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About the Authors



Peter Senge


Like my previous book, The Fifth Discipline, this “fieldbook” describes the experimentation, research, writing, and invention of hundreds of people. My colleagues in the organizations with which I am associated—the Center for Organizational Learning at MIT’s Sloan School of Management, where I am director; the consulting and training firm Innovation Associates, where I continue to conduct “Leadership and Mastery” workshops; and the Learning Circle, a new organization founded to develop the worldwide community of learning organization practitioners—and I have come to know, and often participate in, many new stories of change. More than ever we are coming to believe that a “new type of management practitioner” is emerging today, a person who is willing to combine his or her own personal learning with broader collective action in an organization.


As we have met more and more people who fit this description, we realized the potential value of a book—or a series of books—sharing the learnings emerging in this growing community. Alone I would have been unable to realize this vision, in part because of the demands of my commitments in building the MIT Learning Center. Fortunately, a group of longtime collaborators shared the vision of the Fieldbook. Each had been involved in implementing or communicating about learning-organization principles and methods for ten years or longer. It was delightful to watch how we quickly became a coherent team, with each of us bringing his or her distinctive sensibility to the project.


The team of authors of the Fieldbook includes:


[image: image] Charlotte Roberts—a speaker, consultant, program designer, and writer whose work has focused on the executive team’s role in a learning organization. Charlotte and I have probably co-led more “Leadership and Mastery” workshops than any other team—it often seems like for much of our adult lives. She is a principal at Innovation Associates, where she codirects their quality-leadership practice. She has worked with a wide range of organizations, from manufacturing to hardware and software design to healthcare to local community groups. Her column “Managing People” ran for three years in the Great Valley News in the Philadelphia area. Based in Sherrills Ford, North Carolina, Charlotte brings a unique blend of Southern charm and style to the challenging work of organization change—and she possesses an engaging storyteller’s wit, as a few thousand graduates of “Leadership and Mastery” workshops can attest.


[image: image] Richard (Rick) Ross and I have worked together for ten years, engaging in regular dialogue about the nature of learning in organizations for most of that time. He is the most vocal champion among us for the practical manager’s needs and concerns. He began his career as a neuroscientist, investigating where in the brain different types of learning occur. He went on to become a clinical psychologist, a practicing manager, and finally an organizational consultant. He has worked extensively with major corporations, focusing increasingly on the design and delivery of programs for intact teams, and on methods for implementing the learning disciplines. We sometimes think that all of this is merely preparation for his real calling—being a stand-up comic. Rick has served on the faculty of the University of Southern California and is currently the president of Ross Partners. He lives in San Diego, California.


[image: image] Bryan Smith is president of Innovation Associates of Canada. He lives in Thornhill, Ontario. He and I have been good friends for almost fifteen years. A central focus of his work involves helping organizations become healthy, vibrant communities of common purpose, by applying the learning disciplines to strategic planning, team development, and organizational change. Bryan began his study of visionary leadership in his doctoral work seventeen years ago, and he is extraordinarily insightful into the dilemmas and strategies of effective leadership. He is without doubt one of the most thoughtful and experienced consultants in this field. In this project he took on the unofficial role of “team diplomat.”


[image: image] Art Kleiner has been a professional writer since 1985. He is a contributing editor of the Whole Earth Review and Garbage Magazine, a faculty member at New York University’s Interactive Telecommunications Program, and a consulting editor at MIT’s Center for Organizational Learning. His book, The Age of Heretics (in progress for Currency Doubleday), is a history of the social movement of people trying to change large corporations for the better between 1970 and 1990. The Fifth Discipline never would have turned out as it did without Art’s help. He is, in my experience, a unique combination of writer, editor, and coach—with a genuine commitment to helping people find their own voice. If he ever gets bored with writing, he’d be a great consultant. It is very nice that he can “come out from behind the curtain” for the Fieldbook, for which he serves as editorial director.


In addition, we have all drawn heavily upon contributions from many, many other people—colleagues from whom we have learned much, and contributors whose writing appears directly in this volume. A list of acknowledgments appears on page 567.





Getting Started






1 “I See You”



Among the tribes of northern Natal in South Africa, the most common greeting, equivalent to “hello” in English, is the expression: Sawu bona. It literally means, “I see you.” If you are a member of the tribe, you might reply by saying Sikhona, “I am here.” The order of the exchange is important: until you see me, I do not exist. It’s as if, when you see me, you bring me into existence.


This meaning, implicit in the language, is part of the spirit of ubuntu, a frame of mind prevalent among native people in Africa below the Sahara. The word ubuntu stems from the folk saying Umuntu ngumuntu nagabantu, which, from Zulu, literally translates as: “A person is a person because of other people.”* If you grow up with this perspective, your identity is based upon the fact that you are seen—that the people around you respect and acknowledge you as a person.


* Our understanding of the meaning of sawu bona and ubuntu derives from conversations with Louis van der Merwe and his colleagues James Nkosi and Andrew Mariti.


During the last few years in South Africa, many corporations have begun to employ managers who were raised in tribal regions. The ubuntu ethic often clashes subtly with the culture of those corporations. In an office, for instance, it’s perfectly normal to pass someone in the hall, while preoccupied, and not greet him. This would be worse than a sign of disrespect under the ubuntu ethic; it would imply that you felt that person did not exist. Not long ago, an internal consultant who had been raised in a rural village became visibly upset after a meeting where nothing much had seemed to happen. When a project where he had played a key part came up for discussion, his role was not mentioned or acknowledged. Asked later why it bothered him so much, he said, “You don’t understand. When they spoke about the project, they did not say my name. They did not make me a person.”


In putting this book together, we aspire to the mutual respect and openness that is embedded in the spirit of ubuntu. As a book of “notes from the field,” this volume takes its shape and meaning from the aspiration and commitment of the people who will read these pages, the people who are working to build learning organizations. You could argue that we invoke each others’ potential by our willingness to see the essence of each other. Therefore, we would like to offer a formal acknowledgment and welcome to this book:


We see you. We are glad you are here.




2 An Exchange of Lore and Learning


The Purpose of The Fieldbook


This book is for people who want to learn, especially while treading the fertile ground of organizational life. It is for people who want to make their organizations more effective, while realizing their personal visions. And it is for managers facing an array of problems which resist current ways of thinking, managers who want to know: “How do I fix things?” You can’t just “fix things,” at least not permanently. You can apply theories, methods, and tools, increasing your own skills in the process. You can find and instill new guiding ideas. And you can experiment with redesigning your organization’s infrastructure. If you proceed in all these ways, you can gradually evolve a new type of organization. It will be able to deal with the problems and opportunities of today, and invest in its capacity to embrace tomorrow, because its members are continually focused on enhancing and expanding their collective awareness and capabilities. You can create, in other words, an organization which can learn.


The idea of a learning organization has become increasingly prominent over the last few years. This book’s predecessor, The Fifth Discipline*, helped give voice to that wave of interest by presenting the conceptual underpinnings of the work of building learning organizations. Since its publication in 1990, we have talked to thousands of people who have committed themselves to the idea of building a learning organization. Many of them are still not certain how to put the concepts into practice. “This is great,” they say, “but what do we do Monday morning? What steps should we take to instill a sense of systemic awareness in a team of people? How can we integrate new types of skills and practices with other organizational improvement efforts, like total quality, sociotechnical systems, or selfmanaging teams? How do we navigate past the many barriers and roadblocks to collective learning? How do we discover exactly what type of learning organization we wish to create? How do we get started?”


* The Fifth Discipline: The Art & Practice of the Learning Organization by Peter M. Senge (1990, New York: Currency Doubleday).


No one person has the answers to these questions. But there are answers. They are emerging from the collective experience of people working to increase learning in a wide variety of settings. Thousands of us are evolving together into a worldwide community, with enormously powerful potential. In that sense, the readers of this book are pioneers. Some scout the edge of the learning organization frontier, while others settle the territory, testing new concepts in organization practice, perhaps building a new type of civilization in the process.


It would be nice to compile a definitive book of diagnosis and technique which could become the learning organization equivalent to Architectural Graphic Standards or the Physicians’ Desk Reference. But architects, physicians, and other professions evolved their tools and methods over hundreds of years. Management, particularly the management of learning organizations, is much younger. It will take years of experimentation and testing for a full-fledged handbook to be published.


Instead it is time for a “fieldbook”—a collection of notes, reflections, and exercises “from the field.” This volume, the first in what we hope will be an ongoing series, contains 172 pieces of writing by 67 authors, describing tools and methods, stories and reflections, guiding ideas, and exercises and resources which people are using effectively. Many of the pieces are intensely pragmatic, geared toward helping you solve particular problems. Many of them are deeply reflective, aimed at helping you productively change the ways you think and interact.


There are no “top ten” learning organization exemplars in this book—no excellent learning companies, no sterling wunder-orgs that do everything so well that the rest of us need only benchmark and copy them. Instead, we believe that the learning organization exists primarily as a vision in our collective experience and imagination. Today, to an unprecedented degree in the history of the modern professionally managed organization, people are encouraged to look beyond their own organizational walls for ideas and support. Because no single organization has the resources to conduct all the necessary experiments on its own, managers seek avidly to learn about each others’ attempts, results, and reflections. The people who develop and exchange this information are not merely talking about the learning organization; they use it as a springboard for experiments and initiatives. With each effort they make, they create a new facet of the overall image of what the learning organization can be.


The more detailed and clear that image becomes, the more easily and effectively we will be able to pursue it. Since the richness of this vision depends on conversations among people, the interrelationships of this “community of commitment” take on enormous strategic importance. We hope this Fieldbook will contribute to making the community stronger.


The five disciplines


THE CORE OF LEARNING ORGANIZATION WORK IS BASED UPON FIVE “learning disciplines”—lifelong programs of study and practice:


[image: image] Personal Mastery—learning to expand our personal capacity to create the results we most desire, and creating an organizational environment which encourages all its members to develop themselves toward the goals and purposes they choose.


[image: image] Mental Models—reflecting upon, continually clarifying, and improving our internal pictures of the world, and seeing how they shape our actions and decisions.


[image: image] Shared Vision—building a sense of commitment in a group, by developing shared images of the future we seek to create, and the principles and guiding practices by which we hope to get there.


[image: image] Team Learning—transforming conversational and collective thinking skills, so that groups of people can reliably develop intelligence and ability greater than the sum of individual members’ talents.


[image: image] Systems Thinking—a way of thinking about, and a language for describing and understanding, the forces and interrelationships that shape the behavior of systems. This discipline helps us see how to change systems more effectively, and to act more in tune with the larger processes of the natural and economic world.


To practice a discipline is to be a lifelong learner on a never-ending developmental path. A discipline is not simply a “subject of study.” It is a body of technique, based on some underlying theory or understanding of the world, that must be studied and mastered to put into practice. As you develop proficiency, your perceptual capacity develops; you gradually surrender to new ways of looking at the world. For example, once you begin to master team learning or systems thinking, it is very difficult to play the old office game of optimizing your position at the expense of the whole.


