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Organizational Learning and the Learning 

Organization 
Elias Zerfu (PhD), Email: ezerfu@yahoo.com; Phone: +251 091113525 

 
The importance of learning is linked to the current pressure for change 
facing most, if not all, organizations.  Within a stable, not pressured 
environment, the need for organizational learning on a major scale is 
seen as unnecessary. In fact, stable environments rarely exist, just 
environments that are perceived as unthreatening, where organizations 
fail to detect the small signs of emerging change and react to them 
confidently in terms of established ways of doing things. 
 
The concept of managing learning implies that organizations encourage their 

staff to be better at recognizing key signals: at analyzing data, of its members, 

or whether it is simply a sum of the component parts.  Organizations are an 

essential part of the way our society operates. They can be found at all levels 

of society and are involved in the bulk of the transactions in which we engage 

with other people. 
 

Organizations are, however, much more than means of providing 
goods and services. They create the settings in which most of us 
spend our lives.  In this respect, they have profound influence on our 
behavior.  Because of their importance to our everyday lives, the 
study of behavior within organizations has become a discipline in its 
own right, concerning: 
 

The study of human behavior, attitudes and performance 
within an organizational setting; drawing on theory, methods and 
principles from such disciplines as psychology, sociology and cultural 
anthropology to learn about individual perceptions, values, learning 
capacities and action while working in groups and within the total 
organization, analyzing the external environment’s effect on the 
organization and its human resources, missions, objectives and 
strategies (Gibson, Ivancevich, and Donnelly, 1988) 
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Life within one organization may be similar to life in another, but it 
will also be different.  Each organization is unique.  This uniqueness 
emanates from each organization’s culture, which grows and changes 
during the life of the organization.  It is influenced by its original and 
developing purpose, the people in the membership and those with 
influence on the organization. 
 
Therefore, if each organization is unique and has its own identity 
manifested in its culture, which develops and changes over time as a 
result of experience and influence, the organization must be capable of 
learning.  Learning, as defined earlier, is a purposeful activity aimed at 
the acquisition and development of skills and knowledge and their 
application.  An organization’s skills are found in its accepted behavior 
patterns and its collective knowledge in its shared assumptions.  The 
organizational attitude exists in the core values.  If these can be 
developed within an individual, there is no reason why this cannot 
happen for an organization.  It is more difficult and will take longer to 
achieve, but these factors do not reduce the possibility of organizational 
learning. 
 
A learning organization is one that: 

• Seeks to create its own future 

• Assumes learning is an ongoing and creative process for its 
members 

• Develops, adapts and transforms itself in response to the 
needs and aspirations of people, both inside and outside itself 

• Allows people at all levels, individually and collectively, to 
continually increase their capacity to produce results they 
really care about 

• Has a climate in which individual members are encouraged to 
learn and to develop their full potential? 

• Extends this learning culture to include customers, suppliers 
and other significant stakeholders 

• Makes human resource development strategy central to 
organizational policy 

• Is in a continuous process of organizational transformation. 
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The purpose of this process of transformation, as a central activity, is 
to enable the organization to search within and without for new ideas, 
new problems and new opportunities for learning, to improve its 
performance in an increasingly competitive world. 
 
Why should organizations care? Because the level of performance and 
improvement needed today requires learning, lots of learning.  At the 
heart of a learning organization lies the belief that enormous human 
potential lies locked and undeveloped in our organizations.  Central 
to this belief is the conviction that when all members of an 
organization fully develop and exercise their essential human 
capacities, the resulting congruence between personal and 
organizational visions, goals, and objectives will release this potential. 
Being a member of a learning organization is not necessarily an easy 
role.  In fact it can be distinctly uncomfortable, depending on the 
individual’s view of the world.  To those who are excited by learning 
and development, who actively seek change and growth, the notion of 
continuous learning is very attractive – the prospect of being involved 
in a learning organization is desirable. To others, the opposite may be 
true. The idea of change and challenge can be frightening to those who 
prefer continuity and routine. 

 
There is a belief among those who are committed to learning and 
development that this will be beneficial to all.  This is not a correct 
assumption.  Some people are content to go to work and do the same 
job, day in, day out, for the whole of their working lives.  They have as 
much right to take this view as those who believe differently.  However, 
their wish for stability must not lead to stagnation, for stagnation brings 
death, ignites wake.  As with people, some organizations prefer 
stability in their culture and work actively to preserve the status quo.  
The existence of ‘dynamic conservatism’ must not be ignored.   

 
The Shape of a Learning Organization 

It is not possible to construct a diagram of a learning organization. 
There is no predetermined structure that can be laid out on a page.  
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Neither is there a flow chart of systems and processes, which can act as 
a formula for other organizations to replicate. Learning organizations 
are not like that.  It may be easier to draw a picture of a learning 
organization than to show its structure.  A picture can communicate 
feel as well as give form to an organism, for a learning organization is 
more than doing; it is being. It is important that managers who want to 
develop such an organization appreciate that they need to believe. To 
become a learning organization, an organization must be more than 
one with a policy.  Commitment and beliefs only become real when 
they are translated into the actions and approaches taken by the 
organization’s managers and others with leadership or power roles.  
These people need to base their actions on the belief that people 
throughout the organization have the right to be treated in a 
developmental way. 
 
