3. Where do we want to be?  / Moving towards a Learning Organization to Improve Organizational Performance

Change is both a choice and a reality we cannot escape. Today’s challenges demand a different level of thinking, a rethinking of long held assumptions. We don’t just need to think more we need to think better. We need to be smarter. Our public sector agencies need to be smarter, more nimble, innovative, collaborative, and adaptive. Individual agencies and the Federal Government as a whole will get smarter and better able to thrive in continuously changing environments if they get better at learning.  Better learning leads to better decision making, which in turns leads to improved organizational performance.   What is, then, a learning organization?

A learning organization is “an organization skilled at creating, acquiring, and transferring knowledge, and at modifying its behavior to reflect new knowledge and insights” (Garvin 1993).  In a learning organization -- in a public sector context -- employees continually create, acquire, and transfer knowledge – helping the organization adapt to the unpredictable to continually provide the best possible service to the nation and its citizens (adapted to public sector organizations from Garvin 2008). 

A learning organization is adept at

•     Solving problems systematically and creatively

•     Experimenting with innovative approaches to work

•     Learning from past experience

•     Learning from other organizations and the community(ies) it serves

•     Transferring knowledge throughout the organization. (Garvin 2008).

Individual Learning

A learning organization is one where individual employees have a deep understanding of the organization, its mission, its process, and how they fit within that organization, how their work contributes to its mission. Individual employees engaged in self-directed learning as well as team learning and feel empowered to effect change.

Individual learning is critical to organizational learning. A learning organization encourages every employee to become a knowledge worker who recognizes knowledge as a valuable resource and appreciate the need to proactively manage knowledge. These knowledge workers self-direct their learning. They understand the value of learning and the importance of learning in the context of their work with fellow employees, with employees in partner organizations, and in the context of communities of practice both within and across organizational boundaries. Within the context of Federal Government Agencies, individual employees need to be aware of all relevant laws and regulations pertaining to the release and securing of information.    Individual competencies for workers in learning organizations include some of the following:

· Strategic thinking: Align individual learning strategy with organizational mission and vision

· Ethics

· People skills to bring about positive changes: collaboration, cooperation, negotiation, conflict resolution, motivation

· Creative problem solving

· Team work

· Independent work

· IT skills

Organizations that are able to foster an active learning environment, nurture the development of these competencies among employees.  

 However, learning at work is rarely a solo activity. Individual employees learn in the context of their work with fellow employees, with employees in partner organizations, and in the context of communities of practice both within and across organizational boundaries.

Group Learning / Collective Learning Processes

Learning organizations benefit from individual learning and group learning. Group learning is more than the sum of individual learning. It is the learning that takes place in the context of group activities, project teams, cross-functional teams, etc.. Name a few benefits of group learning (see NASA article for ideas)

Collective learning requires skills for sharing information and knowledge, particularly implicit or tacit knowledge. Key skills include:

•     Communication (within teams and across organizational boundaries)

•     Listening and observing

•     Mentoring and supporting colleagues

•     Taking holistic perspective – seeing the team and organization as a whole

•     Coping with challenges and uncertainty

In order to enhance collective learning, learning organizations establish specific learning processes that become embedded in work processes. Examples of specific processes that support group learning include After Action Reviews (AARs) and Communities of Practices (CoPs).  After Action Reviews are well suited for group reflection and for the articulation of lessons learned from specific events or activities. CoPs, defined as “groups of people who share a concern or a passion for something they do and learn how to do it better as they interact regularly,” tend to have broader purposes.  Within agencies, performance would most likely be improved if the relevant units/departments were to deploy mechanisms to identify, document, and share common lessons learned.  While many lessons are learned in the process of implementing agency programs, the strategic documentation and dissemination of lessons worth sharing across programs is critical to organizational learning and to improving agency performance.  Beyond documenting lessons learned, a learning organization ensures that appropriate mechanisms are in place to share those lessons.  In environments where people are not necessarily seeking out past lessons learned (limited pull), the agency must proactively share lessons learned.  This can be done through strategically targeted knowledge sharing workshops.   

The short section above is not intended to provide an overview of all the possible collective learning practices available in the arsenal of the learning organization. It is worth mentioning, however, that each collective learning process or practice needs to match a specific need and be a reasonable fit within the existing organizational culture or be designed to specifically address a weakness in the organizational culture.