Some people have an innate gift for a discipline, but an innate gift is not the key to mastery: many people have great artistic talent but never produce any art of consequence because they do not follow a lifelong process of honing and developing their talent. In organizations, we believe the people who contribute the most to an enterprise are the people who are committed to the practice of these disciplines for themselves— expanding their own capacity to hold and seek a vision, to reflect and inquire, to build collective capabilities, and to understand systems.




3 How to Read This Book


Start anywhere. Go anywhere


WE HAVE DESIGNED THE BOOK TO REWARD BROWSING IN ANY DIRECTION. Cross-references, for example, point out meaningful links. Zoom in where you feel engaged. Here are some starting points:


[image: image] “Why Bother?”—The benefits of this work: pages 9 and 13.


[image: image] “Moving Forward”—Peter Senge’s essay proposing a strategic framework for designing a learning organization effort: page 15.


[image: image] “Defining Your Learning Organization”—A solo exercise defining what kind of organization you want to create: page 50.


[image: image] “Designing a Learning Organization: First Steps”—A team exercise for getting started: page 53.


[image: image] “Opening Moves”—Entry paths for different organizations: page 77.



Make the book your own



MARK UP THE PAGES. WRITE ANSWERS TO THE EXERCISES IN THE MARgins. Draw. Scribble. Daydream. Note the results of what you have tried, and ideas of what you would like to try. Over time, as your field notes accumulate, they will become a record of effective practices—and a tool for reflecting on the design of the next initiative.


Do the practice


EXERCISES AND TECHNIQUES PRODUCE A DIFFERENT KIND OF LEARNING from simply reading about the work. If you feel “I already know that,” ask yourself honestly: Does your knowledge about these skills and methods show up in your performance? If not, then we suggest trying the exercises and techniques that seem useful.


Margin icons


TO MAKE BROWSING THROUGH THE BOOK EASIER, WE USE MARGIN ICONS to indicate different types of material:


[image: image]


Solo Exercise: An exercise which you practice alone—to deepen understanding and capability, to bring forth an example from your own experience, to set personal direction, or to provoke an “aha!”


[image: image]


Team Exercise: An exercise for a group of people working together, sometimes conducted by a facilitator or team leader.


[image: image]


Guiding Ideas: A principle (or set of principles) which we find meaningful as a philosophical source of light and direction.


[image: image]


Infrastructure: Innovations in organizational design which affect authority, structures, information flow, and the allocation of resources.


[image: image]


Theory and Methods: Techniques and the theoretical underpinnings which give those techniques their power.


[image: image]


Cameo: The voice of a guest contributor. We asked each “cameo” writer to discuss an issue that emerged in his own work, and what he discovered as he dealt with it.


[image: image]


Lexicon: A guide to the roots of the words we use, and the way we use them now. Staking out the precise meaning of words is important in a field like management, where so much jargon is used so loosely.


[image: image]


Systems Story: Stories which incorporate systems archetypes or other applications of systems thinking.


[image: image]


Tool Kit: A practical device or technique.


[image: image]


Resource: Recommendations of books, articles, and videotapes which we have found valuable.




4 Why Bother?


Why build a learning organization? Why commit ourselves to a lifelong attempt to understand and shift the ways we think and behave?


[image: image]


BECAUSE WE WANT SUPERIOR PERFORMANCE


Often it seems that the essence of management in the West is to extract ideas from the heads of people at the top of the organization and place them into the hands of people at the bottom. Konosuke Matsushita, the founder of the innovative company which bears his name, believed that this was the primary reason the West would never catch up with Japan economically.


Matsushita, who died in 1989, may have been right about Western management in the past; but in the last few years, at least, most organizations we know are trying to achieve what he described. Managers talk about it in different ways. Some say they want to build high-performance organizations or gain competitive advantage. Others talk about total quality management, fast cycle time systems, self-managing work teams, empowered organizations, improving their innovation and productivity, finding core competencies, or (as we do) building learning organizations. No matter what words they use, they are all really describing different facets of the same fundamental purpose: to marry the individual development of every person in the organization with superior economic performance.


TO IMPROVE QUALITY


One of the most powerful discoveries for us during the past several years has been seeing how closely our work on learning organizations dovetails with the “Total Quality” movement. Again and again we have found that organizations seriously committed to quality management are uniquely prepared to study the “learning disciplines.”


FOR CUSTOMERS


Xerox Canada monitors some of the copiers it sells through a telecommunications link. If a machine isn’t working right, technicians replace it for free—often before the users of the machine have noticed any problems. Xerox’s marketing people estimate that the accumulated effect of customer gratitude and word of mouth is worth millions in advertising and promotion to the people they most want as customers.


To offer this service, Xerox had to be more than competent. They had to bring together people from throughout the company—marketing, research and development, technology, customer service, logistics, sales, purchasing, and accounting—in service of a common purpose.


Said former Xerox Canada CEO David McCamus during one of their shared vision sessions, “If we can genuinely satisfy customers, be part of their business, and be a real resource to people, then I can feel good about that at the end of my career.”


FOR COMPETITIVE ADVANTAGE


In the long run, the only sustainable source of competitive advantage is your organization’s ability to learn faster than its competition. No outside force can take the momentum of that advantage away from you. Arie de Geus, the former Coordinator of Group Planning at Royal Dutch/Shell, who articulated this idea in the late 1980s,* explains it this way: “Any insight or invention, whether it is a new way of marketing, a new product, or a new process, is really a learning process. At Shell, we saw we did not have to be too secretive—provided we were not standing still. If we continued to learn and generate new ideas, and incorporate them into our work, then by the time anyone had copied us we would be that much further along.”




* Planning as Learning” by Arie de Geus, Harvard Business Review, March/April 1988.





FOR AN ENERGIZED, COMMITTED WORK FORCE


Without learning about the business, as well as their own tasks, employees cannot make the contributions that they are capable of. This requires dramatic learning efforts, both for the employees who must learn to act in the interest of the whole enterprise, and for the senior managers who must learn how to extend mastery and self-determination throughout the organization.


TO MANAGE CHANGE


If there is one single thing a learning organization does well, it is helping people embrace change. People in learning organizations react more quickly when their environment changes because they know how to anticipate changes that are going to occur (which is different than trying to predict the future), and how to create the kinds of changes they want. Change and learning may not exactly be synonymous, but they are inextricably linked.


FOR THE TRUTH


“If I speak out,” people realize when they begin building a learning organization, “now I won’t be labeled as someone with a bad attitude. I can talk about the things that aren’t going right, or come clean with my customers and suppliers, instead of having to just shut up and live with it.”


In many cases, the most senior executives are the most eager of all to see the freedoms to speak the truth take hold. Now they can say, “I don’t know the answer. And I have faith that we’ll figure it out.”


BECAUSE THE TIMES DEMAND IT


During the next thirty years, cutting-edge technological changes will spin out into everyday life. The importance of economies of scale may diminish. Factories might produce autos on Monday, refrigerators on Tuesday, and robots on Friday. New types of energy and communications grids will contribute to reshaping the political structure of local communities. People in learning organizations will be able to look forward to creating, instead of merely reacting to, the new world that emerges.


BECAUSE WE RECOGNIZE OUR INTERDEPENDENCE


Throughout human history, the critical threats to survival came as dramatic external events: saber-toothed tigers, floods, earthquakes, attacks by rival tribes. Today, the most critical threats are slow, gradual processes to which we have contributed ourselves: environmental destruction, the global arms race (which continues unabated by the breakup of the Soviet Union), and the decay of educational, family, and community structures. These types of problems cannot be understood, given our conventional ways of thinking. There is no beast to slay, no villain to vanquish, no one to blame—just a need to think differently and to understand the underlying patterns of dependency. Individual change is vital, but not sufficient. If we are going to address these conditions in any significant way, it will have to be at the level of collective thinking and understanding— at the level of organizations, communities, and society.


BECAUSE WE WANT IT


Ultimately, the most compelling reason for building a learning organization is because we want to work in one. Or because there is nothing we would rather be doing with our lives right now than building a learning organization.





5 Why Bother? (A CEO’s Perspective)



[image: image]


William O’Brien


William O’Brien, formerly the Chief Executive Officer of the Hanover Insurance Company, is now a member of the board of governors of the Center for Organizational Learning at MIT. (Also see page 306.)


Most people I talk to in business today agree that extraordinary changes are taking place in the business universe. These changes go beyond an imbalance between supply and demand, or the advance of new technology. They represent an adjustment to far-reaching forces, including an evolution of the global work force that is unprecedented in history.


In the period which we might call the modern industrial technology age—the time from 1920 to 1990, when Ford, General Motors, Du Pont, and many other large corporations were growing up—there were several driving forces behind the success of every winning company. The most important was efficiency of manufacturing; the ability to mass-produce, specialize work, and cut every cost down to the smallest tenth of a percent. Second, the winning companies learned to be effective mass marketers. A third attribute was rapid adoption of technology, and a fourth was financial acumen—the ability to analyze activity in detail, determine how to get the best rates of return, and keep capital moving. The fifth driving force was a set of elementary people skills, which companies developed through sincere efforts to move from Douglas McGregor’s “Theory X” to “Theory Y.” All these forces gave momentum to the wave of modern industrial technology.


Now, I believe, a new wave is forming: the beginning of a twenty-first-century era which is yet unnamed. It is difficult to see the potential of that era if you’re a CEO of a major corporation (or of any organization), because right now, we are at the bottom of the trough. No one knows what their industry is going to look like at the top of the next wave, in the next century. If you’re in insurance, my own business, you don’t know how the legal and regulatory situation will change; if you’re in manufacturing, every aspect of global competitiveness, trade, and technology is uncertain. For any group of people charged with corporate governance, it would be like playing Russian Roulette to base your business on any picture of what is going to happen during the next curve. If you think you can figure it out, then I suggest you are in dire need of humility.


Instead, the only prudent thing one can do in this position is to ask oneself, “What are the preconditions to cope with this change?” Personally, I bet that four abilities will be necessary. I don’t say there are only four; nor am I sure they’re the right four. But they are the four I bet on.


The first is learning how to disperse power on an orderly, nonchaotic basis. Right now the word “empowerment” is a very powerful buzzword. It’s also very dangerous. Just granting power, without some method of replacing the discipline and order that come out of a command-and-control bureaucracy, produces chaos. We have to learn how to disperse power so self-discipline can largely replace imposed discipline. That immerses us in the area of culture: replacing the bureaucracy with aspirations, values, and visions.


The second attribute of winning companies will be systemic understanding. In the insurance industry, we have extensive information, large computers, and smart actuaries spreading risk; but when we put them all together, nobody’s satisfied with the way the automobile insurance system is working. We’re good at the type of problem which lends itself to a scientific solution and reductionistic thinking. We are absolutely illiterate in subjects that require us to understand systems and interrelationships.


The third attribute that twenty-first-century companies will need is conversation. This is the single greatest learning tool in your organization—more important than computers or sophisticated research. As a society, we know the art of small talk; we can talk about how the Red Sox are doing or where we went on vacation. But when we face contentious issues—when there are feelings about rights, or when two worthwhile principles come in conflict with one another—we have so many defense mechanisms that impede communications that we are absolutely terrible. To navigate this enormous change we’re going through, a corporation must become good at conversation that isn’t polite.


