Learning by Resistance:

An Analysis of Resistance to Change as a
Source of Organizational Learning

M. Gregor Jost

Thesis submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements
for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy

e LONDON SCHOOL -
ofF ECONOMICS anp

POLITICAL SCIENCE B

Department of Social Psychology

October 2004



UMI Number: U613361

All rights reserved

INFORMATION TO ALL USERS
The quality of this reproduction is dependent upon the quality of the copy submitted.

In the unlikely event that the author did not send a complete manuscript
and there are missing pages, these will be noted. Also, if material had to be removed,
a note will indicate the deletion.

Dissertation Publishing

UMI U613361
Published by ProQuest LLC 2014. Copyright in the Dissertation held by the Author.
Microform Edition © ProQuest LLC.
All rights reserved. This work is protected against
unauthorized copying under Title 17, United States Code.

ProQuest LLC
789 East Eisenhower Parkway
P.O. Box 1346
Ann Arbor, Ml 48106-1346



British Ubrmy ot Political
and Economic Science

ZIHIL+

/coQ



Fiir meine Eltern



Abstract

ABSTRACT

This research investigates how resistance to change can trigger organizational
learning.

In order to structure the elusive concept of organizational learning, a framework is
proposed that integrates processes of learning and memory at three levels of analysis.
The framework identifies learning as cognition at the individual level, communication at
the group level, and formalization at the organizational level.

The concept of resistance is introduced by delineating its development from a
mere nuisance to the change effort towards a more recent functional understanding. Fo-
cusing on the diagnostic qualities of resistance, a functional analysis is employed that
concentrates on the effects of resistance, namely its potential function as a source of
learning. Informed by an analogy to acute pain, the process is then defined as a se-
quence of resistance, awareness, and organizational learning across three levels of
analysis.

This process is examined in an empirical case study of a software implementation
at the British subsidiary of a global manufacturing company headquartered in Germany.
Methods and data used include personal interviews, repertory grids, and project docu-
mentation.

Results indicate limited resistance at the individual level, confined awareness at
the individual and group level, and no organizational learning from this source. Resis-
tance was suppressed due to a prevalent dysfunctional understanding of the concept
among project participants and strong contextual factors, such as a success imperative,
the inflexibility of the new technology, and a general disinterest in ]eaming. and bottom-
up feedback. (It-is concluded that organizational learning by resistance depends on the
understanding of resistance and on the culture of learning in the organization.) The re-
sults suggest that not heeding resistance will have opportunity costs in the long run. The
thesis concludes with hypotheses about the relationship between resistance and learning

and its contextual influences.
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Preface

PREFACE

In this thesis, I investigate how organizations can learn from emergences of resis-
tance to change. The research focus brings together two theoretical streams and com-
bines them in a sequence that describes resistance as a source of learning in an organiza-
tional context. Consequently, the present study contributes to both the literatures on or-
ganizational learning and resistance to change.

A functional, that is resource-oriented, understanding of resistance depicts a fairly
recent perspective, as the concept has traditionally been understood as an obstacle or
mere nuisance in change processes. Organizations today have to deal with changes of a
frequency, speed, and complexity never experienced before. This makes organizational
change ubiquitous and resistance to change an equally omnipresent phenomenon. A
common response by people in professional organizations that I have come across when
introducing the topic of resistance is: “Oh yes, we have a lot of that in our organization.
Some of my colleagues/bosses/employees just resist any change, no matter what it may
bring to them. They often have to be forced to overcome their stubborn-
ness/laziness/inertia.” Such reactions immediately indicate three of the dominant limita-
tions in past research on resistance; that is, the concept is treated as an individual level
problem, an ‘observing the other’ perspective is adopted, and any informative potential
is ignored by focusing entirely on overcoming resistance. In contrast, I examine resis-
tance as a resource in change processes and explore how it can be utilized. Resistance is
treated as an independent variable and is analyzed for its downstream effects.

The effect of interest in this thesis is organizational learning, a concept of increas-
ing popularity in recent years. In the popular domain the term ‘learning’ seems to cur-
rently be used as a panacea for all sorts of maladies. The idea of lifelong learning is
promoted as a sheer necessity in the coming information age. The label ‘learning’ is at-
tached not only to organizations, but also to even larger entities. For example, the UK
Department of Education and Skills (2004) endorses ‘learning cities’ with the goal of a
‘learning society’, while the German Ministry of Education and Research
(Bundesministerium fiir Bildung und Forschung, 2004) sponsors ‘learning regions’.
‘Organizational learning’ on the other hand stands for a concept that is largely confined
to the academic domain. Here, internal processes and influences are the center of atten-

tion in order to answer the question how organizations might learn. As in the case of
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Preface

individuals, organizations need input to trigger learning, an ideally informative stimulus
that functions as a source of learning. Combining the two theoretical streams, the pre-
sent study analyzes resistance to change a source of organizational learning. For this

purpose, the following chapter structure was developed.

The first chapter is dedicated to the topic of organizational learning. An overview
of the organizational learning literature is provided initially. Different concepts are ex-
plored, which results in the conclusion that there is little convergence on a comprehen-
sive theory of organizational learning. Given this conclusion, the question of what might
constitute organizational learning is systematically analyzed. Deriving from characteris-
tics of original learning curve research, I emphasize the necessity to treat learning as a
process (instead of an outcome) and to not equate learning with subsequent perform-
ance. The procedural perspective enables the identification of agents of learning (who
does the learning?) that operate on three different levels in the organization. In conse-
quence, learning and memory, as crucial constituents, are discussed for the levels of the
individual, the group, and the organization. It is argued that any procedural conceptuali-
zation of organizational learning will be incomplete without the described elements. On
the basis of an assessment of the limitations of earlier process models, an integrated
framework of learning across three levels of analysis is proposed as the point of origin

for the empirical assessment.

Resistance to change is introduced as the second theoretical stream of this thesis
in the second chapter. Examining resistance reveals different components, namely ac-
tors, objects, conditions, manifestations, and perspectives, all of which are discussed in
detail. The treatment of resistance in academic and management discourse over the past
few decades is recapitulated to depict a research trajectory that stretches from a dogma
of overcoming towards a recent awareness of the diagnostic qualities of resistance.
Hence, a shift in analysis from causes to effects is identified that allows for a re-
conceptualization. Understanding resistance functionally, informed by an analogy to
acute pain, facilitates an analysis of its role as a potential source of learning. A sequence
of resistance-awareness-learning is proposed as the focus of inquiry. The following re-

search question is stated: How can an organization learn from resistance to change?
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A methodology for the empirical part of this thesis is presented in the third chap-
ter. The research strategy chosen is an empirical case study of an organizational change
project, comprising data from interviews, repertory grids, and the project documenta-
tion. Different types of data are matched with the components of the research focus.
While the case study method is the research strategy, the research design is a non-
experimental field study with the purpose of theory building in an exploratory approach.
Various quality criteria concerning the methodological choices are discussed. The or-
ganization under study is a global manufacturing company headquartered in Germany.
The actual change project that is analyzed is the implementation of SAP sofiware in
conjunction with the closure of the distribution warehouse at the company’s UK sub-
sidiary. A detailed account of the methods used and of the actual proceedings of data

collection and analysis is provided.

In the fourth chapter I present the results of the empirical study. First of all, cer-
tain characteristics of the results are shown. A word count on the interview data illus-
trates the dominance as well as the relative absence of certain themes over others. The
project documentation is examined for production dates and task frequency across the
duration of the project. The chapter is then divided according to the components of the
research focus into four parts on resistance, contextual factors, awareness, and learning.
Whenever possible a distinction is made between the three groups involved in the pro-
ject, German managers, British managers, and British employees. Data from interviews,
repertory grids, and the project documentation are combined on all variables of the re-
search focus. Resistance in the project is described briefly as the initial stimulus of an
expected learning sequence. Contextual factors were found to be a strong influence in
the project, and they are described in detail for various content areas. Finally, results on
awareness and learning, which are split according to the three levels of analysis, are pre-

sented.

The fifth and final chapter contains a discussion of the obtained empirical results
in the light of the theoretical assumptions made in the first two chapters. I reappraise the
research question of how an organization can learn from resistance to change by revisit-
ing the results and by paying specific attention to the proposed sequence of resistance-
awareness-learning at three levels of analysis. As a result, limits of the analogy to acute

pain are identified and some assumptions are made about the opportunity costs of not
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Preface

heeding resistance. In the second part of the chapter, the findings pertaining to the inte-
grated framework of learning and memory are elucidated and used to assess the
strengths and weaknesses of this model. The remainder of the chapter is then devoted to
concluding reflections on the research process, limitations, and considerations for fur-

ther research.
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Organizational learning

1 ORGANIZATIONAL LEARNING

“Learning is a crucial activity in a human culture. [...] Learning is the mechanism
by which organisms can adapt to a changing and nonpredictable environment”
(Anderson, 1995, p. 1). In any given textbook on learning, fundamental statements of
this kind introduce the reader to the topic and illustrate the basic idea that learning is
something good and desirable, and that essentially positive qualities and outcomes are
attributed to it. Learning has been the key issue of psychology ever since its inception as
a scientific discipline. Originally preoccupied with an interest in individual learning,
psychologists and organizational researchers paid attention to the question how people
learn in collectivities only much later. Today the topic of organizational learning re-
ceives increasing attention from many different areas (Bapuji & Crossan, 2003). Some
authors already criticize the topic for its common appeal, because the popular and aca-
demic discourse might be too all-embracing, thereby glossing over important intricacies
and connotations (Contu, Grey, & Ortenblad, 2003). Partly due to the widespread use of
the concept, it is often unclear what organizational learning supposedly stands for and
what purpose it serves. In addition, the relative clarity about the processes involved in
individual learning cannot be found in research on supra-individual learning.

In this chapter I first seek to illustrate the functionality of learning in organiza-
tions. An extended literature review reflects on the terminology and perceptions of or-
ganizational learning as well as on important characteristics of the concept. Following a
search for comprehensive theory, organizational learning is then examined for its neces-

sary internal processes, which will be identified and consolidated.

1.1 THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

A brief overview of the concept of organization will provide a foundation for the
pursuit of the question how organizations learn. As the field of organization studies has
seemingly little paradigmatic consensus, definitions of organizations differ on important
conceptual issues as well as methodological approaches to study them (Pfeffer, 1993).
However, there are some essential points of agreement that either stem from the basic
nature of a statement or the dominance of some theoretical framework. Emphasizing the

latter I will use open systems theory (Katz & Kahn, 1978) as an initial point of entry.
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At the most basic level formal organizations can be understood as entities, which
transform, or support the transformation of, some form of input into some form of out-
put. As such, this coordinated, that is organized, transformation process represents the
basic purpose of the organization (Duncan & Weiss, 1979). A transformation perspec-
tive implies some form of boundary that segregates the organization from its environ-
ment, while allowing the organization to operate input-throughput-output processes as
an open system (Katz & Kahn, 1978). Hence, boundaries must be permeable, with the
permeability to some degree under the control of the organization. Boundaries facilitate
an internally and externally perceived identity, a logo, a name, a public appearance as a
unit, and a legal status.

An instrumental perspective proposes that organizations are aimed at achieving
some goals or purposes (Beehr, 1995; Scott, 1992), they are target-oriented and seek to
obtain certain objectives that could not be achieved through individual action alone
(Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978, p. 23). The first and foremost goal organizations pursue ap-
pears to be their own survival or self-perpetuation. Given that organizations operate in
changing and often competitive environments, they require constant adaptation in the
form of a dynamic homeostasis to maintain their steady state. This need for constant
adaptation arises not only from a changing environment but also from a natural ten-
dency for organizations to become disorganized, a principle that Katz & Kahn (1978)
borrow from the natural sciences, namely negative entropy. Underlying the constant ad-
aptation is also a desire to maintain efficiency in the input-throughput-output cycles.

