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I Von Ariane Berthoin Antal 
s organizational learning just another man-
agement fad whose time has already passed? 

Don’t organizations have enough on their plates 
without adding learning to the agenda? The an-
swer to both questions is a resounding „no!“ if we 
want to have a sustainable socioeconomic system 
in a sustainable natural environment. Too many 
current activities and processes in companies ha-
ve significant negative impacts and must be chan-
ged. Such changes require learning at  various 
organizational levels. Organizational  learning is 
not simply an “add-on” to the agenda; it is a core 
competence to achieve goals. So, what are the key 
concepts and how can they be applied effectively 
to improve the environmental performance of 
companies?

  key concepts seem easy...
Organizational learning is about figuring out how 
we can do things better, how to do different (and 
hopefully better) things, and how to stop doing 
things that may once have been positive and ap-
propriate but are now detrimental. The litera ture 
refers to these skills as single-loop and double-
loop learning, and unlearning (1). Organizations 
must become skilled at all three types of  learning 
and they have to distinguish between  situations 
that require the one or the other type. It may 
sound exciting to engage in double-loop  learning 
but if all that is needed is an improvement on exi-
sting processes, anything else is a waste of time 
and energy. It is equally dangerous to limit lear-
ning to tinkering with small adjustments to rou-
tines when the radical nature of changes in the 
situation requires the decision to do something 
significantly different from the past. Lastly, the 

concept of unlearning is a valuable reminder that 
learning is not a purely cumulative process. In 
order to be able to learn how to do something 
differently, it is often necessary to stop doing so-
mething one has done well. 
Organizational learning is essentially a creative 
and interactive process. It is sometimes achieved 
by acquiring and applying existing knowledge and 
sometimes by generating new knowledge. In both 
situations, creativity is required because the trans-
fer of knowledge from one context to another is 
never a simple copying process. The approach 
generated in one context must be adapted to the 
different context in order to be effective there. 
 People must communicate with one another 
 about what made an idea or a technique work 
well in one setting and then explore what needs to 
be put in place so that the idea works in the  other 
setting. No matter how many manuals or expert 
reports are written, interaction between people is 
needed to draw out the tacit know ledge behind 
the formally codified knowledge. The “soft” 
knowledge that comes of experience and that is 
embedded in an organization’s culture is often 
difficult to express but is an essential ingredient 
for ensuring that ideas work in practice.

  so why is it difficult for  
organizations to learn? 

There are multiple blockages to organizational 
learning. For example, organizations tend to 
know far less than the sum of the knowledge of 
their members. This is because structures often 
block the flow of knowledge from one part of the 
organization to another and because the culture 
of the organization devalues the knowledge held 
outside the core power structure, such as in the 

