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ABSTRACT 

Today, organizations find themselves faced with constant 

change resulting in re-organization, downsizing, rightsizing, 

outplacement, mergers, and an ever increasing pressure to 

become more cornpetitive and better able to do more with less. 

This has become a challenging task for leaders in many 

organizat ions. 

Research is showing though, that some organizations are 

en joying signif icant success . The leaders and the employees 
are dealing rnuch more effectively with the onslaught of 

change. Many of these are what Peter Senge (1990) calls 

"learning organizations". In these organizations there is a 

shared vision, teamwork, open-ness, and a deep rooted 

commitment to the principle of learning at al1 levels. 

For many other organizations such as government, steeped 

in the conventions of traditional bureaucracy, it appears to 

be an almost impractical approach to leading an organization. 

These large bureaucratic machines have struggled perhaps more 

than otherç, to adapt to new demands and become more change- 

agile. The reasons for this are numerous. This paper examines 

the bureaucracies, clarifies some of the challenges it faces, 

and outlines a set of principles and guidelines which would 

move an organization toward the concept of a learning 

organization. 



iii 

P r i o r  to that however, a comprehensive review of the 

literature reveals what Senge and others are saying about the 

learning organization. Senge is used as a benchmark against 

which other opinions are explored, cornpared and contrasted . 

The five disciplines which Senge outlines are fully explored 

and discussed, with a view to developing a definition of the 

learning organization. Throughout this review, there is 

continuous reference to the bureaucracy and the unique 

problems it faces in becoming more of a learning organization. 

Also, as part of the literature review, the concepts of 

organizational learning and the learning organization are 

examined. This is necessary in order to develop an 

appreciation for the overall process of becoming a learning 

organization. The inter-relationship and interdependence of 

these concepts are discussed. 

Finally, as these appreciations and understandings are 

fully developed, a set of principles and guidelines are 

compiled which recapitulate the ideas and perspectives 

presented throughout the paper on how to move toward the 

concept of the learning organization. 
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CHAPTER 1 

Nature of the Study 

The Problem 

Ideas on how organizations should operate in todayts 

world are diverse and varied. Organizations are faced with 

constant change involving re-organization, downsizing, 

rightsizing, outplacement, mergers, and an ever increasing 

pressure to become more competitive and better able to do more 

with less. We are in the rnidst  of a fundamental paradigm 

shift. "Perhaps the clearest evidence of this is t h a t  

organizations that once perceived people as long-terni assets 

now often see people as short term costs" (Noer, 1 9 9 5 ,  p. 16) . 

Many argue that t h i s  approach does not have a long term 

positive impact. "It may improve financial results in a short 

tirne, b u t  may cut too deeply and leave the Company even less 

capable of providing long terrn value" (Delavigne and 

Robertson, 1994 ,  p .  126). 

Senge (1990) argues that organizations must learn in 

order to make it in todayr s climate. They have to become what 

he calls a learning organization, more likely to encourage new 

and innovative ways of doing business, and be more focused on 

human relations. This is difficult for b u r e a u c r a t i c  

organizations. Becoming a learning organization means 

relinquishing power that cornes with higher level positions in 



these hierarchies, and that is something not al1 the power- 

holders have been anxious to do. Using government as their 

example, Osborne and Gaebler (1993) state plainly that "in 

todayfs world, things simply work better if those working in 

public organizations have the authority to make many of their 

o m  decisionsn (Osborne and Gaebler, 1993, p. 251) , While this 

is very important, those in more traditional organizations 

have found it a difficult step. 

In many organizations however, a more humane workplace 

and a cornmitment to lifelong learning have become the norm. 

For others, it has remained an elusive goal. Companies like 

IBM, Mobil Oil, and AT&T have, over the past several years 

instituted enormous change in the way they do business, and 

consequently have reaped the benefits. 

Governments are much more di£ £icult to modify and in many 

ways are very resistant to change, This paper will examine the 

concept and principles of the learning organizat ion as 

described by Senge (1990) and others. It will present to the 

reader concepts that if implemented, would initiate the 

transition £rom a large bureaucracy such as government toward 

a learning organization. The hierarchical structure that 

underlies bureaucracies like government makes this 

challenging . However , that is not the only challenge. Bass 

(1985) recognized that wtransformational approaches are 



less likely in large bureaucracies like government" (p. 160) . 

Rather, leaders in bureaucracies have clung to traditional, 

authoritarian-based approaches. Consequently, moving a 

bureaucracy toward the concept the learning organization 

In his book, The Fifth Discipline Senge points out that 

in todayf s world characterized by constant change, 

organizations that are excelling are those that have adopted 

new management styles and philosophies. The process of 

adapting to rapid change has led to success in a chaotic 

world. Large bureaucratic organizations have been slower to 

adapt. Conner (1992) states that major change cannot simply be 

announced. He says that "an organization should never issue a 

directive saying every division must reduce its head count by 

15% during the next three months. This would lead to major 

dysfunctionu (p. 8 3 )  . Yet , many large bureaucracies such as 

government have adopted just that approach. Marris (1986) 

agrees with Conner. "People must have real input to accept and 

assimilate changen (p. 157) . 

Senge (1990) states that people do not really resist 

change, but they do resist being changed. If we are to agree 

with this, then much depends on "howu the leader decides to 

approach the task of change management. The art of leading in 

times such as these becomes a much more difficult art to 



master. The range of skills that are recpired by a leader is 

very broad. Skills that until recently were more commonly used 

in the home are today very much a part of the world of work. 

Senge (1990), Kline & Saunders (1993), Anderson (1992) and 

Swieringa and Wierdsma (1992) a l 1  refer to how todayfs leader 

must coach, teach, counsel, encourage, support and motivate. 

They must have the skills to change the attitudes and 

convictions of the people they lead, and to lead the creation 

of a shared vision that al1 can be committed to. They must in 

fact have a utransformingu effect on those they lead.  

Research is showing evidence of the significant success 

e n j  oyed by organizations which resernble Senge' s learning 

organization. In these organizations there is a shared vision, 

teamwork, open-ness, and a deep rooted commitment to the 

principle of learning at al1 levels. Senge is not alone in his 

assertions. Kreisberg (l992), Marris (19861, Bass (1985), and 

Argyris and Schon (1978) al1 purport that for organizations to 

be truly effective, leaders must focus on the human factor 

more attentively. "The process of human relations iç of major 

concern to managers because it determines h o w  well the work of 

the organization is accomplished" (Deep, 1978, p. 4 ) .  

Governments, if they wish to be more effective, must work 

toward becoming learning organizations, with an increased 

emphasis on their human resources. Successful organizations 



realize that their most valuable resource i s  their human 

resource. 

The benefit of government utilizing what has been learned 

about learning organizations is far reaching. Over the past 

several years in government, emphasis has been focused on 

responsible fiscal management and quality service. These years 

have been characterized by change. Tremendous change has 

occurred in the way divisions are structured and the rnanner in 

which individuals are required to carry out their duties. 

In todayf s work environment, more is demanded of the 

public servant.  With less financial incentive to motivate 

staff and an increased emphasis on delivering higher quality 

service to the public, leaders within the public service are 

faced with new challenges. What methods do they employ and 

what techniques do they use to meet these new challenges? Much 

of the literature in the field refers to the transformational 

approach. 

Transf orming leaders are those who have 

inwardly decided to grow into becoming more 

consciousf developed, skilled, sensitive, and 

creative participants. They strive to make 

positive differences in organizations and in 

the lives of others wherever they go. 

(Anderson, 1992, p .  1) 



A transformaticnal approach 

challenges and effectively adapting 

a mutual stimulation and elevation 

hinges on meeting new 

to change. It emphasizes 

to new levels of needs- 

Bass (1985) says that managers can experience 

expectations when integrating this approach 

practice . 

results beyond 

into everyday 

Backsround to the Studv 

In government, as in al1 organizations, there is often 

one division that is much better able to adapt to change and 

better able to motivate itts staff than others. These more 

adaptable divisions often have leaders who are very proactive 

in the training and development of staff. They tend to be more 

progressive and allow for some sharing to occur in the 

decisions that are made. Other divisions, whose leaders employ 

more traditional management styles, born out of bureaucracy 

and authoritarianism, often endure frustration. Staff are 

often more difficult to motivate and confrontation i s  more 

common. 

Senge (1990) asserts that while situations like this are 

common in many organizations, the learning organization is 

characterized by just the opposite. Leaders in the learning 

organization are better able to adapt approaches in these 



changing times. The human element must become the focal point. 

Some managers in government may f eel they do not have the 

right skills. Burns (1978) reminds us that the necessary 

skills to become more transformational are more common than we 

generally recognize. As a leader in these turbulent times, 

leaders need to be able to care, to counsel, to listen, and to 

inspire. The leader is appreciated for the value he or she 

brings to the organization and its people, and is followed in 

the organization voluntarily, not necessarily because she or 

he is the boss. They must also show a genuine psychological 

commitment to their followers. 

These feelings are foreign to many workplaces, especially 

bureaucraties , and are usually the types of feelings reserved 

for one1 s family, or one1 s children. These are the very skills 

that are imperative to leadership success in the workplace 

today, and many leaders already possess them. Such leaders 

encourage free thinking and creativity in approaches at work, 

they nurture and counsel their followers as they would their 

children and they create in their followers higher level needs 

that are satisfied only by higher expectations from the 

leader. Rolls (1994) says that although it is a gradua1 

process, there is a movement in a new direction. 

We are moving toward whole self-integration 

with no separate selves for work and persona1 



lives. The new leader supports an intirnacy 

that believes in disclosing true selves in an 

environment of nurturance. As people seek 

heightened authenticity, compassion, 

wholeness, and meaning outside work, their n e w  

found growth and expectations will corne to 

work with them. We need to provide workplaces 

that nourish and foster both persona1 and 

organizational change. We need to discover how 

deeper meaning can be accessed i n  our 

work l ive s  (p .  1 0 7 )  . 

Rolls (1994) senses that there is already movement in 

that direction. In the type of workplace she envisions, there 

is less separation between our p e r s o n a l  lives and our 

worklives. In many workplaces, this is not the case. There is 

usually a very clear distinction between persona1 and work 

selves. Many of the skills that an individual may have are 

n e v e r  utilized i n  t h e  workplace.  Jobs a r e  designed in such a 

fashion so as  t o  encourage employees t o  do only what is 

specified in their position description. In many cases it is 

regarded negatively if one undertakes anything outside what 

one is supposed to be doing. 

The need for more progressive leadership styles is 

evidenced not only in government, but in many arenas. In a 



national Occupational Health and Safety Conference in October, 

1995, one of the plenary sessions was entitled "Managing 

Health and Safety in a Learning Organization". A senior 

consultant with Canadian Imperia1 Bank of Commerce discussed 

how Senge revolutionized our understanding of corporate 

culture. It is obvious that Conference organizers felt t h a t  

t h e  concept of the learning organization, as presented by 

Senge, is a significant turning point in how w e  view the art 

of leading and is integral to the implementation and 

maintenance of a successful program. This illustrates a 

growing awareness and appreciation for the concept of t h e  

learning organization. 

This research will synthesize the steps that government 

could take to accommodate t h e  change processes t h a t  are 

ongoing, t o  move toward the practices characteristic of t h e  

learning organization. I t  will illustrate the unique role of 

the leader and the need to share more of the decision making, 

and the need for team approaches to problem solving. 

Siqnificance of the Research 

Much of this research revolves around the types of 

problems and issues facing organizations today, and provides 

a synthesis of what some o f  t h e  most influential thinkers and 



writers are saying. Most of the literature will 

be contemporary, as some of the concepts being examined such 

as the learning organization and transformational leadership, 

are relatively new. However, some of the philosophies behind 

these concepts such as the importance of recognition, empathy, 

and understanding have been around for many years. 

Consequently, it is essentiai to explore, for example, Mary 

Parker Follett whose thoughts on management in 1925 were akin 

to many of the ideas being expressed in 1996. T h i s  

research will provide examples of specific organizations that 

have learned to meet the challenges of the nineties quite 

successfully. The leadership styles that have enhanced these 

change management skills will be examined and the learning 

organizations that have developed will be explored. 

There will be much reference to bureaucracy and the 

difficulties they face with today's stark realities. There 

will also be much discussion about how they could be more 

effective by beginning the transition toward a learning 

organization. 

Hopefully the paper will provide some optimism to those 

working in large bureaucratic organizations. There can be a 

great deal of frustration working in bureaucracy, and this 

research will highlight specif ic steps leaders within can take 

to begin the procesç of moving toward a more progressive 



organizational structure. Tt will provide an exarnination of 

the type of leadership that is required, a synthesis of the 

literature, and a set of guidelines which could be utilized to 

begin the movement of a bureaucracy toward the concept of the 

learning organization. 

The reasons for a leader wanting to do this could be 

manifold: "To launch new and superior products, to continually 

improve operating efficiencies, and to create more value for 

customers requires the ability to learn" [Thompson, 1995, p. 

85) . This is becoming more recognized and the more 

enterprising organizations have leaders with styles that 

affect the bottom line greatly. These organizations are often 

flatter, more egalitarian workplaces, and the leaders place 

people f irst . The result is a much more productive, energetic 

and resourceful group of ernployees. The literature revlew for 

this study has found nothing to dispute that. Thus, the study 

wi11 represent a compilation of information £rom a wide 

variety of sources and will also be very practical in that it 

utilizes real examples of the bureaucracy of government. 

Rationale for Research 

In governrnent today, as in al1 organizations, emphasis is 

being placed on effectiveness, efficiency and trying to do 



more with less. In many cases, decision-making still rests at 

t h e  senior levels, and there is minimal participation by the 

general staff complement in determining their work objectives 

and goals. The system is still very hierarchical (see Appendix 

A) . 
Swieringa and Wierdsma (1992) s t a t e  that "as long as the 

arrangement of organizations is based on classical principles 

such as a hierarchical structure, sharp division of labour, 

and centralized decision-making, then ineffectiveness will 

prevailN (p. 145) . If this is correct, what implications does 
this have on government's drive to be more effective in the 

delivery of services? One conclusion is that the challenge of 

changing a huge structure such as government will be much more 

demanding than changing smaller organizations. 

I n  government departments, there are thousands of 

employees geographically dispersed over broad areas (see 

Appendix B) There is also a vast array of leadership styles 

and approaches. However, the challenge of recasting a 

department as a learning organization is not an impossible 

t a s k .  While thero are differing points of view on how the act 

of leading should be carried out, there is a general 

recognition t h a t :  

Tearnwork produces better quality decisions. 

Motivation of employees is critical to success. 



Managing change effectively is an crucial skill. 

Effective leadership is absolutely essential. 

The Public Service Commission of Newfoundland is the 

central training agency for government. In their Training 

Course Calendar, several courses that are listed focus on many 

of the concepts that have been discussed thus far (see 

Appendix C ) .  So, it would be inaccurate to Say that there is 

no recognition of the need to change management approaches. 

Government however, is so extensive and diverse that it 

is very difficult to initiate a process that would cause 

leaders in al1 departments and in al1 locations to recognize 

the benefits of transformational leadership. Leaders need to 

discover themselves that to lead in these turbulent times, 

they must have the full support and encouragement of staff. 

Staff must be committed to their work and enjoy doing it. 

Burns (1978) says that the function of leadership is to 

"engageu followers, and not merely activate them, and this is 

precisely the challenge f acing today ' s leaders. While 

admittedly it may be challenging in a large bureaucracy that 

is very resistant to new ideas and methods, it is still very 

desirable and indeed possible. 



Desisn of the Studv 

This study will review the literature on the learning 

organization. After providing a brief historical account of 

organizational theory, the principles of the learning 

organizztion will be explored fully through a comprehensive 

review of the literature. Senge (1990) will be used as a 

benchmark for the review. When these principles have been 

clearly explored and outlined, the focus will change to the 

process of transforming a bureaucracy into a learning 

organization. Using Senge (1990) as a focal point, issues such 

as leadership will be examined. A set of guidelines will 

emerge which could be utilized in building a learning 

organization. Throughout the paper, any reference to the term 

"government" will denote the Government of Newfoundland and 

Labrador. 

Chapter 1 will provide the nature of the study outlining 

the background, significance, rationale and design for the 

research. 

Chapter 2 will provide a brief historical overview of 

organizational theory, f rom the era of classical 

organizational thought in the 1920's with Taylor, Fayol and 

Gulick, through the dam of the human relations era with Mayo 

and Follett and right up to the 1970's with Bennis, McGregor 



and Ouchi. This overview reveals how modern government 

bureaucracy was influenced by different theories, over a 

period of tirne. However a brief review of the current 

postmodern era reveals that government bureaucracies are being 

forced to consider other forms of organization. 

Chapter 3 will examine organizational learning and the 

learning organization. The purpose of this chapter is to 

examine the dif f erence and the relationship between the two 

concepts, and to develop, by examining the thoughts of various 

authors, a definition of each. 

Chapter 4 will explore thoroughly the literature on 

the learning organization. Sengers The Fifth Discipline will 

be the focal point, examining the £ive disciplines 

individually and comparing the ideas of Senge to a vast 

collection of other writers such as Casey (1993), Kanter 

(l995j , Kline and Saunders (1993) , Rolls (1994) and Swieringa 

and Wierdsma (1992) . The prirnary purpose of this chapter will 

be to develop an understanding of what a learning organizat ion 

is, and to synthesize ideas expressed by a l 1  the authors in 

developing a thorough appreciation of the learning 

organization. 

Chapter 5 will bring together al1 of the discussion on 

the learning organization outlining principles and guidelines 

for a bureaucracy to move toward becoming a learning 



organization. This chapter will take a practical approach and 

will recapitulate the ideas as examined in preceding chapters. 

Overall then, this study will be a comprehensive review 

of the literature, searching both ernpirical and theoretical 

studies, with a view to addressing the following question, 

particularly focusing on government as a bureaucracy. 

The general research  question: 

What is  required in order for a bureaucratie 

organization, such as government, to move toward 

becoming a "learning organization" ? 



CHAPTER 2 

Evolution of Organizational Thought 

Organizational theory has undergone many changes in this 

century. There has been a shift in emphasis to the human 

element of managing and a recognition by many leaders of the 

importance of the individual in making an organization 

successful. 

The characteristics of the best organizations 

tend to bring out the best in people. Al1 of 

these characteristics deal with hurnan 

relationships. No mention is made of 

technology, economic considerations, or the 

product. The entire focus is on human 

qualities - how and why people work well 

together. (Ouchi, 1981, p. 156) 

However, Mary Parker Follett was proclaiming the benefits 

of more humane organizations seventy years ago. Tollett 

believed that the fundamental problem in al1 organizations was 

developing and maintaining dynamic and harmonious 

relationships" (Hoy and Miskel, 1991, p. 12) . This chapter 

provides a very brie£ and general overview of some of the 

concepts that preceded the learning organization. The purpose 

is to explain various perspectives and also to demonstrate 



some of the in£ luences that impacted on current management 

philosophies, and to provide a sharp contrast to what  is being 

presented in the learning organization. 

Classical Manasement 

Frederick Taylor 

The early twentieth century was characterized by attempts 

to apply scientific principles to work and production. One of 

the most prominent theorists of the day was Frederick Taylor. 

" F r e d e r i c k  Taylor, an engineer who became known as the father 

of scientific management for his work in the ear ly  part of 

t h i s  century, recorded and then taught the exact motions of 

the most productive workers  in a factory so that everyone else 

doing tha t  task could make the same motions" (Pinchot, 1994, 

p. 27). Taylor became well known for his time and motion 

approach. Table 1 outlines the four basic principles that 

reflect Taylor's beliefs about the nature of work. (Hayes, 

Wheelwright and Clark, 1988, p. 38) 



Table 1 

Taylor's Guiding Principles 

Find the One Best Way Guided by scientif ic principles , 
Taylor believed that the first step 
was to find the best i e  most 
efficient) way to do a job. 

Match People to Tasks People are di f fe ren t  and one is 
suited for some things and not for 
others. Pick the right people for the 
right task. 

Supervise, Reward People must be supervised to ensure 
and Punish that the "one best way" was employed 

consistently. R e w a r d  production above 
the standard and penalize production 
below . 

U s e  Staff to Plan Workers were to Eocus only on the 
and Control work itself and receive their 

instructions and directions £rom 
people who specialized in these 
support functions. 

This division of labour resulted in jobs becoming very 

n a r r o w  in scope and responsibility. Taylor felt that workers 

would respond to an incentive wage. Theref ore, his approach to 

motivation was prirnarily economic. 

Although Taylor's work had a narrow 

physiological focus and ignored the 

psychological and sociological variables, he 

did demonstrate that many jobs could be 



perfomed more ef ficiently. He also helped the 

unskilled worker by improving productivity 

enough to raise the pay of unskilled nearly to 

that of skilled labour. (Drucker, 1968, p. 

2 7 2 )  

Much of Taylor's approach was directed at the worker. In 

fact his attention was first attracted to the problem of 

irnproving working conditions and raising the standard of 

living of the individual workman. While many today tend not to 

think of Taylor's approach as being focused on hurnan 

relations, in his tirne, Taylor' s principles were renowned. 

No man in the history of American industry has 

made a larger contribution to genuine 

cooperation and juster human relations than 

did Frederick Winslow Taylor by his principles 

of Scientific Management. He is one of the 

few, very few, creative geniuses of O u r  time. 

(Tarbell, 1924) 

Many organizations began to establish frameworks based on 

Taylor's ideas. The concepts of time and motion became very 

important. 

The Ford Motor Company embraced Taylor' s work. 

