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IN T H I S A R T I C L E 

I.earning <>ri;anizulions 

Since the publication 

of Peter Senge's The 

Fifth Discipline and The 

Learning Company by 

Mike Pettier. Tom Bnr-

goyne, and Tom Boy-

dell in the early 1990s, 

there has been a prolif-

eration of advice on the 

leaniiiig organizatioii. 

Almost eveiy day, 

new approaches and 

tools appear, promising 

to help companies be-

come learning organi-

zations. The present 

level of interest in 

learning organizations 

in the United States 

and worldwide is 

unparalleled. 

Learning 
Organizations 

HERE'S HOW TO GIVE LIFE TO THE CONCEPT 

OF THE LEARNING O R G A N I Z A T I O N — PLUS 

A LOOK I N S I D E SOME ACTUAL LEARNING 

ORGANIZATIONS TO SEE IIOW THEY THRIVE. 

BY MARTHA A. GEPHART, VICTORIA J. MARSICK, MARK E. VAN BUREN, AND MICHELLE S. SPIRO 
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LEADING LEARNING ORGANIZATIONS 
For instance, in the 1995 National 

HRD Executive Survey, conducted by 
the American Society for Training and 
Development, 94 percent of respon-
dents said that it is important to build 
a learning organization. A 1996 .sur-
vey of almost 200 German c o m p a -
nies. conducted by DEKRA Akademie 
with the Maisberger and Partner con-
sulting firm, found that 90 percent 
consider themselves to be a learning 
organization, or in the process of be-
coming one. 

Last year. ASTD began reviewing 
the state of knowledge and practice 
regarding learning organizations. To 
a s s e s s a n d c o m p a r e c u r r e n t a p -
proaches to becoming a learning or-
ganization. ASTD's research depart-
ment developed an assessment tool, 
The Learning Organizat ion Assess-
ment Framework. (See The Learning 
Organization Assessment Framework 
on page 41.) 

The framework identifies three lev-
els or orientations of learning: indi-
vidual. team or group, and organiza-
tional. It also identifies organizational 
systems that facilitate learning. The 
f ramework was used to collect data 
f rom in te rna t iona l e x p e r t s on the 
charac te r i s t i c s and b e h a v i o r s that 
might be found in a learning organi-
zation, for each level of learning and 
organizational system. 

Not all aspects of learning organi-
zations are new; some are things that 
companies have been doing for years. 
This article relies particularly on ex-
amples from The Global Learning Or-
ganization by Michael Marquardt and 
Angus Reynolds (Irwin, 1994); Sculpt-
ing the Learning Organization by 
Karen E. Wat kins and Victoria J. Mar-
sick (Jossey-Bass, 1993); and In Ac-
tion: Creating the Learning Organiza-
tion. edited by Watkins and Marsick 
(ASTD, 1996). 

A d e f i n i t i o n 
All organiza t ions learn, but not al-
ways for the better. A learning organi-
zation is an organization that has an 
e n h a n c e d capaci ty to learn, adapt , 
and change . It's an organizat ion in 
which learning p r o c e s s e s a re ana-
lyzed. moni tored, deve loped , man-
aged, and aligned with improvement 
and innovation goals. Its vision, strat-
egy, leaders, values, structures, svs-

By Peter M. Senge 

No significant change will occur un-
less it is driven from the top. 

Why do we cling to the view that 
only the top can initiate significant 
change? Is it just our unwillingness to 
give lip a familiar mental model? Is it 
the fear of stepping out of line without 
the imprimatur of the hierarchy? Per-
haps, also, there is the comfort of be-
ing able to hold someone else, namely-
top management, responsible for the 
lack of effective leadership. 

Consider another view: Little sig-
nificant change can occur if it is dri-
ven from the top. Top management 
buy-in is a poor substitute for gen-
uine commitment at many levels, and 
it can make such commitment less 
rather than more likely. 

There are several reasons to take a 
new view of top management. One is 
the cynicism that exists in most of our 
organizations after years of manage-
ment fads. A second reason is the dif-
f e r ence b e t w e e n c o m p l i a n c e and 
commitment. When genuine commit-
ment is needed, hierarchical authority 
becomes problematic. A third reason 
is that top-management initiatives of-
ten backfire and end up moving or-
ganizations backward, not forward. 

While top management can move 
s o m e changes quickly, it can also 
slow down or undermine other types 
of change. While people often want 
the support of top management, they 
also don't want it telling them what to 
do. Resolving these d i l emmas re-
quires fundamental shifts in our tradi-
tional thinking about leadership. 

For several years, a group of us at 
MIT, working with a number of cor-
porations. have tried to demonstrate 
what is possible when people in or-
ganizations work together over years 
to integrate new learning capabilities 
into work settings. In helping to build 
these communit ies of commitment, 
sometimes labeled learning organiza-
tions, we are coming to believe that 
"leaders" are peop le w h o are gen-
uinely committed to deep change in 
themselves and in their organizations. 
They lead through developing new 

skills, capabilities, and understand-
ings. And they c o m e f r o m many-
places in an organization. We have 
come to think of three essential types 
of leaders: 
Local l ine leaders. T h e s e l e a d e r s c a n 

undertake meaningful organizational 
e x p e r i m e n t s to test w h e t h e r n e w 
learning capabilities lead to improved 
business results. 
Executive leaders. These leaders pro-
vide support for line leaders, develop 
learning infrastructures, and lead by 
example in the gradual process of 
evolving the norms and behaviors of 
a learning culture. 
I n t e r n a l n e t w o r k e r s , o r c o m m u n i t y 

builders. These are the "seed carriers" 
of the new culture, w h o can move 
freely about the organization to find 
those w h o are predisposed to bring-
ing about change, help out in organi-
zational experiments, and aid in the 
diffusion of new learnings. 

We see the leader's new work in 
bui lding learning organizat ions in 
terms of three generic roles played by 
leaders at all levels: designer, teacher, 
and s t e w a r d . H e r e ' s h o w w e see 
those generic roles distributed in an 
organization. 

Local line leaders 
Local line l eaders are indiv iduals 
with significant business responsibili-
ty and bottom-line focus. They head 
uni ts that are la rge e n o u g h to be 
meaningful microcosms of the larger 
o r g a n i z a t i o n , a n d yet t hey h a v e 
e n o u g h a u t o n o m y to b e a b l e to 
undertake meaningful change inde-
pendent of the larger organization. 
The key role p layed by local l ine 
leaders is to sanction significant prac-
tical experiments and to lead through 
their active par t ic ipa t ion in t hose 
experiments. 

In addition to playing a key role in 
the design and implementa t ion of 
n e w learning processes , local line 
leaders often become teachers once 
these learning processes become es-
tablished. Often the most effective fa-
cilitators in learning processes are not 
professional trainers but line man-
agers themselves. Their substantive 
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knowledge and practical experience 
give them unique credibility. 

Engaging them may be difficult. 
As pragmatists, they often find such 
ideas as sys tems th inking, menta l 
models, and dialogue—the essentials 
of learning organizations—too intan-
g ib le to g rasp . But their hea l thy , 
open-minded skepticism often makes 
them the most effective champions of 
such practices in the end. Because 
they focus first and foremost on busi-
ness results, they will commit time 
and energy to new approaches that 
will help them enhance results. 