lower echelons like call centers, or on the peri-
phery like subsidiaries and sales forces. It is gen-
erally at the interfaces between the organization 
and its environment that new knowledge enters 
the organization, and at the periphery that expe-
riments with new ways of doing things occur. If 
the available knowledge is not shared with others, 
old ways of seeing and doing things will persist 
even if they are no longer appropriate. Emerging 
problems remain unseen too long and emerging 
ways of dealing with them remain invisible when 
the flow of knowledge within organizations and 
between organizations and their sociopolitical 
environments is blocked. 
Organizations with a long history of success are 
particularly prone to such blockages: they have 
established ways of doing things and prescribed 
information channels into and within the orga-
nization. Not until a crisis hits is there an incen-
tive to question the appropriateness of traditio-
nal approaches. But a crisis is rarely a propiti-
ous moment for learning. During crises, compa-
nies tend to have competing factions  fighting 
each other in interpreting the causes of the pro-
blem and defining the best way to deal with it. 
Some groups want to maintain old  approaches 
while others argue for new ones. They usually 
end up paralyzing the organization. The equally 
dangerous alternative response to a crisis is hy-
peractivity. A multitude of new ideas are tried, 
with too little time to see how they work and to 
analyze the effects. The typical  result is great 
confusion and little learning. 
An additional and increasingly common barrier to 
organizational learning is information over load. 
The speed and ease with which information can 
now be collected and disseminated make it diffi-
cult to discern relevant signals. The internet and 
communications media, such as e-mail,  have 
compounded the problem of information over-
load in the past few years. It is now possible to 
“know” nothing with a great deal of information 
at hand. Knowledge is more than information, it 
is information that has been given meaning. It is 
the outcome of an interpretation process that 
 takes place within a framework of values and ex-
perience. For an organization to learn, agreement 
must be reached on what the available informati-
on means and what should be done about it. Con-
flicts arise because interpretations are likely to 
vary. The process of working through these con-
flicts can be very useful for learning. If conflicts 
are avoided or unresolved, it is difficult for the 
organization to learn.
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  who is responsible?
Organizations as such cannot learn – it is indivi-
duals who interact to acquire and generate know-
ledge and they embed it into the organization. 
They store it in the processes, structures, and 
culture so that it is available in the organization’s 
mem ory even after those originally involved in 
the  learning process are no longer around. The 
focus of research was originally on top manage-
ment as bearing the primary responsibility for 
organizational  learning, often with the support of 
strategic planners or similar experts. There is a 
current wave of interest in the creation of a new 
type of spe cial role, the chief knowledge or lear-
ning officer, but the general agreement in the 
 literature is that the responsibility for learning 
should be spread throughout the organization. 
Top management’s role is to en able organiza-
tional learning rather than to manage or control 
it directly. 
There are two primary challenges for managers 
seeking to stimulate organizational learning. The 
first is to have both the courage and the humil ity 
required to be seen as learners themselves. The 
pressure is high for leaders to demonstrate 
know ing rather than learning, because learning 
in volves making mistakes and being uncertain at 
 times. Learning leaders are crucial for mastering 
the second challenge: to create a culture that 
supports the flow of knowledge and the questio-

ning of traditional ways of seeing and doing 
things. This implies recognizing and actively see-
king out the knowledge that is held by people in 
different parts of the organization and stimulating 
others to obtain and value that knowledge 
independ ently of hierarchy or status. It also im-
plies reviewing the impacts of organizational 
structures to see whe ther they are supporting the 
flow of knowledge to where it needs to go instead 
of serving as barriers to knowledge sharing. The 
formal and the informal rewards in the organiza-
tion must  also be in tune with knowledge sharing 
and  learning processes. For example, if people 
are penalized for making mistakes, they are like-
ly to try to avoid the risk or hide the error rather 
than using the experience as an opportunity for 
the organization to learn from. Similarly, if incen-
tive systems are primarily individualistic or fo-
cused on one unit at the expense of another, it is 
un likely that people will want to share their 
knowledge with others. 

  new challenges
A culture that is open to learning will tend to 
 have a high tolerance for non-conformists (2). 
This finding flies in the face of conventional 
 wisdom about the importance of socializing 
 employees quickly to share the organization’s 
cultural norms and values. In order for an orga-
nization to acquire new knowledge and to gene-
rate fresh ideas, it must create space for people 
to think differently from one another and to feel 
safe in challenging the status quo. Managers 
must be skilled at finding a balance between 
 articulating (not imposing) a generally shared 
sense of purpose and direction while remaining 
open to questioning and experimentation with 
different approaches. 
There is growing recognition that learning is not 
done only by the members within the boundaries 
of one organization. The learning that happens 
between organizations is equally vital. Two trends 
are making this type of learning urgent. First, the 
boundaries between organizations and their cu-
stomers and suppliers are becoming increasingly 
permeable. Second, the legitimacy of organiza-
tions depends largely on the way their perfor-
mance is  assessed by their stakeholders. After 
the recent meltdown of stock markets and the 
ethical de bacles in accounting, the time has 
come for companies to remember that sharehol-
ders are only one of many stakeholders, and 
shareholder value is only one, very imperfect, 
measure of performance. 

