it is foreseen that emerging frontline 
technology (e.g., AI, robots) will collaborate with FSEs and customers in 
the co-creation of customer service and value (De Keyser et al., 2019; 
Huang & Rust, 2021). However, the findings showed that, while the retail 
chain organisation had implemented MSAs to enhance salespeople’s role 
in the service encounter, they viewed it as a tool for transactions that were 
best performed at the fixed checkout. These findings also indicate that 
the “high-tech, high-touch” service encounters implemented by retail 
organisations were not accompanied by a new service script. Consequently, 
the salespeople enacted the service script for “high-touch, low-tech” service 
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encounters and viewed new in situ technology to intertwine physical and 
online commerce in the store as intended for the customers. 

 In Future Scenario 2, the automated service encounter, technology has 
replaced the role of human emotional labour. Reis et al. (2020) argue that 
AI technologies drive the service industry, and the recent emergence of AI 
conversational interfaces has led certain retailers to favour service delivery 
through technology over human labour. Indeed, we have already seen how 
advanced digital in situ technologies have substituted the role of FSEs in 
Amazon Go stores (Ives et al., 2019). Although human emotional labour 
has no role in the automated service encounter, other service work roles 
and tasks are likely to emerge. These include “pickers” in dark stores—
stores that are not open to customers and that focus on online commerce 
(Bitterman & Hess, 2021). Among the 21 retail chain organisations in this 
thesis, the findings indicate that one chain has shifted towards automated 
service encounters on the shopfloor through QR systems and customers’ 
smartphone devices. While the digital transformation from bricks-and-
mortar to online business, self-serving stores, or dark stores enables retailers 
to survive in a global market, it also disrupts the function of stores as social 
venues. Once connected service encounters are standardised through dig-
ital technologies, the removal of human emotional labour implies that the 
roles of digital emotional labour (e.g., AI technology) in service encounters 
can be performed in a wide range of locations (cf. Autio, 2017).

 In summary, the findings of this thesis show that while retail chain 
organisations have moved towards ‘high-tech, high-touch’ service 
encounters, salespeople continued to follow the script for “high-touch, 
low-tech” service encounters. The service encounter was perceived as 
a social game between people to create personalised customer service 
and satisfied customers. Undoubtedly, many retail FSEs’ routine tasks 
will be automated within the near future; nonetheless, the thesis argues 
that the narrow focus on FSEs’ roles as sellers and servants in service 
encounters is problematic. The rapid digitalisation of frontline service 
will inevitably catch up and challenge FSEs’ current understandings of 
the service encounter and emotional labour. The new FSE roles identified 
require interaction with various digital information systems and changing 
emotional labour demands.
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6.2 MOVING BEYOND EMOTIONAL LABOUR 
SKILLS IN THE CONNECTED SERVICE 

ENCOUNTER
A significant contribution to understanding how digitalisation changes 
salespeople’s emotional labour and learning in service encounters is the 
finding that the organic dialogue between the salesperson and customer 
is being transformed into postdigital dialogue  (cf. Jandrić et al., 2019) 
in the connected service encounter. The following section will discuss 
salespeople’s changing skills against a historical backdrop of service 
employers’ instructional video modelling of cashiers’ roles, duties and skills 
in checkout service encounters. 

In service work research, the concept of emotional labour refers both to 
a particular kind of work and to the skills it requires. Based on the findings 
of this thesis, emotional labour skills are defined as customer service skills 
intertwined with technical skills. Customer service skills largely correspond 
to what is referred to in the literature as soft skills (Bozkurt, 2015; Gekara 
& Thanh Nguyen, 2018; Robles, 2012; Whitmore et al., 1974), social 
skills (Fearfull, 1996; Hurrell & Scholarios, 2014), interpersonal skills 
(Wünderlich et al., 2013) or intangible skills (Korczynski, 2005), whereas 
technical skills are also referred to as hard skills (Wisshak & Hochholdinger, 
2020).

As described in the chapter on related work, conceptualisations 
of emotional labour skills are predominantly developed within the 
framework of labour process theory (Knights & Willmott, 1990) and are 
often referenced in discussions about the deskilling or upgrading of labour. 
The large body of research on emotional labour has contributed valuable 
knowledge on emotions, values and relationships as occupational skills, an 
area that, until recently, has gained little interest in research on workplace 
learning and VET (Hökkä et al., 2020). However, from my perspective, 
the emotional labour framework has been less successful in describing how 
service work skills change in connected service encounters. In this thesis, 
using a practice theory framework, TPA (Mahon, Francisco, & Kemmis, 
2017), combined with ethnographic methods and online video research, 
contributed to revealing further dimensions of emotional labour skills 
(knowing-sayings, knowing-doings, knowing-relatings). 
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Expanding upon the concepts of emotional labour (Hochschild, 
1983) and the service triangle (Leidner, 1993), service work researchers 
have developed various models of service skill (Bolton, 2004; Nickson et 
al., 2003). However, there is little consensus in the long-standing debate 
on skill status or in how to define, measure and evaluate workers’ skills 
based on previous socialisation (Payne, 2009). It has also been argued that 
defining skills in terms of knowledge inputs has turned on binary divisions 
between ‘technical’ and ‘emotional’ orientations in service work (Junor 
et al., 2008). For instance, Nickson et al. (2012) suggest that emotional 
labour comprises “soft skills” that refer to largely untrainable abilities like 
appearance, demeanour and flexibility. In the debate on the nature of work 
in the knowledge economy around 2000, emotional labour was expanded 
with aesthetic labour skills to address the issue of employee looks, women 
and lookism in interactive service work (Nickson et al., 2012; Nickson 
et al., 2003; Warhurst et al., 2012). The findings in this thesis provide 
new empirical evidence for the emotional labour and aesthetic labour skills 
required for the seller and servant roles in service encounters, which can 
be traced back to 1917.

This thesis has shown that the employers’ instructional video modelling 
of service employees’ roles, duties and skills in checkout service encounters 
has been influenced by contemporary organisational and business ideas 
in TPA, conceptualised as cultural-discursive arrangements. For instance, 
in a film from 1917, the FSEs’ role as servants in the service encounter 
could be connected to the phrase “the customer is always right”, pioneered 
in the early 20th century by Harry Gordon Selfridge, John Wanamaker 
and Marshall Field. The successful retailers’ idea behind the phrase was 
not that it should be interpreted literally. Instead, a firm would thrive 
if its customers felt unique and valuable (Morgan, 2018). Furthermore, 
since 1917, FSEs’ practice of service encounters at the checkout comprises 
two parts: transactions and customer service. Customer service skills 
mediated by employers were founded based on domestic ideals and female 
attributes (cf. Skeggs, 1988; Solbrig, 2007) and comprise communication, 
behaviour, routines, appearance, emotions, values, relations and attitudes. 
In combination, these skills formed the retail employer’s service script 
for service employees’ service encounters and remained stable between 
1917 and 2019. Likewise, learning skills, categorised as technical skills 
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in the thesis, were emphasised throughout the period. In turn, the most 
important learner skills emerging in the data material are (1) quick learner 
and (b) readiness to adapt to new situations.