The limitations of local line lead-
ers are natural counterparts to their 
s t rengths. Because they focus pri-
marily on their business units, they 
may not think much about learning 
in the larger organization or about 
how to d i f fuse their efforts . When 
things don ' t change to match their 
new ideas of what works, they may 
s tar t to f ee l m i s u n d e r s t o o d and 
unappreciated. 

Despite diese limitations, commit-
ted local line leadership is essential. 
At least half the companies we know 
of that have made significant strides 
in developing internal learning capa-
bilities and infrastructures have had 
little or no executive leadership. And 
we have seen no examples of signifi-
cant progress made without leader-
ship from local line managers. 

Executive leaders 
Local line leaders can benefit signifi-
cantly from executive champions who 
can be protectors, mentors, and think-
ing partners. They can help connect 
local line leaders with other like-mind-
ed people and help them communi-
cate their ideas and accomplishments 
to those who have not been involved. 

Part of the problem in appreciating 
e f f ec t ive e x e c u t i v e l e a d e r s h i p in 
learning is that all of us are so used to 
the ship's captain image of traditional 
leaders. We are used to thinking of 
top management as the key decision 
makers . While some key decis ions 
will always be best made at the top. 
cultures are not changed through sin-
gular decisions, and decision-making 
power does not produce new learning 
capabilities. When executives lead as 

teachers , s tewards , and designers , 
they fill roles that are much more sub-
tle and long-term than those of pow-
er-wielding hierarchical leaders. 

Effective executive leaders build an 
operating environment for learning in 
several ways. The first is by articulating 
guiding ideas that bring the energy of 
aspiration and imagination together. A 
second way is to pay conscious atten-
tion to learning infrastructure—the 
ways that learning spreads. Who stud-
ies innovations? How are they docu-
mented? What lea rn ing p r o c e s s e s 
should others follow? Who is responsi-
ble for them? A third way is through 
the executives themselves. It is impor-
tant that executives see that they too 
must change, and that the skills that 
made them successful in the past can 
actively inhibit learning. 

Internal networkers 
The most unappreciated leadership 
role is that of internal networker. They 
are effective for the very reasons that 
top-management efforts at change can 
backfire. Because they have no posi-
tional authority, internal networkers 
are free to move about large organiza-
tions relatively unnoticed. When they 
begin to inquire w h o is genuinely in-
terested in changing the way things 
work, the only ones likely to respond 
are those who are genuinely interest-
ed. The only authority internal net-
w o r k e r s p o s s e s s c o m e s f rom the 
strength of their convictions and the 
clarity of their ideas. 

It is very difficult to identify inter-
nal networkers because they can be 
peop le in many different organiza-
tional positions. What is important is 
that t hey a re ab le to m o v e f ree ly 
around the organization. They under-
s t and the in fo rmal n e t w o r k s that 
spread information and innovative 
practices. Effective internal network-
ers are seen as credible, knowledge-
able. committed people who are not 
a threat to anyone. 

The first vital function they play is 
to identify local line managers w h o 
have the power to take action and 
who are predisposed to developing 
new learning capabilities. Internal net-
w o r k e r s can a lso se rve as p ro jec t 
managers, cofacilitators, learning his-

torians, and especially as "seed carri-
ers'' connecting people of like minds. 

The limitations of internal network-
ers are not hard to identify. Because 
they have little formal authority, they 
can do little to counter hierarchical au-
thority. They have no authori ty to 
change organizational structures or 
processes. So even though they are es-
sential, they will be most effective in 
concert with local line leaders and ex-
ecutive leaders. 

Conclusion 
The leadership challenges in building 
learning organizations are a micro-
cosm of the leadership challenge of 
our time: how human communities, 
lie they multinational corporations or 
societies, productively confront com-
plex, systemic issues where hierarchi-
cal authority is inadequate for change. 

There are no simple causes and no 
simple fixes for societal or organiza-
tional challenges. Significant change 
will require imagination, persever-
ance, dialogue, deep caring, and a 
willingness to change on the part of 
millions of people. I believe it is also 
the c h a l l e n g e p o s e d in bu i l d ing 
learning organizations. 

The challenges of systemic change 
where hierarchy is inadequa te will 
push us to new views of leadership 
based on new principles. These chal-
lenges cannot be met by isolated hero-
ic leaders. They will require a unique 
mix of different people, in different 
positions, who lead in different ways. 
Although the picture sketched above is 
tentative and will undoubtedly evolve, 
I doubt that it understates the changes 
that will be required in traditional lead-
ership models. 

Peter Senge is the author of The Fifth 
Discipline: The Art and Practice of The 
Learning Organization. This article is 
adapted with permission from Leading 
Learning Organizations from the MIT 
Center for Organizational Learning. 
For further information regarding or-
ganizations learning initiatives. con-
tact The Learning Center at 508/371-
881S. Or e-mail tlcmailhox@aol.com. 

To purchase reprints of this article, 
call ASTD Customer Service at 
703/683-8100. Use priorit y code 291. 
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THE ESSENCE OF A LEARNING O R G A N I Z A T I O N 

Here are some essential features of 
a learning organization. 

Cont inuous learning a t t h e systems 

level. Individuals share their learn-
ing in ways that enable an organi-
z a t i o n to l e a r n by t r a n s f e r r i n g 
k n o w l e d g e ac ross it and by inte-
grating learning into organizational 
routines and actions. 
Knowledge genera t ion and sharing. 

E m p h a s i s is p l a c e d on c rea t ing , 
capturing, and moving knowledge 
rapidly and easily so that the peo-
ple that need it can access and use 
it quickly. 
C r i t i c a l , systemic th ink ing . P e o p l e 

a re e n c o u r a g e d to th ink in new-
ways and use productive reasoning 

terns, p r o c e s s e s , a n d p r ac t i c e s all 
work to foster people 's learning and 
d e v e l o p m e n t and to accelera te sys-
tems-level learning. (See the box. The 
Essence of a Learning Organization.) 
Systems-level learning. In a n y o r g a n i -

zat ion. l ea rn ing o c c u r s at mul t ip le 
levels: individual, group, and organi-
zat ional . Al though indiv iduals a n d 
t e a m s o r g r o u p s a r e t h e a g e n t s 
through which organizational learn-
ing occurs, learning or-
g a n i z a t i o n s f o c u s pr i-
marily on systems-level 
organizational learning. 

Systems-level learn-
ing is more than the sum 
of employees ' intellectu-
al capital and learning. 
Ii occurs w h e n organi-
za t ions syn thes ize a n d 
t h e n i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e 
p e o p l e ' s i n t e l l e c t u a l 
capital and learning that are housed 
in thei r m e m o r i e s — t h e i r cu l tu res , 
knowledge systems, and rout ines— 
and in their core competencies. 

Employees may come and go, and 
leadership may change. But an orga-
nization's memories preserve behav-
iors . n o r m s , v a l u e s , a n d " m e n t a l 
maps" over time. As an organization 
addresses and solves problems of sur-
vival, it builds a culture that becomes 
the repos i to ry for l e s sons l e a rned . 

sk i l l s systemically in o r d e r to 
see links and Feedback loops, and 
critically in o r d e r to i d e n t i f y 
assumptions. 
A cu l ture of learning. L e a r n i n g a n d 

creativity are rewarded, supported, 
and promoted through various per-
f o r m a n c e s y s t e m s f r o m t h e t o p 
down. 
A spirit of flexibility and exper imen-

tation. People are free to take risks, 
experiment, innovate, explore new-
i d e a s , a n d g e n e r a t e n e w w o r k 
processes and products. 
People-centered. A learning organi-
zation provides a caring community 
that nurtures, values, and supports 
the well-being, deve lopment , and 
learning of every individual. 