Finally, under our old system of governance, one could lead by mandate. If you had the ability to climb the ladder, gain power, and then control that power, you could enforce these changes in attributes. But the forthcoming kind of company is going to require voluntary followership. Most of our leaders don’t think in terms of getting voluntary followers; they think in terms of control.


INGREDIENTS FOR SUCCESS


1920-1990


[image: image] Efficient manufacturing


[image: image] Effective mass marketing


[image: image] Rapid adoption of technology


[image: image] Financial acumen


[image: image] “Theory Y”


1990-the Future


[image: image] Distributing power while increasing self-discipline


[image: image] Systemic thinking skills as well developed as reductionist skills


[image: image] Improved conversation


[image: image] Voluntary followership


[image: image]


The abilities on the left of the chart will continue to be important. The bureaucratic way of life, after all, has done a great job in raising our material standard of living and relieving us from the oppression of hard, physical labor. But I don’t think the new attributes will be a fad. Their essence, when you cut through all the propaganda, is marrying together individual growth and economic performance. You can never separate them. If you try to walk down one road without the other, you will not build a great organization. For me, personally, one of the turning points was the day I had to say to myself: What do I want to do with the rest of my life? Do I want to spend it coping with politics and other organizational diseases—or do I want to spend it working on building a great organization?




6 Moving Forward


Thinking Strategically About Building Learning Organizations


[image: image]


Peter Senge


How do you know what to do first, second, or third in this Fieldbook? No simple recipe can tell you, because everyone’s needs are different. Hence this essay, the longest in the book, which presents a strategic framework—a conceptual map to guide your own decisions about how to proceed. You’ll note that our icons throughout the book, listed on pages 8-9, are tagged directly to the “architectural elements” (the points of the triangle) described here.


“The most dangerous stage is respect”


When we try to bring about change in our societies, we are treated first with indifference, then with ridicule, then with abuse and then with oppression. And finally, the greatest challenge is thrown at us: We are treated with respect. This is the most dangerous stage.


—A T. Ariyaratne*




* Speech made at International Community Leadership Summit, Winrock, Arkansas, March 1983. This quote paraphrases and expands upon a well-known statement made by Mahatma Gandhi in his book Satyagraha in South Africa (1928, 1979, Canton, Me.: Greenleaf Books).





A. T. Ariyaratne is one of the world’s most successful community organizers. His organization, the Sarvodaya Shramadana, has mobilized millions of people in Sri Lanka in successful grass roots initiatives, with lasting benefits for Sri Lanka’s economic and community development.


Ariyaratne reminds us that it is easier to begin initiatives than to bring enduring changes to fruition. At the early stages, excitement comes easily. Later, after you begin to make progress, opposition develops—which can actually mobilize your efforts. People see themselves fighting “a noble battle” against the entrenched forces preserving the status quo. A few small initial victories establish confidence that more progress is just around the corner. Eventually, the initiative is treated with respect: the “enemy outside” begins to espouse all the same goals, objectives, and ideals as those instigating the change. At this point, it is easy for people to think that the work is over. In fact, it may be just starting.


Today, there is a groundswell of interest in learning organizations. But in times of “respect,” it becomes more important than ever to think and act strategically. Otherwise, all the talk about “learning organizations” will amount to little more than another management fad.


Thinking strategically starts with reflection on the deepest nature of an undertaking and on the central challenges it poses. It develops with understanding of focus and timing. Focus means knowing where to place one’s attention. What is truly essential? What is secondary? What cannot be ignored without risking the success of the enterprise? Timing means having a sense of an unfolding dynamic. Although every organizational setting is unique, all organizations develop learning capabilities according to the same generic patterns. Some changes are intrinsically long term; they cannot be achieved quickly. Others can be started relatively quickly, but only assume lasting importance in concert with slower-occurring changes. Some changes can be achieved directly; others occur as by-products of effort focused elsewhere. Understanding such issues is the essence of strategic thinking.


Strategic thinking also addresses core dilemmas. Inevitably, one of the factors that makes significant change difficult is conflict among competing goals and norms: we want to distribute power and authority and yet we also want to improve control and coordination. We want organizations to be more responsive to changes in their environment and yet more stable and coherent in their sense of identity, purpose, and vision. We want high productivity and high creativity. Good strategic thinking brings such dilemmas to the surface, and uses them to catalyze imagination and innovation.


For the past fifteen years or longer, many of us have been struggling to understand what “learning organizations” are all about and how to make progress in moving organizations along this path. Out of these efforts, I believe, some insights are emerging to enhance our ability to think and act strategically. The purpose of this section is to share those ideas and to invite all of us, the growing community involved in doing this work, to help in testing and improving upon them.


The essence of “the learning organization”


AT SOME TIME OR ANOTHER, MOST OF US HAVE BEEN A MEMBER OF A “great team.” It might have been in sports, or the performing arts, or perhaps in our work. Regardless of the setting, we probably remember the trust, the relationships, the acceptance, the synergy—and the results that we achieved. But we often forget that great teams rarely start off as great. Usually, they start as a group of individuals. It takes time to develop the knowledge of working as a whole, just as it takes time to develop knowledge of walking or riding a bicycle. In other words, great teams are learning organizations—groups of people who, over time, enhance their capacity to create what they truly desire to create.


[image: image]


Looking more closely at the development of such a team, you see that people are changed, often profoundly. There is a deep learning cycle. Team members develop new skills and capabilities which alter what they can do and understand. As new capabilities develop, so too do new awarenesses and sensibilities. Over time, as people start to see and experience the world differently, new beliefs and assumptions begin to form, which enables further development of skills and capabilities.


This deep learning cycle constitutes the essence of a learning organization—the development not just of new capacities, but of fundamental shifts of mind, individually and collectively. The five basic learning disciplines are the means by which this deep learning cycle is activated. Sustained commitment to the disciplines keeps the cycle going. When this cycle begins to operate, the resulting changes are significant and enduring.


NEW SKILLS AND CAPABILITIES


We know that a genuine learning cycle is operating when we can do things we couldn’t do before. Evidence of new skills and capabilities deepens our confidence that, in fact, real learning is occurring.
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The skills and capabilities that characterize learning organizations fall into three natural groupings:


[image: image] Aspiration: the capacity of individuals, teams, and eventually larger organizations to orient themselves toward what they truly care about, and to change because they want to, not just because they need to. (All of the learning disciplines, but particularly the practice of personal mastery and building shared vision, develop these capabilities.)


[image: image] Reflection and Conversation: the capacity to reflect on deep assumptions and patterns of behavior, both individually and collectively. Developing capabilities for real conversation is not easy. Most of what passes for conversation in contemporary society is more like a Ping-Pong game than true talking and thinking together. Each individual tosses his or her view at the other. Each then responds. Often, we are preparing our response before we have even heard the other person’s view. In effect, we are “taking our shot” before we have even received the other’s ball. “Learningful” conversations require individuals capable of reflecting on their own thinking. (These skills emerge especially strongly in the disciplines of mental models and team learning.)





See the material on dialogue, page 357, and on reflection and inquiry skills, page 237.





[image: image] Conceptualization: the capacity to see larger systems and forces at play and to construct public, testable ways of expressing these views. What seemed so simple from my individual point of view looks much less so when I see it from others’ points of view. But constructing coherent descriptions of the whole requires conceptualization skills not found in traditional organizations. (Systems thinking is vital for these skills, especially in concert with the reflectiveness and openness fostered by working with mental models.)





See “Brownie’s Lamb,” page 94.





Like any new skills, the skills and capabilities required in building learning organizations shape what we can understand and accomplish. But they are unusual because they affect us deeply. They are not skills of specialization, like learning “financial accounting for executives.” They inevitably lead to new awarenesses because they bring about deep shifts in how we think and interact with one another.*




* A more in-depth discussion of these skills and capabilities appears in The Fifth Discipline, chapters 9 and 11 (aspiration), 10 and 12 (reflection and conversation), and 5 and 6 (conceptualization).





NEW AWARENESSES AND SENSIBILITIES


Over time, as our new skills and capabilities develop, the world we “see” literally shifts. For example, as we become better in systems thinking, we literally start to “see” underlying structures driving behavior. Where we might have leaped immediately to blame someone in the past, we now have an instinctive awareness of the forces compelling them to act as they do. Similarly, with increased awareness of our mental models, we become increasingly aware of the ways in which we continually construct our views of the world. Rather than “seeing” a customer as “tough to deal with,” we are more able to hear the exact words she or he said, and recognize how their words trigger our own mental models. Rather than “seeing” a “mature market,” we see assumptions and practices that have gone unquestioned for years—and perhaps begin to imagine alternatives.
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When a group begins to advance in the practice of dialogue, as William Isaacs points out, “a new type of listening emerges.” People begin to “listen to the whole,” hearing not only what individuals say, but deeper patterns of meaning that flow through the group. For example, it is quite common in advanced dialogues for people to report that someone else gave voice to the thoughts they were about to say. This eventually quiets our anxieties about “getting our points out.” More importantly, it gradually builds a subtle awareness of collective thought that profoundly transforms our experience of what is possible in genuine conversation.


As we practice the disciplines of personal mastery and shared vision, we become increasingly aware of the presence or absence of spirit in an enterprise. We become more and more conscious of when we (and others) are operating based on our vision, versus when we are simply reacting to events. When a decision must be made by a team, people see the alternative in light of their vision and sense of purpose; and they often see new alternatives which would not have been visible if their deeper purpose were obscure.


NEW ATTITUDES AND BELIEFS


Gradually, new awarenesses are assimilated into basic shifts in attitudes and beliefs. This does not happen quickly. But, when it does, it represents change at the deepest level in an organization’s culture—“the assumptions we don’t see,” as Edgar Schein puts it.*
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See Organizational Culture and Leadership by Edgar H. Schein (1992, San Francisco: Jossey-Bass), p. 21 and following. See Fieldbook, p. 267.





Schein, who is the chairman of the Board of Governors of the MIT Center for Organizational Learning, distinguishes deep beliefs and assumptions from an organization’s or a society’s espoused values. For example, growing up in the United States, we are aware of our society’s beliefs in the individual’s innate rights and dignity. If, however, an American lives for some time in an Asian culture she becomes aware of a very different set of deep beliefs about loyalty to the group. She might discover that behind our espoused belief in the individual often lies a fear of losing our identity in a group—a fear that most Asian cultures do not engender.


Deep beliefs are often inconsistent with espoused values in organizations. The organization might espouse an ideal of “empowering” people, but an attitude that “they won’t let us do it” prevails. Thus, even though espoused values change, the culture of the organization tends to remain the same. It is a testament to our naïgveté about culture that we think that we can change it by simply declaring new values. Such declarations usually produce only cynicism.


But deep beliefs and assumptions can change as experience changes, and when this happens culture changes. The carrier of culture is, as author Daniel Quinn says, the story we tell ourselves over and over again. As we gradually see and experience the world anew, we start to tell a new story.*




* I shmael by Daniel Quinn (1992, New York: Bantam/Turner). See Fieldbook, p. 304.