The period between 1917 and 1969, named the mechanised checkout 
practice in the thesis, involved an upgrading of the cashier occupation 
that was connected to technical skills and encompassed product and 
price knowledge, numeracy and economic and leadership skills. The 
computerisation of cash registers and POS systems in the late 1970s 
initiated the automation of the cashier occupation and the deskilling of 
emotional labour (cf.  Korczynski, 2005; Pollert, 1995; Webster, 2004). 
From then onwards, the employers’ training video modelling of cashier 
situations and activities focused solely on customer service skills and the 
creation of customer service. Furthermore, there was a visible decline in 
the status of the servant role in checkout service encounters. For instance, 
cashiers were described as part of the shopping environment and the 
customers’ shopping experience, indicating a literal interpretation of “the 
customer is always right”. Rafaeli (1989) stated that in the customer-
centred service encounter, there is an ever-present tension between the 
cashier and the customer due to a struggle over who is in charge of the 
checkout process. The training video narratives addressed this issue by 
modelling situations of wrong and right cashier behaviour, attitudes and 
emotions.

The automation of transactions and calculations in combination with 
the focus on customer service skills (soft skills) and the creation of customer 
service experiences is a possible explanation for not only the status of 
service occupations, but also the role of mathematics in the design of VET 
programmes. Dividing skills into hard and soft skills has been a common 
approach in studies on occupational skills. For instance, as proposed by 
Douse and Uys (2019), “‘hard skills’ are those needed to do the actual 
work, ‘soft skills’ are those interpersonal qualities (also known as people 
skills) and the personal attributes that are desirable in order to thrive 
in the workplace” (2019, p. 29). However, such interpretations of skills 
indicate that service work (i.e., emotional labour in service encounters) 
is not considered real work, thereby contributing to the low status and 
genderisation of interactive service work among service employers, 
organisations and, I would argue, VET stakeholders. Understanding 
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how the ongoing digitalisation of frontline services changes workplace 
learning in service encounters requires an understanding of the skillset 
underpinning service work. 

Mathematics is associated with school activities, while its application 
in work, referred to as numeracy, is commonly perceived as just a part of 
the job (Arkenback-Sundström, 2017). Hence, when digital technology 
such as an mPOS system performs the calculations in work activities, 
the requirement for numeracy skills in employees’ work performance 
becomes invisible (Bakker et al., 2006; Gainsburg, 2011; Hastwell et al., 
2013). Recently, employers worldwide have started seeking experienced 
employees with “twenty-first-century skills” to compete in a global market. 
Definitions of the skills vary, but in general, they reflect a combination of 
employability skills, soft skills and hard skills, with communication skills 
forwarded by many as the number one requirement to be a successful wage 
earner (DiBenedetto, 2019). 

The findings of this thesis have shown that emotional labour in the 
connected service encounter comprises customer service skills intertwined 
with technical skills. The most apparent change in customer service skills 
concerns communication skills that are connected to the new FSE roles 
of translator, enabler, coordinator and consultant. However, as illustrated in 
Figure 6.2, to perform well, FSEs must develop skills that allow them to 
execute their new role(s). 
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6.2 Expanded emotional labour skills in the connected service encounter

The findings here have shown that in the connected service encounter, 
the salesperson engages in a digital dialogue with the mPOS system 
(connected to transactions) while simultaneously engaging in an organic 
dialogue with the customer (connected to customer service). Hence, 
communication in the connected service encounter is neither digital nor 
analogue; it is postdigital (Jandrić et al., 2019). In the role of translator, 
the salesperson interprets, produces, translates and mediates oral and 
digital information (combinations of text, numbers, symbols, figures, 
photos, charts and lists) between the customer and system. Managing the 
changing features of mPOS systems efficiently requires knowledge of, for 
instance, statistic representations, budgeting, percentages, measurements, 
estimation, problem-solving, and various software apps for reporting, 
ordering and inventory. 

In line with previous studies, the findings show that digitalisation 
through digital communication technologies (service ecosystems) 
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increases the work complexity of service employees in entry-level positions 
(Evans & Kitchin, 2018; Hastwell et al., 2013; Marler & Liang, 2012). 
Of particular importance to workplace learning in salespeople’s connected 
service encounters is the combination of interpreting and producing 
digital and analogue information while creating customer service and 
processing impressions (e.g., sounds, music, light and activities) from the 
environment. 

6.3 COMING TO PRACTISE DIFFERENTLY 
In the 21st century, technological innovations and digitalisation have 
changed the place of work, learning and teaching and the ways we interact 
with one another, technology and the wider environment. Vocational 
learning occurs in workplaces through the daily routines of work and 
on-the-job training. People may also participate in VET programmes, 
take online courses and learn vocational knowledge, skills and techniques 
by watching online instructional videos and crafting skills in local 
communities. Hence, the concept of workplace learning, and the three 
terms included in the composite—work, place and learning—need to be 
considered more broadly and not as an activity bound solely to physical 
workplaces (Malloch et al., 2011). As mentioned in the introduction, 
there are many ways of viewing the concept of workplace learning, and 
the research community is somewhat diverse. Broadly, the literature can 
be divided into studies of workplace learning from an organisational 
or educational perspective. This thesis falls into the latter category and 
has adopted TPA to theorise workplace learning as a landscape (place) 
of physical and virtual practices in which other practices are also carried 
out, whether linked to, interdependent or independent of one another 
(Kemmis, 2019; Mahon, Francisco, Kemmis, et al., 2017).

Many researchers on workplace learning follow cognitive approaches to 
learning, while a large body of research also follows a sociocultural approach 
(Hager, 2011). The increasing digitalisation of work has intensified the 
discussion on how to theorise and study workplace learning. Billett and 
Choy (2013), for example, argue that current understandings of learning in 
work informed by the fields of cognitive science, learning and development 
are limited, and it is crucial to collaborate across disciplines, for instance, 
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anthropology and neurological science. Recently, the research elaborating 
on the role of emotions in organisational settings has expanded outside the 
fields of service and service work research to education and VET (Hökkä 
et al., 2020). Key interests concern, for example, how to study and explain 
both the role of emotions in workplace learning and how workers and 
employees cognitively cope with new work and workplace challenges 
through workplace learning. 

Cognitive approaches to learning are prominent in service research 
and organisational frontline research for studying customers’ and 
employees’ motivations and readiness to adopt and adapt to new roles and 
technologies in service encounters (Subramony et al., 2021; Voorhees et 
al., 2020). Harteis et al. (2020) argue that conceptual change, which is well 
established within science education, can be considered a core concept in 
workplace learning for identifying workers’ successful adaption to digital 
transformation. According to the conceptual change framework, schemata 
and mental models are crucial cognitive patterns that allow individuals 
to understand work appropriately and to act deliberately. An apparent 
consequence of work changes is, according to Harteis (2020), that workers 
have to modify their professional schemata and mental models to the 
extent that digitalisation transforms their professional profiles and work 
tasks as well as employees’ readiness and motivation to accept new roles in 
the service encounter.

