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Organizational learning is aterm seen quite often in today’ s leadership, organizational,
and employee devel opment literature. But what isit exactly? Isit relevant to the real concerns
companies must address on a daily basis? What does it take to build one? How do you know if
your organization is capable? And even if its concepts are powerful and sensible, can they
reaistically be applied with effectiveness in today’ s for-profit organizations?

This research paper 10ooks at these and other topics focused on building alearning culture.
It reveals the theoretical and idealistic precepts surrounding organizational learning, summarizes
recent writings, case studies, and observations focused on the fundamentals, and discusses models

assembled as blueprints to assist in effectively building learning cultures.



Datafor the research was collected from Performance Improvement professionals
working in employee development roles for 17 leading North American companies, within 12
different industries. The survey instrument obtained subjective opinions on the current state of
companies as relative to components fundamental to building alearning culture. It identified
common obstacles, successful solutions, and supporting behaviors focused on information flow,
learning solutions, systems thinking, and leadership support, which influence the devel opment
and implementation of an organizational learning culture.

Research in thisfield found many books and journal articles on the principles,
components, benefits, and applications necessary to effectively develop alearning culture, but
there was little information avail able on examples of organizational learning practices devel oped
and currently in use within these corporations. Additionally, there was little documentation on the
real-time challenges and roadbl ocks encountered by those employees inside the organization most
likely to champion and/or implement the steps essential to building such a culture.

The importance of this study is based on the awareness that for-profit organizations are
under great pressure to produce results. They must take an aggressive approach in preparing to
handle the changes that arise within their internal and external environments. The philosophy of
organizational learning is unearthing those elements within the organization that contribute to its
inability to adapt. The focus of this research was to unearth those elements within companies that

not only inhibit their adaptability, but also sustain it.
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CHAPTER ONE

RESEARCH PROBLEMSAND OBJECTIVES

I ntroduction

The importance of knowledge among employees as leverage for increased productivity
and overal profitability, has for many for-profit organizations, become a primary component of
the strategic process. “Knowledge has become the primary ingredient of what we make, do, buy,
and sell. Asaresult, managing it — finding and growing intellectual capita, storing it, selling it,
sharing it — has become the most important economic task of individuals, businesses, and nations’
(Stewart, 1999, p. 12). In 1999 alone, organizations with more than 100 employees are estimated
to have spent $62.45 hillion on formal training (Industry Report 1999, 1999). Thisisamost $4
billion, or 6.5%, more than in 1998, when $58.6 hillion was spent on formal training within the
same data group (Holton, Ruona, & Leimbach, 1998). The concept of organizational learning,
which espouses the importance of continual learning throughout the organizational system, as
well as at theindividual level, has progressed in step with this increased understanding.
However, asinsightful and erudite as are the principles of organizational |earning, their results
take time to surface, “the learning organization is far more suited for the long march than for the
big leap” (Ayas, Foppen, Maljers, 1996). The importance of this study is based on determining if
the concepts of organizational learning, which are powerful and sensible in theory, can
realistically be applied with effectiveness, in today’ s for-profit organizations.

Chapter One will present the primary objectives of this study along with a statement of its
significance as aresearch problem. It will acknowledge limitations of the study, list operational
definitions of termsincluded in the research, and lastly, present an overview on the remainder of

the paper.



Problem Statement

This study will identify common obstacles, successful solutions, and supporting
behaviors focused on information flow, learning solutions, systems thinking, cultural barriers, and
leadership support, which influence the development and implementation of an Organizational
Learning culture within select North American companies.

Resear ch Obj ectives

The intent of this research project isto:

1. Identify common obstaclesto successfully integrating organizational learning concepts into
an organizational system.

2. Discover solutions that have successfully addressed obstacles to integration.

3. ldentify behaviors and practicesin use that support attempts to build organizational learning
cultures.

Significance of the Study

The importance of this study is based on the awareness that for-profit organizations are
under great pressure to produce resultsin atime when “continuing challenges will tax our
collective abilities to deal with them” (Senge, Kleiner, Roberts, Roth, Ross, & Smith, 1999, p. 3).
Businesses must take an aggressive approach in preparation to handle the changes that arise
within their internal and external environments. “The theory of business hasto be tested
continualy...it isa(sic) hypothesis about things that are in constant flux-society, markets,
customers, technology. And so, built into the theory of the business must be the ability to change
itself” (Drucker, 1995, p. 31). Isan organizational learning culture an organization’s best
leverage in its ability to adapt? Senge (1990) believes that “true proactiveness comes from
seeing how we contribute to our own problems” (p. 21). The philosophy of organizational
learning is unearthing those elements within the organization that contribute to its inability to

adapt. This paper will ook at the practical and theoretical issues surrounding organizational



learning, retrieve data through the utilization of a survey instrument, and document the survey

feedback. The survey instrument has been built to uncover information surrounding performance

improvement professional’s own opinion of their working knowledge or familiarity with
organizational learning. Itsintent isto have each respondent identify and articulate current
practices within their organizations, which support or inhibit an organizational learning culture
and accompanying practices. And in addition, ask them to provide feedback on whether they see
an organizational learning culture as an attainable method by which to facilitate change and
accelerate growth.

Limitations
The limitations of this study are:

1. All members of the population belong to the International Society of Performance
Improvement (ISPI) North American Chapter. Therefore, the sampling may not be
representative of all Performance Improvement Professionals.

2. The sampling frame was random, however, it was comprised only from thosein the
population with an electronic mail (e-mail) address listed in the ISPl membership directory.

3. Thesurvey datais not based on studies within each participating organization; it is derived
from the survey respondents’ perception of the culture within their organization.

Definition of Terms

Benchmar king — The continuous process of measuring our products, services, and practices
against the toughest competitors or those companies recognized as industry |eaders.
Collaborative L earning — Small group work where group members learn from one another by
working together. (Marquardt, 1996)

Collective L ear ning — Knowledge gained that is not stored in any individual’s mind, but in the
practices of al who participate. (Senge, et a., 1999)

Competency — A characteristic underlying a successful performance. (Rothwell & Kazanas,

1998)



Defensive Routines — Actions that are intended to circumvent the experience of embarrassment
or threat by bypassing the situations that may trigger these responses. (Argyris, 1999)
Dialogue — A shared inquiry, away of thinking and reflecting together...aliving experience of
inquiry within and between people. (Isaacs, 1999)

Discipline— A body of theory and technique that must be studied and mastered to be put into
practice. (Senge, 1990)

Knowledge — A conclusion drawn from data or information. (Stewart, 1997)

L earning — The way in which individuals or groups acquire, interpret, reorganize, change or
assimilate arelated cluster of information, skills, and feelings. (Marsick & Watkins, 1990)

L earning Organization — An organization skilled at creating, acquiring, and transferring
knowledge, and at modifying its behavior to reflect new knowledge and insights. (Garvin, 1993)
L ever age — Well-focused actions that can sometimes produce significant enduring
improvements, if they arein theright place. (Senge, 1990)

Mental M odels— Deeply ingrained assumptions, generalizations, or images that influence how
we understand the world and how we take action. (Senge, 1995)

Organization — A group of individuals (who are remunerated), working in structures (Ssmple or
complex) for acommon cause (manufacturing and selling products or providing services), who,
under the proper leadership (the boss), generate a return (payback) to the provider of funds.
(Drucker, 1997)

Organizational L ear ning — The capability of real organizationsto draw valid and useful
inferences from experience and observation, and to convert such inferences to effective action.
(Argyris, 1999)

Theories-in-use — The mental models (assumptions, generalizations, and images) that lie behind

our actions. (Argyris & Schein, 1996)



Overview of Upcoming Chapters

The upcoming chapters, two, three, four, and five, make up the balance of the research
paper. Following is abrief overview and description of their position in this study.

Chapter two, the Review of Literature, focuses on previous research and writings on the
subject of organizational learning. Its discoveries provided the foundation, which further
established the necessity to pursue the research, and additionally, it serves as historical
background and point of reference for the reader.

Chapter three, Research Methods, describes the research methodology and design. It
summarizes: the identification of the population and sample group, the data collection instrument,
the data collection techniques, and the interpretation procedure.

Chapter four, Analysis of Results, discusses and analyzes the details of the findings and
interprets the results in relation to the Review of Literature.

Chapter five, Summary, Conclusions, and Recommendations, summarizes observations
on chapters one through four, states conclusions on findings from the data analysis, and makes

recommendations on further research.



CHAPTER TWO

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

I ntroduction

Thereview of literature for this study was intended to uncover previous research focused
on organizational learning and its feasibility in the for-profit organizational environment. It was
undertaken as alearning exploration to obtain insight and perspective from past and present
theorists and practitioners of Organizational and Management studies. The review providesa
look at conceptual, practical, and cultural issues surrounding organizational learning in the
workplace, while uncovering empirical evidence and models focused on understanding how
learning can be captured, transferred, retained, and effective, in an organizationa environment.
Literature was acquired through the search and examination of accessible publications such as
books, periodicals, magazines, and association literature.

Thereview’ s design consists of three sections. The conceptual framework of
organizational learning reveal s the theoretical and idealistic precepts surrounding organizational
learning. Section two, Current research addressing organizational learning issues, summarizes
recent writings, case studies and observations focused on the fundamental's necessary to making
organizational learning an actuality. And lastly, Working models to facilitate organizational
learning discusses models assembled as blueprints to assist in effectively building an
organizational learning culture.

The conceptual framework of organizational learning

“Now isthetime to embrace theinvisible’ (Wheatley, 1996, p. 57). Wheatley (1996)
infers that the intangibles within organizations such as system dynamics, interpersonal

relationships, and information, are the e ements that have the maost impact on future success or



failure. Definitions of organizational learning uncovered during this study allude to components
within organizations that are predominantly intangible, but in some manner ultimately responsible
for organizational success or failure. Before looking at opinions of what organizational learning
is, first level-setting its two components learning and the organization, is necessary. An
organization is “ differentiated from other collections of people by their goal-directed behavior.
They pursue goals and objectives that can be more effectively achieved by the concerted action of
individuals. They possess three important characteristics: behavior, structure, and processes’
(Gibson, lvancevich, Donnelly, 1979, p. 575). “Organizations are not just alarge collection of
individuals, they also represent a context with a system for capturing, and imparting the learning
of itsindividual members’ (Ayas, et d., 1996). Learningis"movement from superficial
knowledge to deep understanding...the opening up of boundaries to stimulate the exchange of
ideas’ (Garvin, 1993, p. 78). “Learning is about gaining experience, building competence, and
avoiding the repetition of mistakes, problems, and errors that waste resources’ (DiBella & Nevis,
1998, p. 27). Combined, these definitions provide the essence of the organizational learning
philosophy.

A pioneer in thefield of organizationa learning, Chris Argyris states that within an
organization, learning takes place under two conditions. “First, learning occurs when an
organization achieves what it intended; that is, there isa match between its design for action and
the actuality or outcome. Second, learning occurs when a mismatch between intentions and
outcomes is identified and corrected; that is, a mismatch isturned into a match” (Argyris, 1999, p.
67). Schwandt (1997) defines organizational learning as “a system of actions, actors, symbols
and processes that enables an organization to transform information into valued knowledge which
in turn increases its long-run adaptive capacity” (Schwandt, 1997, p. 343). “OL isthe process by
which organi zations become aware of qualities, patterns and consequences of their own
experience, and develop mental models to understand these experiences’ (McGill & Slocum,

1993, p. 72). Guns says that organizational learning is nothing more than “figuring out what



works or what works better” (Guns, 1996, p. 16). Organizationa learning, says Senge (1990), is

happening when “ an organization is continually expanding its capacity to create its future” (p.

14). Argyrisand Schon (1996) share a more detailed definition:
Organizational learning occurs when individual s within an organization experience a
problematic situation and inquire into it on the organization’s behalf. They experience a
surpassing mismatch between expected and actua results of action and respond to that
mismatch through a process of thought and further action that leads them to modify their
images of organization or their understandings of organizational phenomenaand to
restructure their activities so as to bring outcomes and expectations into line, thereby
changing organizational theory-in-use. In order to become organizational, the learning
that results from organizational inquiry must become embedded in the images of the
organization held in members minds ... and embedded in the organizational environment.
(p. 16)

This perspective supports the aforementioned intangible aspect of organizational learning. It
explains that people do not act with an individual or an organization, so much as with the mental
models we carry of them in our head, the resulting action we take is determined by these mental
models (Argyris & Schon, 1996). Mental models are deeply ingrained assumptions and
generalizations that influence how we understand the world and how we take action (Senge,
1990). “A mental model is our image or perspective of an event situation, activity or concept”
(Marquardt, 1996, p. 45). For learning to occur, “the mirror must be turned inward; learning to
unearth our internal pictures of the world, to bring them to the surface and hold them rigorously
to scrutiny” (Senge, 1990, p. 9). A more recent work by Argyris puts forth a practical
interpretation of organizational learning “The capability of real organizationsto draw valid and
useful inferences from experience and observation, and to convert such inferencesto effective

action” (Argyris, 1999, p. 14).



Moving beyond definitions, DiBella and Nevis (1998) offer three viewpoints observed from
academic literature, and three vital criteria of organizational learning. The three viewpoints or
perspectives are the normative, developmental, and capability. The normative view sees
organizational learning taking place only under a unique set of circumstances and conditions. It
says organizational life on its own “is not conducive to learning” (DiBella& Nevis, 1998, p. 9),
there must be in place, certain structures and best practices necessary to facilitate organizational
learning. The developmental perspective looks at organizational learning as being an advanced
stage of the organizational life cycle, just another level brought on by experiencein the
developmental process (DiBella& Nevis, 1998). Proponents of the capability perspective believe
that “learning isinnate to all organizations and that there is no best way for al organizationsto
learn,” so, by their nature, they are systems where learning takes place (DiBella & Nevis, 1998,
p.4). Ernst & Young has developed a model to assist in workplace learning. It has two parts: (1)
manage self aslearner and (2) help otherslearn. Each part is made up of five components: (1)
plan (what needs to be learned), (2) reflect on plan, (3) act, (4) reflect on action (use feedback to
determine what learning took place and how it can be capitalized on to improve performance),
and (5) transfer (make the learning part of the business process) (Marquardt, 1996). “The
continuous workplace learning model provides a process for turning work assignments and
business problems/opportunities into learning experiences’ (Marquardt, 1996, p. 81). Thethree
organizational learning criteria proposed by DiBellaand Nevis (1998) arefirgt, that new skills,
attitudes, values, and behaviors are created or acquired over time, as aresult of daily experiences
in the workplace. Next, what islearned must become the property of some collective unit.
“Qrganizationa learning is not about how individuals, as individuas, learn in an organization, but
about how individuals and work groups working with otherslearn from one another’s
experience” (DiBella& Nevis, 1998, p. 26). Thefina criterion is, what has been learned remains

within the organization or group even after the individuals leave. Thisiswhat makes the second



criterion so crucia, because when experienced employees leave, they take their knowledge with
them.

Argyris and Schon (1996) were able to identify obstacles to the organizational learning
process through an approach they call the theory of action. It is divided into two distinct
components: espoused theories, or the actions of what we say and reveal to others, and theories-
in-use, or the mental models that lie behind our actions. The theories of action advocate that the
theories-in-use must be brought to the surface and understood as the beginning of an effort to
design and produce new actions (Argyris & Schon, 1996). In other words, learning to understand
the datain our mind that helps formulate our perceptions is where we must start if we areto
change. Argyris (Cayer, 1997) believes that the theories of action are theories about
effectiveness, that “actions are life activities intended to bring about consequences’ (p.54). If the
consequences produce effectiveness, then the actions which lead to those consequences are being
reinforced (Cayer, 1997).

To convert the theories of action to practical application, Argyris and Schon (1996) used
amodel from electrical engineering to further explain theories-in-use. Single-loop learning is
learning “that changes strategies of action or assumptions underlying strategiesin ways that |eave
the values of atheory of action unchanged (p. 20). So, when a problem occurs, actions are taken
to solve the problem and perhaps even keep it from happening in the future, but nothing is done
to assess values or thinking processes that allowed it to happen in thefirst place. Double-loop
learning is“ learning that results in a change in the values of theory-in-use, aswell asits
strategies and assumptions’ (Argyris & Schon, 1996, p. 21). From an engineering perspective, a
thermostat is asingle-loop learner. It is programmed to notice when it istoo hot or too cold and
to turnitself on to adjust accordingly. If the thermostat asked why it was too hot or too cold,
“why it was set at 68 degrees or why it was programmed as it was, then it would be a double-loop
learner” (Argyris, 1999, p. 68). An intervention method that Argyris used to help people jump

from single to double-loop learning, was to tape discussion sessions of employees and then play
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them back to identify the underlying pictures of private thoughts and hidden agendas (Cayer,
1997). A similar intervention, called the container, was used by Senge to move peopleinto a
double-loop learning theory-in-use. The premise isto have everyone in the meeting imagine that
al their hostile thoughts and feelings are bottled up in a container sitting on the table. As people
speak out and put their biases, fears and anger out in the open, the hostility becomes neutralized
and istherein the open for everyone to see (Dumaine, 1997).
“ Since Senge’ s work on the Fifth Discipline, discussions on the concept of learning
organizations have grown exponentialy” (Griego & Geroy, 1999, p. 151). The Five
Disciplines or * component technologies’ to build learning organizations, are referred to
as disciplines because they are behavioral in nature (Senge, 1990, p. 6)
Thesefive disciplines are:
1. Systems Thinking, “which represents a conceptual framework one uses to make full
patterns clearer, and to help one see how to change them effectively” (Marquardt,
1999, p. 137). “It isaframework for seeing inter-rel ationships rather than things, for
seeing patterns of change rather than static snapshot” (Senge, 1990, p. 68).
2. Personal Mastery, “the discipline of continualy clarifying and deepening our
personal vision, focusing our energies, devel oping patience and seeing reality
objectively ... the learning organization’s spiritual foundation” (Senge, 1990, p. 7).
3. Mental Models, “are deeply ingrained assumptions that influence how we understand
the world and how we take action” (Marquardt, 1999, p. 137). “Very often, we are
not conscioudly aware of our mental models or the impact they have on our actions”
(Senge, 1990, p. 8).
4. Building Shared Vision, “binding people together around a common identity and
sense of destiny” (Senge, 1990, p. 9). People excel and learn not because they have

to but because they want to.
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5. Team Learning, “why do teams with individual 1Q’s of 120 have a collective 1Q of
63" (Senge, 1990, p. 9). Team learning is focused around dia ogue and discussion,
and overcoming patterns of defensiveness that can limit team devel opment.

