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ABSTRACT

This paper reviews the learning organization/organizational learning literature in five main
areas: first, the definition of learning organization vs. organizational learning and the difference
between them; second, the levels of learning and learning types; third, the learning processes in
organizations; fourth, the need for learning organization; and fifth, the image of learning
organization. This paper aimes at stimulating Vietnamese institutions’ interest in the importance of
learning in the success of organizations.

Keywords: learning organization, organizational learning, learning levels, learning types,
learning processes.

TOM TAT
Té chire hoc tdp

Bai viét tcfng két cac Ii thuyét vé 16 chirc hoc tdp va hoc tdp 16 chire & nam khia canh: (i)
dinh nghia khdi niém t6 chirc hoc tdp va hoc tdp t6 chirc, so sanh su khdc biét giita chimg; (i) mirc
dg hoc tdp va loai hinh hoc dp; (iii) quy trinh hoc tdp trong t6 chike; (iv) su can thiét ciia t6 chirc
hoc tdp; va (v) hinh anh ciia t6 chitc hoc tdp. Bai viét nham muc dich kich thich cac té chitc ciia
Viét Nam quan tam dén tam quan trong ciia hoc tdp doi véi sw thanh cdng ciia t6 chike.

Tir khéa: t6 chirc hoc tap, hoc tap t6 chitre, mirc d hoc tap, quy trinh hoc tap.

1. Introduction

Since the 1990s, the term learning organization has become one of the most popular
concepts in the lexicon of business as evidenced by the rapidly increasing volume of
publications in scholarly journals and by the deep interest and adoption of the concept. In
fact, the concept highlights the importance of learning in organizations. West (1994) states
that adaptation to change and uncertainty is most likely to occur when sufficient and
appropriate learning takes place throughout the organization all the time. It is unsurprising
that the statement of De Geus (1988, p.71) “The ability to learn faster than your
competitors may be the only sustainable competitive advantage™ attracts great attention
from academics and practitioners studying learning organization/organizational learning as
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they believe that learning organization/organizational learning is the right perspectives for
companies to maintain competitive advantage in an ever-changing business environment.
2. Definition of learning organizations

Senge (1990, p.2) described learning organizations as places “where people
continually expand their capacity to create the results they truly desire, where new and
expansive paterns of thinking are nurtured, where collective aspiration is set free, and
where people are continually learning how to learn” — and affirmed that “The
organizations that will truly excel in the future will be the organizations that discover how
to tap people's commitment and capacity to learn at all levels.”

The learning organization promoted by Senge (1990) is only one of the many
versions of learning organizations currently available. Nevis et al. (1995) defined a
learning organization “as one that is effective at acquiring, sharing, and utilizing
knowledge.” According to Garvin (1993, p.80), “a learning organization is an
organization skilled at creating, acquiring, and transferring knowledge, and at modifying
its behavior to reflect new knowledge and insights.”

In spite of different definitions on learning organization, there appears to be some
consensus in several areas. Firstly, adapting to an uncertain and fast changing environment
is particularly the goal of learning organizations. Secondly, enhancing the organizational
learning capacity, i.e. acquiring, sharing, and utilizing knowledge rather than immediate
problem solving is a pathway to develop a learning organization. Thirdly, having a shared
vision or making collective commitment to learning is regarded as the core energy for
organizational change. Fourthly, organizational learning capacity is improved through
members, who openly share, discuss, experiment with diverse insights and ideas.

3.  Difference between learning organization and organizational learning

According to Fiol & Lyles (1985, p.803) ““organizational learning means the process
of improving actions through better knowledge and understanding™. The two similar and
closely related terms of “organizational learning” and “learning organization” are
sometimes used interchangeably until mid 1990s, when they were divided into two
streams: descriptive and prescriptive (Tsang, 1997). The former stream — research on
organizational learning processes — is studied by academics. The latter stream — research
on the set of management practices and characteristics of an organization becoming a
learning organization — is the domain of practitioners. The difference between the two,
according to Tsang (1997, p.74-75), is that “Organizational learning is a concept used to
describe certain types of activity that take place in an organization while the learning
organization refers to a particular type of organization in and of itself. Nevertheless, there
is a simple relationship between the two — a learning organization is one which is good at
organizational learning.”
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Similarly, Birdthistle (2008) sees the two terms as the two sides of the same coin, i.e
if an organization wants to become a learning organization, organizational learning must
be a fundamental and central activity in that learning organization. Burnes (2004, p.140)
states that “the difference appears to be between ‘becoming’ and ‘being’”’. Organizational
learning describes organizations’ attempts to become learning organizations by promoting
learning in a conscious, systematic and synergistic fashion that involves everyone in the
organization. A learning organization is the highest state of organizational learning, in
which an organization has achieved the ability to transform itself continuously through the
development and involvement of all its members. Therefore, once the definition of
organizational learning is settled, that of the learning organization will follow.
Organizational learning does not guarantee an organization to become a learning
organization, but a learning organization must be good at organizational learning.

