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John Seely Brown and Paul Duguid (2000) view learning as a social phenomenon. Certainly looking at “social” as of, relating to, or occupied with, matters affecting interactions, discourse, and human welfare, we agree fully. The social phenomenon of learning is not only among individuals, but among an individual and the environment, whether that environment consists of people, places, processes, or things; whether it is silent or active; or whether it is defined in terms of learning from a negative or positive influence.

As we have discussed learning throughout this chapter, we glide in and out of the concept of knowledge management. 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. Learning is the individual and organizational process for creating new knowledge to meet changing environments. 

The Learning Continuum Model 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 diminishes in 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 a locking-in as new products/processes move into a mature phase where the focus is on sales and/or implementation. If the organization has healthy feedback loops in place and responds to this feedback, it can move in and out of learning cycles to periodically develop and produce new versions of the product/process.

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 the 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, lies 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 a goal and a reality.

Moving upward along 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, in a large customer base, this success may continue for a number of years, dependent on how rapidly the organization’s areas of focus or customer needs are 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 happens it 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 is to reflect on the fit between individuals and the organization within which they work. If an organization is locked into a product/process and in the distribution mode, it would be difficult for an individual who operates near a state of flow to flourish. In like manner, for an individual who has locked onto a specific set of beliefs and work habits, it would be difficult to succeed in a learning 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 is the 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 there is a 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 a learner being unable to learn how to learn. In all things there is a balance, a region within which movement assures strength and stability without rigidity or undue risk.

On the other hand, while an organization (or individual) is in an increased learning mode, there is also increased risk and vulnerability. This is 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 organizational terms, this may be thought of as the need for increased discrimination capability in a world with porous and permeable boundaries, where a large amount of data and information flows into the organization and much of it is irrelevant 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 its immediate needs. Another danger is when an organization or individual becomes obsessed with learning it may fall into the trap of being unable to make a decision or take action because it never has all of the information it wants. This is often called educated incapacity.

Discretion and discernment, the selection and validation competency 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. The word effective is significant because of the inundation of possibilities and the chaotic nature of events in the environment of many extant firms. To learn to take effective action means to learn the relevant things, to unlearn those things that hide the right actions, and not fall prey to educated incapacity. Since knowledge is the capacity to take effective action and learning provides the continuous creation and updating of knowledge, knowledge management, and organizational learning, taken together, provide the foundation for leveraging the full value of the organization’s human resources. The relationship of the knowledge worker, learning, and knowledge management is further explored in Chapter 17.
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