And it creates core competencies that 
represent the collective learning of its 
e m p l o y e e s , pas t a n d p r e s e n t . As 
m e m b e r s of the organiza t ion leave 
and new ones join and are socialized, 
k n o w l e d g e a n d c o m p e t e n c e a r e 
t r a n s f e r r e d a c r o s s g e n e r a t i o n s of 
learning. 

Organizations exhibit diverse styles 
and ways of systems-level learning. In 
other words, they learn differently de-

p e n d i n g on their busi-
ness con tex t : the t ime 
d e m an ds , res o u r ces . 
a n d c o m p e t i t i v e c o n -
straints that employees 
face. The contextual fac-
tors influencing learning 
styles include competi-
tive strategies, organiza-
tional culture, industry-
and product-life cycles, 
a n d t e c h n o l o g y . T h e 

sources and focus of learning can also 
vary with cycles related to the indus-
try, technology, and product life. 

R e s e a r c h e r s Paul W o o l n e r a n d 
Alex Lowy of Woolner. Lowy. and As-
s o c i a t e s a n d J o h n R e d d i n g of t h e 
Institute for Strategic Learning say that 
l e a r n i n g s ty les re f lec t a pa r t i cu l a r 
s tage of an organizat ion 's deve lop-
m e n t . As an o r g a n i z a t i o n p a s s e s 
through each stage, learning moves 
from being unintentional, individual-

istic. and unintegrated to being for-
malized, expanded, and connected— 
until it is a collective, strongly inte-
grated. and daily part of the who le 
organization. 

Research conduc ted at Electricite 
cle France, Fiat Auto Company, Mutu-
al Investment Corporat ion, and Mo-
t o r o l a — b y A n t h o n y DiBel la , Ed 
Nevis, and Janet Gould at the Organi-
zational Learning Center of the Massa-
chuse t t s Inst i tute of T e c h n o l o g y — 
f o u n d that o rgan iza t iona l l ea rn ing 
styles also depend on whether 
ft the primary source of an organi-
z a t i o n ' s k n o w l e d g e is i n t e rna l o r 
external 
ft knowledge investments are made 
in particular products and services or 
in the processes through which prod-
uc t s a n d s e r v i c e s a r e d e v e l o p e d , 
made, and delivered 
ft personal or public modes are used 
to document learning 
ft formal or informal mechanisms are 
u sed to d i s s e m i n a t e l e a r n i n g a n d 
knowledge 
ft an organizat ion 's learning occurs 
in increments or as a transformation 
ft an organization's values focus on 
the design or the delivery of products 
and services 
ft skill development focuses on indi-
viduals or groups. 

Interrelated systems 
An increasingly popular way to view 
a learning organization is as a set of 
in te r re la ted sys tems. Studies show-
that to u n d e r s t a n d s y s t e m s - l e v e l 
learning, it's essential to focus on the 
organizational structures, processes, 
and sys tems that facilitate learning. 
In te rac t ions a m o n g those e l emen t s 
s h a p e the nature and extent of pro-
d u c t i v e o r g a n i z a t i o n a l l e a r n i n g . 
Learning organizations ensure that in-
dividual and team learning contribute 
to systems-level organizational learn-
ing and that organizational learning 
leads to productive action. 

Research us ing ASTD's Learning 
Organization Assessment Framework 
indicates that most models of a learn-
ing organization emphasize these ele-
ments: leadership and management ; 
culture; and systems for communica-
t ion, in fo rmat ion , and k n o w l e d g e . 
Less emphas i s is p laced on organi-
zational structure and the systems for 

• A firm's 
culture often 
becomes the 
repository 

for lessons 
learned u 
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• Sharing 
best practices 

strengthens 
people's 

c o m in it me n t 
to learning u 

representatives. 
For example, l.'nion leaders of the 

Se rv ice E m p l o y e e s I n t e r n a t i o n a l 
Union Local 767, work ing with the 
management of Cape Cod Hospital, 
created a system of education, train-
ing, and development that links more 
than 100 jobs to in-house training and 
mentoring programs. 
The culture. Culture is the glue that 
ho lds an o rgan iza t ion toge ther . Its 
culture encompasses basic, often-un-

examined assumptions 
a b o u t how things are-
d o n e . as wel l as t h e 
norms and values that 
gu ide e m p l o y e e s ' be-
havior. 

A learning organiza-
tion's culture 
I s u p p o r t s and re-
w a r d s l e a r n i n g a n d 
innovation 
I promotes inquiry, di-
alogue. risk taking, and 
experimentation 
ft a l l o w s m i s t a k e s to 
be shared and v iewed 
as o p p o r t u n i t i e s f o r 
learning 
I va lues the wel l -be-
ing of all employees. 

A culture of trust and 
o p en n ess e n c(> u r a ge s 
the inquiry and dialog 
needed to challenge as-
s u m p t i o n s . At Har ley 
Da vid.son, " i n t e 1 lectua I 
curiosity" is one of five 

core values. Employees are encour-
aged to question why things are done 
the way they are and to seek ways to 
improve. 

In ano the r example . Analog De-
vices, after 15 years of steady growth, 
failed to meet its f ive-year goals in 
1982 and 1987—even though it had 
the largest share of the linear integrat-
ed-circuit market, the best designers 
and technologists , and a committed 
w o r k f o r c e . CEO Ray Stata real ized 
that there must be a problem with the 
way the c o m p a n y was b e i n g m a n -
aged . Dur ing a per iod of reassess-
ment. Stata joined other organization 
leaders in Peter Senge's New Manage-
ment Style Project. 

To encourage organizational learn-
ing. Analog formed 15 product, mar-
ket. and technology task forces, which 

facilitating and implementing change, 
inc luding t echno logy , and s u p p o r t 
systems for performance and perfor-
mance management. 
Leadership and management . In l e a r n -

ing organizations, leaders and man-
agers at all levels provide critical sup-
port to the learning and development 
of individuals and teams by 
I modeling learning behavior 
• p rov id ing sys tems that faci l i ta te 
lea rning 
I encouraging people to contribute 
new ideas 
I e n s u r i n g t h e d i s s e m i n a t i o n of 
knowledge and learning 
l freeing resources in order to signal 
t he o r g a n i z a t i o n ' s c o m m i t m e n t to 
learning 
I sharing leadership. 

At Harley Davidson, for example, 
almost every e m p l o y e e k n o w s that 
CEO Rich Teer l ink is commi t ted to 
learning. Not only has he invested in 
Harley University, Harley Davidson's 
training arm, but he also talks about 
learning in almost every presentation. 

In ano the r example , fo rmer Mo-
torola CEO Bob Galvin s h o w e d his 
commitment to learning by mandat-
ing a decis ion lo use a training and 
development solution to stop falling 
prof i ts , wh ich led to t he es tab l i sh-
men t of t he S l l mi l l ion Moto ro l a 
T r a i n i n g a n d E d u c a t i o n C e n t e r in 
1980, a n d to M o t o r o l a ' s s t e a d f a s t 
commitment lo the learning and de-
velopment of its employees. 

