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1.0 Abstract 

This paper uses a systems-based approach to identify problems associated with 

organizational learning in various subsystems in an organization. The 

functionalist model of the systems-based approach is first used to identify the 

relevant sub systems involved in organizational learning. This is followed by a 

consideration of key functional sub systems deemed important in the context of 

Organizational Learning. These sub-systems include the goal, managerial as well 

as human subsystems. Problems that are manifested in the context of each 

subsystem are identified. These problems are then assessed in the context of the 

overall organizational setting. An analysis the problems associated with each 

subsystem suggests that a traditional, linear model of problem identification that 

is normally used to identify problems is inappropriate. Organizational learning 

requires a system based approach to accurately identify organizational learning 

related problems. The paper concludes that for an accurate and definitive 

identification of the root causes of problems associated with organizational 

learning to be identified, a consideration of the interdependencies and inter 

relatedness of the various sub systems has to be carried out. For this to be done a 

systems approach is required.  

2.0 Introduction 

In the knowledge economy, knowledge is increasingly becoming the only 

sustainable source of competitive advantage(Prahalad 1990; Hedlund 1993; Grant 

1996; Prusak 1996; Roth 1996; Mohrman 2002). This is more so when the 

knowledge available or sought, is used extensively to overcome work based 

problems or as a leverage on opportunities that emerge (Sugarman 2001). Since 

knowledge has been considered as a quality possessed by people through a 

process of learning (Buckley 2000), it follows that knowledge levels may grow 

exponentially if management is able to “ stimulate the conditions to learn more 

and increase the experience of the workforce” (Carneiro 2000).  
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As such, organizations need to continually engage in a learning process to 

remain competitive. This implies that organizational learning itself is a main 

source of competitive advantage, a proposition that has high lighted extensively 

in scholarly literature and research (Stata 1989; Spender 1994; Inkpen 1995; 

Rahim 1995; Bierly 1996) as cited by Schultz (Schulz 2001) . However, despite the 

generally accepted notion that organizational learning is important, most 

organizations fail to implement or sustain organizational learning.  

One of the reasons for this is due to the difficulty associated with identifying 

specific problems faced in organizational learning. Three of the most cited 

authors in the field of Organizational Learning and Knowledge Creation are 

Peter Senge and Nonaka and Takeuchi. Peter Senge (Senge 1990), for example, 

made a moot point about the five disciplines required for Organizational 

Learning to take root and Nonaka and Takeuchi in their influential work on 

Knowledge creation (Nonaka 1995) proposed the use of metaphors to encourage 

dialogue and make tacit ideas explicit. Both these authors have contributed 

considerably towards prescribing what needs to be done but neither of them 

have provided a framework of action that can be readily pursued (Garvin 1998).   

The extant literature on Organizational Learning as a whole seems to be skewed 

excessively towards defining concepts and proposing interventions that appear 

good on paper but do not attempt to provide a clear framework that allows for 

identification of problems encountered on the ground. This view is shared by 

Taudes who laments that the main weakness of the formal models of learning 

organizations so far developed is their limited practical relevance (Taudes 2002).  

 

The reason for this could be attributed to the fact that "it is not easy to identify a 

concrete example of an organizational setting that fits the model" of 

organizational learning (Lounamaa 1987). Hawkins pointed out some of the 

dangers faced by `half-developed' ideas: "the notion becomes the latest visible 

solution," and "all too quickly, rigorous exploration of the concept and the careful 

development of workable models gives way to evangelism and 

commercialisation." as cited by Sadler-Smith (Sadler-Smith 2001).  

 

Based on the above, the challenge lies in identifying what specific problems are 

being faced before attempts may be made to establish how these problems can be 

resolved as organizations grapple with the challenge of trying to implement or 

sustain organizational learning. This paper makes an attempt at identifying 

through the use of a systems based approach, the nature of problems faced in 

organizational learning. 
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To fulfill this objective, the following approach shall be adopted. A system based 

approach will be used to identify based on extant literature, specific problems 

associated within each subsystem that is significant in the context of 

organizational learning. This will be followed by an attempt to classify these 

problems so that a better understanding of the nature of these problems may 

emerge.  

3.0 Definition of Organizational Learning 

For organizational learning to be successfully implemented, three important 

requirements need to be met. These requirements include addressing issues that 

relate to meaning, method and measurement (Garvin 1998). Conceptually, these 

requirements may be met through the use of knowledge management models 

(Sharma 2003) However, to ensure that organizational learning is permanent and 

routine, it is necessary to define organizational learning in a manner that 

encompasses these requirements so that they can be readily operationalized. 

