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Abstract. 

Contemporary learning theory enlightens understanding of organisational learning its antecedents and components. For individuals, intelligence (learning ability) x motivation, modified  by situational factors gives rise to performance. Performance improvement with experience is taken to constitute learning. To understand organisational learning it is argued, a firm’s leaders should understand its sources of intelligence and the motives of individuals and groups within the organisation. Further the experiences of the organization, its groups and individuals give rise to, or interfere with learning and retention. Theories of multiple intelligence and generative learning, among others help to understand and more closely to specify organisational learning. Recent research in China and in Malta are cited as examples of studying aspects of organisational learning.

Introduction.  Organisational learning continues to be a ‘hot topic’ in management practice, education and research three decades after its first discussions in the literature. 

(see especially Argyris and Schoen, 1978). This is probably because learning is a conceptualization of fundamental human change processes, is amenable to empirical investigation and can be stimulated or influenced to greater or lesser degrees intentionally. 

In this paper we examine antecedents and components of organisational learning starting from the metaphor of changes attributable to learning in individuals. Among the issues addressed are intelligence, survival and flourishing in organisations, values and ethical orientations, memory and barriers to learning and remembering in organisations. Ways to measure organisational intelligence and learning will be considered and some research areas and questions are identified.

It should be clear at the outset that we are discussing processed contributing to and constitute organisational learning and avoiding the term learning organisation. This is because all organisations, like all people are capable of learning, perhaps to different degrees, types and amounts, and thus a ‘learning organisation’ (like a learning person) is for us a somewhat ambiguous or anomalous term.

Definitions. Learning can be defined as the collection of processes which producing performance change as a consequence of experience. These changes may be relatively long lasting and can contribute to and/or hinder further learning. 

Organisational learning (OL) then can be considered to be changes in performance and in capacity to perform of groups or entire organisations (businesses, schools, government agencies, etc.), either deliberately or unintentionally as consequence of one’s own experiences or those observed in others. 

Memory, individual and organisational, is the (degree of) retention of learned performance or capacity over time, whereas forgetting can be defined as memory loss or lack of retention over time. 

The distinction between the two is that learning is the acquisition of knowledge, skills, attitudes or values, whereas memory is the (degree of) retention of these once acquisition. 

Intelligence can be considered to be a person’s or an organization’s ability to learn or acquire new knowledge skills, attitudes or values, in other words the speed or capability of learning (see West and Foster, 1976; Foster, Heling and Tideman, 1995)

Antecedents of organisational learning). Antecedents of OL become obvious from considering the definitions advanced above. Clearly, the amounts and types of intelligence an (individual or) organization has will bear a direct relationship to the ease, amount and types of learning that are possible. (Quinn, 1992).

A theory of multiple intelligences (Sternberg, 1986) is currently popular in analyzing human individual intelligence. It can be said of organisations that there certainly are a variety of types of learning and learning ability that characterize them. Learning ability to perform in terms of price and expectations in the market, learning ability to meet (changes in) technical expectations, learning ability to perform in ways considered ethically appropriate, see discussion below, are examples of three kinds of intelligence.

For example, it is often said of Xerox Corporation or Philips Electric that they are consistently better at research and innovation than at marketing. To the extent that this may be a measurably reliable effect is the extent to which these organisations can be said to have Research Intelligence that is stronger than their Marketing Intelligence. If in fact over the years a consistent pattern emerges, it can be said that like individual intelligence these kinds of corporate intelligence are not easy to alter in mature organisations.

Presumably, younger or especially smaller organisations could more easily change in ways to acquire the necessary expertise to make up perceived deficiencies, in marketing, say. The internal changes required of a larger organization may well exceed the abilities of a small number of new people brought in, no matter how talented they may be. In 1983 Miller proposed that entrepreneurial organizations can be more successful than non-entrepreneurial organisations because the former are more proactive, more innovative and prepared to take greater risks.  Chaston, Badger and Sadler-Smith (2001) provide empirical support for the concept that involvement in higher-order organisational learning can contribute to improving information management capabilities within small firms.

It might well be the case that outsourcing functions or processes to other organisations that possess the required intelligence in sufficient quantities is a cost effective approach. Similarly seeking joint ventures with partners that possess complementary skill sets can be an intelligent move for organisations seeking to compensate deficiencies in certain abilities.

This effect can clearly be seen in joint ventures across environments where one international organization seeking to develop a lacking expertise in order to function well in a new area, seeks a local partner. Many examples could be cited here, but the express company DHL partnering with Sinotrans in order to manage the difficult logistics and regulatory environments in China comes to mind.

Virtual organisations, (which are often charactrised by dispersion, empowerment, restlessness and interdependence)  like NIKE exemplify a kind of network intelligence, ability to coordinate a wide variety of contractors and subcontractors to produce consistently high quality lines of products. This is very much in line with Hoefling’s findings (2001) who states that work is becoming more people-centric than place centric, thus the performance of basic functions, such as buying, selling, working, researching, sharing information and communicating are independent of  the workplace.

Human intelligence is often taken to be a complex mix of heredity and environmental influences. One’s individual genes and chromosomes develop through experiences such as early nutrition and stimulation. The organisational counterpart of genes and chromosomes are the individuals and groups comprising the organization. These persons bring along their learning histories, skills and abilities to contribute to an organization’s intelligence.