These five disciplines “boil down to the assertions that people should put aside their old
ways of thinking (mental models), learn to be open with others (personal mastery), understand
how their company really works (systems thinking), form a plan everyone can agree upon (shared
vision), and then work together to achieve that vision (team learning)” (Dumaine, 1994, p. 148).

Current research addressing or ganizational learning issues

With afoundation established asto what organizational learning is conceptually,
following will be an overview of five studies surrounding organizational learning issues. The
studies were selected based on their individua content with no intended correlation to one
another except that, each adopts a position that identifies e ements, which support or inhibit the
implementation of an organizational learning culture.

Thefirst study, Creating a Learning Organization: a Case Study of Outcomes and
Lessons Learned, was published in the April 1999 International Society for Performance

Improvement (1SPI) monthly periodical Performance Improvement. This study highlights the

transition to an organizational learning culture within an established organization, the Electrical
& Fuel Handling Division (EFHD), of Ford Motor Company, which supplies automotive parts to
Ford and other automotive manufacturers. It looks at the strategic initiatives, processes, results,
applications, and impediments to becoming a learning organization.

Initially, in 1992, a process “to create high-performance launch processes of new and
current product lines’ was beginning. Simultaneously, an executive management team was
beginning an effort “ to create a culture based on team learning and shared vision.” Thiswasthe
beginning of the organizational learning initiative. (Bierema & Berdish, 1999, p. 37)

“EFHD’ s goal was to achieve maximum organizational performance through learning.

The intended results were to learn faster than the competition, achieve maximum value and zero

12



waste, optimize knowledge and understanding, and use energy to be best-in-class producer (rather
than fighting political battles)”. An attempt to build an infrastructure that would support
organizational learning incorporated “ cultivating a supportive culture, promoting learning
organization awareness, building and involvement, and adopting a community focus’. By
building alearning organization, EFHD hoped to “ strengthen ‘ soft skills' through developing true
openness and understanding of assumptions that govern behaviors and beliefs...in an effort to
focus on cultivating open and honest communication among all employees’. (Bierema &
Berdish, 1999 p. 37)

This study sought to answer two primary questions: “How do participants apply the
theoretical concepts of organizational learning?’ and “What prevents the effective
implementation of alearning organization process’? The methodology used was a case study
design using twenty-five volunteers who participated in a sixty-hour course on organizational
learning theory and practice. Data was collected through observation, surveys, interviews and
meetings. The results showed that “key areas of performance improvement included: dramatic
financial turnaround, improved employee attitude, company |eadership and new product launches
that exceeded budget objectives’. Attempting to understand the results from alearning
perspective, the authors looked at two areas, individual learning and collective learning. From an
individual perspective, “ the participants engaged in deeply reflective learning and transferred this
learning to the work environment”. A consistent theme among participants was also the
“improvement in personal mastery they experienced...being provoked to think in new ways”.
Supervisors began to see things from their employees’ perspective, “ in one instance an engineer
changed so dramatically that he was teased by coworkers about becoming ‘ soft”. From the
perspective of collective learning, “ participants reported significant learning related to the aspect
of shared vision...anew appreciation for the diversity of the team and tolerance of divergent
viewpoints’. Learning teams were formed “with the sole purpose of practicing the concepts and

toolsin asafe arena’. Shared vision was addressed continually, “simply recognizing that it was

13



achievable and that similar values were shared was a breakthrough for many employees’. Self-
directed learning programs were established and facilitated by individual employees, along with
the shift to a systems thinking approach. People began to view their roles differently. One such
person said he “can’'t believe the interconnections | am experiencing. It islike learning a new
word and seeing it everywhere you never saw it before”. (Bierema & Berdish, pp. 37-40)

Though there was much progress made, several impediments still existed to becoming a
learning organization. Management support was not what the employees expected it could be.
“They are called the organizational ‘clay’ representing the impenetrable hard layer in the
organization that seems nearly impossible to change”. Peer support from those who did not
participate in the study was limited. “No one spoke their new language or understood the vision”.
Also, resources that were requested by participants to continually enhance their learning, were
hard to acquire. The authors, however, identified lasting elements that affirm success for EFHD
in becoming a learning organization. “Employees see better how they fit into alarger system;” it
“created a model to guide and capture company learning;” it “compiled several systems thinking
tools to aid the process,” and “EFHD now uses dialogue continually to reflect on how processes
can beimproved”. (Bierema & Berdish, 1999, pp. 39-41)

EFHD had a goal to achieve maximum organizational performance through learning. A
study with 25 volunteers and 60 hours of course work on organizational learning will not make
that a quick reality. However, from an organizational |earning perspective “how we deal with
most things in our lives depends on how we frame the situation: our mindset, our perspective, our
point of view” (DiBella& Nevis, 1998). EFHD has constructed a new frame of perception by its
willingness to achieve improved performance through organizational learning concepts. Bierema
and Berdish (1999) wanted to answer two questions. how can the concepts be applied, and what
are obstacles to implementing processes related to organizational learning? Answerswere
uncovered for both. They discovered the applications were most obviously revealed through

feedback centered on the individual and collective learning processes. Changes among the
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volunteers were manifested by the way they not only viewed learning, but by their awareness of
itstransference. Obstacles, of which they are now aware of going forward, were the lack of
management support, a non-familiarity with organizational learning concepts and practices from
employees outside the study group, and the difficulty of acquiring the resources necessary to
succeed. So EFHD now not only knows what they must do going forward to expand the
organizational learning culture, but they also take with them those previously mentioned elements

of success.

Another work, published through the Rotterdam School of Management, is observations
on the roadblocks to learning within organizations, and leadership’srole in creating an

organizational learning culture. Exploring Organizational L earning: Some Observations on

Resistance and L eadership, looks at challenges associated with building an O.L culture. The

paper’s area of focusis the complexity of organizational learning, learning barriers within the
organizational environment, and leadership’simpact on behavioral change.

Ayas, Foppen & Maljers (1999) propose that organizational learning “implies a series of
complex behavioral processes’ which serves as “an additional ‘tool or infrastructure’ through
which an organization’ s performance can improve”’. The authors describe an organization as
consisting of strategy, structure, culture, and systems, but state however, “they actually are a
‘system’ of individuals with (different) goals, (lack of) power, and (no) sense of responsibility
and attitudes’. Organizational learning in the author’s opinion is complex because learning
“occurs at the individual level, and organizations ultimately learn through its[sic] members’.
They intimate that many believe the idea of organizational learning is a metaphor, “ organizations
cannot learn, individuals do”. In addition, there are many different levels of learning, single and
double-loop, active, adaptive, generative, strategic and tactical, and the difficulty increases as the
level of learning rises. Ayaset al. believe that proponents of organizational learning fail to look

at the complexities beyond their fundamenta statements of what they feel alearning organization
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is. Many overlook the impact of change processes, or fail to observe atopic at a deeper level.
For example * studying the learning processes of individuals within the organizational context,
providesinsight over factors facilitating or inhibiting individua learning...it highlights the
difficultiesin attaining higher levels of learning both for the individual and the organization”.
(Ayas et al. 1996)

The next topics of focus in this study were the learning barriers within organizational
settings, and the rel ationship between learning and the reason for learning. Learning under
normal circumstances can be difficult at all levels of the organization, especially if employees
cannot differentiate the need for learning and what they already know. “When drastic changes
are needed and fast learning is required, then training and learning laboratories can be of great
help...because learning is not necessarily a normal outcome of existing practices and
procedures’. But under normal circumstances employees learn as they work “especially when
they are not on ‘training’, they learn how to survive and operate within their organizational
milieu”. Some resistance to learning arises when people aready know too well their role and its
relation to the organizational culture, “they have learnt the ropes, and these lessons about how
their organi zation works may obstruct their openness to further learning”. Additional learning is
embraced when empl oyees can see how what they are being encouraged to learn relates to their
organizational function. A desireis created “when they can see that what they are learning will
help them do what they are being rewarded for doing in ways which will be valued”. In others
words, barriersto individual learning can be lowered if on a personal level, people can see the
benefit of the time they expend in the learning process. (Ayas et a. 1996)

Beyond individual barriersto the learning process are structural barriers. As mentioned
above, the process can be impeded if departmental and individual rewards and values do not
correlate with new learning. But beyond even the rewards, culture and hierarchical structure, the
authors propose that it is the politics behind these elements that affect learning. “This political

element derives from the fact that organizations are differentiated into specialisms, [siC]

16



departments, sub-groups of various kinds, within a structure of hierarchy where power, resource,
prestige, and reward are differentially distributed. These specialisms breed differences of
perspective, priority, and interest”. Learning, which is basically the transfer of information, gets
caught in the middle of these differences, instead of being viewed as something for the better, it is
seen as threatening, “information becomes a resource useful to protect or advance sectional
interests’. Ayas et al (1996) quote Salaman & Butler (1994) as they expand on the political
barriers, “people resist innovations and the accompanying training for two related reasons: (1)
they fear the change as having implications for their sectional position, and (2) because they are
suspicious of those who initiate the change whom they see as distinct from themselves — as
‘them’ asin contrast to ‘us (Salaman & Butler, 1994, pp. 39-40). With thismindset in place,
learning becomes something beyond what it is supposed to be, “ ...new knowledge, systems, and
techniques are viewed suspicioudy, even rejected because they are seen to represent the priorities
of others whose priorities are distinct...” (Salaman & Butler, 1994 pp. 39-40). Learning, rather
than being beneficial, is obstructed because it has become a mechanism for additional fear,
skepticism, and political gamesmanship. (Ayaset d.)

Thelast focus of this observation is on leadership’ s role in supporting or discouraging
organizational learning behavior. “Leadership and organizational culture are intertwined.
Leaders will have to ensure that learning will gradually become avital part of the culture of the
organization”. Leadersare responsible for managing perceived understanding and
communicating the vision in such away that changes are embraced. They must be aware of the
organizational culture, be able to view itsimperfections, and not advocate through their actions,
the dysfunction caused by power and politics. “Leaders together have a decisive influence on the
strategy, structure, culture, and systems of an organization, they formulate and/or facilitate the
organizations direction". Ayas et al. support the need for different leadership styles depending on
the devel opmental stage of the organization, young, middle-life, or mature. However, no matter

which stage “to be effective in changing behavior, not only structures, processes, and strategies
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have to be recognized, but also the organizational culture will have to be given itsdue’.
L eadership must acknowledge and possibly accept responsibility for the perceptions, thoughts,
and feelings, which underlie the culture, and be willing to honestly accept the redlities.
Additionally, leaders need to promote learning by accepting uncertainty and building trust.
“Creating trust a all levelsis an imaginative mental shift from control and punishments to
opportunity and rewards’. Listening to both employees and customers becomes paramount to
building discussion for open communication. Leaders should assess whether the feedback they
receiveisliteral within the company, or just individua perception. (Ayaset al. 1996)
“Learning and change mostly take place on two dimensions:. (1) Effective change and
regulation, islearning a bottom-up process or isit initiated and regul ated top-down? (2)
Objective and subjective perception, is learning about reality somewhere ‘out there’, or hasit to
do with ‘in here’ in the minds of theindividual”? They conclude that resistance and barriers
create learning opportunities that need to be studied. These can lead to insightsinto how the
culture, systems, or structure of the organization isinhibiting or encouraging the learning process.
From these insights leadership can identify where change needs to take place, or proposed
changes suspended. “Effective learning and change requires a dynamic balance between out-
there and in-here, and between discretion, complimentarity and regulation”. (Ayas et al. 1996)
Though a paper of conceptual observations, Ayas et a. (1996) identify three themes,
which are ubiquitous in one way or another, throughout the literature reviewed for this paper; it is
acomplex process, barriersto learning abound, and leadership support isimperative. The
complexity of the process is spoken of as systemic by Senge (1990), Marquardt (1996), DiBella
& Nevis (1998), and Argyris (1999). All actions within an organization have some effect
elsewhere in the organization, and learning cannot be considered as separate from the routine
functions of operation. Aswell, the learning process cannot focus solely on its methodol ogy
without considering the complexities of the individual learner and his or her environment,

perception, competencies, and motivation. Barriers do not only arise from the obvious matters
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i.e. time, money, manning, and technology, they are most often found in the non-obvious. Mental
models (Argyris & Schon, 1996; Dumaine, 1994; Garvin, 1993; Marquardt, 1998; and Senge,
1990) are the barriers formed by individua thinking, and go unnoticed both externally and
internally. Individual actions become barriers because of the results that go unobserved. The
thinking that led to those actionsisignored, “both designers and implementers... must actively
seek out evidence during the realization of strategy that may disconfirm their reasoning and lead
to new information about the environment” (Argyris & Schon, 1996, p. 259). Political struggles
create barriers because of myopic mindsets that view the parts and not the whole, “functional
divisions grow into fiefdoms.. . cutting off contact between functions. Theresult: analysis of the
most important problems in a company, the complex issues that cross-functional lines, becomes a
perilous or nonexistent exercise” (Senge, 1990, p. 24). Leadership’sroleisto ultimately manage,
organize, coach and control in such a manner that the catalysts of these barriers, and
comprehension of their complexities, are identified. They must be confronted, assessed
objectively, and dealt with in away that reworks them from productivity obstacles, to knowledge

capital, used as leverage for future learning.

The next study, published in The Academy of Human Resources Development 1999

conference proceedings, is Predictors of Learning Organizations: A Human Resource

Development Practitioners Perspective. Thisis“an empirical study which looked at predictive
practices that would enable organizations to achieve learning organization success’ (Griego &
Geroy, 1999, p. 151). The term predictor is used as a designation of something that is thought to
have future guarantees. The authors (Griego & Geray, 1999) apply this term because of
determinations made from a 1996 L earning Organization Profile by Marquardt (1996).
Marquardt’ s profile (survey) consisted of five sections, which were identified as subsystems
within an organization. Respondents were asked to decide to what extent these ten statementsin

each section pertained to their organizations. The five subsystems were learning dynamics,
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organization transformation, people empowerment, knowledge management, and technol ogy
application.

Predictors of the L earning Organization at which the study looked were: training and
education, rewards and recognition, vision and strategy, information flow, individual and team
development, gender, and military, versus civilian populations. The focus was on current
practices within these areas “which could predictably lead to learning organizations’, with the
intent being to determine “the ‘what’ that leads to |earning organization success’. (Griego &
Geroy, 1999, p. 152)

Two surveys were used and administered to forty-eight professiona s within various
occupations, both civilian and military. The surveys determined there to be two significant
predictors of learning organizations, (1) rewards and recognition, and (2) training and education.
Those participants who answered positively that they received rewards and recognition on the
job, and belonged to an organization that emphasized training and education, were most likely to
assess their work environment as alearning organization (Griego & Geroy, 1999). This meant
that “individuals within organizations who felt their work was appreciated, [were] rewarded for
taking chances, not punished for mistakes, ... and felt their work environment was supportive of
practices that included skill training, problem solving education, and diagnostic tool support...,
tended to see their organization in the context of alearning organization” (Griego & Geroy, 1999,
p. 156). The datarecognized that rewards and recognition had the greatest impact on
respondents’ sense of being in an organizational learning environment.

Griego and Geroy (1999) concluded from these findings that for an organization to
become come one that is learning, it must focus on these two areas of significance: systems
related to rewards and recognition, and systems which encourage knowledge sharing and
education. They infer; “HRD and HRM professional s should emphasi ze behaviors and strategic
change, which focus on these two significant predictors of learning organizations’ (Griego &

Geroy, 1999, p. 157).
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The study succeeds in focusing further on the predictors determined through Marquardt’s
profile (1996) by uncovering from the employee’ s perspective, practices they feel must be
provided to sense they are part of alearning organization. It must be understood however, that
there are no guarantees an organizational learning cultureis operating as a result of afocus on
these two areas. It would be presumptive to assumethat isal it takes. For this reason the authors
refer to rewards and recognition systems, and knowledge sharing and education, as two

“significant predictors’ (Griego & Geroy, 1999, p. 157).

