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Introduction

The subject “the learning organization” is ever more
present in the national literature in the field of organi-
zation and management. As knowledge has become a
superior resource that will, according to some resear-
chers, soon take its place in the companies’ balance
sheetsÊ1Ë, the concept of organizational learning and the
design of the learning organization based upon it have
become a real challenge for doctorands, postgraduates
doing their masters degree and those with the masters
degree achieved, but for conslutants and managers as
well. Such an interest in this topic is undoubtedly a
good sign, since it proves that there is awareness of the
importance of learning, however, evident is a certain
confusion in the interpretation and understanding of
this issue. The dilemma that is ever more present at ex-
pert seminars and in open students’ works defences at
various study levels is: well then, what is the learning
organization – a new model of organizational structure
or a property a model should have or develop. In this
sense, some other important questions emerge: can a
learning organization be presented by an organizatio-
nal chart, which has so far been the only known way of
presenting an organizational model, or does a knowl-
edge and learning era offer new mechanisms, such as
social networks that are presented by the number and
the density of communications among organizational
parts, management positions or members of a teamÊ2Ë.
In case the learning organization is not a specific mo-
del of organizational structure, do the structures differ
according to the extent to which they are appropria-
te/inappropriate for learning, that is, are some structu-
res a barrier to organizational learning?

Some authors maintain that the centralized structure
blocks learning since it stresses the importance of the
sequence of events from the past, whereas a somewhat
more decentralised structure leaves more space for
creativity and experimenting, which naturally leads to
the conclusion that hierarchy is not a suitable learning

environment. Some research, however, show that ef-
fective and long-term learning is as possible in hierar-
chal bureaucratic societies as in decentralized structu-
res, which challenges the above conclusion that hierar-
chy is not a suitable milieu for learning and gives sup-
port to those authors that claim that the learning orga-
nization is not a specific model of organozational
structure, but a model characteristicÊ3Ë. The differences
among the authors are logical and result from a rigid-
ity of a bureaucratic structure that gives major resi-
stance to change; however, this does not mean that
changes are not possible in bureaucratic structures,
that is, that bureaucratic organizations do not learn.
On the contrary, it only needs to provide the conditi-
ons for learning and adapt the learning process. The
key issue is how to teach bureaucracy and at the same
time retain a necessary level of hierarchy which is syn-
onymous to order, discipline and efficiency. Bureauc-
ratic structures are formalized and structured accor-
ding to the rules, therefore strict rules form a kind of
internal equilibrium. Nonaka maintains that bureau-
cracy learns best if this equilibrium is upset. In order
that bureaucratic organizations shouild learn, it is im-
portant that self-awareness of the necessity to learn be
developed to a greater extent than it is today.Ê4Ë

The starting premise in this work is that the “learning or-
ganization” is not a specific model of organizational
structure, but a characteristic of a model that can be ma-
nifested in different forms (functional, divisional, net-
work, matrix model, etc.). If we adopt the view that the
learning organizations are flat (non-hierarchal), without
rules or procedures, with despecialised executives, as so-
me authors maintain, we will inevitably come to the con-
clusion that 90% among hierarchal and regulated orga-
nizations do not learn, that is, that they are non-learning
organizations, which would be absolutely incorrect. The
structure of an organization is important in its learning,
however, there are other conditions besides the structu-
re that are to be met, and they also affect the employees’
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behaviour: motivation, carrer management, the learning
climate and culture, leadership, etc.

This author plans to, first, explain organizational lear-
ning and the learning process, then to define the con-
cept of the learning organization, and, finally, to try to
solve the above dilemma.