If .an organization’s crucial goals are adaptation and efficiency, learning seems to
be indispensable in accomplishing them (Dodgson, 1993). While other factors such as
motivation might certainly be influential, learning encompasses the essence of the goals
depicted above. Nicolini & Meznar (1995, p. 738) rephrase this by asking the question
whether organizations can ever ‘not learn’ in the pursuit of their goals? Their answer to
this is ‘No’, especially when organizations are symbolized as “the product of thought
and action of their members” (Gioia & Sims, 1986, p. 1) or “the body of thought
thought by organizational thinkers” (Weick, 1979, p. 2), which adds the notion of mean-
ing systems and deliberate interpretation to the open systems concept (Daft & Weick,
1984). Thus learning seems to be a continuous process inherent in organizations. -
Adapted to commercial environments, organizations can also be seen as social commu-

nities specializing in speed and efficiency in the creation and transfer of knowledge
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(Kogut & Zander, 1992, 1996). In sum, the bulk of the psychological and management .

literature sees learning as the highest form of adaptation, raising the probability of sur-
vival in changing environments (Anderson, 1995; Houston, 1991) and increasing effi-
ciency in producing desired outcomes (e.g., Cyert & March, 1963; Donaldson, 1995;
Senge, 1990a).

After these initial assumptions about the ‘positivity’ of learning, the next step will
be to examine specific instances and reasons, that is, to explore the potentially func-
tional values of learning for organizations. Shrivastava (1983, p. 10) presents a schema-
tization of different perspectives on organizational learning. Following and extending
his thoughts, the categories introduced in the subsequent paragraphs represent new de-
velopments in the literature and more strongly emphasize the functional values of or-
ganizational learning in order to develop an argument for further analysis of internal

Processes.

1.2 PERCEPTIONS OF ORGANIZATIONAL LEARNING

Pfeffer’s (1993) conclusion that there is little consensus in organization studies in
general seems to hold for the topic of organizational learning specifically. There are
various viewpoints depending on the theoretical background of the viewer, as will be
elaborated later. Scholars conceptualize learning, individual and organizational, using
different perceptions, which correspond to different fields of interest. These perceptions
describe learning primarily in non-procedural terms (i.e. outcome-focused) and should

probably be understood as complementary to one another.

1.2.1 Learning as adaptation

Organizations are not isolated entities that perform under stable inner and outer
conditions. Instead, they are subject to constant environmental and technological
changes which force them to interact in an increasingly adaptive manner in order to sur-
vive. Employing established evolutionary theories, this is not a new idea. Continual ex-
perimentation and adaptation to a changing set of circumstances together resemble the

mechanism that governs the survival of every organism on the planet, as sketched out
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by Charles Darwin. By adding deliberate intention, this Darwinian approach is only a
short step from describing learning, although learning need not necessarily be inten-

tional (Bower & Hilgard, 1981; Huber, 1991). Yet learning inherently includes and fa-

cilitates potential adaptation. As Hedberg (1981) remarks, this adaptation can be per- .

formed in two directions, as defensive adjustment to reality and as offensive improve-
ment of the fit between the organization and the environment. Organizations may also
shape their environments, as in the case of Microsoft Corporation setting de facto indus-
try standards for computer operating systems in the late 1980s and early 1990s. This,

however, seems to be a somewhat rare exception to the rule (Davis & Powell, 1992).

Mainstream contingency theory focuses on the alignment between the organiza- -

tion’s inner structures and outer environment. As such, the organization ideally must be
designed to meet the demands of its environment (Duncan & Weiss, 1979). In this view,
organizational learning becomes the process of identifying environmental changes and
organizational contexts, and successfully coping with them; a clearly reactive or even
passive view of organizational nature. Other theorists, however, criticize the contin-
gency approach for its unrealistic dichotomization of organization and environment, and
emphasize the importance of aligning the internal environment while stressing the inter-
pretive nature of the external environment (Pondy & Mitroff, 1979; Weick, 1979).
Those authors that consider a middle position face the question which fit is most impor-
tant, as it might be unattainable to simultaneously achieve internal and external fit
(Miller, 1992). A third approach, population ecology, abandons the concept of organiza-

tion-environment fit altogether and argues that organizations have a very limited stake

-

in assuring their own survival. Instead, success or failure is determined entirely by envi- -

ronmental forces in the form of a selection by agents such as the world economy, com-
petition, or customers (e.g., Hannan & Freeman, 1988).

From a management science perspective, learning is seen as a purposive, adaptive
endeavor to retain and improve competitiveness, productivity, and innovativeness in
uncertain technological and market circumstances (Applebaum & Gallagher, 2000;
Boerner, Macher, & Teece, 2001; Chaston, Badger, & Sadler-Smith, 2000; Cyert &
March, 1963; de Geus, 1988; Dodgson, 1993; Dumaine, 1994; Hodgson, 1995; Senge,

1990b; Stata, 1989; von Rosenstiel & Koch, 2001). Strategically, the basic line of -

thought is that competitive battles are won by organizational capability rather than new

products, resources, or market position (Hedberg & Wolff, 2001). The greater the uncer-
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tainties, the greater the need for learning (Levinthal, 1991). In that sense, learning might

provide the underlying theme for a Darwinian approach to organizational survival.

1.2.2 Learning as comprehension of complexity

Organizations encounter increasing complexity within and outside their bounda-
ries. In an age of mega-mergers and continuing diversification, even the main parame-
ters of an organization’s inner and outer environment might become hard to compre-
hend. In this light, organizational learning can fulfill a number of functions: It can pro-
vide a means of orientation and uncertainty avoidance (de Geus, 1988; Galer & van der
Heijden, 1992; Huber, 1991; Wenzler & Chartier, 1999). It can be an essential tool in
understanding history or the effect of historical developments on the present (Busby,
1999; Levitt & March, 1988). It can contribute to the efficacy of information dissemina-
tion (Argote & Ingram, 2000; Isaacs, 1993; Nonaka, 1994; Schein, 1993). And it can
support the formation and shaping of a common organizational culture (Kofman &
Senge, 1993; Nicolini & Meznar, 1995; Sonntag, 1996; Weick & Westley, 1996).
Therefore, over and above the perception of organizational learning as an adaptive
mechanism, it also appears to provide coping resources in the management of complex

environments.

1.2.3 Learning as knowledge creation

A paradigm of traditional organizational theory is the view of the organization as -
a system that processes information. But, as Nonaka (1994) notes, such a view focuses,
almost exclusively on the concept of what is given to the organization without due con-
sideration of what is created by it. Organizations create knowledge, both declarative
(i.e. facts) and procedural (i.e. know-how, scripts), or explicit and tacit - and they do so
by means of learning (Nonaka, 1994). While the validity of the produced knowledge /
might be called into question in many cases, learning and knowledge creation usually
increase an organization’s capacity to perform (Tsang, 1997). In addition, from an eco-
nomic perspective knowledge as a form of capital, if compared to other forms (i.e. land,

equipment, labor and money), is theoretically infinite (McElroy, 2000).
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1.2.4 Learning as intelligence and innate behavior

Considering its adaptive and productive qualities, organizational learning can also
be understood as a form of intelligence. Levitt & March (1988) note this aspect in their
elaboration of learning from experience, yet at the same time the authors caution that
“learning does not always lead to intelligent behavior” (p. 335). But if learning is com-
pared with other serious alternatives like bargaining or selection, those seem to be much
more error prone, leading to the conclusion that although intelligence in learning is of-
ten frustrated, it nevertheless occurs rather frequently.

Finally, building on the notion of man as homo sapiens, a wise and knowing spe-
cies, a desire to learn and explore is innate to human beings (Houston, 1991). Even
though this last argument does not generate a case for a specifically collective or organ-
izational form of learning - after all, the need to explore and experiment could also be
satiated individually - it sheds light on the predominant orientation of most commercial
organizations towards controlling rather than cultivating their members’ natural curios-

ity and impulse to learn (Senge, 1990b).

In summary it can be concluded that organizational learning evokes a number of
different perspectives, and can be attested some important positive outcomes. This is
reflected in the raised interest the topic has received in the academic community while
at the same time becoming a ‘buzzword’ in management literature. In a bibliographic
review Crossan & Guatto (1996) show that as many academic papers on the subject
were published in 1993 as in the whole decade of the 1980s. The rise from 3 articles in
the 1960s, 19 in the 1970s, 50 in the 1980s through to 184 in the 1990s (up to only
1994) significantly outpaces the overall rise in publications during that entire time pe-
riod. In a follow-up study, Babuji & Crossan (2003) report a 25-fold increase in publica-
tions on organizational learning between 1990 and 2002. Moreover, in terms of man-
agement semantics, the subject obtained some rather dramatic emphases such as: “The
rate at which organizations learn may become the only sustainable source of competi-
tive advantage in business” (Stata, 1989, p. 64) or “the ability to learn faster than com- .

petitors may be the only sustainable competitive advantage” (de Geus, 1988, p. 71).
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After the introduction of different general perceptions of organizational learning, a
descent from the meta-level towards the description of specific key characteristics will

complement the literature review in the following.

1.3 CHARACTERISTICS OF ORGANIZATIONAL LEARNING

In addressing defining characteristics of the construct under investigation, an out-
line of the ideas behind key descriptive terms is necessary. The ongoing discussion is
not a sterile academic debate but involves active participation from scholars represent-
ing a diverse range of disciplines and cultures (Bertoin Antal, Dierkes, Child, &
Nonaka, 2001b), which will be elaborated later. Although there is disagreement about
various components, a strong effort towards consensus building could channel research
into new areas without having to constantly reinvent the wheel. Maier, Prange & Rosen-
stiel (2001) also remind scholars of inherent ramifications for empirical work, as many
definitorial approaches seem impossible to operationalize. Given that definitions of or-
ganizational learning are subject to controversy and flux, the following pages comprise
a collection of defining characteristics rather than depict a concise definition (for earlier
reviews of definitions of organizational learning see Fiol & Lyles, 1985; or Prange,
1999). The quest for a definition or theory consensus will then be discussed afterwards

in section 1.4.

1.3.1 Organizational learning vs. the learning organization

As the notion of organizational learning was taken on by the prophets of practical
management theory, an interest in the defining elements of the concept, applied to the
real world, emerged under the label ‘the learning organization’. A decisive introductory
moment, especially for professionals in the management consulting industry, was cer-
tainly the publication of Peter Senge’s The Fifth Discipline (1990a), spreading the word
of an alleged new vision in management thinking. Since then the idea of the learning
organization has led to the creation of numerous guides and practical handbooks, and
for a number of years there has been a growing dichotomy between two streams of re-

search.
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Although sometimes used interchangeably, the terms ‘organizational learning’ and ;
‘learning organization’ represent distinctly different concepts, illustrated by the underly-

ing questions “How does an organization learn?” versus “How should an organization

learn?” (Tsang, 1997). The literature on organizational learning is analytic and concen-

~

trates on understanding learning processes within organizational settings. It employs a .
descriptive approach and portrays certain types of activities that take place in an organi-
zation, without necessarily trying to change those activities. Moreover, although there is
a paucity of descriptive studies, the existing studies generally apply agreed-upon meth-
odology and are scientifically rigorous in their designs. In contrast, literature on the-
learning organization is mostly action oriented and attempts to create an ideal type of
organization, one in which learning is maximized (Easterby-Smith, 1997). Thus, a
learning organization is one that is good at organizational learning, even though this
might obfuscate entity with process. With practitioners as targets, writings are prescrip-
tive and provide practical guidelines, often based on the authors’ own consulting ex-
perience (Garratt, 1987). As such, the illustrated examples and more so the ensuing gen-
eralizations seldom follow rigorous research methodologies, but provide ex post facto
interpretations that are often either vague or of doubtful validity. Moreover, case studies
based on action research, where consultants systematically study the consequences of
changes and initiatives that they themselves participated in generating, might not pro-
vide a sufficient degree of objectivity when it comes to reporting strong critique of
methods and outcomes. As Easterby-Smith (1997) notes, much of the work emitted
from MIT’s influential Center for Organizational Learning falls into this category. A
last point worth mentioning is that authors in the realm of the learning organization
draw heavily from the organizational learning literature while this is not the case vice
versa, further indicating the difference in targeted audience and message content be-
tween the two streams.