A total organization can be a learning organization.  Alternatively, it is 
possible for a small section of a larger organization to become a 
learning organization, even though the rest of the wider organization 
would not meet the conditions.  This is because the actions and 
approaches taken by individual managers can foster and nurture a 
developmental climate. Equally, they can inhibit one.  Even in an 
organization striving to be learning organization, an individual 
manager can sabotage the intent by the attitudes adopted and actions 
taken towards other staff. Being a developmental manager requires 
determination, commitment, effort and belief.  Being a contra-
developmental manager is easy. You expect nothing, give nothing and 
get nothing. 

 
Being a Learning Organization 

A learning organization is an organization that facilitates the learning 
of all its members and continuously transforms itself (Pedler, et al., 
1991).  Learning happens at two levels: i) the individual level, where 
individuals learn through training, development processes or working 
experience, and ii) the organizational level, which is determined by the 
attribute that might encourage learning in a collective or systemic way, 
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innovation, and change.  To achieve the conversion of individual 
learning into organizational learning, certain essential factors need to 
be in place such as structure, systems and a climate where vertical and 
horizontal communications are strong, teamwork results in working 
routines that support innovation and knowledge creation. 
 
Senge (1990) found that organizational learning could be i) adaptive or 
single-loop learning, which is concerned with learning to cope and 
respond, and ii) generative or double-loop learning, which refers to 
new ways of looking at the world. In this respect Argyris (1990) stresses 
that “the single-loop refers to learning or adjustment that follows the 
recognition of an error”.  … Single-loop learning does not solve the 
more basic problem of why these problems existed in the first place” – 
very probably due to politics, fear, deference and attitudes towards 
authority. Double-loop learning calls for a higher level of learning, 
questioning why errors happened and problems occurred.  Triple-loop 
learning involves questioning established mindsets and a deeper sort 
of analysis about what the organization does and why it does it; about 
the constraints themselves; about the need to change values, 
assumptions, and ways of thinking.  In an organization where double- 
and triple-loop learning is achieved, performance is enhanced:  i) by 
increasing its efficiency as it cuts errors (doing things right), and ii) by 
strategically devoting itself to do what it is supposed to do the way it 
is supposed to be done, thus increasing its effectiveness (doing the right 
things). The challenge is to create a synergy by relating learning at the 
individual and organizational levels. 

 

Difficulties in Becoming a Learning Organization 

Becoming a learning organization is difficult to achieve mainly due to 
mental models and mindsets that limit the possibilities that we are 
prepared to consider (Senge, 1990, 1994).  These mindsets perpetuate 
traditional conceptions of organizations, such as conventional 
structure, culture and systems.  Organizations may be systemically bad 
at a type of learning that is fundamental to their success in 
contemporary markets and environments.  As Argyris and Schðn 
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(1978) explain, “organizations tend to create learning systems that 
inhibit double- loop learning that calls into question their norms, 
objectives and basic policies” – they learn not to learn.  Double-loop 
learning requires unlearning – requires the removal of obstructive 
working routines, processes and habits.  The staff of an organization 
perceive ‘reality’ through the systems of representation and meaning 
they use, e.g. categories, assumptions, convictions, and ways of 
thinking and understanding, which are pervasive within an 
organization and decisively structure what reality is, and what we 
think it means. 

 
Jones and Hendry (1992) developed a five-development phase model 
with the objective of creating the synergy necessary to become a 
learning organization, by relating learning at the individual and 
organizational levels: 
1) Foundation – Here the responsibility of the organization is to 

ensure that the ‘basic survival skills’ are acquired by developing 
human resource development strategies to motivate learning. 

2) Formation – Here the organization is to make available 
opportunities and resources for training and development of 
individuals as the learner makes demands for new learning. 

3) Continuation –Human resource development systems need to be 
sensitive to the differential pace of learning of individuals both on 
and off the job (Kolb). 

4) Transformation – concerns a complete change in the structures, 
systems and culture of the organization to respond to changes in 
society, technology, economy, environment, and politics.  It aims 
to achieve this: By actively implementing HRM strategies that 
value diversity, promote creativity, teamwork, communications. 
By developing strategies that actively support community 
initiatives.  By ensuring that the social and ethical dimensions 
underpin all organizational activity, with an emphasis on corporate 
responsibility, and learning focuses on management people change 
and self-assessment. 

5) Transfiguration – during this phase the organization will be 
concerned with the transformation plus the elevation leading to 
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idealization:  people coming first and a concern for society’s 
general welfare and betterment; asking questions about why the 
organization exists in the forms that it does; representing a way of 
life to be cherished because of its values; and developing to 
accommodate and understand global cultures, tolerance, 
integration, and cooperation. 
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Learning Organization 

Power points slides  
The objective of every organization or project is to achieve impact. The 
intention is to change “WHAT IS” to “WHAT AUGHT TO BE”.  
 

 
 
Some of the issues that were identified that block this change 

were the following: 
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