1. Organizational learning

Organizational learning is a new concept in manage-
ment; it emerged in the late 1970s and in the early
1980s, aiming to provide explanations to the phenome-
na that resulted from new trends in organizations. The
traditional practice of leading companies, to invest in-
to the competences of an individual and favour the
function of research and development was destined to
fail with the emergence of Japanese companies that
based their achievement on an integral process of lear-
ning and development of all their employees. Long pe-
riods of stability have shown to last due to the lack of
competition rather than to creative efforts of managers
and experts on research and development. It was for
these reasons that in the 1980s and 1990s, in the cour-
se of transformation and restructuring of these compa-
nies, the development managers and the experts in IT
sector were increasingly made redundant.Ê5Ë The con-
cept of Organizational Learning and the concept od
the Learning Organization based on it links learning to
the organizational (enterprise) performance. Accor-
ding to this concept learning is a process of critical im-
portance for the organizational survival and success.
Basic to this concept is the pledge for radical changes
in the behaviour of managers and employees in organi-
zations, the changes that will result in the change of the
organizations themselves, in that they should be tran-
sformed from low level performance organizations in-
to the high level performance ones. Essentially, the or-
ganizational learning concept supports and generates
ample changes in the company. Therefore organizatio-
nal learning is often classed in management literature
among the concepts of organizational changes (of re-
structuring and revitalisation of the company).

In the literature on organizational behaviour the orga-
nizational learning is related to new trends in the or-
ganization as well as to the need to explain new com-
plex phenomena, such as leadership, organizational
culture, teams and teamwork, making the employees
independent etc., that are to support organizational le-
arning. Here organizational learning is perceived as a
generator of the changes of cognitive and behavioral
nature, as a motive force creating enthusiasm and in-
novation and change-bound organizational competen-
ce. The organizational behaviour theory knows a rela-
tion between the individualized and the organized le-

arning concepts. Analogous to the individualized lear-
ning concept, which explains that learning is a process
in which an individual’s behaviour continually chan-
ges, the changes resulting from the experience and
new knowledge acquisition, we can claim that organi-
zational learning is a continual process of change that
means promotion, innovation and improvements in
production, services, customer service and other sec-
tors, these changes being a result of experiences and
new knowledge acuired by an organization.Ê6Ë The
knowledge remains within the organization regardless
of the changes and the fluctuation of the employees.

All the processes in organizations are assumed to be the
learning systems.Ê7Ë Hence, organizational learning can
be defined as a continual process of creating and impro-
ving the organization’s  (enterprise’s) capability of chan-
ging. The organizational learning concept promoted
continual learning that includes both learning from
one’s own experience and from the experience of the
others. The idea is that the people in organizations be
inspired to continuously learn, explore, experiment, re-
search and change opinions, attitudes and approaches
to the phenomena and problems in the organization.
Thus they develop their abilities to anticipate the custo-
mers’ needs and the competition’s intentions, as well as
to listen to the consumers and meet their expectations.
The organizational learning concept enriched the lan-
guage of management with terms such as: systems thin-
king, creative dialogue, team learning, and gave birth to
a new perspective for understanding the managerial ro-
le. Managers are advised to abandon the “problem sol-
ving” approach (manager is the one who solves the pro-
blem) and to perceive themselves as people who con-
stantly remodel the organization. The organizational le-
arning concept suggests a type of learning (generative
learning) different from the one that is taken to be the
manager routine (adaptive learning). Ê8Ë

The learning era in management is considered to have
started in 1990, with the appearance of Peter Senge’s bo-
ok (Sloan School of Management, MIT) symbolically ti-
tled “The Fifth Discipline”, in which the author describes
the five new “competence technologies”, by which the
“organizations of control” can grow into the learning or-
ganizations. Systems thinking, personal skills, mental
models, participation in vision shaping and team lear-
ning are the basic dimensions in shaping the organizati-
ons believing in the power of learning.Ê9Ë Senge’s work
was a good starting point in understanding the concept
and in affirming the organization as a learning system.
The Sloan School of Management was the site where
the Organizational Learning Center – OLC – was esta-
blished – the world’s best known centre that attracts re-
searchers from numerous universities and business
schools. Their empiric research into organizations



worldwide enabled them to describe the learning orga-
nization, to identify its key characteristics, to differenti-
ate between organizations that learn in a proper way
from those that learn in a wrong way, to suggest organi-
zational design and the culture that will facilitate lear-
ning and, on this basis, to create a model of the organi-
zation as a learning system. Our further discussion on
this topic will be based on the OLC research.