At Intermedics Orthopedics Inc., a 
small medica 1 -device man u factu ring 
firm, half of the execut ive team de-
parted to create a start-up company 
af ter profit goals were at tained and 
lOl was adrift. CEO Jerry Marlar initi-
ated a renewal effort that focused on 
organizational learning. Throughout , 
Marlar modeled learning. He and the 
other remaining leaders admitted that 
they didn't know all of the answers. 
But they showed that they were will-
ing to l ea rn h o w to ask t he r ight 
questions. 

Managers at lOI also defined core 
competencies and created systems for 
assessing employees' skills and devel-
opment. 

Leaders and managers have con-
siderable power to create an effective 
learning environment. They can pro-
v i d e t h e s y s t e m s tha t e n c o u r a g e 

learning. They can also enab le em-
ployees' development of knowledge, 
skills, and abilities through personal-
development plans and through job 
rotations and assignments across sev-
eral divisions. 

And they can create positive con-
sequences for learning by including 
learning actions and outcomes in per-
formance appraisals and by reward-
ing e m p l o y e e s for l e a r n i n g f r o m 
mistakes. 

In a learning organi-
z a t i o n . m a n a g e r s e n -
courage people to con-
t r i b u t e i deas . T h e y 
c o n s t a n t l y solicit em-
ployees' input on prob-
lems and provide feed-
back on their ideas. 

H o n d a h a s imp le -
mented so many valu-
ab le sugges t ions f rom 
employees that it has a 
saying: "There is more 
knowledge on the fac-
tory f l o o r t h a n in t h e 
office." 

Managers can also be 
vital l inks for d i s semi -
nat ing k n o w l e d g e a n d 
l e a r n i n g — b y s e e k i n g 
solutions from different 
areas of the organization 
and by sharing success-
es and failures with oth-
er managers. When best 
practices are shared reg-
ularly across an organi-
zation's functions and divisions, peo-
p l e ' s c o m m i t m e n t to l e a r n i n g 
strengthens. 

A case in point: General Electrics 
Corpora te Executive Council, m a d e 
up of the heads of 12 business units, 
meets quarterly—not to review finan-
cial data but to share information. At 
3M. similar councils also meet regu-
larly to examine best practices within 
and outside the company. The coun-
cils share ideas and conce rns , and 
they b r ing in e x p e r t s to s t imu la t e 
broad-range thinking. 

Watkins and Marsick have defined 
leadership as a shared function, say-
ing that it doesn't belong just to man-
agers. People in learning organiza-
tions a re o f t en e m p o w e r e d to lead 
from wha tever posi t ions they hold. 
Or, leadership may come from union 
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met for months to address problems 
and seek solutions. With teamwork as 
a new goal and opennes s as a new 
value, the task forces challenged Ana-
log's decentralized structure and divi-
s ional a u t o n o m y , w h i c h had long 
been unquestioned. 

An open, trusting culture in which 
there is no blame creates the freedom 
for people lo take risks and express 
the i r v iews . In The Global Learn-
ing Organization. Marquard t and 
Reynolds descr ibe an employee-in-
volvement program ai General Elec-
tric called Work Out, which is trans-
f o r m i n g its c l i m a t e f r o m o n e of 
distrust between work-
ers and management to 
o n e of mutual respect 
and cooperation. 

Work Out is a little 
like a t h ree -day t o w n 
mee t ing . Teams meet 
without their bosses for 
two days to develop so-
lutions to assigned prob-
lems. On Day th ree , 
t e am s p o k e s p e r s o n s 
present their proposals 
at a meeting. Their boss-
es must make o n e of 
t h r ee o n - t h e - s p o t re-
sponses: agree, say no, 
or ask for more informa-
tion and charter a team 
to get it by an agreed-up-
on date. The bosses must 
m a k e the i r dec i s ions 
alone, even if their own 
bosses are in the room. 
Work Out helps foster an 
o p e n , t rus t ing cu l tu re 
and employees' enthusi-
astic involvement in solv-
ing problems at GE. 

But all learning organizations don't 
focus just on learning and innovation. 
Some also value employees' well-be-
ing. Such l e a r n i n g o r g a n i z a t i o n s 
appreciate diverse lifestyles and val-
ues because they of fe r a variety of 
perspectives and lead to n e w ideas. 
Ideally, a balance exists between the 
learning and development needs of 
individual employees and the needs 
of the organization. 

Motorola exemplifies a culture that 
values employees and their diversity. 
Its training aims to improve the com-
pany. jobs, and employees. Motorola 

University's global design-and-deliv-
ery system engenders respect for peo-
ple from diverse cultures—according 
great importance to being sensitive to 
employees' cultural, religious, politi-
cal, and social differences. 
C o m m u n i c a t i o n and k n o w l e d g e sys-

tems. The lifeblood of a learning or-
ganization is a free and open system 
for communicat ing information and 
knowledge. 

Such communication systems 
l create practical new knowledge 
l provide access to pert inent busi-
ness and strategic information 
• facilitate external scanning (tap-

p ing s o u r c e s o u t s i d e 
the organization for in-
formation) 
I facilitate the dissemi-
nation of information to 
the appropriate areas of 
the organization 
» s u p p o r t a n d re in-
force each other. 

At Corning, a training 
arid development pro-
cess cal led tecknowl-
eclgy p i n p o i n t s , c a p -
tures, and transfers the 
knowledge of technical 
experts about complex 
p r o c e s s e s invo lv ing 
specialized know-how 
in several discipl ines . 
That b r o a d e n i n g of 
the process-knowledge 
base has enabled Corn-
ing to e x p a n d mult i-
sh i f t a n d mul t i s t age 
operations and has pre-
vented its manufactur-
ing processes from be-
ing w e a k e n e d by the 
loss of key workers. 

The type and sophistication of an 
organizat ion 's information systems 
can be powerful influences that can 
encourage or discourage the diffusion 
and institutionalization of individual 
learning. 

Arthur Andersen 's Knowledge X-
Change system captures, stores, en-
hances. and disseminates knowledge 
capital. It also provides a communica-
tions infrastructure and fosters a sense 
of cohesion among consultants orga-
nized into "communities of practice." 
The consultants form virtual relation-
ships all over the world with people 

w o r k i n g on similar pro jec ts . They 
share information, develop new appli-
cations relevant lo their communities 
of practice, and make contributions to 
Andersen's knowledge system. 

Also important are systems that fa-
cilitate external scanning and the dis-
semination of knowledge. Events at 
General Electric illustrate why. GE 
sent peop le to visit companies that 
had ach ieved and susta ined fas ter 
productivity growth. The GE repre-
senta t ives asked the compan ie s to 
share their secrets for success. Then, 
GE turned the best practices of those 
companies into a course. GE leaders 
from across the globe met to review-
course content and share their o w n 
best practices. 

In a learning organization, all em-
ployees have access to relevant busi-
ness and strategic information, and 
the organization provides them with 
the skills and resources for accessing 
and using that information. Simply 
put, information systems that provide 
fast f eedback on an organiza t ion ' s 
pe r fo rmance as a whole and on its 
various parts enable learning. Wal-
Mart is a leader in that kind of in-
format ion f low. It o w n s a satell i te 
communica t ions system connec ted 
to every supplier and to every point 
of sale in its stores. Store employees 
have immediate access to financial 
data for decision making, and sup-
pl iers h a v e p o i n t - o f - s a l e da ta fo r 
cost-effective ordering and inventory 
control. 

