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Abstract

In a brief introduction to learning, knowledge and learning are inextricably linked to people. Knowledge is the human capacity to take effective action; learning is the creation and acquisition of knowledge; and organizational learning is considered the capacity of the organization to acquire the knowledge necessary to survive and compete in its environment. Important distinctions between organizational and individual learning are explored before presenting five elements of the learning organization. Three underlying principles are provided as a launching point for future exploration: a learning organization is a knowledge organization; a learning organization is more than the sum of individual learning; and a learning organization is constantly changing and never at maximum efficiency. Finally, potential areas of further exploration are suggested.
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A brief introduction to learning
It would be difficult to talk about learning without talking about knowledge, that which is learned. Likewise, it would be impossible to talk about creating and sharing knowledge without considering the hows and whys of learning. And neither learning nor knowledge would mean anything separated from people—those who learn, those who create, leverage and use knowledge. Knowledge is the human capacity (both potential and actual) to take effective action in varied and uncertain situations. (Bennet & Bennet, 2004). Likewise, learning is considered to be the creation and acquisition of potential and actual ability for people to take effective action, or in other words, the creation of knowledge. 

Learning has seen a resurgence in popularity, driven by the accelerating pace of market changes, the Internet, the opportunities offered by virtual learning, the publication of books such as The Fifth Discipline (Senge, 1990), and the growing recognition of the  importance of knowledge in organizations. Verna Allee looks at the ability to learn as a new core competency, the answer to a resurgence of the ancient quest for knowledge.  In terms of both organizations and individuals, the greater our capacity for learning and building knowledge, the greater our likelihood of enjoying continuing success. (Allee, 1997). 
Learning is a dynamic process that manifests itself in the continually changing nature of organizations, exemplified by innovation, collaboration, and culture shifts—especially during times of change, uncertainty, and external challenge. While the term organizational learning is often used to refer to either group learning, it may refer to individual learning within the organization, the entire organization learning as a collective body, or anywhere in between. Building on our definition of learning, organizational learning could be considered the capacity of the organization to acquire the knowledge necessary to survive and compete in its environment. However, there are important distinctions between individual learning and organizational learning.
Some distinctions

First, individual learning is achieved by study, observation, cognition, experience, practice, and developing effective mental models in the mind. Conversely, organizational learning is as much a social activity as a cognitive activity, occurring when groups learn to interact, share their knowledge, and collectively maximize their combined capacity and ability to understand and take effective action. In that context, organizational learning requires a sharing of language, meaning, objectives and standards that may be significantly different from individual learning. When the organization learns, it generates a social synergy that creates a global knowledge, adding value to the firm’s knowledge workers and to its overall performance. When such a capability becomes embedded within the organization’s culture, the organization may have what is called a core competency. The knowledge behind a core competency is built up over time through experiences and successes, resting as much in the relationships and spirit among the knowledge workers as in the sum of each worker’s knowledge.

In the current and future environment of business, a major challenge relates to finding, creating, or developing understanding and meaning of the complex events, situations, and patterns arising from an uncertain, complicated, and rapidly changing world. As people flow through organizations, they must learn their role in support of their organization, higher order learning needs and competencies. For a global firm, this means that new knowledge workers must know their own discipline, how to collaborate with new challenges and how to communicate with colleagues from different cultures, languages and moral perspectives. Thus, knowledge sharing and leveraging presents a larger challenge (and offers a greater payoff) as globalization and communications networks encompass the world.

When major paradigm shifts occur in an organization’s environment, or within its own strategy or vision, the organization may face its ultimate challenge: finding a new self-image, giving up current doctrine, and replacing strongly held beliefs with ones that more accurately represent the new reality. Thomas Kuhn (1997) and Chris Argyris, et al. (1985), and others have noted the great difficulty organizations have when confronted with the need to rethink their basic assumptions and beliefs because of rapid shifts in their landscape. This is precisely where organizational learning is put to its greatest test and where knowledge management finds its reason for being. It is not easy to share knowledge; but it is even harder to give up old practices and beliefs that have worked well in the past. Organizational learning, then, has the challenge of identifying the new learning that will succeed and of replacing the old knowledge with the new. 
As the business environment speeds up, organizational learning must match its acceleration. As business relationships become more multi-faceted and complex, the nature of what the organization needs to learn becomes more difficult. Strategic organizational learning becomes the process by which an organization makes sense of its environment by broadening and sustaining the range of objectives it can pursue and the range of resources and actions available to further organizational objectives. (Sanchez & Heene, 1997)

The learning organization

Building on our brief discussion of organizational learning, the learning organization would appear to be an organization that (1) provides an environment conducive to knowledge creation, growth and sharing through the nurturing of living networks; (2) facilitates the flow of understanding through the use of communities and teams; (3) supports, encourages and values individual learning; (4) builds and sustains systems and processes that support knowledge centricity; and (5) develops systems and processes to sustain organizational memory. Note that a learning organization not only ensures personal and professional learning of the individuals within the organization, but also ensures individuals learn how to collaborate and create synergisms of knowledge and practice at the systems or team and community level. 

For example, organizational learning is accelerated when an organization, through knowledge management, creates a common knowledge repository, and identifies and codifies competencies and routines, including acquiring, storing, interpreting, and manipulating information from within and external to the organization. Simultaneously, knowledge sharing processes—leveraging both individual and organizational learning—improve the quality and speed of communication and the understanding of problems and changes surrounding the organization, increasing the quality of decisions and the effectiveness of their implementation.
As a launching point, the following underlying principles are forwarded:

· A learning organization is a knowledge organization.

· A learning organization is more than the sum of individual learning.

· A learning organization is constantly changing and never at maximum efficiency.
Pushing our thinking …
Even from the short introduction above dealing with one perspective on organizational learning and the learning organization, there emerge many unknowns and untapped possibilities for further exploration. For example, we might want to explore:
· How we integrate the diversity of thinking and learning styles from trans-national knowledge workers with the need for trans-national coherence in business execution?

· The sharing of language, meaning, objectives and standards across international organizations and transactions;
· Learning in terms of efficiency/effectiveness and short-term/long-term tradeoffs; 

· Second-order actions that might facilitate the emergence of organizational learning;

· The relationship of new AI approaches, knowledge workers and organizational learning;
· How we create sustainable organizational learning with the proficiency to sustain rapid, focused, creative learning that meets the needs of the moment;
· Context and meta-knowledge in terms of trans-national virtual learning;

· The relationship of culture, structure, leadership and learning in disparate geographically-dispersed organizations;

· The embedding of learning modules (information literacy, critical thinking, systems thinking, complexity thinking, etc.) in knowledge systems;

· The relationship of attention and intention in learning;

· The power of difference in terms of differences in human learning and thinking capabilities and capacities; 
· How organizations will be able to afford continuous organizational learning at the expense, for example, of efficiency and workforce morale; or
· Embedding elearning, action learning, accelerated learning, and mindful learning in a trans-national organizational setting.

There are so many more possibilities, of course, and all the other portfolios of VINE directly relate to the learning organization. For example, systems thinking, mapping processes, and global patterning are all learning tools. So your intellectual patterning, networking and integrating in these areas are welcome contributions to exploring the power of the learning organization, and to VINE.  
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� The following paragraphs differentiating individual and organizational learning have been developed over the past ten years and have appeared in multiple papers for the Federal sector and subsequently in Organizational Survival in the New World: The Intelligent Complex Adaptive System (Bennet & Bennet, 2004). They are reused here with permission.
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