2. Types of organizational learning

All organizations are considered to be learning sys-
tems, however, they differ from one another in accor-
dance to the way they learn, that is, the method they
use to adapt to the changes in the environment. Some
organizations learn in that they correct the existing be-
havioral practices, others completely abandon old
practices and embrace new ones. Some learn exploita-
tively, others learn exploratively.Ê10Ë Both start from
their own past experience, from the experience and
practice of similar organizations, and evaluate their
competences for changing their behaviour. In their
well-known book, “Organizational Learning: A
Theory of Action Perspective” (1978), the early rese-
archers in this field, Chris Argyris, professor at Har-
vard Graduate School of Business, and Donald A.
Schön, professor of Massachusetts Institute of
Technology, explain that there are two levels of lear-
ning, a single-loop learning, based on the ability to de-
tect and correct the errors in activities, within a set of
hypotheses, which is classed as adaptive learning, and
a double-loop learning, based on the ability to chech
the validity of fundamental hypotheses, which is clas-
sed as generative learning.Ê11Ë The adaptive learning, or
the one-loop learning is the one in which the organiza-
tion adapts its behaviour to the changes in the envi-
ronment, in that it undertakes slight interventions
within its existing strategy, design and culture, in order
to adapt. The result of adaptive learning is a reactive
organizational behaviour, which means that the orga-
nization adapts after the changes in the environment
have already taken place. Such organizations learn by
using the others’ good experiences to correct some di-
mensions in the existing structural and behavioural
model, e.g., they reduce the level of formalization and
delegate the authority to junior managers as well as to
non-managers, so that the problems might be solved
where they emerge. The generative learning, or the
double-loop learning, is actually a two-fold learning:
rejecting the old and learning the new. Senge defined
this process as “learning to learn”. This is a delicate
process that consists of rejecting the already learned
and adopting the new, which means the change in the
peoples’ minds, the change in their attitudes, premises
and value systems. The generative learning is a cogni-
tive effort related to the processes of invention, imagi-

nation and creation. In organizations, the generative
learning results into deep, ample and radical changes.
It generates the change in the basic characteristics of
the organizational model itself.

The contribution to the development of the organizati-
onal learning concepts also came from the Japanese
author Ikujiro Nonaka who, jointly with Tekeuchi, de-
veloped (1995) a model of organizational learning
which explains the process of conversion of one form of
knowledge into another: implicit and explicit knowl-
edge. The subjective or implicit knowledge can be tran-
sformed into the explicit knowledge through the exter-
nalization process. In this way the subjective, personal,
or implicit knowledge is converted into a certain form
of procedures, rules, instructions, i.e., into the explicit
knowledge of an organization, and then the explicit
knowledge can in turn be converted into the implicit
knowledge, via an internalization process. The interna-
lization forms that appear most frequently are learning
through practice, employee education and trainings.
Nonaka and Tekeuchi explained two other processes of
knowledge conversion: the socialization process which
deals with the transfer of implicit knowledge from one
member of the organization to another; and the combi-
nation process, which includes combining and system-
atizing of explicit knowledge, to be disseminated thro-
ughout the organization. According to this model, the
knowledge creation and organizational learning are
conducted via an endless spiral of socialization, exter-
nalization, combination and internalization. Ê12Ë

The generative learning outputs are innovation and
change, which means that generative learning equals
creativity. The creative skill is reflected in discovering
and valuating the factors that generate organizational
life, and the processes that the organization values
most. The contents of generative learning, according
to Senge, is made up of generative talks that move the
boundaries of valuating the existing (what an organi-
zation is) to anticipating what an organization may be-
come. Creativity requires both emotional and cogniti-
ve energies to create a positive image of the desired
future. Hence organizational learning is generative le-
arning, and includes five new learning technologies: Ê13Ë

• Systems thinking brings systems perspective into
the perception of phenomena and processes in an
organization. It is essential that the organization
is observed as a whole, not in terms of isolated
parts. When people in an organization are taught
to understand the organization as a whole entity
or as a system built up of interdependent and in-
terrelated parts, they will be able to learn from
the cause-consequence relations which make up
their organization’s method of functioning.