Organizational structure that facilitate organizational learning

Organizational structures can have a significant impact on the organization’s capacity to learn. For example, the degree of centralization or decentralization of an organization can hinder or facilitate knowledge generation and knowledge sharing. Similarly, project-based organizations are likely to face challenges in supporting knowledge transfer across projects because the basic learning unit is the project rather than the organization. Learning organizations must reach out beyond structural impediments to learning and become learning systems that are no longer impaired by internal organizational barriers.  In addition, in the context of federal government agencies, knowledge sharing across agencies within the federal government and knowledge sharing with other sectors becomes critical.  Establishing appropriate mechanisms for cross-agency learning is key.  

Supportive Learning Culture

A learning organization demonstrates a supportive learning environment. Individual and collective learning is facilitated by a culture of open dialogue, of communication, of openness and transparency, trust and risk taking. A learning culture is also open to external sources of knowledge and influences and where new ideas and creativity are valued and recognized. Diversity is recognized as a strength. A climate of openness and trust allows individuals to develop their ideas, to speak out, to question decisions openly and without fear of retribution. Individuals are encouraged to speak out and they know they will be heard. Within a supportive learning culture, individuals and groups learn from mistakes as much as from failures. Failure is tolerated as long as lessons are learned and mistakes are not repeated.  In addition, the performance management framework in place is designed to support learning.

Leadership in a Learning Organization

Leaders in a learning organization set the tone, demonstrate learning behavior, listen, and ask questions. Through their behavior and management styles, through their questioning and their ability to accept criticism and to consider alternatives, they demonstrate what learning is all about. They are not just supportive of learning and of organizational learning activities; they embody learning in their own actions.

 Tools to Facilitate Learning and Knowledge Sharing

A learning organization knows how to make strategic use of information and communication technologies. Technologies are fully integrated within the workflow. Technology is a key enabler, facilitating communication, access to explicit knowledge bases, collaboration within and across organizational boundaries, remote and/or mobile access to work documents, and increasingly, social networking tools. Learning organizations also realize that deploying the tools within the organization does not automatically translate into successful utilization. The tools must provide a good fit for the specific needs of the organization and for the existing skills set of the employees.

[image: image1.jpg]Improving Organizational Performance

Strategic Performance
Management

Key elements include:
« Achieving strategic clarity
« Creating a positive learning
culture

« Applying Performance Mgt
analytics

Improved
Organizational
Performance

L

Better Decision
Making

1t

Learning enabled by
« MeasLrement
+ Transferring knowledge
+ Lessons from past experience

Knowledge
Management

Key elements include:
« Communities of Practice
+ After Action Reviews

« Structures Interviews, to
transfer Knowledge from
person to person

1t

Knowledge Management Competencies at al Levels
Organizational + Group / Teams + Individual

V2.0 as of 3/20/09




Strategic Learning & Learning from Performance Management

In a context of constrained resources and rapid change, learning at all levels of the organization needs to be directed towards a strategic purpose.  Just as individual learners who are better aware of the strategic goals of the organization are better able to align their individual learning goals to that of the organization, groups and teams within the organization are better able to contribute to the overall mission when there is a clear strategic intent.  The organization's overall “learning plan” or knowledge management strategy needs to be aligned with the organizational strategies.  

Knowledge management competencies are the building blocks of a learning organization.  In the context of a positive learning culture, these knowledge management competencies enable the emergence and thriving of knowledge management practices that are the basis of learning organization.  A learning organization is also an organization that is able to reflect upon its own performance.  In order to do that, the learning organization implements strategic performance management.  The “learning” isn't happening simply for the sake of learning.   It is targeted at improving organizational performance.  The key, then, is for the organization to have clearly defined strategic objectives and appropriate performance management analytics (metrics?).  

Good metrics are essential to providing insights on how knowledge management efforts as a whole – the organization's learning plan – are supporting the organization's mission and how they might help close the gap between what the organization currently knows and what it needs to know in order to be successful.  Beyond that, the learning organization may even need to be proactive in identifying its future knowledge needs, what it will need to know in order to be successful in the future, where its competencies will need to lie based on what is known of the near and medium-term future.  

The Learning Organization is an ideal. Figuring out how to get on the path towards achieving this ideal is the subject of the next section.

