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Learning in the Knowledge World

by David and Alex Bennet
INTRODUCTION

Learning and knowledge go hand in hand. It took several hundred years for the most
advanced nations of the world to move from agricultural to industrial to information-driven
economies that continue to challenge organizations to improve performance. During the past
decade the new field of knowledge management (KM) has generated excitement and achieved
increased visibility for its potential to leverage the newly recognized asset we call knowledge
and, by doing so, bootstrap organizational effectiveness. During this same decade, the notion
emerged that organizations can learn and from that learning create competencies that lead to
competitive advantage and agility. KM and learning form a powerful force for improving
organizationa performance and accelerating the career growth of individuals who work
primarily with knowledge, knowledge workers.

Learning, both organizational and individual, has seen aresurgence in popularity, driven
by the accelerating pace of market changes, the Internet, the opportunities offered by virtual
learning, and books such as The Fifth Discipline: The Art and Practice of the Learning
Organization (Senge, 1990). The knowledge worker is now recognized as amajor part of the
workforce; that is, those workers that use their experience, education, and mental capacity to deal
with the problems and opportunities arising from complexity, uncertainty, and rapid change
(Drucker, 1989). Understanding complexity demands knowledge. Making decisions under
conditions of uncertainty requires a KM approach to ensure organizational agility and knowledge
sharing. Rapid change places high priority on learning and flexibility. Many companiesliving on
the forefront of the emerging landscape are recognizing the importance of the relationship
between Knowledge Workers, KM, and Learning. Each of these factors is interdependent with
the other, and they are all consistent and synergistic with each other. In a culture that needs
workforce competency and empowerment, the growth of KM provides a foundation to leverage
and accel erate the improvement of both learning and knowledge worker performance.

Learning, individual and organizational, serves to keep knowledge workers and their
organization up to date with changes in the external environment while creating energy,
enthusiasm, flexibility, and collaboration among knowledge workers. It is with the knowledge
worker that both innovation and action occur. Working in a knowledge-centric and learning
culture, knowledge workers, individually and in groups, can create, leverage, and apply
knowledge to meet changing needs. Knowledge management provides the emphasis, the
enabling information technology, the processes, and the attention to help knowledge workers
learn, collaborate, and implement the four major processes—creativity, problem solving,
decision making, and taking action. Conversely, knowledge workers can support the objectives
of KM and actively increase their own performance by sharing their knowledge and facilitating
organizational learning.

These three aspects of the knowledge organization — KM, learning and the knowledge
worker — both support and need the other two. This paper focuses on learning and the learning
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processes that help knowledge workers keep up with the fast-changing world. Asthe
environment becomes turbulent, nonlinear, and complex this relationship between knowledge
workers and their organization takes on even more importance. Over the past decade, KM has
grown up and is now a significant part of many knowledge organizations. The partnership of
KM, learning, and the knowledge worker is coming into its own, as we will demonstrate in
several examples.

Using these concepts to build acommon framework for understanding, there are a
number of ways that individuals can learn and some areas that are vital to the success of
organizations at the forefront of this new world. In this paper we shall first set the groundwork
by devel oping some baseline definitions. Second, we will explore the mutual interdependence
between learning and the knowledge worker through a discussion of e-learning, action learning,
and accelerated learning. Third, we will explore the relation between organizational learning and
knowledge management in terms of organizational structure, strategy, technology, |eadership and
the environment. Fourth, we will explore areas of intersection: individual learning and KM,
learning and communities of practice, learning and systems thinking, and learning and flow.
Finally, we shall present amodel that explores the learning continuum from an individual or
organization highly interactive with its environment to an individual or organization whose
thinking and actions have become static.

SETTING THE GROUNDWORK

To gain insight into learning and the knowledge worker, it is useful to start with a careful
interpretation of knowledge. We are in close agreement with Sveiby when he takes knowledge to
be the capacity to act. (Svelby, 1997) Knowledge istied to action because it is only through
action that changes can occur and results be obtained. Tying knowledge to action recognizes the
importance of tacit and implicit capabilities to take actions. For us, knowledge is best
understood as the human capacity to take effective action, with the recognition that capacity
includes both potential and actual ability. Many of the ideas normally considered to make up
knowledge (data, information, facts, truths, concepts, theories, judgment, intuition, insight,
experience, predictability, etc.) contribute to creating the understanding and ability needed to
take effective action. This means that knowledge exists only in, and can be created by, the
human mind. Sinceindividuals, teams and organizations all may have the capacity to take
effective action, they can all possess knowledge. Teams and organizations may have collective
knowledge (both potential and actual) and therefore be capable of taking actions that an
individual could not take.

Learning is considered to be the creation and acquisition of potential and actual
knowledge. Thus, learning and knowledge are closely related but not identical. Learning isa
process that creates new meaning from experience and new capabilities for action. Knowledge
may be a process (taking action) or an asset (capacity) residing in the minds of knowledge
workers. Often, we do not know what we know until we say or do something. Knowledge, like
memory and riding a bicycle, is often created and brought forth from the unconscious mind when
we need it.
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The term organizational learning may refer to individual learning within the
organization, the entire organization learning as a collective body, or anywhere in between these
extremes. However, most organizational learning refers to either group learning or the entire
organization learning. Of course, individual learning, or learning in small or large groups or as
an entire organization may be needed for the firm to possess the requisite knowledge to take
effective action. From a knowledge management perspective, all levels of learning are important
and all must be nurtured to become a natural part of the culture. To date, firmsimplementing
KM have put their emphasis has been put on locating, creating and sharing individual
knowledge. For thisreason, we consider organizational learning to refer to the capacity of the
organization to acquire the knowledge necessary to survive and compete in its environment.
However, there is an important distinction between individual learning and group/organizational
level learning. Individual learning is acognitive or behavioral activity between an individual
and their environment, whereas in groups or organizations, learning is a collective process
dependent upon relationships and interactions among individuals such that learning occurs
primarily through the interaction of the participants and creates an understanding that is larger
than any single individual process.

Whileindividual learning is achieved by study, observation, cognition, experience,
practice and developing effective mental models in the mind, organizational learning, being as
much a social as a cognitive activity, occurs when groups learn to interact, share their knowledge
and act collectively in amanner that maximizes their combined capacity and ability to
understand and take effective action.

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. These are
usually unique to each organization and can rarely be replicated by other firms. The knowledge
behind a core competency is built up over time through experiences and successes. It rests as
much in the relationships and spirit among the knowledge workers as in the sum of each
worker’s knowledge.

Since individuals create organizations, it is they who establish the standards, processes,
and relationships that enable group and organizational learning. But organizational learning is
more than the sum of the parts of individual learning. For example, when individuals leave,
effective KM will enable the organization to retain its corporate knowledge, that is, the
knowledge that comes from the experience, cooperation and collaboration of its employees.

Some of the specific ways that organizations learn include: Single-Loop, Double-Loop,
Deutero, and strategic learning. Single-loop learning (SLL) occurs when mistakes are detected
and corrected, and then organizations carry on with their present policies, strategies and goals.
Double-loop learning (DLL) occurs when, in addition to detection and correction of errors, the
organization isinvolved in the questioning and modification of existing underlying assumptions,
beliefs, norms, procedures, policies, and objectives. DLL involves changing the organization’s
knowledge base or organization-specific competencies or routines. (Argyris and Schon, 1978)
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Deutero-learning (DL) occurs when organizations learn how to carry out single-loop and
double-loop learning. DLL and DL are concerned with the why and how to change the
organization, while SLL is concerned with accepting change without questioning underlying
assumptions and core beliefs. SLL may prevent DLL from occurring. In order to encourage the
deeper learning, organizations must move away from mechanistic structures and adopt flexible
and organic structures. This requires anew philosophy of management, which encourages
openness, self-reflection, and the acceptance of error and uncertainty. Adopting a bottoms-up or
participatory approach can encourage DLL. There’s often a difference between what people say
(espoused theory) and what they practice (theory in use). (Argyris and Schon, 1978)

Strategic learning is defined as “the process by which an organization makes sense of its
environment in ways that broaden the range of objectivesit can pursue or the range of resources
and actions available to it for processing their objectives.” (Mason, 1993)

Knowledge management is a systematic approach to getting an organization to make the
best possible use of knowledge in implementing its mission, broadly viewed as either sustainable
competitive advantage or long-term high performance. The goal isfor an organization to
become aware of its knowledge, individually and collectively, and to shape itself so that it makes
the most effective and efficient use of the knowledge it has or can obtain. By management we do
not mean control in the sense of strong authority and direction. This style of management fails
with knowledge because no one can control another person’s mind--where the knowledgeis.
Instead, managers must first set examples through leadership, management and personal
behavior. Then they must strive to create and nurture a culture and an infrastructure that
stimulates workers to create, use and share their knowledge and that also supports their freedom
to act effectively over a broad range of situations. When an organization livesin aturbulent,
unpredictable, and challenging world, it must be a learning organization, capable of handling
change, uncertainty and complexity. That is, the culture and infrastructure must be such that
individuals and groups of individuals can and will continuously question and if needed, change
their beliefsin order to create and apply new knowledge to achieve desired goals and objectives.