• Personal skills are developed by training em-
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ployees. The learning organization develops a
practice of permanent learning, both on the basis
of the results achieved and on the basis of errors
made. The perceptive competence of the people
in an organization leads to a permanent challen-
ging of their own attitudes, to learning and to
changes in behaviour.

• Mental models are personal images or pictures
people have about the world, the processes and
the phenomena. These are gathered knowledge
and experiences acting from behind, subcon-
sciously, and affect the individual’s behaviour in
the organization. People change their images of
the phenomena and processes in the organiza-
tion when they learn something different from
what they knew, or have different experience.
Working together people learn from one another
and modify their mental models.

• Participating in vision creation (mutual vision),
means education and training employees to un-
derstand the idea and develop awareness of its
benefits. To become supporters and promoters
of the vision, the employees should be included
into its creation.

• Team learning is a synergy effect of team work
that improves the way of thinking, the change of
mental models, abandoning of prejudices and
stereotypes. Teamwork encouraged dialogue, ar-
guing and generating unique solutions. 

The organizational learning concept contributed to the
rise of intrapreneurship which is reflected in the  willing-
ness of people in organizations to collaborate within
work groups and teams, to share knowledge and experi-
ence in their interaction, to learn and develop their com-

petences in order that they should be included into the
unstructured and non-programmed activities in organi-
zations. The intrapreneurs are the people in factories
and in workshops; they redefine technological proces-
ses, remodel work processes, redesign workposts, im-
prove the quality, increase work productivity etc. Hence
organizational learning and intrapreneurship are gere-
rating factors in high performance organizations. Ê14Ë

3. The organizational learning process

The understanding of the organizational learning pro-
cess can be facilitated by a system approach, according
to which the organization is a complex system consi-
sting of interrelated parts and open to the environ-
mant. Starting from the organization as a learning sys-
tem we can draw a conclusion that learning is an inte-
grative process permeating the entire organization.
The learning process, as well as other organizational
processes, follows its own course, which means that
organizatinal learning goes gradually, or in phases.

The majority of studies on organizational learning large-
ly deal with the same activities in the learning process,
the only difference being that different authors group
them differently, therefore literature lists the models of
learning process structures in three phases (creation, dis-
semination, application) or in four phases (acquisition,
information distribution, information interpretation, me-
morizing).Ê15Ë Basically, there is no significant difference
between these two models, therefore an integral organi-
zational learning model can be created and structured in-
to four phases: it starts with the creation of knowledge
(1), continues with the knowledge dissemination throug-
hout the organization (2), then knowledge is memorised
(3) and finally applied (4), as presented in Figure 1.

 
   Inputs                knowledge            dissemi-               organizational               knowledge         
outputs 
 (inform.)              creation                 nation                    memory                      application         
(perform.) 
 
 

Experien
Figure 1: The learning model

Phase one: knowledge creation – organizations collect
information from internal and external sources, then
process and interpret it. Real knowledge is more than
the information itself. It incorporates the meanings
contained in the information, but also the messages
that are not always manifest. Therefore, in creating
knowledge it is very important who is the one that in-
terprets the collected information.

Phase two: knowledge dissemination – organizatio-
nal learning is collective learning. Hence the organi-
zational learning process means that knowledge is
disseminated throughout organization, it is available
to everyone. There are two basic forms of knowledge
dissemination in organizations: formal, when knowl-
edge is disseminated in a prescribed way, using esta-
blished methods, manners and means, and informal,



when knowledge is shared in informal relations
among the employees.

Phase three: knowledge memorizing – organizational
memory is a critical factor in the organizational lear-
ning process. The basic difference between individual
and organizational learning is in that the individual
knowledge is the property of an individual, whereas
the organizational knowledge is an organizational re-
source. Hence the organizational knowldge has to be
stored as organizational property. Organizational
memory consists of written documents, such as the
statute and codes, strategies and plans, decisions, mo-
nografies, etc; as welll as unwritten rules of behaviour,
such as norms, standards, jargon, style and other ele-
ments of organizational culture.