At Federal Express, communica-
tion. informat ion, and knowledge-
m a n a g e m e n t sys tems suppor t and 
re inforce each other . Performance-
m a n a g e m e n t t echno logy moni tors 
the complete history of every pack-
age , as wel l as b i l l ing and u n a n -
swered p h o n e calls. Any employee 
can provide up-to-date information to 
customers. 

FedEx ' s se rv ice -qua l i ty pe r fo r -
mance index gives the daily average 
of s e rv i ce qua l i t y o n 12 cr i t ical 
customer complaints so that employ-
ees know how well they're satisfying 
customers every day. A survey-feed-
b a c k - a c t i o n p r o g r a m s e r v e s as 
e m p l o y e e s ' r e p o r t ca rd on t h e i r 
managers' leadership capabilities and 
as a way to p resc r ibe so lu t ions to 
management problems. 

• An open 
culture in 

which there s 
no blame 

allows 
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Together, those systems provide 
ongoing feedback that enables FedEx 
and all of its employees to identify ar-
eas for learning and improvement. 
The structure. T h e s t r u c t u r e of a 
learning organization 
I overcomes internal divisions and 
rigidities 
I facilitates work and learning across 
external boundaries 
ft captures and shares learning. 

Overcoming the barriers of different 
functions and divisions is a major chal-
lenge in many companies trying to be-
c o m e lea rn ing o rgan iza t ions . In a 
learning organization, roles are flexi-
ble, and work is done in 
c r os s-f u n c t i on a 1 t e a m s 
that bring together per-
spec t ive s f r o m ac ross 
the organization. Cross-
train i ng. cross-divisional 
job assignments, and job 
rotations all make for a 
flexible workforce. 

At the conclusion of 
the visioning process at 
I n t e r m e d i c s O r t h o p e -
dics. expectations were 
high. But so were the f rust ra t ions . 
IOI's structures, systems, and process-
es w e r e i n a d e q u a t e for w o r k i n g 
cross-functionally. For example, de-
partments worked in isolation to con-
ceptualize potential ways to speed up 
product deve lopment . Recognizing 
the lack of cooperation across depart-
ments led to a redesign of cross-func-
tional processes and reorganization of 
structures to support better integra-
tion. 

For an example of how flat, decen-
tralized organizational structures can 
e n a b l e p r o d u c t i v e o r g a n i z a t i o n a l 
learning, look to Hewlet t -Packard. 
The key to its transition from a lum-
bering bureaucracy to its present ag-
ile state was creating small teams to 
d e v e l o p n e w p roduc t s . Now, HP's 
new products go to market faster. 

Clearly, work and learn ing take 
place ac ross ex terna l and internal 
boundar ies . Corning and Motorola 
both demonstrate how joint ventures 
and strategic alliances are efficient ve-
hicles for transporting learning across 
external boundaries. 

At Corning, such ventures and al-
liances provide the means to leverage 
research strength, bring products to 

market quickly, and enter new mar-
kets more readily. 

Motorola d e v e l o p s pa r tne r sh ips 
with its suppliers, gives them training 
through the Motorola Supplier Insti-
tute. and requires them to upgrade 
production systems and apply for the 
Balclrige Award. Th rough surveys, 
suppliers evaluate Motorola's perfor-
m a n c e as a cus tomer , mak ing the 
par tnerships opportuni t ies for two-
way learning. 

In a learning organization, struc-
tures must be developed to capture 
and share learning. As an example , 
the structure at Asea Brown Boveri. a 

Zurich-based industri-
al firm, is designed to 
c a p t u r e a n d s h a r e 
learning and knowl-
e d g e sys temat ica l ly . 
With S30 billion in an-
nual sales and nearly 
200,000 e m p l o y e e s , 
ABB is m a d e u p of 
5,000 a u t o n o m o u s 
profit centers averag-
ing 50 e m p l o y e e s 
e a c h . E m p l o y e e s at 

each profit center are divided into 10-
person multifunctional teams. 

The cen te r s cap tu re k n o w l e d g e 
through contacts with customers, and 
the structure of 65 business areas sup-
ports and coordinates learning and 
sharing. The result is a rapid transfer 
of in format ion to e m p o w e r e d em-
ployees engaged in t eamwork and 
networking on a global scale. 
Support systems. Sound systems for 
performance support and performance 
management provide rewards that pro-
mote learning and knowledge by 
I providing indicators of the organi-
zation's progress 
I identifying areas for improvement 
I tracking employees' individual de-
velopment and contributions. 

But such systems are only as good 
as the measures they track. The sys-
tems need performance and learning 
measures that can help demonstrate 
organizational progress, identify areas 
for improvement, and track process-
es. Effective measu remen t systems 
enable individuals and teams to iden-
tify their cont r ibu t ions to bus iness 
goals and to monitor their competen-
cies and development. 

At C o r n i n g , a qua l i ty l e a r n i n g 

THE LEARNING 
O R G A N I Z A T I O N 
ASSESSMENT FRAMEWORK 

Created by the research depart-
ment of the American Society for 
Training and Development 

Learning Or ienta t ions 

I Individual 
I Group or team 
I Organizational 

Facilitative Organizat ional 

Systems 

I Vision and strategy 
I Leadership and management 
I Culture 
I Structure 
I Change management 
% Systems and Processes 

o Communication. 
information, and 
knowledge systems 

o Performance management 
and support systems 

o Technology 

curve charts new territory by focusing 
on customer requirements, employee 
e m p o w e r m e n t , a n d z e r o d e f e c t s . 
Goals b e c o m e direct ional s igns to 
higher goals. 

Analog Devices added teamwork, 
openness , and objectivity to its per-
formance appraisals, enabling man-
agers to track the competencies and 
development employees need in or-
der to succeed. 

At GE. us ing p r o c e s s m e a s u r e s 
helped build commitment to learning. 
Recording the cycle time in such ar-
eas as payables and receivables en-
abled employees to track their ability 
to respond and learn. 
The technology. Nowhere has technol-
ogy fundamentally altered the nature 
of work and learning more than in 
learning organizations. Technology 
I provides universal access to busi-
ness and strategic information 
• permi t s more ef fec t ive learn ing 
techniques and processes 
• promotes group learning. 

It enables the fast, free flow of in-
formation, and it enables people to 
learn more effectively. 

At FedEx, interactive video-instruc-
tion systems help cus tomer service 

• Systems for 
performance 

support 
provide 

rewards that 
promote 

learning m 
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employees keep up-to-date on rapid-
ly c h a n g i n g p r o d u c t i n f o r m a t i o n . 
American Express Financial Services 
cut terminations by clients in half af-
ter implementing a new software sys-
tem that integrated the expertise of its 
best account managers. 

T e c h n o l o g y can a l so p r o m o t e 
group learning during decision mak-
ing. At IOI. the use of g r o u p w a r e 
t e c h n o l o g y d u r i n g the v i s ion ing 
process got all parties to agree on key 
s t r a t e g i e s m o r e eas i ly . T h e t e ch -
nology made it poss ible to display 
p e o p l e ' s vo t e s so that they cou ld 
work through their dis-
agreements. 

Three 
perspectives 
B e c o m i n g a l e a r n i n g 
organizat ion implies a 
proactive shift from let-
ting even t s unfo ld to-
ward putting in place a 
course of action to en-
h a n c e sy s t ems - l eve l 
l ea rn ing . Ins tead of a 
single prescription for 
success, learning orga-
nizations use many dif-
ferent approaches. 