4.  Learning levels

The concept of organizational learning includes the idea that organizations could
learn through employees’ learning and knowledge, then share that knowledge throughout
the organization, i.e organizations learn and that learning takes place at organizational
level. Although some authors (Simon, 1991; Dodgson, 1993; Garvin, 1993) argue strongly
that only individuals can learn, organizations do not learn by themselves, others (March,
1991; Crossan et al., 1999; Senge, 1990) contend that learning takes place at group and
organization levels as well. As Kim (1993) states, “All organizations learn whether they
consciously choose to or not... it is a fundamental requirement for their sustained
existence”. Cook & Yanow (1995, p.368) look at organizational learning in a cultural
perspective to explain the phenomenon that “organizations learn the same way people do”.

Learning occurs at different levels in the organizations. Solingen et al. (2000) has
classified organizational learning as the highest state of learning in the organization (see
Table 1).

Table 1. Organizational learning levels (adapted from Solingen et al., 2000)
Level 1 Level 2 Level 3

Individual learning Team learning Organizational learning

Individual learning

Individual learning is of great importance for organizations as it provides the basis
for organizational learning. As Kim (1993, p.37) emphasized, ““All organizations are
composed of individuals. Organizations can learn independently of any specific individual
but not independently of all individuals”. According to him, there are two levels of
individual learning — operational and conceptual. Operational learning refers to learning at
procedural level that codifies into routines. Conceptual learning refers to learning where
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individual thinks and conceptualizes why things are done in this way by challenging the
existing conditions, procedures or conceptions and leading to new mental models.

Team learning

Today organizations work in teams and teams are composed of individuals. Team
learning is defined as “a set of people that share the same learning goals and learning
processes over a period of time” (Solingen et al., 2000). McDougall & Beatie (1998)
stressed the importance of team learning by saying that learning can only be attained
through sharing, effective communication between teams and team members, whose
interactions link individual learning with organizational learning. Senge (1990) explained
that when teams learn they can spread the acquired skills to other teams which can foster
learning throughout the organization. “Team learning bridges the gap between individual
learning and organizational learning” (Aslam et al., 2011).

Organizational learning

Organizational learning is the process (or capacity) by which organizations learn. It
can be viewed as the organization’s collective capacity to learn. Organizational learning is
achieved by collective sharing, which is obtained in team learning (Aslam et al., 2011).

These three levels of learning are of inter-relationship. Sinkula (1994), Senge (1990)
and Argyris & Schon (1978) have the same understanding that there is a link betwwen
individual learning and organizational learning. For example, Argyris and Schon (1978,
p.20) argued that “there is no organizational learning without individual learning”. Senge
(1990, p.236) also supported this view, stating that “organizations learn only through
individuals who learn. Individual learning does not guarantee organizational learning, but
without it no organizational learning occurs™”. Although organizational learning is
dependent of individuals, not all learning at the individual level translates into learning at
the organizational level. Organizational learning is not merely the aggregate of all the
organizational members’ learning. According to Kim (1993), individual learning affects
organizational learning by influencing the organization’s shared mental model, which can
be achieved by team learning. Team learning is a bridge connecting individual learning
with organizational learning (Aslam et al., 2011). As Senge (1990) explains, when teams
learn, the acquired skills can be transferred to other teams, which can facilitate learning for
larger organizations.

5. Learning types

Different authors have different classifications of learning types, of which “single-
loop learning” and “double-loop learning” (Argyris and Schon, 1978) or “adaptive
learning” and “generative learning” (Senge, 1990) are most widely used in the literature.
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Table 2. Learning types

Authors Type 1 Type 2 Type 3

Argyris & Single-loop learning Double-loop learning Triple-loop learning
Schon, (learning without (learning involving changing (aiming at improving
1978

the organization’s culture) the organizational

significant change in basic )
learning process)

assumptions)

Fiol and Lower-level learning Higher-level learning
Lyles, (occuring within a given (aiming at adjusting overall
1985 organizational structure, a rules and norms)

given set of rules)
Senge, Adaptive learning Generative learning (involving
1990 creativity and innovations,

(basing on implementing
change in the basic
assumptions of the
organization like culture,
value, structure)

emphasizing  experimentation
and feedback)

Organizational learning begins with double-loop learning. Unfortunately, most
organizations incline to do well with single-loop learning but very few are effective at
double-loop and duetero learning (Dodgson, 1993).