A knowledge-centric organization is one in which knowledge is recognized as a key
success factor and is systematically managed through KM best practices. When maximum
synergy exists between individuals in the workforce and KM, the organization amplifiesits
resource effectiveness, thereby providing sustainable competitive advantage and performance
excellence. For thisto occur, the organization must be able to sustain a dynamic balance wherein
the individual and the KM system continuously adapt to each other through cultural expectations,
flexibility, and empathy. By culture, it is meant the set of beliefs of employees about how the
work should be done and what behavior is expected. There are things that the worker can learn,
know, and do that will significantly impact organizational learning and performance. At the
same time, there are many things the organization can do to support and help their knowledge
workers perform more effectively. Both parties benefit from continuous collaboration and
support.
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KNOWLEDGE WORKERS

Knowledge workers do not always work in organizations that recognize the value of
knowledge and have processes and technology that support and leverage the creation and
application of it. Often, organizations need to be reminded aware that their performanceis
determined by the day-to-day actions of all employees. If aclear line of sight from these actions
to the mission and purpose of the firm can be made visible, the value and contribution of
knowledge workers can be understood. This line of sight is best seen as the interplay between
KM, learning, and knowledge workers. Knowledge workers take action because someone
(perhaps themselves) makes a decision to do so. That decision, in turn, isthe result of some
existing situation that needs to be changed. For nontrivial situations, problem solving can
become challenging and generate alternative options often as the result of creative thinking and
innovative ways of viewing a situation. Knowledge management provides the environment,
learning keeps the knowledge up to date, and the knowledge worker both creates and acts on that
knowledge.

There are four major processes used in knowledge organizations: creating ideas, solving
problems, making decisions, and taking effective actions. Each of these processes can be
implemented by an individual knowledge worker or by ateam of workers. Each process presents
an opportunity for knowledge workers to learn and increase both their knowledge and
experience. Teams are particularly effective as|learning experiences because many ideas and
viewpoints are shared, and dialogue and discussion can help clarify questions and
misunderstandings that participants may have, often leading to “a-ha experiences.” To get the
maximum learning from team meetings, the knowledge worker can take a number of actions.
These actions include: keeping an open mind, not taking sides quickly, and aways remembering
that knowledge is never absolute. The efficacy of knowledge depends on its situational context
and the future flow of events. The former is never completely known and the latter is often
contingent upon many unpredictable interactions.

The knowledge worker who actively listens and reflects on multiple views will not only
achieve understanding and insights that leverage and modulate his/her own knowledge but also
develop an objective, systems-oriented perspective that significantly contributes to problem
solving and cognitive growth. If the team is interdisciplinary, the awareness and appreciation of
other modes of thinking and fields of learning will significantly enhance the knowledge worker’s
ability to integrate information and balance priorities, thereby preventing the hardening of sides
and viewpoints during team discussions. The ability to remain objective and still be part of a
discussion is amark of leadership that helps both the knowledge worker and the organization.

Teams have proven their ability to improve decision-making and enhance learning.
(Katzenbach and Smith, 1993). Knowledge workers can improve their learning during team
problem solving and decision-making by withholding their own beliefs and opinions until latein
the dialogue process. A position stated quickly becomes a position defended. When this occurs,
the conversation moves from open inquiry to a debate or face-saving challenge. Much learning is
lost when debate replaces inquiry. Although debates can certainly be learning experiences, much
more learning can occur during deeper levels of thought, such as assumptions, context, patterns,
relationships, and expectations of the future rather than the higher levels of beliefs, events, and



Learning in the Knowledge World 6

opinions. Beliefs, events, and opinions are surface phenomena that usually represent information,
not knowledge. Keeping group discussions at deeper levels requires an open and supportive
organizational culture (KM) and continuous team-member attention to learning (Bennet, 1997).

Physical environment, culture, and interpersonal relationships must be taken into account
for ateam to achieve learning and high performance. The use of groupware, such as whiteboards
and computer systems that allow input from every team member and real-time integration and
display of ideas, can be very helpful. The physical layout of working spaces a so influences the
way knowledge workers think and feel during meetings. Good facilitation is essentia for
productive and open communication among diverse knowledge workers. Individual
empowerment of team members gives them confidence and strength of resources. Many of the
KM objectives, such as knowledge sharing, knowledge repositories, knowledge systems,
storytelling, knowledge flow channels, and communities of practice provide strong support for
team performance and individual learning.

Classical research in adult learning has two primary foundations: Malcolm Knowles
(1998) research in adult learning and David Kolb’s (1984) research in experiential learning.
Knowles identifies the conditions in which adults learn best and the human characteristics that
drive those conditions. For example, adults are usually driven by real-world problems and learn
best from solving problems that are directly related to their current work. They are self-directed
and each individual, usually without conscious awareness, has developed a comfortable way of
learning that is unique and maximizes hig'her ability to take in information and create
understanding. Although there are many individual learning “styles,” a given worker will usually
have one particular style that is most effective and most personally satisfying. A knowledge
worker who takes time to “learn how to learn” will be able to learn via several styles. Since
much learning takes place in situations that are not within the learner’s control, being able to
learn through images, lectures, reading, dialogue, debate, computers, and so forth will be very
helpful over thelong term.

Often team or group learning can be very effectiveif it is planned and run by an
experienced leader or facilitator. Learning does not automatically occur among team members
simply because they are talking to each other. Simulations can be very effective learning tools
for individuals and for teams. Even though their initial development may be expensive, once
developed, simulations are very economical for large numbers of learners. Systems Dynamic
modeling is one example of coupling groups of managers and computer modeling to clarify
issues and help knowledge workers make sense of their organization’s behavior and take any
necessary corrective actions. (Vennix, 1996)

Another challenge for the learning knowledge worker is the increasing number of
situations in which learning can take place. Asthe Internet grows, there will be more learning
through browsers, chat rooms, and communities of practice. Normal classroom education will
still count, aswill conferences, retreats, and other off-site experiences. An often neglected, yet
most important source of learning, isthe casual conversation that occurs around the coffee pot.
Aninformal question-and-answer exchange concerning issues at work between two colleagues
of differing experiences can lead to significant growth in the knowledge of both workers.
Organizations that are aware of these gains make specia efforts to design their facilities and the



Learning in the Knowledge World 7

knowledge workers’ spaces so that they may take advantage of these natural cross-fertilizing
opportunities. They often provide the information technology that supports learning and
knowledge sharing. (Coleman, 1997). While no one can “order” a knowledge worker to learn or
share knowledge, the smart organizations nurture and create environments within which learning
and sharing occur naturally. We will now look at severa of the main trends and methods of
learning, particularly those appropriate for the knowledge worker.

e-LEARNING

According to Rosenberg, e-learning refersto the use of Internet technologies to provide
many types of solutions to enhance knowledge and performance (Rosenberg, 2001). Note that
this definition focuses on the Internet but allows a wide variety of possibilities for learning,
creating, and changing knowledge. The advantages of e-learning include reduced cost and time
of both instructors and students. Once an e-learning course has been developed, it can be given to
alarge number of people with minimum expenses. The material can be updated at one time and
all students can quickly be notified. Changes and new ideas can be easily inserted into the
material. Discussion groups operating in conjunction with e-learning courses allow students and
instructors to dialogue and expand upon the material as needed. The main thing missing isthe
interpersonal interactions that allow in-depth exchange of ideas and insights through real-time
conversations with facial and other nonverbal communications. While e-learning may not work
for learning deep knowledge about complex subjects, it iswell structured for many knowledge
worker needs.

A good example of e-learning comes from the Department of the Navy. Early in their
implementation of KM, the Department of the Navy realized it could not become a knowledge-
centric organization without being alearning organization. They also realized that when they
coupled the fast pace of change with a geographically dispersed, rotating workforce, e-learning
had to become a necessary part of their strategy. The Deputy Chief of Naval Operations
established a high-level taskforce to provide the tools and opportunities that would enable people
to learn, grow, and devel op into successful leaders who could make a difference in the Navy. Ina
hierarchal, military structure, direction from senior leadership is the impetus for success. This
enterprise-wide effort led to a partnership between the education and information technology
leaders to develop avirtual toolkit to operationalize e-learning. The toolkit provides resources
and connections that form the network of education and learning in the department. In the spring
of 2002, the Department of the Navy was named a “Most Admired Knowledge Enterprise,” the
only public-sector organization to receive this honor. Alongside such organizations as Microsoft
and IBM, the Navy was specifically noted for its emphasis on organizational learning.