DiBella at MIT's Or-
gan iza t i ona l Learn ing 
Center identif ies three 
perspectives on learning 
and change: normative, 
d e v e l o p m e n t a l , a n d 
capabi l i ty . T h o s e per-
s p e c t i v e s s h a p e t he 
approaches that compa-
nies t ake to b e c o m e a 
learning o rgan iza t ion . 
Al though the p e r s p e c t i v e s can be 
in t e r twined in pract ice , o n e o f t en 
dominates. 

Normative and developmental per-
spectives assume that organizations 
learn only when certain condi t ions 
are met. Normative-based approaches 
are probably the most common. Typi-
cally, c o m p a n i e s u s i n g such ap-
proaches begin by deciding to lever-
age learning in pursuit of a particular 
business goal. Leaders play a key role 
by setting the tone, establishing the 
vision, and creating the suppor t ing 
structure and systems. Internal task 
forces test for people 's buy-in, help 
ident i fy p resen t and fu tu re condi-

tions. measure and prioritize gaps, 
and make decisions about where and 
how to intervene. 

Normative approaches are charac-
terized by a wil l ingness to exper i -
ment. The results of new initiatives 
are checked constantly and used to 
adjust interventions, launch new pro-
ject phases, and periodically assess 
the learning-organization strategy-

Developmental approaches, which 
share some features with normative 
approaches, assume that companies 
b e c o m e l ea rn ing o r g a n i z a t i o n s in 
stages. Consequently, developmental 

approaches take a long 
view: They seek f u n -
d a m e n t a l c h a n g e s in 
an en t i r e sys t em and 
favor multipronged, or-
ganizational-develop-
ment efforts. 

Deve lopmenta l ap-
p r o a c h e s beg in wi th 
r ecogn iz ing that the 
company isn't meeting 
business needs as well 
as desired. Typically, an 
internal or external con-
sultant "partners" with 
the company ' s leaders 
to c o n d u c t an a s sess -
ment using diagnostic-
tools to gauge progress 
through each stage. The 
t rans i t ion f r o m o n e 
s tage to the next isn't 
a lways even; different 
p e o p l e or parts of the 
organization may move-
fo rward at d i f f e ren t 
rates. 

In contrast, capabili-
ty-based approaches assume that or-
ganizations learn naturally as they re-
spond to change, no matter what the 
conditions are. Such approaches also 
assume that no form of learning is su-
perior to another. What's needed to 
improve learning is to discover, af-
firm. and e n h a n c e the current pat-
terns of learning. Leaders n e e d to 
identify those pat terns so that they 
can make informed decisions about 
what to learn, w h o should learn it, 
and when and where learning should 
happen. Without a predefined ideal, 
capability approaches to learning or-
ganizations aren't proactive; they un-
fold as journeys of discover)' in which 

the guiding leaders and consultants 
u n c o v e r ins igh t s in to the kind of 
learning at which they're best. 

Diagnostic tools 
There are a variety of useful diagnostic 
tools or instruments that reflect, to dif-
ferent degrees , the t h r ee pe r spec -
tives—normative, developmental, and 
capability. These tools can help com-
panies become learning organizations. 

ASTD recent ly c o m p a r e d many 
such instruments. Its summary shows 
that they vary in content and how 
they're used. (For more information 
on each instrument, call ASTD Cus-
tomer Service at 703/683-H100. For a 
copy of ASTDs Guic/c to Learning Or-
ganization Assess men! Instruments. 
request order code REGL.) 

All of the tools emphasize organi-
zational learning. Some focus only on 
individual and team learning. Most 
measure learning at two or three lev-
els. Most emphasize the systems and 
processes for facilitating the flow of 
information between employees, for 
m a n a g i n g k n o w l e d g e , and fo r re-
warding learning in performance ap-
praisals. Most also emphasize a cul-
ture that e n c o u r a g e s learning and 
cares about employees' well-being. 

Differences in the tools have to do 
with the degree to which they stress 
these areas: 
ft the ability to measure the link be-
tween learning organizations and per-
formance 
l the importance of executive lead-
ership, change management, and or-
ganizational structure in learning 
ft the role of technology. 

Some instruments can be used as 
self-assessments; others must be ad-
ministered and scored by outside ex-
perts. Some can be completed within 
an organization: others must be ana-
lyzed by a third party. The time frames 
for completion vary from a few hours 
to several weeks. Most are intended to 
be used as part of a large-scale change 
effort , such as business process re-
design or quality improvement. 

Real-life learning 
organizations 
Here are some real-world examples 
of how diagnostic tools can he used 
to facilitate different approaches to 
becoming a learning organization. 

s Inste a cl o f 
a single 
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Case study I : the Readiness Quest ion-

naire. T h e Readiness for a Learning 
Organiza t ion Ques t ionna i r e , devel -
o p e d by Watk ins and Marsick, is a 
tool for assess ing the g a p b e t w e e n 
w h e r e a c o m p a n y is a n d w h e r e it 
wou ld like to be o n seven learning-
organization dimensions. The dimen-
s i o n s d e s c r i b e w h a t i n d i v i d u a l s , 
teams, leaders, and the organization 
as a whole must do to create a learn-
ing organization. 

The dimensions are 
ft providing cont inuous learning 
ft providing strategic leadership 
ft promoting inquiry and dialogue 
ft e n c o u r a g i n g c o l l a b o r a t i o n a n d 
team learning 
ft creat ing e m b e d d e d s t ructures for 
capturing and sharing learning 
ft e m p o w e r i n g p e o p l e t o w a r d a 
shared vision 
ft making systemic connections. 

T h e Readiness Ques t ionna i re , an 
o rgan i za t i ona l c l imate a s s e s s m e n t , 
c a n c r e a t e a m a p of a c o m p a n y ' s 
learning environment, which evolves 
as it imp lemen t s learn ing-organiza-
tion strategies. The assessment is ad-
ministered to all employees or a sam-
pl ing. a n d then used to des ign the 
lea rn ing-organiza t ion initiative. Re-
peal administrations are used to mon-
itor progress and measure results. 

A major hotel chain recently used 
the Readiness Ques t ionna i re as part 
of work to reach its strategic goal to 
become a learning organization. Ii be-
gan its initiative by interviewing top 
managers in o n e region on their vi-
sion of a learning organization. Then, 
it a s s e m b l e d a s t e e r i n g t eam of 16 
leaders that represented the n e w vi-
s ion to l ead tlie c h a n g e . D u r i n g a 
day-long session, team members met 
with external consultants, w h o intro-
duced them to learning-organization 
concepts . As part of the session, the 
leaders comple ted the quest ionnaire 
to identify where their hotel stood on 
the learning-organization dimensions. 

In a s e c o n d s e s s i o n , t h e t e a m 
worked with the external consultants 
to d e v e l o p a v i s i o n to b e c o m e a 
learning organization and to plan the 
c h a n g e e f f o r t . O n e of t h e i n s t ru -
ment 's au thors was present to inter-
pret results , c o m p a r e r e s p o n s e s to 
t h o s e of o t h e r o r g a n i z a t i o n s , and 
share what o ther organizat ions with 

T R A I N I N G A N D TRAINERS I N A 
LEARNING O R G A N I Z A T I O N 
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T r a i n i n g d o e s n ' t d i s a p p e a r in a 
learning organizat ion; it b e c o m e s 
one of several modes of learning. 