Managerial Practices to Facilitate Learning Within Learning Organizationsisalso a

current study taken from The Academy of Human Resources Devel opment 1999 conference

proceedings. It assertsthe premise that for organizational learning to exist there must be
continuous learning, both formally and informally within the organization. The author (Ellinger,
1999) believes that managers will be responsible for assuming the “role of teacher, coach,
educator, and facilitator”, and propose that the human resource professional is the architect of this
happening. “By working with all employees to make self-managed |earning more effective” and
specifically working with managers by providing coaching and train-the-trainer expertise, “they
can help build an infrastructure... and create a culture for learning”. Ellinger’s belief alignswith
authors Brinkerhoff and Gill (1994) from a 1994 publication, where they stated “the
responsibility for devel oping employees and directing their learning must shift from the HRD
department to the direct supervisor. They must anayze performance impediments, design
learning processes, and help to implement on-demand learning interventions” (p. 22). The
purpose of Ellinger's study isto “examine the multiple ways managers facilitate the learning of
their empl oyees when they perceive themselves to be facilitators of learning within learning
organizations’, and to determine the types of behaviors most beneficial to managers as facilitators

of learning. (Ellinger, 1999, p. 172)
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Personal interviews were conducted with twelve managers from four different
participating organizations. These managers were chosen because they had been recommended “
as being exemplary facilitators of learning” within their organizations. During the interview
process, managers were asked to “ describe at |east four effective and/or ineffective critical
incidents when they perceived themselves to be facilitating their employees' learning”. The
results uncovered 13 “sets of behaviors (see figure 2.1) that managers enacted as facilitators of
learning”. These behaviors were then assigned to one of two clusters of behaviors, Empowering
or Facilitating behaviors. “Empowering behaviors referred to managers’ behaviors that appeared
to encourage employees to assume personal responsibility and accountability”. These behaviors
centered on managers asking thought provoking questions that encourage their employees to
arrive at possible solutions on their own. Facilitating behaviors were “oriented towards
managers behaviorsthat promoted new levels of understanding, new perspectives, ...to foster
learning and development”. These behaviors centered on managers taking on the roles of coach,
mentor, and trainer to their immediate subordinates. Ellinger concludes that the findings from
this study are “distinct in that they focus more on the learning component from which improved
performance appearsto be a by-product”, rather than problem solving or performance
improvement as the end-state. The future implications from this study are that trainers and
human resource professionals “may no longer be considered the sole providers’ of employee
development. Trainers and HR professionals can now include these thirteen behavior setsin
management devel opment programs as atool to help managers “become more skilled at
facilitating learning”. (Ellinger, 1999, pp. 173-176)

Thetake-away from this study, is the 13 behavior setsidentified from Ellinger’s
interviews. These behaviors could be considered common sense fundamentals to effective
leadership; open communication, building interdependent relationships, employee motivation, an
enabling work environment, and coaching. These skills or behaviorsif presented as curriculafor

aleadership development program, could conceivably be well received by potential attendees. It
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would however be interesting to see the response by potential attendees, if they were asked to
participate in an organizational learning development program. Would it be aswell received as a
leadership development program? Granted, those interviewed for the sampling frame were
aready considered to be exemplary facilitators of learning. But would most managers be
uncomfortable using these behaviors astools for learning, and rather concentrate instead on the
end-state of improved performance? Could they be convinced that productivity gains would
indeed result as a“by-product” (Ellinger, p. 174) of astrategic focus on learning as an

organizational norm?

Figure 2.1. Clusters of behavior sets that managers enacted as facilitators of learning. Source:
Ellinger , 1997

Empowering Facilitating
Holding back-not providing answers Creating and promoting alearning

Question framing to encourage employees environment

to think through issues
Transferring ownership to employees
Being a resource- removing obstacles

Broadening employee’ s perspectives-
getting them to see things
differently

Stepping into other to shift
perspectives

Using analogies, scenarios, and
examples

Setting the communication
expectations- fitting into the
big picture

Working it out together- talking it
through

Engaging othersto facilitate learning

Providing feedback to employees

Soliciting feedback from employees

Thefinal study documented from this review of literature was taken from a 1998

publication of the Society for Advanced Management, S.A.M. Advanced Management Journal.

Toward a Learning Organization: The Strategic Building Blocks |ooks at necessary

organizational fundamentals and structure, and employee competencies essential to implementing

the concepts of organizational learning in an attempt to build alearning organization.



“More important is the need to explain how to become alearning organization, not what
itis’ (Goh, 1998, p. 15), isthe premise on which the author (Goh, 1998) assembles his reasoning
to identify organizational “core strategic building blocks’. Maintaining that much has been
written on organizational learning, he acknowledges that lacking has been literature to assist in
making it happen. He declaresthat “literature on organizational learning has been elusivein
providing practical guidelines or managerial actions that practicing managers can implement to
develop alearning organization. .., organizational learning is along-term activity that will build
competitive advantage over time and reguires sustained management attention, commitment, and
effort”. Based on research of articles and organizations, Goh has identified practices, processes,
and designs that differentiate companiesthat learn. These practices and policies which make-up
the strategic building blocks, were “ mentioned repeatedly” throughout the research. The building
blocks —mission and vision, leadership, experimentation, transfer of knowledge, and teamwork
and cooperation — are described individually below. (Goh, 1998, pp. 15-16)

Mission and Vision
Having a mission and vision that are clear and understood by employeesis a strategic

building block of the learning organization because it empowers employees to performin
accordance with the knowledge of priorities within the organization. The author states that
“without this, people will not extend themselves to take responsibilities or apply their creative
energies’. A clear understanding of the organization’s mission and vision assures “ actions that are
aligned” with organizational goals. (Goh, 1998, p.17)

Leadership
To encourage employees to innovate, take risks, and handle uncertainty, “a shared

leadership style in a nonhierarchical organization” isrequired. Managers become “coaches, not
controllers; level or rank is not as important as the ability of the individua to contribute to the
organization’s performance’. Leaders need to be able to “facilitate change..., provide
feedback..., involve employees in decision making..., and accept criticism without being overly

defensive’. (Goh, 1998, pp. 17-18)
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Experimentation
New knowledge must be used to “ capitalize on new opportunities open to the

organization” and new ideas will come from “ questioning the current status quo and how things
are done’. Experimentation “encourages individuals and teams to continuously improve work
processes and try new ideas’. Time and rewards can be built into an employe€’ s activities to
encourage the pursuit of new findings, which may lead to improved product development and
new innovative products. (Goh, 1998, p. 18)

Transfer of Knowledge
Transfer of knowledge includes: the employee using new skills and knowledge on the

job; information being transferred to other parts of the organization; *learning from past failures

and talking to other staff members about successful practices or experiences’, and benchmarking
other companies for best practices. “Learning organizations not only encourage these practices

[sic] but also have mechanisms or systems that allow them to happen”. (Goh, 1998, p. 18)

Teanmwork and Cooperation
“By working in teams, employees bring their collective skills and knowledge to bear on

problems and develop innovative ideas for the organization”. Teams should include members
from various parts of the organization who work together problem solving. A “cross-functional
teamwork environment breaks down the ‘ stovepipe syndrome” and encourages teamwork and
cooperation. (Goh, 1998, p. 19)

For these strategic building blocks to be effective, Goh believes that two “supporting
foundations’ are essential. First, “there has to be an effective organization design that is aligned
with and supports these building blocks. Second, appropriate employee skills and competencies
are needed for the tasks and roles described in the strategic building blocks’. Organizational
structures of learning organizations have traditionally been “flat and decentralized, with a
minimum of formalized proceduresin the work environment”. An earlier study (Goh &
Richards, 1997) shows that there is “a negative relationship between formalization and learning

capability” in organizational structures. Citing another article of research (Mohrman &
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Mohrman, Jr., 1995), the author mentions that the flatter organizational structure “places work-
teams closer to the decision-makers’ enabling increased learning capability not as obtainablein a
more formal structure. (Goh, 1998, p. 19)

Employee skills and competencies receive great attention in learning organizations,
however not in the traditional sense of individual task-oriented skills. Goh states that “learning
organizations invest in training experiences that develop entire teams or whole work units...the
development of common experience”. Competencies are developed that contribute to functioning
within alearning organization, “such as shared leadership, coaching behaviors, and providing
feedback”. Training focuses “more toward behavioral skills and less toward technical skillsthat
have a short shelf-life’. (1998, p. 20)

Goh concludes that to become a learning organization, an organization must first measure
itself against the strategic building blocks and supporting foundations. Through this
measurement process, the organization can determine “the existing learning capability...and
identify the weak strategic building blocks’. The skill devel opment programs can be evaluated to
“ensure they are aligned and provide support to the strategic building blocks’. But in addition,
the performance of the organization must be impacted positively “to take hold in organizations
and gain credence and support by practicing managers’. (1998, p. 21)

Evident in this study’ s findings is the importance of an organizational wide effort, in the
attempt to build a learning organization. The strategic building blocks can only be realized from
atruly strategic perspective. The study supports the conceptual writings of authors cited earlier in
thisreview (Argyris, 1999; DiBella& Nevis, 1998; Marquardt, 1996; Senge, 1990; Wheatley,
1994):

“Learning is a continuous, strategically used process-integrated with and running parallel

towork” (Marquardt, 1996, p. 20).
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“To maximize learning, the design of knowledge work must be formalized and aligned
with the influence of decision makers; in effect, becoming alearning organization requires having
the right organization structure” (DiBella& Nevis, 1998, p. 9).

“A learning leader must help members develop an insight into organizational shifts and
develop the motivation for alignment. A learning leader must assess the adequacy of an
organization’s culture, detect its dysfunctionality, and promote its transformation...” (Argyris,
1999, p. 5).

“...leverage liesin the interactions that cannot be seen from looking only at the pieces
you are holding” (Senge, 1990, p. 67).

The findings of this study concur with the prevailing beliefs on organizational learning
Mission and Vision, Leadership, Experimentation, Transfer of Knowledge, and Teamwork and
Cooperation can be driven from various functional areas or hierarchical levels. But to enhance
productivity through learning, company wide, these strategic building blocks must be embraced

and executed by all.
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Working models to facilitate Or ganizational lear ning

This section of the Literature Review will overview three models intended to facilitate
the process of organizational learning in an organizational environment. Each model is built
around factors that influence the process of learning and adaptation, both individually and
organizationally.

Thefirst model is taken from a 1996 book titled The Faster Learning Organization: Gain

and Sustain the Competitive Advantage, by author and consultant Bob Guns. Guns explores the

concept of a“faster learning organization” or FLO, as a component of organizational strategy.
Recognizing that learning is a competitive advantage, facilitating faster learning within the
organization helps sustain and augment that advantage. “Faster learning requires simpler and
more efficient ways to learn, fewer stepsin the learning process, and more attention paid to
leveraging opportunities.” Guns FLO Model and accompanying “quick test,” aretoolsin the

process of developing a FLO. Seefigures 2.2 and 2.3 below. (Guns, 1996, pp. 1-3, 12)
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Figure 2.2. The FLO Modd’sintent isto help al employees or teams devel op faster, the
necessary skillsto increase organizational learning. Source: Guns, 1996.

Vision: To sustain competitive advantage through faster learning
Strategies. Toredizethe FLO vision
Executives Human Resource Personnel Leadersand

Members of
Entrepreneurial

Teams

Tactics: To implement the strategies (by using methods for accelerating learning)

Skills: To develop the abilities necessary to deliver strategies

Executive Individual Learner
Visioning Facilitating group Applying technical Questioning, listening,
process competence reflecting
Facilitating Collaborative Contributing asateam  Reading, writing,
strategic dialogue  coaching member computation
Action modeling Managing change Leading teams Leveraging knowledge
Mental modeling Strategic thinking Running a micro- Learning how to learn
business

Technology: To support the access to, capture of, and transfer of learning

M easur ement

& Reinforcement: To measure, monitor, and support progress in implementing the

strategies (by using a variety of tools)
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Figure 2.3 The Quick Test for a FLO gauges roughly an organization’s current status as a Faster
Learning Organization. Source: Guns, 1996.

Instructions. Rate each characteristic on ascale of 1to 5 (1=low, 5= high)

Our Organization...
O Assessesits strategic situation realistically.
Has a clear and motivating vision of itself asaFLO.
Responds quickly and effectively to competitive conditions.
Quickly converts information into valuable knowledge.
Has technology that is up-to-date.
Continually reduces cycle time.
Is more innovative than its competition.
Confidently and capably handles change.
Enhances its performance through both incremental improvement
and break throughs.
Operates its teams as micro-businesses.
Outperforms its competition.

[y Sy Ry Ny Sy

0D

Interpretation Scale
0-25: Start implementing a FLO now.
26-35: [sic]
35-45: You'reoff and running. Work on the tactics and skills
of aFLO.
46-55: Y our organization isoutstanding! Keep refining and
fine-tuning.
Discuss the results with coworker(s) to see what action ideas they might
have to move your organization higher on the scale or to maintain an
excellent status.

The major components of the FLO Model are Vision, Srategies, Tactics and Sills,
Technology, and Measurement and Reinforcement. Vision provides the motivation necessary to
encourage faster learning. “Visioning is a continual process of creating a view of the future and
testing the present against it” (Guns, 1996, p. 91). The vision must be in alignment through out
all levels of the organization to provide full impact. Four Skills - Executive, Leader, Team
Member, and Individual Learner, and the activities within them, are the drivers of the FLO

Modd. These skills“are applied to tactics designed to implement the strategies and accelerate

learning” (p. 7). Tacticsinclude collaborative coaching within the Leader skill set, leading teams
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asaTeam Member skill, and leveraging knowledge as an Individual Learner skill. Technology
supplies the administrative support to monitor learning output from the FLO Model. Technology
is seen as a supplement to the FLO by “ supporting the access to, capture of, and transfer of
learning” (p. 9). Measurement and Reinforcement are essential to assure “motivation,
commitment, and improvement” (p. 9) continue. These are the processes that monitor and
measure the implementation of the FLO Model. A final component, Strategies, serves asthe
nucleus of the FLO Model, the activities within all others components of the model need to
support these strategies. Within the Strategies component, three separate strategies, Surge,
Cultivate, and Transform, are executed to integrate faster learning. The author believesthat FLO
Strategies “ complement-rather than interfere with-whatever organizational strategies aready
exist” (p. 44).

The Surge strategy is intended to identify leverage points that can help accelerate
learning and provide the means for the organization to “surge” ahead of the competition. Guns
proposes two factors that are critical to the success of this strategy, “(1) The executive group’s
commitment to faster learning as the primary route to improved performance and (2) a method for
clearly identifying strategic leverage points and for accelerating learning around those points.”
The next of the three FLO strategies, Cultivate, falls under the supervision of the Human
Resource function. It isintended to create a profile of an accelerated learner that serves asan aid
in hiring and individual development. Guns suggests asix step process to create an action plan to
build this profile: (1) discuss what a fast learner looks like, (2) develop a profile of afast learner,
(3) rate the behaviors and skills, (4) decide on a method for applying the profile, (5) design an
action plan for developing and hiring people, and (6) implement and monitor the action plan.
This profileisintended to align the capabilities of individuals with the elements necessary to
implement the FLO process. The fina strategy within the FLO Model, Transform, isintended for
use by Leaders and Team Membersaike. This strategy, driven by and through an entrepreneurial

team environment, serves to create a climate that encourages transformation to learning and
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growth among individuals and teams within an organization. It “presentsthe leaders and
members of entrepreneurial teams with the opportunity of alifetime: to grow their teams as
micro-businesses.” The author proposes a four-step approach for ateam to continually improve
performance: (1) benchmark to industry leadership, (2) spinning-off (offer services outside the
organization), (3) reconfiguring the business, and (4) mentoring other entrepreneurial teams. The
intent of this strategy isto accelerate learning by providing a challenge to teams that “will drive
the teams motivation, performance, and commitment to make the business succeed” (Guns, 1996,
pp. 45-63).

The FLO Model provides an action plan to accelerating learning within an organization.
This may be seen as an advanced devel opment stage within an organization already committed to
organizational learning. The alignment and implementation of the model’ s activities with
existing organizational strategies, certainly could become an enormous undertaking. However, in
alessominous view, it is fundamentally a set of guidelines to assist an organization initslearning
processes. At its most basic level, accelerated |earning within an organization already committed
to learning, requires afocus on only “two factors: (1) how quickly individuals and groups learn,
and (2) how quickly that learning is transferred to other individuals and groups within the
organization” (Guns, 1996, p. 22). With thisin mind, the extent and speed with which an
organization advances through the FLO Model should correlate with progress of those two

factors.

The next model uncovered in thisreview of literatureis a study from The Academy of

Human Resources Development 1999 conference proceedings, and istitled A Test of a Rapid
Developer Model: Workplace Factors Associated with Learning and Development (Alexander,
1999). The study looks at those factors influencing how quickly employees learn and develop in
an organizational atmosphere of change. The author (Alexander, 1999) states, “three elements

affect how quickly individuals learn and develop in organizations: (1) the characteristics of the
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individual, (2) the quality of the learning intervention, and (3) the elements that compose the
work environment (p. 520). The premiseisthat learning and change are mutually exclusive
because of the cultural factors within organizations. The challenge then becomes to develop,
overtime, a culture that both embraces (and holds constant) learning and change (Schein, 1992).
The Rapid Developer Model is composed of nine factors associated with culture, work
environment, learning, and performance. If identified and understood, Alexander believes these
factors can lead to rapid development and learning of individuals within organizations. The
hypothesis used to validate the model was that those employees identified as rapid devel opers by
their superiors were more likely to perceive work environment factors in place that supported
their performance. Whereas those not identified as rapid developers, did not share this same
perception. The definition given to managers to identify arapid devel oper was “ someone who
has |earned new information and exhibited new behaviors relevant to changes quicker than other
individuals. Ideally, these changesin behavior lead to results that align with new expectations’
(p. 523).

These nine factors are separated into two areas. “ situational factors,” which fall under the
direct control of management, and “cultural factors,” which result from leadership activities over
long periods of time (Alexander, 1999, p. 522). Figure 2.4 displays the Rapid Developer Maodd,

and the nine factors are explained below.
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Figure 2.4. The Rapid Developer Modd ooks at factors influencing how quickly employees

learn and develop in an organizational atmosphere of change. Source: Alexander,
1999.