In contrast to the abovementioned approaches, this thesis has adopted 
a practice theory perspective on knowledge and learning to understand 
how emotional labour (‘high-touch’) changes in connected service 
encounters (‘high-tech’). This perspective is based on TPA, which suggests 
that there are three kinds of knowledge (Kemmis, 2019): knowing-sayings 
(e.g., conceptual knowledge), knowing-doings (e.g., skills, capacities), 
and knowing-relatings (e.g., emotional labour skills). The thesis adopted 
Kemmis’s (2021) definition of learning as “the production of new practices: 
a view of learning as coming to know how to go on in practices, or coming 
to be able to go on in practices, or coming to participate differently in 
practices, or, most simply, coming to practise differently” (2021, p. 3) 
Using TPA and concepts from this theory as the analytical framework 
contributed, I will argue, to detecting and describing the conditions that 
form the changing practice architectures of salespeople’s service encounters. 
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Based on the contributions of the thesis, it is argued that changing 
the minds and emotions of FSEs is not sufficient to change their 
actions and interactions in connected service encounter practices. The 
digitalisation of retail service work, and therefore the role and skills of 
FSEs, is not driven by technology in isolation. The thesis shows that it is 
a combination of conditions (i.e., arrangements) found in the workplace 
and outside, as illustrated in Figure 5.1. Hence, to accept new roles and 
tasks emerging in the connected service encounter and servitised service 
encounters, FSEs must change their service practices, while employers and 
educators must construct changed conditions to support those changed 
practices. This involves changing, for example, the design and content 
of workplace learning and VET programmes. Two of the studies in this 
thesis explored how employers, educators and learners through YouTube 
instructional videos for cashier work support vocational learning for the 
connected service encounter and changing skills requirements. Based on 
the taxonomy of instructional video types developed in Paper 3, the next 
section will discuss the content of professional and peer-led instructional 
videos on YouTube and their role as boundary objects in VET and formal 
education. 

Over the past century, instructional film and video have been used 
in workplace learning to train technical skills and model employees’ 
behaviour, values, attitudes and relationships, otherwise known as the 
service script for service encounters and customer service (Carpenter, 
1953; Orgeron et al., 2012; Reiser, 2001; Solbrig, 2007). The findings of 
this thesis have shown that while technology has evolved, the content and 
instructional methods employed in professional instructional videos have 
hardly changed. Present training, tutorial and screencast videos for cashier 
work on YouTube build on observational learning of modelled situations 
and activities connected to specific workplaces. In the 2010s, it was 
predicted that the rapid development of public online video-sharing sites 
like YouTube and increasing access to affordable video production tools 
and services would transform how we teach and learn. Such accessible 
learning content would be produced by teachers, education providers, 
organisations and individuals (cf. Bonk, 2013; Snelson & Perkins, 2009). 
At the same time, actual learning content for cashier work on YouTube 
was produced by individuals, service employers, organisations and 
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education providers. Indeed, most of the professional instructional videos 
on YouTube were produced by service employers (training, tutorials) and 
technology firms (screencasts), which can be viewed as both a strength 
and a weakness from an educational perspective. The strength is that the 
video narratives model on-the-job situations and activities connected to 
particular workplaces. Hence, YouTube could serve as a source for VET 
teachers to search for professional instructional videos to use in classroom 
education. The weakness is that the videos were shown to model cashier 
situations and skills connected to the servant and seller roles characterising 
the “high-touch, low-tech” service encounter.

Commonly in the VET literature, video is described in more general 
terms and is seen as a useful learning technology in digital workplace 
learning and VET. For instance, several studies highlight that learners’ 
self-recorded videos of on-the-job activities and video annotations are 
valuable tools for increasing participation and motivation in training 
and for bridging learning between school and workplace (Attwell, 2019; 
Balakrishnan et al., 2019; Barabasch, 2019). For instance, Cattaneo 
and Aprea (2018) demonstrate in a case study how apprentices’ video 
recordings of on-the-job situations (related to processing techniques in 
the workplace) can be used as boundary objects in initial VET. However, 
the take-up of e-learning in the workplace has been slow compared to 
formal education because, for example, instructors may be lacking in or 
not confident with digital learning technologies (Attwell, 2019). 

The findings of this thesis have shown that workplace learning in 
the connected service encounter aims to develop diverse and enhanced 
communication skills and utilise and interact with digital technologies to 
create customer service and value. However, it also emerged that salespeople, 
apprentices and supervisors also lacked the skills and capabilities to instruct 
and learn the new translator, enabler and coordinator roles. In their roles as 
seller and servant, salespeople and apprentices adapted to new technology, 
although they perceived it to be intended for customer use. Although they 
worked in parallel with touchpads, smartphone apps, QR systems and 
self-scanning checkouts, they performed the service encounter as a game 
between people, starting on the shopfloor and ending at the checkout. 
Hence, coming to practise differently in the connected service encounter 
requires changing workplace learning and VET for interactive service 
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work. This thesis holds that an educational method based on dialogue 
and partnership between educators, learners and employers is needed to 
support learning in connected service encounters. In such a model, peer 
instructional videos (i.e., video logbooks or vlogs) are useful learning tools 
with the potential to bridge school-based and workplace-based instruction.

 There is an emerging research interest in pedagogical applications of 
vlogs, user-generated videos published on public video-sharing sites such 
as YouTube that allow viewers to watch, comment and enter into dialogue 
with the vlog producer and other viewers.  Generally, the most significant 
feature of vlogs, according to Fidan and Debbağ (2018), is that a person 
forms his/her own experiences of something and shares them as videos. 
Recent studies have, for instance, investigated vlogs in informal language 
learning (Codreanu & Combe, 2019), as a reflective tool in pre-service 
teachers’ school experience courses (Fidan & Debbağ, 2018) and as an 
assessment tool for sport students’ communication skills and content 
learning (van den Berg & de Villiers, 2021).

Apprentice logbooks, blogs and vlogs are examples of reflective learning 
tools recognised in the literature to contribute to identifying knowledge 
and skills required in work activities and situations, recognising the 
shortcomings, correcting them (reflective learning, self-regulation skill) 
and planning for how to contribute to the work practice (Akkerman & 
Bakker, 2011; Hetzner et al., 2011; Mauroux et al., 2014). However, the 
finding of five distinct vlog types for work—experience, workday, tutorial, 
lecture and gaming (see Table 5.2)—indicates that vlogs can be used in 
workplace learning and VET to address different aspects of vocational 
learning. Viewing the vlog types in combination, they covered the process 
of applying for cashier employment to become an experienced cashier. 
Furthermore, they provided inside information about the workplace, rules 
and cashier duties that were otherwise not accessible. 