6. Learning processes

There have existed several organizational learning processes in the literature. For
example, Huber (1991) with four steps organizational learning process, including
knowledge acquisition, information distribution, information interpretation and
organizational memory; Sinkula (1994) with a three-stage pattern, including information
acquisition, information dissemination and shared interpretation); and Nevis et al. (1995)
with a three-stage model, including knowledge acquisition, knowledge sharing, knowledge
utilization.

It is clear that the above-mentioned processes do not cover all three learning levels
(individual, group and organizational levels). Crossan et al. (1999) has developed 4l
processes sequentially encompassing intuiting, interpreting, intergrating and
institutionalizing and linking the individual, group and organizational levels (see Table 3).
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Table 3. Four processes through three levels (Crossan et al., 1999, p. 525)

Level Process Inputs/ Outcomes

Experiences

Individual Intuiting Images
Metaphors
Interpreting Language

Cognitive map

Conversation/ Dialogue

Group Intergrating Shared understandings

Mutual adjustment

Interactive systems

Routines

Organization | Institutionalizing Diagnostic systems

Rules and procedures

Intuiting is the process of pattern recognition. In this stage, individual changes his
way of thinking and and is able to develope new insights based on personal experience .
Intuiting is highly subjective and uniquely individual process, it does not fit within the
current organizational mental models and existing organizational rules, routines.

Interpreting is the explaining, through words/actions and interaction among members
of the group, of such insights to others and to groups within an organization. Interpreting
spans the individual and group levels.

Integrating is the process of developing shared understanding among individuals and
of taking coordinated action through mutual adjustment. This step takes place at a group
level linking with organizational level.

Institutionalizing is the process of ensuring that routinized actions occur. It takes
place at organizational level. Shared understanding modifies changes in systems,
structures, procedures, rules and strategies, and guides organizational action.

7. Reasons for the need of learning organizations

There are at least two interrelated reasons. The first reason is survival. All
organizations should learn, otherwise they will die. That learning (L) must be equal to or
greater than environmental change (EC): L>EC - a very significant equation orginated by
Revans (1982). The speed of technological change occurs so rapidly that it causes pressure
on firms to attentively focus on research and development. Current practices are no more
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valid — and firms should learn to do things in new ways in order to adapt to environmental
changes. The second reason is excellence. All stakeholders — customers, staffs and
shareholders — are attracted to superior performance. The growing competition provides
additional pressure on firms to learn faster than their rivals (De Geus, 1988).

8.  Image of a learning organization

Table 4 clarifies the characteristics of a learning organization compared with the
traditional organization that combines both the bureaucratic and performance-based
organizations (Hitt, 1996).

Table 4. Eight characteristics of the traditional versus the learning organization
(Hitt, 1996, p.18)

Traditional organization Learning organization

Shared value Efficiency Excellence
Effectiveness Organizational renewal

Leadership style Controller Catalyst
Team Working team Synergistic team
Strategy Road map Learning map
Structure Hierarchy Dynamic networks
Staff People who know People who learn
Skills Adaptive learning Generative learning

Measurement system

Financial report

Balanced scorecard

Shared value

The traditional organization has two primary values:

(1) Efficiency: doing things right

(2) Effectiveness: doing right things

These two values are essential for all organizations. However, for those working in
fast changing environments with ever-increasing competition, these two values are not
sufficient. They need higher values that can be seen in the learning organization:

(1) Excellence: obtaining the highest standards in every work while accounting for
the customer’s needs and the available resources

(2) Self-renewal: encouraging a continuous innovation within the firm

Leadership style

The “controlling” style in the traditional organization means regulating, restraining
or directing influence. Here the manager has three functions:

(1) Objectives setting

(2) Perfomance reviewing
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(3) Corrective action taking

The leader in a learning organization has a new role: designing the learning
organization and being a catalyst by empowering staffs through: (1) setting a shared vision;
(2) allocating the necessary recources for vision achievement; (3) giving authority; (4)
praising successes; and (5) being a learning designer

Team

The working team in the traditional organization is a low-synergy team. Therefore,
the collective intelligence of the whole team is less than the average intelligence of each
individual. In contrast, the synergistic team in the learning organization is a high-synergy
team or high-performance team. As a result, the intelligence obtained by team members is
greater than the sum of intelligence of individual members. Without synergistic teams,
there is no learning organization.

Strategy

In the traditional organization, strategy development is viewed as a road map that
indicates goals and objectives, action plans and resources allocation for achieving those
goals and objectives. In the learning organization, however, it is viewed as a learning map
that figures out the formulation process of the new knowledge through sharing of
individual mental model. That new knowledge helps revise the shared mental model to be
aligned with the current situation.