Rapid Developer M odel

Continuous
Learning

@

Minimal
Interference

Adequate
A eq Appropriate
€s0Urces DEVELOPER Performance Consequences

Fitting
Performance
Specifications

: N

Quality
Feedback <

34



Thisfirst set of factorsfall under direct control of management at all levels within the

organization.

Situational Factors:

1.

Fitting Performance Specifications

The greater the understanding by employees of the company’ s expectations, the better
will betheir performance. Thisfactor is operating when performance specifications are
“clear, redligtic, align with other expectations and support the business strategy”
(Alexander, 1999, p. 522).

Adequate Resources

In order for employeesto effectively perform the tasks associated with expectations,
resources must be easily accessible and readily available. The resourcesinclude
“information, staffing, time, and the appropriate tools’ (Alexander, 1999, p. 522).
Minimal Interference

Employees must be alowed to display new behaviors and perform job tasks with
minimal interference. Processes should also be in place to support their efforts. “When
job procedures and workflow are logical for the new tasks, and there is opportunity with
minimal obstruction to perform the new tasks’ thisfactor is present. (Alexander, 1999,
p.522).

Appropriate Consegquences

Conseguences of past performance impact the quality of an employee’ s future
performance. These consequences can either be positive, reinforcing a desired
performance, or negative from the employee's perspective, curbing undesired
performance or behavior. Thisfactor isin place “when consequences are designed to
support the newly desired performance, aligned with other performance expectations,

timely, and meaningful to the performer” (Alexander, 1999, p. 522).
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5. Quality Feedback
Employees need feedback to either stifle undesirable behavior, or reinforce productive
behavior associated with tasks. Quality feedback is present when “relevant, accurate,
timely, specific, and easy to understand” (Alexander, 1999, p. 522).

Alexander (1999) found that the next set of factors results from leadership activities over along

period of time.

Cultura Factors:

1. Competence
“Politics cannot be considered more important than performance in measuring employee
value’. Smart work creating greater results, rather than just hard work creating more
results, is now essential. The Competence Factor is present when: “results are valued
more than hard work, performance is valued more than political connections...,
individuals take personal responsihility..., and there istolerance of unusual style or
behavior of people who do good work” (p. 522).

2. Continuous Learning
Thisisthe organizational perception that new innovations and gradual growth are
important, and mistakes are part of the learning process. Thisfactor is active when
systems are in place to support continuous improvement, and “ capture, store, and transfer
knowledge” (p. 523).

3. Candor
Candor is present in an organization when trust and honesty is pervasive among and
between al levels of the organization, and the challenging of assumptionsis of greater
importance than a code of conduct. It is realized when employees are not intimidated by
confronting a superior or challenging unsubstantiated talk or actions of others, and active

reflection is part of the culture.
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4. Community
Shared commitment among employees is evident through support given to those seeking
help, individual performance is understood in its relation to the organization as awhole,
and there is a sense among employees that they can make a difference. The Community
Factor is functioning when “shared commitment helpsindividuals to take risk knowing

that others will help them” (p. 523).

To determine if the factors within the Rapid Devel oper Model do indeed affect the speed
at which employees learn and devel op, Alexander (1999) utilized for research three organizations
that “were undergoing significant organizational change in which important learning
interventions were occurring....” Working through managers in various functional areas,
Alexander conducted interviews, background research, behavior assessments, and facilitated
group discussions to come up with a sample group of 56 for study. The participants were divided
equally into two groups; those who were seen by their managers as rapid devel opers based on the
previous definition, and a comparison group. Each was given a 30-minute telephone interview on
their perception of the various factors within the model as they related to their specific work
environment. Theinterview process broke the groupings down further by specifically identifying
13 individual s as rapid developers, or the “respondent-selected group” thus leaving 43
respondents as non-rapid developers, in the comparison group. The research results showed that
“selected rapid devel opers show more presence than the comparison group on all nine of the work
environment factors...there is adifference between these two groups and the model is supported

when respondents select the rapid developers.” (Alexander, 1999, pp. 523-525)
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From this study Alexander (1999) concludes that the findings “help provide rationale for:
(a) why major organizational change is so difficult, takes so long, and often fails; (b) why
individuals undergo such stress, frustration, and great difficulty in adapting to major change; and
(c) why the return on training and other learning interventions istypically so marginal” and that
“an enabling work environment appears to be vital to learning, change, and performance”. In
addition, he recommends “fix the work environment first and provide managers with the
information they need ”. Results showed that specific interventions within participating
organizations, even with strong leadership support, failed because the work environment was not
supportive of theinitiative. Managers were aso found to lack the knowledge that would enable
them to not only identify specifics essential for increased development and learning, but in
addition, “provide the appropriate managerial support necessary to accelerate the learning
process.” (pp. 525-26)

Alexander’ s model, study, and accompanying conclusions support principlesin the field
of organizational learning “New learning contains several specific characteristics...itis
performance-based, continuous... part of everyone'sjob description... and ...a product of the
activity, context, and culture in which it is developed and used” (Marquardt, 1996, p. 32). “The
purpose of organizational learning and the acquisition of organizational knowledge, isto provide
the foundation for rapid, dramatic organizational change” (Thompson, 1995, p. 85). DiBellaand
Nevis (1998) list the following as “ Facilitating Factors...that determine the efficiency and
effectiveness of the organizational learning cycle” (DiBella& Nevis, 1998, p. 61): performance
gaps, climate of openness, continuous education, and involved leadership. The model’ s nine
factors also support basic beliefs surrounding employee development. “People don't perform as
expected for many different reasons: they don’t know what’ s expected; they don’t have the tools,
they don't receive feedback; or they don’t know how to doit” (Mager & Pipe, 1997, p. 3). Five
necessary components of employee performance are competency, resources, direction, work

environment, and motivation. All five of these exist in the Rapid Developer Model, motivation
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dependent on appropriate consequences and quality feedback. If all of these elements within an
employee’ s work environment were encouraged and monitored, perhaps the rapid devel opment
would take care of itself. “The key isto seelearning as inseparable from everyday work” (Senge

etal., 1999, p. 24).

Thefinal organizational learning model studied in the literature review is A Sociological

Model of Organizational learning (Casey, 1999), and was also published in The Academy of

Human Resources Development 1999 conference proceedings. This model’sfoundationisa

previous work by sociologist Talcott Parsons. The work, Parsons' Theory of Action (Parsons,
1951), focuses on the relationship between the actions of employees and their ability on the whole
to adjust to internal and external environmental influences. It implies “that both performance and
learning processes have the capacity to change or disrupt the equilibrium in the organization-
situation relationship”. Casey’s organizationa learning model |ooks at organizational behavior as
an insight into “how people collectively engage in the dynamic social actions associated with
learning”, and in addition, it views learning as action that can affect the organizational culture.
(Casey, 1999, pp.143-146)

Casey uses Parsons' 1951 theory of action framework to build an organizational learning
model for an intervention that diagnoses learning needs around an organization’ s strategic
planning process (figure 2.5). She postulates that Parsons' set of “functiona prerequisites’ and
“action subsystems” of the “general system of action” can be used as away to understand the
“social nature of collective learning” (Casey, 1999, p. 146) in response to change initiativesin
today’ s organizations. In essence, the functional prerequisites, adaptation, goal attainment,
integration, and pattern maintenance are the inner-workings that drive an organizational system.
Adaptation is the ability of the organizationa system to interact with and respond effectively to,
its external environment. According to Rocher (1975) goal attainment provides the motivation

for achievement, it is“all actions which serve to define the goals of the system to mobilize and
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manage resources and efforts to attain goals and gratification” (p. 42). Integration isthe
execution of activities and the collaboration of systems, between segments that make-up the
organizational entity. And pattern maintenance, the final functional prerequisite, isthe cultural
component that ensures the sharing of knowledge and information. It is“a system of actions
which accumulates and distributes energy in the form of motivation” (p. 42). Applying these
prerequisites, Parsons believed, would show that the learning subsystems cannot operate aone,
their effectiveness “relates to the total system of action” (Casey, 1999, p. 145).

Casey’s (1999) comparative is drawn when she states “the organizational learning system
carries out four functional prerequisites so that learning is maintained for the collective”. The
learning subsystems are environmental interface, action-reflection, structuring, and meaning-
memory. They support in order the prerequisites: adaptation, goal attainment, integration, and
pattern maintenance. Each subsystem enables these functional prerequisites and is dependent on
input from the other subsystems. Environmental interface “ serves as the information portal for
the organizationa learning system”. Action-reflection is the activities “used to accomplish goals
of the organizational learning system”. The Structuring subsystem brings together other
organizational subsystems and facilitates “integrative acts such as networking and creating
policies’. And lastly, the meaning-memory learning subsystem “ provides the collective meaning
and memories’ throughout the organization. It helps assure the consistency of messaging in the
effort to establish cultural uniformity. (p. 146)

Below, Casey (1999) applies Parsons (1951) general theory of action as the foundation
for an organizational learning model used in the strategic planning process of two recently
merged companies.

Environmental Interface Subsystem (Adaptation) — The strategic planning process
(environmental interface) isintended to be a mechanism that deals with known or unknown
environmental changes. For the process to be effective individual learning in the manner of

information must take place, this enables employees to better adapt to impending changes. The
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learning, which serves to strengthen organizational system, can be transferred formally or
informally.

Action Reflection Subsystem (Goal Attainment) — A clarification of the direction, goals,
and objectives created during the strategic planning process (or change initiatives) is essential at
theindividual level. Employees need to understand the impact of the changes on their position.
Not only should reflection be used during the planning process to determine the impact of
decisions, reflection at the individual level or within groups, can reinforce the effect on work.

Sructuring Subsystem (Integration) — The functional prerequisite integration, is an
organizational learning need that can be brought on through different scenarios. Most often it
involves the need to communicate information via formal and informal networks across all areas
within the organization.

Meaning/Memory Subsystem (Pattern Maintenance) — This subsystem serves as a
foundation for the organizational culture. It encourages that first of al, some type of vision,
mission, and set of values are defined by the organization. And secondly, that they are known,
Understood, and communi cated with reference to past organizationa objectives and goals, at the

individual level.
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Figure 2.5. Diagnosing Learning Needs using Parsons' Theory of Action components.

Individuals and organizations are viewed as |earning systems with similar required functions and

needs, when responding to critical issues. Source: Casey, 1999.

Functional Basic questionsto | Individual Organization (example
prerequisite and be asked (example of of identified learning
Learning identified learning | need)
subsystem need)
Adaptation How can the Understand needs | Obtain staff input on
(environmental individual/organiza | for product and needed product and
interface) tion obtain services. services.
environmental
information?
Goal Attainment How can the Trandate Act and reflect to
(action reflection) individual/organiza | organizational determine goals.
tion establish and goals into personal
meet goals? goals.
Integration How can the Understand his’her | Communicate

(structuring)

individual/organiza
tion be integrated
both internally and

rolein relationship
to other rolesand
structure of the

information about the
strategic planning
process and the goals

externally with organization. and objectives of the
other systems? organization.
Pattern How can the Understand the Transmit the values and
Maintenance individual/organiza | values and beliefs | beliefs of the

(meaning/memory)

tion create meaning
in the work of the
organization?

of the organization.

organization through the
strategic planning
process.

In her summary (Casey, 1999) asserts that more research must be conducted on the

relationship between learning in the workplace and the “impact of organizational actions’

(p. 149). Theinformation known about adult learning needs to be linked to the literature

surrounding organizational learning systems and studied in its relation to organizational practices.

The strength of this model isits confidence in the impact that the learning subsystem has on the

integrity of the whole organizational system. The authors' willingness to convert Parsons

theoretical declarations into an instrument for a strategic planning process, reinforces the

rudimentary role that learning has throughout the system, “dysfunction in one learning subsystem
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will jeopardize the effectiveness of the whole system...” (p. 146). Learning is quite often seen as
a process outside the organizational system; aluxury to address after everything elseis running
smooth. Infact, “any given condition is affected by the applied knowledge of its membership”
(Thompson, 1995, p. 86); “only when we give up theillusion that the world is created of separate
unrelated forces, can we then build alearning organization” (Senge, 1990, p. 3). Casey’s model
bolsters thisline of thinking.

Summary

The goal of thisliterature review was to establish a knowledgeable foundation, with the
objective of developing aresearch instrument that is germane to the principals and applications of
organizational learning. It wasto serve as aframework for an objective assessment of the many
interpretations, inherent and proposed benefits, and practical challenges associated with the field.
Its purpose was to revea to the author afull scope of doctrines, as footing for first time research
into organizational environments.

Thereview focused on three different areas. the conceptua framework of organizational
learning, current research addressing organizational learning issues and working models that help
facilitate organizational learning. The conceptual review opened all the doors to the various
paradigms around organizational learning. It looked at several perspectives, some quite erudite,
others more practical. Argyris (1996 & 1999), Schon (1999), and Senge (1990 & 1999) presented
learning opportunities from a psychological, scientific, and even holistic perspective. Marquardt
(1996) perceived organizational learning as devel oping through strategic and tactical operational
activities, while DiBella and Nevis (1998), forced the reader to observe from all sides and
described three differing perspectives on organizationa learning: normative, developmental and
capability.

Thereview of current research was an examination of practical applications of numerous
ideas and principles discussed in the conceptual review. Bieremaand Berdish (1999), in atested

intervention, found that their efforts were successful in not only laying the groundwork for an
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organizational learning culture, but aso in uncovering impediments which were then used_as
learning points for future research. Ayas, Foppen, and Maljers (1996) presented the inherent
difficulties faced when trying to incorporate new ways of thinking into an organizationa system
functioning under its own parameters. Their observations supported the hypothesis of this paper;
application, no matter how pertinent the precept, is the challenge.

Next Ellinger (1999), through a process of interviews, revealed the importance of direct
supervisory participation in advancing employee learning. From those results came the sets of
empowering and facilitating behaviors of supervisors and leaders, which were professed to be a
strong indication of the importance of learning as an initiative beyond just the Human Resource
and Employee Devel opment function. Griego and Geroy (1999) looked at organizational
practices that could be used to predict the success of knowledge gain. The determination was that
the two most important areas of focus should be a system of rewards and recognition, and
processes that encourage the spread of discovery. Lastly, Goh (1999) looked at the fundamentals
around empl oyee competency and organizational processes and composition. The determination
was that mission and vision, leadership, experimentation, transfer of knowledge, and teamwork
and cooperation should provide the foundation for becoming alearning organization.

Thefinal focus of the Review of Literature was on Models built around organizational
adaptation and learning processes. Guns (1996) presented us with a model intended to expedite
the employee learning process. The FLO or Faster Learning Organization Model, (Guns, 1996) is
built around three strategies executed in three different functional areas using various skills that
incorporate organizational learning principles. Alexander (1999), continuing with the theme of
expediency, shares amodel intended to incorporate the necessity of attention to different areas,
including change, culture, leadership, individual adaptability and the environment, in order to
quickly develop employees. The Rapid Developer Model (Alexander, 1999) looks at situational

and cultural factors that must be considered when in an organizational environment of change.



Finally, Casey’s (1999) model, the last to be reviewed, points out the importance of collective

learning and organizational structure in a company’s ability to effectively deal with change.
Following in Chapter Three are descriptions of the research methods, data sources, and

data collection instrument, which were built concurrently as aresult of the information uncovered

in this Review of Literature.
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CHAPTER THREE

RESEARCH METHODS

I ntroduction

This study will identify common obstacles, successful solutions, and supporting
behaviors, which influence the devel opment and implementation of an organizational learning
culture within select North American companies. Objectives of the research include:; identifying
common obstaclesto successful integration of organizational |earning concepts into
organizational systems; discovering solutions to overcoming those obstacles; and identifying
existing behaviors and practices supportive of building an organizational learning culture.
Chapter three will look at the research design, sources of data, the data collection techniques, and
the interpretive research methodol ogy.

Research Design

The approach for this descriptive study is primarily exploratory. It has been developed to
complete a cross-sectional study among a random sample of Performance Improvement
Professionasin North American for-profit companies. Itsgoal isto measure quantitatively and
qualitatively, in abroad scope, the current climate of organizationa learning concepts within the
for-profit organizational community. The delivery system for the survey will be via electronic
mail (e-mail).

Thedesign isintended to discover what companies are doing in the area of organizationa
learning. It will examine four specific areas, which are: what environmental constraints are
limiting its influence; what solutions are being devel oped to overcome those constraints; from
where within the organization the advocacy or opposition of implementing and sustaining an
organizational learning culture originates; and lastly, from the objective and subjective responses,

assess the practicality of attempting to build an organizational learning culture.
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For three reasons the researcher firmly believes that the population, method of survey,
and survey instrument are each appropriate to the study: 1) This population’sroleis closest to
implementing the fundamental s necessary to enable an organizationa learning culture, more than
any other position within an organization. 2) This survey method ensures an economical,
manageable, deliberate, and expedient manner in which to gather data. 3) The instrument’s
make-up will facilitate obtaining objective and subjective data for comparison, and uncovering
current issues and concept applications surrounding organizational learning.

The impetus of this study came from a question on the part of the researcher asto the
practicality of incorporating organizationa learning practices into for-profit organizational
systems. Research in organizational learning literature found many books and journal articles on
the benefits of organizational learning, and results of interventions conducted by external
consultants (Senge, 1990; Argyris, 1992; Schein, 1978), but there was very little information on
examples of organizational learning practices developed and used from within organizations.
Reasons for this, including influences and organizational systems, vary within each for-profit
operation. The external environment surrounding an organization may be conducive to
organizational learning, but influences inside may inhibit its effectiveness, or conversely, support
may exist internally; however, factors outside the organization may impede carrying out such
practices. This study’s intent wasto uncover these issues through feedback received from within
today’ s organizations.