It resulted in the developrnent of production 

l i n e s  and high wages for the workers. Lines 



moved increasingly quickly, however workers 

found it difficult to maintain the pace. 

(Duray, 1988) 

Henri Fayol 

In t he  ea r ly  part of the century Henri Fayol, like 

Taylor, took a scientif ic approach to administration. Both 

tended to share an almost mechanistic v i e w  of humanity. 

However, whereas Taylor created tools to solve operational 

problems, Fayol attempted to define principles that would be 

applicable to al1 possible management situations (Hoy and 

Miskel, 1991, p. 10). 

Fayol took a process approach to managing and is 

remernbered for being one of the first to promote the 

importance of teaching the philosophy of management. Urwick 

(1937) points out that Fayol broke the administrative role 

into £ive functions. Those functions were "to plan, organize, 

command, coordinate and controlH (Urwick, 1937, p. 4 7 ) .  

Urwick later built on these £ive functions to develop the role 

of the chie£ executive. 



Max Weber 

Another major in£ luence on many organizational theorists 

was German-born Max Weber. Weber created the first fully 

articulated theory of authority structure in formal 

organizations. Weber had an intense interest in understanding 

why people obeyed orders . Table 2 illustrates how Weber ( 1 9 4 7 )  

distinguished between three types of authority. 

Table 2 

Weber's Types of Authority 

Charismatic Tends to be non-rational or emotional 
and rests heavily on the leader's 
persona1 qualities and characteristics. 

Tradi t iona l  Obedience is owed to the sanctioned 
position of authority. The person who 
occupies the position inherits the 
authority. 

Legal Obedience is not owed to the person or the 
position but to the laws that specify to 
whom and to what extent people must 
comply . 



Scott (1987) points out the çignificance of Webert s work. 

Although it is clearly possible to criticize 

and improve upon many specific aspects of 

Weber' s f omulation, he remains the 

acknowledged master of organizational theory: 

the intellectual giant whose conceptions 

continue to shape definitions of the central 

elements of administrative systems. (Scott, 

1987, p. 72) 

Table 3 provides an overview of Weberian thought and outlines 

Weber's mode1 of bureaucracy. 

Advocates of scientific management such as Taylor focused 

on labour efficiency. Fayol, Urwick and Weber, while very 

similar in many respects, focused also on managing the total 

organization. While many meaningful field studies during this 

time led to the developrnent of a significant framework, the 

era is often most noted f o r  the very lirnited role of the 

individual in organizations. 



Table 3 

The Weberian Mode1 of Bureaucracy 

1 Characteristic 1 
Division of 
Labour and 
Specialization 

Impersonal 
Orientation 

Career 
Orientation 

- 

The regular activities requized for 
the purposes of the bureaucratically 
governed structure are distributed in 
a fixed wav as official duties. 
- 

Decisions are based on facts not 
feelings. Impersonality on the part 
of the administrators assures 
equality of treatment and facilitates 
rationalitv. 

Bureaucraties have a well established 
system of superordination and 
sübordination, which ensures the 
disciplined compliance to directives. 

This covers the rights and duties 
inherent in each position, and 
ensures uniformity and stability of 
employee action. 

- - - - - - - 

There is a system of promotion 
according to seniority, achievement 
and the  judgement of superiors. 

CornmitCs2 experts make rational 
decisions that are executed and 
coordinated in a disciplined way. 
Administrative efficiency is 
maximized. 

Behavioural Management 

Marv Parker Follett 

A s  far back as the e a r l y  1920ts, a number of people 



begiming with Mary Parker Follett emphasized the importance 

of developing and maintaining dynamic and harmonious 

relationships in organizations. 

Follett felt a fundamental problem in most organizations 

was that they could not maintain a harmonious relationship. 

organizations were designed to encourage a struggle for power 

which was one of the central issues. Follett astutely pointed 

out that what often creates discontent in organizations is 

that managers want to have "power overw as opposed to "power 

withm (Follett, 1924, p. 72 1 . This struggle to control and 
dominate causes much dissatisfaction among employees. 

Many feel that Follett's work was brilliant and in terms 

of organizational theory, the ideas she expressed were years 

ahead of her time. 

In a time of unprecedented change and 

intensified cornpetition for physical and human 

resources on al1 levels, there is reaçon to 

ask how we can energize dormant talent, 

control without stifling, resolve conflicts 

that can frustrate the ablest of men, inspire 

persona1 commitment to constructive lines of 

action, and supply a managerial leadership 

worthy of the challenges facing al1 forms of 

organized enterprise today. Mary Follett was 



developing answers to these questions over 

half a cen tu ry  ago and began to apply them 

specifically to business problems during the 

mid-1920s. (Fox and Urwick, 1 9 8 2 ,  p .  vii) 

Many of her ideas were rernarkably similar to those 

expressed currently, such as Senge (19901, Ouchi (1981) and 

Kline and Saunders (1993) . Follett stressed a collaborative 

approach to solving problems, an approach that involved both 

employee and manager, comparable to the participative 

management style advocated by Ouchi. 

Also, Follett talked of management in a manner that was 

not common d u r i n g  those years. She talked of the importance of 

more interaction between manager and employee and t h e  need for 

a more level playing field. "Long distance orders were not as 

effective as face to face suggestions" (Follett, 1925, p. 25) . 

This statement had two implications. First of ail, we note 

that she contrasted orders and suggestions implying that 

suggestions are more effective. This was an obvious deviation 

£rom the more commonly used scientific management principles 

a t  t h e  time. Also, she stressed the importance of face to face 

contact. Fifty five years later, Ouchi (1981) underscored t h e  

importance of the manager being more intimately involved with 

t h e  workers i n  the organization and not being too removed f rom 

t h e  everyday realities of t h e  workplace. 



Follett (1925) stated that "our job is not to get people 

to obey orders but to devise methods by which we can best 

discover the order integral to a particular situationt1 

(Follett, 1925, p. 30) . Onef s job as manager is not merely to 

give orders, but to work hard at creating the right set of 

circumstances that will best address the given problems of the 

situation. She also states that "once found, the employee can 

issue it to the employer as well as the employer to the 

employeeIt (Follett, 1925, p. 30). This implies joint study of 

situations and two way communication of the solutions that are 

discovered. Follett championed the concepts of adaptability 

and flexibility. 

Between 1927 and 1932 a series of studies occurred at the 

Hawthorne Plant in Chicago which began to illustrate 

graphically how important the human elernent w a s  in managing. 

"In the 1920s the plant was the scene of an intensive series 

of experiments designed to detenine what effects various 

changes in working conditions would have on the performance of 

workers" (Rosenthal and Jacobson, 1971, p. 448) . The results 

of these experiments became widely acclaimed as the beginning 

of the human relations era. 



The participants were volunteers and excellent 

communication had developed between the researchers and the 

participants. Researchers f ound that workers responded more to 

non-material incent ives such as recognition and good 

communication, than they did to any of the material incentives 

such as rest periods or the amount of illumination provided. 

Despite the earlier work of Follett, the development of 

the human relations approach is usually traced back to these 

Hawthorne studies £rom 1927-32. The man who had devised the 

Hawthorne Studies was Elton Mayo. He became known to many as 

the father of the Humanist approach. "These studies conducted 

at an electric plant in Chicago were the first to recognize 

that individuals are active human beings and not passive cogs 

in a machine" (Hoy and Miskel, 1991, p. 14). They recognized 

the significance of social interaction in the workplace and 

saw how this interaction could foster a friendly and 

cooperative work group. In many ways this approach was the 

antithesis of the scientific management principles, stressing 

forces and influences at work in the organization that Taylor 

and Fayol considered inconsequential. Mayo opened up a whole 

new and uncharted area in the field of motivation that had 

been previously ignored. 



Motivational Manasement 

Abraham Maslow 

In the 1950s, Abraham Maslow began ta develop his theory 

of human motivation. "Maslow believed there is an active will 

toward hea l th  in every person, an impulse toward the 

actualization of oner s potentialities" (Lazerson, 1975, p .  

435) . Lazerson (1975) also points out  that Maslow* s needs were 

outlined in a manner whereby one took precedence over another ,  

in a hierarchy. Figure 1 illustrates t h e  concept and specifies 

the various needs. 

Figure 1. Maslows Hierarchy of Human Needs (adapted from 
Lefrancois, Guy. Psvcholow f o r  Teachina. 1979). 

Some of the  concepts he discusses in h i s  theory are 

analogous to those articulated by contemporary organizational 

theorists. One of t h e  central  themes of Senge's learning 



organization is a concept very closely related to the need f ~ r  

self-actualization described by Maslow. Chapter 3 will 

illustrate how Senge (1990) continually makes reference to the 

desire for individuals in an organization to achieve their 

full potent ial by being creative and innovative. "Maslowt s 

highest level human need, self -actualization is the need to 

achieve fulfilment of lifer s goals, and to realize the 

potential of his or her personalityn (Campbell and Prichard, 

1976, p. 97). 

Maslowrs influence has been immense in many fields. 

He inspired many researchers to pay more 

attention to healthy productive people and led 

many organizational psychologists, group 

leaders, and clinicians to seek ways to 

promote the growth and self-actualization of 

workers, students and clients. (Lazerson, 

1975, p. 436) 

Maslow was a key figure in the human relations movement. 

In The Human Side of E n t e m r i s e  (1957) , Douglas McGregor 

defined t w o  sets of assumptions about human n a t u r e .  McGregor 

suggested t h a t  the styles and approaches managers adopted were 



great ly af f ected by the assumptions they made about employees . 

These assumptions were similar to what Senge (1990) later 

called mental models. Table 4 illustrates. 

Table 4 

Theory X and Theory Y 

Theory X 

In general, people: 

Avoid work 
Avoid responsibility 
Need direction 
Cannot make decisions 
Not achievement oriented 
Not dependable 
Motivated by money 
Not concerned with 
organization's needs 
Must be controlled 
Cannot Change 

Theorv Y 

In general, people: 

Wi11 work toward goals 
Will assume 
responsibility 
Can self -direct 
Can make decisions 
Want to achieve 
Are dependable 
Motivated by 
interest/challenge 
Are concerned with 
needs of organization 
Want to be supported 
Want to develop 

Theory X represented the more traditional view of 

management and grew out of the classical management era. 

Theory Y however, was more representative of behavioural 

management thought . McGregor states that in Theory Y managers 

believe "the essential task of management is to arrange the 

organizational conditions and methods of operation so that 

people can achieve their own goals best by directing their own 

efforts toward organizational objectives" (McGregor, 1957). 



The significance is that there was now a recognition of 

the need for more than specialized labour could o f f e r .  

Follett, Mayo, Maslow, McGregor and others had elevated the 

importance of the individual and proclaimed the need for the 

individual's desires to be heard. It was evident that non 

material incentives could be very powerful motivators. This 

gradually led to a whole new approach to management and 

brought the human aspect of managing much closer to the 

forefront. 

Modern Manasement 

Warren Bennis 

In 1969, Warren Bennis wrote that "we must test our 

humanness and strive to become more f ully humant' (Bennis , 

1969, p. 44). He recognized the importance of people in the 

organization. L i k e  many of his predecessors, Bennis places a 

great deal of emphasis on human relations. He talks much of 

the corporate world, where one's very survival could depend on 

motivating employees and recognizing the critical nature of 

obtaining their support. Bennis says that "the inventory goes 

home at nightI1 (Bennis, 1976, p. 86) meaning that people in 

essence are the organization, that without people there would 

be no organization, hence no success. He accentuates the 



importance of recognizing and developing the human resources 

that are in an organization. 

Bernis also emphasizes the element of trust in human 

relations. When there is trust on both sides, there are less 

political games being played and there is more work being 

done. "People would rather f ollow individuals they can trust 

even when they disagree with their viewsn (Bennis, 1969, p. 

21) . 

Perhaps the single most prevalent concept throughout the 

writings of Bennis is the central role of leadership in 

organizations. Bennis places a very high priority on the issue 

of leadership. In Whv Leaders Can' t Lead, Bennis outlines many 

issues surrounding leadership and argues that effective 

leadership is critical. Table 5 illustrates some of these. 

Table 5 

The Role of the Leader 

To proceed toward goals without being crippled by bureaucracy. 

To have a sense of direction and to communicate a vision. 

To empower staff and make them feel significant. 

To rnake people's work exciting and meaningful. 

To risk making mistakes so that ideas are encouraged. 

To discover hidden talents in people and persist in bringing 
them out so a person can realize his or her full potential. 



James McGresor Burns 

In the late 1970s, James McGregor Burns was writing 

passionately about the importance of what he called 

transforming leadership and how critically important it was to 

"tie in with t h e  needs and goals of the followers" (Burns, 

1978, p. 19) . It is difficult to read any contemporary 

literature on organizational theory that does not have Burns 

in the bibliography. H i s  ideas on leadership have been very 

influential and far reaching. 

Like Follett, Burns saw the quest for power as a major 

factor in the poor relationships t h a t  were constantly being 

evidenced. "Power wielders treat people like things, leaders 

do notH (Burns, 1978, p. 19). He makes a sharp contrast 

between effective leaders and those who are more concerned 

with what he calls naked power-wielding. Leadership says 

Burns, must involve more than this. It necessitates both 

leader and follower working toward goals that "represent the 

values and the motivations, the needs and w a n t s ,  the 

aspirations and expectations, of both leaders and followers" 

(Burns, 1978, p. 19). Further, he States that " t h e  genius of 

leadership lies in t h e  manner in which leaders see and act on 

their own and their followers' values and motivations" (Burns, 

1978, p. 19) . 



Burns also emphasizes the importance of a leader being 

able to identify the values that followers hold, and tap into 

them to inspire and motivate and build upon âlready existing 

needs. By aligning oneself so closely with the aspirations O£ 

the followers, "the purpose of both the leader and the led 

become fusedu (Burns, 1978, p. 20) . They, in fact, become 

interdependent. Burns related much of his thought on 

motivation to the style of leadership that was provided in an 

organizat ion. "Except ional leadership may also make a 

di£ f erence in transf orming dormant employees into active 

followers" (Burns, 1978, p. 137). 

Like Senge (1990) , Burns also related many of his ideas 

to the self-actualization described by Maslow years earlier. 

The most important characteristic of self 

actualizers as potential leaders goes beyond 

Maslow's self-actualization. It is their 

capacity to learn £rom others and the 

environment, their ability to listen and to be 

guided by others and to be dependent on others 

to be creative. Self actualization means the 

ability to lead by being led. (Burns, 1978, p. 



William Ouchi 

In 1981, William Ouchi wrote Theorv 2. It was in some 

ways a follow up to McGregorts Theory X and Theory Y. 

Influenced by much of the work of earlier theorists and by 

what he saw happening in other cultures, Ouchi advocated the 

value of such concepts as recognition, shared decision making, 

and participative management. These people-centred concepts 

emphasized real involvement of the employees. He talked of a 

style that "emphasized human relations in the corporate worldu 

(Ouchi, 1981, p. 165) and illustrated the tremendous success 

of Japanese companies, those that respected their employees 

and sincerely valued their input and participation . The 

Japanese, he contends, have a more holistic view of the 

individuals who worked in an organization. They do 

not make the separation that many of us do, between work life 

and home life. This, as will be explored in later chapters, is 

a concept that is very important in the learning organization. 

Employees have to be seen as whole perçons and this must be 

clearly understood and appreciated. People cannot be treated 

as if they possess what Ouchi calls "Jekyll-Hyde 

personalitiesn (Ouchi, 1981, p. 165). 

Ouchi argued that if we are to ever achieve Our full 

potential, there has to be a recognition of individuals as 



whole persons with both home and work lives. "As a result of 

this wholistic concern, intimacy, trust and understanding 

growM (Ouchi, 1981, p. 46). He argued that while it is 

important for an organization to be technologically advanced, 

it is the people and not the technology that will determine 

the amount of success that a Company will enjoy. Without the 

support and enthusiasm of the  employees, a Company will 

stagnate. Human relations in Ouchi's Theory Z organization is 

essential. 

Bernard B a s s  

Burns' theories on transformational and transactional 

leadership played a large role in the ernpirical research 

carried out by Bass. In Leadership and Performance Bevond 

Emectations(1985), Bernard Bass emphasized the significance 

of leadership in achieving more productive workplaces. He 

talked of transformational approaches to leadership which w e r e  

aimed at rnaking substantial changes to the workplace in order 

to address underlying problems and enhance workplace climate. 

Like Ouchi, Bass talks of the importance of the human element 

in organizations. HTransformational leadership is guided by a 

respect for human dignity and equality of human rights" (Bass, 

1985, p. 181). However, he points out that Ouchi's Theory Z 



uses organizational policies to do what transformational 

leadership might do. Bass makes constant ref erence to the need 

for such leadership and contrasted it to transactional 

leadership. "Transactional leaders exchange rewards for 

contracted servicesH (Bass, 1985, p .  14) . Table 6 summarizes 
how Bass saw these styles at opposite ends of the leadership 

continuum. 

Table 6 

Transformational and Transactional Leadership 

Transfomational Leadership involves: 

- raising o u r  level of awareness 
- expanding our portfolio of wants and needs 
- changing or "transforming" organizational culture 
- stirnulating enthusiasm among workers 
- inspiring others to want to do well 
- an action oriented style 

Transactional Leadership involves :  

- working "within" the organizational culture 
- cornpliance with an established set of noms 
- a bureaucratie style 
- f lcontrol l ing" enthusiasrn among workers 
- taking few r i s k s  
- a very cautious approach 

The purpose of this review is not to provide an extensive 

catalogue of a l 1  the organizational theories that have existed 

since the turn of the cen tu ry .  Ra the r ,  the objective is to 



illustrate by citing various authors: 

(a) how management thought has evolved and the human 

relations aspect has gained prominence. 

(b) the types of influences t h a t  underscore the concepts as 

presented i n  following chapters.  

Table 7 surnrnarizes this evolution of thought- 

Table 7 

Summary of Various Management Approaches 

II Behaviaural Management 
II Motivationai Management 

- - -  - 

Frederick Taylor 
Henri Fayol 
Lyndall Urwick 
Max Weber 

Mary Parker Follett 
Elton Mayo 

Abraham Maslow 
Doualas McGresor 

Warren Bennis 
James McGregor Burns 
William Ouchi 
Bernard Bass 

Postmodern Manasement 

This chapter thus far ,  has provided an overview of how 

management approaches have changed. It has illustrated the 

bureaucracy in action,  which has become very widespread 

and is representative of what is  known as the modern 

organization. Hargreaves (1994) is a critic of such 



organizations: 

Modernity in organizations, is reflected by 

large, complex and often cumbersome 

bureaucracies arranged into hierarchies, and 

segmented into specializations of expertise. 

In the bureaucracies of modernity, functions 

are differentiated rationally and careers 

ordered in logical progressions of rank and 

seniority. (Hargreaves, 1994, p . 8 )  

Hargreaves cites Weber as seeing the bureaucratic process 

as one of rationalization. The factory system gathers workers 

together in one location where time and motion can be 

carefully calibrated and regulated through bureaucratic 

hierarchies of supervision and control. This assumption that 

there must be logic, order and system has penraded Our society 

for many years. Hargreaves argues that many workplaces today 

are structured in this manner. V t  was thought that once the 

orderly, presumably recurring patterns were made manifest and 

described, they would reveal the keys to controlling the 

course of events so as to improve the human condition" 

(Hargeaves, 1994, p. 8). 

It is difficult to dispute that there are benefits with 

this type of organization, however there are also many 

limitations. Hargreaves reminds us that "modernity has always 



been a double-edged phenomenonN (p. 26) . Turner (1990) 

elaborates on this in his description. "Modernization brings 

with it the erosion of meaning, the endless conflict of 

polytheistic values, and the threat of the iron cage of 

bureaucracy. Rationalization makes the world orderly and 

reliable, but it canrrot make the world meaningfulu (p. 7). 

Turner's argument is that bureaucracies are too 

constrictive and do not provide a sense of purpose in the 

lives of the workers, that while they do result in a 

methodical w a y  of doing things, they does not provide purpose. 

This is a theme that will be common to many of the authors 

cited in Chapter 3. Hargreaves (1994) points out that some of 

the shovtcomings of t h e  modern organization began to be 

recognized in the early 1970s. 

By the beginning of the 1970s, the magnitude 

of the difficulties created by modern 

economies, modern states, and modern patterns 

of organizations were becoming immense. 

Through the 1970s, these difficulties had 

reached such crisis proportions that they 

began to generate a set of powerful pretexts 

for change in economic, political and 

organizational l i f  e : the change we have al1 

corne to cal1 postmodernity. (Hargreaves, 1994, 



p .  3 1 )  

Those who advanced the ideas of postmodernity were those 

who had become disenchanted with the modern age and what it 

had to offer. They saw it as a failure. Yet theorists point 

out that many large bureaucratic machines still exist and the 

modern organization as we have corne to know it, is not easily 

altered. Yet change is seen as unavoidable. 

Modernity has survived for centuries; its more 

recent foms for decades. It is not yet clear 

whether our generation will be witness to its 

complete demise, to the end of an epoch. 

However, many facets of modernity clearly are 

in retreat or under review - standardization, 

centralization, mass production and mass 

consumption among them. (Owens, p. 32) 

Def ining postmodernity however, is diff icult . The very 

name given to this attitude, is indicative of its conflicted 

relation to the past. If modernism is taken to represent a 

history that stretches behind us, then postmodernism indicates 

a separation frorn and a connection to that history. The 

postmodern world is an age characterized by rapid change, an 

explosion in knowledge and globalization on scales previously 

unheard of. "Theorists of postmodernity daim technologies 

such as cornputers and media, new £OMS of knowledge, and 



changes in the socioeconomic system are producing a pos tmodern 

social formationv (University of Texas, p. 2). 