The set of deep beliefs and assumptions—the story—that develops over time in a learning organization is so different from the traditional hierarchical, authoritarian organizational worldview that it seems to describe a completely different world. Indeed, in a way it does. For example, in this world we surrender the belief that a person must be “in control” to be effective. We become willing to reveal our uncertainties, to be ignorant, to show incompetence—knowing that these are essential preconditions to learning because they set free our innate capacity for curiosity, wonder, and experimentalism. We start to give up our faith in the analytic perspective as the answer to all of life’s problems. Eventually, a deep confidence develops within us. We begin to see that we have far greater latitude to shape our future than is commonly believed. This is no naive arrogance. It develops in concert with awareness of the inherent uncertainties in life, and the knowledge that no plan, however well thought out, is ever adequate. This confidence is based simply on firsthand experience of the power of people living with integrity, openness, commitment, and collective intelligence—when contrasted to traditional organizational cultures based on fragmentation, compromise, defensiveness, and fear.


The architecture of learning organizations


SINCE THE FIFTH DISCIPLINE WAS PUBLISHED, PERHAPS THE MOST OFTEN asked question has been, “How do we get started in practicing the learning disciplines?” People ask, “Do we simply need to get together and talk about the book? Or is it a matter of developing the right training programs?”


While the disciplines are vital, they do not in themselves provide much guidance on how to begin the journey of building a learning organization. The deep learning cycle is difficult to initiate. Skills involving fundamental new ways of thinking and interacting take years to master. New sensibilities and perceptions of our world are a by-product of long-term growth and change. Deep beliefs and assumptions are not like light switches that can be turned on and off.
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Imagine that we are standing in a beautiful open field, with the vision of building a new type of school—a school where children could continually develop their innate capabilities for learning. As architects, we would work with three critical elements. First, there would be materials needed in the construction. Second would be the tools with which we would design and eventually build the physical structure. Last would be our overarching ideas about how the school building should look, and how it could support the learning we desired to occur. Ultimately, many people will be involved in bringing the vision of the new school to fruition. But without the work of skilled and committed architects, they can never begin. The architecture is the “shell” within which the real work of the school will eventually take place.


In the same way, the real work of building learning organizations is the work of the deep learning cycle, and it is the province of all who engage in ongoing practice of the learning disciplines. But it takes place within a “shell,” an architecture—of guiding ideas, innovations in infrastructure, and theory, methods, and tools.


GUIDING IDEAS


“Good ideas drive out bad ideas,” says former Hanover Insurance CEO Bill O’Brien. “The problem with most companies is that they have no good ideas. Instead, they are driven by ideas like: ‘The name of the game is climbing the corporate ladder,’ or ‘Do whatever it takes to win personally.’ Like a bad ecology, these ideas pollute the organizational climate and become self-reinforcing.”


[image: image]


Fortunately, guiding ideas can be developed and articulated deliberately. Indeed, this has long been a central function of genuine leadership. “We hold these truths to be self-evident . . .” With these simple words, the cornerstone ideas upon which the United States system of governance is based were articulated. Few acts of leadership have had greater impact.


Guiding ideas (or “governing ideas,” as O’Brien calls them) for learning organizations start with vision, values, and purpose: what the organization stands for and what its members seek to create. Every organization, whether it deliberately creates them or not, is governed according to some explicit principles. They are not necessarily benign. Perhaps the most pernicious guiding idea to penetrate to the heart of Western business management over the past thirty to fifty years is that the purpose of the enterprise is to maximize return of the shareholders’ investment. If people really come to believe this, then whatever ideas are articulated will, by definition of the organizations purpose, be subordinate to making money. Can there be little wonder that people in such organizations are uncommitted, that they view their jobs as mundane and uninspiring, and that they lack any deep sense of loyalty to the organization?


By contrast, management writer Ikujiro Nonaka describes the Japanese view that “A company is not a machine but a living organism, and, much like an individual, it can have a collective sense of identity and fundamental purpose. This is the organizational equivalent of self knowledge—a shared understanding of what the company stands for, where it’s going, what kind of world it wants to live in, and, most importantly, how it intends to make that world a reality.”*




* The Knowledge-Creating Company” by Ikujiro Nonaka, Harvard Business Review, November-December 1991, p. 313.





But many attempts to articulate guiding ideas in organizations result in bland “motherhood and apple pie” mission or vision statements. What, then, distinguishes powerful guiding ideas? The first distinguishing feature is philosophical depth. Before the Founding Fathers could agree on the ideas articulated in the Declaration of Independence they literally invested years in study and conversation. They studied the evolution of democratic thinking in the West, the history of democratic governance systems among Native Americans, and hermeneutic philosophy, as transmitted through the Masonic order. Benjamin Franklin served as a colonial envoy to the Iroquois nation; during a three-decade period he wrote and published a number of works on Iroquois government practices. Only after five or ten years of patient and challenging conversation could they declare that “We hold these truths to be self-evident,” jointly authoring a statement of precepts to which they were literally willing to commit “their lives, their fortunes, and their sacred honor.” Contrast this history to the three-day retreats where management teams repair to author corporate mission or vision statements.*




* Forgotten founders: Benjamin Franklin, the Iroquois, and the Rationale for the American Revolution by Bruce E. Johansen (1982, Ipswich, Mass.: Gambit Press).





To illustrate more serious efforts, consider the following statement by Bill O’Brien: “Our traditional organizations are designed to provide for the first three levels of Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy of human needs— food, shelter, and belonging. Since these are now widely available to members of industrial society, these organizations do not provide anything particularly unique to command the loyalty and commitment of people. The ferment in management today will continue until organizations begin to address the higher order needs: self respect and self actualization.”


In this statement, O’Brien articulates a larger context within which to consider the specifics of an organization’s mission, vision, and values. He suggests that changes in the world offer a new opportunity for organizations to reach for higher aspirations. Regardless of whether you agree with his views, it is clear that they arise from considerable thought. They carry a sense of passionate conviction not captured in most mission statements. The fact that O’Brien and his colleagues at Hanover Insurance worked continually for twenty years to develop “a guiding philosophy” for the organization speaks eloquently for patience and perseverance.


The second distinguishing feature of powerful guiding ideas follows from the first—seeing the process as ongoing. Guiding ideas are not static. Their meaning, and sometimes their expression, evolve as people reflect and talk about them, and as they are applied to guide decisions and action. This, of course, is the central tenet of the discipline of building shared vision—that shared visions live in our ongoing conversations about what we seek together to create.


THREE KEY GUIDING IDEAS FOR LEARNING ORGANIZATIONS


Are there guiding ideas relevant for all efforts to build learning organizations? A five-day introductory program developed for the member companies of the MIT Center for Organizational Learning offers one perspective. The program is organized around three interrelated ideas which constitute the philosophical core of the systems perspective. All three of these ideas question bedrock tacit assumptions of the Western cultural tradition.* Time will tell the merit of these as guiding ideas for a workable philosophy of management, but they seem to be pointing in the right direction.




* I am indebted to Fred Kofman for helping me to understand these three ideas and their potential significance (see “Communities of Commitment: The Heart of the Learning Organization” by Fred Kofman and Peter M. Senge, Organizational Dynamics, Fall 1993).





[image: image] The primacy of the whole suggests that relationships are, in a genuine sense, more fundamental than things, and that wholes are primordial to parts. We do not have to create interrelatedness. The world is already interrelated.


In the West, we tend to think the opposite. We tend to assume that parts are primary, existing somehow independent of the wholes within which they are constituted. In fact, how we define “parts” is highly subjective, a matter of perspective and purpose. There is no intrinsic set of categories, no innate way to define elements that is built into the nature of the “real thing” we are looking at. Consider a simple mechanical system, like an airplane. Is it made up of a fuselage, wings, tail, and cockpit? Of metal parts and plastic parts? Or of a right half and a left half? There are an infinite number of ways to partition the plane. The categories we invoke depend upon whether we are a designer, a parts supplier, or a passenger. But what makes an airplane an airplane cannot be found in the parts. A submarine also has a fuselage and a tail; a large crane in a steel mill has a cockpit; and a blimp has all three. The identity of the airplane exists only in the function and design of the whole. The parts of the plane are neither absolute nor “out there.” Rather, they arise as we as observers interact with the phenomenon we are observing.


The primacy of the whole is even more compelling when we consider living systems. Dividing a cow in half does not make two small cows. A person might be said to be comprised of a head, a torso, and limbs; or of bones, muscles, skin, and blood; or of the brain, lungs, heart, liver, and stomach; or of a digestive system, circulatory system, respiratory system, and nervous system; or of many, many cells. No matter what distinctions we choose, we cannot grasp what it is to be human by looking at the parts.


In the realm of management and leadership, many people are conditioned to see our “organizations” as things rather than as patterns of interaction. We look for solutions that will “fix problems,” as if they are external and can be fixed without “fixing” that which is within us that led to their creation. Consequently, we are inevitably drawn into an endless spiral of superficial quick fixes, worsening difficulties in the long run, and an ever-deepening sense of powerlessness. In organizations, articulating the primacy of the whole as a guiding idea may be the first step in helping people break this vicious cycle.


[image: image] The community nature of the self challenges us to see the interrelatedness that exists in us. Just as we tend to see parts as primordial to wholes, we tend to see the individual as primordial to the community in which the individual is embedded. “There is no such thing as human nature independent of culture,” says anthropologist Clifford Geertz.*




* The Interpretation of Cultures by Clifford Geertz (1973, New York: Basic Books).





When somebody asks us to talk about ourselves, we talk about family, work, things we care about, and what we do for fun. But in all of this talk, where is our “self”? The answer is nowhere, because the self is not a thing. The self is, as my colleague Fred Kofman says, “a point of view that unifies the flow of experience into a coherent narrative—a narrative striving to connect with other narratives.” Moreover, the narrative is deeply informed by our culture. The stories we construct to make sense of our experience, to give meaning to our actions and thoughts, are stories that we have learned to construct.


When we forget the community nature of the self, we identify our self with our ego. We then assign a primordial value to the ego (part) and see the community (whole) as secondary. We see the community as nothing but a network of contractual commitments to symbolic and economic exchanges. Encounters with others become transactions that can add or subtract to the possessions of the ego.


The resulting loss is incalculable—isolation, loneliness, and loss of our “sense of place.” We lose a sense of self which other cultures know very well. For example, in many indigenous cultures the essence of being a person is being in relationship to other people (like the culture of ubuntu described on page 3 of this book). In such cultures, our unquestionable “reality” of separation is not so “real.” A culture where people greet one another with “I see you,” and where speaking a person’s name brings him or her into existence as a person, may seem “crazy” to us. But it is perfectly consistent with a systems view of life, which suggests that the self is never “given” and is always in a process of transformation.


As a guiding idea for learning organizations, the community nature of the self opens the door to powerful and beneficial changes in our underlying values. When we do not take other people as objects for our use, but see them as fellow human beings with whom we can learn and change, we open new possibilities for being ourselves more fully.


[image: image] The generative power of language illuminates the subtle interdependency operating whenever we interact with “reality” and implies a radical shift in how we see some of these changes coming about.


Werner Heisenberg shocked the world of classical physics in 1927 by claiming that when we measure the world we change it. With his uncertainty principle, Heisenberg gave “hard science” credibility to what philosophers had gradually come to understand over the preceding hundred years: that human beings cannot ever know what is “really real.” We participate more deeply than we imagine in shaping the world that we perceive.