Positioning the present work in respect to the two dominant perspectives of the

topic, this thesis is placed within the organizational learning approach.

1.3.2 Types of learning

A number of researchers have identified different kinds of organizational learning
and attempted to categorize them with varying cluster labels. Since these terminologies

are often inconsistent and lead to confusion when comparing different concepts, the use
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of Pawlowsky, Forslin & Reinhardt’s (2001) classification terms is proposed here.
These authors coherently distinguish between learning level, learning #ype, and learning
mode. The learning level represents what will be described later as level of analysis, that _
is, individual, group, and organization. The learning mode differentiates between cogni-
tive and behavioral learning (in addition, Pawlowsky et al., 2001, list cultural learning).
Types of learning are the subject of this paragraph.

Scholars in the field have recognized various types of organizational learning. The
approaches stem mainly from the realms of management science and organizational de-
velopment, and differentiate between intensities of learning. Some persuasive concepts
receive both widespread acceptance in the academic literature and unmistakable appeal

to professional contexts, especially management consulting (Schmolze, 2000).

The latter observation receives ample verification in the work of Argyris & Schon
(1978). These authors elaborate Bateson’s (1972) description of two ‘levels’ of learning,
(i.e. types in our terminology), that is learning skills within a context and learning how
to learn. They develop a three-fold typology of learning that is bound together by a the-,
ory of action and integrates the stages single-loop, double-loop and deutero-learning.

Single-loop learning describes a process that maintains the central features of an .
organization’s ‘theory-in-use’ (actual rules used to manage an organization’s beliefs)
and restricts itself to detecting and correcting errors within that given system of rules.
Single-loop learning stands for an adaptation to present problems, but it does not solve
the more basic issue of why these problems exist in the first place. A practical analogy
to this is a thermostat. It detects the temperature of the surrounding air and turns the
heat on or off when it gets too cold or too warm. It does not, however, address the ques-
tion why the temperature changed beyond the acceptable range.

In contrast, double-loop learning occurs when an error is detected and corrected in /
ways that involve modification of an organization’s underlying norms, policies and ob-
jectives. This form of learning challenges and alters the theories-in-use. Fundamental
values and assumptions, which govern the stated goals, come to the surface and are
changed. Extending the thermostat example, double-loop learning has taken place when
the thermostat is, for example, recalibrated as opposed to simply having it limit the am-
plitude size of temperature changes.

Deutero-learning differs to some extent from the other two forms as it pertains to,

the need for organizations to learn how to carry out single and double-loop learning. It
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consists of inquiry into the learning system by which an organization detects and cor-
rects its errors and therefore occupies some meta-level. Swieringa & Wierdsma (1992)
adopt Argyris & Schon’s first two stages, but replace the idea of learning to learn with
their concept of triple-loop learning. This happens when the essential principles on
which the organization is founded come into question, when doubts are raised about the
role it aims to fulfill and the identity it has.

Similar types of organizational learning, resembling those put forth by Argyris &
Schoén (1978), are postulated by other authors. Hedberg (1981) provides three types of
learning based on stimulus changes in the organization-environment relationship that he
labels adjustment learning, turnover learning, and turnaround learning. While the former
two correspond to single and double-loop learning, the latter is closer to the triple-loop
concept.

The single versus double-loop dichotomy and its inherent ideas are also found in
Miles & Randolph’s (1980) differentiation between reactive and proactive learning, Fiol
& Lyles’ (1985) lower and higher level learning, Dutton & Jackson’s (1987) behavioral
level and strategy level learning, and Senge’s (1990a; 1990b) suggestion of adaptive
and generative learning'. Fiol & Lyles (p. 810) list generic characteristics that encapsu-
late the main ideas from the concepts illustrated above (Table 1.1). Again, what Dutton
& Jackson and Fiol & Lyles originally labeled as ‘levels’ corresponds to ‘types’ in Paw-
lowsky et al.’s (2001) classification. In utilizing an inherent assumption of different
stages of increasing sophistication and complexity, the types listed here propose a hier-
archy of learning with evolutionary connotations, an assumption of progressively desir-
able learning stages.

A learning type that has a somewhat unique status is unlearning. It is recognized-
that knowledge sometimes disappears from an organization’s active memory, it is no
longer used. Given Hedberg’s (1981, p. 18) definition of unlearning as “a process”
through which learners discard knowledge”, emphasizing a functional and perhaps in-
tentional notion, organizational unlearning can be classified as yet another type of or-
ganizational learning (McGill & Slocum, 1993; Nystrom & Starbuck, 1984).

! For a list of concepts reflecting the single- versus double-loop dichotomy see Pawlovsky (2001, p. 77)
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Table 1.1: Types of learning

Lower-level* Higher-level*
Characteristics Occurs through repetition Occurs through use of heuristics and in-
sights
Routine Non-routine
Control over immediate task, ruleand  Development of differentiated struc-
structures tures, rules, etc. to deal with lack of
Well-understood context control -
Occurs at all levels in organization Ambiguous context
Occurs mostly in upper levels
Consequence Behavioral outcomes Insights, heuristics, and collective con-
sciousness
Examples Institutionalizes formal rules New missions and new definitions of
direction
Adjustments in management systems Agenda setting
Problem-solving skills Problem-defining skills
Development of new myths, stories,
and culture

*the term ‘level’ corresponds to ‘type’ in the terminology adopted from Pawlowsky et al. (2001)

Advocates of unlearning are concerned that redundant and unsuccessful content of .
memory might compromise organizational decision processes, especially when faced
with rapid environmental change. As a result, organizations are advised to treat their -
memories as enemies at times (March & Olsen, 1979), collectively identify and remove
inherited cultural obstacles to creating a learning organization (Finger & Brand, 1999),
or abandon outlived conventional environments (McGill & Slocum, 1993). Following
this advice, it is worth noting that unlearning can lead to a reduction in (potential) be-
haviors or to a reduction of constraints on (potential) behaviors, resulting in either a de-
crease or increase in subsequent behavioral outcomes. In relation to outcomes, Huber
(1991) differentiates between temporal inactivity, initiation for a focused search for sub-
stitutes of the unlearned content, and new learning as effects of the unlearning process.

As organizational learning is an activity essentially made up of individuals — an
assumption that will receive more attention later in sections 1.6 and 1.7 — a radical form
of deliberate unlearning is the dismissal of members of the organization. However, ac-
commodating new members also entails individual unlearning as part of the socializa-
tion process, resulting in loss of information the new members possess upon entry
(Huber, 1991). The hint of organizational learning and unlearning as a function of per-
sonnel selection and socialization receives attention in March (1991), who identifies two
trajectories within the socialization process: The organizational code of received truth is

learning from the beliefs and practices of individuals, and individuals are learning the

25



Organizational learning

organizational code. This mutual adaptation enables individuals to grow into the organi-
zation by learning the code, and the code is developed by individuals who initially devi-
ate from it. Therefore, it can be concluded that there is a system-level, long-term advan-
tage in slowing socialization to the code, but an individual-level, short-term advantage
in fast socialization.

As much as unlearning might be favored from an adaptive, evolutionary perspec-
tive on organizational learning, the crucial role of intelligent decision formation and im-
plementation based on sound memory content needs to be strongly highlighted. Integrat-

ing both points of view, Hedberg (1981, pp. 19-20)) concludes:

“Balances between organizations’ abilities to learn and to unlearn appear .
necessary for long-term survival. Unlearning abilities are needed in order to
make room for more adequate interpretative frameworks and responses in or-
ganizational memory. Learning abilities are needed to generate new knowl-
edge and to adjust and update existing knowledge.”

This integrative aspect has been elaborated in later works, and Klein (1989) ar-
gues that the original unlearning model has too strong a focus on discarding knowledge
altogether instead of adequately transforming it. This idea is reflected in the concept of
absorptive capacity, the ability of an organization to harness its prior related knowledge,
to recognize the value of new information, and then to assimilate and apply it (Cohen &
Levinthal, 1990).

1.3.3 Organizational learning and organizational design

Organizational design creates, develops and often dictates communication and in-
teraction within an organization and across its boundaries. It is the “allocation of re-
sources and people and the structuring of the organization to carry out its objectives”
(Duncan & Weiss, 1979, p. 103). Since the structure of an organization is found to have
decisive effects on the interaction of its members, various scholars have examined the
topic in order to determine which types of organizational design inhibit or enhance or-

ganizational learning.

Embedded in the basic organization-environment fit paradigm, Duncan & Weiss
(1979) study the relationship between learning, strategy and design (see Figure 1.1).
Although learning is not required for strategy formulation and design, the ideal process

sees organizational learning as providing knowledge to devise a strategy that is respon-
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sive to a particular task environment. Knowledge generated through learning, in combi-
nation with strategic objectives, then both affect the design to be implemented. A design
that emerges out of such a process will sustain organizational effectiveness by enabling
attainment of goals and objectives, adaptation to the environment, and role clarification

for individuals.

| Learning I—’I Action-outcome knowledge ]

| Action-outcome knowledge I———-'[ Strategy ]
\ 4

| Action-outcome knowledge I———>| Design I

Figure 1.1: Relationship between learning, strategy, and organizational design

If resulting designs are based in part on knowledge about action-outcome relation-
ships, the causal inference that a particular action leads to a particular outcome can be
corroborated. But since organizations consist of many individuals, actions of single in-
dividuals are embedded in an ecology of the actions of many others, obscuring the attri-
bution of causes to effects. In order to decrease interaction effects in complex organiza-
tions, departmentalization or sequential attention allows for the examination of local
consequences (Levinthal & March, 1993). However, such segregation often entails loss
of awareness of the bigger picture. One way to combat this is tight coupling of the sys-
tem, keeping short linkages with few buffers, redundancies, and possible delays, as in
just-in-time inventory systems for example. The argument in favor of tightly coupled
systems is that such structures enhance learning by making problems, arising through
ongoing operations, more visible and observable.

Bringing the two perspectives together, the function of loose coupling in order to
examine consequences and confirm action-outcome relationships seems to contradict
the function of tight coupling to augment problem detection. Levinthal & March (1993) -
suggest that loosely coupled systems make locally confined diagnostics easier while
tightly coupled systems are better for system-wide error detection. Striking a balance
between the two strategies apparently depends on the frequency of errors and the diffi-

culty of diagnosis.
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The recognition that certain structures are more conducive to learning than others
implies a recommendation to always conduct the design process with the objective of
maximizing organizational learning potential. On this note, Shrivastava (1983) catego-
rizes six different types of learning systems and examines their characteristics and rami-
fications. He uses the term learning systems to indicate the mechanisms by which learn-
ing is perpetuated and institutionalized in organizations. In differentiating between one
man institutions, mythological learning systems, information seeking cultures, participa-
tive learning systems, formal management systems, and bureaucratic learning systems,
he discusses each system’s idiosyncrasies and proposes a typology for further research.
Shrivastava concludes on the notion that the learning capabilities of an organization can
be enhanced by deliberate and knowledgeable design processes.