ACTION LEARNING

Another form of learning, known as action learning, uses ateam or group to solvereal,
practical problems while deliberately emphasizing learning as they do. The action-learning group
takes a systems approach to solutions since their actions are designed to affect al parts of the
organization necessary to ensure long-term problem resolution. Thus, action learning enhances
individual and group learning, facilitates organizational change, and solves real-world problems.
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Action learning is a specia form of team learning, problem solving, and implementation.
The group has afacilitator, and learns through questioning and reflecting clarified via group
dialogue. True to the concept of knowledge, an action-learning group is committed to taking
action but only after considerable timeis spent in understanding the problem, the situation, and
the ramifications of potential actions. In effect, an action-learning group becomes a knowledge
creating (learning) team. This process not only improves decision making, it also achieves buy-in
by team participants and creates a learning environment within which team individuals and their
organization can learn and share their own knowledge. This learning occurs when the group is
open to new ideas, questions past and current assumptions, and works collaboratively toward a
common interpretation of the problem based on their collective understanding and experience.
The organization’s role, through KM, is to provide: work spaces that are conducive to open
conversation and honest inquiry, effective information technology support and information
repositories, and a culture that rewards knowledge sharing

Although the concept originated many years ago, action learning has now cometo the
forefront as an effective way to meet the demands of the new world (Marquardt, 1999). There are
recognized successes throughout the current literature. Several years ago, alarge government
program in the Defense Department requested one of the authorsto lead a team to identify and
evaluate the management risks that could impact program success. The program included seven
organizations that had to work together; a complex parts supply chain; two refurbishment and
rebuild depots; severa ordering and stocking facilities; and private industry participation.
Although each organization was competent and dedicated, there was inadequate coordination
among the organizations and the knowledge workers had little time for learning. Also, the “not
invented here” syndrome made communication difficult.

An action-learning approach was taken and nine carefully selected, highly competent
team-members were chosen. The members represented all of the organizations as well asthe
professional experience needed to assess the problem and identify solutions. During start up, it
became clear that, although the team was working well together, they were not aware of what
each other’s organizational problems, constraints and true objectives were. Most important,
knowledge workersin all of the organizations were not aware of the impact of their own
decisions on the other organizations as the consequences of their work flowed through the
enterprise. Everyone was too busy to be concerned with each other’s work, resulting in each
organization doing high-quality work that often created problems for the rest of the enterprise. It
was aclassic situation of the need to understand risk and become aware of the impact of every
part of the complex flow of work on the other parts of the system—a good opportunity for an
action-learning group. After reviewing and refining the team’s mission, a charter was prepared,
submitted to a higher authority, and quickly approved. A series of briefings allowed team
members to understand the full scope of the program and the nature of the participating
organizations. During this time, the members got to know each other, created their own common
language, and addressed a number of basic values.

Many learning sessions on organizational structure were conducted on subjects such as:
the nature of enterprises, systems theory, risk management and communication. All were closely
related to the problems at hand. This enabled team members to broaden their understanding of
all organizations within the enterprise and to appreciate their own organization’s role. As the
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various processes and procedures were evaluated, many suggestions and ideas were offered by
members who were not participants in these processes but saw them from a new and often
insightful perspective. Real learning, that is being surprised and experiencing aleap of
understanding, began after the third day. Formality drifted away and real questioning, response,
and counter questioning began when the team devel oped their own meaning of risk and how it
should be defined for their task. There were many discussions on what approach should be used
to identify and map out the various risks throughout the enterprise and how to gather the desired
information. These interactions were more alearning process than result producing. No one was
pressured into accepting someone else’s conclusions. Instead, there were many deep dives into
what assumptions were behind those beliefs and conclusions. Although heated debates and
strong feelings emerged, the team was able to do their own double-loop learning, without being
force-fed or lectured.

The outcome of the 35 days that the team spent together was a detailed identification of
the specific risk areas and the expected levels of risk, along with ideas on how these risks could
be reduced and maintained in the future. A risk-interaction matrix was developed to indicate the
likely impact of anegative event in one part of the enterprise on all other dependent work efforts.
Such amatrix demonstrated to everyone how important it was to communicate and collaborate
with other individuals and organizations that were part of the enterprise. One surprising result
was the possibility of turning risk-management practices into opportunity-management practices,
with the only difference being that arisk results from a potentially negative event and an
opportunity results from a potentially positive event. Another benefit from the action-learning
effort was the personal and professional growth that occurred within the team members. The
ability to be more receptive to other viewpoints, and to discern differences and discriminate their
value was ameasure of persona growth. Also, the capability to reintegrate those differences,
ideas, or interpretations into a cohesive, meaningful whole is a competency not often
encountered.

Such persona development can occur when ateam learns to work together, dissect, and
understand major facets of the organization and then bring them back together into a complex
system that produces a desired product. Put another way, their domain of action and sources of
knowledge expanded as aresult of solving areal world problem that was of high interest and
importance to them. Not only had they made useful contacts and learned from them, they aso
saw the enterprise in anew light and understood their own problems within a broader context.
While KM was largely unknown to the enterprise at that time, the attitudes of the senior
executives and the organization’s culture permitted, and even encouraged, such learning.
Information technology was used to maintain ateam Web site, an intranet was available
throughout the enterprise, and a meeting space was found that offered the needed groupware
support. However, in the end, it comes down to the human-to-human interactions and the trust
and ability to listen and share understanding with each other that spurslearning and creates
knowledge.

ACCELERATED LEARNING

Accelerated learning is a systematic process designed to take advantage of our brain’s
full capabilities through the use of findingsin recent research in neuroscience. Recognizing that
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our brains are highly complex—with five types of memory; right and left hemispheres that
specialize in different capabilities; three major parts (a brainstem, limbic, and neocortex) each
with different functions; and eight intelligences (language, logic, visual-spatial, musical,
kinesthetic, social, interpersonal, and naturalistic) (Gardner, 1993)—accelerated learning is an
approach designed to take advantage of the whole brain’s capability to learn. Briefly, the process
consists of six phases. motivation, getting information, finding meaning or sense making,
committing to memory, practicing what you have learned, and reflecting on how you have
learned. The techniques used in each of these phases could best be considered as meta-learning
since their purpose is to help one learn how to learn. Each of Gardner’s eight intelligences is
inherent in everyone to varying degrees, and they all can be improved through learning and
practice.

While individuals can personally make good use of the ideas and practices of accelerated
learning, the best learning often occurs in alow-stress, small-group environment that is
positively reinforcing, with some enthusiasm and humor (Rose and Nicholl, 1997) In addition,
the knowledge worker must want to learn, that is, the material must be rel evant, needed, and
applicable. It helpsto deliberately involve as many senses as possible. Studying and exploring a
problem from each of the eight intelligence areas provides viewpoints, insights, and solutions
that may not otherwise surface. Another useful technique is to search for good metaphors and
analogies that provide windows to better understand the problem.

The following is an example of how a small professional services firm changed itself
through collaborative learning. The company, Dynamic Systems, was in the highly competitive
engineering and professional services field, predominately working for the U.S. government.
Dynamic Systems grew to about 120 professionals over its ten-year history but was lagging
behind its competitorsin the application of IT, in the ability to leverage knowledge within the
company, and in applying that knowledge to provide fast, high-quality customer support. In other
words, it was not al of the knowledge it had to create the desired competitive edge. There was
also no clear direction for company growth. This was not unusual in thisindustry since growth
was primarily achieved by winning competitive contracts from a wide range of clients.

The company’s growth had slowed and senior management recognized that technology
was significantly changing the competitive landscape. It also became apparent that there were a
number of much larger companies in other industries that had been able to achieve what was
popularly known as “world-class” status. It was concluded that the organization needed to
change within the next few years or the company could easily fall far behind its best competitors.
Being a professional services firm, it was recognized that about 90 percent of its value wasin the
minds and behavior of its employees. Increasing that value had to come from the knowledge
workers themselves. Since the employees were motivated and competent professionals, the
strategy selected was to make the workforce aware of these concerns and empower them to
participate and find solutions. Whatever the solution looked like, it would require employees and
senior managers to change their daily actions, in other words, to learn. The tenets of both action
and accelerated learning were found to work nicely with the goals of the organization.