Philosophers have given the name “naive realism” to the worldview which holds rigid positions like the primacy of the parts and the isolated nature of the self. This worldview takes reality as a given entity outside our perception, and sees language as the tool through which we describe this external reality “out there.” But as Heisenberg suggests, we have no actual way of ever knowing what is “out there.” Whenever we articulate what we see, our language interacts with our direct experience. The “reality” we bring forth arises from this interaction.


The alternative to “naive realism” is recognizing the generative role of the traditions of observation and meaning shared by a community—and that these traditions are all that we ever have. When we are confronted by multiple interpretations of the “real world,” the alternative to seeking to determine which is “right” is to admit multiple interpretations and seek those that are most useful for a particular purpose, knowing that there is no ultimately “correct” interpretation. The alternative to seeing language as describing an independent reality is to recognize the power of language that allows us to freshly interpret our experience—and might enable us to bring forth new realities.


When we forget the generative power of language, we quickly confuse our maps for the territory. We develop a level of certainty that robs us of the capacity for wonder, that stifles our ability to see new interpretations and new possibilities for action. Such are the roots of belief systems that become rigid, entrenched, and ultimately self-protective. When we forget the contingent nature of our understanding, who we are becomes our beliefs and views. This is why we defend against an attack on our beliefs as if it were against an attack on ourselves. In a very real sense, it is.


THEORY, METHODS, AND TOOLS


Ideas such as these, which represent significant shifts in our predominant ways of thinking, can be daunting. The point of raising them is not to have people grasp them intellectually, nor to have people adopt them posthaste—but to find a way to pursue them meaningfully. It may be enough if they challenge all of us to think more deeply. If they stand the test of time, they will have to find their way into the way we conduct our work. How might this happen?
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Buckminster Fuller used to say that if you want to teach people a new way of thinking, don’t bother trying to teach them. Instead, give them a tool, the use of which will lead to new ways of thinking.


There are many tools and methods vital to developing learning organizations. Much of this book elaborates on methods and tools introduced originally in The Fifth Discipline, or presents new, complementary tools. All of these methods and tools help us enhance the capabilities that characterize learning organizations: aspiration, reflection and conversation, conceptualization.


Examples of methods and tools that help individuals, teams, and eventually larger organizations orient themselves toward what they truly care about (aspirations) include reflective practices for drawing out personal vision (see “Drawing Forth Personal Vision,” page 201), and interactive practices for developing shared vision (see “Building Shared Vision: How to Begin,” page 312). Examples of the methods and tools of reflective conversation include “Left-Hand Column Cases” (see “The Left-Hand Column,” page 247), and dialogue exercises such as “Projector and Screen,” and the use of blindfolds (page 384). Methods and tools for conceptualizing and understanding complex, interdependent issues include “system archetypes,” (see page 121), and “management flight simulators” based on generic management structures such as new product development and service quality (see page 530).


Thinking in terms of theory, methods, and tools sheds new light on the meaning of the “disciplines for building learning organizations.” These disciplines represent bodies of “actionable knowledge” comprised of underlying theories, and practical tools and methods derived from these theories.


The synergy between theories, methods, and tools lies at the heart of any field of human endeavor that truly builds knowledge. In music, the theory of sonata form has given rise to methods for developing sonata structures, as well as many instructional techniques for helping students understand and practice writing sonatas. In medicine, the theory of cardiac functioning—how a healthy heart functions and the irregularities that indicate a heart attack—has led to a long-standing methodology for cardiac monitoring to track heart attacks in progress and to avert those that are starting. The method advanced significantly when electronic cardiac monitors were developed—a tool which enabled much more precise and extensive monitoring.


THEORY, METHOD, TOOL


By the term “theory,” I mean a fundamental set of propositions about how the world works, which has been subjected to repeated tests and in which we have gained some confidence. The English word “theory” comes from the Greek root word theorós, meaning spectator. This derives from the same root as the word “theater.” Human beings invent theories for the same basic reasons they invent theater—to bring out into a public space a play of ideas that might help us better understand our world.


[image: image]


It is a shame that we have lost this sense of the deeper meaning of theory today. For most of us, theory has to do with “science.” It suggests something cold, analytic, and impersonal. Nothing could be further from the truth. The process whereby scientists generate new theories is full of passion, imagination, and the excitement of seeing something new in the world. “Science,” as Buckminster Fuller often said, “is about putting the data of our experience in order.”


New theories penetrate into the world of practical affairs when they are translated into methods and tools. “Method” comes from the Greek méthodos—a. means to pursue particular objectives. It gradually evolved into its current meaning: a set of systematic procedures and techniques for dealing with particular types of issues or problems.


“Tool” comes from a prehistoric Germanic word for “to make, to prepare, or to do.” It still carries that meaning: tools are what you make, prepare, or do with.—PS


[image: image]


Conversely, through developing practical tools and methods, theories are brought to practical tests, which in turn leads to the improvement of the theories. This continuous cycle—of creating theories, developing and applying practical methods and tools based on the theories, leading to new insights that improve the theories—is the primary engine of growth in science and technology.


The same basic connections between theory, method, and tools underlie each of the learning disciplines. Each embodies practical tools, which are grounded in underlying theory and methodology. In systems thinking, the tool of system archetypes is based on a general methodology, developed at MIT over the past 40 years, called “system dynamics,” for understanding how the feedback structure of complex systems generates observed patterns of behavior. The methodology, in turn, is based on the theory of complex feedback systems that has been developing in engineering for the past 150 years. One part of that theory describes how complex systems involve reinforcing and balancing feedback processes (see page 113).


In the discipline of working with mental models, the “left-hand column case” (page 247) has proven to be a very useful tool to help managers begin to appreciate how underlying assumptions can sabotage conversations, especially when they go unrecognized and unarticulated. The tool derives from a general body of method which uses the actual “data” of conversations to unearth the reasoning which leads us to act in defensive or self-defeating ways. The power of the methodology, in turn, derives from underlying theories about the nature of mental models (such as “the ladder of inference,” page 242), and about the sources of defensiveness when we perceive threat or potential embarrassment. These theories have their origins in developments in linguistics and in cognitive and social psychology over the past sixty years.


Why is it important for tools to be based on underlying theories? After all, isn’t the most important aspect of a tool its usefulness?


Yes and no. It is hard to argue with a tool that seems helpful. Not long ago, an experienced management consultant presented his methods at an MIT seminar. When asked at the end of his presentation about the theoretical bases of his methods, he said that there were none. They were just tools that he had developed over his years of experience and they seemed to work. I left the seminar feeling uneasy. I believe there were several reasons for my concern.


First, such “theory-less” tools are not likely to significantly add to our store of generalizable knowledge. Without underlying theory, you get tools which might work in one situation, but you don’t know why. They might fail in other situations, but you don’t know why either. Ultimately the tool’s usefulness may depend on unreproducible aspects of a particular person’s skill. A really good consultant can make the tool work. But all the rest of the people in your company haven’t got the foggiest idea how to apply it effectively.


Second, with no underlying theory, we may not always appreciate the limitations of a tool, or even its counterproductiveness if used inappropriately. In our rush to solve practical problems, we may grab at ready-made solutions that neither address the fundamental causes of a problem, nor stretch our thinking in important new directions.


Herein lies the strongest reason to look for tools based on important new theories: only such tools have the power to change how we think. Most tools introduced into management to solve problems, however innovative they may be, are based on conventional ways of thinking. After all, without an underlying theory, how could they be otherwise? Such tools may be useful, but they will not be transformative. They often leave deeper sources of problems unchanged. To paraphrase Albert Einstein, our present problems cannot be solved at the level of thinking at which they were created.


For example, many useful “systems analysis” tools are available for diagramming, analyzing, and redesigning organizational work flow processes. Some of these tools have been applied and refined over many years. But virtually all of them are based on a static way of seeing the world. They recognize that “everything in the system is connected,” but they characterize that connectedness in terms of “detail complexity.” They help to create a snapshot showing how a system works at a moment in time. This helps to rearrange the elements of that system into a more ideal picture.


But conventional static systems analysis tools offer no understanding of how the problems we have today have developed over time, especially if the causes are nonobvious. Nor will they help in understanding the likely consequences of our future efforts at change, especially where we might take actions that make things better today but worse tomorrow. Because they are a product of our present ways of thinking, static systems tools will tend to merely reinforce the notion that “somebody else” created our problems. They offer no penetrating insights into how our own actions may have caused our present problems—or how our own perspective led us to the obvious “fixes” that eventually made our problems worse. For this you need a dynamic, not a static, perspective.


Relying on our present ways of thinking, it is very difficult to develop tools that change that way of thinking. For this we must find or generate new theory. Although relatively rare, there are strong examples of the impact of managerial tools and methods supported by bringing in a new body of theory to a field where it had not yet been applied. For example, the total quality tools like control charts derive their usefulness from the theory of stationary statistical processes, a well-established field within mathematics.


INNOVATIONS IN INFRASTRUCTURE


Infrastructure is the means through which an organization makes available resources to support people in their work. Just as an architect and contractor of a house must develop mechanisms to get the right building materials and bring them to the site, builders of learning organizations must develop and improve infrastructural mechanisms so that people have the resources they need: time, management support, money, information, ready contact with colleagues, and more.
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Organizations seeking to enhance learning have experimented with diverse innovations in infrastructure. For example, in Japan quality management led to organizing front line workers in “quality circles” and setting up various management councils to support quality improvement. The innovations in infrastructure that will support emerging learning organizations encompass a broad range of changes in “social architecture”—including changes in organizational structures (such as self-managing work teams), new designs for work processes, new reward systems, information networks, and much more.


In his classic book Out of the Crisis, the eminent quality pioneer W. Edwards Deming suggested his own example of an innovation in infrastructure: “Efforts and methods for improvement of quality and productivity in most companies and in most government agencies are fragmented, with no overall competent guidance, no integrated system for continual improvement.” He proposed a general “organization for quality” including a “leader for statistical methodology” reporting directly to top management and local counterparts throughout the organization, “with authority from top management to be a participant in any activity that in his judgment is worthy of his pursuit.” The purpose of this leader would not be to dictate the quality techniques, but to make sure that people throughout the organization learned and understood them—such an important task, in Deming’s view, that it took precedence over conventional line management.*




* Out of the Crisis, by W. Edwards Deming (1982, 1986, Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Center for Advanced Engineering Study), pp. 466-67.





I first discovered the importance of infrastructure for learning through my experiences with the “group planning” office at Royal Dutch/Shell. Over the past twenty years, there has been a steady evolution of “planning as learning” throughout Shell’s worldwide group of 150 operating companies. This evolution has encompassed a broad array of tools and methods, such as scenario analysis and systems modeling. But, more importantly, it has also led to a new understanding of the role of planning as an infrastructure to enhance learning throughout the organization. Planning is no longer primarily a staff function for coming up with the proper “answer” which managers must then implement, but a process “whereby management teams,” says former planning head Arie de Geus, “change their shared mental models of their company, their markets, and their competitors.”