The ‘sayings’ in the vlogs and the viewer comments showed an ongoing 
dialogue between the vlogger and viewers, and between viewers and 
viewers, long after the video was published. It also emerged that the on-the-
job situations were video recorded in secret without permission from the 
supervisor or store manager. Hence, using vlogs in workplace learning and 
VET will require developing knowledge and ethical guidelines for video 
recording in work situations involving interactions with other people.
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CHAPTER 7

CONCLUSION 

This thesis set out to explore how digitalisation changes workplace learning in 
interactive service work, especially the emotional labour involved in service 
encounters. The theory of practice architectures was used as the framework 
for exploring and describing workplace learning in two different contexts: 
salespeople’s service encounters in connected retail chain speciality stores 
and digital instructing for cashier work on YouTube. This thesis provides 
insights into the conditions that make salespeople’s service encounters in 
stores possible, how they are enacted as a game between people on the 
shopfloor, and why the fixed checkout has been and remains central to 
creating customer service and experiences. It also provides insights into 
how the retail chain organisations’ digitalisation of service encounters—
aimed at creating seamless customer shopping experiences—is changing 
salespeople’s roles, skills and emotional labour. The thesis concludes that 
the existing conditions that form the practice architectures of salespeople’s 
service encounters (for instance, workplace knowledge, ideas about the 
service encounter, workplace training, and the service script for service 
encounters) are misaligned with those changes. Consequently, in order not 
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to be marginalised in the connected store, retail FSEs must develop the 
skills necessary to interact and collaborate with technology and customers 
to create customer service and customer experiences.

A significant contribution of this thesis that has implications for the 
design of VET and education for service work is that the connected service 
encounter is characterised by (1) a postdigital dialogue, meaning that the 
FSE (e.g., salesperson) engages in digital dialogue with the mPOS system 
in parallel with an organic dialogue with the customer in the creation of 
customer service; (2) FSEs interact with both technology and customers; 
(3) FSEs have several roles, namely seller, servant, translator, enabler, 
coordinator, consultant and expert, while technology has several roles, 
namely cashier, automated calculator, controller, instructor, consultant, 
assistant and library; and (4) emotional labour skills comprise customer 
service skills (postdigital communication, appearance, behaviour, routines, 
attitudes, emotions, values) intertwined with technical skills (numeracy, 
literacy-, digital-, problem-solving, economic-, learning skills). 

In turn, the changes in interactive service work identified in this thesis 
raise several questions regarding the development of workplace learning in 
the connected service encounter. How do you train postdigital dialogue? 
Would it be helpful with a service script for connected service encounters? 
How do you keep the balance between touch and tech? How do the work 
environment of FSEs change, and what consequences will such changes 
have for the health of individual workers? None of the instructional video 
types on YouTube that were identified in this thesis captured or addressed 
the complexity of connected service encounters at the checkout, as the 
training of customer service skills was clearly separated from the training 
of technical skills. This finding indicates that simulations, whether virtual 
or roleplay, of connected service encounters could potentially be more 
valuable than instructional videos in training and learning for interactive 
service work.

7.1 FUTURE WORK
This thesis suggests a need to further explore public video-sharing sites like 
YouTube as spaces for vocational learning in terms of what kind of skills, 
methods and knowledge instructional videos are mediating. The findings 
indicate that YouTube instructional videos for cashier work, particularly 
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vlogs (experience, workday, tutorial, lecture and gaming types), serve as a 
way to overcome the permission paradox: “you cannot get the job without 
experience, and you can’t get the experience without the job” (Citrin & 
Smith, 2003, p. 4). Although vlogs were not within the empirical scope of 
this thesis, the vlog narratives and viewer comments showed that each vlog 
and commentary field is a space for asynchronous reflections, questions 
and dialogues on experiences of becoming and working as a cashier. The 
number of instructional videos for work and skills training on YouTube 
is increasing rapidly, and as predicted by Snelson and Perkins (2009) 
and Bonk (2013), the content is now being produced by professionals 
(education providers, employers and organisations) as well as individuals 
(vlogs). In contrast to, for example, instructional videos in healthcare and 
medical education (e.g., Desai et al., 2013; Topps et al., 2013), relatively 
few education providers and educators have produced instructional videos 
for cashier work and customer service. In response, the content of existing 
professional and peer instructional video types for service work on YouTube 
could be assessed in relation to school curricula and educational goals.

7.1 LIMITATIONS 
The selection of retail chain stores in this thesis can be considered narrow 
since they do not represent salespeople’s service encounters in other 
retail contexts, such as retail outlets, home electronics, home furnishings 
or grocery stores and supermarkets, which could be seen to preclude 
generalisability on a larger scale. Furthermore, this thesis does not claim to 
measure either salespeople’s and apprentices’ learning or the effectiveness 
of the various instructional video types developed in the taxonomy (e.g., 
Brame, 2016; Caris-Verhallen et al., 2000; Chen & Wu, 2015; Guo et al., 
2014). Rather, the thesis points to the possibilities of how video can be 
used for different purposes in workplace learning and VET. Another issue 
that was not addressed in this thesis was salespeople’s skills development 
in the workplace. For instance, no possibilities were offered to explore 
in greater depth what learning new technology and software programs 
involved. Notwithstanding these limitations, this thesis certainly adds to 
the understanding of how digitalisation is changing workplace learning in 
the connected service encounter.
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CHAPTER 8

SVENSK SAMMANFATTNING

Vi lever alltmer i en värld där arbete utförs av både människor och digital 
teknik (AI, robotar), arbetsuppgifter och aktiviteter är sammanflätade i 
så kallade digitala nätverk, vilket innebär förändringar av den kompetens 
som efterfrågas i arbetslivet. Digitaliseringen ställer krav på utveckling 
av yrkesutbildningar samtidigt som osäkerheten är stor kring vilka 
kompetenser som kommer att behövas i ett arbetsliv som ständigt är i 
förändring. Kritiskt tänkande och problemlösning, samarbete i och mellan 
olika nätverk, muntlig och skriftlig kommunikation, bedöma och analysera 
information, vara rörlig och anpassningsbar, social och emotionell är 
några exempel på kompetenser som lyfts fram i diskussion om framtidens 
arbetsliv (EU, 2006, 2014).

Syftet med denna avhandling är att undersöka hur digitaliseringen 
förändrar arbetsplatslärande inom servicearbete, med särskilt fokus på 
emotionellt arbete i servicemöten. Servicearbete innefattar yrken där den 
anställde har direktkontakt med kunder eller någon annan tjänstemottagare 
och är i en underordnad position i anställningsförhållandet (Bélanger & 
Edwards, 2013). Utifrån denna lite bredare definition så inkluderas både 
yrken som kräver högskoleutbildning, exempelvis läkare, psykolog, jurist 
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och lärare och yrken på gymnasial nivå som butikssäljare, guide, servitör 
och hotellreceptionist. 