They began by analyzing the current and anticipated environment, and identifying those
world-class organizations that were demonstrating successful practicesin markets similar to



Learning in the Knowledge World 11

Dynamic Systems. Five teams were formed from volunteers throughout the company. The teams
dealt with the vision, the use of technology, customer service, the bid-and-proposal process, and
the employee management process. Employees from all levels of experience were encouraged to
participate, as well as representatives from all departments. This ensured the diversity of thinking
and encouraged cross-department communication and systems thinking. All teams were briefed
and encouraged to ask questions and add ideas. Using only volunteers and keeping an open
dialogue led to highly motivated teams. Charters gave the teams both freedom and
empowerment. Funds were allocated and the teams were given six months to research their tasks,
develop programs for achieving their objectives, brief senior management, and prepare and
present a half-day learning session to every employee in the company. All team members
participated in presenting the learning sessions.

Asthe vision team devel oped its ideas, they briefed the other teams in order to get
feedback and receive direction in terms of the company’s long-term objectives. This process
provided areference point for the other teams to ground of their research and focus their efforts.
At the briefings and learning sessions, all team members participated in answering questions and
generating ideas. During these discussions, care was taken to reflect on the work and its potential
effect on both individual and organizational performance. This ensured understanding and buy-in
for the implementation of the recommended actions. The results were later used to provide an
up-to-date orientation for new employees.

Since about 35 percent of the employees had participated in the learning process, there
was enough critical mass to bring the entire company into alignment. Severa changes included
increased training in technology, much greater use of teams and knowledge sharing, an improved
process for customer support, and better customer feedback. A second round of teams were
started after 18 months that included a strong effort in KM to formalize the company’s internal
ability to share knowledge and use technology in order to add value to customer products.

Within three years, the company growth rate went from 5 to 25 percent per year. There
was a significant increase in profitability, a higher rate of employee satisfaction, and a significant
increase of the company’s market value. As in all organizations, there is never a single cause and
effect between planned change and results. Many complex interdependencies are involved.
However, by bringing the employees into the challenge and creating an environment in which
they learned quickly and practiced what they had |earned, the entire organization could work
cohesively and move together. Although larger organizations would be more difficult to move,
the principles of collaboration, participation, and learning are still fundamental and highly
effective.

LEARNING BEYOND THE PROFESSIONAL AREA

As the world moves into the age of complexity and events become more difficult to
predict, there are certain areas of knowledge that are becoming essentia for career success and
for maintaining organizational performance. Because technology and the pace of change will
almost surely continue accelerating, successful knowledge workers must be able to learn rapidly,
continuously, and flexibly to fulfill their work responsibilities and maintain employability, as
well as employment. This means that they must learn how to learn in avariety of situations and
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in many different ways. Rarely, if ever, do we reflect on how we learn and consciously try to
expand the ways we learn. Living in the world of the future, where professionals often deal with
five to ten subject areas in the course of an hour, requires the ability to communicate and share
understanding with professionals from other disciplines, and make decisions and solve problems
that entail multiple subjects.

Essential areas for most knowledge workers include: learning how to learn, having
knowledge about knowledge, systems thinking, complexity thinking, risk management,
networks, networking and relationship management, questioning, facilitation, flow, information
literacy, judgment and intuition, knowing, sense making, and peripheral discipline awvareness.
This assumes that the knowledge worker knows his’her professional field and continuously
learns to keep up with that field. Most of these areas are touched upon throughout this paper.
While each area deserves extensive attention, we shall only provide several short definitions of
new areas and further explicate “learning how to learn”.

Complexity Thinking. While complexity theory has been studied in the sciences for
several decades, it has recently expanded to apply what has been learned to current
organizationa and management issues. Both evolution and human history have repeatedly
shown that systems that survive over time do so by becoming more and more complex. In
simple terms, complexity describes a system or organization that has so many parts (people) and
relationships that it is not possible to take into account all of the causal relations underlying its
behavior. Just as Systems thinking has become a hallmark of many of today’s successful
professionals (Senge, 1990), being able to recognize, understand and deal with complexity isthe
challenge of the immediate future.

Relationship Network Management. The relationship network isamatrix of people that
consists of the sum of a knowledge worker’s relationships, those individuals with whom the
knowledge worker interacts, or has interacted with in the past, and has a connection or
significant association. Relationship Network Management occurs when we recognize the
potential of these rel ationships and use them to share knowledge and learn, creating and
sustaining a conscious give and take movement, or flow, across the network.

Information Literacy. Responding to the information and knowledge age, Information
Literacy isaset of skillsthat enable individuals to recognize when information is and is not
needed, and how to locate, evaluate, integrate, use and effectively communicate information.
(Department of the Navy, 2000) These skills are critical in dealing with the daily barrage of
information; and the broad array of tools to search, organize and analyze results, and
communicate and integrate them for decision-making. In the U. S. Department of Labor’s 1991
Commission on Achieving Necessary Skills, Information Literacy was called out as one of the
five essential competencies necessary for solid job performance.

Knowing. Knowing is seeing beyond images, hearing beyond words and sensing beyond
appearances. Thisisablending of the cognitive capabilities of observing and perceiving a
situation, the cognitive processing that must occur to understand the external world and make
maximum use of our intuition and experiences, and the faculty for creating deep knowledge and
acting on that knowledge. Knowing provides methodologies to increase individual sensory
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capabilities and increase our capability to consciously integrate these sensory inputs with our
tacit knowledge, that knowledge within usthat is a product of al of our past learning and
experiences but is difficult to put into words or transfer. In short, we don’t know everything that
we know. By exploring our sense of Knowing we expand our understanding of ourselves,
improve our awareness of our external world, and increase our skills to affect internal and
external change.

Learning How to Learn

From an external perspective, we believe others have learned when they demonstrate
changes in behavior that produce effective results. In exploring learning how to learn, we will
consider learning in the context of acquiring complex concepts and deep knowledge as distinct
from ssimple data and information. Because of our individually unique genetics, development,
experience and cognitive and emotional characteristics, there is not a single process that results
in maximum learning. Some people learn best from reading, some from listening to lectures,
some from teaching, some from dialogue, social conversation or listening to stories, some from
visua displays, some from internal reflection, some from intense debate and some from rituals
and repetition. Any one or combination of them may work best at any given time and situation.
For the sake of this discussion, we take as an axiom that the responsibility for learning, and
learning how to learn, falls on theindividual professional, and that self-directed learning is
usually the best. Any general theory of learning cannot take into account individual
characteristics. Unfortunately, "It has been found enormously difficult to apply laboratory-
derived principles of learning to the improvement of efficiency in tasks with clear and relatively
simple objectives. We may infer that it will be even more difficult to apply laboratory-derived
principles of learning to the improvement of efficient learning in tasks with more complex
objectives." (Hilgard and Bower, 1966)

Another axiom offered is that proactive learning is better than reactive learning.
Academic institutions, training programs and other adult educational programs that offer or
facilitate learning are useful, but in general they produce students that are passive learners. As
Knowles noted "For some time now | have been aware of the fact that the products of our
educational system don't know how to learn--they only know how to be taught.” (Knowles,
1972) Yet for most situations passive learning is inadequate, only the adult learner knows what
knowledge is needed, when it is needed, how it will be used and possibly how best they can
learn.

Aswe move through the phases of our professional life, our local environment within
which we work and learn may change significantly. In school we probably learned from lectures
and self-study, yet our learning dealt mostly with theory and tractable problems. Inrea life we
have to learn to deal with ambiguity, no-win problems and messy situations. We also must learn
tolearn in awide variety of local environments, some of which we find difficult or even
offensive. In other words, to maintain learning over time and in awide variety of situation we
must learn how to learn, a subject that is rarely discussed in academia or in the corporate world.

Since each of usis unique, with our own history, motivations and cognitive skills and
preferences, we take as a premise that our ability to learn will also be unique to each of us. It
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then follows that learning how to learn will be a personal journey, undoubtedly with help from
others, but the brunt of the work must be done by each of us. If we consider the need to learn
deep knowledge as noted above, then the normal academic approach of lectures and self-study
may well be inadequate. If “X” is some challenging, complex subject, we may learn about "X"
but we must live with "X" to learn "X". That isto get the "feel of X", to be able to anticipate the
consequences of our decisions and actions, and by doing so, achieve effective results. Only
experience coupled with practice, thinking, questioning, challenging, guessing and trial and error
creates the insights and a-ha experiences that lead to real understanding and comprehension.