Phase four: knowledge application – the knowledge
application phase includes the activities of implemen-
tation of what is learned. The outcome of this phase
should be a change in the behaviour of an individual
and the change in the behaviour of the organization,
that is, a general increase of individual and organizati-
onal performance. It is this phase that new experience
is formed, to become a useful source of information in
the repeated process of learning in the organization it-
self as well as for other organizations, those that use
benchmarking in the learning process. The role of ben-
chmarking in the organizational learning concept is to
collect useful information on those who are better and
who implement superior work proceses. Comparison
to others who do their job better and more efficiently
is a very popular method of self-evaluation of strengths
and competences, and of collecting information and
knowledge created by the best and the most successful.
Benchmarking is in fact a comparative analysis in
which an organization compares with the best in the in-
dustry and gets information and knowledge about  the
way the best achieve highest performance and tries to
find ways to become a high performance organization.

4. The learning organization

Given the definitions of organizational learning and
the learning types and processes, it is logical to define
the learning organization as an organization that has
potentials for organizational learning development
and that implements the characteristics of its basic di-
mensions, such as the level of bihavioral formalisation,
the authority centralisation level, the process standar-
dization extent, coordination mechanisms, etc. to crea-
te conditions and encourage its employees to perma-
nently learn and improve. The learning organization
actively creates, transfers, stores and uses knowledge
in order that it should improve its competencies, adapt
to environmental changes and achieve superior perfor-

mance. The learning organization promotes exchange
of information among the employees and ensures the
conditions for their permanent development and pro-
motion. Thus it reduces rigidity while increasing orga-
nizational flexibility, that is, reduces the extent of orga-
nizational bureaucracy, which is a key barrier to lear-
ning. According to Senge, “The learning organization
is one that permanently increases its competence for
creating its own future. It does not stop at just mere
survival. The aim of the learning organization is not
only to achieve the planned business performance, but
to achieve a higher level of competencies, primarily of
its employees, and then of the organization itself.“ Ê16Ë

Consultants are frequently faced with numerous ques-
tions, dilemmas and doubts that people from practice
put befor them, such as: “Even if I come across the le-
arning organization, how will I be able to recognize
it?“ Indeed, this question can be asked by any of us.
How will we know that the organization we analyse is
the learning organization? Literature brings a variety
of descriptions of organizations that can be deemed
the learning organizations, or are on their way to achi-
eve this status. Most frequently used are the above
quoted Senge’s disciplines, such as the test on whether
an organization is a learning one or it is on its way to
become such. A more pragmatic formula for testing
organizational characteristics is provided by the con-
sultants of Sloan School of Management who found
that all successful companies use a more or less the sa-
me model to develop into a learning organization. Si-
milar to Senge, who in fact belongs to this same
school, the consultants, too, focus upon five elements:
(1) leader with clear vision; (2) a detailed and measu-
rable action plan; (3) prompt exchange of information;
(4) inventiveness; (5) capability of turning activities
into results. A formula to create a learning organiza-
tion (LO) goes as follows:
LO = Leader with vision x Plan/Metrics x Information
x Inventiveness x Implementation.
The organizations that are characterised with the five
quoted elements are on their way to become learning
organizations. In order that they should really become
such, each of the elements should be filled with the
right contents.Ê17Ë Anyway, the focus is upon the organi-
zational characteristics that are reflected in the leader
style characteristics, the state of development and ma-
turity to accept authority for disseminating the vision
and team work, to change their attitudes, values and
mental models, to act in an entrepereneurial manner,
by creating new ideas, or new products and services.

After we have learnt how to recognize the learning or-
ganization, let’s try to answer the question on whether
it is a new organizational model or is just a new cha-
racteristic to be developed within the model. Here we
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will adopt the “frame and picture“ metaphor, frequent-
ly used in the philosophy of Christianity, especially in
the Orthodox tradition, when explaining the religious
rites. The frame is the folklore, the picture is the es-
sence or the contents of the rite. The frame without
the picture is nothing, however the picture, even if left
without a frame, retains its meaning. Similarly, the or-
ganizational architecture as a frame is a mere organi-

zational scheme, meaningless until we have seen the
organizational picture, made up of processes and sys-
tems. Herefore, some attitudes presented in literature
must be questioned, since it is an extremely simplified
and artificial to a priori pronounce some structural
models,  bureaucracy, for example, as inapropriate to
learn. On the other hand, shallow structures are a pri-
ori considered appropriate to learn (Figure 2).Ê18Ë