Structure

The traditional organization focuses on the orderliness when building the structure. It
seems not appropriate for organizations facing radical environment change. Therefore,
flexible structure provided by the dynamic networks is a choice for the learning
organization.

Staffs

Criteria for selecting people in the traditional organization is knowledge and
experience, but in the learning organization it is the ability to learn. The learning
organization requires their staffs to commit to lifelong learning.

Skills

Senge (1990) differentiated clearly the two types of learning in The Fifth Discipline.
“Adaptive learning” is learning for survival whereas “Generative learning” is learning that
enhances the organization’s creativity. The traditional organization is commensurate with
adaptive learning, but the learning organization is more appropriate with generative
learning.
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Measurement system

Traditional organization uses only one dimension for measurement, that is financial
performance, and ignores the operational measures. Learning organization uses the
framework of The Balanced Scorecard for measuring the performance by four categories:
vision; excellence; organizational renewal; and financial performance.

9.  Conclusion

Learning is available in any organization as it is an inevitable element in an
organizational life and a key to competitiveness. The rapid technological change in
products and processes, the growing use of organizational softwares and the rising
customer’s demand increase the need for organizations to learn to do things in new ways.
Hence, learning continues to be fashionable research topics for organizational sciences.

REFERENCES
Argyris, C. and Schon, D.A (1978). Organizational Learning — A Theory of Action Perspective.
Mass: Addison-Wesley.

Aslam, H.D. et al. (2011). A journey from individual to organizational learning (Exploring the
linking bridge: team learning). International journal of Academic Research, 3(3), 738-745.

Birdthistle, N. (2008). Family SMEs in Ireland as learning organizations. The Learning
Organization, 15(5), 421-436.

Burnes, B. (2004). Managing change, 4"-ed. UK: Ashford Colour Press Ltd.

Cook, S. and Yanow, D. (1995). Culture and Organizational Learning. Journal of Management
Inquiry, 20(4), 355-372.

Crossan, M.M. et al. (1999). An organizational learning framework: from intuition to institition.
The Academy of Management Review, 24(3), 522-537.

De Geus, A.P. (1988). Planning as Learning. Harvard Business Review, March-April, 70-75.

Dodgson, M. (1993). Organizational Learning: A review of some literatures. Organization Studies,
14(3), 375-94.

Fiol, C.M. and Lyles, M.A. (1985). Organizational Learning. Academy of Management Review,
10(4), 803-813.

Garvin, D.A. (1993). Building a learning organization. Harvard Business Review, (July-August),
pp. 78-91.

Hitt, W.D. (1996). The learning organization: some reflections on organizational renewal. Emloyee
Counselling Today, 8(7), 16-25.

Huber, G.P. (1991). Organizational learning: the contributing processes and the literratures.
Organization Science, 2(1), 88-116.

Kim, D.H (1993). The link between individual and organizational learning. Sloan Management
Review, Fall, 37-50.

March, J.G. (1991). Exploration and exploitation in organizational learning. Organization Science,
2(1), 71-87.

McDougal, M. & Beatie, R.S. (1998). The missing link? Understanding the relationship between
individual and organizational learning. International Journal of Training and Development,
2(4), 288-299.

199



TAP CHi KHOA HQC - Trwong DHSP TPHCM Tdp 14, Sé 10 (2017): 191-200

Nevis, E.C. et al. (1995). Understanding organizations as learning systems. Sloan Management
Review, Winter, 73-85.

Revans R.W., (1982). What is Action Learning? Journal of Management Development, 1(3), 64-
75.

Senge, P.M. (1990). The Fifth Discipline: The Art and Practice of the Learning Organization.
NewY ork: Doubleday/Currency.

Simon, H.A (1991). Bounded rationality and organizational learning. Organization Science, 2(1),
pp. 125-135.

Sinkula, J.M. (1994). Market Information Processing and Organizational Learning. Journal of
Marketing, 58(January), pp. 35-45.

Solingen, R.V. et al. (2000). From process improvement to people improvement: enabling learning
in software development. Information and Software Technology, 42, 965-971.

Tsang E.W.K. (1997). Organizational Learning and The Learning Organization: A Dichotomy
Between Descriptive and Prescriptive Research. Human Relations, 50(1), 73-89.

West, P. (1994). The Concept of the Learning Organization. Journal of European Industrial
Training, 18(1), 15-21.
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Ban bién t4p Tap chi Khoa hoc rat mong nhan duoc s trao déi thong tin
cla céac don vj ban va dugrc ban doc thuong xuyén céng tac bai vé, gop y xay dung.
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