During the past twenty-five years, Shell has steadily risen from one of the weakest to probably the strongest of the largest world oil companies. Throughout this period, the planning as learning approach has had first-order impacts on how the company recognized and responded to the turbulent, unpredictable world oil market. For example, Shell responded in a qualitatively different manner from other oil companies to the first round of OPEC oil-price shocks in the early 1970s. It rapidly decentralized operations while other oil companies were centralizing, and it worked hard to make refineries and trading operations more flexible, so that they could more quickly respond to changing availabilities. In the mid-1980s, Group Planning developed a “fictitious” case study involving a sudden drop in the world oil price, and managers throughout the world wrestled with how they would manage under such a change. Mental models that had adjusted to a world of twenty-eight dollars a barrel oil were challenged, and new assumptions had to be explored. As a result, Shell accelerated development of several key technologies to reduce cost in off-shore drilling, technologies which subsequently proved critical when oil prices fell to ten dollars a barrel in 1986 and stayed low in ensuing years.*





* Planning as Learning” by Arie de Geus, Harvard Business Review, March-April 1988.








To learn more about how this works in practice, see Kees van der Heijden’s cameo, “Shell’s Internal Consultancy” page 279.





Because learning is integral to planning, and because planning is inescapable to management, you cannot escape learning at Shell. It is not a marginal activity to be engaged in when one has spare time. In the Shell operating companies that participate, learning is no longer a concern of a handful of “experts” isolated from the mainstream of the business.


This contrasts sharply with many companies which attempt to drive learning through the training and education departments. While ongoing training and education are important, they are less integral to most business operations than planning is. Even though line managers may believe that an initiative pushed by training or human resources is worthwhile, in a world where people are already overcommitted and budgets are rarely abundant, what is not integral to the business often does not get done.





See “A New Form of Corporate Planning” by Bryan Smith, page 80.





Other examples of learning integrated with the main work of the organization are beginning to emerge. When the Saturn division of General Motors developed its manufacturing facilities in Springhill, Tennessee, one of its first significant innovations was a “learning laboratory” adjacent to the manufacturing line. Called the Workplace Development Center, it was a complete mockup of an assembly line, where engineers and assembly line team members could try out new processes together, with videotape cameras, so people could study their own movements and relationship with the line. Said Saturn President Richard (“Skip”) LeFauve: “Teams from the plant solve problems in simulated working conditions. We’re passing on to employees design tools for assembly, manufacturing and synchronous operations. Traditionally, these tools were the property of management and were applied through an industrial engineering department. But at Saturn, they are common property.”*




* Human Integrated Manufacturinng (CE Roundtable)” Chief Executive, July-August 1992, p. 44; and “Saturn’s Grand Experiment” by Beverly Geber, Training, June 1992, vol. 29, no. 6, p. 27.





At AT&T, Chairman Bob Allen has established a variety of “forums” at different levels within the organization to encourage reflection and conversation about issues shaping the business’s long-term health and vitality. This includes a “Chairman’s Strategy Forum,” which draws together the top 150 managers worldwide several times a year to examine key issues driving the business. In explaining the reason for the forums, Allen says, “We have plenty of infrastructure for decision making within AT&T. What we lack is infrastructure for learning.”


These infrastructure innovations are not limited to the largest companies. At a home furnishings manufacturing firm, American Woodmark, the training department has been reshaped so that line managers are the principal trainers, and the content of the training is partly determined by conversations about the future of the organization.





See “Training as Learning” by American Woodmark CEO Bill Brandt, on page 463.





The most important innovations in infrastructure for learning organizations will enable people to develop capabilities like systems thinking and collaborative inquiry within the context of their jobs. It matters little if we are masterful at inquiry in training sessions, but can only pontificate in real management meetings; or if we are accomplished in systems thinking exercises but cannot apply them to real work settings. Until people can make their “work space” a learning space, learning will always be a “nice idea”—peripheral, not central.


PRACTICE FIELDS


Following this reasoning, we have focused much of our research at MIT on one potentially significant innovation in infrastructure—the managerial practice field. The underlying idea grows from comparing organizational settings where teams learn reliably with other settings where little team learning occurs. In sports and in the performing arts, two settings where teams consistently enhance their capabilities, players move regularly between a practice field and the real game, between rehearsal and performance. It is impossible to imagine a basketball team learning without practice, or a chamber music ensemble learning without rehearsal. Yet, that is exactly what we expect to occur in our organizations. We expect people to learn when the costs of failure are high, when personal threat is great, when there is no opportunity to “replay” an important decision, and when there is no way to simplify complexity and shorten time delays so as to better understand the consequences of actions. Is it any wonder that learning in organizations is rare?


At MIT, we are experimenting with two types of managerial practice fields. Our “learning laboratory projects” are focused on particular issue areas, like new product development and cycle time in complex supply chains. For example, several companies are collaborating at MIT in designing and testing a New Product Development Learning Laboratory.





Managers at one of these companies, Ford, describe their experience on page 554.





Other practice field projects, the “dialogue projects,” focus on the quality of conversation and capability for collective thinking. In some cases these projects take place with intact teams, such as management teams; in other cases, the “teams” are diverse groups of people who need one another to take effective action in a broad area of concern, such as the health care system of a community. The dialogue projects create a different sort of practice field, which is not defined by a set of particular management issues but by a common commitment to generate deeper levels of conversation which can penetrate into whatever issues, both personal and substantive, need to be addressed.


In both types of practice field projects, the overarching principle is to establish a new cycle of learning that connects practice and performance. And, in both types of projects, initial evidence suggests that the practice field concept may, indeed, be a breakthrough in learning infrastructure. At Ford, the learning laboratory is making a significant impact on internal coordination, quality, productivity, and timing in a major new car project.


At GS Technologies, an ongoing dialogue project has led to a profound shift in union-management partnership and consequently the birth of a new organization.





The GS story appears on page 364. For more about dialogue, see page 357 and following.





The next steps in both projects are to diffuse the practice fields more widely, to further test their merits, and to see if they may indeed constitute significant new infrastructures for organizational learning.


The integrity of the architecture


LEADERS INTENT ON DEVELOPING LEARNING ORGANIZATIONS MUST FOCUS on all three of the architectural design elements. Without all three, the triangle collapses.


Without guiding ideas, there is no passion, no overarching sense of direction or purpose. People ask, “Why are we doing this?” or “What’s this change in infrastructure all about?” Top management gets fired up about “total quality management,” “reengineering” or some other hot idea. Time and resources are poured into achieving intended changes. But, after a year, with little tangible to show for the effort, something else hot comes along and the effort is abandoned. Ultimately, the organization remains at the whim of circumstance and external conditions. This happens again and again unless people discover that leadership involves articulating transcendent guiding ideas to which they will stay committed.


Without theory, methods, and tools, people cannot develop the new skills and capabilities required for deeper learning. Efforts at change lack depth and are ultimately seen as superficial. For example, the CEO and managers through the organization may espouse a guiding idea about “openness,” and the importance of surfacing mental models. But if people do not practice regularly with tools like left-hand column cases, conversations polarize when issues get hot. People withhold their genuine views to avoid uncontrollable conflict, trust erodes, and “openness” is seen as a facade of “nice ideas” inconsistent with what actually happens in the organization.


Without innovations in infrastructure, inspiring ideas and powerful tools lack credibility because people have neither the opportunity nor resources to pursue their visions or apply the tools. Changes cannot take root and become part of the fabric of organizational life. Learning is left to chance. It is not managed with the same commitment that other critical organizational activities are given. Efforts to promote systems thinking, reflection, or other learning capabilities have little, enduring organization-wide impact. Infrastructure that is incongruent with guiding ideas can also lead to cynicism. Managers may espouse that “Human beings are intrinsically motivated to learning,” but if people feel that they must pursue learning only “on their own time” then they lose faith not just in the organization, but in the idea of learning.


The early days of the quality movement in U.S. manufacturing provide an example of the need for all three elements. In the early 1980s, there was a rush to implement “quality circles,” an innovation in infrastructure. However, the quality circle fad faded quickly. Gradually, we discovered that people working in quality circles needed to learn how to employ new tools and methods so they could begin rigorous analysis, testing, and improvement of their processes. But even then, quality circles (and the quality movement which replaced them) fell short of creating transformative change. They needed the third corner of the architectural triangle: appropriate guiding ideas to energize and direct organization-wide improvement.


In the case of quality management, three sets of guiding ideas are critical. The first, according to W. Edwards Deming, concerns “constancy of purpose” for the enterprise as a whole. The second has to do with understanding the nature of variation. Lastly, there is a set of guiding ideas that concern human motivation. All human beings, said Dr. Deming, are born with “intrinsic motivation”: an inner drive to learn, to take pride in their work, to experiment, and to improve.* Without this lasting guiding idea, managers think they must motivate people to study and improve, and that they must keep watch over people to make sure that learning is occurring.




* The New Economics by W. Edwards Deming (1993, Cambridge, MA: MIT Center for Advanced Study), p. 111ff.





In my judgment, few American firms have grasped all three of these guiding ideas. Consequently, rarely has quality management become the “thought revolution in management” envisioned by Japanese quality innovator Kaoru Ishikawa.


Interestingly, when these three sets of guiding ideas are all present, basic innovations in infrastructure typically occur far more easily and sustainably. Levels of supervisory management are removed and don’t return. Quality inspectors are eliminated permanently. Authority to study and improve work processes is pushed down to front-line workers, who embrace it as their own. Guided by an overall philosophy, and empowered by effective tools and methods and by the authority to take action, the quality improvement process then begins to lead to significant change.


Moreover, pursuing all of the elements of the architecture simultaneously generates synergies that do not occur when attention is paid to only one of the elements alone.
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AVOIDING THE STRUCTURAL “QUICK FIX”


In the early stages of the quality movement in Japan in the 1950s, quality control experts applied statistical tools to more reliably check the quality of products produced. This sparked Japan’s quality ascent. But more significant breakthroughs came in the early 1960s, when a few companies, led by Toyota and Komatsu, began to break with tradition by getting rid of quality control checkers, teaching the tools and methods directly to front line workers, and giving them authority to analyze their own processes. This linking of new tools with a new level of authority ignited an engine for continuous improvement.


Today, in the arena of “reengineering,” a similar synergy is needed between infrastructure innovation and theory, tools and methods. Organizations are attempting to reorganize more around “horizontal” processes that cut across traditional vertical functions. But such “horizontal process” organizations are much more interdependent than traditional functional organizations. This places a particular burden on people to learn together and practice systemic thinking.


For example, a common form of reengineering is to “co-locate” all the engineers of a large product development effort into one site, to alleviate traditional organizational “stovepipes” separating engineering subspecialties. But in itself, this “co-location” often fails to get at the real barriers to cross-functional problem solving—which are in people’s heads, not within the organizational structure. Solutions to cross-functional barriers tend to emerge only when the newly “co-located” engineers can develop openness and systems thinking skills, and discover how their individual ways of working might unintentionally sabotage the development of the product as a whole.





See Daniel Kim’s story of the “tragedy of the power supply,” on page 142.





Without a well-articulated theory and set of tools, most reengineering efforts are driven instead by vague concerns to eliminate redundancy or reduce costs. Even if such early efforts are successful, they do not build an organization’s capability to continually reengineer itself. Often, the organizations become dependent on expert reengineering consultants.