Elaborating on aspects of design, it should be noted that there are limits to formal-
ized structure. Official organigrams, standard operating procedures, and recognized job
descriptions often obscure the actual practices of organizational members. Brown &
Duguid’s (1991) arguments about informal communities-of-practice, which account for
a substantial amount of the learning and innovating activities in organizations, empha-
size this point. By recognizing the many noncanonical communities in its midst and
reconceiving of itself as a community-of-communities, especially large organizations

can, in this view, accommodate learning-in-working and spur innovation.

The idea that structure is an outcome of learning, however, must be challenged by
the considerations of macro organizational theory. According to Fiol & Lyles (1985),
centralized and decentralized decision-making structures have very different impacts on
the organization’s learning ability. Centralized structures often reinforce past behavior, /
while decentralized structures permit the assimilation of deviant behavior. Certain or-
ganizational forms, such as self-designing organizations or adhocracies, are particularly
good at adapting to changing environments, fostering creativity, and innovating in re-

sponse to environmental demands. Others, such as bureaucracies, excel at managing the

~

status quo and exploiting the efficiency potential of standardized procedures. Crudely .

stated, self-designing organizations learn, while bureaucracies organize (Weick &
Westley, 1996). The latter statement, however, needs to be attenuated, since the exploi-
tation of efficiency potential is also a form of learning, as will be elaborated further be-

low.

28



Organizational learning

Taking into account all different perspectives, there seems to be a reciprocal rela-
tionship between organizational learning and organizational design. Knowledge ac-
quired though learning influences the design process, and design affects the learning

process.

1.3.4 Limits and cautions of learning

Organizations that move beyond the founding stage and mature generally try to
learn from experience (and they often fail in doing so). They devote considerable energy
into developing understandings of experience and history. But historical events or criti-
cal incidents tend to be rare and infrequent, which renders as the basis of learning a very
small sample of experience (March, Sproull, & Tamuz, 1991). Learning from fragments
of history can be improved by attempts to experience history richly. Such approaches
include experiencing more aspects of events (e.g., intensive focus on critical incidents),
more interpretations (e.g., by multiple observers), or more preferences (e.g., modifying
aspiration levels). Simulating experience is another form of supplementing history by
creating near or hypothetical histories. Such histories draw on a richer, less polarized set
of interpretations, but they are error-prone due to their imaginary nature. However, in
both cases of enhancing learning from historical events, issues of reliability and validity

are under question, and they should be considered in any interpretative effort.

Organizations consist of individuals that balance community and altruistic moti-
vations with personal aspirations. As individuals or groups within organizations com-
pete for scarce resources and positions, a micro political perspective on learning must be
considered. This mostly sociologically influenced view focuses on the question why in /
some cases organizations don’t learn. The essential argument states that an unhindered /
transfer of knowledge is politically naive because knowledge and information are vital
resources of power in organizations (Child & Heavens, 2001; Kluge & Schilling, 2000).
Since the prototypes of the learning organization advocate a decrease of rules and for- /
malized structures in exchange for free exploration and interaction, political activity is
likely to increase in such cases (Kanter, 1989).

The micro-political perspective emphasizes relations of hierarchy and power, and
points to conflicts over interests, beliefs, and resources. In modern organizations, the

link between power and expertise has been often decoupled. Recognizing that skills and
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imaginations are intertwined with social and institutional structures, scholars have pro-
posed a study of power as both the ongoing product and the medium of collective activ-
ity (Blackler & McDonald, 2000). Taking the power issues as a given, Coopey & Bur-
goyne (2000) argue that organizational learning can be facilitated by a free and open
form of politics in the workplace, and call for a framework of legitimate authority that
regulates interaction.

In addressing the general problem of governance, Coopey (1995) questions the
egalitarian assumption and asks who will determine the overall direction of the learning
organization, who will ‘call the shots’ in the end, and whose knowledge should be privi-
leged over others’? In addition, Coopey (1995) envisages the danger that organizational
learning can be misused as simply another tool to spread the ideology of commitment
and motivation, to exert power in the organization through strong ideological pressures
(see Victor & Stephens, 1994, for a general discussion of the negative aspects of new
organizational forms). In sum, internal politics must be taken into account as strong in-
fluential factors in devising any strategic learning and change objectives as well as in

any discussion of procedural aspects of organizational learning.

The adaptive processes that underlie one possible rationale for organizational
learning sustain two opposing strategies for gaining competitive advantage and ulti-
mately survival. Organizations can explore their environments, develop new ideas,
search for new markets, and experiment with new alternatives. Conversely, they can
refine existing technologies, extend proven competences, optimize production effi-
ciency, and improve traditional paradigms.

In the latter case of an exploitation strategy, frequent use of confirmed routines .
might increase the relating competencies and successful outcomes, which will result in
an even more frequent use. This course of action, however, can ignore new develop- ,

ments and lead to competency traps, which occur

“...when favorable performance with an inferior procedure leads an organiza-
tion to accumulate more experience with it, thus keeping experience with a
superior procedure inadequate to make it rewarding to use.” (Levitt & March,
1988, p. 322)

Competency traps are sensitive to learning rates, which leads to the assumption

that fast learning might not be desirable under all circumstances because it can result in
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maladaptive specialization®. A classic example of the negative long-term consequences /
of an over-reliance on distinctive competence is provided in Abernathy & Wayne’s
(1974) account of Ford’s pursuit of efficient production of the Model T. The company
achieved considerable efficiency and cost reduction concerning this car, but met ex-
traordinary difficulties in the transition to a new model, which required amongst other
things the closing of a manufacturing plant for several months. On a broader level nu-
merous examples of the competency trap concept, such as the QWERTY typewriter
keyboard or the internal combustion engine, provide ample support for the transforma-
tion of seemingly suboptimal technologies into industry standards and stable arrange-
ments (Dierkes, Hoffmann, & Marz, 1996; Levitt & March, 1988).

On the other hand, exploration strategies run the risk of uncertain returns, longer

~

time horizons, and more diffuse effects. Exploration is a key determinant of long-term
intelligence, but reduces the speed at which skills in existing alternatives are improved.
March (1991) discusses the trade-off between exploration and exploitation in de-
tail. He presumes that because of its mostly positive, proximate, and predictable returns
on allocated resources, exploitation is in most cases the more attractive alternative for
organizations. But while refining exploitation strategies might produce positive out-/
comes in the short run, a sole reliance upon this alternative is likely to be self-
destructive in the long run. In order to attain an optimal mix of exploration and exploita-
| tion, Levinthal & March (1993, pp. 107-109) offer strategies for sustaining exploration
that operate on either incentives, organizational structure, individual beliefs, or selection
processes. Their ideas include assigning property rights to successful search activities,
designing new venture subunits, influencing risk preferences, and increasing the sam-
pling of failure performances in internal selection. Employing a group-level perspective,
Edmondson (2002) suggests that certain types of teams might be predominantly active
in one of the two domains, often as a function of their role description. Development
teams, for example, are prone to explore, while production teams are more likely to ex-

ploit.

Two more difficulties of organizational learning are addressed in Levitt &

March’s (1988, p. 325) paper. The appraisal of any learning process depends on the

2 The detrimental effects of fast socialization of new organizational members, a form of fast learning,
have been identified in the discussion of unlearning.

31



Organizational learning

evaluation of outcomes as successes or failures. Successes are typically defined in terms
of the relation between performance outcomes and targets. This carries an inherent
problem because targets change over time in that either the indicators of success are
modified, or levels of aspiration vary. Looking at the ambiguity of success from a dif-
ferent perspective, a cycle of events is imaginable where success generates confidence,
which augments over-generalization of experience (i.e. no external validity). This might
result in a subsequent lack of seeking new experience, and thus ultimately in failure.
Miller (1994) identified inertia as an often unintended consequence of successful per-
formance. Inertia, defined as an “inability for organizations to change as rapidly as the
environment” (Pfeffer, 1997, p. 163), arises as successful organizations abandon factors
regarded as peripheral to success. Subsequently, they become more inattentive to
change indicators, less self-reflexive in their processes, and overly simplified in their
adaptation.

On the other hand, experiencing failure can also result in inappropriate action,
leading to more failure (Kieser, Beck, & Tainio, 2001). In times of organizational crises,
probable centralization of authority and low levels of risk taking can lead to an increase
in organizational rigidity that is likely to result in resistance, conflict, and defensiveness.
As these dynamics instill fear and paralyze management, the failure becomes high-
lighted and will set off further rounds of failure and unrewarding change. In order to
avoid such developments, strong arguments about explicitly analyzing and learning
from failures are being made (Klein, 1989; Levinthal & March, 1993).

Another misinterpretation problem is superstitious learning. It occurs when the
subjective experience of learning is compelling, but the connections between actions
and outcomes are misspecified. In such instances, a specific positive or negative out-
come is attributed to the adoption or abandonment of a particular routine when, in fact,
there is no causal relationship whatsoever. The subjective feeling of learning might be

powerful, but it is misleading (Levitt & March, 1988).

In summarizing some of the difficulties above, Levinthal & March (1993) pro-
vocatively spell out three problems of ‘learning myopia’: The tendency to overlook dis-
tant times, distant places, and failure. Organizational learning repeatedly seems to favor
the short run, ignore the larger picture, and privilege only the lessons gained from suc-
cess, as was shown above. Although learning, therefore, is less than a panacea for or-

ganizations, the imperfections of learning should not be misunderstood as reasons to
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abandon attempts to improve the learning capabilities of organizations. After all, de-
signing organizations to learn from experience and to exploit generated knowledge and
experience is possible. But given the imperfections identified, the authors suggest a cer-

tain conservatism in expectations.

1.4 SEEKING THEORY

After the introductory considerations, and before a detailed account of inherent
characteristics, organizational learning needs to be observed again from a meta-level
standpoint. A discussion of different perspectives on organizational learning can serve
as an initial indicator for the fact that there is a large degree of fragmentation in this
field. Tsang (1997, p. 82) acknowledges this by saying that “an overarching framework
which cohesively pulls together all the theoretical advances into a unified theory is lack-
ing at the moment”. Numerous authors share his view of an irritating absence of a cohe-
sive theory and call for conjoint efforts from various academic disciplines towards de-
veloping one (e.g. Fiol & Lyles, 1985; Hedberg, 1981; Hodgson, 1995; Huber, 1991;
Kluge & Schilling, 2000).