In an article entitled The Postmodern Paradicm, Wilson, 

Osman-Jouchoux and Teslow (1994) contrast the concepts and 

practices of modern and postmodern thought: 

Whereas modernity trusted science to lead us 

down the road of progress, postmodernism 

questioned whether science alone could really 

get us there. Whereas modernity happily 

created inventions and technologies to improve 

our lives, postmodernity took a second look 

and wondered whether our lives were really 

better. (p. 3 )  

Wilson et al points out that while postmodernists would 

agree that modernity has brought nationalism, consumerisrn, 

efficiency and technocracy, they also note that it has 

brought a dehumanizing, mechanizing effect to our lives. 

Hargreaves (1994 ) also acknowledges the benefits and 

drawbacks of moderni ty . "Modernity bas always possessed the 

potential to enhance the human condition, but also impoverish 

itn (p. 26). 

In their attempt to define postmodernity, Hlynka and 

Yeaman (1992) outline some of the key features. Table 8 

illustrates these. 



Table 8 

Key Features of Postmodern Thinking 

1 A cornmitment to plurality of perspectives, meanings, 
1 methods and values. 

A search for and appreciation of double rneanings and 
alternative interpretations. 

A distrust of theories that are meant to explain 
everything, such as grand theories of science, and myths 
in our nations and cultures that explain why things are 
the way they are. I 
Granting a plurality of perspectives and ways of knowing, 
a recoanition that there must also be multiple truths. II 

Lyotard (1984) describes the postmodern condition as a 

collapse of narratives of legitimation, as Vhat which denies 

itself the solace of good fonns, the consensus of a taste 

which would make it possible to share collectively the 

nostalgia for the unattainable, yet remains part of the 

moderno (p. 79) . Suleiman (1990) gives a useful de£ inition. 

She writes "1 interpret postrnodernism as that moment of 

extreme self-consciousness when the present takes to 

reflecting on its relation to the past and to the futureu 

(Suleiman, 1990. p. XV) . Regardless how one defines it, 

postmodernity is a school of thought that has impacted 

everything from art and music to architecture to 

organizational theory. 1 t re j ects modern assumptions of social 

coherence and notions in f avour of multiplicity, plurality and 



fragmentation. When people talk of postmodernism, the problem 

is that they are referring to something elusive and slippery. 

In the academic world, it is best understood as a new 

organizing principle in thought , action, and ref lection, 

connected to many changing factors in modern society. 

While the spscif ic impact these postmodern ideas may have 

had on organizations is uncertain, it is clear that the theory 

of the learning organization originated in a time when many 

people were accepting and even searching for new and exciting 

ways to develop organizations: 

In the period of postmodernism an& 

poststructuralism, a growing number of 

academic iconoclasts are engaged in the 

process of bringing the previously unexamined 

assumptions, £rom which our cultural and 

professional beliefs and values arise, into 

the open, making them explicit, questioning 

them, and seeking to forge a consensus around 

new assumptions on which to rebuild our 

thinking about truth, knowledge , and 

epistemology in organizational behaviour. 

(Owens, 1995, p. 9 )  

It seems obvious that postmodern thought may play a role 

in organizational reconstruction. Hargreaves ( 1 9  94 however , 



points out a paradox in postmodern thought. In order to 

restructure, one must use the same set of tools that one is 

dismantling. 

In order to overthrow the tools of reason, one 

has to use the tools of reason. In order to 

deny the existence of foundational knowledge, 

one needs foundational knowledge about its 

lack of existence. And in order to assert the 

end of scientific or theoretical certainties, 

one needs some certainty about the certainty 

of its ending (p. 40) 

I f  we are to maintain this perspective, then we diminish 

the legitimacy of any real  change that the postmodern movement 

might daim responsibility for. This is j u s t  one problem. 

There are many who feel the postmodern rnovement is fraught 

with difficulties. There are no rules and there are no 

guidelines. It represents a monumental shift in the opposite 

direction - -  a direct antithesis of everything the modern 

organization ernbodied. 

Postmodernism has been accused of being too idealistic, 

unrealistic, and romantic. There are those who feel it is 

truly dangerous . There is a fear that postrnodernism rnay result 

in an end to progress itself, and will consign us al1 to a 



steady-state Utopia where al1 needs rnay be provided £or, but 

there is no room for growth, change, or movement. 

Hargreaves (1994) outlines a number of challenges of 

restructuring in education and elsewhere in these times of 

postmodern thought. Table 9 illustrates these challenges. 

Table 9 

Challenges of Restructuring in Postmodern Times 

To abandon bureaucratic controls , in£ lexible mandates, 
paternalistic forms of trust and quick system fixes. 

To build trust in the processes of collaboration, risk and 
continuous improvernent. 

To support and empower thcse involved in cultures and develop 
changes themselves on a continuizc basis. 

To avoid losing a sense of common purpose and cornmitment. 

In tradinç bureaucratic control for professional empowerment, 
it is important that we do not trade community for chaos as 
well. 

Hargreaves' challenge is a reminder that society must be 

careful not CO create a situation thst would be characterized 

by complete chaos. Toffler (1994) makes the same point when 

asked by an interviewer if there were limits to how adaptable 

a culture is. 



There are obviously circumstances where you 

have to make the change to survive. There are 

other circumstances where if you make them too 

fast, you destroy. A good example is Russia. 

We had these economists rushing in with their 

attache cases, telling them the Soviet 

officials they had to change overnight. They 

had ignored the social, political, cultural 

and religious realities. They thought they 

could drive 250 million people into a new 

system in X days. That's ridiculous and 

dangerous. Cultures have limits. ( T o f f l e r ,  

1994, p . 2 3 )  

Both Hargreaves and Toffler caution against too much, too 

fast. Critics argue that this is the danger with the 

postmodern approach. Postmodernism they Say, is characterized 

by fragmentation, disintegration, vagueness and societal 

chaos- Nonetheless, this is the age in which the learning 

organization came into fruition. 

The purpose of this chapter has not been to provide an 

extensive historical account of organizat ional theory . Rather 
the purpose has been to provide a brie£ overview of some of 

the more influential organizational thought in this century 

which has contributed to the making of the modern bureaucracy. 



This chapter also reveals that we have moved into a new era, 

the postmodern society - -  an era characterized by change and 

uncertainty. It is in this context that we examine in the next 

chapter, the potential offered by Senge1s concept of a 

learning organization. 



CHAPTER 3 

Defining the Learning Organization 

The purpose of this chapter is to develop definitions and 

to differentiate between the terms "organizational learning" 

and "learning organization". This research has found that many 

in the field frequently use the two terms interchangeably and 

often do not differentiate. However, as the literature weview 

clearly reveals, one concept is described in terms of a 

process and the other as a product. 

Definins Orqanizational Learninq 

For any organization to be successful, the organization 

must "learnI1. It learns how to cope with ongoing and varying 

degrees of change. The questions that invariably arise are 

What is organizational learning?" and "How do organizations 

actually learn?" 

Harshman and Phillips (1994) define organizational 

learning as "the ability of an organization to modify the way 

it functions based on experience" (p. 165 ) . This de£ inition 
implies the necessity of flexibility in an organization. 

Leaders in organizations must be willing to modify or adjust 

the way they function. There must be an actual change in 



behaviour. 

If an organization has a flexible , adaptable leader, then 

this is possible. The leader recognizes and learns that in 

order to develop, employees must be delegated more direct 

responsibility. As a result, the leader loosens the reins and 

allows for more decentralization. However, if that leader 

moves on to a new position or a new organization, and is not 

there to make changes when necessary, how does the practice 

continue? The next leader may be very much a traditionalist 

who is dedicated to a centralized, very tightly controlled 

bureaucracy. How can the organization continue to grow and 

adapt? Argyris and Schon (1978) contend that the answer lies 

in the theory of organizational learning . The organizat ion 
must continue to maintain the same basic behavioral patterns 

even if leaders change. 

Argyris and Schon (1978) Say that in order for an 

organization to do that, to undergo a learning process, "the 

discoveries, inventions, and evaluations must be embedded in 

organizational memoryN (p. 19). Whatever the organization bas 

learned in the past, through the individuals that comprised 

it, must be implanted or embedded in the collective 

organizational memory. That is not to Say t h a t  organizations 

must base their actions entirely on past experience. The 

actions of the organization must ref lect both the present and 



past experience and knowledge of the individuals who have been 

a part of the organization. Learning organizations are 

particularly competent in adapting to current demands. Leaders 

must take into account what was "learnedW in the past 

making decisions. 

organizational learning is very dependent 

individuals: V u s t  as individuals are the agents 

organizational action, so they are the agents for 

organizational learningu (Argyris and Schon, 1978, p. 

Argyris and Schon describe it as paradoxical in 

organizational learning is not merely individual learning 

organizations can only learn through the experiences 

actions of individuals. There is a dependence of 

when 

upon 

f o r  

19). 

that 

but 

and 

the 

organizat ion upon the individual in order for organizational 

learning to occur. Nayak, Garvin, Maira and Bragar (1995) 

contend that individual learning is a pre-requisite for 

organizational learning. "Learning at the organizational level 

is constrained by the ability of individuals and teams to 

learn, so enhancing individual and team learning is a good 

starting pointn (Nayak, Gamin, Maira and Bragar, 1 9 9 5 ,  p. 



Sinsle and Double L o o ~  Learninq 

Argyris and Schon (1978) di£ f erentiate between two types 

of learning - -  single loop and double loop learning. Single 
loop learning occurs where I1rnembers of the organizat ion 

respond to changes in the interna1 and external environments 

of the organization by detecting errors which they then 

correct so as to maintain the central features of 

organizational theory-in-usetf (p. 18) . Members operate within 

a set of parameters as outlined by the organization, in order 

to take action on issues. The parameters are defined by the 

norms of the organization. The learning t h a t  occurs in this 

"single-loopv context is done within the normal policies and 

procedures of the organization. Argyris and Schon state that 

single-loop learning in an organization is sufficient where 

errors can be addressed or corrected within these given norms 

and parameters. 

However, there can be situations that would necessitate 

a change in these organizational norms. Sometimes an error 

cannot be corrected without making basic fundamental changes 

in the practices and policies t h a t  exist. These require what 

Senge (1990) refers t o  as IWxuctural changest1. In such cases, 

Argyris and Schon (1978) Say that "double-loop learning" is 

necessary. Double-loop learning is "the sort of organizational 



inquiry that resolves incompatible organizational noms by 

setting new priorities and weightings of norms, or by 

restructuring the norms themselves together with associated 

strategies and assumptions" (p. 24). Double loop learning 

examines and re-defines the rules and regulations which govern 

the actions of an organization. 

To summarize, Argyris and Schon make a clear 

distinction between the two types of learning inside an 

organization. The first, single-loop learning, addresses the 

immediate and most apparent cause of a problem. The second, 

double-loop learning, examines the root cause of a problem and 

takes an inquiry approach. This type of learning requires that 

an organization look at the norms that exist with a view to 

altering or adjusting them if deemed necessary. 

Ada~tive and Generative Learninq 

Argyris and Schon are not alone in this two-tiered view 

of organizational learning . Harshman and Phillips ( 1 9 9 4  make 

specific reference to Senge and what he refers to as 

"adaptive" and "generative" learning. While the terminology 

is different, they claim that Senge is very much in line with 

the approach taken by Arygris and Schon: 

According to Senge, adaptive learning is 



survival learning, characterized by 

adjustments and changes related to the day to 

day business. It is short-term problem 

solving. In this type of learning, minor 

adjustments are made to correct errors, but 

the overall culture, structure, functions, 

norms and procedures remain the same. (p. 166) 

In this type of learning, an organization learns only enough 

to solve a current or irnmediate problem. 

Generative learning, on the other hand, is " the  heart of 

an organization's ability to create a different paradigmN 

(Harshman and ~hillips, 1994, p. 166) . This type of learning 

implies more permanent shifts in the organization. The very 

beliefs and behaviours O£ an organization are examined. The 

types of change that come about as a result of this type of 

learning go beyond the day to day issues. These are 

fundamental shifts in the basic premises and principles which 

govern organizations. This type of self-examination and 

significant adjustrnent compare with what Arygris and Schon 

refer to as lfdouble-loop learning". 

Parallel Learnins Structures 

Bushe and Shani (1991) , in their attempt to de£ ine 



organizational learning, soncentrate on a mechanism which they 

call parallel learning structures. They define parallel 

learning structures as "a generic label to cover intervent ions 

where a structure is created that operates parallel to the 

formal hierarchy, and has the purpose of increasing an 

organization's learningu (p. 10). The structures provide a 

bounded time and space in which to discuss that which is not 

normally discussed in the workplace. Organizational inquiry is 

legitimate and encouraged. It provides an arena in which to 

raise issues which may normally never be raised. The type of 

exploration and learning that occurs in parailel learning 

structures are analogous to what Arygris and Schon (1978) call 

double-loop learning and what Senge (1990), Harshrnan and 

Phillips (1994) call generative learning. The sole purpose is 

to scrutinize the noms and practices within an organization 

with a view to re-creating a new organizational culture, one 

that is more productive, adaptive and better able to deal with 

current realities . Parallel learning structures are best 

suited to bureaucratie organizations which are often poor at 

learning. They are steeped in tradition, with rigid 

hierarchical structures and centralized control. Quite often, 

they are very inflexible and as a result are, as Bushe and 

Shani maintain, poor at learning. There often exists a 

resistance to change, and even a requirement to maintain the 



status quo. 

One of the important f acets characteristic of parallel 

learning structures is that the consulting method referred to, 

be one of CO-inquiry. Members must "inquire together into 

issues the organization is facing and develop a comrnon 

understanding of what the issues are and how to solve themu 

(Bushe and Shani, 1991, p. 139). There must be equality among 

members and an atmosphere where items can be addressed and 

discussed openly and frankly. 

They also stress the importance of assessing the 

organizational climate before ever setting up a parallel 

learning structure. "If a lot of individuals in the 

organization are indif f erent or hostile toward the 

organization, they probably are not interested in putting in 

the effort that learning takesH (Bushe and Shani, 1991, p. 

146). In large bureaucracies such as government, employees 

often feel alienated. If this feeling is widespread, then the 

leader must be aware of this before beginning the process of 

setting up a parallel structure. In cases where such a feeling 

exists, much remedial work needs to be done. "In such cases, 

you need to spend a lot of time up-front clarifying the 

possibilities and limitations of a parallel learning 

structureu (Bushe and Shani, 1991, p. 147) . The interna1 
morale problems should be addressed before beginning the 



process of inquiry. 

Learninq Disabilities in Orsanizations 

Senge (1990) talks of organizational learning with 

reference to, as Harshman and Phillips stated, adaptive and 

generative learning. Unfortunately though, he says that most 

organizations are poor learners. This however is no accident. 

It is because of "the way organizations are designed and 

managed, the way people's jobs are defined, and most 

importantly, t h e  way we have been taught to think and 

interact. It creates fundamental learning disabilities" 

(p. 18). He l i n k s  h i s  definition to the concept of learning 

disabilities in children. Such disabilities in organizations 

can be equally as tragic, says Senge. Al1 too often 

organizations that are in trouble do not recognize ample and 

clear warning signs. This happens simply because organizations 

have not learned to react properly and in a timely f ashion. An 

interesting analogy by way of contrast is provided by Casey 

(1993) who compares an effective learning organization, one 

that bas learned to recognize such warning signs, to a flock 

of birds. 

Birds which join a flock benefit immediately 

by being given greater security against 



predators. They enjoy the freedom to feed in 

relative peace without having to keep looking 

over their shoulders for signs of danger. With 

thousands of pairs of eyes in a flock, hawks 

and foxes stand little chance of getting close 

without being observed. So though each 

individual can afford to be less vigilant, the 

flock as a whole is more responsive to sources 

of threat. (p. 90) 

Senge (1990) suggests that organizations often have 

problerns with learning . This impedes the collective inquiry 

procedure referred to by Arygris and Schon (1978) in double- 

loop learning and the CO-inquiry procedure referred to by 

Bushe and Shani (1991) in their parallel learning structures. 

Furthermore Senge argues, there is rarely encouragement to 

tackle tough policy issues within an organization. Ernphasis is 

placed on the more irnmediate concerns which are easier to deal 

with. "When was the last time someone was rewarded in your 

organization for raising difficult questions as opposed to 

solving urgent problems?" (Senge, 1990, p. 25). 

Orqanizational Learnins as Adaptinq 

Schwandt (1995) defines organizational learning as "a 



system of actions, actors, symbols, and processes that enables 

an organization to transfominformation into valued knowledge 

which, in turn, increases its long run adaptive capacityn 

(Schwandt, 1995, p. 370). H e  sees organizational learning as 

the çystem's ability to adapt to its environment. 

organizations that adapt quickly and more effectively to 

change are organizations that have leaxned how to anticipate 

and even embrace change and use it constructively. These are 

organizations w h e r e  learning is occurring. Schwandt (1995) 

identifies four functional subsystems in an organizational 

learning system: 

The environmental interface component w h i c h  involves 

scanning the environment for activities and actions which 

may impact upon the organization. 

The action-reflection subsystern creates valued knowledge 

£rom the new information. 

The dissemination and diffusion element transfers the 

information among the subsystems. 

The meaning and memory component provides the f oundat ion 

£rom which the other subsystems draw guidance and 

control. (pp. 370-371) 

Schwandt (1995) rerninds us that ''these learning systems are 

not independent. Dysfunction in one learning subsystem will 

jeopardize the effectiveness of the whole system. Each 



learning subsystern requires inputs £rom the other subsysterns" 

(p. 372) . Al1 four work together in an almost rhythmic fashion 

and when this works properly, organizational learning occurs. 

Graham's Missing Perçons Test 

To determine whether organizational learning is really 

taking place, Graham (1994) refers to what he calls the 

"rnissing persons test ". Imagine replacing people in an 

organization with others who are equally as competent but 

ignorant of how the organization works. Then assess the level 

of ski11 in the execution of corporation tasks . " (Graham, 

1994 .p. 4 4 7 )  If everything is running smoothly, that would 

indicate that t h e r e  is long term memory in the organization 

and the processes it utilizes. Argyris and Schon (1978) would 

argue that i f  processes are embedded like this in 

organizational memory, then organizational learning has 

occurred. However, where Argyris and Schon, and Graham d i f  f er 

is in their perception of why it was embedded in the 

organizational memory. Argyris and Schon would Say that the 

culture of the organization had evolved to a point where 

taking one person out of the picture would not really affect 

the end result. Graham would Say it had less to do with 

culture and more to do with standardization of processes. 



Graham (1994), prornotes standardization of processes. In 

fact, he states that "standardization is not only good, but 

probably necessary in order for learning to occur" (p. 458 ) . 

This is a contrast to what Senge and others have said about 

learning organizations. In a learning organization, creativity 

is encouraged and new ways of doing things are advocated. The 

type of organization Graham talks of could possibly do just 

the opposite. Too much standardization stifles creativity. 

Also, if an organization iç over-standardized, it is less 

likely that it will react well to changing circumstances. It 

would cause the  organization to become rigid and inflexible. 

On this point then, Graham seems to differ. Authors such as 

Anderson (1992), Bass (1985), Casey (1993), Harris (1989), 

Kline and Saunders (1993) , and Senge (1990) , al1 rebuff too 

much standardization. Kline and Saunders (1993) for example 

devote an entire chapter on the importance of making the 

workplace safe for thinking. Most authors agree that while in 

any organization some standardization is necessary, too much 

standardization discourages thinking. 

Kline and Saunders (1993) make reference to the absence 

of prac t ice  in organizational learning: lfOn the soccer field 

or in the art room, you work for hours, days, weeks, months 

and years to improve your skill, developi~g a persona1 style 

and performanceN (p. 34) . In the organization, however, they 



argue, people rarely do that. They cite Dixon who makes this 

point using some interesting analogies: 

An orchestra or sports team must depend on the 

performance of the entire group, not just on 

isolated individuals, to succeed. Furthemore, 

the organization shares and preserves 

knowledge, skills, attitudes - -  a culture - -  

even though individual members may come and 

go. Nevertheless, as individuals become 

functioning participants in the group, they 

internalize that culture and give it life. (p. 

34) 

If one uses Graham's "missing persons test" in the type 

of organization Dixon haç described above, it would be evident 

that despite the fact that a person is missing, things go on, 

decisions are made and the organization lives on. It has 

learned to carry on, adapt, make decisions and to exist as an 

entity with or without any one specific individual. 

Orsanizations as Livins Orsanisms 

This use of laquage suggests that organizations are in 

some rnanner, living organisms. Casey (1993) seems to think so 

and probes the implications this has: 



The very idea of an organization being able to 

learn does seem to postulate that 

organizations are in some sense living 

organisms - -  unless we are using the word 

learn in any n e w  way, and 1 do not think we 

are. I am personally excited about the promise 

held out by considering every organization as 

a living organism, with a unique organization 

psyche. If organizations could be considered 

as living organisms, in some ways more than 

the sum of thei r  parts, would this not allow 

us to tap into a body of knowledge which has 

already been worked out to help other 

organisms (individuals, pairs, families and 

groups) to change and grow? (p. 88) 

Caseyrs argument is very much in line with what others 

such as Kline and Saunders (1993), Argyris and Schor, (1992), 

and Harshman and Phillips (1994) contend about organizational 

learning . 