Already, critiques have begun to surface about the arbitrariness and unreliability of reengineering when it is not guided by clear theory. British management historian John Thackray has written, “Re-engineering is not exactly a tool box—more of a direction, a cause, a faith in the possibilities of top-down revolutions.” And when McKinsey partner John Hagel recently offered a list of common causes of reengineering failures, every item on the list was a symptom of the absence of appropriate theory: “failure to understand the processes that are being demolished before the re-engineering is implemented; attacking too many processes—there are usually only about five or six that are truly significant; exclusion of some parts of the corporation from any impact or consequences—ie, sacred cows; and excessive speed—most successful re-engineering programmes take three to four years.”*




* Fads, Fixes & Fictions,” by John Thodcroy, Management Today, June 1993, pp. 40-42.





PREPARING THE SOIL AND DEVELOPING THE SEEDS


Many of the methods and tools of learning organizations will be impossible to implement widely without changes in traditional guiding ideas in management. In turn, new guiding ideas will prove impossible to instill widely without a corresponding commitment to appropriate methods and tools.
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In the late 1960s, a major system dynamics study of a highly successful capital-goods manufacturer revealed that the firm had been losing market share because of its production policies. Whenever incoming orders declined, production schedules were cut back so aggressively that delivery times increased. The product was actually less available during recessions than during boom times. Disgruntled customers would turn to competitors, who would then retain their business once industry orders began to expand again.


Inspired by the insights of the study, the company’s top management instituted a new production policy during the 1970 recession—to maintain production rates. Market share expanded and executives estimated a net profit gain of several million dollars. Unfortunately, four years later, when the major 1974 recession hit, the firm reverted to its traditional production policies, delivery times increased, and the decline in market share resumed.


The successful production policies failed to “stick” because three generations of CEO’s had invested their reputations in developing aggressive inventory control policies. Inventory control had, in effect, become one of the company’s preeminent guiding ideas. If you were a production manager, there was no more surefire way to ruin your career than to be responsible for overbuilding inventory. This fear could have been changed only through concerted effort by top management to articulate new guiding ideas that could gradually supplant it. But to champion such a change would require acknowledging that the old ideas were no longer appropriate—something top management was unwilling to do.


Despite its unhappy ending, the above case was more successful than many systems studies which never result in any changes in policies and practices, even temporary ones. The reason, again and again, is that the systemic insights are inconsistent with traditional guiding ideas. The precious seeds of new insight fall on barren soil.


For example, implementing systemic insights may require that diverse organizational interests cooperate in pursuing policies that might be suboptimal for individual functional areas. But such behavior can seemingly contradict traditions of functional excellence. Unless commitment to the mission and vision of the larger organization is greater than commitment to individual functional goals, functional goals will predominate.


Today, many executives are articulating a new philosophy revolving around “empowering people.” But few organizations are working hard to introduce tools and methods to actually help people to make more intelligent decisions, especially decisions that improve systemwide performance. The result will likely be organizations which decentralize authority for a while, find that many poor and uncoordinated decisions result, and then abandon the “empowerment” fad and recentralize. The “empowered” soil will lie fallow, with no seeds to grow. This, of course, is precisely what many of the newly “empowered” workers, cynical from past management fads, fear.


MAKING MEANING OF NEW STRUCTURES
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In both political and corporate arenas, senior managers are often eager to make changes in infrastructure, believing that the more dramatic and quick the changes they make, the more long-lasting and positive the effects may be. Yet, there is abundant evidence that changes in infrastructure, like reorganizations and changes in reward systems, often have far less impact than expected. One reason is that they conflict with established guiding ideas.


Despite the eagerness and political payoff that often come from changes in infrastructure, when we first work to articulate guiding ideas, and then design the infrastructure reform in harmony with those ideas, the results seem to be far more sustainable. Links to guiding ideas allow an infrastructure reform effort to move from a reactive to a creative orientation—to shift from a point of view which says (for example), “We’ve got to get rid of the structural barriers which are holding us back,” to a point of view which says, “In the organization we really want to build, what structures (policies, reward systems, and resource-allocation mechanisms) would support our vision?”


For example, in 1990 the operations managers of Hill’s Pet Nutrition, Inc. distributed a list of “guiding principles,” including this statement about teamwork: “People will work as a team and cooperate when they share common goals, receive proper information, have the skills to recognize, utilize and balance others’ strengths and weaknesses, value teamwork, are rewarded for doing so, [and] are recognized as a team for doing a good job.” Having articulated that principle, they then instituted several infrastructural reforms which resonated with it. At a new “green-field site,” they began training all their employees before the equipment arrived in the plant. They insisted that the building’s architect consider team learning in the design of the building. Union-management relationships, reward and appraisals, and all the other conventional mechanisms of “infrastructure” changed to match the growing understanding of guiding ideas by people throughout the organization. Most impressively, having a set of guiding principles allowed Hill’s to develop infrastructural links between their four very different manufacturing facilities, allowing the management of all four sites to act together as members of a common team.





Hill’s vice president Joe Douglas and five other managers tell their story on page 429.





Putting it all together


THE POWER OF THE ABOVE IDEAS COMES WHEN WE PUT THE PIECES TOgether. An image emerges of the full scope of the work of building learning organizations; an image that is both more complete and more richly textured than can be seen from “the five disciplines” alone.
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The triangle of organizational architecture represents the most tangible form of efforts. (Indeed, that is precisely why the triangle symbol is used: all physical structures start with the triangle. In three-dimensional construction, the most elementary physical structure is the triangle’s cousin, the tetrahedron.) By contrast, the circle represents the more subtle underlying discipline-based learning cycle. (As a form, the circle is inherently abstract and intangible—with no edges or vertices, with no beginning and no end, an ancient symbol of ongoing movement.) The key focus for activity is in the triangle. The central causality of change is in the circle. Both continuously affect and influence one another. Together they represent the tangible and subtle changes involved in building learning organizations.


We tend to assume that which is most tangible is most substantial, and that which is intangible is insubstantial. In fact, the opposite is true. A set of guiding ideas articulated by one generation of management can be changed by another. An infrastructure developed and implemented today can be redesigned tomorrow. A current set of tools and methods can be supplanted by a new set of tools and methods. The very reasons why we focus on the triangle—because here is where we can make changes—also means that those changes can be short-lived.


By contrast, the deep learning cycle, which seems so evanescent and uncertain at first glance, endures. Once we begin to assimilate systems thinking as a way of seeing the world we become, in the words of one manager, “looped for life.” Once we learn to distinguish our assumptions from the “data” upon which those assumptions are based, we are forever more aware of our own thinking. Once we begin to operate with a genuine sense of vision, we have a permanent understanding of the difference between reacting and creating. Once a group has participated in true dialogue, its members do not forget. Changes produced by the deep learning cycle are often irreversible.


I have seen countless cases where people continue to pursue their dreams even though there is no organizational reward, once they have developed enough confidence and competence to make progress. They simply do it because “it is the right thing to do.” It sometimes becomes impossible for senior management to uproot a shared commitment to systems thinking and openness, once it has become established. Learning teams within organizations simply outlive unsympathetic bosses.


This does not mean that, having begun to practice the learning disciplines, we will retain high levels of mastery automatically. As in any discipline, our level of expertise ultimately depends on how far along our own developmental path we travel, and on our commitment to continual practice. But we do not forget the basic principles we have learned. The first deep effect of the learning cycle is orientational—we become oriented to a way of being that remains with us, as a sort of inner compass. We may not always operate in the manner of that discipline, but we tend to know when we are, and when we are not.


BALANCING ATTENTION BETWEEN TRIANGLE AND THE CIRCLE


When optical telescopes were the only form of astronomy, observers were trained to focus away from faint objects they were trying to detect, because the cones of the eye are actually more perceptive of objects on the periphery of our vision. Similarly, while changes in the circle are what really matters, attention is often best placed on the triangle of guiding ideas, infrastructure, and theory, methods and tools. These represent the operational changes where concentrated time and energy can produce results.


Yet, while we are focused on the triangle we are mindful of the circle. Buckminster Fuller used to talk about the “Principle of Precession” characteristic of many significant change processes. When you spin a top, the primary mode of movement is rotation around its axis. But, after a while, a secondary mode of movement develops. The top begins to precess, as the axis itself slowly, gradually begins to move around its original position. This precession is quite mysterious to the casual observer because it has no visible relation to the obvious rotation of the top. Unless we understand the dynamics of the top as a system, we might not even notice the precession, and we certainly wouldn’t tend to connect this subtle movement to the spinning. So it is with the deep process of learning. For a long time it may appear that there is nothing going on except the surface activity of the triangle. People talk about new ideas. They practice the application of tools and methods. They design and implement changes in infrastructure. Yet, deeper changes are in the offing. When those deeper changes start to become evident, many people will not even notice them and those who do will often not connect them with the obvious activity.


Yet, the two are connected in subtle ways. The deeper changes are evoked only by sustaining the surface movement. If the rotation stops, so too will the precession. If we stop working to articulate guiding ideas, to improve infrastructure, and to apply the tools and methods embodied in the learning disciplines, the deeper learning cycle will not progress.


Similarly, the deeper changes will gradually affect the work on architecture. Potential guiding ideas like “openness” and “localness” will have little conviction until enough people experience the collective intelligence of the whole that is possible when capabilities for dialogue, mental models, shared vision, and systems thinking develop. This is one reason we generally advise against writing down mission or philosophy statements too hastily. A premature articulation can “freeze” people around principles which have not yet been experienced, precluding deeper understanding and conviction.


RESULTS


Ultimately, learning—whether it is learning to walk, ski, or compose symphonies—is judged by results. The rationale for any strategy for building a learning organization revolves around the premise that such organizations will produce dramatically improved results, compared to more traditional organizations. Whether the results include profit, time to market, customer loyalty, or other agreed-upon measures of effectiveness, learning must ultimately be assessed in terms of “how well the game is played.” None of us would think a product development team was learning if it did not improve its products, or a sales team if it did not establish more loyal customers.
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The problem is knowing how and when to measure important results. There are two interrelated issues in assessing results of learning processes: patience and quantification.


We need patience precisely because deeper learning often does not produce tangible evidence for considerable time. “You don’t pull up the radishes to see how they’re growing,” says Bill O’Brien. Yet, in effect, impatient managers often do just that to assess whether or not learning processes are progressing. As a Ford manager pointed out in one of our recent core courses at MIT, “If calculus were invented today, our organizations would not be able to learn it. We’d send everyone off to the three-day intensive program. We’d then tell everyone to try to apply what they’d learned. After three to six months we’d assess whether it was working. We’d undoubtedly then conclude that this ‘calculus stuff wasn’t all it was made out to be and go off and look for something else to improve results.”


O’Brien states a simple guiding principle: “Time periods for measurement must be congruent with the gestation period of the learning.” Measurements that are made prematurely will lead to erroneous conclusions. This principle, while easy to state, can be very difficult for impatient managers and organizations to practice.