In contrast, Easterby-Smith (1997) argues that approaches to organizational learn-
ing are based on distinct, and largely incompatible, views of the nature of learning itself.
He provides an account of six main disciplines, each with its own ontological assump-
tions, contributions, and problem sets (see Table 1.2): Psychology/organizational devel-
opment, management science, organizational theory, strategy, production management
and cultural anthropology. The disciplines’ inherent ideas have infiltrated and influ-
enced the territory of organizational learning and have spawned different perspectives.
Easterby-Smith (1997) concludes that development might best be pursued within each
of these areas, challenging zittempts to create a single framework. Thus, organizational
learning should be considered as a multidisciplinary field containing complementary

contributions and research agendas.
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Table 1.2: Disciplines of organizational learning

Discipline  Ontology Contributions/Ideas Problematics
Psychology Human de-  Hierarchical organization; importance of ~ Defensive routines; individ-
and OD velopment  context; cognition; underlying values; ual to collective transfer
learning styles; dialogue

Management Information Knowledge; memory; holism; error cor- Nonrational behavior; short

science processing  rection; informating; single and double vs. long term; information
loop overload; unlearning

Sociology Social struc- Effects of power structure and hierarchy;  Conflict of interests; organ-

and organiza- tures conflict is normal; ideology and rhetoric;  izational politics

tional theory interests of actors

Strategy Competi- Organization-environment interface; lev-  Environmental alignment;

tiveness els of learning progressively more desir- competitive pressures; gen-

able; networks; importance of direct ex- eral vs. technical learning
perience; population-level learning

Production Efficiency Importance of productivity; learning Limitations of unidimen-

management curves; endogenous and exogenous sional measurement; uncer-
sources of learning; links to production tainty about outcomes
design

Cultural an-  Meaning Culture as cause and effect of organiza- Instability and relativity of

thropology systems tional learning; beliefs; potential cultural  culture as barrier to transfer

superiority

of ideas; whose perspective

dominates?

While it goes beyond the scope of these introductory pages to discuss all the
points addressed in Table 1.2, many points addressed in the contributions and problem-
atics columns will be covered in later sections. However, for now Table 1.2 should

demonstrate the degree of fragmentation and the diversity of issues of interest.

The research in organizational learning has also been accused of being non-
cumulative in a sense that current studies seldom build on past research results (Tsang,
1997). In relation to this, Mackenzie (1994) even goes so far as to proclaim that after 30
years of research in the field, no discernible intellectual progress has been produced.
However, Prange (1999) questions the feasibility of cumulative research in organiza-
tional learning. She argues that both, the non-cumulativeness and the differentiated con-
tributions of organizational learning theories are related to their underlying meta-
theories. The core distinction to be made is between a prescriptive, positivist approach
that purports an objective generalizability of social science, and a descriptive, subjectiv-
ist approach that assumes reality to be socially constructed (Burell & Morgan, 1979).
From an anti-positivist viewpoint, it is nothing unusual to have divergent perspectives,

and non-cumulativeness might also be interpreted as an indicator of theoretical progres-
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sion. Therefore, given the fundamental discrepancies between the two meta-theories,
Prange (1999) concludes that the search for an integrated theoretical approach to organ-
izational learning is neither adequate nor appropriate. However, a thorough discussion
of the heterogeneity in the underlying meta-theories, positivism versus social construc-

tivism, goes well beyond the scope of this text.

Given the absence of conclusive theory, Bertoin Antal, Dierkes, Child, & Nonaka
(2001a) point to some promising developments, which they think might help alleviate
the difficulties. They notice the emergence of a shared language between disciplines, a
more global scope and increased cultural differentiation in research, the inclusion of in-
terorganizational learning, and the recognition of manifold sources of knowledge and

power needed for organizational learning.

All in all, the call for a coherent theory of organizational learning appears to reso-
nate among the relevant research communities. Setting aside subjectivist criticism, a
unified point of reference could advance the field in two ways.

First, it can provide a powerful tool for the development of empirical research.
The notion of organizational learning is intuitively appealing to many real world set-
tings, and intrinsically bears a connotation of the betterment of organizational life.
Theoretical guidance in empirical work proves to offer not only a strong sense of direc-
tion and structure in attempts to establish causal inferences; it also facilitates the forma-
tion of sound conclusions and recommendations based on obtained data. As a result, the
findings of scientific research in the field could be more readily cumulated and trans-
lated into further research questions and hypotheses.

Secondly, it could tie together the various disciplinary perspectives that all add
aspects to the understanding of the focal phenomenon. As much as the notion of multi-
ple disciplines raises awareness of the complexity and multifaceted nature of organiza-
tional learning, it tends to overly fragment the field, and thus researchers might easily
lose sight of the fact that there are overlapping key elements of importance to any sub-
ject-specific viewpoint. The core idea of learning as a process that supplies the potential
to change the internal and external environment, extrapolated to the dynamics of the
collective, pertains to psychology, management science and cultural anthropology alike.
Different disciplines subscribe to different paradigms of thought and convey different

targets of insight (Kuhn, 1996). Yet in theorizing, these different targets are mainly
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relevant to the outcomes of organizational learning, not to the inherent processes. As
such, a procedural clarification of collective learning has the potential to preserve valid-
ity while spanning across disciplinary boundaries. From a procedural point of view,

multiple disciplines are not an obstacle to unified theory.

A focus on processes will become clearer throughout the following pages and sec-
tions. By taking on a functionalist approach, a comprehensive procedural conceptualiza-
tion of collective learning serves to contribute towards theory building. Defining theory
as “a statement of relationships between units observed or approximated in the empiri-
cal world” (Bacharach, 1989, p. 498, italics not in original), a wide-ranging schematiza-
tion of the specific forms and processes of learning at different stages constitutes a cen-

tral building block for our purposes.

1.5 THE QUESTION OF LEARNING AT THE COLLECTIVE> LEVEL

While individual learning has been an established concept of debate since the
early days of psychological research, the notion of organizational learning remains
somewhat unclear and depicts not much more than a catchy phrase at first. Since the
literature on the subject is generally somewhat imprecise about exact mechanisms, some
fundamental questions arise. Does learning occur beyond the individual level? If so, is
individual learning then a necessary precondition? In any case, is there sufficient evi-

dence for a construct labeled organizational learning?

At the basic semantic level, Weick & Westley (1996) state that the use of the label -

‘organizational learning’ constitutes an oxymoron, as organizing and learning are essen-

~

tially antithetical processes. Learning means disorganizing and increasing variety, while
organizing implies forgetting and reducing variety. The authors, however, manage to /

affirm this oxymoron by demonstrating that both processes are compatible as a balance

~

between exploration and exploitation. In order for organizational learning to occur,

3 The terms “collective” and “organizational” are initially used interchangeably here, both depicting
learning beyond the individual level. This is done to map out important conceptual issues first, in order to
then make a strong case for a more precise separation of levels of learning (see section 1.6 on levels of
analysis).
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learning as fostering diversity needs to be ensued by organizing as a means of consensus
building (Fiol, 1994).

Prange (1999) addresses the questions raised above explicitly by saying “one of
the greatest myths of organizational learning is probably [...] the way in which learning
might be considered organizational” (p. 27, italics in original). She elaborates further
that it remains unclear whether the academic discussion is about individual learning in
organizations (Argyris & Schon, 1978; March & Olsen, 1979), organizational learning
that is like individual learning (Hedberg, 1981), or some kind of aggregate or emergent
learning (Cyert & March, 1963; Levitt & March, 1988). Jones (1995) even suggests that
the entire concept might qualify as an anthropomorphic fallacy that leads to an inappro-
priate reification of the concept of organizati.on. Popper & Lipshitz (1998) alleviate this
extreme position by distinguishing between learning in organizations and learning by
organizations. The former describes learning processes that occur in individuals’ heads, /
albeit in organizational contexts, while the latter depicts learning processes that occur
outside individuals® heads. The question remaining for a necessary reconciliation of the
two concepts is how individual learning becomes organizational.

Given some strongly dissimilar opinions and even neglect of existence, a search of
proof that learning does occur at the collective level appears imperative before any fur-

ther exploration of internal mechanisms.

1.5.1 The learning curve

Deriving from their thought that organizations cannot ever ‘not learn’ (i.e., they

always learn), Nicolini & Meznar (1995, pp. 738-740) argue that

“...learning is a continuous process which is inherent in the very being of or-
ganizations. [...] This is not something organizations do as a choice, but
something that enters the very definition of organizations as systems
(Bateson, 1972; Varela, 1979). [...] Organizations actively engage in unend-
ing cognitive processes, and organizations, as collective forms of coordinated
cognition and action, are continuously being transformed. [...] Organizations,
through the action of those in charge, construe their identity by transforming
change, past choices, past experiments, inventions, and so on into rational ac-
countable knowledge.”

In conclusion, the authors hold a firm belief that there is an organizational phe-
nomenon occurring in collective learning. However, their argument remains on a theo-

retical level and is not substantiated by empirical data.
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A source that provides more concrete evidence that learning does occur at a col-
lective level is the research on organizational learning curves. This phenomenon has
been found in many groups and organizations and dates back to an early investigation of
the assembly of discrete units in the aircraft industry (Wright, 1936). The discovery is
that, as groups and organizations produce more of a product, the cost of producing each
additional unit and the errors made in production typically decrease at a decreasing rate.
Thus the standard form of the learning curve resulting in a hyperbolic graph is

y=ax’,

where y = the number of direct labor hours required to produce the x unit, a = the

number of direct labor hours required to produce the first unit, x = the cumulative num-
ber of units produced, and 4 = the progress rate.

The effect was even shown to be stable enough to use it as a basis for planning
and pricing strategies (The Boston Consulting Group, 1972). It has been recognized in
the manufacture of a wide variety of products and has been extended to activities other
than production tasks. Yelle (1979) originally differentiates between labor learning (i.c.,
learning by individual employees) and machine learning (i.e., efficiency gains in opera-
tions that are machine-paced) as underlying processes. However, learning effects appear
to depreciate rapidly (Argote, Beckman, & Epple, 1990; Benkard, 1999).

The success of the learning curve approach to assess collective learning hinges
mainly on the researchers’ ability to control for other factors besides cumulative output
that might affect productivity. It has been argued that important aspects of the im-
provements in manufacturing costs and the decrease in errors come through feedback
from customers, but most of the research has emphasized the direct effect of cumulative
experience on production skills* (Argote, 1999; Levitt & March, 1988). If cumulative
experience accounts for the main effect on the observed outcomes, what does this ex-
perience contain, and who or what are its protagonists or vehicles? If knowledge ac-
quired through learning by doing were entirely embodied in an organization’s technol-
ogy, then this particular organization would be independent of any specific members.

Epple, Argote & Devadas (1991) examine this hypothesis by analyzing the
amount of transfer that occurs across shifts within a truck plant producing a single vehi-

cle. In the case of a complete integration of knowledge in technology, transfer across

* Further, but somewhat less substantial and readily controllable, effects were ascribed to changes to the
current scale of production, transformation of technology, or the passage of time.
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shifts should be complete since both shifts use the same technology. These authors test
this by analyzing data from a plant that began production with one shift and then added
a second shift several months into the production program. The results indicate that sub-
stantial, but less than complete, transfer of knowledge occurred when the second shift
was introduced. Thus it can be concluded that knowledge as the product of cumulative
experience is not incorporated entirely in the realm of technology. Moreover, eliminat-
ing further explanations, Rapping (1965) demonstrates in a study on war ships that pro- /
ductivity gains associated with cumulative output were neither due to increased inputs
of labor or capital, nor to increasing exploitation of economies of scale, nor to technical

progress associated with the passage of time.

After ruling out a number of possible alternative explanations, key reasons for the
learning curve effect remain to be discussed, namely improvements in individual per-
formance and interaction among individuals themselves and with the environment. Fol-
lowing this notion, Argote (1993) extracts the prime facilitators of cumulative experi- /
ence. She reasons that the cumulative number of units produced is a proxy variable for /
knowledge acquired through production. If unit costs change as a function of this
knowledge then it can be inferred that learning has occurred. She classifies three factors
affecting learning (pp. 36-37):

e improvements in the performance of individual employees;

e improvements in the system (i.e., organization and coordination of work and the or-
ganization’s technology); and

e improvements in the performance of actors in the organization’s environment (i.e.
suppliers or other firms in the industry).