In a learning organization, learn-
ing occurs as part of work , o f t en 
between peers and co-workers. Re-
sponsibility for learning belongs to 
many different s takeholders : indi-
viduals, teams, m a n a g e m e n t , and 
the organization as a whole. The re-
sponsibi l i ty for training is usually 
de lega ted to the HRD depa r tmen t 
a n d m a n a g e m e n t . T r a i n i n g is 
o rganized with a specif ic agenda ; 
learning is more fluid. Training usu-
ally requires materi-
als and the skills of 
a n o t h e r p e r s o n ; 
learning can be done 
by one person with-
o u t m a t e r i a l s — f o r 
e x a m p l e , by s o m e -
one reflecting on his 
or her actions. 

Training is a tool 
fo r l ea rn ing ; learn-
ing—and, ultimately, 
performa nee—are 
t h e d e s i r e d o u t -
comes of training. 

In a l e a rn ing or-
g a n i z a t i o n . a t ra in-
er's role changes. As 
work becomes the primary learning 
vehicle, t rainers b e c o m e learning 
facilitators. They acquire a strategic 
role wi th the responsibi l i ty to tie 
learning to the organization's goals 
and improve performance. 

Specifically, trainers in a learning 
o rgan iza t ion ident i fy the de s i r ed 
competenc ies . Then, they identify 
the learning that will fos te r those 
competencies . Trainers ensure that 
systems are designed to encourage, 
maximize, and coordinate learning 
across all levels of the organization 
and that employees have oppor tu-
nities to reflect on what they learn. 

Trainers in a learning organiza-
tion provide mechanisms for cross-
t raining b e t w e e n peers , and they 
provide compensat ion systems that 
reward p e o p l e for acqu i r ing n e w 
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skills. Trainers must deve lop new 
systems to capture and share learn-
ing . And t h e y m u s t p r o m o t e a 
c l i m a t e f o r l e a r n i n g in w h i c h 
e x p e r i m e n t a t i o n a n d risk t ak ing 
a re p e r m i t t e d at all l eve ls of the 
organization. 

T r a i n e r s in a l e a r n i n g o r g a n -
ization also need new skills in cri-
t ical s y s t e m s - t h i n k i n g , p e r f o r -
mance-support design, and change 
m a n a g e m e n t . T h e y a l so need to 
u n d e r s t a n d t h e b u s i n e s s as a 
whole. In addition, their role in per-
f o r m a n c e i m p r o v e m e n t interven-

tions requires strong 
n e e d s a s s e s s m e n t 
skills. 

Trainers in a learn-
ing o r g a n i z a t i o n 
m u s t h a v e a g o o d 
c o m m a n d of n e w 
l e a r n i n g t h e o r i e s 
a n d t h e ab i l i ty to 
i den t i f y p r o m i s i n g 
n e w l ea rn ing tools 
a n d t e c h n o l o g y . 
Their ca ree r devel-
opmen t should em-
phas ize facilitation, 
on- the- job learning, 
re f lec t ive th inking, 
p e r f o r m a n c e analy-

sis and intervention, and opportuni-
ties to learn about new information 
technologies 

With those new skills and tools, 
t r a i n e r s a n d o t h e r p e r f o r m a n c e 
professionals can help their organi-
zations maximize learning at all lev-
els by 
ft c r e a t i n g f o r u m s fo r p e o p l e to 
share learning and best practices 
ft p r o m o t i n g e m p l o y e e s tha t 
demonstrate a capacity to learn 
ft d e v e l o p i n g p e r f o r m a n c e a p -
praisals that assess learning activi-
ties and outcomes 
ft enabling people to take respon-
sibility for their own learning bud-
gets and opportunities 
ft rewarding people for being flexi-
ble , taking risks, and s p o n s o r i n g 
new initiatives. 



similar needs were doing. The assess-
ment revealed gaps in the hotel's ca-
pacity to create embedded structures 
for p rov id ing c o n t i n u o u s learn ing 
and for cap tu r ing and shar ing that 
learning. 

To ensure that c o m p a n y leaders 
would continue to support the effort, 
I he team decided to measure the ef-
fectiveness of ideas that actually had 
been implemented with the charac-
teristics of a learning organization. 

The steering team identified four 
projects that addressed the critical 
business issues for becoming a learn-
ing organization. 

The projects would aim to 
l create a vision and mission state-
ment 
» c h a n g e employees ' behaviors to 
support a learning organization 
> d e v e l o p t e c h n o l o g i c a l s u p p o r t 
systems 
l communicate a change in the com-
pany's culture by integrating human 
and technical systems. 

To date, that region of the hotel 
chain has created a set of learning-
organizat ion leadersh ip competen-
cies for use with a 360-degree-feed-
back tool, and it is looking at using 
LotusNotes to capture ideas from oth-
er areas of the hotel industry. Within 
a year, it expects to have implement-
ed parts of all four projects. Then, the 
Readiness Questionnaire will be ad-
minis tered to a w i d e r s ampl ing of 
employees to check progress. 
Case study 2: a f ive-stage survey. The 

Learning Organization: 5 Stage Diag-
nostic Survey—developed by Wool-
ner. Lowy, and Redding—is an instru-
ment based on a model from highly 
successful new-venture companies. 

According to the model, organiza-
tions pass through these five stages 
on their way to becoming a learning 
organization: 
I Stage 1: the Forming Organization 
I Stage 2: the Developing Organiza-
tion 
l Stage 3: the Maturing Organization 
) Stage 4: the Adapting Organization 
l Stage 5: the Learning Organization. 

This diagnostic survey is used to 
rate an organizat ion from Stages 1 
through 5 in three learning domains: 
individual learning, team learning, 
and strategic learning. Then, the or-
ganization develops and implements 

goals and strategies for each domain. 
The survey, administered periodically 
to check progress, is being used by 
large , e s t ab l i shed c o m p a n i e s l ike 
Glaxo-Wellcome in Canada, that seek 
the same flexibility and responsive-
ness of newer , success fu l s ta r t -up 
companies. 

Interactive Media Group, a tech-
nology-driven services firm, has used 
the same survey in its journey to be-
coming a learning organizat ion. In 
1990. IMG's founders set a goal to be-
come a learning organization, using 
t he s t a g e - f i v e m o d e l as a g u i d e . 
IMG's organizat ional deve lopmen t 
team used the survey to identify key 
initiatives and benchmark progress. 

One initiative involved integrating 
work and learning at the individual 
level. IMG identified the core leader-
ship competencies and skills for rapid 
growth in a global, high-technology 
market. In addit ion, the company ' s 
founders have been involved person-
ally in a companywide effort to certi-
fy the leadership team. 

Another initiative was to enhance 
t eam l ea rn ing and c o n t r i b u t i o n s . 
Now, teams help set IMG's annual 

A D D I T I O N A L RESOURCES 

Here's some additional reading on 
learning organizations. 

I "16 Steps to Becoming a Learn-
ing Organization." INFO-LINE No. 
9602 (ASTD. February 1996). 

# Working Wisdom: Timeless Skills 
and Vanguard Strategies for 
Learning Organizations by R. 
Aubrey and P.M. Cohen (Jossey-
Bass, 1995). 

I Profit From Experience: How To 
Make the Most of Your Learning 
and Your Life by M. O'Brien and L. 
Shook (Bard and Stephen, 1995). 