Other Definitions 

Garvin (1994) points out, however, that agreement on the 

exact meaning of organizational learning is difficult to 



attain : 

In 

Some for example believe that behavioural 

change is required for learning; others insist 

that new ways of thinking are enough. Some 

cite information processing as the mechanism 

through which learning takes place; others 

propose shared insights, organizational 

routines, even memory. (p. 3.65) 

this same article, Garvin (1994) refers to several 

definitions of organizational learning provided by a variety 

of sources as outlined in Table 10. Organizational learning 

theory concerns itself closely with the organization and how 

it responds to circumstances and issues that arise, despite 

the fact "that individuals may corne and go" (Kline and 

Saunders, 1993. p .  3 4 ) .  

Common to al1 definitions is that organizational learning 

is seen as an activity, a process that goes on in a learning 

organization. As individuals are given "a workplace that is 

safe for thinking" (Kline and Saunders, 1993, p. 691 ,  and a 

place where they can be creative in their approaches to work, 

a very unique culture develops which fosters this kind of 

support and freedom. 



Table 10 

Definitions of Organizational Learning 

llOrganizational learning means the process of improving 
actions through better knowledge and understanding" 
Fi01 and Lyles (as cited in Garvin, 1994) 

"An enti 
in£ onnat 
changedu 

.ty learns if, through its processing of 
ion, the range of its potential behaviours 
Huber (as cited in ~a-min, 1994) 

"Organizations are seen as learning by encoding 
inferences £rom history into routines that guide 
behaviour" Levitt and ~ a r c h  (as cited in ~ a w i n ,  1994) 

"Organizational learning is a process of detecting and 
correcting erroru Argyris (as cited i n  Gamin, 1994) 

"Organizational learning occurs through shared insights, 
knowledge and mental models, and builds on past 
knowledge and experience - -  that is, on mernoryu Stata 
(as cited in Garvin, 1994) 

In an organization where learning is occurring, one person can 

indeed leave and a new person replace him. However, the 

practices and beliefs of al1 those in such an organization 

remains the same. In essence, the culture of the organization 

will still support the desires of the second person to be 

creative and innovative. The organization has learned that 

this type of freedom enhances the skills and attitudes of 

employees and the organization will react much more 

effectively to change. Sot organizational learning is an 



activity that is always ongoing. The organization learns what 

is required for its individual members to be at their best. 

In cornparison, a traditional bureaucracy is characterized 

by rigid hierarchies and chains of command. 1s there much 

organizational learning going on in a bureaucracy? Are members 

encouraged to be creative and take risks? Are new and improved 

methods of doing things advocated? One's immediate response 

might be no. There is a tremendous amount of what Graham 

(1994) refers to as standardization and there much importance 

attached to conforming to these standards. His research 

reveals that these organizations usually respond to change 

very poorly, and adapt very slowly. Al1 bureaucracies are not 

necessarily quite this rigid. I t  depends on many factors such 

as the nature of the work, the s i z e  of the organization, and 

the extent to which its leaders have been bureaucratically 

socialized. Even in large rigid organizations there are 

usually pockets of activity where learning organization 

practices are employed, at least to the extent that the rules 

will allow. In fact, Senge suggests that in large 

organizations initially, there may be "no other alternative to 

these learning pockets" (P. Senge, persona1 communication, 

1996) . It is evident that organizational learning is very much 

a process. Argyris and Schon (1978) tie organizational 

learning into the process of change and adapting. They state 



that it is the process of detecting and correcting errors. 

This perspective focuses on an genuine change in behaviour. 

The organization actually alters the way it reacts. 

Others such as Huber (as cited in Garvin, 1994) perceive 

organizational learning in a slightly different light. Huber 

believes that as long as " t h e  range of potential behaviour 

changesu then organizational learning has occurred. He argues 

that it does not matter whether the organization displays any 

tangible shift in practices. The important factor is that the 

knowledge is there in the organizational rnemory if the leaders 

decide to use it. 

Garvin (1994) appears to agree with Argyris (as cited in 

Garvin, 1994) and argues the point: 

Whatever the source of new ideas, these ideas 

are the trigger for organizational 

improvement. But they cannot by themselves 

create a learning organization. Without 

accompanying changes in the way that work gets 

done, only the potential for improvement 

exists. (p. 3.65) 

Garvin (1994) stipulates the necessity of visible change 

and in doing sol he rules out some who may consider their 

organizations to be learning organizations. Many he says, fail 

to qualify if there is no improvement in performance. For him, 



detectable change is necessary for organizational learning to 

occur . 

Dixon (1993) emphasizes the need for organizational 

learning and in doing sol also illustrates her belief that 

visible change is required. 

For organizations in the 1 9 9 0 f s ,  learning 

makes the critical difference. Through 

learning, organizations adapt to environmental 

constraints, and avoid the repetition of past 

mistakes. Unfortunately, too many 

organizations fail to adapt to customer needs 

and do not improve their processes to meet 

rising cornpetitive standards. (p. 1) 

Without a change in the processes, Dixon feels there is no 

organizational learning. 

Thompson (1994) also makes a very clear case for the need 

fo r  real change in order to Say that there is organizational 

learning occurring. 

The purpose of organizat ional learning and the 

acquisition of organizational knowledge is to 

provide the foundation for rapid, dramatic 

organizational change; increasingly the 

fundamental revirement for organizational 

success. (p. 85) 



Thompson makes a strong connection between learning and 

change, and states clearly bis belief that the whole purpose 

of organizational learning is to provide the skills and 

knowledge necessary to bring about change. 

In summary, organizational learning is a process and 

there is very strong support for the position that a concrete 

change in behaviour or practice is in fact necessary in order 

to verify that organizational learning has occurred. Argyris 

and Schon (1978)~ Casey ( 1 9 9 3 ) ~  Dixon (l993), Fi01 and Lyles 

(as cited in Garvin, 19941, Garvin (1994), Kline and Saunders 

(19931, Levitt and March (as cited in Garvin, 19941, Senge 

(1990) and Thompson (1994) al1 link successful organizational 

learning to visible and concrete change. 

Definins the Learnins Orsanization 

While this research has discovered that many authors use 

the terms interchangeably, it has also illustrated that 

organizational learning is a cognitive process directly linked 

to visible change in behaviour or at least the potential for 

visible change in behaviour. When talking of " t h e  learning 

organizationN however, virtually al1 of the authors seemed to 

be talking of an ideal - -  a state of being to strive for. To 

build a definition of a learning organization, it is necessary 



to explore the various definitions that exist. 

Although they acknowledge it is difficult to define, 

Bennett and O'Brien (1995) offer the following definition: 

It is an organization that has woven a 

continuous and enhanced capacity to learn, 

adapt and change into its culture. Its values, 

policies, practices, systems and 

structures support and accelerate learning for 

al1 employees. (p. 3 . 7 9 )  

Bennett and O'Brien include many of the concepts explained by 

Senge (1990) throughout his work such as the continuous nature 

of learning, the adaptability, structures and systems 

requirements. Nayak, Gamin, Maira, and Bragar (1995) offer a 

very similar definition: 

Learning organizations are those that are 

particularly adept at the processes that 

support continuous learning and productive 

change. This approach engages employees' 

hearts and minds in continuous, harmonious, 

productive change designed to achieve results 

they genuinely care about and that the 

organizationts stakeholders want. (p. 15) 

Both definitions touch on many of the concepts proclaimed by 



Senge (1990) , such as continuous learning, change, harmony, 

authenticity, and the need to engage ernployees. 

Swieringa and Wierdsma (1992) emphasize the adaptive 

nature of the learning organization in their definition: 

Learning organizations are those that have 

mastered the art of adapting quickly on the 

one hand and preserving their own direction 

and identity on the other. They are not only 

capable of learning, but also of learning to 

learn. In other words they are not only able 

to become competent, but also to remain 

cornpetent. (p. 71) 

According to this definition, organizations remain 

cornpetitive under changing demands and circumstances by 

learning that is "initiated and controlled by existing or 

anticipated problemsfl (Swieringa and Wierdsma, 1992, p. 7 3 ) .  

In more traditional organizations, problems are seen as 

something to be avoided; in learning organizations, they are 

seen as possible indicators of needed change. 

Kiefe r  (1995) brings into his definition, the element of 

leadership. He sees learning organizations as those "in which 

leaders must be deeply involved in designing systems and 

structures that promote the easy and efficient translation of 



human creative energy into collective resultsw (p. 92). He 

places much of the responsibility for creating and maintaining 

a learning organization, squarely on the shoulders of the 

leader. 

So too does Rolls (1995): 

A learning organization is a place where, 

through learning, people are continually re- 

perceiving their world and their relationship 

to it, discovering how they create their 

reality and their future. A learning 

organization adapts a willingness to identify 

and challenge its existing paradigms, valuing 

output and the skills necessary to yield that 

output, rewarding the thinking not just the 

doing, eliciting input and cornmitment to the 

vision, values and performance expectations 

from employees at al1 levels, providing 

opportunity for growth, accepting and 

encouraging mistakes. It makes use of the 

learning of its individual m e m b e r s ,  encourages 

and rewards widespread and spontaneous 

learning. It engenders open debate and 

questioning to remain flexible in the long 

term. (p. 103) 



This definition illustrates many of the principles t h a t  

the learning organization is based upon. Like Kiefer (1995), 

Rolls (1995) places the assignment of duties involved here in 

the hands of the leader: "The leader of a learning 

organization has to create the conditions in which employees 

have the supporting psychodynamics and infrastructure that 

allows then to move £rom 'change-fragile' t o  'change-agile' " 

( p .  103). 

In The F i f t h  Discipline Fieldbook, Roberts, Ross and 

Kleiner (1994) provide an extensive list of characteristics. 

They state that in a learning organization: 

People feel they are doing something that matters - -  to 

them personally, and to the larger world. 

Every individual in the organization is somehow 

stretching, growing or enhancing h i s  capacity to create. 

People are more intelligent together than  they are apart . 

If you want something really creative done, ask a team to 

do it - -  instead of sending one person off to do it on 

his or her own. 

The organization continually becomes more aware of its 

underlying knowledge base - -  particularly the store of 

tacit , unarticulated knowledge in the  hearts and rninds of 

employees. 

Visions of the direction of the enterprise emerge £rom 

al1 levels. The responsibility of top management is to 



manage the process whereby new emerging visions become 

shared visions. 

Employees are invited t o  learn what is going on a t  every 

level of t he  organization, so they can understand h o w  

their a c t i o n s  influence others. 

People f e e l  free to inquire about each otherrs (and t h e i r  

own) assumptions and biases. There are few (if any) 

sacred cows or undiscussable subjects. 

People treat each other a s  colleagues. There  is a mutual 

respect and t r u s t  in t he  way they talk to each other, and 

work together ,  no matter what t h e i r  positions may be. 

People f e e l  free to try experiments, take risks, and 

openly assess  the results. No one is killed for making a 

rnistake. 

(Roberts,  Ross, and Kleiner, 1 9 9 4 ,  p.  51) . 

This list of characteristics of the learning organizat ion 

is clearly reflective of the influence of Senge (1990) . I t  

emphasizes team learning, open-ness , mutual respec t ,  and 

building shared visions. Senge also talks of challenging 

mental models, both Our own and those of the people around us. 

Simi la r ly ,  this l ist  indicates t h e  need for people t o  question 

their assumptions and biases. 

I n  Ten Steps t o  a Learninq Orcranization, Kline and 

Saunders ( 1 9 9 3 )  outline s p e c i f i c  steps to follow in building 



a learning organization. In doing so, they d e p i c t  many of the 

characteristics of a learning organization: 

People can feel the same way they do at home. They can 

enjoy w0rkir.g with people and being creative. They can 

have a sense of teamwork and accomplishment (p. 11). 

Mistakes are viewed as stepping stones to continuous 

learning, and e s s e n t  i a l  to further business growth 

(p .  17) . 
There is continual permission and incentive for everyone 

in the organization to think well and benef it from t h e  

thinking of others (p. 77) . 
~ e a d e r s  encourage bold thinking, while providing t h e  

feedback necessary to improve it (p. 88). 

A shared vision, created through synergy rather than 

consensus ,  integrates the contribution of everyone into 

a new, much richer possibility than  any individual or 

srnall group could have achieved alone (p.  160). 

There is a belief that everyone is of equal importance 

(p. 132). 

Anything that happens is the result of many different 

causes interacting among themselves (p. 209). 

in the learning organization Kline and Saunders (1993) 

envision, thinking is encouraged, rnistakes are okay , v i s i o n  is 



shared, everyone is equal, and occurrences are multi-causal. 

This is a f l  analogous t o  the picture t h a t  Senge p a i n t s  for us  

i n  The Fifth Discipline. Also, Kline and Saunders make 

reference to a point also emphasized by Rolls (1995) that "we 

are moving toward whole-self integration with no separate 

selves for work and persona1 livesu (p. 107) . Sirnilarly, Kline 

and Saunders state tha t  i n  a learning organization, people can 

feel the same way they do a t  home. In  the type of organization 

they envision, people can be themselves and not feel they have 

to p r e s e n t  thernselves i n  a different rnanner at work than  they 

would at home. 

In a similar fashion, Marshall, Mobley and Calvert ( 1 9 9 5 )  

outline many of the characteristics they feel comprise a 

learning organization. They state that in such an 

organization: 

People are aligned around a single purpose or vision, 

one can often see the resistance to learning melt away 

(p. 116) . 

Effective teamwork requires greater sharing of 

information, exploring other perspectives and options and 

greater diversity in approaches (p. 121) . 
The process of dialogue explores issues £rom the base of 

their assumptions and allows underlying beliefs to be 

surfaced, p r i o r  to decision-making ( p .  121) . 



(4) Learning does not stop when action is taken. Rather that 

is when learning begins (p. 122) . 

Table 17 provides a synthesis of thought on t h e  learning 

organization. 

Table 11 

The Learning Organization : A Synthesis of Thought 

T h e  M e m b e r s :  

are encouraged to take risks 
feel their work i s  valued 
a r e  always increasing their capacity to learn 
have an important role in decision makicg 
feel free to inquire about others assurnptions 
treat everyone with respect and trust 
question their own assumptions 
believe that everyone in the organization is equal 
work and learn as teams 
share information and new ideas 
engage in dialogue 
look upon change as an opportunity 
a r e  creative and innovative 
develop clear persona1 visions 
feel free to be themselves a t  work 
a r e  not reluctant t o  offer suggestions and opinions 
seek out learning opportunities 
decide what thev need to learn 

(table continues) 



The Leaders: 

are flexible and encourage ernployee input 
recognize ernployees for their efforts 
treat employees-with respect and dignity 
assume an equal relationship 
enjoy working in a flat 
share power equally 
have employees who work 

ter 

wit 

- 
more egali 

.h them and 

tar 

no 

ian organiz 

t for them 

at ion 

- - 
encourage risk taking 
see mistakes as stepping stones to be evaluated and utilized 
anticipate, encourage and even look forward to change 
trust employees 
allow employees to make their own decisions on how work is best done 
work as team members 
are authentic in their relationships with employees 
have no "hiddenn agendas 
operate in an open and honest environment 
provide feedback to employees 
maintain that occurrences are multi-causal 
encourage persona1 and work l i f e  integration 
share information about the organization with al1 employees 
understand the culture of the organization 
are able to let go of old myths 
are more relaxed 
are less threatened 
provide challenging jobs for employees 
encouraqe practice at work - - 

The Activities: 

- experirnentation with new approaches 
- continuous learning by both ernployees and leaders 
- information sharing 
- constant refinement and adaptation of approaches 
- ongoing opportunities for development and enhancement of skills 
- continuing and open communication and dialogue 
- constant evaluation and exchange of ideas 
- measurement of processes, progress and results 
- discouragement of interna1 cornpetition 

(table continues) 



The Reasons: 
deal more effectively with increased pace of change 
adapt to the changing nature of work 
build superior performance 
build a non-threatening workplace characterized by innovation, 
creativity and resourcefulness 
more fully utilize the diversity of skills that exist 
make organizations more cornpetitive in the marketplace 
adapt to customer needs 
avoid decline 
engage in community 
energize the workforce 
provide a playground for creative ideas 
provide a safe place to take risks 
illustrate that employees are valued 
improve quality 
empower employees 
thrive rather than survive 
provide a healthy environment for employees to work in 
ensure continuous improvement through continuous learning 
provide people the hope that things can be better 
encourage employees to share insights 

From this, one can define the learning organization as an 

organization characterized by experimentation and innovation, 

trust, mutual respect, dialogue, authenticity, equality, and 

teamwork. As a result, it evolves into an organization in 

which people are continually re-examining assumptions about 

old ways, learning about new ones, and working toward a vision 

developed and shared by al1 members. 

Conclusion 

1s there a difference between organizational learning and 



the learning organization? This research has show that many 

use the two terms interchangeably. There are differences 

however. Argyris and Schon (1978) , Fi01 and Lyles (as cited in 

Garvin, 1994), Harshman and Phillips (1994), Huber (as cited 

in Garvin, 1994) , and Levitt and March (as cited in Garvin, 

19941, argue that organizational learning is closely linked to 

the behaviours that change in an organization as it adapts to 

a changing environment. In doing so, they emphasize an 

activity or process. This is what organizational learning 

entails. "It involves the detection and correction of error" 

(Argyris and Schon, 1978, p. 2) . 

The learning organization on the other hand, is an ideal 

to strive for. It is what evolves when certain conditions are 

met and certain activities occur. The first stage in Figure 

2 below illustrates the development of an atmosphere which is 

conducive to learning. It requires a host of attributes such 

as trust, dialogue, open-ness, and authenticity, which combine 

to establish an environment in which organizational learning 

can occur. Various authors discussed throughout this chapter 

have included such terminology in their discussions. If a 

workplace is characterized by recognition and support, an 

employee is likely to try new ways of doing things. They will 

experiment, refine, and adapt. They will in essence, learn. 

Consequently, organizational learning 



is the process that logically follows establishment of these 

aforementioned conditions. The learning organization is the 

goal towards which one continually strives, a result of 

organizational learning. Figure 2 illustrates this process. 

THE PROCESS 
experimentation, adaptation, didogue, 
shared vision building, teamwork, 
evaluation, modifia tion, sharing, 
self-andysis, risk-taking, continuous 
learning, anticipating, trusting, 
encouraging, shared decision making. 

NECESSARY CONDITIONS 
trust, cooperation, communication, 
sincerity, concem, recognition, 
warmth, compassion, exnpathy, 
authenticity, respect, ffexibility, 
equality, support, honesty. 

Figure 2. Development of a Uaniing Organization 

Organizational learning is a process by which events are 

evaluated and processes are adapted. When organizational 

learning occurs, behaviours change and events are embedded in 

organizat ional rnernory f o r  future ref e r e n c e  . When such a state 



exists, the atmosphere that is created is much more conducive 

to trust, cooperation and al1 of the necessary conditions 

referred to. 

This chapter has attempted to illustrate both the 

differences and the relationship betweer, organizational 

learning and the learning organization. While organizational 

learning has been referred to as a process, the learning 

organization is not an end. As Senge (1990) states, we never 

really arrive in our quest for persona1 mastery. However, the 

learning organization is the goal towards which organizations 

constantly strive. The process, as illustrated in Figure 2 is 

cyclical. Organizational learning leads to the creation of a 

learning organization. However even after it has become a 

learning organization, the degree of organizational learning 

that is occurring, increases. An organization in which this 

process is cyclical and continuai, and is nurtured and 

encouraged, is called the learning organization. 



CHAPTER 4 

The Learning Organization 

This chapter provides an extensive review of the 

available literature on the learning organization in order to 

generate a comprehensive set of principles. The work of Senge 

(1990) will provide the framework using his £ive disciplines 

as the major headings. In the discussion of each, there will 

be an inclusion of ideas £rom other theorists and writers and 

a critical analysis and surnmary of the ideas. 

The In£luence of Sense 

Most of the authors referenced in this study have written 

their material since the publication of Senge's The Fifth 

Discipline in 1990. They had been exposed to the ideas and 

thoughts expressed by Senge and in many cases, this is 

acknowledged. For example, Kline and Saunders ( 1 9 9 3 )  in Ten 

Steps to a Learnins Orsanization state: 

At about that time, we both read Peter Senge's 

influential and widely admired book, 

The Fifth Discipline, which developed the 

notion of a learning organization. We also 

noted that many who had read Senge's book 

seerned to want more specific information about 



how to build a learning organization. (p. 12) 

The in£ luence of Senge (1990) throughout this book is obvious . 

In The Fifth Discipline Fieldbook, Senge is one of the 

£ive CO-authors. His influence is very evident in al1 of the 

articles written. While it is a compilation of writings from 

a whole host of authors, most of the major contributors are, 

and have been associated with Senge for some tirne. Regarding 

one of the authors, Charlotte Roberts, Senge writes, 

"Charlotte and 1 have probably CO- led more 'Leadership and 

Mastery ' workshops than any other team" ( Senge , Kleiner , 

Roberts, Ross, and Smith, 1994, p. x i i ) .  He goes on to Say of 

another one of the authors, that "Rick Ross and I have worked 

together for ten years, engaging in regular dialogue about the 

nature of learning in organizations for most of that tirne" (p. 

x i i )  . Given these close working relationships, the influence 

of Senge's ideas in this book are understandable. 

Bennet and O'Brien (1995) , in their description of the 

building of a learning organization, also acknowledge the 

impact of Sengets work. uMassachusetts Institute of Technology 

Professor Peter M. Senge, author of The Fifth Discipline and 

a leading organizational learning theorist, emphasizes the 

principle of creative tension" (p. 3.76) . 