A most important question is: How do we learn how to learn from all of these ways of
gaining data, information and knowledge? Since each of usis unique the starting point is to
know ourselves. our own strengths, weaknesses, feelings and likes and dislikes relative to the
acquisition and assimilation of new information and knowledge. How we have learnt best in the
past, what our preferences for receiving new information and, most important, can we learn how
to learn from all of the various techniques and artifacts of learning situations. As professionals
we will continue to be exposed to awide variety of learning situations such as those mentioned
above. If we didike learning from lectures, we should make an effort to learn from lectures.
Every process for learning can contribute to our stores of knowledge and to ignore some methods
by "turning off" isto lose an opportunity. Each individua can look at a give situation and reflect
on how to learn from that situation. Two perspectives are helpful. Oneisto look at the situation
and ask what isin the situation that | can learn from. The second and more difficult isto ask
yourself what do | need to do to get the maximum learning out of this system-composed of the
situation, me, and the interaction between us. Answers to such questions will encourage each of
us to learn how we learn in each situation. Lets take a couple of examples-storytelling and
reading.

Sorytelling and Reading. Most people are aware of the power of storiesto communicate
understanding, values and guidelines. They are easily remembered and recalled when needed and
may even serve as internal mentors that offer guidance to the person when they find themselves
in asituation related to the lessons of the story. Storytelling could perhaps be looked at as
teaching. This may be true, albeit incomplete. The storyteller can learn from listening to the
comments and observing the reactions of the audience. Any forthcoming dialogue will give the
storyteller much greater insight into the different meanings and insights lying within a good
story. However to learn from such an experience, the storyteller must consciously ask questions,
listen carefully and be open to different interpretations of her story. Just as good teachers learn
much from their students, every professional can learn from helping others learn.

Many people consider reading abook a passive activity. In doesn't have to be. Since we
al learn from an interaction, a dialogue on a given subject, we can interact with a book by
highlighting or underlining passages we believe are important to us. This simple process gives
the unconscious mind more time to absorb the sentences and think about them. By prioritizing
ideas and concepts using afour star system next to important areas we can easily return to the
book and pick out areas that were most interesting and important, thereby reinforcing or
reviewing our earlier thoughts-again reinforcing learning. Another techniqueisto challenge
statements believed to be untrue, thereby creating action items for our own further research. Or
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we add our own thoughts and questions in the margins where the author made statements that
trigger our own knowledge.

In other words, we can become active participants with the book and use it as avehicle
for creating and pulling information and knowledge from our own experience or unconscious
mind. Thereis an old saying that is very appropriate: "We don't know what we know until we
say it, writeit or think it." Thusif abook isread not just as a source of someone else' ideas, but
as atool to leverage our own experience, emotions, intuitions and creative powers, we can
amplify our learning from every book we read. To do this takes patience, practice and time. It is
an example of learning how to learn and each reader will have to develop his’her own
techniques. Techniques that are comfortable and fit individual learning preferences.

The above examples are not meant to be definitive. They hope to suggest the sometime
invisible situations that can be used by professionals who seriously want to maximize learning
and are willing to put personal effort into answering the question: "How can | gain the maximum
knowledge from this specific situation?"
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Concluding Thoughts on Knowledge Workers

The best knowledge workers will be able to learn and apply their knowledgein
collaboration with others, while simultaneously recognizing the breadth of information and
knowledge needed to comprehend and resolve complex problems and situations. To be
successful, they must aso be able to manage knowledge in the sense of recognizing, creating,
finding, and moving knowledge that is valid, useful, and applicable to the issue at hand. Beyond
this, knowledge workers must have the foresight to sense their future knowledge needs and
acquire that knowledge to handle challenging problems well before the problems arise. Even
though they may not know the specific problems that will be faced, they should be aware of the
types of issues and challenges that may occur. In the best case, knowledge workers should direct
their learning and manage their knowledge so they are well prepared for both present and future
challenges. Thiswill be the payoff from learning how and when to learn and from treating their
knowledge as a manageabl e asset that greatly influences career success. Since their competency
is the source of the organization’s performance, KM and learning become everyone’s
responsibility and everyone’s gain. The trio is thus intertwined, and loss of any one will
significantly impact the others.

THE COMMON GROUND: ORGANIZATIONAL LEARNING AND KM

In an organization where understanding and the ability to take effective actions are major
challenges because of the organization’s environment or the nature of its work, both knowledge
management and organizational |earning become critical factorsinitslong-term survival. In
fact, these two fields are so important that they must become embedded within the organizational
philosophy and culture such that they are continuous, widespread and mostly invisible. That is,
such that they are found in the habits, norms and expectations of the workforce, managers and
leaders of the organization. To the extent that such an ideal can be achieved, knowledge
management and organizational learning will be interdependent and inseparable, but not
identical. To understand this relationship we explore a number of characteristics of
organizational learning and knowledge management and see how they naturally complement and
reinforce each other.

In the current and future environment of business, the major challenge relates to finding,
creating or developing under standing and meaning of the complex events, situations and patterns
arising from an uncertain, complicated and rapidly changing world. Cross and Israglit observe
“many organizations have recently turned to knowledge management in an effort to improve
business performance.” (Cross and Israglit, 2000)

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, Chris Argyris and others have noted the great difficulty
organizations have when confronted with the need to rethink their basic assumptions and beliefs
because of rapid shiftsin their landscape. Thisis precisely where organizational learning is put to
its greatest test and where knowledge management finds its reason for being.

Addressing the issue of how organizations can enable complex knowledge-intensive
processes to adapt to changes in their environment, Ruggles and Little believe that, by definition,
these processes tend to have a very short half-life. “What needs to be known for effective process
execution is constantly changing. Active knowledge management can support these processesin
such environments by giving the process executors ongoing access to the knowledge that keeps
these processes effective, as well as enabling them to feed back what they have learned as they
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go.” (Ruggles and Little, 2000) 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. As noted above, this requires double-
loop learning. KM, focusing on organizational mission, strategy and vision, should be able to
detect changesin the outside world. Organizational learning, then, has the challenge of
identifying the new learning that will succeed and of replacing the old knowledge with the new.

Cross and Isradlit clearly link knowledge management, organizational learning and the
human resources of the organization. They state that today’s knowledge worker—the
organization’s human resource—is “valued precisely for his or her ability to contribute unique
knowledge, skills and technologies forming the heart of what most organizations are calling
knowledge management.” They continue, saying that to truly leverage knowledge, “we must
work with the subjective nature of learning and the idiosyncrasies of all those people wefind in
organizations—atask requiring greater attention to individual and socia processes of learning in
organizational settings.” (Cross and Israelit, 2000)

Based on hiswork with Clarica Life Insurance Company, Hubert Saint-Onge discovered
that: “If human resource professionals want to play a key role in leveraging their organizations’
knowledge, they must first redefine their traditional functions and roles for the new knowledge
era. Knowledgeis anincreasingly critical commodity, and a knowledge strategy must be at the
heart of the new mandate for human resources.” (Saint-Onge, 2000)

Ideally, one would like to embed organizational |earning within a knowledge
management program in support of KM processes. To achieve this there would need to be a
knowledge network of workers, managers and |eaders supported by an infrastructure of
technology and processes, with an organizational structure of collaborating teams and a culture
of learning and sharing. This combination would significantly improve the organization’s ability
to change itslearning (and unlearning) rate. The result being the organization’s ability to
provide rapid internal adjustments that allow it to quickly change in response to externa
demands. Such an organizational agility isthe result of close collaboration between Knowledge
Management and Organizational Learning efforts.

Organizational memory can be made of both hard data (such as numbers, facts, figures,
reports and other documents and rules) and soft information and knowledge (such as expertise,
experiences, anecdotes, critical incidents, stories, artifacts, context information, details about
strategic decisions, and tacit knowledge). Most firms have information systems such as
inventory control, budgetary, and administrative systems that store and retrieve hard data or
facts, but many do not capture the softer information. Ideas generated by employeesin the
course of their work are often quickly forgotten, yet they can be captured through explicit
narratives stored electronically for future reference.

Firms are increasingly focusing on the concept of organizational learning to increase their
competitive advantage, innovation, and effectiveness. Organizational learning is accelerated
when afirm, through knowledge management, creates a common knowledge repository,
identifies and codifies competencies and routines, including acquiring, storing, interpreting, and
mani pulating information from within and external to the organization. Knowledge
management, through knowledge sharing processes, leverages both individual and organizational
learning. By improving the quality and speed of communication and the understanding of
problems and changes surrounding the organization, organizational learning and knowledge
management jointly increase the quality of decisions of the organization and the effectiveness of
their implementation.
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Organizations learn to increase their adaptability and efficiency during times of change.
Learning is adynamic process that manifestsitself in the continually changing nature of
organizations, as exemplified by innovation, collaboration, culture shifts and high morale,
especially during times of uncertainty and external challenge. Both knowledge management and
organizational learning use knowledge generation and knowledge sharing as foundation
elements. To be successful, these capabilities require ahigh level of attention to human factors:
roles and responsibilities, experience, motivation, self-image, respect and trust, honesty and
integrity and the quality of interpersonal relationships throughout the firm. Since much of our
knowledge is tacit, existing within our memories and unconscious mind and not easily
articulated, its development and sharing is very much a social process. (Nonaka and Takeuchi,
1995)

In today’s rapidly changing, erratic and increasingly complex environment, knowledge
creation, acquisition and application through continuous learning are likely to be the only
solution to survival and excellence. Organizational learning is contingent upon a number of
factors such as leadership, structure, strategy, environment, technology, and culture. Knowledge
management hopes to create and nurture these same factors to make optimum use of the
organization’s knowledge. Looking at several of these factors will allow us to see the close
relationship between knowledge management and organizational |earning.