The ability of companies to learn from each  other, 
from their suppliers and customers, from environ-
mental groups and grass roots movements of all 
kinds is becoming a core competence that has to 
be mastered. This entails engaging with different 
mindsets and value systems in which different ty-
pes of knowledge are consid ered relevant. Equally 
important, these diverse stakeholders must also 
learn how to engage in interorganizational lear-
ning processes if they  really want to have an impact 
on business decisions and performance. Interor-
ganizational  learning requires that the various 
partners open themselves to the process together 
– it cannot be a one-sided process of persuasion 
or manipulation.

  rediscovering a learning  
tool for the environment

The memory of organizations, including the mem-
ory of the academic and the policy-making com-
munities is often astoundingly short. We are wit-
nessing the rebirth of interest in corporate social 
accounting and reporting under various labels, 
including the triple bottom line and sustainability 
reporting (3). Few new publications (4) mention 
the experiments conducted in this area two de-
cades ago, although European academics and 
companies, particularly in Germany and Switzer-
land, were considered leaders by the U.S. Depart-
ment of Commerce at the time. We risk doing little 
more than reinventing the wheel. Even more dan-
gerous, we risk not learning how to ensure that 
the issue stays on the attention cycle this time rat-
her than being forgotten once again. 
Companies tried a variety of approaches to corpo-
rate social reporting in the 1970s and 1980s. Th-
ey used quantitative and qualitative indicators to 
document the impact of their activities on the so-
ciopolitical and natural environment. The most 
advanced form at the time was goal accounting 
and reporting, which assessed the companies’ 
performance based on their commitments to so-
ciety. The Swiss-based corporation Migros Genos-
senschaftsbund, for example, drew on its over all 
mission and vision statement to formu late  goals in 
different policy areas and it asked its diverse sta-
keholders to rate the commitments to ensure that 
they were seen as relevant. It then reported exten-
sively on its performance in biennial reports in 
several languages and in a format that permitted 
comparisons over time.
Although many companies learned from their 
experiments, it was clear by the mid-1980s that 
most of the corporate community was unlikely to 
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follow the pioneer companies voluntarily. The 
political environment changed in many countries. 
The climate was not propitious for regulation, 
except in France, but the French social report 
was – and still is – narrowly focused on emplo-
yee affairs. So the interest in corporate so cial 
reporting waned in the 1980s and all but dis-
appeared in the 1990s under the pressures for 
shareholder value. 

  promising trends
Today, two developments offer new opportuni-
ties for learning how to improve business’s abil-
ity to perform in a manner that promotes socio-
economic and environmental sustainability. 
Companies and their stakeholders can use  these 
developments to figure out how to do certain 
things better, do better things, and how to stop 
doing detrimental things. First is the conver-
gence between the attention being paid to the 
social, economic, and environmental aspects of 
business social performance. This trend offers 
the opportunity to ensure that the topic stays on 
the agenda by creating a broad, powerful plat-
form. To make sense of the often apparently 
conflicting and unrealistic expectations for per-
forming well in all three areas, managers must 
become skilled at interacting with multiple 
stake holders. Only then will they understand 
and, equally important, actively manage stake-
holder expectations well enough to formulate 
achievable targets. 
The second trend that offers an opportunity is the 
expansion of the internet. The internet should be 
used not only as a tool for the rapid transmission 
of data but also as an interactive medium for in-
terorganizational learning. Companies are no 
longer the sole providers of information about 
their performance. If they are to have any credi-
bility they must provide information that is consi-
dered relevant as well as correct by their stake-
holders. This can only happen if the companies 
and stakeholders agree on the nature of the 
knowledge they need in order to assess corporate 
performance. Interesting ini tiatives for standardi-
zing corporate social and environmental reports 
have been put forward recently to enable compa-
rability between organizations and over time 
(such as the Global Reporting Initiative; the Green 
Paper on Corpo rate Social Responsibility of the 
European Commission, and the Social Accounta-
bility 8000 ini tiative (3). 
Total standardization, however, does not reflect 
the importance of context, so such reports may 

well contribute more to information overload 
than to actually usable knowledge. Knowledge by 
its very nature is generated in context and its 
relevance is linked to context. Therefore, com-
panies and their stakeholders will need to explo-
re once again the concept of goal accounting 
and reporting because it provides the contex tual 
framework for generating and assessing infor-
mation about a company’s performance. The key 
will lie in approaching the task as an interac tive 
learning process from the outset. Leading-edge 
companies will use the internet as a medium for 
engaging with a diverse range of stakeholders in 
an ongoing manner rather than limiting them-
selves to publishing a standardized report at the 
end of an accounting period. By using new com-
munications media and such tools as interac tive 
goal accounting and reporting, companies and 
their stakeholders will find ways of improving 
existing processes for achieving socioeconomic 
and ecological sustainability, discover new ones, 
and identify those activities they must unlearn. 
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