A whole host of other writers acknowledge the 

contribution and the influence that Senge has had on: 



leadership 

the learning process 

dialogue and the communication process 

a values 

Writers such as Bennett and Brown (1994) , Brown (1994) , 

Dixon (1993) , Marshall, Mobley and Calvert (1995) , Murphy 

(1994) , Rolls (1995) and Shipka (1995) have al1 acknowledged 

in their work, the impact Senge has had. His work has been 

used by these and others, as a benchmark against which they 

develop new opinions and perspectives. 

Not al1 the discussion though, that followed the 

publication of The Fifth Discipline has been positive. Gamin 

(1994) offers some comrnentary that is more critical of Senge's 

ideas than most. He sees Senge's promotion of the £ive 

disciplines as too vague: 

Sound idyllic? Absolutely. Desirable? Without 

question. But does it provide a framework for 

action? Hardly. The recommendations are far 

too abstract, and too many questions remain 

unanswered . (Gamin, 19 94, p. 3 - 6 4  ) 

Garvin does not disagree with the concept, he feels it is 

desirable. However, he does feel that it is far too removed 

from the basic, pragmatic concerns in an organization and he 

questions its real  world applicability. 



How for example will managers know when their 

companies have become learning organizations? 

What concrete changes in behaviour are 

required? What policies and programs must be 

in place? Most discussions of the learning 

organizations finesse these issues. Their 

focus is high philosophy and grand themes, 

sweeping metaphors rather than the gritty 

details of practice. (Gamin, 1994, p. 3.64) 

Nonetheless, the influence and impact of Senge on those 

that have written about organizational learning since 1990 is 

far-reaching. With the litany of writers using Senge's work as 

the benchmark against which they develop their own theories, 

this is obvious. 

Since its appearance in 1990 then, Sengets The Fifth 

Discipline, with its focus  on t h e  learning organization, has 

become a major influence on organizational theory. The 

organization he promotes is, in many ways, a direct contrast 

to the rigid hierarchy and strict set of rules, regulations 

and roles, which often characterize the bureaucracy. Sengets 

learning organization outlines £ive disciplines that Senge 

contends are required or necessary . Those disciplines are 
persona1 mastery, mental models, shared visions, team learning 

and systems thinking. Each builds upon the other and provides 



a distinctive interrelationship. 

Personal Masterv 

Senge (1990) defines personal mastery as "a special level 

of proficiency in every aspect of life - persona1 and 

profession al^ (p. 142) . There is a dual aspect here since this 
definition is not restricted to a person's work life. Rather, 

it encornpasses the rnuch broader spectrum of experiences that 

make up one's life. "Practising the virtues of life and 

business succes s  are not only compatible, but enrich one 

another. This is a far cry £rom the traditional 'morals of the 

marketplace'" (Senge, 1990, p. 144). This dual aspect, this 

blending of persona1 and professional lives, is characteristic 

of a learning organization. In discussing the problems 

traditional bureaucracies face, Pinchot (1994) agrees with 

Senge that the typical relationships that exist in 

bureaucracies must be "replaced by strong whole-person 

relationships" (p. 37). This thought is d s o  echoed by Rolls 

(1995) : 

We are rnoving toward whole self-integration 

with no separate selves for work and personal 

lives. The new leader supports an intimacy 



that believes in disclosing true selves in an 

environment of nurturance and acceptance . As 

peopie seek heightened authenticity, 

compassion, wholeness, and meaning outside of 

work, their newfound growth and expectations 

will corne to work with them. We need to 

provide workplaces that nourish and foster 

persona1 and organizational change. We need to 

discover  how deeper meaning can be accessed in 

our worklives . (p. 107) 
Senge(1990) suggests that personal mastery is not a set 

of skills that a person possesses. Rather, it is an attitude, 

a lifelong commitment to being open t o  change and engaging in 

an incessant strive to learn more, in both one's persona1 and 

professional life. "People with a high level of personal 

rnastery live in a continua1 learning mode. They never arrivet1 

(p. 142) . This type of continuous learning requires a deep 

commitment and certain characteristics which nurture the 

learning spirit and help embed the attribute deep in our 

personality . 
One attxibute of true learning is a sense of 

curiosity and wonder. A second is an 

experience of openness to new possibilities. A 

third is that the process of finding the 

answer is more important than having an 



answer. Finally, it is necessary to have an 

approach to oneJs environment characterized by 

experimentation: accessing information, 

analysing that information, and looking for 

new connections and relationships. (Thompson, 

1995. p . 8 6 )  

This, Thornpson (1995) reminds us is how very young 

children becorne extraordinarily good at learning. Their sense 

of wonder, curiosity and experimentation leads them to a rapid 

pace of learning. In a few short years the quantity of what 

they learn is almost inconceivable. Handy (1995) also makes 

the ref erence to children. "Watch a small child learning. The 

questions are endless, the curiosity insatiablen (p. 4 7 )  , 

People who have a high degree of persona1 mastery have 

rnaintained much of this curiosity and wonderment. 

However, this characteristic is not as comrnon perhaps as 

it should be . Many people do not maintain this inquisitiveness 
characteristic of children. Many appear to grow less curious 

and less willing to learn. If we compare the learning that 

goes on in a daycare centre full of two-year old children, 

with many organizations, there is simply no comparison. More 

learning is occurring at the daycare centre. Not al1 

organizations should be stereotyped as places where little 

learning occurs. Many are very successful at fostering a 

climate where true learning takes place. However a 



bureaucratic organization is often characterized by poor 

learning practices. Swieringa and Wierdsma (1992) highlights 

the risks associated with learning in a bureaucracy. 

Initiative and testing new ideas predictably 

lead to errors; you learn £rom doing and the 

mistakes are experiences which can increase 

the effectiveness of learning . I n  

bureaucraties however, mistakes are often 

b e t t e r  remembered than success fu l  initiatives. 

This makes avoiding mistakes a much more 

sensible way of obtaining a good appraisal 

report than showing initiative. Passivity and 

thus freedom from e r r o r  show up better than a 

spirit of enterprise with the inevitable 

failures. (p. 58) 

In a bureaucracy, innovativeness carries with it the risk 

of making mistakes, and mistakes have negative consequences. 

How does this impact on Sengets discipline of persona1 

mastery? For those working in a rigid bureaucracy that 

encourages conformity to old standards and discourages 

innovation, attaining a high level of personal mastery 

certainly becomes a very formidable task. 

There are other aspects to the r i s k  element. As stated, 

there are risks associated with making a mistake in a 

bureaucracy and there are consequences for doing so. There are 



also other risks. Working in a bureaucratic system where 

learning is not a dominant feature of the culture, one's 

confidence can be affected. For an individual, "learning can 

involve feeling frustrated or appearing stupid. The universal 

risk-reward ratio applies to learning: the higher the risk, 

the greater the reward, and vice versau (Marshall, Mobley and 

Calvert, 1995, p.119). Risk then, is an inescapable cornpanion 

to learning. So, rather than accept these risks, many choose 

a safer  and more secure option. This option is readily 

available in a bureaucracy. Sengefs point is that people who 

have a high degree of personal mastery are willing to accept 

these risks. 

In order for individuals to accept these risks though, 

they must have a vision of what they want to achieve. This 

becomes the motivating force. 'Vision is a specific 

destination, a concrete picture of a desired futuren (Senge, 

1990, p. 149). Many people do not have a specific vision of 

what they want, but as Senge (1990) states, when asked, they 

will usually state what they want to get rid of. Having a 

clear vision is of the utmost importance in developing 

personal rnastery . "Personal visions pull us toward self - 

development, self-fulfilment, and self-regulation which 

increases Our contribution in the workplace" (Anderson, 1995, 

p. 67) . When visions are articulate and unclouded, it becomes 

much easier for individuals to develop a shared vision in an 



organization. The discipline of shared visions will be 

discussed later. 

Senge (1990) emphasizes the critical importance of 

individuals knowing what is important to them, and 

"continually focusing and refocusing on what one truly wants , 

on one's visionsn (Senge, 1990, p. 148). The gap between one's 

vision and onef s current reality formulates what he calls 

creative tension. This creative tension is very significant. 

The principle of creative tension is the 

central principle of persona1 mastery, 

integrating al1 elements of the discipline. 

Yet it is widely misunderstood. For example, 

tension suggests anxiety or stress. But 

creative tension doesnt t feel any particular 

way. It is the force that cornes into play at 

the moment we acknowledge a vision that is at 

odds with our current reality. (Senge, 1990, 

p. 150) 

While it is true that we must have a clear vision, it is 

equally true that we must also be very aware of our current 

realities . "An accurate, insightful view of current reality is 

as important as a ciear  visionu (Senge, 199C, p. 155) . Both 
the vision and the reality involve a certain degree of self- 

assessment. Individuals need a clear, accurate and honest 

picture of their current realities. When they get to that 



stage, they realize that in order to make their vision a 

reality, they must change their lives. 

You have assimilated the vision not just 

consciously, but unconsciously, at a level 

where it changes more of the behaviour.You 

have a sense of deliberate patience - -  with 

yourself and the world, and are more attentive 

to what is going on around you. This produces 

a sustained sense of energy and enthusiasm 

which produces some tangible results. (Senge, 

Kleiner, Roberts, Ross and Smith, 1994, p .  

195) 

Individuals who have a high degree of persona1 mastery 

then, also have a sharply focused and accurate picture of 

their current realities, their persona1 vision, and the extent 

and nature of the gap between the two. This makes the tasks at 

hand less burdensome, Senge contends. 

Senge (1990) makes constant reference to the fact that 

personal mastery is ongoing and that people never really 

arrive. It is not a goal which can be set with a deadline 

attached or one that can be £orgotten once accomplished. It is 

a lifelong process and requires a high degree of self 

assessment, values clarification and constant focusing and 

refocusing . "Mastery of creative tension brings out a capacity 
for perseverance and patience" (Senge, 1990, p. 1 5 4 ) .  



Hodgkinson (1988), though, reminds us that this type of 

rnindset is not common today. He refers  to the "tyranny of the 

urgentt1 and states that "there is no t h e  allowed for 

reflection" (p. 25) . Senge (1990) also notes this in 

discussing mastery of creative tension by pointing out the 

differences between American and Japanese business people. It 

illustrates two very different attitudes toward time: 

The American arrive in Japan on a tight, 

carefully planned £ive day schedule and 

immediately wants to get to work. Instead the 

Japanese greet thern with a polite, formal tea 

ceremony, never getting down to nuts and 

bolts. As the days go by, the Japanese keep 

their slow pace, while the Arnericans become 

anstier and anstier. For the American, time is 

the enemy. For the Japanese, time is an ally. 

(Senge, 1990, p. 154) 

How one views tirne can be a major factor in maintaining a 

healthy level of creative tension and developing one's 

persona1 mastery. Thompson (1995) states: 

Perhaps the greatest di£ f iculty in becoming a 

true learning organization is that we live in 

an age of instant gratification. To change the 

fundamental paradigm an individual or group 

operates from is to fundarnentally re-orient an 



individual or group to learning. Given the 

attitudes and behaviour that have been molded 

into thern, and the conditions that surround 

them in an organization, this is no overnight 

task. It takes years. As a culture, we a r e  not 

used to thinking in these terms; rather, we 

think in tems of this month, next quarter or 

the current year. (Thompson, 1995, p. 97) 

People with persona1 mastery have high levels of patience and 

perseverance, and are willing to make the commitment that is 

required. Table 12 provides a summary of the  main requirements 

for this discipline. 

Table 12 

Requirements for Persona1 Mastery 

an integration of persona1 and professional lives 

a lifelong commitment to being open to change 

the maintenance of a high degree of curiosity 

t h e  ability to t a k e  risks and experiment 

a sharply focused picture of current reality 

an examination of one's values 

high levels of patience and perseverance 



Mental Modeis 

Senge (1990 describes mental models as "deeply engrained 

assurnptions, generalizations, or even pictures or images that 

influence how we understand the world and how we take action" 

(p. 8) . These are the set of reference points upon which 

actions are determined, and are usually the product of years 

of observation, analysis and internalization. Kreutzer (1995) 

defines them as I 1 a  map, a picture of the territory. We live in 

our ûwn interior worlds, in the worlds of our own experience, 

in our individual versions of realityu ( p .  232). 

Mental models are very significant in today's 

organizations. How one sees the world and interacts with it is 

molded by the individuals perceptions and values. Individuals 

perceive events di£ f erent ly, hence everyone has a di£ f erent 

set of mental models. This can potentially cause much 

dissention in the workplace. 

My observation of conversations in business, 

political, and social settings is that people 

spend an inordinate amount of energy asserting 

and debating which position is right or wrong. 

Such thinking is not only destructive but 

flawed, we always see the world through a 

particular filter or lens or what Peter Senge 

calls mental models (Murphy, 1995, p. 205). 



Politics is one arena in which to observe this 

phenomenon. Openly and often publicly, politicians disagree, 

which illustrates quite clearly, what happens when two very 

different mental models collide. That however, does not mean 

that one shoulii  not have beliefs and uphold them. 

The important question is not whether 

something is right or wrong, but is it helpful 

for the purpose at hand. Such a small shift i n  

thinking could greatly ease the way to 

creating a much more productive and much more 

human world. It would certainly go a long way 

towards removing some of the more serious 

barriers to learning and to creating learning 

organizations (Murphy, 1994, p. 2 0 5 )  . 

Senge (1990) states that because of t h i s  type of 

disagreement in organizations, often good ideas never get put 

into practice : "More specif ically, new insights f ail to get 

put into practice because they conflict with deeply held 

interna1 images of how the world works, images that l i m i t  us 

to farniliar ways of thinking and actingH (p. 174). Conner 

( 1 9 9 3 )  provides a very interesting account of how Thomas 

Edison in 1879 dealt with the negative reaction he knew h i s  

invention would face. 

Edison perceived that there would be a 

negative initial reaction to h i s  device simply 



because it was so foreign to most people's 

£rames of reference. To dampen the shock of 

his radical innovation, he designed the new 

lights to resemble as closely as possible, the 

gas lights of the period in appearance and 

intensity. When people first saw Edison's 

display, they detected little that was 

different than they were accustomed to. 

(p. 101) 

While he did not cal1 them mental models, Edison knew 

w h a t  the perceptions of the people at the t h e  were, and he 

also knew of the tremendous strength of these beliefs and 

perceptions. By being so astute, Edison created a set of 

circumstances for people to easily assimilate the change. 

Tt is important to be cognizant of the fact that in 

organizational life, there exists a w i d e  var ie ty  of mental 

models. Whether they are right or wrong is less important than 

recognizing they exist and factoring this into the decision 

making processes. 

It is also important to keep one's own mental models open 

to change. They must be adaptable. Murphy (1994) emphasizes 

this need for flexibility. "1 learned that even one's deepest 

belief s can only be approximations and interpretat ions and are 

therefore best kept open to constant examination and 

adjustment , or even outright change" (p. 205 ) . Weintraub 



(1994) also links mental mode1 flexibility to the pursuit of 

mastery: individuals in the pursuit of persona1 mastery, 

w e  must challenge our unique mental models, and the 

assumptions upon which they  rest, in order to move closer to 

our personal visions" (p. 419) . Senge (1990) also illustrates 

the need for self examination, change and adjustment. He 

referç to the Detroit automakers who assumed that al1 people 

cared about was style. Meanwhile, Japanese carmakers were 

promoting not only style but also quality. Detroit had made 

too many assumptions. 

Because they remained unaware of their mental 

models, the models remained unexamined. 

Because they were unexamined, the models 

remained unchanged. As the world changed, a 

gap widened between Detroit's mental models 

and reality, leading to counterproductive 

actions. As the Detroit automakers 

demonstrated, entire industries can develop 

chronic misfits between mental models and 

reality. (p. 176) 

Mental models says Senge, must be examined. They cannot 

be shelved and forgotten. They must be constantly open to 

scrutiny, adjustment or change as environmental conditions 

Vary. In bureaucracies however, senior management have very  

r ig id  mental models which are not easily altered. They have 



clear, strong perceptions of how they feel the organization 

should work, what their role, and the role of the employee is. 

It rnay be difficult for such bureaucracies to challenge 

mental models and be open to innovative changes. Kline and 

Saunders (1993) elaborate on this. I1Many organizations still 

prefer to hire w a m  bodies who show up on time, do what they 

are told and dontt rock the boat, rather than seek honest and 

necessary improvementsM (Kline and Saunders, 1993, p. 71). 

There can be many reasons managers might not encourage 

innovation. Kline and Saunders(i993) cite several. 

- threat of losing their authority 

- Eear that they will lose their jobs 
- threat to their ego 
- concerrï they will be left out of the 
development process 

- cynicism that they have been through 

this before (p. 73). 

Such fears are found in large bureaucratic structures 

such as government. Many honestly believe that bureaucracy is 

the most organized, orderly way to get thingç done, and these 

mental models are often deeply engrained. Kline and Saunders 

(1993) illustrate how this stifles creativity and discourages 

thinking. 

Everyone knows stories of innovative thinkers 

who were ignored or fired by their employers 



and went off to begin brilliantly successful 

businesses. Much less f amous , but 

unfortunately much more common, are the 

innumerable people who have given up pursuing 

their good ideas - -  or given up bothering to 

think at al1 on the job (p. 69) . 

No one mental mode1 is ever complete, nor is it 

absolutely correct. Similarly no two are ever identical. The 

individuality of mental rnodels accounts for the varying 

behaviour exhibited in organizations. 

A significant part of organization is t h u s  in 

people's minds, and it is the images of 

reality stored up in these minds which 

determine behaviour. One reason for the 

occurrence of discrepancies between desired 

and actual behaviour in an organization is 

that the images people have of their 

organization are always incomplete and often 

quite different (Swieringa and Wierdsma, 1992, 

P. 16). 

Argyris and Schon (19781, agree with this. 

Each member of the organization constmcts his 

or her own representation or image, of the 

theory-in-use of t h e  whole. That picture is 

always incomplete. The organization members 



strive continually to complete t and to 

understand themselves in the context of the 

organization . (p. 16) 

Harris (1989) also talks of behaviour in the workplace 

and what dictates it. Behaviour he says, is governed by the 

unique images that people have stored in their minds, as 

referred to above by Agyris and Schon (1978) and Swieringa and 

Wierdsma (1992). Wach of us lives within Our own l i f e  space, 

which is as unique as a fingerprint" (Harris, 1989, p. 32). 

Harris points to the individuality and singularity of the 

images and perceptions that people hold. He also ref ers to the 

fact that many of these images are in fact, deeply embedded in 

memory: "Although originally a course of behaviour may have 

been a conscious choice, over a period of time, people may act 

unconscious of the forces in the past or the culture that 

dictated their behaviour" (p. 34) . These actions are based on 
what Senge (1990) calls our mental models. Often, mental 

models can inhibit one from doing better, and should therefore 

be constantly examined. "The discipline of working with these 

mental models starts with turning the mirror inward; learning 

to unearth our interna1 pictures of the world, to bring them 

to the surface and hold them rigorously to scrutinyu (Senge, 

1990, p. 9) . Table 13 summarizes many of the key issues 

surrounding mental models. 



Table 13 

Mental Models 

Mental Models: 

- are deeply engrained assumptions and generalizations 

- are t h e  product of years of observation, analysis, and 
internalization 

- must be flexible, adaptable and open to change 

- must be constantly open to s c r u t i n y  and evaluation 

- are very individual - -  no two are alike 

II - can inhibit one £rom doing better 

II - can be an obstacle in dealing ef fectively with change 

Shared Vision 

"The Cheshire Cat reminded Alice, while in Wonderland, 

that if you do not know where you are going, either path will 

dov (Loew, Triner, and Watkins, 1996, p. 1). Sengels third 

discipline is a reminder that the same can be said of 

organizations, that organizations must know exactly where they 

are going and how to get t h e r e  - -  a clear vision. "Once upon 

a time a vision came £ r o m  flaming flora, today the leader 

builds the vision £rom experience, education and by asking the 

troopsIt (Loew, Triner, and Watkins, 1996, p. 1) . Building a 

vision is difficult without t h e  active involvement, 



participation and commitment of al1 employees. 

Senge (1990) describes shared vision as vision which is 

shared among al1 of the stakeholders in the organization: " A  

shared vision is a vision that many people are committed to, 

because it ref lects their own personal vision" (p. 206) . It is 

not one personfs vision of where the organization is headed. 

It is not a case of salesmanship or trying to attract others 

in the organization to the vision that has already been 

developed. Rather, others are already attracted to it because 

of sharing in its development. They are comrnitted to it 

because it is their vision as opposed to a vision. 

Vision is truly shared when you and 1 have a 

similar picture and are committed to one 

another having it, not just to each of us, 

individually having it. When people truly 

share a vision they are connected, bound 

together by a common aspiration. Shared 

visions derive their power £rom a common 

caring. In fact, we have to corne to believe 

that one of the reasons people seek to build 

shared visions is their desire to be connected 

in an important undertaking. (Senge, 1990, p. 

206) 

Senge presents us with a concept of vision building that 



is quite different £ r o m  more traditional models. Other 

models such as Peters and Austin (1985) focus more on an 

individual, or srna11 group of individuals, developing a clear 

vision for an organization, and then convincing others to buy 

in to what they have developed. Peters and Austin (1985) talk 

of the importance of having a vision, but it is based on this 

concept of "develop and sellft. They talk of a Company called 

Recognition Eguiprnent and how vision played a central role in 

turning their company around. 