The study was conducted by first determining a population within the field of
Performance Improvement Professionals that was representative of for-profit organizationsin
North America. The membership directory for the International Society for Performance
Improvement (1SPI) was chosen because of its balanced industry representation, and the
researcher’ s ability to gain access to the membership database, which is the foundation of the
sampling frame. The survey instrument was devel oped based on ideas, concepts, and models

uncovered during the review of literature. Thereview of literature began with materials,
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conceptual and theoretical in nature (Senge, 1990; Argyris, 1992; Guns, 1996), and progressed
into uncovering recent studies (Holton, Ruona, Leimbach, 1998) surrounding organizational
learning and its practical application. ldeas from these readings served as the foundation for
focusing on factors, both broad and specific in scope, which contribute to satisfying the study’s
objectives. The survey’s sole purpose was to gather as much relevant data as possible from
which to compile results that would assist in formulating a hypothesis around each objective.

Sour ces of Data

The population of the study included individuals who are North American members of
the ISPI in afor-profit organization, working in a position with ajob title falling under the
category of Training Director/Manager/Coordinator, and have a listed e-mail addressin the ISP
membership directory. The population size isastratified random selection of 115 individuals
from 76 different companies. They are seen as appropriate to the study because they are
professionally involved in the specific area within organizations (employee devel opment) that has
an integral contribution to the devel opment of an organizational learning culture.

The sample group chosen was a systematic random sampling of 52 individuals selected
from the population. The sampling was completed in two phases: first, by selecting every third
name within the population list and second, by enlarging the sample group through the selection
of every seventh name on thelist. This sample can be considered representative of the population
because it was extracted from a population taken from alarger list of professionals within the
field of Performance Improvement and represents 21 different industry categories (see table 3.1).

The size of the sampling error is plus or minus five percent based on the population size.
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Table3.1 Industry Categories

Industries represented in the Industries Respondents
sample population represented by per industry
respondents

Aerospace

Airlines

Commercial Banks

Computer & Data Services

Computers, Office Equipment

Computer Peripheras

Computer Software

[ZV] ™Y N N R Y EN

Diversified Financias

Electronics, Electrical
Equipment

=

Foods

Forest & Paper Products 1

Hotels, Casinos, Resorts

Insurance P& C (mutual)

Mail, Package, Freight Delivery

Management Consultants ** 2

Network Communication 1

Petroleum Refining

Pharmaceuticals 1

Scientific, Photo, Control
Equipment

Semi-Conductors

Specialty Retailers

Source: Fortune.com ** category not part of Fortune classification

Data Collection Technigues

The primary goals of the data collection process within this study were as follows: 1)
Track current sentiment among professionals in the organizational performance improvement
function towards building organizational learning cultures. 2) Identify common obstacles that
prevent this from happening. 3) Discover solutions implemented to overcome these obstacles. 4)
L ocate successful models which organizations have used or devel oped.

Theinstrument’s design isintended to be user friendly and practical from the
respondent’ s perspective, while ensuring a high level of response for the sampling results. It uses

aLikert interval scale as the method of data collection. The design consists of 24 questions to
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solicit opinions on subject components, with response possibilities ranging from “strongly agree”
to “strongly disagree,” and the category of “not sure” as an additional option. The gquestions were
pre-designed to fall within one of six classification groups. One group assesses the respondent’s
familiarity with organizational learning principles and concepts and the other five are based on
central themes of organizational learning mentioned frequently in the literature reviewed for this
research. These six groupings, entitled Self-Evaluation, Learning Solutions, Information Flow,
Manager’s Role, Cultural Barriers, and Systems Thinking, form the Survey Roll-up matrix for
comparison, interpretation, and discussion in Chapter Four. In addition, there are four open-
ended questions to gather data on practices currently in use that either encourage or discourage
organizational learning, plus one supplementary open-ended question for the respondent to
volunteer any further comments. By utilizing open-ended questions, obstacles, solutions and
intervention models unique to each organization are uncovered, allowing a current perspective of
realities within participating organizations.

Requests for awillingness to participate in the survey were sent first to 38 members of
the sample group taken from the ISPl membership directory population. Included in the request
was an assurance that neither the individual or company name would be documented. After a
second attempt to solicit these requests, it was confirmed that 14 of the 38 requests were
undeliverable to the existing e-mail addresses. The researcher then conducted a second
systematic random sampling from the same population by choosing every seventh name from the
population list. In six casesthat seventh name was already part of the sampling group, at which
point the next, or eighth, name was selected. This second selection process resulted in an
additional 14 names in the sampling who were sent requests for participation, all 14 e-mails were
found to be deliverable. These two systematic random samplings made up the total sample group
of 52.

Those within the sampling group who responded affirmatively to participation in the

study were sent the survey as an attachment to an e-mail, with the instructions to complete on-line
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and return (viae-mail) to the researcher. These returned surveys were then converted to hard
copies for evaluation. Two weeks from the date of theinitial distribution, a second round of e-
mails was sent to hon-respondents from the first attempt, as well as to people who had responded
affirmatively to the request to participate, but had not yet returned the instrument.

| nter pr etive Resear ch

The interpretation procedure was carried out in and viewed from two distinct aspects.
The quantitative aspect took the responses from the interval scale questions (4-27), placed them
in the appropriate classification group within the survey roll-up matrix, (seetable 4.1) and ran
statistical analysis. These findings formed the basis for interpretation and were reviewed while
the open-ended responses were sorted by hand and grouped according to each question.
Descriptive statistics of the computer-generated responses analyzed response frequency,
individual and group mean, and individual and group standard deviation to interpret individual
guestions, group classification profiles. The open-ended responses were first studied to discard
any irrelevant responses, then to determine if there were any patterns, overlying similarities, or
predominant themes in relation to environmental attitudes, practices, and behaviors. These were
then broken down further, based on parallel subject matter and/or unique examples. Combined,
these results portrayed an overall survey response climate, and served asthe basis for the

statistical inference in chapter four and conclusions and recommendations in chapter five.
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CHAPTER FOUR

ANALYSISOF RESULTS

I ntroduction

Having extracted the data from the survey responses, run the statistical analysis, and
separated, categorized, and analyzed the open-ended response, the results will now be presented
in five sections. Section one will be a brief overview of the professional demographics of the
sample group. Section two will introduce descriptive statistics for survey questions four through
27. Section three will provide a descriptive analysis of responses from survey questions 28
through 32. And lastly, sections four and five will interpret the findings from sections two and
three respectively, as well as summarize their linkage to the central themes uncovered in the
Review of Literature.

Professional Demogr aphics

Of the 38 people in the sample population, responses were received from 18, a 47.4%
responserate. These 18 respondents represented 17 different companies from 12 of the 21
industry categories represented by the overall study population. The 12 industry categories were
airlines, commercial banks, computer and data services, computer/office equipment, computer
peripherals, computer software, diversified financials, foods, forest and paper products,
management consultants, network communication, and pharmaceuticals. Of the 17 companies
represented, nine were included in Fortune magazine' s year 2000 list of America s largest 500
companies ranked by revenue, The Fortune 500 (Fortune.com, 2000). Of those nine, six werein
the top 100 (Fortune.com, 2000). Four of the 17 companies represented were included in Fortune
magazine' slist of Top 100 Companiesin Americato Work for (Fortune.com, 2000). Finaly,
four of the 17 were privately held corporations (Fortune.com, 2000).

The sample group consisted fully of professionals working with internal customersin a

Performance Improvement function, with the exception of one respondent who had a consultative
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function in Employee Devel opment for customers outside the organization. The job titles within
this function were varied and included, but were not limited to, Director of Employee
Development, Senior Manager of Training and Development, Professional Devel opment
Manager, Performance Consultant, Learning Consultant, and Corporate Learning Manager.

Y ears of experience within a Performance Improvement function were relatively high for
the group. Sixty-seven percent, or 12 of the respondents, had 10 or more years of experience, and
of those, 50%, or nine respondents, had over 14 years of experience in the field. Five respondents
had two to six years of experience, one between six and ten years, and no one in the sample group
had less than two years involvement as a Performance Improvement Professional.

Descriptive Analysis of Summated Scale Survey Questions

The data from questions four through 27 was entered into the survey roll-up matrix of the
six classification categories around which the data recovery instrument was designed (table 4.1).
The frequency of responses for each question was recorded in the appropriate response category
with an additional category of omit to denote how often a question had been overlooked by
respondents. In addition, frequency charts of responses for all group classifications, excluding
Self-Evaluation, were created (see Appendix E). Statistical extraction was then completed for the
mean and standard deviation of responses, both individually and within categorical groupings.
(Note that the Cultural Barriers classification is composed of negatively directed questions, and
thus, the numerical value of responses are diametrical to those in other classifications.) Next, the
results were evaluated, correlated with the research objectives, and interpreted for further
discussion later in this chapter. Below is the survey roll-up matrix, notable statistical highlights

from this roll-up can be found in Appendix item F.
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Table4.1 Survey Roll-up Matrix

Self-Evaluation SA | A NS| D| SD| Omit | 0 0/0 « gd
27- | handle myself in a manner that is supportive of 9 1 1.71 .99

O.L. principles and practices.

4- | have a basic understanding of the concepts of O.L. 10 1 1 1.71 1.87 1.05 1.16

17- | am a champion for the concepts and practices of
O.L.

4 2 1 2 1 2.00 1.50

~N| oo ©©

11- | would feel comfortable discussing the concepts of 5 4 2 2.06 1.09

O.L. with other T&D professionals.

L ear ning Solutions 2.35 0.99

5- My organization encourages and supportsits 12 3 1 1 1 1.53 1.07
employees to not only become better workers, but
also improve themselvesindividually.

6- Organizational leaders openly encourage learning 5 10 1 2 1.88 0.78
by employees at al levels.

16- Employee empowerment is not only talked about, 2 8 3 4 1 2.59 1.12
but actually practiced.

24- Most employees have some influence in the process 4 4 7 3 341 | 271 [ 100 | 103
of creating the company vision and mission.

Infor mation Flow

7- When organizational changes are occurring, 1 8 5 3 1 2.65 1.00
employees are informed as to why and what to expect.

9- Knowledge gained through learning is shared 1 8 3 6 2.71 0.99
with other teams and departments.

10- In a meeting environment, employees do not have 2 6 5 4 1 2.71 234 110 | 098
reservations about openly expressing their opinions on
an issue or point of view.

22- Employees are encouraged to provide feedback on 1 8 2 7 2.76 1.03
decisions made, and actions taken, by those at the
leadership level.

Manager’sRole

8- Front-line management is encouraged to develop 5 9 1 1 2 2.06 1.09
employees through on-the-job training and coaching. 333 122

26- Managers and non-managers, presently work 3 10 2 2 1 2.24 1.03
together to solve problems.

15- During meetings and dialogue, most managers 2 9 3 4 2.47 0.94
encourage employees to think through issues, rather
than always supplying the answers themselves.

13- When mistakes are made, employees are not 1 8 5 4 2.59 0.87
criticized, but encouraged to learn from them. 2.59 0.96

Cultural Barriers

12- Employees are reprimanded for not openly agreeing | 1 5 8 4 3.82 1.01
to management’ s directives.

25- Within my organization, only T&D personnel are 3 4 8 3 3.30 1.45
responsible for learning interventions.

20- People in my organization tend to keep knowledge 2 2 5 7 1 1 3.12 1.27
and information to themselves because they believe it
will increase their power base.

21- Many people in my organization portray themselves | 2 6 2 7 1 3.06 1.14
in one manner, but take actions and make decisions,
which go against this portrayal.

Systems Thinking

18- Employees are encouraged to understand the 2 9 4 2 1 241 1.00
perspectives of people in other positions.

19- Employees are informed of how their role functions | 1 10 2 5 2.53 0.94
within the overall organizational process, and have
open lines of communication to other areas of the
organization.

23- Individuals and teams are encouraged to reflect on 1 7 6 3 1 2.71 0.99
actions which led to successes or failures.

14- Problem solving in most departments involves not 10 2 6 271 0.92
only finding a solution, but also identifying what led to
the problem and how it can be prevented from happening

again.
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INDEX : Far left # = corresponding survey question D = disagree 0=mean

SA = strongly agree SD = strongly disagree 0/0 = grand mean
A = agree Omit = no response sd = standard deviation
NS = not sure gsd = group standard deviation

Descriptive Analysis of Qualitative Survey Questions

Questions 28 through 32 on the survey instrument solicited subjective and objective
comments from the respondents on obstacles, solutions and current behaviors within their
organizations that influence organizational learning. The table below depicts the individua and
total response rates for each question on the 18 returned surveys, while Appendix item D provides

averbatim list of responses for each question.

Table4.2 Response rates for the qualitative survey questions.
Number of Response Response
Question Question responses ratefor ratefor
number out of individual | questions
possible 18 questions 28-31
28 In your opinion, what are the primary obstacles within
your organization that inhibit building alearning culture? 17 944% | -
29 Please comment on any solutions you have implemented
that have helped to overcome these obstacles. 17 944% | -
30 If there were intended solutions that were unable to
overcome these obstacles, please share your thoughts on 9 500% | @ --------
why.
31 Have you implemented any models that have successfully
inspired organizational |earning within your organization? 10 55.6% | -
If 50, please describe.
32 Please share any additional comments pertaining to
organizationa learning. 5 218% | -
73.6%

Statistical | nference of Summated Scale Survey Questions

Analysis of the summated survey questions four through 27 revealed overall an
encouraging organizational learning climate within the North American companies represented.
If 3.00 is considered the statistical center (1 = strongly agree / 5 = strongly disagree) that
represent the respondent’ s assessment of their organizations' policies and practices, agrand
mean, as determined for all sub-groups, below 3.00 (above for Cultural Barriers classification),

can be seen as positive. This section will interpret and discuss the specific findings of that
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analysis within the context of each of the six thematic groups and in relation to the overall
organizational learning principles and concepts discussed in the Review of Literature. The six
thematic classifications are reviewed in the following order: Self-Evaluation, Learning Solutions,
Information Flow, Manager’s Role, Cultural Barriers, and Systems Thinking.

Self-Evaluation

The highest degree of affirmative responses in athematic classification was within Self-
Evaluation. This classification, made up of questionsintended to elicit a personal assessment on
the part of the respondents as to their familiarity with and belief in organizational learning
concepts, had an overall grand mean of 1.87. The next closest grand means were 2.34 for
Manager’s Role, and 2.35 for Learning Solutions. These numbers indicate that respondents have
alevel of confidence in their understanding and support of organizational learning that is, at
minimum, 20% greater than the confidence in their organization’s ability to supply the other
necessary components, i.e. learning solutions, management involvement, a systems approach, and
open communications. Their responses to survey questions four and 27, which ask about abasic
understanding and supportive attitude towards organizational learning, individually and
combined, had the highest number of affirmative responses from the survey. In fact, there were
no other questions survey-wide that had zero responses within the Not Sure (NS) or Disagree (D)
categories. And the one factor that kept the two categories of Strongly Agree (SA) and Agree (A)
from being exclusive was alone respondent who submitted a Strongly Disagree (SD) reply for
each question.

The other two questions within this grouping displayed a broader degree of uncertainty or
disagreement. Though 17 of 18 respondents either agreed or strongly agreed they had
understanding of organizational learning concepts, when asked if they were a champion of those
concepts, they answered less convincingly. Two were not sure, one disagreed, and two
respondents strongly disagreed that they were champions. The literature reviewed stated that

someone within the organization must believe in and drive the efforts to build and sustain an
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organizational learning culture. Though it is best when this support comes from senior
leadership, the implementation in part becomes the responsibility of the Performance
Improvement Professionals. The results from the Self-Evaluation questions can be interpreted to
mean that those in thisrole perceive themselves as having a strong understanding of
organizational learning, but cannot necessarily be expected to believe in or support its
implementation.
Learning Solutions

The thematic classification of Learning Solutions, consisting of questions aimed at
uncovering perceptions on the existence of practices that incite the spread of knowledge, revealed
the most volatile response pattern of all six. However, at 0.99 it had the most standard
distribution pattern of all classifications. The volatility came not in the response distribution, but
in the consistency of the sample group’s confidence levels that the principles inherent to each one
of these questions isreflective of their current corporate culture. Question five had the highest
number of respondents to strongly agree with any question on the survey (mean = 1.53). Twelve
of 18 research participants felt their organization encourages employees to become better
individuals as well asworkers. Conversaly, question 24, which asks how much influence
employees have in the process of creating the company vision and mission, with amean of 3.41,
was by far the most disagreed with of all positively stated questions on the survey. The next
closest question with such a negative response had amean of 2.76. Question six under Learning
Solutions had the highest percentage of affirmative responses and the lowest degree of response
distribution on the survey. With a standard distribution of only 0.78, 83.3% of the Development
Professionals either agreed or strongly agreed that their organization encouraged |earning by
employees at all levels.

Thelast question within this classification asks about a fundamental principle within a
learning organization, that of employee empowerment. With amean of 2.59, it was the median of

al individual response means. But what can be inferred when arguably the most basic of
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organizational learning componentsis perceived as existing in just over half of the participating
organizations?