Structure

Structure represents the set of arrangements among the resources of the organization.
The resources may be people, facilities, technological, financial or conceptual. How these
resources are related to each other, and especialy their influence on human culture and human
relationships, influences a firm’s self-image, its beliefs about the external world and its ability to
learn and change. Whether afirm livesin denia of external change or embraces that change
and, through learning, strives to adapt or influence those changesis heavily influenced by both
structure and culture. Theincreasing emphasis of many firms on information management rather
that classical capital management can be seen from Strassman’s estimate that “corporations
throughout the devel oped world are devoting between four and ten times the resources to
information management than are deployed for industrial-age capital management.”

Hierarchical, controlling structures by their very nature tend to prefer stability and
minimize the learning and close collaboration needed to meet significant change or paradigm
shifts. Loose structures (even hierarchical) that have a culture of sharing and collaboration can
often facilitate learning and allow the freedom to change. However, they must also have clear
direction and coordination, otherwise the resulting actions will be diverse and the lack of focus
may make them unable to support major organizational objectives. Organizationa learning can
occur for al the wrong reasons. When this occurs, often learning is incapable of providing value
to thefirm. Here iswhere a knowledge management effort that creates and manages a structure
to correlate the learning and concomitantly focus the application of that learning can pay big
dividends. KM can do this by integrating corporate strategy, vision and structure, using
knowledge as the common denominator and corporate vision as the guidepost. However, too
much limitation on knowledge focus can create an inability to respond to surprises and mgor
environmental paradigm shifts.

Unless deliberately provoked, most organizationa structures tend to becomerigid over
time. To prevent such rigor mortis, and to keep the workforce flexible and open to personal and
professional change, organizational learning and knowledge management need to encourage and
make use of flexible and changing structures, at the same time retaining the capacity to focus and
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correlate local knowledge and activities as needed. Policies such as moving people around to
broaden their experience and revitalize their challenges, continuously bringing new people into
the organization at al levels and deliberately changing organizational relationships will catalyze
and perpetuate both individual and organizational learning. Encouraging open communications,
getting both managers and workers to constantly challenge their own basic assumptions and
support prudent risk taking and team collaboration will encourage a culture that nourishes and
updates the organization’s knowledge, ergo its effectiveness. From a measurement view, the
only true measure of effectiveness of organizational learning and knowledge management is how
well the organization meets its current and strategic objectives—the true bottom line of the firm.
This will require a line of sight from the organization’s policies, decisions and actions to its
organizational learning and knowledge management efforts to its overall performance.

Strategy

Strategic applications of information systems for knowledge acquisition can take two
forms. Capabilities for assimilating knowledge from the outside (such as competitive
intelligence systems acquiring information about other companies in the same industry) and
capabilities for creating new knowledge from the reinterpretation and reformulation of existing
and newly acquired information (such as executive information systems or decision-support
systems). They can also be environmental scanning and notification systems and intelligent and
adaptivefilters.

Learning is stimulated both by environmental changes and internal factorsin a complex
and iterative manner. An organization’s strategy influences learning by providing a limit, or
focus to decision-making and aframework for perceiving and interpreting the environment. In
turn, the strategic options chosen will depend on the unique history, culture, and learning
capacity of the organization. Such causal feedback |oops are widespread within organizations,
demonstrating why it is so difficult to change organizational behavior and mindset. Knowledge
management, by providing a systems-wide perspective that can affect al parts of the firm, may
initiate change in the perception of knowledge and learning and in their role in improving
organizationa performance. By making multiple changes throughout afirm, it is possible, but
never certain, that the above-mentioned closed causal loops can be modified in such away that
employee behavior becomes redirected toward learning and knowledge application. For example,
a knowledge management effort might change the technol ogy, the communication networks, the
physical spaces, the questions asked by policy makers and the expectations of employees—all
changed in away that would encourage and facilitate learning, collaboration and the awareness
and respect for knowledge and its role in the organization.

Technology

The influence of information systems, in particular, can be considered two-fold: Direct
influence and indirect influence. Information systems can indirectly influence organizational
learning by affecting contextual factors such as structure and environment, which in turn
influence learning. They can also directly influence the organizational learning process. The
introduction of information systems flattens the structure of the organization and promotes
greater dissemination of information to al individuals. Through the internet, intranets,
communities of practice, communities of interest, groupware etc. anyone in the corporation can
talk to anyone else, almost at any time. These open, informal networks and multi-paths serve to
partially equalize positional influence and emphasize the value of information and knowledge.
These equalizers, if used effectively, will facilitate the evolution of the organization’s culture
toward learning and knowledge management objectives. The information technology should be
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low-cost, support low-friction information and knowledge transfer and, over time, become an
invisible part of the infrastructure.

Through the increased availability of information and the sharing of that information, the
organization becomes more informed, flexible and organic. Information systems go beyond
automating to “informating.” (Zuboff, 1984) In an informated organization, the focus of control
shifts from managers to workers, who are now empowered with all the information required for
their effective performance. A number of current technology trends will help the organizational
discernment and discrimination problem. Discernment and discrimination are elements of the
organizations filtering process. Discernment is the ability to differentiate the meaning and value
among multidimensional concepts; and discrimination is the ability to choose those things upon
which the organization needs to focus.

Technology is moving beyond expert systems (which make logical inferences based on a
fixed set of rules) to systems that combine the use of embedded textual information with human
cognition and inference to maximize the decision-making and interpretation processes needed to
understand and act upon messy, complex situations. Technologies such as network publishing
on the Internet and the information superhighway can facilitate the creation of organizational
repositories. These repositories not only capture formal documents such as training manuals,
employee handbooks, training material, etc., but also informal experience such as tacit know-
how, expertise, experiences, stories, etc., often ignored in organizations. The use of such
information systems to support and enhance organizational memory (and learning) by improving
the precision, recall, completeness, accuracy, feedback and review of informal knowledge
complements well the human contribution to decision making—creativity, rational thinking,
intuition, emotion and socia synergy.

L eadership

The essential function of leadership is to provide direction, build an organization’s
culture and spirit and shapeits evolution. Leaders must shape the design of the organization's
structure and policiesto best fulfill its corporate mission. To do this, they must model desired
behavior, communicate the organizations vision and strategy and insist on effective
implementation of requisite policies and procedures. Organizational |earning also requires
commitment from executives for along-term process with adequate budget and resources.
Organizational culture (beliefs, ideologies, values and norms) and the amount of resources
(money, facilities, people and ideas) heavily influence the quality and quantity of learning.

Environment

Learning organizations treat competition as a means of learning, since competition
enables organizations to compare their own performance with othersin the industry and learn
from that exercise. Through knowledge sharing, learning results as the organization interacts
with its environment. Knowledge management |ooks to the externa environment as a source of
knowledge and as atesting ground for its understanding and interpretation of itself and the
outside world. As part of amajor feedback |oop, the environment presents a standard for
measuring the organizations learning, unfortunately, it can also be a harsh taskmaster for
organizational mistakes.

AREASOF INTERSECTION
Having addressed the broad areas of structure, strategy, technology and the environment, we
now look at a number of specific areas where knowledge management and organizational
learning intersect: Individual Learning and KM, Learning and Communities of Practice,
Learning and Systems Thinking, and Learning and Flow.
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Individual Learning and KM
Organizational learning is greatly dependent upon individual learning and the competency of

the workforce. If the firm has a culture and leadership conducive to organizational learning,
chances are that that same environment will also support individual learning. It isnot so clear
that KM facilitates individual learning since to date many KM efforts have emphasized
technology and knowledge sharing rather than individual development. However, the culture of
KM closely matches that needed for individual learning. Borrowing heavily from adult learning
expert Malcolm Knowles, the main characteristics of adult learners are summarized below.
(Knowles, 1998)

Adults want to learn more that just data and facts, they are interested in understanding
"the why and how" of their information. Since most adults are not closely supervised, they see
themselves as autonomous and self-directing. This same self-image becomes particularly strong
when they are in alearning environment. Feeling that only they know how best they understand
something, they do not want to be told what they need to know and how to learnitin a
pedagogica manner, they want to take ownership for their learning. Adults use their prior
experience and their mental models to make sense of new information and knowledge. This may
prove beneficial or detrimental, depending on the validity of these past experiences. Spending
much of their time solving problems at work, adults tend to prefer practical, goal-oriented
problem solving in arealistic context versus textbook solutions. Preferably, these problems
should relate directly to their current work and interests.  Comfortable with work-place
conversations, they tend to prefer learning through group discussions and dialogue rather than
self-study.