The leader has to have a vision of where he 

plans t o  take the company, and he has to be 

able to dramatize that vision for his 

organization. If there is one role the CE0 

should play, it is that of chie£ salesman. Too 

often the chief executive hesitates to get up 

and perform the role of cheer leader. (Peters 

and Austin, 1985, p. 285) 

This mode1 of vision building is quite different £rom 

Sengel s highly participative paradigm. Many rnight Say that 

Peters ' mode1 seems to imply subordination and hierarchy, that 

it does not acknowledge the valuable contributions employees 

can make. Mintzberg (1994) has a r a the r  different view on the 

role of the CEO. He feels that the CE0 should not be deeply 

involved in the process but a designer of it in the general 

sense .  He or she should be a value-adding participant in the 



procedure. 

Sengers learning organization supports Mintzbergfs more 

balanced approach. It is based on sharing, participation, 

equality and also valuing, respecting and encouraging the 

contributions of everyone in the organization f rom al1 levels . 

However, in developing a shared vision, Senge (1990) 

acknowledges the importance of persona1 vis ion. "Organizat ions 

intent on building shared visions continually encourage 

members to develop their visions. If people don't have their 

own vision, al1 they can do is sign up for someone elsef s H  (p. 

211). The development of everyone's persona1 vision is 

important, and not just the individual at the peak of the 

pyramid. Senge refers to the powerful synergy that develops 

when people with a strong sense of persona1 direction corne 

together to create a shared vision. Kline and Saunders (1993) 

agree with Senge stating the critical importance of this 

synergy that develops. 

A shared vision created through synergy rather 

than consensus integrates the contribution of 

everyone into a new, much richer possibility 

than any individual or srna11 group could have 

achieved alone. This synergistic process will 

take any group beyond what a particular 

person, working alone, would be capable of. 

Through the magic of synthesizing its ideas to 



a level of complexity and richness no one had 

previously thought of, the group may rise 

beyond the capacity of its individuals to 

something original, unique and powerful (Kline 

and Saunders, 1993, p. 160). 

The Value of Sharins in Vision Buildinq 

Corning together to work on a shared vision, one that al1 

can be committed to, forces people to look at underlying 

assurnptions and values. It forces them to challenge mental 

models. "With a shared vision, we are more likely to expose 

our ways of thinking, give up deeply he ld  views, and recognize 

personal and organizational shortcomingsu (Senge, 1990, p. 

209). Shipka (1994) concurs with Senge on this function of 

developing the shared vision. "In our quest to generate common 

vision, we wi11 becorne clearer about our assumptions and 

values1t (p. 149). The process then will inevitably teach 

participants something about themselves, make them more 

acutely aware of what is important, and the process  will give 

birth to new perspectives and fresh outlooks. In an 

organizational climate characterized by constant change, self- 

assessrnent and adaptability are crucial. 

Building shared visions creates a workplace where 

everyone is committed to a common goal. "Without a pull toward 



some goal which people t r u l y  want to achieve, the forces in 

support of the status quo can be overwhelmingn (Senge, 1990, 

p. 209). This is characteristic of bureaucraties where there 

is always pressure to stay within a clearly marked set of 

parameters. However, when people agree on what they want to 

achieve and are committed, there is less discord in the 

organization. Everyone has had a role to play in building the 

vision upon which decisions are now based, and energies that 

were previously wasted on conflict can now be redirected. "An 

agreed upon vision may contribute to a significant reduction 

in the level of organizational conflict if the vision 

establishes a set of superordinate goals that can re-channel 

that conflict in useful directions" (Bryson, 1988, p. 189). 

This view maintains that shared visions breathe new life 

and excitement into organizations. In a tirne wben restraint 

and downsizing are the nom, motivation is often cited as one 

of the major problems for managers. However as Bryson (1988) 

states, a clear vision can alleviate this: 

An inspiring vision of success can supply 

another source of motivation: a calling. If a 

vision of success becomes a calling, an 

enormous amount of individual energy and 

dedication can be released in pursuit of a 

forceful vision focused on a better future. 

(p. 188) 



Senge (1990) also refers to the inspirational e f f e c t  of 

vision : 'Visions are exhilarat ing , They create the spark, the 

excitement t h a t  lifts an organization out of the mundanett (p. 

209). This can be critical in working toward a learning 

organization. L i k e  Senge, Thompson (1995) states that one of 

the principles of a leaning organization is to create "a 

compelling vision that people feel part of and excited by" (p. 

97) . 
Steward (1993) also points to the value of participation 

in the vision process. 'Through participation, people become 

committed to the vision and want to bring it t o  life" ( p .  9 3 )  . 

He goes further: 

The value of participation goes beyond 

ensuring that al1 angles are considered and 

beyond developing a cornmitment to action. 

Participation also develops alignment by 

spreading the knowledge of the background of 

the vision, of its uncertainties and 

compromises, and of the values that underlie 

it and are more fundamental than the vision 

itself. (p. 93) 

Steward sees the participative visioning process a s  one 

through which al1 parties corne to a clear understanding of how 

it came to be. They are more cognizant of what Senge calls the 

persona1 visions that existed and how they fused to form the 



shared vision. Steward also points to the importance of the 

underlying values that exist in the organization and says they 

are more fundamental than the vision itself. Participation and 

sharing lead to this understanding. 

Shared visions also enhance the team element in an 

organization. In a learning organization, working and learning 

together effectively is very important in al1 of the 

disciplines Senge (1990) promotes: "A shared vision is the 

first step in allowing people to begin to work together. It 

creates a cornmon identityn (p. 208) . People begin to look upon 

the organization as their organization and they begin to 

assume some form of ownership. Steward (1993 1 agrees that the 

participative approach is directly correlated to the degree of 

understanding and respect that exists: "The participants begin 

to develop an understanding of and a respect for each other's 

knowledge and a more coherent team view of the threats and 

opportunities O £  the futureu (p. 94). 

Shared visions also have a tremendous impact on 

organizations that are trying to make the transition f rom the 

traditional bureaucracy to what Pinchot (1993) calls the 

intelligent organization. Shared visions can release vast 

storehouses of energy. Senge (1990) tells of one executive 

vice president who deeply desired to make this transformation. 

One of the problems this executive highlighted however, was 

that after a year, there was still little dif ference - -  people 



continued to follow orders and do what they were told. 

At this point in time he began to see the 

depth of the problem. People in his 

organization had never been asked to commit to 

anything in their careers. Al1 they had ever 

been asked to do was be cornpliant. That was 

al1 they knew how to do. That was their only 

mental model. No matter what he said about 

developing a real vision, about being truly 

committed, it didnrt matter because they heard 

it within their model of cornpliance. (p. 2 2 2 )  

This is a consequence of bureaucratization. In a 

bureaucracy, one rapidly learns to abide by the rules and 

follow orders. Hoy and Miskel (1991) refer  to this as 

bureaucratic socialization. This socialization can be deeply 

engrained, as was evidenced in this case. People utilize only 

a small percentage of their actual abilities and are 

encouraged to continue to do so. "Bureaucracy is a system that 

achieves coordination by con£ ining people so narrowly that 

there is no chance for most to use a broad range of talentsu 

(Pinchot, 1 9 9 4 ,  p. 19) . 
When people see that the organization is truly committed 

to change, it can unleash a previously untapped source of 

energy. This energy takes its form in motivation, innovation, 

creativity and cornmitment. Bureaucratized employees must often 



witness proof of commitment before they themselves believe 

real change is possible. Senge (1990) discusses a similar case 

and tells us that "over time, they began to see that true 

conmitment was possible, and a new ear for the vision was 

openedu (p. 222) . This points to the fact that in order for 

shared vision building to occur, I1a leader must live the 

vision in spoken words and actionN (Loew, Triner and Watkins, 

1996, p. 2) . Commitment must be visible. Table 14 sumrnarizes 

many of the key points regarding shared visions. 

Table 14 

Shared Visions 

Shared Visions : 

- force us to assess and clarify Our values 

- challenge Our mental models 

- lead to enlightened approaches 

- reduce conflict in an organization 

- spark excitement and motivation 

- ensure cornmitment 

- result in a better understanding of the values of 
members of the organization 

- require and enhance teamwork 

- unleaçh new reservoirs of innovation and creativitv 



Team Learninq 

Senge (1990) defines team learning as Ilthe process of 

aligning and developing the capacity of a team to create the 

results mernbers truly desireu (p. 236) . He sees the concept of 

team learning as the lcgical and necessary follow-up to other 

disciplines in creating a learning organization. 

It builds on the discipline of developing 

shared vision. It also builds on personal 

mastery, for talented teams are made up of 

talented individuals. But shared vision and 

talent are not enough. The world is full O£ 

talented individuals who share a vision for a 

while, yet fail to learn. The great jazz 

ensemble has talent and a shared vision, but 

what really matters is that the musicians know 

how to play together. (p. 236) 

Senge (1990) , therefore, sees an unmistakabf e 

interdependence between the disciplines. He links team 

learning to shared vision by specifying that they are working 

toward what members truly desire. He also States that "unless 

teams can learn, organizations cannot learnu (p. 10). The 

essence of organizational learning depends on team learning, 

which depends on a shared vision, which in turn is linked to 

personal mastery. One builds upon the next to develop a 



culture in which true learning occurs. There is a relationship 

between al1 these elements and also with systems thinking 

(which will be explored in the next section). 

Vogt (1994) explains team learning as an element 

necessary for organizational learning to occur. He sees team 

learning as an important element in what he refers to as the 

DNA of business learning: "Team learning is the art of 

establishing trust, framing motivating questions, and engaging 

in the generation of new perspectives through the art 

of dialogueu (Vogt, 1994 ,  p. 296) . He relates this t e a m  

learning to two other concepts: 

Coaching: the art of observing, asking questions, 

and designing effective interventions. 

Desktop Learning : the practice of learning through 

interactive multimedia experiences designed to 

accommodate various learning styles and engage the 

learners' attention. 

Vogt's definition, while probably not as broad as 

Sengels, does illustrate the existence of interrelationships. 

Both insinuate that team learning cannot occur in isolation. 

It is not an activity that can be segregated £ r o m  other 

activities. Rather, it is one of several elements that are 

required in order for true learning to occur in an 

organization- Both Senge and Vogt see team learning as part of 

a larger uwholelv picture of how organizations live and learn. 



Many organizations offer extensive training and 

development programs in attempts to provide situations where 

learning can occur. Swieringa and Wierdsma (1992) point out 

that more is required. 

Obviously, an organization can only learn 

because its individual members learn. Without 

individual learning, there can be no question 

of organizational learning . On the other hand, 
an organization has not automatically learned 

when individuals within it have learned 

something. Individual learning is a necessary 

but not a sufficient condition for 

organizat ional learning . (p. 3 3 ) 

Swieringa reminds us that organizational learning implies 

changing organizational behaviour. "Mutual behaviour change 

depends upon mutual learning" (Swieringa and Wierdsma, 1 9  92, 

p. 33 ) . In order for organizational learning to occur, mutual 
or team learning must occur. This is analogous to Senge's 

perspective on how organizations learn, and illustrates the 

critical nature of team learning. Both see it as a requirement 

for organizational learning. Organizational learning is 

necessary for altering organizational behaviour, and altering 

organizational behaviour is imperative in coping with and 

successfully managing change. Team learning is an important 

link in the chah of events that must occur if an organizat ion 



is to become a flexible, adaptive and learning organization. 

Sirnilarly, Dixon (1993) also illustrates the process  of 

organizational learning by linking the various types of 

learning that occur: "Organizational learning is the outcorne 

of three overlapping spheres of activity - -  individual 

learning, team learning, and system learningH (Dixon, 1993, p. 

3). Also, like Swieringa, she notes the importance of an 

organization being a b l e  to learn in order t o  cope with a 

constant onslaught of change: "Organizational learning relates 

to the organizationls ability to transform itself on a 

continuous basis in response to changing conditions" (p. 2 ) .  

In this discussion around defining team learning, it is 

important not to confuse team learning with team building. 

While it may sound like team building, team learning focuses 

on the actual learning activity within the group as opposed to 

the development of the group processes. "Team building is of 

course important in any group p o c e s s .  But team learning 

focuses on what the team actually learns, both on an 

individual basis and as a wholeu (Dixon, 1993, p. 6 ) .  

The Im~ortance of Alisnment 

In his discussion on team learning, Senge (1990) 

identifies the need for members of the team to be "aligned". 

By this, Senge means that al1 members of the team must 



function as one cohesive unit, as a whole. They must be 

headed in the same direction and their energies must be 

focused and parallel: uOtherwise, individuals may work 

extraordinarily hard, but their efforts do not efficiently 

translate into team e f f o r t w  (Senge, 1990, p .  2 3 4 ) .  The 

energies of al1 the individuals must be harmonized and blended 

to create a truly effective effort as a team. When this 

happens, there is less wasted energy. Senge also notes that 

aligning those energies must be done in a manner that cannot 

be construed as condescending. Everyone feels that their 

opinions are valid and expects them to be heard. Kline and 

Saunders (1993) maintain that the manner in which opinions are 

harmonized and the group is aligned will play a predominant 

role in the success of the team: "Do not forget that people 

who feel valued are far more likely t o  give their best efforts 

to the group than those who do notu (p. 125). 

Dialoque and Discussion 

IfLearning springs f rom the wealth of communication in the 

team's collaborations within itselfn (Pinchot, 1994, p. 68). 

Effective communication is critical to the team learning 

process. "The interplay between participants as they propose 

n e w  strategies and explain their reasoning, helps them to 

surface and clarify assumptionsU (Kim, 1994, p. 361) . However 



critical it may be, effective communication is not always 

present . Consequently, the team is not very productive and 
does not perform as well as it should. 

Senge (1990) states that there are basically two types of 

discourse: dialogue and discussion. He draws much of his 

commentary £ r o m  the ideas expressed by David Bohm, a leading 

contemporary physicist: "Both dialogue and discussion are 

important to a team capable of generative learning, but their 

power lies in their synergy which is not likely to be present 

when the distinctions between them are not appreciatedu (p. 

240) . It is important then to recognize the di£ ferences 

between the two. 

In dialogue, there is the free and creative 

exploration of complex and subtle issues, a 

deep listening to one another and çuspending 

of one's views. By contrast, in discussion 

different views are presented and defended and 

there is a search for the best view to support 

decisions that must be made at this time. 

Dialogue and discussion are potentially 

complementary, but most teams lack the ability 

to distinguish between the two and to move 

consciously between them. (Senge, 1990, p. 

237) 

Dialogue connotes real listening skills and valuing the 



opinions and feelings of others on the team. B o h ,  Factor & 

Garrat (1996) define it: Vt  is a kind of collective inquiry 

not only into the content of what each of us Say, tbink and 

feel but also into the underlying motivations, assumptions, 

and belief s that lead us to so don (p. 1) . The purpose of 

dialogue according to this definition, is to examine each 

other' s assumptions and mental models surrounding an issue, 

with a view to enhancing the communication in a group. Tt 

assumes that participants will be open to accept the diverse 

points of view which may emerge and examine them in relation 

to the reasoning and rationale behind those perspectives. By 

the same token, "team members must also be willing to hold 

their opinions as hypotheses to be testedn (Dixon, 1993. p. 

7). A great deal can be learned both by trying to understand 

the reasoning behind anotherfs viewpoint, and also by 

explaining one's reasoning to the team so that they too, can 

understand the rationale behind the position, Team learning 

can be greatly augmented by dialogue. Dixon (1993) says that 

under optimal conditions, participants in a dialogue would: 

a have accurate and cornplete information 

a be free £ r o m  coercion 

a be able to weigh evidence and assess arguments 

objectively 

be open to alternative perspectives 



a be able to reflect critically upon presuppositions 

a have equal opportunity to participate, including the 

chance to challenge, question, refute, and reflect 

a be able to accept an informed, objective, rational 

consensus as a legitimate test of validity 

Dialogue also relates to the concept of alignrnent as 

referred to earlier. Isaacs (1994) describes how David Bohm 

uses a physics analogy to illustrate this concept. 

Eiectrons cooled to a very low temperature 

f low around obstacles without colliding into 

one another . A t  high temperatures however, 

they act like separate parts scattering into 

random movement. Particularly around tough 

issues, people act more like separate high 

temperature electrons . They collide and move 

at cross purposes. Dialogue seeks to produce a 

cooler shared environment, by refocusing the 

group's shared attention. (p. 360) 

Dialogue aligns or re-focuses the efforts of the group 

and steers them in the same direction. It creates a more 

cohesive team and encourages the discovery of meanings behind 

individual ideas .  In dialogue the intention is exploration, 

discovery and insight . Along the path, the group may in fact 
corne to a meeting of the minds and reach some agreement - - but 

t h a t  i s  not  their primary purpose i n  coming t o g e t h e r "  (Ross, 



1994, p. 386). Dialogue does though, create an arena in which 

true change can occur, "it opens paths to change and clears 

space for organizational transformation by changing the inner 

landçcape" (Brown, 1994, p. 157). It makes everyone more 

acutely aware of the logic and rationale behind otherts 

perspectives, and makes way for real understanding. 

By contrast , discussion f ocuses on winning . "You rnight 

occasionally accept part of another's point of view in order 

to strengthen your own, but you fundarnentally want your view 

to prevail" (Senge, l990, p. 240) . In discussion, participants 

are inherently convinced that their views are correct, and 

there is little interest in liçtening to othersr views or in 

attempting to understand. This form of communication centres 

around trying to hammer out an agreement, or have one's 

opinion prevail. 

Senge points out that many teams have discussions, but 

not dialogue. "The word discussion cornes £rom the same root as 

percussion and concussion and suggests the pounding home of 

ideas in a confrontational manneru (Dixon, 1993, p. 6 ) .  That 

does not mean discussion is not necessary. Discussion is not 

only u s e f u l  but is actually necessary. Dialogue, as we have 

already said, focuses on examining the motivation and 

assumptions of those in the group. However, this activity 

alone will not contribute to the day-to-day decision making 

processes which must continue in an organization. "On the 



basis of a commonly agreed analysis, alternative views need to 

be weighed and a preferred view selected. When they are 

productive, discussions converge on a solution or a course of 

actionu1 (Senge, 1990, p. 247). The prirnary difference then, 

between dialogue and discussion is that discussion usually 

focuses on emerging with an agreed upon course of action, 

whereas dialogue can be more complex examining underlying 

issues and motivations, Ross (1994) refers to skilful 

discussions. "In skilful discussion, the team intends to corne 

to some sort of closure - -  either to make a decision, reach 

agreement or identify prioritiesv (Ross, 1994, p. 386). Both 

dialogue and discüssion serve very use fu l  functions in team 

learning. They are interdependent. Dialogue with no 

discussion, would be pointless and decisions would never get 

made. Discussions without dialogue on the other hand, would 

not allow open, frank communication and would inhibit the 

developrnent of a learning organization. 

A learning team masters rnovement back and 

forth between dialogue and discussion. A 

unique relationship develops among team 

members who enter into dialogue regularly. 

They develop a deep trust that cannot he lp  but 

carry over into discussions and they develop a 

richer understanding of the uniqueness of each 

person's point of view. (Senge, 1990, p. 247) 



This type of activity epitomizes what occurs in a learning 

organization. 

How does the bureaucracy deal with dialogue and 

discussion? Many would argue that because of the structure, 

there is little discussion or dialogue. Rather as Pinchot 

(1994) points out, bureaucracies such as government are 

characterized by hierarchical chains of command, Wach boss 

and subboss in this chain of command is given an absolute 

monopoly of power over a task or function, and held 

accountable for it" (p. 23) . Consequently, decisions are often 

made in an authoritarian manner with opportunity for neither 

discussion nor dialogue. 

Defensive Routines 

In many organizat ions, productive discussion and dialogue 

are often met with resistance, hence team learning often does 

not occur. "This resistance is what Chris Argyris calls 

defensive routines, habitua1 ways O£ interacting that protect 

us and others £ r o m  threat or embarrassment, but which also 

prevent us f rom learningN (Senge, 1 9 9 0 ,  p. 237) . Of ten in a 

bureaucratic structure, managers believe they should have al1 

the right answers. In such a system, some feel that it m a y  be 

perceived as a sign of weakness or lack of ability to admit 

that they did not have the right answer to a question or 



problem. 

In response, rnany of us have developed 

defences that have become second nature - -  

like working out our problems in isolation, 

always displaying our best face in public, and 

never saying "1 don? know." The price we pay 

is enormous. In fact we become masters of what 

Argyris calls "skilled incompetence~, skilled 

at protecting ourselves f rom the threat and 

pain that corne with learning, but also 

remaining incompetent and blinded to our 

incompetence. (Koffman and Senge, 1994, p. 20) 

If managers are to becorne more open and accepting of 

their own ignorance, they need to be more inquisitive, 

they must overcome the fear of asking questions. Ryan (1994) 

sees  this as vital in the overall process of creating learning 

organizations. 

Perhaps our  habits of communicating have 

become a kind of prison for us. Our "skilled 

incompetencyu in asking questions maintains 

the very defences that we need to eliminate if 

we are to learn together. In  the absence of 

questions exchanged in genuine curiosity, our 

a b i l i t y  to generate shared insights and 

meaning is undemined. (p. 288) 



Ryan argues that such defense mechanisms have become 

second nature to many. Often it is done without even thinking. 

