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What is a “learning organization”?

Like people, organizations must continually learn new things or face obsolescence. A key challenge for organizations, therefore, is to establish a culture that will enhance their employees’ ability to learn—to build so-called learning organizations. Learning organizations, says MIT professor Peter Senge, who coined the term, are places “where people continually expand their capacity to create the results they truly desire, where new and expansive patterns of thinking are nurtured, where collective aspiration is set free, and where people are continually learning how to learn together.”
 

More formally, a learning organization is an organization that actively creates, acquires, and transfers knowledge within itself and is able to modify its behavior to reflect new knowledge.
 Note the three parts:

1.
Creating and acquiring knowledge: In learning organizations, managers try to actively infuse their organizations with new ideas and information, which are the prerequisites for learning. They acquire such knowledge by constantly scanning their external environments, by not being afraid to hire new talent and expertise when needed, and by devoting significant resources to training and developing their employees.

2. Transferring knowledge: Managers actively work at transferring knowledge throughout the organization, reducing barriers to sharing information and ideas among employees.

3. Modifying behavior: Learning organizations are nothing if not results oriented. Thus, managers encourage employees to use the new knowledge obtained to change their behavior to help further the organization’s goals.

Example of a Learning Organization: An Automaker’s Experimental Mindset  

Experimental mindset—support for trying new things—is an important factor in facilitating learning. Before it was acquired by Daimler and became DaimlerChrysler, an example of a company employing this learning factor was American automaker Chrysler Corp.

Although it used most of the same 150 suppliers as its larger rivals General Motors and Ford, it did not purchase as much in volume and so did not receive the same kinds of quantity discounts. To cut costs, Chrysler therefore increased its learning capability by involving its suppliers earlier in the car-design process, soliciting ideas on cost savings and technological innovations, thereby finding out about new materials, parts, and other technologies before its competitors. 

“When it comes to new technology,” a supplier was quoted as saying, “Chrysler winds up getting a peek under the tent early. None of the other car companies we work with are as accessible or willing to take advice from suppliers.”

How to Build a Learning Organization: Three Roles Managers Play

Managers must perform three key functions or roles in order to create a learning organization: (1) build a commitment to learning, (2) work to generate ideas with impact, and (3) work to generalize ideas with impact.

1. Managers can build a commitment to learning: To instill in their employees an intellectual and emotional commitment to the idea of learning, a manager needs to lead the way by investing in it, publicly promoting it, creating rewards and symbols of it, and similar activities. In publicly promoting it, for example, they can disseminate videos and readings to employees, be a presenter or participant at training seminars, or share with other managers management practices they’ve learned.

2. Managers can work to generate ideas with impact: As a manager, you need to try to generate ideas with impact—that is, ideas that add value for customers, employees, and shareholders—by increasing employee competence through training, experimenting with new ideas, and other leadership activities listed in the table.

3. Managers can work to generalize ideas with impact: Besides generating ideas with impact, managers can also generalize them—that is, reduce the barriers to learning among employees and within the organization. Managers can create a climate that reduces conflict, increases communication, promotes teamwork, rewards risk taking, reduces the fear of failure, and increases cooperation.
 In other words, they can create a psychologically safe and comforting environment that increases the sharing of successes, failures, and best practices.

Why Organizations Might Resist Learning

Organizations, like the people in them, do not consciously resist learning. But resistance arises anyway, for three reasons.
 

1. People believe competition is always better than collaboration: Most of us live by certain paradigms, generally accepted ways of viewing the world. One of the most important in American society and business is the paradigm (“pare-uh-dime”) that competition is superior to collaboration. This paradigm can lead employees within an organization to battle each other when success depends on their cooperation. Overemphasis on competition also makes people—particularly leaders—more concerned about “looking good rather than doing good,” hampering learning because they are reluctant to admit ignorance or mistakes. It also makes people hesitate to do tasks they worry they won’t perform well. Finally, it makes everyone more concerned about short-term measurable results rather than long-term solutions to root causes of problems.

2. Fragmentation leads to specialized fiefdoms that resist learning: Today most people are specialists, trained to work in specific areas. This fragmented, piecemeal approach will solve some kinds of problems but not those of great significance to society, such as lack of health-care coverage. Nor will it help solve organization-wide problems, such as the effect of new technology on the nature of the enterprise. To address these matters, we need people who have an understanding of systems, who view the world as a whole consisting of interrelated parts. In organizations, fragmentation not only creates specialists working in functional areas, it also erects walls between them, with workers battling each other for power and resources. Left behind on the battlefield are important ideas such as sharing and collaboration and as a consequence learning as well.

3. Unless encouraged, people won’t take risks, the basis for learning:  Do you resist learning a new word-processing program because you’ve gotten along just fine with the one you’ve used so far? Most of us tend to resist change, choosing to stay within our comfort zones, because change can be frustrating, even stressful. On the other hand, you no doubt have some areas of great personal interest (video games? cooking? motorcycles?) that inspire your curiosity, imagination, and experimentation—that is, that fuel the drive to learn and take chances. Learning requires taking some risks, as in making mistakes or in revealing your ignorance for all to see. But if our natural tendency to want others’ approval is coupled with an organizational climate that favors management by fear and intimidation, people will resist taking risks, and so little learning will take place.



















� Adapted from A. Kinicki and B. K. Williams, Management: A Practical Approach (Burr Ridge, IL: McGraw-Hill/Irwin, 2003), chaps. 2, 8. 


� P. Senge, The Fifth Discipline (New York: Doubleday, 1990), p. 1.


� D. A. Garvin, “Building a Learning Organization,” Harvard Business Review, July/August 1993, pp. 78–91; and R. Hodgetts, F. Luthans, and S. Lee, “New Paradigm Organizations: From Total Quality to Learning to World-Class,” Organizational Dynamics, Winter 1994, pp. 5–19.


� A. S. Miner and S. J. Mezias, “Ugly Duckling No More: Pasts and Futures of Organizational Learning Research,” Organization Science, January–February 1996, pp. 88–99; and R. P. Mai, Learning Partnerships: How Leading American Companies Implement Organizational Learning (Chicago: Irwin, 1996). 


� D. M. Noer, Breaking Free: A Prescription for Personal and Organizational Change (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1996); S. F. Slater, “Learning to Change,” Business Horizons, November–December 1995, pp. 13–20; and D. Ulrich, T. Jick, and M. Von Glinow, “High-Impact Learning: Building and Diffusing Learning Capability,” Organizational Dynamics, Autumn 1993, pp. 52–66.


� N. A. Wishart, J. J. Elam, D. Robey, “Redrawing the Portrait of a Learning Organization: Inside Knight-Ridder, Inc.,” Academy of Management Executive, February 1996, pp. 7–20; C. Argyris, “Good Communication that Blocks Learning,” Harvard Business Review, July–August 1994, pp. 77–85; and D. A. Garvin, “Building a Learning Organization,” Harvard Business Review, July–August 1993, pp. 78–91.


� J. B. Keys, R. M. Fulmer, and S. A. Stumpf, “Microworlds and Simuworlds: Practice Fields for the Learning Organization,” Organizational Dynamics, Spring 1996, pp. 36–49; and F. Kogman and P. M. Senge, “Communities of Commitment: The Heart of Learning Organizations,” Organizational Dynamics, Autumn 1993, pp. 5–23.





2