Denna avhandling fokuserar på serviceyrken på gymnasial nivå, 
mer specifikt butikssäljare inom detaljhandeln. För många unga, 
oavsett gymnasieutbildning, är butiksjobb ofta det första steget in på 
arbetsmarknaden, men även för vuxna som av olika anledningar står utanför 
arbetsmarknaden eller saknar formell utbildning. Handeln är också en av 
de branscher som i snabb takt förändras i och med digitaliseringen och en 
ökad användning av digitala teknologier. Verksamheten i fysiska butiker 
och servicemötet mellan företag, säljare och kund organiseras runt digitala 
serviceekosystem som ständigt utvecklas och förändrar arbetsprocesser och 
funktioner. Det innebär bland annat implementering av molnbaserade 
digitala kassasystem som efter behov expanderas och integreras med 
andra system på digitala plattformar, till exempel med lager-, rapport-, 
budget-, inventerings-, kundhanterings-, leverantörs- och personalsystem. 
I avhandlingen används begreppen den uppkopplade butiken och det 
uppkopplade kundmötet för butiker som organiserat sin verksamhet kring 
sådana digitala serviceekosystem. Digitaliseringen av servicemötet mellan 
företag och kund är en process som förändrar butikssäljares roll, arbete och 
kompetenser i mötet med kunden. 

Avhandlingen tar sin utgångspunkt i etnografiska metoder och bygger 
på fyra empiriska studier som tillsammans bidrar med fyra perspektiv på 
arbetsplatslärande i butikssäljares servicemöten: butikssäljarna, lärlingarna, 
digitala instruktörerna (YouTubevideos för kassaarbete) och arbetsgivarna. I 
avhandlingen ställs följande fyra frågor: 

1. Vilka förutsättningar formar säljarnas servicemöten i uppkopplade 
butiker, och hur förändrar detaljhandelsorganisationernas 
digitalisering av frontlineservice säljarnas servicemöten?

2. Vilka förutsättningar formar lärlingars kassapraktik i uppkopplade 
butiker, och hur möjliggör och/eller begränsar sådana villkor 
yrkeslärande?

3. Vilka servicekunskaper, färdigheter och metoder tränas i YouTubes 
instruktionsvideor för kassaarbete?

4. Hur har arbetsgivares videomodellering av kassörers arbete, 
kompetenser och roll i servicemötet i kassan förändrats över tid?
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BAKGRUND
Servicearbete växte fram i det postindustriella samhället på 1970-talet och 
definierades då som ”ett spel mellan personer” (Bell, 1973, p. 576) och att 
servicemöten sågs som var ”först och främst sociala möten” (McCallum 
& Harrison, 1985). Forskningen om servicemötet som fenomen är 
omfattande och det finns flera definitioner och metaforer för interaktionen 
mellan servicearbetaren och kunden. Ett exempel är ‘high-touch, low-tech’ 
som avser ett personligt möte ansikte mot ansikte utan inblandning av ny 
teknologi. I litteraturen framgår också att definitionerna av servicemötet 
inom forskning om servicearbete skiljer sig från hur servicemötet 
definieras i service-, organisations- och managementlitteraturen.  Studier 
om servicearbete fokuserar på interaktionen mellan den serviceanställde 
och kunden i servicemötet, hur serviceanställda hanterar arbetsgivarens 
’känsloregler’ och hur man ska definiera och mäta emotionella kompetenser. 
Hochschild (1979, 1983) introducerade begreppen ’emotionellt arbete’1 
och ’känsloregler’2 för att beskriva vad servicearbetare gör som går 
utöver kognitiva och fysiska arbetsuppgifter (dvs, mätbara kunskaper 
och färdigheter) och som innebär att man i sitt arbete tvingas visa upp 
andra känslor än man i verkligheten känner. Kortfattat kan man säga att i 
forskning om servicearbete så betraktas servicemötet som ”ett spel mellan 
människor”.

I serviceforskningen, å andra sidan, betraktades servicemötet först som 
ett spel mellan människor som drivs av specifika inlärda beteenden som 
är relevanta för situationen (d.v.s. roller). Dessa beteenden, attityder och 
värderingar formulerades i företagets manus för servicemöten, det vill 
säga en detaljerad instruktion till de anställda kring hur de ska interagera 
med kunder i servicemötet (Bélanger & Edwards, 2013; Wharton, 2009). 
Idag har idén om servicemötet som ett spel mellan två parter ersatts av 
servicemötet som ett servicesystem eller nätverk. Fokus i servicesystemet är 
interaktionen mellan företaget och kunden som möjliggörs genom digitala 
serviceekosystem. Både kunder och anställda är aktörer i systemet bidrar 
till att skapa kundservice och värde i företaget (Bowen, 2016; Lusch, 

1  Emotional labour

2  Feeling rules 
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2011). Kortfattat kan man säga att servicemötet betraktas som ett ”spel 
mellan företag, kunder, och det digitala serviceekosystemet”

Arbetsplatslärande är ett fenomen med olika definitioner beroende 
på sammanhang. Till exempel så används begreppet arbetsplatsförlagt 
lärande inom gymnasieskolan och vuxenutbildningen, i arbetslivet 
används begrepp som arbetsbaserat lärande och arbetsplatslärande, medan 
verksamhetsförlagd utbildning, lärande i arbetslivet och arbetsintegrerat 
lärande är exempel på begrepp som används inom högskoleutbildning. 
Digitaliseringen har dock förändrat vår syn på arbete och var det utförs. En 
arbetsplats kan vara en fysisk plats, olika fysiska platser eller virtuell. I den 
här avhandlingen används begreppet arbetsplatslärande för att beskriva 
lärande, undervisning och kompetensutveckling för arbetslivet som sker 
på arbetsplatser, utanför arbetsplatser och online genom till exempel 
onlinekurser, online-instruktionsvideos och sociala medier. 

Forskning om arbetsplatslärande, servicearbete och digitalisering av 
servicemötet har utvecklats som separata fält vilket innebär att kunskapen 
om vad serviceanställdas emotionella arbete i det uppkopplade servicemötet 
är och kunskapen om hur roller, arbetsuppgifter och kompentenser 
förändras är otillräcklig. Avhandlingen ska bidra till kunskaper som kan 
göra att denna lucka i forskningen minskar. 

TEORETISKT RAMVERK OCH METOD
I studier av servicearbete och emotionellt arbete och kompetenser i 
servicemötet så är arbetsprocessteori (labour process theory) en vanlig ansats 
(Knights & Willmott, 1990) . Inom forskningsfältet arbetsplatslärande 
är i stället praktikteoretiska ansatser vanliga för att studera lärande 
och undervisning i arbete och på arbetsplatser. En praktikteoretisk 
utgångspunkt är användbar när man vill analysera och förstå hur till 
exempel digitaliseringen förändrar yrkespraktiker och arbetsplatslärande. I 
den här avhandlingen används teorin om praktikarkitekturer (Kemmis et 
al., 2014) för att studera och beskriva dels butikssäljares emotionella arbete 
och lärande i servicemöten, dels online undervisning för emotionellt arbete 
(kassör) i servicemötet i kassan genom instruktionsvideos. 