The volatility of responses from this classification on Learning Solutions suggests, as one
respondent stated, “the talk at the top is not walked through the ranks.” The respondent’s
perception was that, while both learning and individual improvement may be highly encouraged
in theory, in actuality certain factors that advance the process are obstructed. The ability of senior
management to gain influence from all employee levels in the vision/mission creation process
may not always be feasible, especially given the size of many companies represented in this
study. It isaprocessthat would not only involve strong beliefs by those in its lead, but also must
be tactically achievable in economies of scale. However inhibited, by structure or mass, it is
more process-based than culture-based. Employee empowerment on the other hand, once
promoted at the senior levels takes on a cultural appearance at all other organizational levels.
From a solutions perspective, encouragement for and support of growth and development is only
one component of the learning process. Cultural norms must exist, which enable encouragement
and support to reveal themselves during implementation, monitoring, and maodification. Though
survey numbers show this to be the case in only one-half of the organizations represented,
perhaps it can be viewed as an evolving feature in business environments.

Information Flow

The perception of information flow within the organizations represented reveal ed the
widest degree of differences among respondents. The Information Flow classification, which
assesses respondents’ perception of knowledge sharing within their organization, had the tightest
grouping of individual mean — only .11 separate the highest from lowest mean. Also evident,
however, isthat its group mean of 2.71 is the highest, or most negative of all question groupings.
This suggests that of all the themes focused on in this research as imperative to establishing an
organizational learning culture, information flow is the least applied, and thus the most dominant

obstacle.
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The numbers showed that there were minimal extremes in the responses. Questions nine
and 22, for instance, have the tightest agree/disagree response distribution from the survey. Eight
of 18 respondents agreed, and seven of 18 disagreed that employees are encouraged to provide
feedback on decisions made at the leadership level. And when it came to evaluating how much
learning takes place through sharing with other teams and departments, eight respondents agreed
and six disagreed that knowledge is gained in this manner. This suggests that some organizations
value practices that others do not when it comes to the flow of information and sharing of
knowledge.

Questions seven and 10 had across-the-board-response distribution, with the category of
NS matching with five responses each. Question seven, which assesses the degree to which
employees are informed of the changes occurring within the organization, had nine affirmative
versus four negative responses. Especially when considering the size of companies represented in
this sample group, those results can be considered quite positive. When asked to eval uate the
environment of meetings and the willingness of employees to openly express their opinions,
respondents, by a count of eight to five, felt that employees did not have reservations on sharing
their point of view. Thisis notable because organizational learning espouses the importance of
open exchange and lack of defensive routines. However, even with its positive responses this last
set of numbers would indicate some level of dysfunction among certain organizations when it
comes to these practices. When employees resist sharing information or openly expressing
opinions, the fundamental mechanics that support organizational development, growth and
productivity will eventually become antiquated.
Manager’s Role

Just ahead of Learning Solutions, the Manager’ s Role sub-group had the most positive
assessment overall, after individual Self-Evaluation. This grouping of questions, intended to
measure the respondent’ s view of the employee-supervisor relationship, with a group mean of

2.34, implies most respondents feel good about manager participation in their employees learning
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development. With that said, the majority of respondents were managers themselves, and may
have been less critical, or more empathetic, towards the challenges of that leadership role. The
response distribution of 0.98 wasjust 0.01 behind the 0.99 of the grouping with the most standard
distribution.

Highlights of this classification indicated that although managers may have arolein the
learning process, it is not a certainty, and the highest level of disagreement was in response to
statements that parallel traditional management styles. This grouping, along with the Systems
Thinking classification, had the highest number of agree responses. Accompanied by only a
moderate number of strongly agree responses, this suggests that there was not an expectation
among respondents that managers take on that role. For instance, the respondentsfelt for the
most part that front-line management was very strong in encouraging on-the-job training, but not
as encouraging when it came to dealing with employee mistakes or devel oping independent
thinking. Traditional management styles (mentioned several times as an obstacle in the open-
ended responses) display this type of behavior with employees, such as criticizing rather than
encouraging employees to learn from mistakes, giving directives as opposed to soliciting
suggestions, and talking through issues. Eliminating status barriers and creating dialogue
between employee and supervisor is an important component of the organizational learning
process. Members of this sample group have confirmed that, while many organizations have
developed this practice, there is till room for improvement.

Cultural Barriers

The Cultural Barriers classification isthe only thematic group with negatively stated
guestions. Itsintent was to assess the non-obvious practices within the participating
organizations that undermine learning and productivity in the workplace. The overall group mean
of 2.67 (converted from negative value) was just above Information Flow as the thematic
classification which had the least positive assessment among respondents. In addition, it

contained two of the bottom three individua questions with the least positive assessments. Aside
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from little overall employeeinput in the process of developing avision and mission, questions 20
and 21, with individual means of 2.88 and 2.94 (converted) respectively, exhibited the
respondents’ perception of the next two most problematic issues surrounding the creation of an
organizational learning environment. Question 21 — many people in my organization portray
themselves in one manner, but take actions and make decisions, which go against this portrayal —
and question 20 — people in my organization tend to keep knowledge and information to
themselves because they believe it will increase their power base — had almost identical response
patterns. However, the small difference can be viewed as quite significant. The responses to
both questions had an equal number of SD, D, and SA, but where question 21 had six agree
responses (agreement the problem exists), question 20 had only 2. The contrast camein the
responses to question 20, which showed not agreement, but rather uncertainty. The greater
number of NS versus A responses in question 20 suggests that respondents found it more difficult
to express that people are indeed holding information to build power and, perhaps for that same
reason, could not disagree either. But the fact that respondents seemed more confident in their
assessment that some peoplein their organizations have a duality or palitical manner in which
they handle themselves, isinteresting. It may be the result of overt action or inaction on the part
of these individuals that is more easily observed than the containment of knowledge, or perhaps
individual prejudices on the part of respondents that have surfaced.

In addition to the preceding two questions under Cultural Barriers, the remaining two also
proved revealing. When asked if employees were reprimanded for not openly agreeing with
management’ s directives, 12 of the 18 respondents felt they were not, five were unsure, and one
strongly felt it wasthe case. Overall this could be viewed as more positive than some of the
responses from the Information Flow classification, which for the most part were split evenly on
the level of feedback and communication between supervisor and employee. However the more

positives responses may result from it being easier to say “no” employees are not reprimanded
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than making an assessment on the flow of knowledge and information between employee and
supervisor.

Thelast question of this grouping was the only question on the survey with a bi-modal —
though not perfect — response pattern. Based on the nature of the question, it isinformative of the
state of today’ s organizations surrounding employee development issues. When asked if Training
and Devel opment personnel were solely responsible for learning interventions within the
organization, seven respondents said yes and 11 said no. Thiswould indicate that from an
organizational learning perspective the majority of companies are on the right track. However, it
also indicates that almost 40% of organizations are till caught in an archaic paradigm of learning
and development as the responsibility of one functional area. A primary component of an
organizational learning mentality isthat learning is ongoing and all encompassing.

Systems Thinking

The final thematic classification under which survey questions were categorized and
assessed was Systems Thinking. The Systems Thinking questions were intended to uncover the
respondents appraisals of their organizational environment as related to an individual’ s awareness
beyond his or her own functional area, problem solving, and the use of reflection to review action
outcomes.

The group mean of Systems Thinking matched the median of the overal individual mean
of 2.59, placing it with Cultural Barriers and Information Flow as the classifications with the least
encouraging assessment from an organizational learning perspective. Question 14 had the most
concentrated response pattern; it was the only question on the survey with no SA or SD
responses. With 10 A responses, six D, and two NS, the mgjority of the sample group was
confident that departments within their organization went beyond just finding solutions to
problems and made attempts to identify the source and prevent reoccurrence. However, with six
respondents disagreeing, this question is one of only five others on the survey to receive asix or

seven in the disagreement category (agree under Cultural Barriers). That over 30% of the
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respondents felt this practice was non-existent in their organization shows that many companies
fail to use the knowledge uncovered through mistakes as leverage for future productivity
enhancements. The knowledge of inefficiencies with no action of prevention is knowledge
wasted.

Question 19 under Systems Thinking had the same response pattern as the previous
question, with one exception. Pulling from SD, there was one respondent who strongly agreed
with the following: employees are informed of how their role functions within the overall
organizational process, and have open lines of communication to other areas of the organization.
These responses, with 11 affirmative and five in disagreement, reflect a sense among survey
participants that employees do have an understanding of their role in the organization, yet the
disagreements do submit evidence that gaps till exists. A systems thinking viewpoint examines
the employee’ s need to be aware of how his or her actions impact processes, people, and other
functional areas within the organization. Organizational learning involves an operation-wide
awareness that actions taken in one arealead to obvious or non-obvious consequences el sewhere.
These results indicate that two-thirds of the respondents believe this awarenessis present in their
organizational environment.

Thefinal two questions within this classification had a more diffused pattern of
distribution. With a0.99 and 1.00 standard deviation, questions 23 and 18 respectively,
communicated a more confident assessment on the part of the respondents as to the existence of
systems thinking practicesin their environment. However, this sense of confidence was not
reflective of more affirmative responses, but instead, the proportionately higher number of NS
responses, which indicates a greater sense of uncertainty rather than disagreement. Question 23,
which asksif individuas and teams are encouraged to reflect on actions which lead to successes
or failures, revealed by two to one a positive assessment. But responses to this question also

showed that one-third of respondents could not definitively state either way if thiswas a practice
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within their organization. So, statistically it cannot be stated that reflection on actions occur in
more than 45% of the organizations represented.

A statement on question 18, with 11 responses in the affirmative and only threein
disagreement, can be more confidently made. Responses to this question have overall a more
positive assessment than all other questionsin the Systems Thinking classification. The
respondent’ s impression that employees are encouraged to understand the perspectives of people
in other positions, even with four NS responses, proves positive from an organizational learning
standpoint. For a systems approach to effectively take hold within ateam, department, or
organization, the awareness of an individual that he or she impacts othersis imperative. Optimal
productivity is more easily achieved when all human components of a system realize that their
output becomes another’ sinpuit.

Statistical I nference of Qualitative Survey Questions

Following is a presentation and evaluation of the predominant convergent themes taken
from survey questions 28 through 31, along with a brief overview of supplementary comments
offered by the respondents.

#28 — In your opinion, what are the primary obstacles within your organization that inhibit
building a learning culture?

One topic dominated the responses to this question: time. Time as the obstacle was
presented primarily in itsrelation to two elements. time necessary for development and
implementation, and taking time to give change activities the opportunity to work. Other
frequently mentioned obstacles included the speed of business, leadership, cultural norms, and
organizational structure.

Related to time, development and implementation obstacles were those associated with
encouraging attendance at learning interventions, such as training sessions or meetings. These
activities were either “ cancel ed because of project deadlines,” or never even scheduled because

“sometimes turning involvement into action happens only when time permitsand it is
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convenient,” or because “we get so involved in our day-to-day projects and tasksit is often
difficult to do anything else.” An additional telling comment was “training and learning are
definitely encouraged, but are hard to fit in.” Time alocated to allow activitiesto cometo
fruition, was mentioned in comments such as “ commitment to the amount of time it takes to build
this type of organization,” and “time required to make change work and sustain the change.”

The speed and urgency of daily business activity was often presented as an obstacle, both
in reference to culture and its relation to the competition. Culture-related comments included
“the urgency of aresults-oriented culture” and “avery fast paced culture” lead to “little time for
organizational learning experiences.” Also, “people are afraid to admit they do not know and/or
understand something,” and “the existing culture is one that is very knowing.” Thislast comment
was used in reference to why difficulties exist in trying to establish learning and development as a
routine process within the organizational system. A comment related to the competition reveal ed
that it “drives us to make things happen faster and faster, thereis often little tolerance for
reviewing lessons learned.”

Therole of management and |eadership as a barrier was obvious and came from two
perspectives: commitment and competency. Lack of commitment revealed itself in comments
such as “when financial times are tough, learning is always the first thing to be cut,” and thereis
“complacency, desire to maintain the status quo,” and that lack of “management support for real
change” is an obstacle. Comments including “lack of leadership training across the
organization,” “outdated management style,” and “talk at the top is not walked through the ranks’
showed that lack of competency at the leadership level was perceived to be an obstacle. Lastly,
“the immense size of the organization,” and “too many levels between President and individual
contributors,” were comments that presented organizational structure as a barrier that inhibits the

development of alearning culture.
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#29 — Please comment on any solutions you have implemented that have helped to overcome
these obstacles.

This question elicited responses from varying perspectives. These perspectives have been
clustered into three specific topic areas: fundamental solutions, nebulous solutions, and training
initiatives.

Fundamental solutions are labeled as such because respondents represented them as
actual practices occurring within their organizations. They are asfollows:

On-going transfer sessions between teams.

National needs assessment.

Virtual teaming through the use of specific software.

Learning plans developed aong with a coach who isresponsible for an individua achieving
the plan goals.

Establishing a share drive (computer network drive) where people can share information.
Project team updates once a month are intended as away for teams to share |essons learned
and solutions they implemented to overcome certain obstacles.

» Creating roles/positions of Audience Advocate and Performance Consultant that work
directly with key individuals and groups within the organization.

YV VY

\ 274

Nebulous solutions are those comments that suggested these activities or practices occurred,
rather than direct examples of perceptible practices. They are asfollows:

» Instilling the disciplines of questioning and sharing within small groups, and encouraging the
practices within that small team of people. “Y ou cannot boil the ocean, but you can boil a
cup of water.”

Positive role modeling and reinforcement for |eaders demonstrating good team behaviors.
Trying to interest employeesin the learning they didn’t think they wanted.

Creating dia ogue, trust, and showing value for solutions offered. Then using past
experience as a proof-source to leverage organizational learning going forward.

Making an effort on an individual basisto find out what others are doing.

Showing how one solution is not better than another, but emphasizing that it is different.
Presenting managers with business cases that support aternativesto traditional, single event
training sessions.

VVV VYVV

The last topic area within the breakdown of solutions, training initiatives, specificaly
deals with ideas or practices around training and development that the respondents used to
address the challenges faced in developing and implementing development programs. They are:

» We asked what the customer needed and wanted, and when they needed it. We considered

them the content experts, so from the start, they were part of the training solutions.
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Weinsist that our customers tell us “what finished looks like” and then design a program
specific to their needs.

On-line learning.

Training priorities are established by our customers (parent organization).

My training organization isimplementing consistent leadership training, supporting change
management, training managers in new approaches, implementing knowledge management
systems, conducting communication exchanges.

YVVY 'V

There were also comments which admitted outright that nothing was being done to
address previoudly stated obstacles. These comments, such as “have not found a solution within
the learning organization,” and “so far no long term solutions to overcome obstacles,” or, “still
trying to sell aproposal,” may highlight challenges faced by the Performance Improvement
Professionals, or perhaps are areflection of personal or functional area priorities.

#30 — If there were intended solutions that were unable to overcome these obstacles, please share
your thoughts on why.

It was at this point that the response rate for questions decreased dramatically — from 94.4
to 50.0%. This became understandable after viewing the comments of those who did respond.
The comments consisted primarily of general reasons for the challenges they continually faced as
facilitators of the learning process, with statements, or restatements in some cases, that focused
more on the obvious obstacles rather than the failed solutions.

Specifics on the failings of intended solutions were minimal. With the exception of time
and priorities, there were really no central themes. One respondent reiterated that they were
concentrating on what does work within their realm of influence, saying “our solutions have been
very focused on leadership training and best practices, which have been successful so far,
however there are some infrastructure changes that are beyond our control.” Another
commented on employees and the problem that those who most needed some type of learning
intervention were the least likely to receive it; stating that “ classroom training is offered, but it is
attended by unutilized consultants, those who are doing most of the work are available for the
least amount of training.” One respondent referred back to an issue from question 28 about the

difficultiesinvolved in trying to enhance employee knowledge in an environment of strict
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regulations, commenting that “the two issues enforcement and learning are polar opposites, they
are diametrically opposed.” The subject of marketing the ideas surrounding devel opment
programs surfaced a couple of times. One respondent said, “1 am still hopeful that a small group
of individuas will be able to sell the vision,” while another was alittle more specific, saying
“great programs and interventions may work, but they do not sell themselves. It isimperative
that key stakeholders...have a person who is available for consultation who can motivate [them]
totake action.” Thelast statement is profound in its direct contrast to the beliefs and principles
espoused in organizational learning: “People[are] not willing to try a new way of looking at
things; [they] settle back into old ways, what they are comfortable with and used to. It ishard to
change their mindset if what they have used in the past has worked for them.”

The time and priorities theme was evident in several comments, which again were stating
the reasons why obstacles existed rather than why solutionsfailed. Thefirst was direct but
empathetic towards the sales professional: “It is always challenging to find enough time to train
well. Brief training sessions often result in retraining sooner rather than later, but as atrainer, |
must keep in mind that the primary job of field salesis selling...it is crucia the time [in training]
be of immediate and clear valueto our customer.” Another respondent commented that “timeisa
high commodity...without truly valuing a learning organization, because one doesn’t understand
what it is, it becomes alow priority on the list of agendaitems.” Thisfinal comment revealsa
respondent’ s perspective of the link between time and change: “When people are busy they revert
to what has worked in the past and can save them some time, [they] don’'t have time to learn or
use anything new.”

#31 — Have you implemented any model s that have successfully inspired organizational learning
within your organization? And if so, please describe.

Thelast question, with aresponse rate of 55.6%, asked respondents to share models they
have successfully used to inspire organizational learning. Responses referred to only three

models, with a brief description of just one. However, there were comments that spoke to
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development programs and business practi ces focused on end-state fundamental s that encouraged
principles of organizational learning, aswell as commentary that expanded on the impetus behind
obstacles. First, alook at the references to models.