The second problem with assessing results is quantification. Again, there is a simple guiding principle: “Measure quantitatively that which should be quantified; measure qualitatively that which should not be quantified.” In almost all organizational learning settings there will be some important quantifiable results: sales, time to market, product quality, total cost (especially including many costs which are often hidden, like life cycle costs), and profit. But many of the most important results of organizational learning are not quantifiable: intelligence, openness, innovativeness, high moral quality, courage, confidence, genuine caring—for the customer, for one another, and for our shared aspirations. Despite the nonquantifiable nature of such results, they are not unknowable. There are many ways that people can come to agreement in making assessments of progress in producing such results. But there are also many dangers.


In particular, organizational “cultures that are saturated exclusively in scientific principles,” says O’Brien,” have an insatiable appetite for quantitative measurement—even when they misrepresent truth and reality.” For example, management often uses quantitative “proxies” for qualitative results, such as the proxies used with operating staffs. “Managers,” suggests O’Brien, often “become obsessed with the proxies and not with what the proxies are intended to represent. This often causes destructive games playing in companies,” even to the point of causing people to do things to make the proxy look good counter to the desired result. “There are times,” O’Brien concludes, “when the organization would have been better off without a measurement than with a faulty one.” But this can be a difficult lesson for control-oriented cultures.





See the “measurement trap” cameo by Edward Baker, page 454.





THE IMPLICATE ORDER


Lastly, there is also a level still more subtle than the deep learning cycle. This most subtle level is, however, also the most difficult to talk about. In fact, we may only infer its presence, since there is no tangible evidence of its existence. But ultimately it may prove vital to a full understanding of the deep shifts in awareness and capabilities of learning organizations.


The physicist David Bohm (one of the main contributors to the theory of dialogue) points out that the Western word “measure” and the Sanskrit “maya” appear to derive from the same origins. Yet, in the West, the concept of measure has come to mean “comparison to some fixed external unit,” while maya means “illusion.”


“In the prevailing philosophy in the Orient,” says Bohm, “the immeasurable is regarded as the primary reality. In this view,” he adds, “the entire structure and order of forms . . . that present themselves to ordinary perception and reason are regarded as a sort of veil, covering the true reality, which cannot be perceived by the senses and of which nothing can be said or thought.”*




* Bohm believed that this Eastern view may have been closer to the ancient Greek view, as still evident in an alternative history of the word “measure”-as in the phrase “the measure of the person.” He noted that Latin precursors of the modern words “medicine,” “moderation,” and “meditate” are all based on the same Latin root meaning “to measure.” See Wholeness and the Implicate Order by David Bohm (1980, London: Ark Paperbacks), p. 20 and pp. 176-81.





Bohm proposed a “new notion of order” to describe this deeper reality, the “implicate order,” where “everything is enfolded into everything.” In Bohm’s view, the implicate order is continually “unfolding” into what we experience as the manifest world, “the explicate order.” More importantly, human beings participate in this “unfoldment,” as Bohm called it.


The most subtle aspect of “thinking strategically” lies in “knowing what needs to happen.” This is extraordinarily difficult to describe, but I know that I and many others often feel that all we are ever doing is “listening” purposefully to what is needed. George Bernard Shaw said, “This is the true joy in life, [to be] used for a purpose recognized by yourself as a mighty one. . . . [to be] a force of nature . . .” Could Shaw’s “being a force of nature” relate to Bohm’s “participation” in the “unfolding” of the implicate order?” Is this what happens when we develop our sensibilities in the deep learning cycle?*




* Epistle Dedicatory to Man and Superman by George Bernard Shaw (1903, Cambridge, Mass.: The University Press), p. 32.





Such questions may hold a particular power as we stand here at the outset of the journey of learning about learning organizations. Bohm’s quest in life was toward understanding the roots of fragmentation in our ways of thinking and being. “It should be said that wholeness is what is real, and that fragmentation is the response of this whole to man’s action.” Insofar as the quest for learning organizations might reestablish “the primacy of the whole” in human affairs, perhaps the quests are more intertwined than we can at present know.





7 Core Concepts About Learning in Organizations



Rick Ross, Bryan Smith, Charlotte Roberts, Art Kleiner
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AT ITS ESSENCE, EVERY ORGANIZATION IS A PRODUCT OF HOW ITS MEMBERS THINK AND INTERACT.


Thus, the primary leverage for any organizational learning effort lies not in policies, budgets, or organizational charts, but in ourselves. Even creating desired results is not a sign of learning. If you strike it rich by winning the lottery, you have achieved something extraordinary, but you have not expanded your capacity to win future lotteries.


This emphasis on thinking and interacting makes many people in mainstream organizations feel disoriented It means shifting their point of orientation from outward to inward.*




* Credit for first articulating the idea probably be longs to Karl Weick, in The Social Psychology of Organizing (1969, Reading, Mass.: Addison-Wesley).





To look inward, the first step is becoming aware of, and studying, the tacit “truths” that we take for granted, and the aspirations and expectations that govern what we choose from life. The disciplines of personal mastery, mental models, and systems thinking all help us to productively examine and change the way we think.


Changing the way we interact means redesigning not just the formal structures of the organization, but the hard-to-see patterns of interaction between people and processes. The disciplines of shared vision, systems thinking, and team learning are specifically aimed at changing interactions.


In the end, the premise that organizations are the product of our thinking and interacting is powerful and liberating. It suggests that individuals and teams can affect even the most daunting organizational barriers. These barriers didn’t appear on the landscape like natural formations, like mountains and rivers. They were created by peoples’ wishes, expectations, beliefs, and habits. They remained in place because they were reinforced and never challenged: eventually, they became invisible, because they were so taken for granted.


Once we start to become conscious of how we think and interact, and begin developing capacities to think and interact differently, we will already have begun to change our organizations for the better. Those changes will ripple out around us, and reinforce a growing sense of capability and confidence.


Learning in organizations means the continuous testing of experience, and the transformation of that experience into knowledge—accessible to the whole organization, and relevant to its core purpose.


[image: image]


What do you do with a definition like this? Managers have used it to judge their own learning processes. It forms a sort of checklist:


[image: image] Do you continuously test your experiences? Are you willing to examine and challenge your sacred cows—not just during crises, but in good times? What kinds of structures have you designed for this testing? When people raise potentially negative information, do you “shoot the messenger”?


[image: image] Are you producing knowledge? Knowledge, in this case, means the capacity for effective action. Does your organization show capabilities it didn’t have before? Do you feel as if what you know is qualitatively different—“value-added”—from the data you took in?


[image: image] Is the knowledge shared? Is it accessible to all of the organization’s members? Or are people walking around saying, “You know, I could have sworn we put out a report on this subject two years ago”?





See “The Destiny Factor” page 341.





[image: image] Is the learning relevant? Don’t use the label “irrelevance” to screen out new ideas per se, but ask yourself: Is this learning aimed at the organization’s core purpose? Can people make use of it? This is a great criterion, incidentally, for evaluating training programs.


LEARNING


[image: image]


These Chinese characters represent the word “learning.” The first character means to study. It is composed of two parts: a symbol that means “to accumulate knowledge,” above a symbol for a child in a doorway.


The second character means to practice constantly, and it shows a bird developing the ability to leave the nest. The upper symbol represents flying; the lower symbol, youth. For the oriental mind, learning is ongoing. “Study” and “practice constantly,” together, suggest that learning should mean: “mastery of the way of self-improvement.”—PS


The roots of the English word for learning suggest that it once held a similar meaning. It originated with the Indo-European leis, a noun meaning “track” or “furrow.” To “learn” came to mean gaining experience by following a track—presumably for a lifetime.—AK
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PRODUCTIVE WORKPLACES by Marvin Weisbord (1987, San Francisco: Jossey-Bass)


[image: image]


The concept of a learning organization benefits from a hundred-year-long heritage of ideas about changing organizations for the better. This book opens up that history. The author, Marvin Weisbord, once ran a printing company founded by his father, then became an organizational development consultant. The first part of the book is a set of in-depth profiles of Frederick Taylor, Kurt Lewin (whose “action research” is an important foundation for all five disciplines), Douglas McGregor (“Theory X and Theory Y”), and the “open systems”/sociotechnical designers Fred Emery and Eric Trist. The second part describes how Weisbord himself used their techniques and practices.—-AK


[image: image]


Defining Your Learning Organization


[image: image]


Charlotte Roberts, Rick Ross, Art Kleiner





PURPOSE
How do you know a learning organization when you run across it? And how do you measure your progress? You will get only limited usefulness from someone else’s definition of what you are trying to achieve. This exercise helps you create your own definition.*







*Dan Simpson (Director, Corporate Planning, Clorox), Libbi Lepow and Jeff Dooley contributed to this exercise.





STEP 1: “IF I HAD A LEARNING ORGANIZATION …”


Imagine that you are working in the learning organization you would like to build (or “quality,” “ideal,” or “great” organization).


On paper or computer, answer these questions:


a. What policies, events, or aspects of behavior in this new organization help it thrive and succeed?


b. How do people behave inside the organization? How do they interact with the outside world?


c. What are some of the differences between this ideal organization and the organization for which you work now?


Write brief answers in the present tense, as if you are in that organization now. (“People eagerly come to work,” not “People will come to work more eagerly.”) Be specific. Express the examples, images, possibilities, and details that cross your mind.


STEP 2: ENHANCING THE DEFINITION


You might like to know how other people have envisioned the learning organization. Take any definitions from this list that fit your image and add them (perhaps changing them in the process).


In a learning organization …


a. People feel they’re doing something that matters—to them personally and to the larger world.


b. Every individual in the organization is somehow stretching, growing, or enhancing his capacity to create.


c. People are more intelligent together than they are apart. If you want something really creative done, you ask a team to do it—instead of sending one person off to do it on his or her own.


d. The organization continually becomes more aware of its underlying knowledge base—particularly the store of tacit, unarticulated knowledge in the hearts and minds of employees.


e. Visions of the direction of the enterprise emerge from all levels. The responsibility of top management is to manage the process whereby new emerging visions become shared visions.


f. Employees are invited to learn what is going on at every level of the organization, so they can understand how their actions influence others.


g. People feel free to inquire about each
others’ (and their own) assumptions and biases. There are few (if any) sacred cows or undiscussable subjects.


h. People treat each other as colleagues. There’s a mutual respect and trust in the way they talk to each other, and work together, no matter what their positions may be.


i. People feel free to try experiments, take risks, and openly assess the results. No one is killed for making a mistake.


All together, between our list and your own, you may end up with a large list of characteristics. Make sure you have at least five. Number each of them so you can refer to them easily in the next step.


STEP 3: “WHAT WOULD IT BRING ME … ?” (FIFTEEN MINUTES OR MORE)


One by one, consider each of your choices from Step 2: If my organization had these new features, what sorts of things would happen as a result? What would it bring the organization? What would it bring you personally?


As you answer this question, some elements will command your attention. Make note of these and spend most of your time with them.


STEP 4: PICKING AND REFINING THE TOP FIVE


Based on what happened in Step 3, choose the five characteristics which are the most compelling to you and your organization. Don’t worry about which characteristics seem plausible, or easy to achieve. (That comes later.) Try to include at least one or two elements that prompt you to think, “It feels right, but we could never do that here.”
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