I "Charting a Corporate Learning 
Strategy" by M. Darling and C>. Plen-
nessy { The Systems Thinker, De-
cember 1995/January 1996). 

I "Understanding Organizations as 
Learning Systems" by A.J. DiBella, 

business strategy and translate it into 
team goals. They're rewarded for be-
coming self-regulated and managing 
their own collective learning and de-
velopment . The compensa t ion sys-
tem i n c l u d e s t eam b o n u s e s fo r 
achieving bus ine s s resul ts and for 
creating and using new knowledge 
and skills. 

A third initiative turned the strate-
gic planning process into a planned 
cyc le of o r g a n i z a t i o n a l l e a r n i n g , 
w h i c h b e g i n s by q u e s t i o n i n g key 
bus iness assumpt ions . Then, using 
inqui ry and d i scove ry , IMG takes 
new actions and reflects on what it 
learns from the results. As a part of 
that p roces s , t eam m e m b e r s f rom 
across the organization provide input 
on renewing IMG's vision and values. 

When asked whether those learn-
ing-organization efforts made a differ-
e n c e at IMG, f o u n d i n g p a r t n e r 
Nicholas Paine said, "Comparing our-
selves to publicly available rankings, 
we rate ourselves among the top five 
percent fastest-growing firms in Cana-
da. We are expand ing most rapidly 
in the United States and then globally. 
I th ink o u r l e a r n i n g - o r g a n i z a t i o n 

J.M. Gould, and E.C. Nevis (Sloan 
Management Review. Winter 1995). 

# Strategic Readiness: 'The Making 
of The Learning Organization by 
R.F. C a t a l a n e l l o and J. Redd ing 
(Jossey-Bass, 1994). 

> The Organizational Learning 
Cycle by N. Dixon (McGraw-Hill. 
1994). 

» "The Bui ld ing Blocks of t he 
Learn ing O r g a n i z a t i o n " by J. K. 
Bennett and M.J. O'Brien (Train-
ing. June 1994). 

I "Building a Learning Organiza-
t ion" by D.A. Garv in ( H a r v a r d 
Business Review, Ju ly -Augus t , 
1993). 

i "Learning Organ iza t ions : The 
Trainer's Role." INFO-LINE No. 9306 
(ASTD. June 1993). 
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efforts have made significant contri-
butions to our success." 

Outcomes 
A primary purpose of organizational 
learning is to make companies more 
adaptive and more capable of alter-
ing functions and departments in re-
s p o n s e to p o o r p e r f o r m a n c e or 
changes in the work env i ronment . 
Whether that purpose is realized de-
pends on the factors that link organi-
zational learning to actions and that 
link actions to targeted outcomes. 

The link be tween organizat ional 
l e a r n i n g and a c t i o n s 
isn ' t a l w a y s easy to 
make. An organization 
might not be able to act 
on its l ea rn ing d u e to 
r e s o u r c e l imi t a t ions , 
po l i t i ca l c o n s t r a i n t s , 
legal sanctions, imple-
mentation problems, or 
inertia. A close relation-
ship between organiza-
tional learning and peo-
ple's behaviors is likely 
on ly w h e n t h e r e a re 
abundan t resources , a 
support ive reward sys-
tem, and organizational 
flexibility. 

Regarding the success 
of l e a r n i n g o r g a n i z a -
tions. researchers Nevis, 
DiBel la , a n d G o u l d 
point to these factors: 
I wel l -developed core 
competencies that serve 
as launch points for new 
products and services 
l an at t i tude that sup-
ports continuous, value-
added improvement 
• the abili ty to r e n e w 
or revitalize at a funda-
mental level, such as w h e n an al-
ready successful company markets a 
new product line. 

Research at the Center for Effective 
Organ iza t ions at the Universi ty of 
Southern California shows that orga-
nizational learning has had a positive 
effect on the perceived and actual fi-
nancial performance of companies in 
the center's study. For individual em-
ployees, organizational learning has 
had a significant effect on employee-
performance measures in such areas 

• Remember 
this caveat: 

Becoming 
a learning 

organization 
is truly 

a journey, 
not a 

destination • 

as c o n t i n u o u s i m p r o v e m e n t , cus-
tomer focus, employee commitment, 
and overall work performance. 

A 1992 survey of 1.532 executives 
in 411 companies wor ldwide—con-
ducted by researchers Arthur Yeung, 
Steve Nason, Dave Ulrich, and Mary 
Ann Von Gl inow—shows the effect 
of organizational learning on innova-
tion and competitiveness. The survey 
found that exper imenta t ion signifi-
cantly enhances innovation but not 
c o m p e t i t i v e n e s s ; c o n t i n u o u s im-
provement and knowledge acquisi-
tion e n h a n c e compet i t iveness , but 

not innovation. 
Case s t u d i e s a l so 

s h e d light on t he re-
su l t s of b e c o m i n g a 
learning organizat ion. 
In In Action: Creating 
the Learning Organi-
zation. Tom Boydel l 
reports the results from 
the learn ing-organiza-
tion e f fo r t s of British 
I n s u l a t e d C a l l e n d a r 
Cab le b e t w e e n 1992 
and 1994. 

I Iere are some of the 
outcomes: 
I Employee productiv-
ity increased 1 13 per-
cent. 
* Absenteeism fell by 
58 percent. 
I Scrap reduced by 50 
percent. 
• Market s h a r e rose 
from 17 to 40 percent. 
I The on-time delivery 
rate became the highest 
ever. 

The financial bene -
fits of b e c o m i n g a 
1 e a r n i n g o r g a n i z a t i o n 
a r e just b e g i n n i n g to 

emerge. Still, it's clear that many lead-
ing c o m p a n i e s — M o t o r o l a , Ford 
Motor , 3M, a n d FedEx, to n a m e a 
few—have made systems-level learn-
ing an explicit part of their business 
strategies. They recognize the impor-
tance of being a learning organization 
to enhance their flexibility and their 
capacity to adapt and change in tur-
bulent times. 

E n h a n c e d c a p a c i t y is p e r h a p s 
b e s t - e x e m p l i f i e d by Royal Dutch 
Shell, one of the first widely recog-

nized learning organizations. Royal 
Dutch Shell pioneered the use of sce-
nario planning as a method of sys-
tems learning. 

Two years before the oil crisis of 
1986, Shell's planning department de-
veloped responses to a hypothetical 
scenario in which oil would cost $15 
a barrel, even though the price at the 
time was S28 a barrel. When the actu-
al price drop happened. Shell was far 
ahead of other oil companies in man-
aging the crisis. In effect, learning-
b a s e d s t ra teg ic p l a n n i n g e n a b l e d 
Shell to deve lop the organizational 
c a p a c i t y to r e s p o n d to s u d d e n 
changes in its environment. 

Remember: Becoming a learning 
organization is a journey, not a desti-
nation. An excellent and well-known 
e x a m p l e is Motorola 's pursuit of a 
six-sigma error rate in its hardware. 
Not content to rest on its laurels. Mo-
torola is now engaged in an effort to 
apply the same learning process to 
sof tware deve lopment . It created a 
"software solution team" to identify 
key events from the hardware effort, 
such as when "islands of excellence" 
began to appear. 

Based on what employees and the 
firm learned during the six-sigma ini-
tiative, Motorola set a goal to com-
plete its so f tware effor t in half the 
time. Like o ther learning organiza-
tions, Motorola knows that learning is 
a never-ending journey, just as change 
and competition never cease. • 
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