From these learning characteristicsit is clear that a successful knowledge management
program would provide many of the conditions desired by knowledge workers, and by doing so
greatly leverage learning throughout the organization. For example, KM builds a culture of
knowledge sharing and open communication, both leading to an environment conducive to adult
learning. Communities of practice, teams, knowledge repositories, intermediaries, yellow pages
etc all support the autonomous worker to meet their own learning needs. A somewhat surprising
consequence of KM is the awareness and instantiation of the importance and payoff of learning
and knowledge in the minds of the organization's knowledge workers.

L earning and Communities of Practice

Communities of practice accelerate learning. The practice of COPs denotes a group with
the same work focus, and therefore a group that has much in common in their every-day work
life, including acommon language. The community part of COPs denotes a group that has a
relationship built on trust and afocus on the open sharing of ideas and best practices. In COPs
the creating, learning, sharing and using of knowledge are ailmost indivisible. John Seely Brown
and Paul Duguid explained this phenomena: “... talk without the work, communication without
practiceisif not unintelligible, at least unusable. Become a member of a community, engage in
its practices, and you can acquire and make use of its knowledge and information. Remain an
outsider, and these will remain indigestible.” (Brown and Duguid, 2000)

Etienne Wenger, athought leader in communities of practice and formerly of the
Institute for Research on Learning, found that the group was important to both what people learn
and how they learn. Within the group setting of claims processors, Wenger discovered that
knowledge, traveling on the back of practice, was readily shared (Wenger, 1998). This same
pattern was found from shop floors to professional fields, where scientists, doctors, architects, or
lawyers, after years of classroom training, learn their craft with professional mentors. “Here,
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they form learning communities capable of generating, sharing, and deploying highly esoteric
knowledge.” (Brown and Duguid, 2000)

Pinchot views community as an essential leadership skill. “A powerful community of
work is essentia to workplace happiness, to organizationa loyalty, and to the high level of
cooperation across boundaries that is essential in the information age.” (Pinchot, 1998) Further,
he states that to get their work done, “knowledge workers abandon the formal organizational
structure and move into the informal organization,” that of communities. (Pinchot, 1998)

Communities can facilitate both single-loop and double-loop learning. Focusing on a
particular field, communities provide a thought test bed for creating and sharing better ways of
taking actions, developing new processes, tools and methods, and the application of new
management ideas. Thisissingle-loop learning. (Argyris, Putnam and McLain Smith, 1985)

But the open exchange of ideas and interactions among members of the community may
challenge the basic theory and belief about how the system works. In other words, when
problems arise and never seem to be solved, the underlying theory of how the system works may
be wrong. Or when the environment changes, the system must change to continue to meet its
responsibilities. When this occurs, an entirely new understanding of the system’s structure and
what makes it behave the way it does must be reviewed and a new theory developed. Thisis
double-loop learning. As mentioned earlier, thisis the most difficult of all becauseit requires
groups of people to change their understanding of their theory of success, to break through their
defensive routines to accept and believe that a new theory of action is right and will work.

This is where communities have an advantage. Communities encourage the exchange of
ideas, assumptions, and theories that open their members to new ways of seeing situations. The
continuous, rapid feedback system of acommunity provides the opportunity to tie discussions
and dialogues to decision results, generating new ways of understanding the system. Within the
trusting framework of communities, individuals can observe other’s results and rethink their
assumptions and theories.

The value of learning in general, and double-loop learning in particular, will be to speed
up the acceptance and application of new ideas, techniques, methods and tools that provide
themselvesin the workplace. Of special importance is the full acceptance of new ways of doing
business that change roles and rel ationships among organizations and individuals. Relationships
among manager-employee, colleague-colleague, community-community members, government-
industry, headquarters-field activities, buyers-users will al change in one form or another. How
effective these changes will be depends on the beliefs and actions of the individualsin each area.
Learning and change are the primary forces for success because they are absolutely essential for
adaptation, experimentation, and innovation. In today’s world, every decade and every year we
find new technologies, new rules and new environments which demand new perspectives, new
insights and new actions.

In 2000 the American Productivity and Quality Center (APQC) conducted a detailed study on
communities in order to understand their nature, their role, and how to create and successfully
sustain them. The study included 40 organizations from many different industries. The size of
organizations ranged from 100 to 900,000 employees. The introduction to the study results
states: “The Findings are compelling evidence that communities are assuming a new role in
knowledge work and KM systems. Community activities are also becoming embedded in the
daily work of knowledge workers.” (APQC, 2000) Provided as evidence of the rising
importance of communities in the knowledge work of organizations, the study results showed
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that 74 percent of responders reported that operating units rely on communities to provide
knowledge resources. (APQC, 2000)
Learning and Systems Thinking

Systems Thinking and System Dynamics facilitate both individual and organizational
learning. Systems Thinking, according to Peter Senge, is an approach to understanding complex
systems (such as organizations) that have many elements and relationships. (Senge, 1990)
Systems Dynamics s the technical side of systems thinking that provides the analytical
techniques and the software for computer programming of the fundamental causal relationships
within an organization that are identified by informed knowledge workers. Systems Thinking
provides a conceptual process and a visua way of describing multiple causality relationships that
include both positive and negative feedback loops, as well as time delays and nonlinear
influences.

Systems Thinking encourages groups to dialogue and develop a common understanding
of acomplex problem within the organization and thereby, learn from each other and become
better able to make decisions and implement them. Systems Thinking aso helps restructure
views of reality by identifying and challenging prevailing mental models and fundamental
assumptions and by promoting double loop learning. In the process of understanding how
organizations work, Systems Thinking encourages exploration of multiple viewpoints to any
problem through dialogue and discussion. It is via such knowledge sharing and creation
processes that knowledge management and organizational learning benefit each other.

There is another interpretation of Systems Thinking: Being aware of what systems are,
what characterizes them and their general properties. Perspective and viewpoint are often critical
to solving problems and understanding situations. A systems perspective permits one to see the
organization, external threats or internal processes as systems with boundaries, el ements,
relationships, and networks of influence that provide insight and understanding of how the
system works and how it will respond to a specific action. Learning by using the system
perspective greatly facilitates the development of knowledge of both individuals and groups. It
also puts each situation in its true place relative to other systems, permitting more effective
priority setting and prediction of knowledge application.

The best organizational learning is distributed throughout the firm such that from a
backdrop of continuous learning to meet routine challenges, teams and processes can, when
called upon, arise to anticipate and meet fundamental threats and opportunities that challenge the
organization. This means that learning must be local and distributed, and it must be both
continuous and episodic. These demands may strain knowledge workers and their managers,
since they require living with change and uncertainty relative to both what needs to be learned,
how fast it must be learned, and how to apply such new knowledge. This highlights the
difference between learning and knowledge processes. While there are generic knowledge
processes such as knowledge creation, sharing, and storing that may be described in general with
some assurance, successful learning processes are mostly local and depend upon the history,
nature, local culture, and leadership needs of the firm, and on the learning styles and recent
experience of both its knowledge workers and the teams they make up. Knowledge managers
must be sensitive to the locality of effective learning and to the unpredictable nature of many
learning situations.

A fundamental requisite to learning is the attitude and motivation of the individual
knowledge worker. While knowledge managers may influence individual attitude and
motivation, the amount of such influenceislimited. Given thislimitation, what knowledge
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managers can do isto support individual learning and organizational learning through the
effective nurturing of culture, infrastructure, technology, policies and personal behavior. In
today’s changing, uncertain and complex business environment, knowledge organizations must
be learning organizations and knowledge managers must therefore recognize and accept the
responsibility of building and maintaining an organization that treats learning as a key success
factor and isan integra part of the normal KM areas of concern. Knowledge managers must
also be sensitive to the individual and group needs and capabilities of knowledge workers as they
relate to learning, changing, risk taking, innovation and courage.