The first was a continuous learning model, a component of a virtual university being
implemented in this particular organization. Unfortunately, the respondent provided no specifics
on its content. The second model was called Change Cycle, which this respondent claimed “was
our most successful model introduced to employees’ because it dealt with skillsfor managing
change at both work and home. Again, no details were provided. The third model, which
supplied details, though minimal, was the Performance Needs Assessment (PNA). The
respondent said that it looked at four quadrants, including Current State, Desired State, Root
Cause Anaysis, and Intervention. Though used as an assessment for building devel opment
programs, the respondent stated “it is very useful for looking at an organization.” While none of
these models are organizational learning specific, al three are intended to uncover information,
connect it with specific business concerns, and distribute it in a manner that will enhance
employee knowledge in an effort to increase productivity; this is the foundation of organizational
learning.

Two comments dealt with internal development programs. The first stated the
respondent’ s company was “using technical skills training as vehicle to create empowered
employees.” It isinteresting to consider the use of skillstraining to achieve an empowered
workforce. Thisforward thinking approach can be viewed as utilizing employment devel opment
programs not as an end-state, but rather as one component of alarger system encouraging
productivity improvement.

The second response, relating to devel opment programs, spoke of an Academy designed
by the Performance Improvement Professional, and was described as “an educational program for
our changing market place.” It was intended to provide internal customers “with the skills they

need to leverage [what they already] know.” The program was developed based on datafrom a
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national needs assessment and a “continual feedback loop.” Participants progressed through the
Academy as they achieved certification at subsequent subject matter levels. Managers completed
the program ahead of their direct reports “so they can encourage and support” them as they
pursued completion. Based on comments received, it is precisely thistype of program that other
survey participants felt was out of their reach. One commented that “we attempted (for over two
years) to ingtitute a standard instructional development process within T & D (training and
development), this attempt was met with substantial resistance.” Another stated that “a most
everyone understands and promotes organizational learning, the problem is that (as Steven Covey
putsit) ‘urgent’ needs are given priority over ‘important’ long-term goals.” This respondent
continued by stating “in the ‘ double speak’ of today’ s fast paced business environment,
organizational learning is often promoted from the lecterns of the CxO [sic], but is seen asniceto
have by pressured underlings.”

One respondent gave specifics, which were presented more as business practices than
models for organizational learning. She wrote “we have implemented an internal website for
sharing best practices, information, processes, tools, and feedback...monthly development

sessions which the individual contributors ‘own,’” of which “highly successful sessions are
shared with other teams.” She continued, “my department has also implemented organizational
change and assessment task forces...they are empowered to create and implement policy and
procedure without first having to obtain management approval.” And finally, a comment that
displayed the optimism necessary to create positive change: “not yet (implemented any successful
models), but | am working on an overall performance improvement model that just might work.”
Summary

Examination of data, both numerical and written, revealed that this sample group of
experienced professionals overall perceived their working environment as conducive to building

cultures of learning. The most negative responses on the quantitative questions came essentially

from just two respondents. Feedback provided, informed that the proportionately high number of
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NS responses on some questions was an indication of a mid-point between A and D rather than an
uncertainty. The analysis showed that respondents: had high personal opinions on their
individual understanding of organizational learning; felt strongly that learning solutions were
encouraged in their company; believed that managers took an active role in endorsing the learning
process,; thought there existed an awareness of the holistic nature of an organization; and were
moderately confident that the flow of information was good and the evidence of cultura barriers
was minimal. A detailed interpretation however, brought forth a more complete representation.

Quantitative responses showed overwhelming confidence on behaf of the respondentsin
their perceived understanding of organizational learning, yet the qualitative comments revea that
many view it asrelating primarily to training related issues. Learning Solutions, though highly
encouraged in the organi zations represented, are often difficult to implement because of time
constraints, prioritization issues, organizational structure, and leadership support at the
implementation level. The Manager’s Role, which had the most positive statistical assessment of
the five core classifications, came under fire in the open-ended comments where respondents
revealed managers’ commitments and abilities were actually obstacles to the learning process.
Cultural Barriers and Information Flow were listed as the two principa obstacles to building an
organizational learning environment. Development initiatives could not be implemented because
of barriers, visible and hidden, which nurtured resistance. Components relating to these two
classifications are those which are most closely tied to an individual’ s adaptability, perceptibility,
and capability within the work environment. Respondent’s comprehension of these in their
workplace is certainly conjectural and based on individual perception, experience, and attitude.
However, honest communications and the flow of knowledge are the basics of an effectual
organizational climate. They enable the execution of the more perceptible management
initiatives, learning solutions, and process application.

Though there were few specific models uncovered used in overcoming learning

obstacles, solutions given that work for the individual organizations were numerous. Most

71



solutions were dependent primarily upon internal commitment and disciplined application, and
were often relative to individual and cultural factors that would need to evolve into organizational
normsin order to be impactful. All demonstrated that the creation of an organizational learning
environment is not a comprehensive plan applicable to all companies, but rather ajourney of

discovery dependent on the individual make-up of the organization.
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CHAPTER FIVE

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, & RECOMMENDATIONS

I ntroduction

The fundamental ideology of organizational learning isthat it is atenet of business
intended to work collaboratively with other organizational practices, to ultimately improve
productivity and increase profitability. This project has reveaed thisis an accepted premise.
However, it has also reveaed that the view of the application process varies widely. From
scholars to practicing improvement professionals, the theoretical, consultative, and pragmatic
perspectives on the implementation of concepts take into account differing elements of
consideration.

The four research chapters leading to this discovery started with the introduction of the
problem in chapter one, and its significance as aresearch problem. The review of literaturein
chapter two built the foundation of understanding for pursuing research around organizational
learning. Chapter three outlined the research design, data sources, collection techniques, and
methodology used for conducting the research. And finally, chapter four separated the
guantitative and qualitative survey data, analyzed the content, and interpreted the findings. This
final chapter will briefly summarize significant details from each of the previous four, comment
on inferences that correlate to each research objective, and provide recommendations for further
research around the applicability of organizationa learning in the workplace.

Summation of Critical Content in Chapters One through Four

Chapter one made known the importance of expanded knowledge in the workplace
among employees at all levels of an organization, and divulged the increase in the amount of

money being spent on formal employee development programs within North American
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corporations. It supported the significance of the study by quoting respected practitionersin the
field who reinforced the importance of preparedness and flexibility in an organizational culture.
The stated objectives provided focus for the research and served as the foundation upon which al
subsequent activities grew.

The Review of Literature for chapter two was the most challenging, but also the most
rewarding aspect of the research. For the researcher, it served as alearning tool into the process
of academic research and provided the intellectual nucleus necessary to carry out the project. It
brought to light the existing points of view and served as aframe of reference. It created
familiarity with subject matter experts, distinguished their niches, and revealed contradictory and
parochia views. For the reader, it supplied insight into the conceptual, practical, and cultural
topics that accompany the study of organizational learning.

Broken into three sections, the structure of the chapter was intended to provide a broad
panorama of the research topic. Section one, the conceptual framework of organizational
learning, identified theoretical perspectives and was intended to bring substance to the intangible
nature of the subject matter. Section two described and summarized current research that
attempted to identify practices and conditions, which encourage or suppress the implementation
of organizational learning concepts. The final section of chapter two looked at working models
that help advance influential factors of learning and adaptability into an organizational
environment.

Chapter three, Research Methods, was a breakdown of the process followed that made it
possible to accumulate the data necessary to achieve the research objectives. It identified the
research design, data sources, means of data collection, and the methodology of interpretive
research.

The focus of the research design was to gain insight into both the limiting and supporting
factors of organizational learning that currently exist within for-profit organizations. Thiswasin

response to a question on the viability of organizational learning principles complementing
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contemporary business practices. The population chosen was done so because their role within
most organizational structuresisin the functional area most closely aligned with the facilitation
organizational learning practices. performance improvement. The data collection instrument and
completion process were developed and utilized as away to assist the respondents, help ensure a
higher than customary response ratio, and affirm reliability. The instrument was designed around
the primary themes of organizationa learning uncovered in the review of literature, and was an
attempt to gain statistical data around specific subject matter while alowing respondents the
opportunity for open-comment on others. The delivery system (e-mail) was used in an attempt to
connect with the sample group in a communication method prevalent in today’ s corporate
environment. The interpretive research methodology was intended to provide validity to the
process of data collection and statistical analysis. Done systematically, it ensured that all data
received was separated and documented in a uniform manner.

The analysis of results from chapter four found several factors asinfluential to the
presence of organizational learning practices within organizations. Some factors were found to
be supportive, while others were revealed as barriers to the realization of these practices.

Supportive elements of an organizational learning culture were the encouragement of
learning solutions, an awareness of the interconnected nature of organizations, management’srole
in endorsing the devel opment process, and an advaocate in the in-house role of performance
improvement professional. Obstacles to the implementation of organizational |earning practices
proved to be: frontline management’ s commitment to implementing what they endorse, aswell as
their ability to execute the positional responsibilities; cultural barriers which make resistance to
change or challenge endemic; organizational structure that does not allow for or encourage
interaction, communication, and understanding of functional areas outside one's own; and time
constraints, which result both from multiple priorities and the lack of time commitment necessary

to alow learning and development activities to germinate.
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Conclusions

The supportive and prohibitive components previoudly identified serve as the premise for
inferences made around the research objectives. Asabasisfor discussion, these inferences are
unproven theory and findings extracted from data supplied by the sample group and based on
individual’ s perspectives. Followingisalook at each objective and commentary related to the
findings.

I dentify common obstacles to successfully integrating organizational learning concepts into an
organizational system.

The obstacles that were uncovered — management commitment and ability, organizational
structure, multiple priorities and demands on time, and workforce adaptability — collectively
involve many aspects of organizational functionality. Leaders of today’ s organizations,
especially those at the senior executive level, are results-oriented. This orientation stems not only
from individual style, but also from an outgrowth of market expectations. Their breadth of
responsibility is such that the willingness to concentrate on elements outside their comfort zoneis
limited. Furthermore, those to whom they delegate have a similar orientation based on
comparable responsihilities and expectations.

Several issueslisted above as inhibitive to the advancement of organizational learning
cannot be viewed as executive negligence. They may exist because of the necessity to sustain
other elements of organizationa operations and stakeholder demands. However, recognizing the
speed of business, sense of urgency, and competitive pressures identified by the survey
respondents, several obstacles are not only restrictive to organizational learning, but will in the
long-term limit organizational growth.

Priorities that do not take into account issues related to long-term competitiveness are
misplaced priorities. Organizational |earning addresses the causes of why front-line management
lacks the commitment or ability to implement an agenda intended to improve productivity. It

attempts to catal og the reasons for such demands on time, looks for ways to overcome them, and
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recognizes activities that are effective and differentiates them from those that are merely efficient.
Organizational learning is a state of mind that works to uncover the reasons employees are
resistant to new ideas, methodologies, and perspectives. The obstacles identified in this research
are frustrating not only to those striving to improve organizational and employee performance,
but also to those encountering them within any functional area.

While criticism, such aslack of vision from senior leadership due to their inability to see
beyond the need for immediate results, may be justifiable, it must also be acknowledged that
leaders, regardless of their ideologies, will always have pressures and priorities not known or
understood by the masses. For proponents of organizational learning to have any success at
overcoming these obstacles, they must be willing to endure certain challenges. They need to
accept these obstacles as part of doing business, and do what is necessary to overcome them.
They must be committed to and understand what impact they want to have within the
organization. And finally, they must realize that the organizational institution has been in place
much longer than the concept of organizational learning, and should therefore applaud gradual
integration into the realm of acceptance and cel ebrate the small successes that make profound
differences within their companies. Proponents of organizational learning need to view their
mission the same way in which Drucker says an organization should view its people, by making
“the strengths of the people effective and their weaknessesirrelevant” (Druker, 1997, p. 5).
Discover solutions that have successfully addressed obstacles to integration.

Built around the premise of capturing and transferring knowledge within the
organizational system, organizational learning isin an attempt to improve productivity and
profitability. Solutions provided by the respondents to overcoming the above stated obstacles
focused primarily on waysto transfer or share information and knowledge, while also reinforcing
it at theindividual level. Interestingly, Chapter Four revealed that elements within the
classification theme of Information Flow, were viewed by respondents as the |east applied of

practices that could contribute to building an organizational learning culture. That they are the
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mainstays of solutions to overcoming barriers suggests that individuals are aware of methods
contributing to improved performance, but lack the discipline or commitment to consistently
execute their implementation. These solutions are discussed below.

Virtual teaming was used as a method to overcoming the spatial barriers associated with a
large organization. In an attempt to bring a sense of team to functional area associates who are
geographically separated, conference calls and a specific software program alow real time
collective participation and communication on project work. This practice was cited as a method
of combining intellectual capital in an organization whose greatest challenge isits“immense”
size. The next solution provided to ensure the sharing of knowledge and information across a
large organizational structure was the creation of a*“share drive.” This drive was established to
encourage employees to post information they felt would benefit others, such as best practices,
process enhancement, and performance tools. In addition, it was used to provide feedback and
view information as a method of gaining broader insight into the activities of others.

Two knowledge-sharing solutions, on-going transfer sessions between teams and project
team updates, were also used to help employees working in closer proximity to one another. Both
were closely connected and involved similar objectives, specifically, sharing the process of how
teams are completing project work, addressing issues, and overcoming problems that could
potentially lead to failure. These solutions, in addition to influencing the flow of information,
could also be considered beneficial to the development of learning solutions. Learning solutions
result from shared information being used to improve processes and strengthen the employee’s
ability to enhance productivity.

The last two solutions focused on group or individual activities attempting to create
learning outcomes, which lead to improved performances, and ultimately added value to products
and services. Thefirst was the development of an employee learning plan with the assistance of a

coach or mentor who was responsible for ensuring that the plan goas are achieved. By assigning
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this coaching role to an immediate supervisor who was responsible for the outcome, the obstacle
of management commitment (on the micro level) in the development process was addressed.

The final solution concentrated on learning by designating advocates or internal
consultants to specific employee groups or individuals. Thisrole, which paralelsthat of the
survey respondent’s, concentrated the responsibility of improved performance outside of the
group’s or individua’s department. This helps assuage two of the above stated obstacles,
management commitment and demands on time. A supervisor who is not supportive of change
activitiesis not likely to extend the effort necessary to prepare and implement learning and
development plans. Additionally, even with supervisory support, time and priority constraints
can interfere with the ability to take steps towards a development program. Using an internal
advocate or consultant not only removes pressure from the supervisors, but also entitles the group
or individual to receive capable consultative applications, i.e. assessment, planning, design, and
evaluation. One of the survey respondents even went so far as to say that upper management
should “ have a person available for consultation who can mativate them to take action” on
performance issues. If the performance consultant is able to form alliances with managers and
supervisors, opportunities for more solutions to integrate organizational |earning practices will
present themselves.

I dentify behaviors and practicesin use that support attempts to build organizational learning
cultures.

In addition to the above solutions for overcoming obstacles, the survey respondents
shared several well-founded behavioral and processideas, objectives, and practices. These
behaviors and practices encompassed all rudiments of the organizational learning process as
uncovered in thereview of literature.

They were:
» A coaching model to help front-line supervision work through everyday situations

effectively.

79



» Using change from the bottom up rather than from the top down.

> Offering avariety of mediato encourage learning practices, i.e. CBT (computer-based
training), self-study, intranet, and on-the-job training.

> Implementing knowledge management systems and communication exchanges.

> Presenting managers with business cases that support alternatives to traditional, single event
training sessions.

» Useing each past experience as a proof-source to leverage future learning.

» Positive role modeling and reinforcement for leaders demonstrating good team behaviors.

> Instilling the disciplines of questioning and sharing within small groups.

Expanding on this theme, comments were given that stressed what is needed to support
practices and behaviors that in turn bolstered attempts to build alearning culture. The fina
guestion on the survey asked the participants to share any additional comments pertaining to
organizational learning. Two views became evident - one of culture, and one of technology. A
respondent stressing the cultural aspect stated “the culture hasto be right to support alearning
environment,” and that culture is dependent on “hiring the best employees, as they continually
influencethat culture. Itisacyclethat truly requires afocus on hiring the best employeesto
create the culture that can sustain and inspire organizational learning.” This approachis
addresses the issue of resistance before it has the chance to play itself out. If the hiring processis
able to assess an individuals predisposition toward behaviors and practices essential to
organizational learning, it becomes not only a mechanism for building alearning culture, but also
amethod for eliminating inflexibility or opposition to change among the workforce.

Another respondent confidently viewed technology as the key to building an environment
of organizational learning. This professional maintained that “organizationa learning needs to be
easy, specifically, technology needs to be used to make searching for information...easy enough
for people to make an effort to learn from others. Also, the technology for submitting

information, making connections with others, etc...needs to be straightforward.”
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These and other behaviors and practices may be rudimentary for some organizations and
beyond reach for others. Depending on which viewpoint towards organizational learning is
adopted - the normative, developmental, or capability (DiBellaand Nevis, 1998), these
applications may or may not even apply to organizational learning. They could be organizationa
learning in practice; they may be serving as preparatory work that will help facilitate the learning
process in the future; or perhaps they are just e ements with a significance that is dependent on
the maturity of the organization. Whatever their identity, if they and similar activities positively
impact organizational performance, corporations should embrace them as fundamenta business
practices.

Recommendations

Future research around organizationa learning should:

» Look at the success of companies, which have cultures that share information and encourage
open feedback, versus those that do not.

» Solicit datathat will make known to corporate |eadership the importance of vision, time, and
commitment on the evolution of development programs, along with the need to see beyond
the compulsion of immediate results.

» [Focus on ways to move it from a concept, to a process element that performs a practical role
within organizational operations.

» Encourage |eadership development that incorporates organizational learning principals.