Thus there might be individual, system, and environmental components to organ-
izational learning curves. Since these three components are difficult to isolate experi-
mentally, that is in a single experiment, Argote (1993) reviews the literature on each one
separately in order to then compare the three components against one another and as-
sesses their relative influence.

With regard to the environmental component, operationalized as the transfer of
knowledge from external groups or organizations, an undoubted role in productivity
gains is recognized, but this might contribute more to the starting value of the learning

curve than to the characteristic decrease in unit costs or errors associated with experi-
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ence (Argote et al., 1990). Organizations seem to only be susceptible to knowledge ac-
quired by other organizations at certain periods, such as early in their development.
Some components of knowledge are likely to be tacit and not easily transferable. More-
over, much of the knowledge produced is idiosyncratic to particular settings, thus ob-
structing inter-organizational exchange. In addition, using cumulative output aggregated
across all firms in the industry as a proxy for environmental knowledge, Argote et al.
(1990)° showed that little transfer occurs from one organization to another once produc-
tion had begun. Hence, organizational learning curves do not seem to be grounded en-
tirely in knowledge acquired from the environment.

Regarding the individual component, the question is raised whether organiza-
tional learning curves are simply aggregations of learning curves of individual mem-
bers? Some field studies suggest that group experience may be a more important predic-
tor of group performance than individual experience (e.g. Katz, 1982). The training lit-
erature also gives a strong indication that group training leads to better results than sepa-
rated individual training, especially for tasks involving coordination (Goldstein, 1991).
The role of individual learning is appraised mainly by the study of employee turnover.
If learning were embedded primarily in individual employees, then turnover should
have a negative effect on group or organizational learning. The results are somewhat
inconsistent, as there are a number of confounding variables such as the nature of the
task, employee quality, and organizational structure. Argote (1993, p. 41) acknowledges
this by concluding that individual experience becomes less important than system ex-
perience as a predictor of organizational learning as coordination requirements within
the organization increase, the organization becomes more structured, and the individual
becomes less skilled. Individual learning is an integral part of the organizational learn-
ing curve, but the accumulated learning of all individuals concerned does not seem to
add up to explain the whole effect.

Taken separately the individual and environmental components cannot fully ac-
count for the entire observed decrease in production costs and error frequency. Whether

they can do so if combined remains unanswered by Argote (1993). However, consider-

5 Argote et al. (1990) use the same data set as Rapping (1965) on the meticulously documented construc-
tion of Liberty Ships during World War II. These ships, 2078 in total, were made at 16 newly constructed
and purpose-built shipyards by a majority of previously inexperienced workers from homogenous raw
materials. The features create the unique situation of a tremendously high standardization for a host of
important factors, such as prior experience of workers, environmental setting, product characteristics,
input characteristics etc.
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ing that all experience and knowledge must be related to some memory function in or-
der to make the learning curve effect possible (otherwise there could not be any cumula-
tive experience) renders the argument for a system component more compelling. Institu-
tionalized knowledge is stored for example in standard operating procedures or formal-
ized knowledge management systems, and allows for a content accumulation that is
separate from the individual and environmental component. On this note, Argote con-
cludes that there is truly a system component to organizational learning curves. What
exactly constitutes and characterizes the system component and where the system
knowledge might be contained is considered in a rather brief ensuing discussion that
leaves the answers to these questions ultimately unclear. However, Argote’s (1993; see
also Argote, 1999) subtractive approach to identifying a collective or organizational

form of learning does provide some evidence for its existence.

The analysis of the learning curve findings reveals some conceptual features and
shortcomings that need to be addressed. In order to outline the present study’s perspec-
tive and avoid an erroneous methodology, the treatment of learning as an outcome and
the measurement of learning as a change in performance will be discussed. The two are
somewhat intertwined, since the treatment of learning as an outcome augments the ten-
dency to equate learning with performance. However, a case is made here against the

two assumptions.

1.5.2 Treating learning as a process

Organizational learning is conceptualized in the literature in two different ways;
some treat it as an outcome, others as a process (Edmondson, 1999).

Going back to the initial account of perspectives on learning, ideas such as learn-
ing as adaptation or learning as intelligence represent an outcome-focused view. The
management literature is, naturally, interested in what comes out of learning, what is the
bottom line. Here, learning is construed in rough and basic terms and is causally related
to issues of interest, such as improved competitiveness, productivity, or innovativeness.
This reflects the behavioralist paradigm that dominated (and still influences) psycho-
logical thinking for decades, especially in North America. Learning is explained in
terms of input and output, stimulus and reinforcement. Much the same as the rat in the

Skinner Box is being reinforced with food pellets for pressing buttons, the organization
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is reinforced, for example, for a restructuring program by subsequent increases in pro-
ductivity. Both the rat and the organization apparently learn, but just exactly how this
happens internally remains uncertain. In the case of the rat, we would assume that the
learning has something to do with the animal’s brain, which is admittedly complex
enough in itself. In the case of the organization, however, the question of locating learn-
ing internally becomes more complicated and more dispersed. Thus, the outcome view
perpetuates the image of learning as something that goes on in a black box, and little
effort is undertaken to see what is inside.

In contrast, a process view of learning facilitates an understanding of behaviors or
mechanisms that lead to outcomes. Put in crude behavioralist terms, a procedural per-
ception of learning allows for the examination of the throughput between the input and
the output. According to Edmondson (1999) the conceptualization of learning as a proc-
ess can be traced back to the work of the educational philosopher John Dewey, who de-
scribed learning as an iterative process of designing, carrying out, reflecting upon, and
modifying actions (Dewey, 1922). Stressing the notion of learning as a continuous proc-
ess grounded in experience, Kolb (1984) elaborates the procedural character of learning.
In the special case of organizational learning, lack of knowledge about processes in-
creases the difficulty of reaching sound empirical conclusions about the causality of
outcomes, since many influences in field settings cannot be controlled. A predominantly
outcome-focused view therefore limits the scope and validity of findings. In addition,
treating learning as an outcome entices researchers to equate learning with performance,
a problem that will be discussed in the next section.

Inherent in a process perspective is also a certain separation from the types of
learning concept. While implying some largely undescribed procedural character, the
ideas of single- and double-loop learning mainly refer to the outcomes of learning,
which are described as the fine-tuning of an organization’s theory-in-use or the altera-
tion of its underlying assumptions (see section 1.3.2). Hence, the discussion of the proc-
esses of organizational learning will be mostly kept separate from the generic types of
learning concept.

Yeo (2002) elaborates on the distinction between process and outcome by recog-
nizing a behavioral and a cognitive approach in the organizational learning literature.
The former declares that learning is directly linked to some action that follows from it,
while the latter explains learning as a complex process involving skills like mental

mapping, use of intuition and imagination, and problem solving. Cognitive learning is
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generative in that it is regarded as creating rather than coping, it imbues a systems per-
spective where the whole is larger than the sum of its parts, rather than perceiving actors
as monolithic entities that produce outcomes. The behavioral approach draws little or no
conclusions about the thinking process involved, while the cognitive approach gives de-
tails of how learners make sense of issues and situations, develop insight and under-
standing, and see patterns in their environment (Yeo, 2002, p. 114). Table 1.3, modified

from Yeo (2002, p. 117), summarizes these arguments.

Table 1.3: The behavioral and cognitive approach to organizational learning

Theoretical per- Behavioral approach Cognitive approach

spectives on learn-

ing

Operationalization ~ Learning as manifesting action and Learning as a complex process involv-

of learnin behavioral change, linked to a stimu-  ing skills like mental mapping, use of
g lus and a response intuition and imagination, and prob-

lem solving

Level of analysis Macro studies which look at organiza- Detailed studies of micro practices
tions as a whole, particularly the stra-  within organizational or trans-

tegic outcomes organizational settings

Draws no conclusions about thinking  Explicates how learners make sense of

process involved or emotional re- issues and situations, develop insight

sponses of learners and understanding, and see patterns in
their environment

In conclusion, I follow my arguments in treating learning as a process in my fur-
ther theorizing and attempt to articulate the variables and relationships that this process
consists of. In addition, throughout the remainder of this text, learning is understood as
a primarily cognitive phenomenon, while it is recognized that cognition and action are
tightly intertwined (Crossan, Lane, & White, 1999). A generally procedural perspective
does not, however, obstruct the view on learning as leading to knowledge stored in
memory. Moreover, adopting these positions should not give rise to neglect for a sus-
pected reciprocal influence between process, outcome, and context. Yet, the question .-
remains whether there are generic core processes that can be validated across different

settings and targets.

1.5.3 Learning and performance

Organizational learning is usually associated with improvement in performance.

Some authors even claim that performance must be enhanced in order to be sure that
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organizational learning has taken place (Argyris & Schon, 1978, p. 323; Fiol & Lyles,
1985, p. 803). An implicit assumption utilized in the research on learning curves is that /
learning somehow equals performance; to be more exact, that learning can be measured
by measuring performance. Since learning, or knowledge for that matter, is a difficult -
concept to measure, the cumulative number of units produced or the reduction in errors
is taken as a proxy variable for learning.

In contrast, many recent works have stated clearly that learning does not always /
improve performance. As a starting point, it can only do so when the knowledge ob- -
tained is accurate and veridical (Huber, 1991; Tsang, 1997), since organizations can
also learn things that are incorrect (Miner & Mezias, 1996). Taking into account a nec-
essary prior implementation of new knowledge for performance increases to occur, this
is further complicated. Moreover, improvements in performance can also happen due to
chance or changes in the environment, leading to possibly erroneous causal inferences.
As a result, linking a definition of organizational learning to an imperative improvement
in performance, adaptive ability, or target orientation appears to be problematic.

Another notion on learning suggests that learning need not be conscious or inten-
tional (Huber, 1991). Although the widespread use of research and development de-
partments as forms of deliberate and institutionalized learning seems to contradict this,
concepts such as congenital learning, vicarious learning, or scanning of the environment
leave ample room for knowledge acquisition by pure chance.

Fundamental definitions of learning at the individual level describe the concept as
a relatively permanent change in potential behavior (Anderson, 1995; Houston, 1991).
Prior learning need not necessarily be expressed in overt, measurable behavior. Thus
any exclusive concentration on outcome variables will fail to capture the very part of
learning that is not translated into observable action. Maier et al. (2001, p. 17) illustrate
this by saying that it is “helpful to define organizational learning irrespective of changes
in performance”, thereby advocating that successful learning and improved performance
be considered separately. Given their statement, it seems sensible to assume that at the
organizational level, too, there is discordance between prior learning and subsequent
performance, and several authors explicitly subscribe to the irrationality of this link
(Bood, 1998; Crossan, Lane, White, & Djurfeldt, 1995; Duncan & Weiss, 1979; Fiol &
Lyles, 1985; Huber, 1991; Lipshitz, Popper, & Friedman, 2002).

Learning curve researchers acknowledge this in part by theoretically limiting

themselves to empirical examinations of behavioral change in the light of organizational
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acquisition of experience (Argote, 1999, p. 16). Holding all other factors constant, the
occurrence of learning is inferred on the basis of an observed increase in performance
(i.e. cumulative output). But since we have established that learning can have occurred
irrespective of changes in performance, the learning curve effect will reflect only a frac-
tion of the learning total. Following this rationale, two organizations that show differ-
ences in their cumulative output coefficients cannot be said to have learned ‘less’ or
‘more’, since the difference might simply lie in their rate of translating learning into be-
havior. As a result, it seems safe to relate the learning curve effect to some prior learn-

ing, but not to all prior learning.