With this in mind, it would appear that the definition proposed by Marsick and 

Watkins is appropriate (Marsick 1999). The definition emphasizes the need for 

systems level, continuous learning in order to create and manage knowledge 

outcomes. This would result in improvements to the organization’s performance 

and ultimately, in its financial and intellectual capital. A close examination of the 

definition reveals that a systems-based approach for organizational learning is 

advocated. In addition, organizational learning needs to be closely monitored to 

ensure that the knowledge outcome of learning is managed effectively to bring 

about the desired end results by the organization. 

4.0   Systems-based Approach to Organizational Learning  

A system may be defined as “an organized, unitary whole composed of two or 

more interdependent parts, components or subsystems and delineated by 

identifiable boundaries from its environmental super system” (Kast 1985) 

Many writers (Senge 1990; Argyris 1996; Marsick 1999) have recommended the 

use of a systems-based approach in facilitating organizational learning. This is 

primarily done to emphasize the continuous learning process required at the 

individual, team and organizational level, functioning essentially as an 

integrated system (Marsick 1999).  The reason for this has been succinctly put 

forth by Flood (Flood 1999) who observed that the learning process is “highly 

creative and adaptive and is therefore eminently suitable to a systemic 

approach”. 
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Peter Senge (Senge 1990) recognized this and proposed the concept of systems 

thinking that needs to be incorporated in order for organizations to become 

“learning organizations”. He cites systems thinking as the most important of the 

five disciplines necessary because it underpins the others, namely, personal 

mastery, mental models, shared vision and team learning. 

Senge’s contribution towards increasing the awareness of the importance of 

learning organizations is considerable. However, his discourse is primarily 

descriptive and is not prescriptive enough for organizations to implement the 

concepts extolled easily. It essentially does not provide a “framework for action” 

(Garvin 1998). In addition, his version of systems thinking is severely limited 

because it “ adds little of originality to interpretive systems thinking” (Jackson 

2000) and does not enhance the contributions of other systems gurus (Flood 

1999). It has been, in the view of the writer, correctly pointed out, that he should 

have used a more pluralistic approach (Jackson 2000) that may include a 

functionalists approach as well.  

This paper adopts a systems approach towards identifying problems associated 

with organizational learning through the use of a Functionalist Systems 

Approach.  

The Functionalist Systems approach describes ‘Organizations as Systems’ in 

which the system appears as objective aspects of reality, independent of 

observers. In this way, it becomes possible to acquire knowledge about the 

system to improve the technical efficiency or efficacy of the system. (Jackson 

2000).  This will allow for a closer examination of specific problems associated 

with organizational learning within each sub system and how they in turn affect 

other sub systems in the organization. 

5.0     Rationale for the Use of a Systems-Based Approach 

The literature on organizational learning may be broadly categorized as 

individual, team- based or systems-based learning. Individuals learn through 

direct experience but team learning involves attempts to reconcile differing 

interpretations of commonly observed events or actions. The degree of 

complexity increases as the transition to systems learning is made. This requires 

new skills and insights into “how individuals learn about larger systems and 

how larger systems in turn learn from individuals and teams existing within it” 

(Roth 1996)  
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Roth observed that as organizations become increasingly complex and dynamic, 

individuals become increasingly limited in their ability to conceptualize this 

dynamic complexity. Similarly, team learning is inadequate in serving the larger 

interest of the organization. The reason for this is the emergence of barriers 

between teams and larger systems due to teams attempting to “protect the teams 

innovative learning effort”(Roth 1996)  

For a better and more comprehensive understanding of the complexities 

involved in implementing and sustaining organizational learning, a systemic 

enquiry approach is recommended. 

A systemic inquiry is best described as: 

“The intentional, holistic, consistent and interdependent incorporation of as 

many relevant perspectives, knowledge types and methodological approaches as 

possible to the work of a purposeful learning community as possible. It directly 

confronts the forces that tend to limit learning in organizations.” 

(Cavaleri 1996) 

It is therefore advisable to address organizational learning issues in terms of a 

systems-based approach that allows for a systemic inquiry to be adopted 

6.0   Application of Functionalist Systems Approach  

According to the Contingency Theory, the organization is viewed as consisting of 

a series of interdependent subsystems, each of which has a function to perform 

within the context of the organization as a whole.  

Jackson identified four subsystems:  the human subsystem, the management 

subsystem, the technical subsystem and the goal subsystem to be significant 

within the context of this theory (Jackson 2000).  