Inom TPA, som först formulerades av Stephen Kemmis och Peter 
Grootenboer (2008), utgår man ifrån att den sociala verkligheten 
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består av en mängd olika praktiker. Dagligen så engagerar vi oss i olika 
praktiker genom att interagera med andra människor och vår omgivning, 
som exempelvis när vi arbetar, träffas för den dagliga fikapausen, går en 
onlinekurs eller handlar kläder i en butik. Enligt TPA (Kemmis, 2019) 
så är ett socialt möte en praktik och enligt McCallum och Harrison 
(1985) så är servicemötet ett socialt möte. Med denna utgångspunkt kan 
servicemötet konceptualiseras som en servicepraktik som uppstår i det 
ögonblick då en säljare och kund interagerar på butiksgolvet, i kassan, via 
telefon eller online. Enligt TPA så utgörs en praktik av det som sägs-görs-
relateras och som svarar på frågan ”Vad händer här?”. Servicepraktikens 
syfte, eller projekt är att skapa kundservice, kundupplevelser och värde i 
organisationen (Bowen, 2016). Servicepraktiken formas och möjliggörs 
av olika strukturer och förutsättningar, praktikarkitekturer, som analytiskt 
delas in i kulturella-diskursiva, materiella-ekonomiska och sociala-politiska 
arrangemang (Henning Loeb et al., 2019).

TPA och nyckelbegreppen som hör till teorin utgör avhandlingens 
analytiska ramverk. Som utgångspunkt för att teoretisera servicepraktiken 
användes begreppet ’pedagogisk praktik’ som nyligen introducerades av 
Kemmis et al. (2020). Som tidigare nämnts så har servicemötet definierats 
som ett spel mellan säljare och kund med givna roller och spelregler, det så 
kallade serviceskriptet. Säljarens säljpraktik är ekologiskt sammanlänkad 
med köparens köppraktik och tillsammans skapar de kundservice 
och värde i servicemötet (Figur 1). I avhandlingen fokuseras säljarens 
servicemöte, det vill säga säljpraktiken och kundens köppraktik betraktas 
som en del av de praktikarkitekturer som möjliggör och begränsar säljarens 
sägande, görande och relaterande i säljpraktiken. I verkligheten är det sägs-
görs-relateras i servicemötet sammanflätat till en helhet, men analytiskt så 
kan interaktionen mellan säljaren och kunden delas in i tre dimensioner, 
den semantiska dimensionen, den fysiska dimensionen och den sociala 
dimensionen. 
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  Figur 1 Servicemötet som servicepraktik (vänster) och säljarens säljpraktik (höger)

I den semantiska dimensionen möts säljaren och kunden som 
samtalspartners (sägande), där kommunikations möjliggörs, begränsas eller 
till och med hindras av kulturella-diskursiva arrangemang, som språk, tankar 
och diskurser. I den fysiska dimensionen interagerar (görande) säljaren 
med kunden genom att använda materiella-ekonomiska arrangemang som 
exempelvis rutiner, metoder, produkter, kassasystem och tid. I den sociala 
dimensionen av säljpraktiken skapar säljaren en relation (relaterande) med 
kunden som möjliggörs och begränsas av sociala-politiska arrangemang, 
som exempelvis arbetsgivarens serviceskript (hur känslor, attityder, normer, 
värderingar och roller ska användas i servicemötet). Genom att använda 
det analytiska ramverket i TPA så följer också viss typ frågor, till exempel, 
”Vad händer i här?” eller ”Hur relaterar säljaren och kunden till varandra?”

 En praktikteoriansats innebär också att praktiknära forskningsmetoder 
ingår i den verktygslåda man plockar ihop för att kunna studera sitt 
fenomen. Avhandlingen bygger på fyra separata studier som genomfördes 
mellan 2014 och 2021 genom olika etnografiska metoder, online och online 
video metoder (Figur 2). TPA och analytiska begrepp och frågeställningar 
från teorin i kombination med narrativa metoder bildade ramverket för 
analysarbetet i samtliga studier.



137

Figur 2 Översikt av avhandlingens studier och forskningsmetoder

Studie 1: Butikssäljarna. Denna longitudinella studie som är kopplad till 
forskningsfråga 1undersökte butikssäljares säljpraktiker i 21 olika butiker 
vilka ingick i en butikskedja (mode, skor, hårvård, skönhet, optiker, 
smycken och accessoarer). Datamaterialet producerades mellan juli 
2015 och augusti 2021 genom en kombination av etnografiska metoder: 
deltagande fältobservationer (dolda, öppna, jobbskuggning), intervjuer, 
fältintervjuer, fältanteckningar och forskningsloggbok samt online 
forskning (dokument).

Studie 2: Lärlingarna. Denna studie som är kopplad till den andra 
forskningsfrågan undersökte lärlingars praktik i den uppkopplad kassan. 
Datamaterialet producerades mellan maj 2014 och december 2015 
genom aktionsforskning och etnografiska forskningsmetoder i en studie 
av matematikinnehållande aktiviteter i lärlingsvux till butikssäljare 
som jag genomförde inom ramen för min licentiatuppsats (Arkenback-
Sundström, 2017). Studie 2 bygger på en ny analys av datamaterialet 
som består av lärlingsloggböcker, forskningsloggbok, fältanteckningar, 
intervjutranskript, foton, och videoklipp.

Studie 3: De digitala instruktörerna. (YouTube videos för kassaarbete). 
För att besvara forskningsfråga 3 användes online videoforskning, som 
innebär att online videos utgör det huvudsakliga datamaterialet. Med 
YouTube som datakälla producerades datamaterialet genom observation 
av instruktionsvideos mellan maj 2018 och juni 2021. Det slutliga urvalet 
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bestod av 160 instruktionsvideos för kassaarbete som producerats mellan 
1917 och 2020 och som analyserades genom att kombinera upprepade 
observationer med TPA, multimodal analys och narrativa metoder.

Studie 4: Arbetsgivarna. I denna studie som adresserar den fjärde 
och sista forskningsfrågan, undersöktes hur arbetsgivares modellering, 
via instruktionsvideo, av kassörens roll, uppgifter och kompetenser i 
servicemötet förändrats mellan 1917 och 2019. Datamaterialet producerades 
mellan juni 2018 och mars 2021 genom online videoforskning (samma 
som ligger till grund för studie 3) och urvalet utgjordes av 30 training 
videos, 10 tutorial videos och 10 screencast videos. 

 RESULTAT
Resultaten av avhandlingen presenteras i fyra artiklar som tillsammans 
bidrar med kunskap om hur digitaliseringen förändrar emotionellt arbete 
och lärande i servicemötet och hur online instruktionsvideos bidrar till 
yrkeslärande för det uppkopplade servicemötet. 

I artikel 1 används ett postdigitalt perspektiv för att beskriva och diskutera 
de villkor och förutsättningar som formar butikssäljares servicemöten 
i den uppkopplade butiken. Den redogör för vilka spänningar som 
uppstår när butikskedjornas digitalisering i de fysiska butikerna förvandlar 
butikssäljares emotionella arbete, kompetenser och roll i servicemötet. Den 
digitala teknologier som implementeras i butikerna, som till exempel iPads 
på butiksgolvet, självskanning, appar och QR system uppfattas vara till för 
kunderna enbart och används därför inte i servicemötet med kunder. Den 
stationära kassan är säljarnas kontor och där finns allt som behövs för att 
lösa situationer, söka efter information och avsluta köpprocessen på ett 
smidigt och professionellt sätt. 