On the basis of the above discussion, it seems obvious that any attempt to meas-
ure, and especially to quantify, learning by measuring performance is likely to not cap-
ture the whole story. In an organizational setting, the expression of learning in subse-
quent behavior is thought to be dependent on such factors as motivation (Maier et al.,
2001), culture (Plaskoff, 2003), power relations (Vince, 2001), trust and safety
(Edmondson & Moingeon, 1999), or task related features (Dierkes, Marz, & Teele,
2001). If these factors act as obstacles, learning content will fail to reach the organiza-
tional stage, because individuals that have learned choose not to translate their new
knowledge into observable behavior. In addition, the availability of experienced indi-
viduals, that is individuals that have learned, must be ensured, a condition that would be
precluded by layoffs or voluntary turnover (see for example Argote & Epple, 1990; Car-
ley, 1992; Starke, Dyck, & Mauws, 2003). In all such cases learning, and knowledge, is
lost to the organization.

This assumption yields important connotations. First, stating that learning can be
lost to an organization implies that it must have been acquired or enacted first. There
seems to be a sequence of events, a set of different agencies involved. It must be sus-
pected that there are different stages across which learning and knowledge progress.
Second, the necessity for learning to be expressed in behavior in order to affect per-
formance allows us to assume that the notion of sharing is crucial to organizational set-

tings.
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1.6 LEVELS OF ANALYSIS

Based on the review that the existence of a collective form of learning is pre-
sumably undisputed, its internal processes strongly lack widespread agreement and
clarification. I have raised the question of different agencies involved, broadly speaking,
who does the learning? As a starting point, Fiol & Lyles (1985) spot an implicit confir-
mation in the literature that organizational learning is distinct from individual learning.
Huysman (1999) carries Fiol & Lyles’ distinction further and identifies an individual
action bias in various theoretical approaches, increasing the possibility to neglect the
role played by structural conditions. Such structural conditions are integrated to a cer-
tain extend into Levitt & March’s (1988) concept of routines. They see organizations
learn by encoding inferences from history into routines that guide behavior. These rou-
tines are believed to be independent of the individual actors who experience them and
are capable of surviving considerable turnover in individual actors (p. 320). Thus, they
perceive a certain ‘emergent’ component in organizational learning, but fail to explicitly
describe it.

Argyris & Schoén (1978) consider organizational learning more as a metaphor .
since organizations to them do not literally remember, think or learn; thus they are
thinking more of individual learning in organizations. Their theory of learning defines /
levels of individual learning in relation to individuals’ ‘theories of action’ and extends
this to collective entities. Given numerous conceptualizations of organizations by
prominent scholars as meaning systems, interpretation systems, thought systems, or
simply systems of great complexity, the feasibility of such an extension can be called
into question.

In this light, Duncan & Weiss (1979) conclude that the concept of organizational
learning offered by Argyris & Schon (and another concept introduced by March & Ol-
sen, 1975, that will be discussed in a later section) is limited to the individual’s knowl-
edge. They criticize those authors for “having done little more than extract basic con-
cepts of learning theory, problem solving, and theory construction at the individual level
and placed these into an organizational context.” (p.88)

Various authors provide definitions of organizational learning as something “more
than collective individual learning” (Daft & Weick, 1984; Duncan & Weiss, 1979; Fiol
& Lyles, 1985; Levitt & March, 1988; Senge, 1990a) and something more complex and
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dynamic than a mere magnification of individual learning. Hedberg (1981, p. 6), for ex-

ample, states:

“Organizations as such do not learn; members of organizations learn.”; [but] ~
“Although organizational learning occurs through individuals, it would be a ,
mistake to conclude that organizational learning is nothing but the cumulative
result of their members’ learning. Organizations do not have brains but they -
have cognitive systems and memories [...] Members come and go and lead- ,
ership changes, but organizations’ memories preserve certain behaviors, men-
tal maps, norms and values over time.”

In another account of the same ilk Dixon (1994, p. 36) claims:

“...each organizational member can learn. An organization learns through
this capability of its members. Organizational learning is not simply the sum
of all that its organizational members know — rather it is the collective use of
this capability of learning.”

There seems to be a convergence on the logic that organizational learning can
only take place through the learning of individuals or that individuals are the principal
agents of organizational learning (Argyris & Schon, 1978; Fiol & Lyles, 1985; Hed-
berg, 1981; Huber, 1991). According to Dodgson (1993, pp.377-378),

“... individuals are the primary learning entity in firms, and it is individuals
which create organizational forms that enable learning in ways which facili-
tate organizational transformation.”

Yet, organizations quite frequently know less than their members, as, for example,
can be illustrated in the case of universities. If the individual plays a pivotal role in the
process of organizational learning, and that very process lacks exact description, then
the link between the individual and the organization occupies a critical position in any
theory of organizational learning. The discussion in the literature often implicitly ad- ,
dresses either individual or organizational learning, or a hybrid of both, but does not ex-

plicitly address how individual learning actually translates into organizational learning.

Organizations consist of individuals, and individuals operate together in order to
achieve tasks that cannot be done by single members alone. In general, organizations
are social structures formed by individuals and groups. Individuals work in dyads,
groups, and teams within organizations. Naturally, organizations are multilevel (Klein,
Dansereau, & Hall, 1994). Hence, the answer to the basic question ‘Who does the learn- ,
ing?’ must be to differentiate between three levels of analysis, the individual, the group,
and the organization. To examine organizational learning is thus to recognize levels is-

sucs.
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Organizational research has traditionally suffered from a bifurcation concerning
levels of analysis (House, Rousseau, & Thomas-Hunt, 1995). As the quotations above
indicate, the orientation focuses mostly either on a micro or a macro level, that is, either
on the individual or on the organization, without integrating the two. Such exclusive
theorizing, however, is quickly rendered inadequate when individual behavior is placed
in a larger context, or when organizational functioning is predicted irrespective of hu-
man agency. Some of the most prevalent psychological theories, such as goal setting
theory, do not account for the influence of organizational contextual variables, while
organization studies frequently omit inherent human processes. What is needed then is
an integrated approach, since no construct is level free. Organizations affect behavior ,
and behavior affects organizations, which elucidates the existence of multiple, recipro-
cal causalities. In sum, constructs not only apparently span across different levels of -
analysis, but it must be concluded that there are distinct procedural associations between
levels. House et al. (1995) state that “the distinguishing feature of organizational phe-
nomena is that processes at several levels of analysis are in some way linked” (p. 73).
For our purposes, this directly relates to the underspecification of the mentioned crucial
link between the individual and the organization in collective learning. Conceptual clar-
ity can only be attained through specification of integral processes at different levels of
analysis, and recognition of procedural linkages. The essential entity connecting the mi-
cro and macro levels, the link between individuals and the organization, is the group

(Pawlowsky, 2001). This tripartite perspective will be elaborated below.

1.7 LEARNING AT DIFFERENT LEVELS

Realizing the multi-level nature of organizing leads to a set of interesting concep-
tual questions about implications for organizational learning as well as a requirement to
specify the usage of descriptive terms. The argument is that all three levels of analysis
need to be considered in a definition and analysis of organizational learning. Since cog-
nitive learning of individuals as principal agents seems crucial, one question would be
whether groups or organizations can learn without individual learning involved. In the
context of organizational learning, the reverse question whether individuals could learn

without affecting groups or organizations is also imaginable. Jost & Bauer (2003) elabo-
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rate on these issues by introducing a formalism that responds to the question: Who does
the learning? |

If we follow Argyris & Schén’s (1978) denial of genuine collective learning, de-
fining organizational learning (OL) would lead to some notion of distribution or thresh-

old of individual learning.
(F1) OL = learning staff / number of staff

Here, the organization learns when most individuals learn something. This leaves
the problem of defining the meaning of ‘most’ as a threshold, where it is unclear at what
percentage ratio a case of organizational learning can be postulated.

Taking the notion of an emergent component into consideration, which suggests
that organizational learning is more than the sum of individual learning results in the

summative formula below.
(F2) OL=ILL +GLL +OLL

ILL = individual level learning
GLL = group level learning
OLL = organizational level learning

The simple summative formula (F2) assumes that learning on different levels can
be substituted by one another, and an equal degree of organizational learning is
achieved. This would allow for various combinatorial equivalences, for example no
learning on the individual level, but group learning and organizational learning. By sim-
ply combining the binary condition of ‘learning/no learning’ on three levels this would

suggest eight different types of organizational learning. For example:

1) ILL no/GLL yes/OLL yes
2) ILL yes/GLL no/OLL no
3) ILL no/GLL no/OLL yes
4) etc.

Some of these combinations appear highly unlikely and it remains to be clarified
to what kind of organizational fact these logical learning situations would correspond.

However, since the individual has been identified as the crucial building block, some
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adjustment to accommodate an individualist bias as a requirement for a collective com-

ponent seems indispensable.
(F3) OL=ILL (GLL +OLL)

In formula 3 learning at the individual level is enhanced by contributions from the
group and the organizational level in order to constitute organizational learning. How-
ever, it is confirmed that individual learning must be present, because if a factor equals
zero, the total will equal zero. In addition, trans-individual learning must be present in
order to detect organizational learning. It should be noted that factoring out in the case
of formula 3 is not allowed for logical purposes. The combinatorial logic is now re-

duced to a more manageable three:

1) if OLL =0, then OL =ILL x GLL
2) if GLL = 0, then OL =ILL x OLL
3) if none = 0, then OL = ILL (GLL + OLL)

The formalism developed by Jost & Bauer (2003) remains on a somewhat theo-
retical note and should not be scrutinized for its mathematical implications, but nonethe-
less clearly illustrates a serious deliberation of the multi-level nature of organizational
learning. Above and beyond its thought-provoking impulse, the outlined formalism also
facilitates a more precise debate, since most authors use ‘organizational learning’ as
some type of umbrella term, thereby obfuscating organizational level learning (OLL), or
completely passing over the question of different agencies involved. Any further theo-
rizing in this thesis is based on the concept of organizational learning that is represented
in formula F3, where ideally all three levels of analysis are involved in the learning ef-

forts.

Scholars of organizational learning have overwhelmingly failed to make explicit
level distinctions. One of the few exceptions are Cangelosi & Dill, who as early as 1965
discern three levels of analysis (Cangelosi & Dill, 1965). This distinction has, however,
not found its way into many subsequent works that either overemphasize one level, or
completely abandon any real differentiation by imposing features of the individual on

the organization. Based on such shortcomings and the argumentation delineated so far,
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it is felt that the recognition of three levels of analysis® — the individual, the group, and
the organization — is an indispensable milestone towards procedural clarification, and

ultimately towards theory building in the field of organizational learning.

So how does learning then proceed at different levels of analysis? The following
three subchapters provide an overview of important characteristics and distinguishing
features. As our focus remains on processes, a comprehensive account of theoretical
backgrounds and empirical paradigms, especially in the case of individual learning,
cannot be given here. Instead of attempting to review the learning literature, the interest
is specific to the question how information is processed at different levels of analysis. In
addition, a further set of subchapters is then devoted to a discussion of memory con-
cepts at different levels of analysis, since no learning can take place without a joint
memory function. The intention behind this elaboration is to map concepts against one

another in order to identify procedural linkages in an organizational context.

1.7.1 Learning at the individual level

Identifying the individual level first accords with the concept of individuals as
principal agents of learning as elaborated above. When tempted to reify and anthropo-
morphize organizations, it is important to realize that collections of single individuals
are the building blocks, the essential elements, of larger entities. Organizations do not
have brains, and it seems not only intuitively convincing that ultimately “all learning
takes place inside human heads” (Simon, 1991, p. 125). Hence, knowledge of individual
learning is crucial for understanding learning at higher levels of aggregation.