For a modern organization, De Green (De Green 1982) recommended the 

subdivision of an organization into the technological, the psychological, the 

social as well as the political subsystem. 

In line with this social perspective, Organizational Learning has been defined as : 

 

“the process of actively creating, acquiring and communicating information and 

knowledge through the involvement of all members of an organization in a 
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continual basis. It is essentially an activity undertaken by a Learning 

Organization which essentially is a particular type of Organization in itself” (Di 

Bella 1995; Tsang 1997; Elkjaer 1999; Finger 1999)  as cited by Ortenblad 

(Ortenblad 2001) 

Based on the definition listed above, it appears that there are four main 

constituents that are important in order for organizational learning to take place, 

There must be a clearly defined goal for the organization concerned, there must 

be involvement of managers and all employees and this involvement has to be at 

a psychological level. Therefore, it is instructive to focus on addressing problems 

associated with organizational learning, it is proposed that the discussion 

revolves around human, management goals as well as psychological subsystems, 

given that these sub systems are most closely associated with organizational 

learning.  

6.1 Goal Subsystems Consideration 

6.1.1 Importance of goal sub systems in organizational learning 

There exists a high degree of interrelatedness between the goal and the rest of the 

other sub systems described. This is because the choice of a goal “ will have an 

effect on the technical, managerial and human systems and also upon the best 

structure to employ” (Jackson 2000) 

Within the context of Organizational Learning and Knowledge Management, 

many prominent scholars have repeatedly demonstrated this view. The need for 

a clearly defined and explicitly identified Knowledge Management strategy is 

required for a strategic alignment between “business vision, knowledge 

management system implementation and architectural design considerations” 

(Tiwana 2002). Failure to develop such a goal could impair the maintenance of 

“coherences in activities that relate to organizational structure and culture, 

process and technology” (Quintas 1997). This is an important requirement in 

order to make the factor knowledge productive (Beijerse 1999) on a continual 

basis. Furthermore, the absence of a goal would result in the organization 

concerned being unlikely to be able to make choices about key aspects of their 

knowledge environment (Liebowitz 1999) and this will impede efforts aimed at 

promoting Organizational Learning.  
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6.1.2 Problems associated with goal subsystems 

One of the enabling factors for organizational learning is the development of 

appropriate learning and knowledge management strategies or purpose 

(Demarest 1997; Quintas 1997; Beijerse 2000). Having a learning strategy is 

crucial because it serves as the attractor for “pulling certain competencies into its 

orbit” (Allee 1997). It is imperative then that the nature and purpose of 

organizational learning be explicitly identified and communicated for 

organizational learning to be implemented effectively. 

Since learning may be considered as a form of knowledge transfer (Tiwana 2002), 

it follows that for it to be effectively implemented, a knowledge management-

corporate strategy link should be identified (Zack 1999). Empirical Studies have 

shown that this is not the case (Sharma 2003b). The absence of such a link has 

been identified as a major hindrance to knowledge creation and utilization in the 

workplace. (Lang 2001). Two main reasons account for this. The first relates to 

the preoccupation with short term goals and the second on time constraints faced 

by management. 

6.1.2.1 Preoccupation on short-term goals 

Due to the unrelenting pursuit towards meeting short term financial objectives, 

organizations invariably find themselves trapped in a situation in which they  

“demand action over learning” (Tiwana 2002). Even if organizational learning 

goals are identified, empirical studies have shown that they are pursued 

implicitly and are not explicitly defined in organizations, functioning in highly 

competitive environments (Sharma 2003b). As a direct consequence of the 

pressing need for meeting short term financial objectives, there is a tendency for 

senior management to assume that strategy formulation and implementation is 

the sole purview of a few senior managers (James 2003); as such, issues relating 

to learning and knowledge acquisition are not considered during strategy 

formulation.  This results in a failure to develop a knowledge management 

strategy –corporate strategy link.  

6.2.1.2 Time Constraints 
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The failure to identify the link between learning and corporate level strategy may 

also be attributable to scant time being devoted to this endeavor. This ultimately 

affects the effective implementation of organizational learning. This is in line 

with Gunn’s (Gunn 1978) contention that the failure to allocate sufficient time for 

the endeavor aimed at implementation is a contributory factor towards failure to 

implement a policy.  