L earning and Flow

Organizations flourish with the flow of data, information and knowledge, the flow of
people across and in and out of the organization; and flow in terms of the optimal human
experience. In alearning-centric organization, learning and knowledge that is core to the
business of the organization are captured and shared. The more learning isvalued in the
organization, the better its core knowledge flows and grows through innovation, mission
performance, and the creation of new knowledge. While each individual isimportant to this
process, it is the continuous flow of knowledge and |earning among people that generates
organizational learning. This continuous flow is facilitated through the movement of peoplein
and out of networks, communities of practice and workgroups as they change jobs, change their
priorities and interests, and grow in new areas of thought. Even better than teams, thisfluid
movement of peoplein and out of communities of practice and networks creates diversity of
perspectives and ideas, bringing together new combinations of knowledge and learning that offer
ever increasing opportunities for discovering better ways of taking action and achieving their
organizational mission.

Considerable work is emerging on the science of knowledge flow within organizations.
Nonaka considers knowledge flow through four steps. Since he states new knowledgeis created
only by individuals and is necessarily tacit in nature, this flow occurs through a process of
socialization, with members of a community sharing their experiences and perspectives.
(Nonaka, 1994) A second flow occurs through externalization, where the use of metaphors,
stories and dialogue leads to the articulation of tacit knowledge, converting it to explicit
knowledge. A third flow occurs through combination, where community members interact with
other groups across the organization. A fourth flow occurs through internalization, where
individual s throughout the organization learn by doing and perhaps even through listening to
stories are able to create knowledge, usualy in tacit form. When all four of these processes
coexist, they produce knowledge spirals which result in accel erated organizational learning.
(Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995)

Optimal flow is apsychological state identified by Csikszentmihalyi as onein which an
individual, while actively performing some task, looses track of time and easily and naturally
makes use of all of their experience and knowledge to achieve some goal. Within an
organization, these three forms of flow can work together to activate and accel erate both
creativity and cohesion of action. High personal productivity, useful dialogue and knowledge
sharing, when coupled with new employees having different perspectives and asking challenging
guestions, will create an organizationa synergy that moves the knowledge-based organization to
achieve its best performance.

Although flow and knowledge spirals are knowledge management concepts, one can
easily appreciate their power to support and facilitate organizational learning. Although learning
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isinherently an individual experience, that experience can be significantly influenced to help the
individual and the organization learn and create knowledge.
THE LEARNING CONTINUUM

John Seely Brown and Paul Duguid view learning as a socia phenomenon. (Brown and
Duguid, 2000) Certainly looking at “social” as of, relating to, or occupied with matters affecting
interactions, discourse and human welfare, we agree fully. The socia phenomenon of learning
isnot only among individuals, but among any individual and the environment, whether that
environment consists of people, places, processes or things; whether it is silent or active; whether
it isdefined in terms of the individual with a negative or positive influence.

We have focused on, and talked about the importance of both learning and knowledge
management throughout this paper. Indeed, knowledge on the subjects of organizational
learning and knowledge management has become increasingly important as a point of focus for
the business world driven by the development of the Internet and virtual worldwide access to the
exponentially increasing amount of data and information. Since knowledge is situationally
dependent, i.e., what is understood as knowledge relates to some specific domain, situation and
context, a changing environment insinuates changing knowledge needs. Learningisthe
individual and organizational process for creating new knowledge to meet changing
environments.

Figure 1 explores the learning continuum from an individual or organization highly
interactive with its environment, in the flow state, to an individual or organization whose
thinking and actions have become locked, or static, and therefore continuously diminishesin
effectiveness as the environment changes. For ease of explanation, the model will be discussed
in terms of organizational learning. As an organization realizes the value of a product or process,
it tends to freeze that process or product in time. This occurs for a number of reasons such as the
need to train, limited funding, or temporary success. Perceived competitive advantage also
causes alocking in as new products/processes move into a mature phase where the focusis on
sales and/or implementation. If the organization has healthy feedback loops in place and
responded to, the organization moves in and out of learning cycles to periodically develop and
produce new versions of the product/process.
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Figure 1

The organization just described sits in the middle of the learning continuum as it markets
and implements its process/product, and moves down along the continuum as it receives
feedback from its environment, learns from that feedback, and creates an improved version of its
product/process. The innovative development environment, discussed in case studies of Apple
Computer, lays further down along the learning continuum. (Drucker, 1985) The Apple
organization was highly open and interactive with its environment, with minimal locking in of
products/processes. The furthest learning point along this continuum represents the state of Flow
introduced by Csikszentmihalyi, where there is a fluid exchange among the environment, the
organization and individuals within that organization. In the Flow state, autotelic work, work
whose purpose lies within the individual and is done for its own sake, is both agoa and aredlity.

Moving upward aong the continuum, still using an organizational scenario, the

organization is achieving enough continuing success with its product/process that it does not
recognize the need for change and remains locked into that product/process. In fact, inalarge
customer base, this success may continue for a number of years (dependent on how rapidly the
organization’s areas of focus is changing) as front-runners move on to new and better processes
and products, followers move in behind them to continue purchasing/using the offered
product/process. However, over time, the product/process will diminish in value and the market
will look to new ideas and products/processes for satisfaction. When this happensit is usually
too late to catch up with alert and more nimble competitors who have continued growing
themselves and their products/processes.

Another way to use the learning continuum model isto reflect on the fit between
individual s and the organization within which they work. If an organization islocked into a
product/process and in the distribution mode, it would be difficult for an individua who operates
near a state of flow to flourish. In like manner, for an individual who has locked onto a specific
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set of beliefs and work habits, it would be difficult to succeed in alearning organization that
fluctuates and bounces in response to the environment.

Taking a systems view of relationships among organizations and the people who work
within those organizations, to succeed in organizational structures built on the bureaucratic
model, it is necessary to have the ability to solidify ideas and slowly work them into the system.
Simultaneously, to respond to the fluctuating environment, it is necessary to have the ability to
be open to interact with that environment, and learn from it. This points to the need for
individuals and organizations to develop a capability to move in and out of learning modes,
although that movement along the continuum will be burdened by capacity and culture. Still, the
ideal condition isthe ability of individuals and organizations to choose where to function on the
continuum at a specific time and in a specific situation. It must be noted, however, that thereisa
limit to the amount of flexibility an individual or organization can achieve. The further an
individual or organization moves to either end of the continuum, and the longer he/she/it remains
in that mode, achieving a comfort level, the more difficult it becomes to move away from that
comfort level, the irony of alearner being unableto learn how to learn. In al thingsthereisa
bal ance, a region within which movement assures strength and stability without rigidity or undue
risk.

On the other hand, while an organization (or individual) isin an increased learning mode,
thereis aso increased risk and vulnerability. Thisis due to the large amount of interaction with
the environment that provides both negative and positive data and information, and the increased
need for greater discernment and discretion. In organizationa terms, this may be thought of as
the need for increased discrimination capability in aworld with porous and permeable
boundaries, where alarge amount of data and information flows into the organization and much
of itisirrelevant or false. What the organization learns may be more important than how fast it
learns. In fact, an organization may become saturated with learning and fall into the trap of
always trying something new without discerning the learning that is applicable to itsimmediate
needs.

The selection and validation competency (discretion and discernment) developed by a
high quality knowledge organization can focus learning in the right directions to reduce error
signals, confusion and wasted effort. Recall that knowledge is the capacity to take effective
action. Theword effectiveis significant because of the inundation of possibilities and the
chaotic nature of eventsin the environment of many extant firms. To learn to take effective
action meansto learn al of the right things, to unlearn those things that prohibit the right actions
and not fall prey to educated incapacity. Recall that knowledge is the capacity to take effective
action and learning provides the continuous creation and updating of knowledge. Taken
together, knowledge management and organizational learning provide the foundation for
leveraging the full value of the organization’s human resources.

Final Thoughts

As uncertainty and complexity increase in the future, and decisions become more
challenging, individual, group and organizational |earning, coupled with a strong knowledge
management program offers the best capability an organization can have to change, adapt and
influence its environment in away that maximizesits performance over time. This statement is
the crux of a 350-page book entitled Organizational Survival in the New World: The Intelligent
Complex Adaptive System that will be published by Butterworth-Heinemann in October 2003.
Bennet and Bennet make the case for a new theory of the firm built on the Neo Darwinian fitness
model where the organization is designed to continuously adapt to and co-evolve with its
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environment. At the core of this organization are the knowledge worker, learning and
knowledge. (Bennet and Bennet, 2003) Within the organization, focused, flexible and friendly
communities will help knowledge workers continually learn and change. By combining the
strengths of organizational learning and knowledge management, smart organizations will create
cultures, structures, and leadership styles that enable them to scan, perceive, evaluate, anticipate
and take effective action on new, ambiguous, unexpected and complex threats and opportunities.
Achieving such anideal isas challenging asit is productive.
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