This leads to habitually rejecting the ideas of others either 

because there is a lack of understanding and a failure to 

admit ignorance or unfamiliarity. Argyris (as cited in Senge, 

1990) explains that some members of the organization rnay feel 

threatened by ideas that rnay be perceived as more creative and 

innovative than their own: 

The source of defence routines is not belief 

in our views or desire to preserve social 

relations, but rather a fear of exposing the 

thinking that lies behind our views. For most 

of us, exposing our reasoning is threatening 

because we are afraid people will find errors 

in it. (Senge, 1990, p. 250) 

This perceived threat Senge (1990) argues, starts very 

early in l i f e ,  "In school, remember the trauma of being called 

on and not having the right answer - -  and later in worku (p. 

250). 

Whatever the underlying reason for this defensive 

behaviour, when it occurs many good ideas never corne into 

fruition. In addition, it frequently has a damaging effec t  on 

others . "Sorne people can be spurred on by rejection to greater 

persistence and effort. But most of us are persuaded by 

rejection to shut up the creativity department" (Kline and 



Saunders, 1993, p. 77). The result is that in such situations, 

organizations do not learn and consequently never realize 

their full potential. The impact of defence mechanisms is far 

reaching . 
These defence mechanisms are exhibited in a number of 

ways. In the bureaucracy they are common. The structured, 

authoritarian system requires unquestioning compliance. 

Employees simply do not question a "no1t . However in many 

cases, the signs are more subliminal: 

Rarely do bosses in tradition-bound 

organizations actually have to Say "now 

directly to a subordinates idea. A few well 

placed frowns or eyebrow raises, some pregnant 

pauses, a reiteration of the real assignment, 

and citation of accumulated years of Company 

wisdom can be enoügh to make it clear to 

people that new ideas are not welcome. 

(Kanter, 1981, p. 69) 

When something is so deeply engrained in the paradigmç, 

mannerisms and actions of individuals, it becomes very 

difficult to change. Response is often automatic, with little 

thought given to exactly what is being said or the impact it 

may have. Casey (1993) argues that it is important to be more 

vigilant, "The ski11 of being constantly aware of self is 

important" (p. 41) . In this way a more proactive approach can 



be utilized in recognizing defence routines. "Overcoming the 

tendency to greet other people's new ideas with a knee-jerk 

negative response is a skill that must be learned" (Kline and 

Saunders, 1993, p. 76) . Irnportantly, this skill can be 

learned. Creating an atmosphere characterized by the dialogue 

referred to by Bohm, Factor and Garrat (1996) and Senge 

(1990) , rneans individuals in organizations must overcome their 

defence routines and be open to change: "We cannot enter into 

mutuality of dialogue while maintaining de£ensive and reactive 

postures. It requires humility, softening Our certainties, and 

allowing ourselves to learn and change in the Company of one 

anotherv (Bennett and Brown, 1994, p. 179). Table 15 reviews 

the characteristics ofeffective team learning. 

T a b l e  15 

Team Learning 

Team Learning : 

- involves aligning and developing the capacity of a 
team to create the results members truly desire 

- builds on shared visions and persona1 mastery 

- is required for organizational learning to occur 

- is distinct from team building 

- requires dialogue and discussion among team members 

- requires overcoming defensive routines 

- must occur if the organization is to become adaptable 
A 



Svstems Thinkinq 

Senge ' s final discipline is systems thinking, which 

builds upon the first four. 

That is why systems thinking is the fifth 

discipline. It is the discipline that 

integrates the disciplines, fusing them into a 

coherent body of theory and practice. It keeps 

them from being separate gimrnicks or the 

latest organizational change fads. By 

enhancing each of the other disciplines, it 

continually reminds us that the whole can 

exceed the sum of its parts. (Senge, 1990, p. 

12) - 
Systems thinking requires that individuals view the world 

as a whole rather than a set of small separate pieces. Senge 

(1990) says that it is the "conceptual cornerstone that 

underlies al1 of the £ive learning disciplines, and it is the 

cornerstone of how learning organizations think about their 

worldv (Senge, 1990, p. 6 9 ) .  In an organization, it 

illustrates a more thorough view of how things work. This 

section examines the thoughts of Senge on systems thinking, 

and supports his ideas by drawing on the views of other 

contemporaries such as Gauthier (1994) Kline and Saunders 

(1993), Kreutzer (1994), Pinchot (l994), Ryan (1994), 



and Wood (1994). 

Senge emphasizes the concept of wholeness. In 

organizations, particularly bureaucraties such as government, 

issues are addressed in many ways. One approach seldom 

adopted however, is to examine issues and problems as a whole . 

Government is divided into departments, regions, divisions, 

sections and programs. Then, jobs are clearly divided into 

specific lists of d u t i e s  and tasks. Such bureaucratic division 

makes it difficult to recognize the whole picture. Pinchot 

(1994) summarizes it in the following manner: 

Bureaucracy embraces reductionist thinking as 

its fundamental principle of organization: 

The world is divided into tiny pieces, each a 

speciality and so, not at al1 representative 

of the whole. Bureaucracy is based on the idea 

that if you perform each specialty 

professionally, the overall result will be 

good. (p. 280) 

By contrast, ltsystems thinking is a discipline for seeing 

wholes. It is a framework for seeing interrelationships rather 

than things, for seeing patterns of change r a t h e r  than static 

snapshotsI1 (Senge, 1990, p. 68). The concept is based on the 

recognition of how the parts are dependent and related to one 

another . Pinchot (19%) says that "systems thinking teaches us 

that the whole is d i f f e r e n t  £rom the sum of the parts" 



(Pinchot, 1994, p. 282). 

To be able to fully appreciate and indeed u t i l i z e  this 

concept of nwholeness", there i a need to overcome this 

tendency to sequester and isolate everything, a tendency which 

leads to alienation, estrangement and disaffection for the 

things and people around us, as Albert Einstein pcinted out so 

well : 

A human being is part of a whole c a l l e d  by us, 

universe, a part limited in time and space. We 

experience ourselves, our thoughts and 

feelings as something separate £rom the rest - 

a kind of optical delusion of Our 

consciousness. This d e l u s i o n  is a k i n d  of 

prison for us, restricting us to our persona1 

desires and to affection for a few persons 

nearest to us. Our t a s k  must be t o  free 

ourselves from this prison by widening our 

circle of compassion to embrace al1 living 

creatures and the whole of nature in itrs 

beauty . 

- Albert Einstein 

(c i ted  in Ryan, 1994, p .  288) . 

Where do people learn this business of separating 

everything? How do t h e y  get to the stage as described so 



elowently by Albert Einstein, where individuals create tiny 

bubbles in which they choose to live? Young children, as 

mentioned earlier, are magnificent learners: "They seem to be 

natural systems thinkers. They grow up in a world of 

interrelatedness, and their capacities to grasp the systems of 

their everyday lives are vital to their successM (Senge, 1995, 

p. 237) . Children absorb and assimilate al1 the correct skills 

required to comprehend and vocalize a language , sometimes two . 

Those who have tried to learn a second language will 

appreciate t h a t  it is no easy task. "Many psychologists would 

argue that the most profound learning experience that any 

human being goes through in life is the rnastery of natural 

languageIt (Senge, 1995, p. 238) . Yet children learn it with an 

amazing speed. In addition, they master the dexterity of 

walking again with astonishing swiftness . If children are 
already adept in the art of systems thinking, it is difficult 

to understand how they so rapidly seem to lose the ski11 as 

they get older. 

Senge (1995) argues that it al1 begins the day children 

enter the educational system. 

Put that same human being in a classroom £ive 

years later, and give them a test back with a 

big red circle that says "wrong." Do they 

suffer a profound psychological trauma? 

The fundamental drive of his or ber  life is 



learning, and that child's love of learning is 

now being replaced by a fear of making 

mistakes. (p. 238) 

Senge (1995) argue that life then becomes a matter of 

trying to remember what others Say is important and forgetting 

one's own intrinsic desires; that people Learn to suppress 

whatever interests they have and place them second; that 

avoiding mistakes quickly takes precedence over interest and 

curiosity; and that education is about knowing and not 

learning (pp. 239-240). This process continues right through 

school and even into college and then work. Step by step, 

individuals are taught to believe that the world must be 

dissected into srnaller more manageable "parts". Consequently 

by the time one enters an organization to begin working, there 

has already been 12 - 1 5  years of indoctrination in reductionist 

principles. 

Changing this approach that many schools have accepted as 

the norm does not corne easily. However it is possible. Evers 

(1994) suggests that al1 groups need to work together toward 

this goal: "Promote dialogue between parents, bureaucrats, 

administrators, teachers, students and government leaders. 

Schools which fail to open dialogue will find themselves 

givino in more and more to pressure groupsH (Evers, 1994, p. 

492). Evers sees the need to work on this together as a 

community to effect real change and rnovement, and points out 



that over the years one breakthrough has followed another with 

no emphasis placed on integrating different approaches and 

looking at the whole picture. 

The Underlvins Structures 

One approach utilized by many managers is the quick f i x .  

However, as Senge (1990) points out, quick fix solutions 

rarely work. He underscore the importance of looking at the 

whole system, the underlying structures. He presents systems 

thinking as "a philosophical alternative to the penrasive 

reductionism in Western culture - -  the pursuit of simple 

answers to complex problemsu (p. 185) . Senge asserts that 

rarely are problems so straightforward that a hastily arrived 

upon course of action will address the issue in any long term 

manner. Usually, the same problem recurs shortly after. Kline 

and Saunders (1993) agree with Senge: 

Most of the time when something goes wrong, we 

run off in pursuit of the elusive quick fix. 

Because so many quick fixes really do work at 

least temporarily for specific 

problems, we tend to ignore what is still 

going on under the surface - -  and may return 

to haunt us - -  after the quick fix has been 

applied. (p. 209) 



Instead of treating the immediate symptoms with a quick fix 

solution that has resulted £ r o m  very Little thought, Senge 

(1990) and others maintain that one really needs to examine 

the underlying structures in an organization in order to be 

able to make more realistic, long term decisions surrounding 

the issues. 

In defining structures, Wood (1994) States that "in 

systems thinking, particularly as it relates to human activity 

systems or organizations, structure refers to what gives rise 

to form - -  the underlying laws and principlesu (p. 4 0 7 )  . Ross, 

Roberts and Kleiner (1994) expand on this in their 

definition. They state that structure as it relates to systems 

thinking, refers to the following: 

The pattern of interrelationships among key 

cornponents of the system. That might include 

the hierarchy and the process flows, but it 

also includes attitudes and perceptions, the 

quality of products, the way in which 

decisions are made, and hundreds of other 

factors, Structures in systems are not 

necessarily built consciously. They are built 

out of the choices people make, consciously 

and unconsciously over time. (p. 90) 

Structures are the unique set of circumstances that exist 

within an organization which precipitate issues. "Underlying 



structures generate forces that give rise to the problem 

symptoms we, as managers, spend so much time trying to 

ameliorateI1 (Senge, 1995, p. 234). What is needed Senge 

argues, as opposed to the quick fix, is the ability to 

recognize and understand the structures that are underlying 

the issues. 

However, striictures are not detected easily in an 

organization. Wood (1994) provides us with a unique analogy. 

VJnfortunately these structures are nat obvious . Discovering 
these structures is like a f ish discovering it' s in water. The 

fish doesn' t know it' s in water until it' s thrown o u t v  (p. 

4 0 7 )  . He recognizes that changing these underlying structures 

is very difficult, noting that often people think they are 

changing structures, but ugless there is a fundamental shift 

in the way people think in an organization, then the effort 

will be f lawed. "Regardless the amount of change, unless the 

thinking involved in the system is developed or evolved, the 

underlying structure including the mind, remains unchangedu 

(p. 407). However difficult it may be to recognize these 

structures and effectively change them, Wood argues that it is 

still essential to do so. Otherwise one is still treating the 

symptoms and not really addressing the structural problems, 

which are at the root of the issue. 

Senge (1995) also illustrates the difficulties in 

detecting underlying structures and refers to the tendency 



toward quick fixes. While quick fixes do work, it is usually 

on1 y temporary . Senge highlights some very negat ive 

consequences of this: 

Over time, we "shift the burdenu. What was a 

one-time quick fix becomes a way of life; it 

becomes institutionalized. And, of course, the 

real tragedy is that the more the short-term 

fix works, the more it will continue to 

undermine our capacity for long- term 

improvement. Herein lies the insidiousness of 

shifting the burden - -  the more effective the 

quick fix, the more dangerous it is. (p. 235) 

These short-term approaches then, are perceived as being 

good solutions because they work. Consequently, they are 

encouraged and are repeated. Senge points out that in many 

organizations, these approaches are even rewarded. Individuals 

who effectively deal with a given situation by employing the 

short-term tactic, are perceived as people w h o  are quick on 

their feet, able to make decisions and able to take swift and 

appropriate action. As a result, such people move around the 

system and up the ladder. By the time the effectiveness of 

these short term solutions expires, the person who originated 

the solution is now gone on to bigger and better things. Senge 

(1995) describes this very well: 

He has taken decisive action, but after a 



while, he' s going to have a new larger problem 

crashing d o m  upon h i m .  Of course if it takes 

three or four years for the dominoes to go 

around the circle, the person who took the 

original decisive action probably will have 

been prornoted, and some other poor sucker is 

in his place. This illustrates the classic 

dilemma of problem-solving in complex systems. 

( p .  234) 

In many cases fundamental problems are recognized but 

deliberately not addressed. "Such fundamental solutions are 

often more difficult to identify, take time to either 

impfement or achieve their full consequences, or entai1 

considerable uncertainty as to their effectivenessn (Senge, 

1995, p. 235) . As a result of this, there are more quick fixes 

and fewer fundamental solutions. The problem is even further 

compounded, argues Senge, because one's ability to identify 

the real issues and the underlying problems becomes somewhat 

blurred over time. In addition, even if the problem can still 

be identified, it becomes harder to act upon. "Over time, real 

cures will become harder to identify and implement. This is 

the classic long-term consequence of nonsystemic thinking - -  

the problems get worse and our ability to confront them 

weakensu (Senge, 1995, p. 237). 

Simple solutions are rarely long lasting or effective 



because most problems are a result of a number of factors and 

genuine solutions must be comprehensive. Kline and Saunders 

(1993) explain: 

Anything that happens in an organization is 

the result of many different causes 

interacting among themselves. Often none of 

the individual causes is a bad thing - -  it is 

simply that the events, people, structures or 

other factors that have corne together do not 

interact in a desirable fashion. (p. 209) 

It is a combination of conditions as opposed to one single 

factor, that creates a problem. One must have methods and 

tools in place by which we can learn to examine issues in a 

global f ashion. The relationships that exist between the 

variables must be recognized. A method of doing this, 

described by Kreutzer (1994) iç the causal loop diagram. 

One of the bread and butter tools in systerns 

thinking is the causal loop diagram, a kind of 

visual map which allows you to see the big 

picture and the interrelationships among the 

key variables in a system. A causal loop 

diagram is a picture of the underlying systems 

structure which, from the point of view of 

systems thinking, is both the cause of system 

behaviour as well as the level of most 



effective intervention. (p. 233) 

The purpose of the causal loop diagram is to create a concrete 

and visible representation of the links between the variables, 

and to identify feedback loops, situations where when 

something is done to the system, it tends to circle back. 

These are the types of tools needed to cope more effectively 

with the complex issues. This is an age characterized by 

constant change, and Senge (1990) argues that we must think in 

tems of systems and inter-relationships, and not parts. 

Today, systems thinking is needed more than 

ever because we are becoming overwhelmed by 

complexity. Perhaps for the first time in 

history, humankind has the capacity to create 

more information than anyone can absorb, to 

foster far greater interdependency than anyone 

can manage, and to accelerate change far 

faster than anyone's ability to keep pace. (p. 

69) 

Coping successfully with complexity and change is 

critical. It is not however a new concern, as Conner (1992) 

notes : 

Social observer and author  Alvin Toffler was 

the first to popularize a term that described 

the potentially debilitating effects of major 

change. In a surnmer 1965 article in Horizon 



magazine Toffler first coined the term "future 

shockm. Essentially, future shock occurs when 

people are asked to absorb more disruption 

than they have the capacity to take in. (p. 

50-51) 

Times like these are creating this future shock for many. 

Consequently, it is important to be able to analyze 

situations, assess the underlying structures, and 

adopt a global approach to problem solving that will 

ef fectively deal with these complex issues that we encounter. 

Table 16 summarizes the discipline of systems thinking. 

Table 16 

Systems Thinking 

Thinking : 

- involves looking at the interrelationships between the 
other disciplines 

- examines patterns of change as opposed to static 
snapshots 

11 - involves an examination of underlying structures 

- examines all contributing factors, and not just 
the immediate cause 

II - involves a long term approach to problem solving 

[ - involves examining underlying structures 



To recapitulate then, Senge of fe r s  us five disciplines as 

described in this chapter. They are summarized in Table 17. 

Table 17 

Sengets Five Disciplines 

Personal Mastery 

Mental Models 

Shared Vision 

Team Learning 

An attitude, a lifelong 
cornmitment to being open to 
change and engaging in an 
incessant strive to learn more, 
in both your persona1 and 
~rofessional lives. 

Deeply engrained assumptions, 
generalizations, or even pictures 
or images that influence how we 
understand the world and how we 
take action. 

A vision that is shared among al1 
the stakeholders and one in which 
al1 are committed to because it 
reflects their own persona1 
vision. 

The process of aligning and 
developing the capacity of a team 
to create the results members 
trulv desire. 

A concept of wholeness which 
fuses the other disciplines into 
a coherent body of theory and 
practice, and ernphasizes the 
interrelationships that exist. 



Chapter 5 

Guidelines 

The purpose of this chapter is to provide an overview of 

what has been said in this thesis regarding the development of 

learning organizations. In this thesis, much has been said 

about why some organizations do much better in the face of 

change, than others . Some organizations prosper , while others 
cannot even survive. One of the cornmon elements of those that 

prosper, is that they create an atmosphere where true learning 

occurs, where individuals are encouraged to try new and 

innovative ways of doing things and are very creative. These 

organizations display characteristics which epitomize what 

Senge (1990) calls the learning organization. 

One of the cornmon elements underlying many organizat ions 

which struggle for survival is that they are often too rigid, 

too hierarchical, too bureaucratic. Many bureaucracies are 

very resistant to change, and those that try to cope, do so 

with great difficulty. This chapter outlines many of the 

realistic and practical steps that can transform a bureaucracy 

and make it more adaptable and successful. 

A specific set of principles and guidelines will be 

presented which will provide concrete and specif ic examples of 

how those hoping to transform a bureaucracy, can begin the 

process. The transformation requires, as stated earlier, the 



development of a set of circumstances and an atmosphere which 

wifl be conducive to change. Embracing and implementing these 

principles and guidelines will set the stage for bureaucracies 

to change. 

The modern organization, the bureaucracy, has enjoyed 

triumphant success in this century. In todayfs fast paced 

world though, the bureaucracy has become more known for its 

cumbersome nature, its r ig id  organization and its lack of 

flexibility - -  al1 factors which can inhibit success. In f act, 

its very being is now in question. Pinchot (1994) addresses 

this . 
Despite ail its successes, respect for 

bureaucracy is declining. As in so many other 

areas O£ life, what brought great success in 

the past has become the limitation of today. 

Suddenly everyone knows that bureaucracy is 

slowing us dom and keeping Our organizations 

internally focused and uncreative. It is time 

to question bureaucracy (p. 22). 

One of the answers to the bureaucracy has been Senge's 

learning organization. This chapter will provide specific 

guidelines as to how the transformation can occur. The f i r s t  

statement in each item, Principle is a statement of a 

principle or requirement for the development of a learning 



organization derived from the literature review. Each 

principle is followed by a Guideline which provides specific 

behavioural patterns which are required of both leader and 

ernployee. Many of the principles are followed by a reference 

to the table (where applicable) upon which this principle is 

based. Each guideline is followed by a page reference which 

provides the reader with specific locations in this paper to 

do further reading. 

The term "leadern in these principles and guidelines may 

refer to an immediate supervisor of a particular group of 

employees, or manager of a division or department. 

The principles and guidelines are presented in a rnanner 

which does not sequence them. This is intentional because the 

sequence will be different for every organization and will 

depend on factors such as: 

the degree of bureaucracy in the organization. 

the flexibility of senior management in changing 

organizational structure. 

the commitment of leaders and employees to the change 

process . 
the size and geographical nature of the organization. 

the degree to which employees have been tt bureaucrat ically 

socializedfl. 

There is no one single prescription for organizations to 



utilize. The combination of guidelines which are empîoyed will 

be different for each organization. 

Guideline: 

Organizational learning depends on an 

actual or potential change in behaviour. 

Leaders must critically examine the 

previous experiences of the organization 

and be willing to make decisions which 

take into account those experiences. 

Actions must be based on what has been 

"learnedn in the organization in the past. 

This may be a challenge because of the 

constant pressure to maintain the status 

quo. ( p .  64) 

The discoveries, inventions and 

evaluations rnust be embedded in 

organizational memory in order for 

organizational learning to occur. (Table 

10 1 



Guideline: 

3 . Principle: 

Guideline: 

4. Principle: 

Employees must recognize the fact that 

there is organizat ional memory and leaders 

must utilize this when implementing 

various decision-making processes. They 

must draw upon the experiences of the past 

as well as the present when making 

decisions. (p. 52) 

Organizational learning is very much 

dependent upon individual learning. 

In order to foster organizational 

learning, leaders must recognize that it 

cannot occur without indivldual learning. 