One’s own prior experiences and experiences observed in others can be said to lead to learning and must thus be counted as antecedents as well. In part these may be assessed through such well-known techniques as benchmarking and other management techniques namely SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats) and PEST (Political, Economical, Social, Technological) analyses.

Typically it is the product of ones relevant abilities and motivations that produce performance. In this analysis, motivation to perform becomes an important antecedent of OL. Goal setting, reward structures and other practices that influence individual or group motivations can thus be taken as key antecedents for OL. Without sufficient motivation, desires to approach success (hope) or to avoid failure (fear) there can be no learning.

Memory is a product of prior learning and experiences but can also be an important input for subsequent learning. Often new learning is born in the interaction of new experiences and past memories through a comparison process using what is known to help explain new events.

Given the contemporary emphasis on transformational leadership, it is no great leap to judge that the values and vision of an organization’s founder(s) and leader(s) can be important antecedents to organisational learning as well. The values and vision(s) of such leaders can and do make important contributions to the learning orientation of an organization and directly give rise to many of the components of OL discussed below.

Motorola’s strong commitment to education and training is likely attributable to founder Paul Galvin’s values and beliefs about the importance of having a good education and keeping one’s skills at a cutting edge (Petrakis, 1965)

Components of organisational learning.  Generative Learning Theory (Wittrock, 1974) is a position holding that individuals create their own learning opportunities and results through proactive operations upon and within their environments. This same approach can be applied to analyzing organisational learning. Taking a deliberately proactive approach to learning is likely to be reflected in the policies and budgets, as well as the informal practices of organisations with respect to production of learning results through research and development and their dissemination through training and education.

In terms of corporate memory, the types and qualities of record keeping and knowledge management including data retrieval mechanisms are key components of past learning as well as baselines and potential inputs for future learning. Having access to best practices data bases, while generally a good idea may not be enough. To learn effectively from mistakes, one´s own and others, it is probably necessary as well to construct worst practices data bases at least to catalogue faulty processes to reduce time spent in resolving problems which were solved, perhaps repeatedly on prior occasions.

The Club of Rome (Botkin, et al., 1979) introduced the concepts of participatory learning and anticipatory learning into the literature on community development. Participatory learning was taken to be not just learning in groups but an entire group acquiring new knowledge, skills and abilities. Where entire groups’ capabilities are changed, potentials for synergy emerge that can contribute to potentials for an organization going beyond survival to a state of flourishing

Similarly, anticipatory learning refers to a person’s or group’s ability to learn from (prototyped) future experiences, thus not having to wait to react to events under conditions where reactions may be too little or too late and threaten survival or inhibit flourishing.

Ethics and Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR). An organization’s formal ethical code and its informal practices focus the types of performance may be sought in terms of considering the rights and interests of different stakeholders and other parties. Into any new situation, an organization brings its prior ethical learning based upon experiences, own and others. Potential actions are judged to be appropriate or not in connection with the prevailing ethical viewpoint.

Current issues in China. An organization having a highly-developed internal ethical code and record of meeting or exceeding ethical standards has to learn to operate effectively in environments where there have been lower standards of practice, e.g. widespread corruption. Similarly, organisations accustomed performing according to loose standards may have to learn to ‘shape up’ or clean up’ their actions in order to perform in environments having higher expectations, standards and regulations. A study under way of Dutch multinational corporations operating in China (Wanwen, in process) is expected to shed light on phenomena related to this issue.
Examples from Malta.  Like China, Malta is opening up to a Global economy. A member of the European Union from 1 May, 2004, firms operating in Malta have the challenge of learning to cope with new market pressures, technological issues and labor market factors. Without considerable new organisational learning Maltese organisations cannot meet these challenges and contribute to competitiveness of the Maltese economy. 

A recent study (Caruana, 2000) of Maltese industry suggested the need for a constant updating of new worker skills organisational competencies suggesting that organisational learning would be necessary to ensure competitiveness. A case in point is the initial partial and eventual full privatisation of Maltacom the Maltese telephone company where, among others, employees required new training in core competencies associated with working in competitive enterprise. 

A more recent example of organisational learning in Malta can be cited from the agricultural sector. In pursuit of ensuring that farmers maintain their fair share of the local market, new initiatives are being proposed by Government Authorities to Maltese Farmer Co-operatives, to set up their own grading stations and ensure direct marketing. 

A study performed by De Bono in 2000,   suggested that corporate training in Malta has been  largely reactive focusing upon immediate job-related skills and short term outcomes, and was mainly restricted to larger enterprises and government agencies. Thus, it can be said that learning emphases in Malta are more predominantly reactive than proactive.

A slightly more optimistic result is that the Maltese workforce and management cadre has been increasing in educational level according to another study by De Bono (2002), and various reports  suggests that there is an increasing demand for management education.

In our opinion, it will require new and explicit commitment to learning at all levels to promote an organisational learning orientation in Malta.

Conclusions. 

The reason for creating and nurturing learning in organisations is not to create an inn-focused university of people who enjoy learning with each other, but rather the keep the organization vital by having it learn how to better serve its markets and the customers that constitute those markets. Those organisations that fail to learn undergo “organizational learning disability” generally stemming out from fundamental flaws in organization design and management, poor job design and deficiencies in the ways people in those organisations – especially managers – think and interact.

A learning organization will therefore ornly emerge when members become genuinely excited about the learning process of learning, because learning generates further learning. A healthy curiosity will cause people to want to explore ways to do their work more effectively and efficiently.
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