Individual learning is probably the most constitutive component of psychological
research, ever since the official inception of the discipline by Wilhelm Wundt in 1879.
But although learning has intrigued scientists for far more than a century now, little
consensus has been made and large areas still suffer from a lack of fundamental insight.
Research on learning can roughly be classified into three broad theoretical approaches,

which more or less appeared in chronological order. The first approach stems from a

¢ Some authors also suggest an inter-organizational fourth level to capture learning at the population level
(Crossan et al., 1995; Miner & Mezias, 1996; Pawlowsky, 2001). Since research on the population level
has to take into account environmental parameters such as market characteristics, governmental regula-
tions, or industry- and technology-specific factors, the analysis is limited here to the organizational level
as the upper maximum of aggregation. It is acknowledged that organizations do not operate in a vacuum
and respond to external influences, but the main focus here is on processes internal to the organization.

51



Organizational learning

conceptualization of the learning process as an action sequence leading from a stimulus
to a response. This somewhat mechanistic idea is concerned with objective and observ-
able components of human behavior, and is thus labeled behaviorism. Influential propo-
nents like Watson, Guthrie, Thorndike, and Skinner defined as the goal of behaviorism
the development of laws that explain the relationships between antecedent conditions,
reactions, and consequences of behavior. Methodologically, this is attained, for exam-
ple, in the paradigms of classical and operant conditioning. The main criticism of be-
haviorism, that it is overly simplistic and that it doesn’t account for the influence of
such factors as human consciousness, emotion, or variegated interaction with the envi-
ronment, provided the building block for the second approach, neo-behaviorism. Neo-
behaviorists are still interested in stimulus and response, but they are also concerned
with what happens within that sequence. Scholars in this realm like Hull, Spence, Hebb,
and Osgood, extended behavioralist thoughts by acknowledging that neurological
mechanisms exist that are responsible for information processing, and by exploring the
associated neurological units and their influences on behavior. So the traditional se-
quence of stimulus-response was expanded to stimulus-(mediating) processes-response.
Critics, however, still assume that the neo-behaviorist position is too mechanistic and
reduces the complexity of human information and decision processing to a crude media-
tion between static behavioral components. This second approach does open the ‘black
box’ of the human mind to a small extend, but remains within tight paradigmatic
boundaries for reasons of apparent precision and objectivity. In contrast, the third and
most recent approach, cognitivism, grants no significance whatsoever to stimulus and
response. Instead, the main focus is on so-called higher mental processes, such as per-
ception, problem solving through insight, decision and information processing, and un-
derstanding. Human beings are no longer treated as black boxes and consciousness
plays a central role in an attempt to explicate complex mental events and ‘look inside
the head’. Encouraged by new experimental techniques and analytical tools, researchers
like Bruner, Ausubel, and Piaget place emphasis on thought and thinking. Although the -
methodology for investigation into the first two approaches might be more precise (after
all, overt behavior is measured instead of elusive concepts such as thoughts), there
seems to be some agreement that the cognitive approach more aptly captures the es-
sence of most human learning.

However, it has been acknowledged that learning cannot be reduced to a simple

acquisition of bits of information or the effective handling of environmental influences.
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How human beings obtain behavioral patterns that enable them to act appropriately in
social settings is the main concern of the social learning approach, which attempts to
integrate various streams of learning theory. Interestingly, this approach mostly applies
conventional learning theories to social situations, and the utilized theories are rather
behavioralist than cognitive. Advocates like Bandura explain social learning essentially
as a form of imitation coupled with operant conditioning. While the social learning idea
reveals shortcomings to the claims of universal validity of especially the first two men-
tioned learning approaches, its integrative capacity is limited as it basically offers the

social application of a traditional paradigm.

For the context of work-related learning, and learning in organizations, that the
present text is concerned with, there are two points that deserve emphasis in order to
arrive at a working concept of individual level learning. First, the understanding of, and -
interest in, learning as a process points to a vital need to conceptualize what goes on in-
side the black box. The central notion of information processing implies an unmistak-
able proximity to the cognitive paradigm. Second, if the perspective is procedural, and -
embedded in an action-related context, learning is necessarily grounded in experience.
Learning does not occur in a vacuum, nor does it usually involve clinical laboratory set-/
tings. Research methodologies that acknowledge the existence of consciousness and
thought, but limit inquiry to the acquisition, manipulation, and recall of abstract sym-
bols fail to capture the crucial role of individual knowledge that is constantly tested out
in the experience of the learner.

Kolb (1984) makes a strong case for learning as a continuous process grounded in
experience. His concept of experiential learning is somewhat based on cognitive theory,
but tries to create an integrative perspective on learning that combines experience, per-
ception, cognition, and behavior. Drawing on the ideas of Kurt Lewin, John Dewey, and -
Jean Piaget, he describes learning as involving a transaction between the learner and the
environment, and stresses the integral process of knowledge creation. As learning is a
continuous process, all learning is relearning, in which prior knowledge and skill shape
subsequent understanding and action. Concrete experience then produces reflexive ef-
fects that change the knowledge and skill base. Representative of the experiential learn-
ing concept is the four-stage model shown in Figure 1.2 below (Kolb, 1984, p. 21).
Immediate experience serves as a source for observations and reflections that are as-

similated into abstract concepts and generalizations, whose implications are tested in
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new situations, thereby creating new experiences. Defining learning as a result of ex-
perience also distinguishes the concept from maturation processes and from perform-
ance limitations due to situational constraints, which might cause behavioral changes as
well (Maier et al., 2001).

Concrete
/ experience \
Testing implications Formation of
of concepts in new abstract concepts
situations and generalizations
\ Observations and ,/
reflections

Figure 1.2: The Lewinian experiential learning model

Kolb (1984) adopts the cognitive approach, especially given the two phases of re-
flection and abstraction. But he explicitly adds an action component by linking cogni-
tive learning immediately to direct experience. Thus, experiential learning is not a new
approach, but evolves the crude and often quixotic cognitive paradigm into a more tan-
gible form. Advantages of this are a coherent and clarifying illustration of the learning
process, from which clear implications for practical settings can be derived. Kolb’s

(1984, p. 38) own definition of individual learning is as follows.

“Learning is the process whereby knowledge is created through the trans- .,
Jformation of experience. This definition emphasizes several critical aspects of
the learning process as viewed from the experiential perspective. First is the -
emphasis on the process of adaptation and learning as opposed to content or
outcomes. Second is that knowledge is a transformation process, being con- /
tinuously created and recreated, not an independent entity to be acquired and
transmitted.” (italics in original)

This working definition accounts for the delineated procedural aims and provides
a sound basis for further theorizing at higher levels of aggregation. The depicted cycle
of learning somewhat resembles the scientific method of testing hypotheses as the most
developed form of problem solving. It has appeared in its basic form in many different
settings using different labels (Kim, 1993a). However, it fails to explicitly address the

role of memory, which must be assumed to be crucial in any learning. So when we as-
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sert that all learning is relearning, what is not meant is starting from scratch, but remod-
eling on the basis of prior experience stored in memory. Although learning and memory
are tightly interconnected, the memory component is under-specified in the process

model above, and therefore will be discussed separately later.

1.7.2 Learning at the group level

Individuals form groups in order to achieve tasks that cannot be done alone, or
that require transindividual coordination.

Identifying and discussing learning at the group level necessitates a brief inspec-
tion of the structural meaning of the concept of group, and to make a distinction regard-
ing learning between formal and informal groups. Formal groups are described as ca-
nonical, bounded entities situated within organizations. They incorporate recognized
role descriptions, membership status, goal-orientation, and leadership (Guzzo & Shea,
1992). Analysis of group level learning for these cases is compatible with the official -
organizational structure. In contrast, learning at this level can equally occur through in-,
formal groups. These are often noncanonical, rather fluid than bounded, and possibly
stretching across organizational units. Role descriptions, membership status, or leader-.
ship often remain uncertain or subliminally acknowledged. A conceptualization of in-
formal groups that is especially helpful in the context of group learning is that of com-
munities-of-practice, which has been proposed by Brown & Duguid (1991). These au-
thors recognize manifold divergence between espoused practice and actual practice. In
many settings, groups emerge in the process of activity, instead of being created in ad-
vance in order to carry out a task. Thus, learning should be understood in terms of -
communities that emerge, enact learning, socially construct meaning, and that are highly
interpretive (DeFillippi & Ornstein, 2003; Wenger, 1998). In sum, for the present pur-
poses both conceptualizations of groups can serve as a unit of analysis. A point is made
here, however, not to limit the analysis of group learning to formally recognized enti-

ties.

Groups consist of individuals, and hence individual learning must be the neces-
sary building block for group learning (as it is for organizational learning). However, it
has been said that the unique nature of the organization constitutes something more than

the sum of its individual members. The same might be said for groups, since cognitive
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processes at the group level can no longer reside exclusively in separate individuals, but /
are assumed to be present also in the interrelations between the activities of group
members (Gibson, 2001). Again, the perspective of interest is a procedural one, focus- ~
ing on cognition and activities through which individuals develop and generate knowl-
edge through experience with one another. As in the individual case, group learning can
be directly related to action, and Edmondson (2002) conceptualizes it as an iterative ac-
tion-reflection process. Gibson (2001) even proposes a four-stage cyclical model that is
strikingly similar to the one put forward by Kolb (1984). But what exactly then consti-
tutes the difference between learning at the individual and at the group level? Indeed,
individual learning appears to be an integral part, but given the unique characteristics of
a group’, the essence of group learning seems to lie in the interaction among its mem-
bers, in communication.

At the group level, social interaction enables group members to generate knowl-
edge and insight that no individual had to begin with (Argote, Gruenfeld, & Naquin,
2001; Edmondson, 2002). An entire literature on socially shared cognition and knowl-
edge creation has recognized that, much like the pieces of a puzzle put together, col-
laborative thought and action can lead to emergent knowledge (e.g., Cannon-Bowers &
Salas, 2001; Gioia & Sims, 1986; Nonaka, Toyama, & Byosiere, 2001). The notion of
sharing encapsulates the essence of the emergent gain that is alluded to when stating
that group learning is more than the sum of its parts. In a generally cognitive approach, .-
information, knowledge and contents of memory must be shared, evaluated, and inte-
grated with that done by others” (Duncan & Weiss, 1979, p. 89). Interaction and dia-
logue among group members are crucial towards developing and enabling shared under-
standing and conceptual schemes (Jelinek & Litterer, 1994). In this view, learning is -
regarded as creating rather than coping, and is popularly labeled generative (Senge,
1990a). Some authors heavily emphasize the social context aspect of group learning and
assert that virtually all knowledge generation must be understood on the basis of its so-
cial foundations. In this view even individual experiences occurring in a private context
can be construed as learning from others (Brown & Duguid, 2000). This perspective is
challenged, however, by a more moderate standpoint highlighting individual agency in

group interaction. Here, as cognition is ultimately an individual process, a feedback

7 Gibson (2001, p. 122) defines a group as “a social aggregation, recognized as a meaningful unit by its
- members, in which a limited number of people interact on a regular basis to accomplish a set of shared
objectives for which they have mutual accountability. «
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loop from group processes back to individual cognition is pointed at (Maier et al.,
2001). In summary, the notion of sharing in groups can be illustrated using an analogy .
to a watercolor painting. As each new color is added, it merges with the others to pro-
duce the final effect, in which the contributing parts become invisible.

But communication need not solely proceed through verbalization, as intuitively
salient. Communication can also manifest itself in obse<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>