They must therefore encourage and support 

individual learning opportunities in the 

organization. Also, individual employees 

must seek out learning opportunities of 

al1 sorts. (p. 52) 

In order for a learning organization to 

grow and develop, there must be a 



Guideline: 

recognition that in some cases, it may be 

necessary to make basic fundamental 

changes and s h i f t s  i n  the policies and 

programs that are i n  place, 

Those involved in learning in the 

decision-making role in the  organization 

must acknowledge the short term effect of 

"quick fix" solutions and be willing to 

take a collective inquiry approach. They 

must look at the n o m s  and structures that 

exist with a view to changing t h e m  if 

necessary. (pp. 53-54) 

Learning organizations are more adept a t  

recognizing warning signs in an 

organization. They are more prof i c ien t  a t  

identifyingpotentialproblems anddea l i ng  

with them before they become major 

obstacles. 



Guideline: 

Guideline: 

Encouraginganddevelopingteamapproaches 

and strong interrelationships creates a 

situation where the whole is more 

effective at seeingwarning signs. Leaders 

should therefore work toward the 

development of cohesive work units or 

teams which are more effective as a group 

than any one individual could be. 

Employees must make deliberate atternpts to 

work in teams wherever possible. (p. 5 8 )  

Dysfunction in one learning subsystemwill 

jeopardize the ef fectiveness of t h e  whole 

system. Each subsystern requires input 

from the other subsystems. 

Those involved in the learning processes 

in organizations must become prof i c i en t  at 

scanning the environment for activities 

that may impact upon the organization . 

Being able to anticipate ongoing change 

leads to the development of more effective 

mechanisms to deal with it . Also, systems 



must take advantage of the m e m o r y  and 

meaning that o t h e r  systems possess. (p .  

60) 

7. P r i n c i ~ l e  : L e a r n i n g i s  e n h a n c e d i n o r g a n i z a t i o n s  t h a t  

"practicen var ious  skills and styles. 

(Table 11) 

Guideline: Front-line superv i so r s  rnust encourage the 

p r a c t i c e  of new s k i l l s  l ea rned ,  back on 

the job. Whenernployees engage in l ea rn ing  

a c t i v i t i e s  t h e r e  should be follow-up 

practice and support provided by the 

imrnediate supe rv i so r .  Superv isors  rnust 

avoid t h e  pressure t o  do t h i n g s  the way 

they have always been done. ( p .  6 2 - 6 3 )  

8. P r i n c i d e  : Learning organizations a r e  p a r t i c u l a r l y  

competent a t  processes that support  

continuous l e a r n i n g  and product ive  

change. (Table 11) 



Guideline: 

Guideline: 

Employees have a responsibility to ensure 

that the goals they are striving for, they 

genuinely care about. This will ensure 

continuous learning and enhance the 

management of change. They must become a 

full stakeholder. (p. 70) 

Learning organizat ions enhance the 

development of collective results. 

(Table 11) 

Leaders need to be deeply involved in 

designing systems and supports that 

promote the easyandefficient translation 

of human creative energy into collective 

results. 

Employees also should provide 

input in the fonn of suggestions or 

recommendations on issues that would serve 

to develop systems which depended on 

collective efforts. (p. 71) 



Guideline: 

11. Principle : 

People are continuallyre-perceivingtheir 

world and their relationship to it . (Table 

11) 

Employees in a learning organization must 

be constantly holding their mental models 

up for scrutiny and questioning and 

evaluating t h e i r  assumptions and values 

at al1 times, They must be open to new 

ideas, approaches and phi losophies .  (p. 

74 

In a learning organization, the thinking 

is rewarded and not just the doing . (Table 

il) 

Guideline: Ernployees must be willing to take on new 

approaches and leaders must be willing to 

encourage that. In the bureaucracy, there 

is often no reward for doing, and 

c e r t a i n l y  no reward for thinking. Leaders 

must get past the idea that mistakes are 

wrong and must be avoided. Mistakes must 



12. Principle: 

Guideline: 

Guideline: 

be seen as learning opportunities and 

ernployees need to be more daring. (p. 6 5 )  

The learning organization engenders open 

debate and questioning. This causes it to 

remain flexible and adaptable. (Table 11) 

Employees must t ry  to re-capture the 

curiosity and wonder of learning and 

questioning, and leaders must support 

open debate and dialogue on issues, with 

a view to adopting an approach less based 

on rigid hierarchies of authority. (p. 72 1 

The learning organization iç continually 

becoming more aware of its underlying 

knowledge base. (Table Il) 

Employees must feel free to express their 

points of view and also utilize the full 

range of skills they possess. Leaders must 

overcome the routine of assigning only one 



Guideline: 

Guideline: 

s p e c i f i c  responsibility to each employee 

and encourage the use of al1 of the 

employee' s skills. In t h a t  way, they 

becorne more aware of t h e  knowledge that 

exists in the hearts and minds of 

employees. (p. 73) 

Visions of t h e  d i r ec t ion  of the enterprise 

emerge frorn al1 levels. 

Senior management rnust manage t h e  process 

wherebynew ernergingvisions become shared 

visions. This can become more of a reality 

if employees are made to feel their input 

is  important, welcome and valued. (p. 7 3  ) . 

In the learning organization, people treat 

each other as colleagues as opposed to 

supervisor and subordinate . (Table 11) 

B o t h  employees and leaders must make 

efforts to develop a mutual  trust and 



respect in the way they interact . Efforts 
must be made on both s ide s  t o  work 

together on issues. Both groups must 

embrace the changing workplace and aim for 

a more level playing field. Leaders must 

let go of traditional power bases  and 

delegate and involve al1 staff in the 

decision making processes.  (p. 74)  

Guideline: 

Problerns in the learning organizat ion are 

dealt with i n  new and innovative ways. 

Bold thinking is encouraged. (Table 11) 

Leaders must encourage such an approach in 

the employees, but must also be very 

careful to provide enough of the right 

kind of feedback. Employees who receive no 

feedback will not sense that their efforts 

a r e  recognized. The wrong type of feedback 

will cause the employee t o  feel c r i t i c i z e d  

o r  discouraged. Leaders should also 

practice "bold thinking" and innovation. 

( p .  7 5 )  



17: Principle: 

Guideline : 

18. Principle: 

Guideline : 

Initiatives which involve the efforts of 

everyone, present much richer 

possibilities than any one individual 

could have achieved. (Table 12) 

There must be a deliberate attempt to 

encourage teams in al1 aspects of the 

organization, and a recognition that 

synergy produces better results. 

Group initiatives should become the nom 

rather than the exception. Leaders must 

overcome standardpractices and encourage 

groups of employees to work together. ( p .  

75 )  

When people in an organization are 

aligned around a single purpose or 

vision, resistance to learningmelts away. 

Leaders in the bureaucracy need to ensure 

that employees are aligned or focused in 

the same direction. This should be done in 

a manner with the greatest amount of 



employee involvement possible. Energies 

that are expended should be expended on 

trying to achieve a common goal. This can 

best be done by continually having people 

working "withM leaders as opposed to 

working "forn them. (p. 7 6 )  

Authenticity is a trait that is common in 

learning organizations. There are no 

hidden agendas and leaders are honest 

and open with employees. (Table 11) 

Guideline: Both leaders and employees should Say what 

they mean and mean what they Say. A hint 

of deception o r  mistrust on either side 

can have a devastating effect. Therefore, 

both parties should be authentic and 

sincere in their interactions, and make 

conscious efforts to overcome the "us 

versus them" syndrome, (p. 79 ) 



Guideline: 

Development of persona1 mastery require 

a high level of proficiency in both 

personal and prof essional lif e . (Table 12) 

Both leaders and employees must disclose 

their true selves in the workplace. They 

must seek wholeness and fulfilment both 

inside and outside the workplace and 

recognize that fulfilment in one' s 

persona1 life carries over into fulf ilment 

in one's work life. (p. 87-88) 

Mistakes that occur in the workplace a r e  

experiences which lead t o  increased 

learning and enhanced performance of 

employees . (Table 12) 

Innovation 

practised by 

organization 

must be encouraged and 

leaders and followers in the 

Leaders should both 

communicate and illustrate that there are 

no negative consequences associated with 

making errors and employees must be more 



Guideline: 

assertive in presenting new methods of 

doing their work. (pp. 89-91) 

In order fo r  employees t o  accept the r i s k s  

associated with rnistakes, they  must have 

a vision of what it is they want t o  

achieve. (Table 1 2 )  

Employees must be encouraged t o  assess 

what is important to them and constantly 

focus and re-focus on what they truly 

desire. Personal values clarification is  

necessary. In addition, they must be 

committedto making substantive changes to 

their l i f e  if necessary in order  to 

achieve those goals. (pp. 9 1 - 9 2 )  

Achieving personal mastery is a lifelong 

process and requ i res  a high degree of 

self-assessrnent and values clarification. 

(Table 12) 



Guideline: Leaders must work toward developing 

patience andperseverance in employees and 

also emphasizing the importance of 

reflection and consideration on issues. 

This can be done by exercising and 

displaying patience and perseverance. 

Leaders set the tone for how departments 

work . 

Emphasis must always be placed on 

the fact that one never really arrives i n  

terms of persona1 mastery. It is a 

continual process. Al1 employees and 

leaders must acknowledge t h e  continualand 

unending process of learning. Both groups 

should seek out learning 

opportunities.(pp. 93-94) 

E v e r y  individual in an organization 

perceives things differently, hence 

everyone has a different set of mental 

models. This has a direct impact on 

the efforts toward creating a learning 



organizations. (Table 13) 

Both leaders and employees must recognize 

not only the fact they exist, but 

also the value of these diverse opinions, 

perceptions and attitudes that exist in 

the organization and learn to utilize them 

fully. 

Both groups must learn to fully 

utilize these diverse perspectives to more 

effectively make decisions in the 

workplace. They must remember the 

importance of flexibility on issues and 

the need to become more aware of one ' s own 

mental modeis. (pp. 96-97) 

Leaders and employees who question their 

own assumptions and are open to change, 

enhance the ability of the organization to 

adapt. (Table 12) 



Guideline: 

Guideline : 

Leaders and employees must engage in 

self examination, and also be 

willing to examine their own assumptions 

on issues with a view tu changing their 

stance if circumstances require it. They 

must be flexible and versatile in their 

practices and approaches . (pp . 98 - 99 ) 

Building a shared vision requires the 

active involvement, participation and 

cornmitment of al1 employees. (Table 1 4 )  

Leaders must involve employees at every 

possible opportunity. They must tap into 

the wealth of experience that exists and 

develop a vision which is shared among 

staff a t  al1 levels. Leaders must also 

learn to respect and value this input and 

participation. (pp. 107-108) 

Employees must also take a very pro-active 

stance in order to ensure their input i s  

acknowledged. 



27. Principle: 

Guideline: 

Guideline: 

2 9 .  Principle : 

Sharing in vision development results in 

people becoming more aware of their 

underlying assumptions and va lues .  (Table 

14 

In the vision-building process employees 

must contribute fully. A s  they do so, 

they b e c o m e  m o r e  acutely aware of 

their ovm values and must then assess t h e  

impact these values have on the process. 

(p. 107) 

Being  more aware of one's values gives 

birth to f resh outlooks and perspectives. 

Leaders must encourage constant self 

assessrnent and persona1 growth in order to 

begin the process of breaking d o m  t h e  

çtatus quo. (p .  107) 

Shared visions r e s u l t  i n  less con£ lict and 

discord i n  t h e  organization. (Table 1 4 )  



Guideline: 

Guideline: 

Energies that were previously wasted on 

con£ lict and disagreement should be re- 

focused in more useful directions that 

will bring the bureaucracy a step closer 

toward t e  ideal of the learning 

organization. (p. 108) 

The process of working toward and building 

a shared vision, breathes new l i f e  and 

excitement into employees in an 

organization. It creates a sense of 

ownership, (Table 1 4 )  

Leaders must recognize the value and 

strength of these shared visions and 

utilize thern as a management tool, a 

motivational technique in times of 

downsizing, restraint and cutbacks. 

Employees should make al1 possible 

attempts to make their perspectives heard 

and input taken into account. (p. 108) 



Guideline: 

Guideline: 

Working together on a vision for an 

organization enhances tearnwork and builds 

stronger relationships among employees. 

(Table 14) 

Leaders must make attempts to recognize 

the value in teamwork and illustrate that 

by developing an understanding of and 

respect for each otherrs knowledge. Team 

efforts should be encouraged at every 

possible opportunity. Similarly, employees 

should work and learn together in teams as 

much as possible. (p. 110) 

Shared visions have the effect of 

releasing vast storehouses of energy . Once 

employees are cornmitted to the shared 

vision, leaders willdiscover new energies 

and enthusiasm that was previously 

untapped. (Table 14) 

Leaders must convince the employees of the 



Guideline: 

cornmitment to sharing in the process. 

Employees who have been "bureaucratically 

socializedtt will find it difficult to 

believe that they can have any real and 

signif icant input in their system. 

Employees must make efforts to seek 

cornmitment if it is not present and 

acknowledge and nurture it if there is. 

(pp. 110-111) 

The amount of organizational learningthat 

occurs is directly proportionate to the 

amount of team learning taking place. 

(Table 15) 

Leaders must make efforts t o  ensure 

that team learning is in fact  occurring. 

T h i s  is a necessary pre- requisite for 

organizat ional learning . They must strive 

to adopt problem solving approaches that 

require teams to work and learn together . 

Employees must make use of the knowledge 

and expertise of their peers, and also be 



willing to offer  advice and assistance at 

every opportunity. (pp . 113 -114) 

34. Princi~le : Team learning is an important link in the 

chain of events that must occur if an 

organization is to become flexible and 

adaptive.  (Table 15) 

Guideline: Bureaucracies too, have to cope with a 

constant onslaught of change that is 

thrust upon them. Leaders must recognize 

the role of team learning in developing a 

more adaptive organization and ensure that 

the processes and procedures that are 

utilized in responding to changing 

demands have a team learning element 

t he re in .  ( p .  1 1 5 )  

Team learning requires that t h e  team be 

aligned. Members of a team must function 

as a whole. (Table 15) 



Guideline: Leaders must also assume the role of 

monitor to ensure that members of the t e a m  

are aligned and focused in one 

direction. This "aligningU must be done 

in a manner that is not seen as 

condescending. It is importantto remember 

that those who give their best efforts are 

those who feel their opinion is valued. 

(pp. 116-117) 

36 .  P r i n c i ~ l e :  Both dialogue and discussion are required 

for learning to occur on a team. (Table 

15) 

Guideline: Leaders must recognize the difference 

between the two concepts , unders tand when 

one or the other should be employed and 

use  the t w o  interchangeably as 

circumstances dictate. (p. 117) 

3 7. P r i n c i p l e  : Dialogue contributes greatly to the 

development of circumstances which 



augment tnie change. (Table 15) 

Guideline: Team members must encourage and practice 

real listening and must value the opinions 

of others on the team. They must be ready 

to hold their own mental models up for 

scrutiny and be willing to explain the 

rationale behind t h e m .  This type of 

discourse will open paths to change and 

transformation. (p. 119) 

The existence and ernployment of defensive 

routines can create barriers to learning 

in an organization. (Table 15) 

Guideline: Leaders need to be more inquisitive and 

encourage employees to be. They must be 

more ready to admit they do not have a l 1  

the answers and be more eager to explore 

issues together with employees, to foster 

the learning processes. (p. 123-1251 



Guideline : 

Guideline : 

Effecthe learning in organizations 

depends upon treat ing problems and issues 

as a whole. (Table 16) 

Leaders and employees should recognize the 

numerous influences that both guide 

behaviour and cause problems and 

should adopt an approach that deals with 

wholes as opposed to parts. They must 

recognize the interrelationships that 

exist and take a systems approach to 

problem solving. (pp. 129-130 1 

In a learning organization, there is an 

examinationof underlying structures when 

problem solving - (Table 16 1 

Leaders must avoid the quick fix which 

rarely works for long. The underlying 

problems must be examined and addressed. 

The temptation to address complex problems 

with simple solutions must be overcome. 

Long term solutions depend entirely on 



addressing the root problems. (p. 133) 

Guideline: 

Issues o r  problems in organizations a r e  

usually multi-causal. Rarely is a problem 

the result of one single cause. (Table 

16 1 

Problem solvers in organizations must 

examine issues careful ly  with a view to 

discovering a l 1  of the possible causal 

factors and then examining the 

r e l a t i onsh ip  between them. One method many 

use is the causal loop diagram which is 

basically a visual map illustrating al1 of 

the variables and the interrelationships 

between them. (p. 138) 

Cornplexity, which is a cornmon 

characteristic of today's organization, 

leads to a greater demand for a systems 

approach. (Table 16) 



Guideline: Because of the complexity in organizations 

today, the speed at which change 

is occurring, and the explosion in 

knowledge and technology, leaders need to 

assess underlying s t r u c t u r e s  and adopt 

global approaches to problem solving to 

lessen the impact of these circumstances. 

( p .  139) 

Implications for Further Research 

The focus of this study has been to conduct a 

comprehensive review of the literature with a view to 

developing a concise set of principles and guidelines designed 

to help bureaucracies move toward t h e  concept of a learning 

organization. 

A challenge for future research would be to examine 

various assessrnent techniques t o  employ in measuring their 

proximity to the ideal of a learning organization. Such a tool 

would provide the leader with an articulate view of where the 

organization is, and what types of beliefs and practices 

personify i t .  The process of developing an implementation plan 

of t he  principles and guidelines presented in this paper, 



would then be greatly enhanced. Assessing the organization is 

an essential and necessary step before transforming it into 

what has been defined and expounded upon in this thesis, 

It has become apparent through the course of this paper, 

that there is a very i n t r i c a t e  relationship between t h e  

principles outlined i n  this chapter. Further research in this 

area could examine t h i ç  inter-relationship intensively. A 

close examination of the linkages between these principles 

would provide a sound understanding of requirements for a 

learning organization. It would also provide a clear 

perception of what unique combinations of principles should be 

employed in each specific organization. 
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l 1 
.Management and Supervisory Devefopment I 

LEADERSHIP AND MOTIVATION 
Course Code: MSD 200.F 

The purpose of the course is ... 
To identify and explore a van'ety of factors affecting leadership and the motivation of employees, and 
to consider their implications for the work organization. 

You will learn how to ... 
- Recognize four distinct leadership styles 
- ldentify your own dominant leadership style and supporting styles 
- State six principles for building motivation 
- Situationally apply an appropriate leadership style to 

levels 

Topics to be covered include ... 
- Leader Behaviour 
- Sources of Power 
- Dimensions of Motivation 
- Follower Readiness 

Who should attend ... 
-- Managers and Supewisors 

Length of course ... 
2 Days 

specific motivational 

When and Where ... 
November 1 6- 1 7 - Grand FallslWindsor February 27-28 - St. John's 

- 
! ! 



l ,\.(rinagement and Supervison Developrnent - 

LEADERSHIP AND TEAMWORK 
Course Code: MSD 20 13 

The purpose of the course is ... 
To enhance the ability of supervisors and managers to unify their empioyees to work effectively 
as a team towards a common goal. 

You will learn how to ... 
- Recognize the benefits of teamwork in your organization 
- ldentify the stages of team developrnent 
- Assess skills as a tearn leader 
- Develop a successful work tearn 

Topics to be covered include ... 

- Why Teams and When to Use Them 
- Phases in ûeveloping Tearns 
- Sharing Leadership and Inspiring Teamwork 
- Team Toots and Techniques 
- Potential Teamwork Problems 

Who shouid attend ... 

Supervisors. managers and team leaders who want to improve their team leadership skills. 

Length of course ... 

2 Days 

When and Where ... 
To Be Announced Fall 1994 



Management and Supervbq Development 

GUlDlNG ORGANIZATIONAL CHANGE 
Counc Code: MS D 20 1 3 

The purpose of the course is ... 
To prepare supervisors and managers to better understand the need for change and to increase their 
ability to facilitate change in their organizations. 

You will learn how to ... 
- Anticipate and reduce resistance to change efforts - Recognize the stages of the change process 
- Develop strategies to ensure the success of the change process 
- Plan effectively for irnplernenting change 

Topics to be covered include ... 
- The Nzture of Change and its Sources in Govemment 
- Typical Reactions to Change 
- A Model for lntroducing and Implernenting Change 
- Communicating About Change 
- Techniques for Ensuring Successful Change 

Who should attend ... 
- Supervisors, managers and others who have a major role in irnplernenting change. 

Length of course ... 
2 Days 

\ 

1 When and Where ... 
i 
I To Be Announced Fa11 1994 
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l i 
i hlanagernent and Supenisory Developmen t 
! 

i 

FRONTLINE LEADERSHIP TRAINING 
I 

PROGRAM 
. Coune Code: MSD 2013 

The purpose of the program is ... 
To expand the leadership skilfs of supervisors and managers in order to meet workplace 
demands for quality, seruice, innovation and productivity. 

Content ... 
There are 23 modules of Frontline Leadership grouped in six sets: 

- Core Interpersonal Skills (6 modules) 
- Developing Individual Performance (4 modules) 
- Developing Tearn Performance (3 modules) 
- Making Organizational Impact (4 modules) 
- Managing Change and fnnovation (2 modules) 
- Problem Soiving for lndividuals and Teams (4 modules) 

Program availability ... 
The program uses a unique approach to skills developme~t involving continuous management 
support activities in the workplace to reinforce the training. Therefore. this training is only 
available on a departmental basis. 

Note ... 

Modules Vary from one-half to one day in length, and each module requires a participant workbook 
costing $18.00 to be paid by the employee's Department. 

\ 

When and Where ... 
Training is available onIy by departmental or divisional requests. 