I artikeln dras slutsatsen att både säljare och butikschefer ser 
servicemötet som ett socialt möte (high-touch, low-tech) där den 
personliga interaktionen är i fokus. Studien visar dock att det uppkopplade 
servicemötet i kassan, som består av transaktioner och kundservice blir 
alltmer komplext och kännetecknas av postdigital dialog. Det innebär att 
säljaren har en digital dialog med kassasystemet (transaktioner) parallellt 
med den verbala dialogen med kunden (kundservice). I servicemötet 
har säljaren rollerna som översättare mellan systemet och kunden och 
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möjliggörare som hjälper kunden och systemet att prestera och löser problem 
som uppstår i samband med transaktioner. Ju fler digitala servicesystem 
som butikskedjan integrerade med kassasystemet, desto mer tid ägnade 
säljarna åt den digitala dialogen med kassasystemet i servicemötet. I rollen 
som samordnare länkade de ihop, tolkade och producerade information i 
olika system. 

Kassasystemets roller i det uppkopplade kundmötet var som 
kassör (transaktioner), övervakare, assistent, bibliotek och instruktör. 
Vidare så identifierade artikel 1 två framtidsscenarier, det servitiserade 
servicemötet och det automatiserade servicemötet, där det senare innebär 
att AI och robotteknik har ersatt människans roll i servicemötet. I det 
servitiserade servicemötet används i stället tekniken för att förstärka 
servicearbetarens kompetens i interaktionen med kunden. En fråga som 
ställs inom serviceforskningen just nu är vilka kompetenser som behövs 
för att samarbeta med AI teknik och robotar för att tillsammans producera 
kundservice och kundupplevelser och hur man tillägnar sig dessa. 

I artikel 2 undersöks och beskrivs praktikarkitekturer (kulturella-
diskursiva, materiella-ekonomiska, sociala-politiska arrangemang) som 
möjliggör, begränsar, men också hindrar yrkeslärande i den uppkopplade 
kassapraktiken. Det framkommer att det finns både en personlig och en 
digital handledare. Den personliga handledaren fokuserar på serviceskriptet 
för servicemötet, det vill säga kassapraktikens produktion av kundservice 
och ökad kundnöjdhet.  Det innebär bland annat att lära sig hur man 
kommunicerar och interagerar med kunden för att avsluta ett köp, 
rätt metoder för att hantera produkter och pengar, vilka värderingar, 
attityder och känslor som ska förmedlas till kunden och merförsäljning. 
Först så observerar lärlingen hur handledaren interagerar med kunderna 
och assisterar sedan handledaren med att till exempel larma av varor, 
vika plagg eller sortera varor på disken för att underlätta scanningen av 
etiketter. Varje ny kund är ett nytt servicemöte och en upprepning av 
kassapraktiken med variation. Efterhand, så tar lärlingen över fler och fler 
moment i kasspraktiken under det att handledaren instruerar, tillrättavisar 
och berömmer. 

Den digitala handledaren, kassasystemet har rollerna som instruktör 
för hur man utför olika aktiviteter i transaktionsprocessen (anvisningar 
poppar upp på skärmen), assistent i kassapraktiken, och övervakare av 
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lärlingens interaktioner med kassasystemet (t.ex. kassa-, lager-, kund-, och 
rapportsystem). Genom att självständigt söka och testa olika funktioner så 
lär man sig att använda det digitala servicesystemet. Vidare så framkom att 
handledarnas och lärlingarnas kunskaper och färdigheter (dispositioner) var 
inre arrangemang som möjliggjorde men också hindrade att lärlingar fick 
tillträde till kassapraktiken. Artikel 2 bidrar till den pågående diskussionen 
om digitalisering av arbetsplatslärande och servicearbete genom att visa 
att matematisk kompetens, digital kompetens och språkkompetens 
är förutsättning för att få praktisera i kassan. I likhet med artikel 1, 
framkommer att det uppkopplade servicemötet i kassan kännetecknas 
postdigital dialog Att lära sig kassan kräver att man kan kommunicera och 
interagera med både digital teknik och människor, vilket har konsekvenser 
för utformningen av yrkes- och vuxenutbildningen.

I artikel 3 utvecklas en praktik-baserad taxonomi för online 
instruktionsvideos i serviceutbildning. Två huvudkategorier av YouTube-
instruktionsvideos identifierades. Den första kategorin är Professionella 
instruktionsvideos som är producerade av arbetsgivare, organisationer, 
teknikföretag och utbildningsanordnare och som består av fyra videotyper: 
training, tutorial, screencast och lecture videos. Den andra kategorin är Peer-
instruktionsvideos, vlogs, som är producerade av privatpersoner (elever, 
kassörer) och som består av fem videotyper: experience, workday, tutorial, 
lecture, och gaming vlogs. De kanske mest intressanta fynden i artikel 3 
är: (1) ingen av videotyperna modellerar situationer i den uppkopplade 
kassan, (2) training videos fokuserar på kundservice in servicemötet 
det vill säga arbetsgivarens serviceskript, medan tutorial och screencast 
videos fokuserar på transaktioner, (3) vlogs diskuterar hur man lär sig att 
interagera med kund och system samtidigt (postdigital dialog), vilket lyfts 
fram som ett stort problem för nybörjaren, (4)  Det specifika med varje 
vlog-typ kan bidra till att utveckla användandet av elevproducerade videos 
i yrkesutbildning.

I artikel 4 beskrivs utvecklingen av arbetsgivarnas serviceskript för 
servicemötet i kassan, hur det är kopplat till teknikutvecklingen och att 
servicemötet i kassan involverar två moment, transaktioner och kundservice 
vilka är tydligt kopplade till de kompetenser som kännetecknar butikssäljares 
(och kassörers) emotionella arbete i det uppkopplade kundmötet. I artikel 
4 dras slutsatsen att arbetsgivares beskrivning av kundservicekompetenser 
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har varit tämligen stabila sedan 1917 och innefattar kommunikation, 
uppförandekod (behaviour), dresskod (appearance), rutiner, känslor, attityder, 
värderingar och relationer. Det som är intressant med detta resultat är att 
kundservicekompetenser (dvs soft, interpersonal, intangible, or social 
skills) har en mycket längre historia i handeln än vad som visats i tidigare 
studier. Till exempel så introducerade Warhurst et al. (2000) begreppet 
’aesthetic labour’ (estetiskt arbete) i interaktivt servicearbete först 2000. I 
praktiken har dock betydelsen av de anställdas klädsel, personliga hygien 
och kroppsspråk betonats av servicearbetsgivare sedan 1917.