Responsibilities for decision making and decision enforcement 

Figure 2: The Learning organization’s evolution

According to Daft, organizations have undergone a
certain process of evolution, in three phases: (1) from
hierarchally structured systems that built their success
upon bureaucracy, in which the responsibility in deci-
sion-making and action implementation control is de-
legated to top management, (2) through hierarchally
constituted systems that build their success upon in-
terfunctional teams and training their employees to
take over the authority independently, and (3) to or-
ganizational systems as learning organizations that ba-
se their success upon process teams and upon strate-
gic responsibilitise of the employees. We are justified
in wondering how many organizations today have re-
ached the phase (3).

Every organization,  according to the “frame and pic-
ture“ metaphor, is known to be more or less bureauc-
ratic. According to Figure 2, the frame corresponds to
phase (1), and the picture is the following: high hori-
zontal and vertical specialisations, standardized pro-
cesses, formalized behaviour and lack of flexibility.
The consequences of such a picture for organizational
learning are:Ê19Ë any information, however objective,
that may endanger the existing hierarchal system is

not welcome; certain information, due to its bad flow,
most often does not reach the people that would learn
most from it; slow implementation of some decisions.
When we get to know the bureaucracy picture, we
need not necessarily change the frame in order that
we change the picture, since changing   the frame
without changing the picture would not ensure the
conditions for the development of a learning organi-
zation. Hence we should educate bureaucratic models
how to become learning organizations, or, as Senge
says, “to learn how to learn“. The bureaucracy level
should be reduced to increase the learning speed of
bureaucracy models and thus maintain hierarchy
without which no organization can survive.

CONCLUSION
A scientific field of management and organization is rat-
her prone to the impacts of „fashions“. Since the emer-
gence of scientific management up till the present times,
literature has marked numerous “revoultionary“ inven-
tions, that were never scientifically founded and were
never proven in practice. The views presented in this pa-
per rely on the historical development of theories and
concepts, not only in the management and organization



sciences, but also in other scientific fields. New concepts
stem from the weaknesses of the previous ones, in that
they develop new, different approaches to the same pro-
blem and become a consistent and complete learning
system to represent a new paradigm. It is the same with
the concept of the “organization that learns“ or the “lear-
ning organization“. In order to survive, organizations ha-
ve to change constantly. Nowadays, in an era of infor-
matics and a high rate of change in the environment,
when knowledge is doubled on a yearly basis, they have
to change even faster. This is the main difference in the-
ir learning, and the speed has become their basic charac-
teristics or capacity. Hence it is incorrect to maintain
that bureaucratic organizations are non-learning mo-
dels, while debureaucratized models are the learning or-
ganizations. As shown in the above analysis, the model
is only a frame, whereas the substance of the model is in
the pisture, that is, in the characteristics of the system
and the process that are going on within that model (fra-
me). Every organization will be a learning organization
if designed in such a way that there are no obstacles to
learning and knowledge dissemination throughout the
organization, to the information flow, to the employees’
satisfaction, to solving problems where they emerged.
That means that bureaucratic models cannot survive to-
day with the smae characteristics they had one and a
half a century ago, however they do survive with the
characteristics that improved their potentials for change
and adapting to the environment. Ford Motros Co., an
image of “Taylorism“ and a synonym to bureaucratic or-
ganizations was indeed a learning organization. A cen-
tury ago, with a change in the working practice, having
introduced Taylor’s inventions, the process standardiza-
tion and the assembly line, the company became a para-
digm of learning and mass production. Today it is still a
learning organization, only, in order to increase its ca-
pacity of learning faster and responding to change, it
had to improve its bureaucratic structure by building te-
ams. It is with pleasure that the author of this paper sta-
tes that she is not in the minority, since modern literatu-
re lists a large number of authors whose approach to the
development of new theories and concepts in manage-
ment and organization is similar to hers.Ê20Ë
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