> ldentify the significance of organizational structures on the facilitation of its concepts.

» Provide solutions for how its philosophy can become an organizational priority and withstand
the pressures of time and demands.

» Study the impact of Performance Improvement Professionals driving organizational change.

> ldentify ways to combine and distribute the knowledge resident in al employees.

» Determine the best technology for submitting information and making connections with

others.
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Appendix A

SURVEY
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Survey on Organizational L earning

1. Whatis your current job title?

2. Please list your primary responsibilities?

3. Years of experience in a corporate Training and Development position:
_0-2 __2-6 _ 6-10 _10-14 ___Over 14 years

Directions: Please x the response that most closely relates to your position on the issue.
Choices are: 1= Strongly Agree (SA) 4= Disagree (D)
2= Agree (A) 5= Strongly Disagree (SD)
3= Not Sure (NS)
Questions SA A NS D SD

4. | have a basic understanding of the concepts of O.L. 1 2 3 4 5

5. My organization encourages and supports its employees to not only
become better workers, but also improve themselves individually. 1 2 3 4 5

6. Organizational leaders openly encourage learning by employees
at all levels. 1 2 3 4 5

7. When organizational changes are occurring, employees are informed
as to why and what to expect. 1 2 3 4 5

8. Front-line management is encouraged to develop employees through
on-the-job training and coaching. 1 2 3 _4 5

9. Knowledge gained through learning is shared with other
teams and departments. 1 2 3 4 5

10. In a meeting environment, employees do not have reservations
about openly expressing their opinions on an issue or point of view. 1 2 3 4 5

11. | would feel comfortable discussing the concepts of O.L.
with other Training and Development professionals. 1 2 3 4 5

12. Employees are reprimanded for not openly agreeing to
management’s directives. 1 2 3 _4 5

13. When mistakes are made, employees are not criticized, but are
encouraged to learn from them. 1 2 3 45
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14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24,

Problem solving in most departments involves not only finding a solution,
but also identifying what led to the problem and how it can be prevented
from happening again.

During meetings and dialogue, most managers encourage employees
to think through issues, rather than always supplying the answers
themselves.

Employee empowerment is not only talked about, but actually practiced.

| am a champion for the concepts and practices of organizational learning.

Employees are encouraged to understand the perspectives
of people in other positions.

Employees are informed of how their role functions within the overall
organizational process, and have open lines of communication
to other areas in the organization.

People in my organization tend to keep knowledge and information
to themselves because they believe it increases their power base.

Many people in my organization portray themselves in one manner,
but take actions and make decisions which go against this portrayal.

Employees are encouraged to provide feedback on decisions made,
and actions taken, by those at the leadership level.

Individuals and teams are encouraged to reflect on actions which
led to successes or failures.

Most employees have some influence in the process of creating the
company vision and mission.

25. Within my organization, only T & D personnel are responsible for

26.

27.

learning interventions.
Managers and non-managers presently work together, to solve problems.

| handle myself in a manner that is supportive of the principles and practices
of organizational learning.
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28. In your opinion, what are the primary obstacles within your organization that inhibit building a learning
culture.

29. Please comment on any solutions you have implemented that have helped to overcome
these obstacles.

30. If there were intended solutions that were unable to overcome these obstacles, please share your
thoughts on why.

31. Have you implemented any models that have successfully inspired organizational learning
within your organization? If so, please describe.

32. Please share any additional comments pertaining to organizational learning:
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(Receiver’s name)
I am afellow ISPl member and a graduate student doing research on Organizational Learning.
My research consists of a survey on corporate learning environments, and is soliciting feedback

from Training, Development, and Performance Improvement Professionals.

The survey will be sent viae-mail, can be completed on-line, and returned viae-mail. Total time

to complete is approximately 10-20 minutes. Neither individua or company names will be

documented. Asarespondent, you can also receive afinalized copy of the research, if you so

desire.

Would you be willing to participate?

If yes, | will send acopy of the survey upon receiving your reply. If you are unsure and would

like some questions answered, please let me know. (fvessmj @hotmail.com)

Thank you for your time (receiver’s name),

Mark
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FOLLOW-UP MESSAGE TO INITIAL AFFIRMATIVE RESPONSE TO SURVEY

SOLICITATION
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(Receiver’'s name)

Y ou had responded affirmatively on March () to arequest to participate in my graduate survey.

Thisisjust areminder in case it had been overlooked. A copy of the survey is attached for your

convenience.

Thank you,

Mark
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#28 In your opinion, what are the primary obstacles within your organization that inhibit
building a learning culture?

>

Y V VY

>

>
>

The immense size of the organization, and within my practice we are all mobile employees.
The consultants are expected to bill 75% of their time at the client site, add travel to that, and
thereislittle time for organized learning experiences.

A lack of confidence in most of the Training and Professional Devel opment Department
Trainers—it is believed they have not held field sales jobs and therefore cannot design or
implement real-world training. Most previous training experiences have not proved useful to
the customer (field sales).

Management support for real change. Union support for real change. Cost. Time required to
make change work and to sustain the change. Right leadersin the right positions.

The primary barrier isTIME. We get so involved in our day-to-day projects and tasksit is
often difficult to do anything else. Often people sign-up for training and then cancel because
of project deadlines. Training and learning is definitely encouraged, but it is hard to fitin.
Stringent regulations and guidelines often require tough action and less support in learning.
Tremendous amount of change and a very fast paced culture also create obstacles to more
involvement in decision-making; sometimes turning involvement into action only when time
permits and it is convenient. Some employees often openly state they don’t wish to be
involved, empowered, and even learn anything more than they know right now.

The lack of understanding of what alearning organization is, valuing alearning organization,
and time.

Time and distance (better with on-line learning techniques).

When financial times are tough, learning is always the first thing to be cut.

1. The urgency of aresults-oriented culture. 2. The size of the organization (in my case very
large). 3. Great programs and interventions, but very few people to consult with key
stakeholders about proper use of these tools.

People are afraid to take risks...could jeopardize chances for promotion etc. People are
afraid to admit they do not know and/or understand something. We don’'t know what others
know...don’t have to timeto find out either.

Complacency, desire to maintain the status quo.

Lack of leadership training across the organization. Lack of consistency across the
organization in the application of best practices. A compensation system that does not treat
individual contributors (versus managers) equitably. Too many levels between President and
individual contributors. Outdated management style.

Competition. Competition drives us to make things happen faster and faster. Thereis often
little tolerance for reviewing lessons learned etc...However, if we did moreto create a
learning culture, our competitive advantage would be our collective learning and knowledge
base. It's an age-old struggle.

Thetalk at thetop is not walked through the ranks. Thetalk is not completely understood,
and the word “Learning” Organization is intimidating to most people.

Commitment to the amount of time it takes to build this type of organization.

Middle management does not want to pay the price for training.

#29 Please comment on any solutions you have implemented that have helped to overcome these
obstacles.

>

>

Use of Lotus Notes for virtual teaming, conference calls, are methods of storing intellectual
capital.

My department conducted a national needs assessment and actually asked the customer what
they needed and wanted, and when they needed it. So from the start, our customers were part
of the training solutions. Also, we considered our customers the content experts. And
finally, we insist that our customerstell us“what finished looks like” and then we design a

95



Y V VY

YV VY

program specific to their needs. | support arelatively small group in the field (approximately
200) so change and communication is much easier.

OD design for new 12 pocket Will Sheeter. “ Supervisorless” wood yard. OD redesign of
Bleach Plant workforce. Employee led technical skills training system.

Each person in my division has acoach. Together with the coach we develop learning plans.
It isthe responsibility of the coach and coachee to work together to ensure that these plans are
met.

We' ve had a difficult time finding solutions for the first one (tough action around regulations
and guidelines). Continuous coaching when opportunities for involvement were there and
they were overlooked. Positive role modeling and reinforcement for leaders demonstrating
good “team behaviors.” Trying to interest the employees in the learning they didn’t think
they wanted. Help bridge the application to their job and even to their lifein general (“life
skills’).

So far no long-term successes on solutions to overcome obstacl es.

On-line learning.

Have not found a solution within the learning organization. Training priorities are
established by our customers (parent organization).

Create roles/positions (Audience Advocate, Performance Consultant) that work directly with
key individuals and groups within the organization. 2. Create dialogue, trust, and show value
for solutions offered. Then use each past experience as a proof-source to leverage O.L. going
forward.

Making an effort on an individual basis to find out what others are doing. Establishing a
share drive where people can share/post information. Showing how one solution not better
than another...but emphasizing that it is different.

Present managers with business cases that support alternatives to traditional, single event
training sessions.

My training organization isimplementing consistent leadership training, supporting change
management, training managers in new approaches, implementing knowledge management
systems and communication exchanges.

We' ve shared |essons learned through brief project team updates once a month. This gives
others a glimpse of how project teams are dealing with issues, overcoming them, or running
into obstacles. Occasionally people make a connection that hel ps them with their project.
Still trying to sell a proposal.

Ongoing knowledge transfer sessions between teams.

Try to offer training that will impact the employees and the corporation. Try to give avariety
of mediafor learnersto obtain training — CBT, Web, self-study, training completed at work
area...

#30 If there were intended solutions that were unabl e to overcome these obstacles, please share
your thoughts on why.

>

>

Classroom training is offered but attended by bench (unutilized) consultants. Those who are
doing the most work are available for the least amount of training.

It is always a challenge to find enough time to train well. Brief training sessions often result
in retraining sooner rather than later. But asatrainer, | must keep in mind the fact that the
primary job of field salesis selling; selling is how they are rewarded. So time off territory at
training istime away from selling. That iswhy it is crucial the time be of immediate and
clear value to our customer.

On the first issue (regulations and guidelines) we haven't been able to come up with good
solutions to overcome that obstacle. Why? The two issues (enforcement and learning) are
very polar from each other-diametrically opposed.
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» Timeisahigh commodity In our environment and all obstacles described above (nho valuing
or understanding aL.O., and time) are inter-twined. Without truly valuing alearning
organization, because one doesn’t understand what it is, it becomes alow priority on the list
of agendaitems. Therefore, timeisnot devoted to it asif it were a high priority item.

» Great programs and interventions may work, but they do NOT sell themselves. Itis
imperative that key stakeholders, concerned about the health of the organization, have a

person who is available for consultation and who can motivate those stakeholders to take
action.
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>

>
>

People not willing to try a new way of looking at things...settle back into old ways, what they
are comfortable with and used to. It ishard to change their mindset if what they’ve used in
the past has worked for them. When people are busy, they revert to what has worked in the
past and can save them sometime...don’t have time to learn/use anything new.

Our solutions have been very focused on leadership training and best practices, which have
been successful so far. However there are some infrastructure changes that are beyond our
control.

I am still hopeful that a small group of individuals will be ableto sell the vision.

We have a culture that did not value training.

#31 Have you implemented any models that have successfully inspired organizational learning
within your organization? If so, please describe.

>

| have recently designed HSAcademy- an educational program for our changing market
place. It will, in asequential manner, provide my field sales customers and managers with
the skillsthey need to leverage the pharmaceutical science they know. The training program
is built on a national needs assessment and continual feedback loop. It isthe customer’s
program, with my promise that it will be both useful and fun. It isaweek-long on-site
program that will certify each participant and allow them to enter a higher level of
HSAcademy. We will train the managersfirst so they can encourage and support their direct
reportsin their level of training.

Using technical skills training as a vehicle to create empowered employees. Using change
from the bottom up rather than from the top down.

The Change Cycle on managing change was our most successful model introduced to
employees because they saw the value in the skills for work and home (life skills concept).
Almost everyone understands and promotes organizational |earning. The problem in aresults-
oriented cultureisthat (as Steven Covey putsit), “urgent” needs are given priority over
“important” longer-tem goals. In the “double speak” of today’s fast paced business
environment, Organizational Learning often is promoted from the lecterns of the CxO, but is
treated as a nice-to-have by pressured underlings.

Yes, aprocess called the PNA...Performance Needs Assessment...which looks at four
guadrants: Current state, Desired state, Root Cause Analysis, and Intervention. Although we
use thisfor audience assessments, it is very useful for looking at an organization.

We are in the process of implementing a virtual corporate university approach to learning,
one that incorporates a continuous learning model.

We have implemented an internal website for sharing best practices, information, processes,
tools, and feedback within my department. My team holds monthly developmental sessions
which theindividual contributors “own.” Highly successful sessions are shared with other
teams. My department has also implemented organizational change and assessment task
forces, which individual contributors “own.” They are empowered to create and implement
policy and procedure without first having to obtain management approval.

We attempted (for over 2 years) to ingtitute a standard instructional development process with
T & D. Thisattempt was met with substantial resistance at first. Now, it isloosely
embraced. Thetools created (lessons learned templates, proposal templates, etc.) are being
used on aregular basis.

Not yet, but | am working on an overall performance improvement model that just might
work.

A coaching model to help front-line supervision work through everyday situations
effectively.

#32 Please share any additional comments pertaining to organizational learning.
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Obvious thoughts: The culture has to be right to support alearning environment and equally
as important are the employees who are hired as they continually influence that culture. Itis
acyclethat truly requires afocus on hiring the best employees to create the culture that can
sustain and inspire organizational learning.

Some of your questions about Organizational Learning can be interpreted several ways. So
the section with the continuum of SA to SD was difficult to answer. In avery large
organization, blanket statements are almost hever accurate.

Organizational Learning needsto be easy. Specifically, technology needs to be used to make
searching for information, contacts, etc...easy enough for people to make an effort to learn
from others. Also, the technology for submitting information, making connections with
others, etc...needs to be straightforward. Organizational Learning is more than just creating a
culture of people who loveto learn. It isabout harnessing the tremendous amount of
knowledge resident in all employees.

Organizational Learning is a concept that has not yet been implemented in our company.
However, there is athrust toward budgetary support for training, but it isjust thrown over the
fence and nobody knows what its real impact could be.

We need it to come from the top down rather than try to filter learning from the bottom up.
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Appendix E

FREQUENCY RESPONSE CHARTS FOR QUESTIONS 4-27
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FREQUENCY RESPONSE CHARTS PLACED HERE
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Appendix F
STATISTICAL HIGHLIGHTS OF SURVEY

QUESTIONS #4 - 27
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Statistical Highlights

» Mot positive individual Mean (1.53). Question #5 - My organization encourages and supports its
employees to not only become better workers, but also improve themselves individually.
» Most positive Mean for all classifications (1.87), Self-Evaluation.
» Most positive group Mean for all classifications focused on concepts and practices (excludes Self-
Evaluation) (2.34), Manager’'s Role.
» Leadt positive individual Mean (3.41). Question #24 - Most employees have some influence in the
process of creating the company vision and mission.
» Least positive group mean for all classifications (2.71), Information Flow.
» Rank of group Means, most positive to least positive:
* Self —Evaluation
* Manager's Role
* Learning Solutions
* Systems Thinking
* Cultural Barriers
* |nformation Flow
» Rank of individual question Mean, most positive to least positive (excluding the Self-Evaluation
grouping):
Question#: 5- 1.53 Question #: 7- 2.65
6-1.88 25- 2.70 (converted from
negative value)
8- 2.06 9-271
12- 2.18 (converted from negative value) 10-2.71
26- 2.24 23-2.71
18-241 14-2.71
15-2.47 22-2.76
19- 2,53 20- 2.88 (converted from
negative value)
16- 2.59 21- 2.94 (converted from
negative value)
13- 2.59 24-341
» Questions with the most standard degree of response distribution (1.00) —#7, 18, 24.
» Classification with the most standard degree of distribution (0.99) — Learning Solutions.
»  Question (without omissions) with the broadest degree of response distribution (1.45) - #25 - Within
my organization, only T&D personnel are responsible for learning interventions.
» Question (with omissions) with the broadest degree of response distribution (1.50) - #17 -1 ama
champion for the concepts and practices of organizational learning.
» Classification with the broadest degree of distribution (1.22) — Cultural Barriers.
» Question with the most concentrated level of distribution (0.78) - #6 — Organizational |eaders openly
encourage learning by employees at al levels of the organization.
» Mode for response options - Agree (includes disagree for Cultural Barriers questions). 185 responses
out of a possible 432 (42.8%).
» Mode of individual gquestion Means— (2.71).
» Median of individual question Means — (2.59).
» Median of individual question Standard Deviations— (1.01).
» Total number of response omitted (3), one each for questions #4, 17, 20.

** Note: the term positive correlates to being supportive of an organizational learning culture.

103




104



	A STUDY OF CORPORATE ENVIRONMENTS AND THEIR INFLUENCE ON THE DEVELOPMENT OF AN ORGANIZATIONAL LEARNING CULTURE
	
	
	APA Style Manual used for this Study
	Table



	CHAPTER ONE
	Introduction
	Research Objectives
	The intent of this research project is to:
	Significance of the Study
	All members of the population belong to the International Society of Performance Improvement (ISPI) North American Chapter.  Therefore, the sampling may not be representative of all Performance Improvement Professionals.
	Definition of Terms
	Collaborative Learning – Small group work where group members learn from one another by working together.  (Marquardt, 1996)

	Leadership

	Experimentation
	Transfer of Knowledge
	Technology:		To support the access to, capture of, and transfer of learning
	
	
	
	
	Measurement





	Interpretation Scale
	0-25:	Start implementing a FLO now.
	35-45:	You’re off and running.  Work on the tactics and skills
	RESEARCH METHODS

	Introduction
	Research Design
	
	Data Collection Techniques
	Interpretive Research



	Self-Evaluation
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	SA







	Introduction
	Summation of Critical Content in Chapters One through Four
	Conclusions
	
	Survey on Organizational Learning