Resultaten i artikel 4 visar också att datoriseringen av kassaapparaten 
och kassasystem i detaljhandeln på 1980-talet kan kopplas till 
arbetsgivarna fokus på kundservice i arbetsplatslärande. När kassasystemen 
automatiserade aktiviteter i transaktionsprocessen och beräkning av 
växel och rabatter så försvann tekniska kompetenser som involverar 
expertkunskap och matematiska, ekonomiska och tekniska kompetenser 
från training videos för servicearbete i kassan.

Resultaten från de fyra artiklarna visar att det uppkopplade servicemötet 
kan beskrivas som ett spel mellan människor och teknologi som kännetecknas 
av postdigital dialog. De traditionella rollerna säljare och tjänare är 
viktiga i det uppkopplade servicemötet men för att kunna spela de nya 
rollerna som översättare, möjliggörare, samordnare, konsult och expert krävs 
kompetensutveckling. Den digitala teknologin i kassan (mPOS system 
integrerade med det digitala serviceekosystemet) är inte längre begränsad till 
att automatisera transaktioner, den kräver att servicearbetaren interagerar 
och kommunicerar med olika system och kunden för att samproducera 
kundservice, ökad kundnöjdhet och värde i organisationen. Vidare så 
visade resultaten att emotionellt arbete i det uppkopplade servicemötet 
inkluderar kundservicekompetenser (postdigital kommunikation, 
rutiner, uppförandekod, dresskod, relationer, känslor, attityder och 
värderingar) som är sammanflätade med tekniska kompetenser (Fig.3). 
De tekniska kompetenserna som identifierades är: digital kompetens, 
problemlösningskompetens, expertkunskap, lärandekompetens, 
språkkompetens, matematisk kompetens och ekonomisk kompetens (t.ex. 
begrepp, kalkylprogram, budget). 
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Figur 3 Emotionellt arbete i det uppkopplade kundmötet – kundservicekompetenser 
är sammanflätade med tekniska kompetenser

DISKUSSION
Det är väletablerat att kunskaper och färdigheter som efterfrågas i arbetslivet 
kontinuerligt förändras och att kontinuerligt lärande är en förutsättning 
för att vara delaktig i och bidra till yrkespraktiker in konstant förändring. 
Arbetsplatslärande är viktig resurs i denna process och i olika forum 
diskuteras vilka kunskaper och kompetenser som kommer att behövas när 
AI och robotteknik automatiserar rutinuppgifter. I yrkesprogram har det 
blivit vanligare att komplettera traditionella yrkesrelaterade aktiviteter, 
uppgifter och mätbara kompetenser med generiska kompetenser, 
problemlösning och så kallade mjuka kompetenser (t.ex, attityd, 
organiserad, kommunikationskapacitet, flexibilitet, ledarskapskapacitet, 
motivation). Serviceyrken, speciellt yrken som involverar emotionellt 
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arbete, har de senast decennierna stått utanför denna diskussion. En 
konsekvens av att fokusera på kundservicekompetenser i servicemötet och 
betrakta kassasystemen som ett verktyg som automatiserar transaktioner 
är att både anställda och arbetsgivare är mindre rustade att följa med i 
den digitala transformationen i handeln. Eftersom kassasystemens 
gränssnitt är relativt oförändrade är det svårt för handledare, säljare och 
butikschefer att upptäcka och förstå hur kompetenskraven ändras när det 
digitala serviceekosystemet utvecklas. Resultaten visade att när anställda 
inte använde sig av den nya tekniken eller de utökade funktionerna i 
kassasystemet så förklarades det bero på bristande intresse eller motivation. 

Avhandlingen visade att säljarnas att butikschefernas föreställningar 
om vad som gör ett servicemöte formade interaktionen med kunderna. 
Oavsett säljarens ålder, så betraktades de mobila säljassistenterna, MSA:s 
(iPads, smartphones), som ett hinder i interaktionen med kunderna på 
butiksgolvet. Framför allt, så relaterades användandet av MSA:s till 
dålig uppförande, oartigt och opersonligt bemötande vilket indikerar 
att kedjornas implementering av MSAs, touchpads, QR-system och 
självscannings-kassor krockade med butikernas serviceskript. Den nya 
teknologin som kopplade samman servicemötet med e-handeln, sociala 
medier och varumärken ansågs vara till för kunderna, medan säljarna 
fortsatte att reproducera det traditionella servicemötet. I Figur 5.1 
(kapitel 5) visas att det är en kombination av villkor, praktikarkitekturer, 
som håller det traditionella servicemötet på plats. Det har varit relativt 
lite fokus på de serviceanställdas roll i servicesystemet på 2000-talet. Den 
snabba teknikutvecklingen mot vad som i denna avhandling benämns 
som det automatiserade och det servitiserade servicemötet har nu väckt 
ett intresse inom serviceforskningen för de serviceanställdas nya roller 
i servicesystemet. Strategier och forskning efterfrågas kring hur man 
får serviceanställda att acceptera de nya rollerna, hur man kan minska 
förändringsmotståndet och vad man behöver kunna för att samarbeta med 
AI teknologi i servicesystemet (De Keyser et al., 2019; Voorhees et al., 
2020). I denna avhandling konkluderas det att det inte räcker att förändra 
de anställdas sätt att tänka, organisationer måste ändra sin säljpraktik och 
omgivningen i form av kollegor, arbetsgivare, kompetensutveckling och 
yrkesutbildning är centrala aspekter för att stödja dessa förändringar.   
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SLUTSATS
Avhandlingen bidrar med insikter om vilka förutsättningar och villkor som 
gör säljares servicemöten i butik möjliga, hur servicemöten på butiksgolvet 
genomförs som ett spel mellan människor och på vilka sätt den stationära 
kassan har varit och förblir central i processen att skapa kundservice och 
kundupplevelser. Den ger också insikter i hur detaljhandelskedjornas 
digitalisering av servicemötet i butik – som syftar till att skapa sömlösa 
kundköpupplevelser – förändrar säljarnas roller, kompetens och 
emotionella arbete. Resultaten visar att butikssäljare har få möjligheter att 
utveckla de kompetenser som krävs i det uppkopplade servicemötet genom 
lärande i arbete, det vill säga arbetsplatsförlagt lärande. Det uppkopplade 
servicemötet förändras kontinuerligt vilket innebär att lärandekompetens 
är en viktig kompetens även i interaktivt servicearbete.

Avhandlingens resultat väcker i sin tur flera frågeställningar som rör 
utvecklingen av arbetsplatslärande och yrkesutbildning. Hur undervisar 
och lär man sig postdigital dialog? Behövs det ett nytt serviceskript för 
det uppkopplade servicemötet? Vilka konsekvenser har det uppkopplade 
servicemötet för yrkesidentiteten? Hur håller man balansen mellan touch 
och tech? Hur förändras arbetsmiljön på den teknikintensiva (ljud, ljud, 
digital interaktion) servicearbetsplatsen?  Detta är några av de frågor som 
kommer att vara viktiga att ta reda på i framtida forskning.
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