Many reasons account for why scant time is devoted to this endeavor. One of 

them is that organizations that operate in highly competitive environments are 

hard pressed to allocate sufficient time for ensuring its implementation because 

of the pressures exerted to meet aggressive deadlines (Elmes 1995). Furthermore, 

building a learning organization is a long-term project (Kippenberger 1997) that 

needs time, focus and commitment in order to materialize. These resources are 

short in supply given that management has to continually address industrial, 

market and economic conditions that may possess strategic learning barriers to 

organizations. (Levinthal 1993; Nordhaug 1994; Szulanski 1996). This takes 

considerable time and effort and in highly competitive environments, survival 

takes precedence over long term growth prospects. 

It follows therefore that that practical realities on the ground make it extremely 

difficult for identifying and pursuing knowledge based strategy that is an 

important enabling condition for organizational learning. 

6.2 Managerial Subsystems Consideration 

6.2.1 Importance of managerial subsystems in organizational learning 

Management is clearly a functional imperative since management is required to 

“balance the pulls exerted by other subsystems and to fit the organization into its 

environment” (Jackson 2000). The functional imperative provided by the 

management subsystem is important because managers possess “strategic 

choice” which may be used to influence some of the environmental factors that 

affect organizations (Child 1972; Child 1984) The existence of the authority 

boundary in the minds of managers results in business strategy not being 

routinely shared and discussed with employees (Mohrman 2002). Senior 

managers believe that top management knowledge is privileged over others 

(Coopey 1994; Coopey 1995). They have no direct contact with realities of the 

situation and find it difficult to accept the insights of those who are close to the 

environment (Easterby-Smith 1997).  
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The failure to accept and consider insights from front line workers can affect 

organizational learning. This is because the front-line workers are best positioned 

to provide the kind of insight required as they continuously encounter problems 

on the ground. However, all too often the knowledge gained by overcoming 

these problems remains with the individual and is not passed on to those who 

could make a lasting difference.(Tucker 2002). 

The existence of organizational structure issues regarding hierarchical positions 

can pose significant barriers to organizational learning (Hodgkinson 2000). Green 

(Green 2000) contends that these barriers have their reasons for existing and “ 

cannot simply be ignored or condemned, rather, they need to be made explicit 

and worked through by each organization to find its own way forward.” 

 

Based on the above, the boundaries that exist in the minds of managers and in 

existing organizational structures inhibit efforts that are necessary for continued 

implementation of organizational learning. This in turn impedes the 

development of the necessary processes and structures required for learning to 

be permanent and routine  (Marsick 1999) 

 

6.2.2 Problems associated with managerial subsystems 

Managerial subsystems-related problems may be attributed to difficulties 

associated with dealing with other stakeholders and external factors that can 

influence organizational learning outcomes as well as problems relating to 

developing a shared vision and commitment towards working together.  

 

6.2.2.1 Dealing with other stakeholders that can influence organizational 

learning outcomes 

Successful implementation of organizational learning involves active 

involvement of all stakeholders in the organization. Management depends on the 

shareholders for funds to implement organizational learning, on providers of 

technological infrastructure for technical and operational requirements and on 

the willingness of knowledge workers to successfully implement it. In addition 

to this, other external factors beyond the control of managers can affect 

organizational learning. Matzdorf (Matzdorf 2000) identified competition, the 
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complex nature of professional bodies and unwritten rules as such external 

factors in a survey conducted. 

Since the nature and degree to which organizational learning succeeds are 

contingent on factors beyond the immediate control of management, its 

implementation is imperfect. This is because one of the pre conditions for perfect 

implementation of a policy is that “there should be a single implementing 

agency, which need not depend upon other agencies for success.” (Gunn 1978).  

If there is a dependence on other agencies, then the implementing agency will be 

unable to be in full control of the implementation. Within the context of 

organizational learning, this can frustrate management attempts at implementing 

and sustaining organizational learning. Based on this, it is evident that the 

implementation of organizational learning that is contingent on external factors 

is less likely to succeed. 

6.2.2.2 Developing a shared vision 

In addition to addressing a critical business need, a successful learning based 

change will require new processes and capacity to collaborate more effectively to 

be developed   (Sugarman 2001). This view is supported by Sveiby (Sveiby 2002) 

who demonstrated empirically the critical role a collaborative climate plays in 

supporting organizational learning. The development of new work processes 

and increased capacity to collaborate effectively will require the development of 

a shared vision for this to succeed.  

Developing a shared vision was identified by Senge (Senge 1990) as one of the 

five disciplines of a learning organization. However, developing a shared vision 

is the “the most difficult part of the paradigm of Senge” because visions of 

managers and operators differ considerably. (Steiner 1998). Two factors account 

for this. Firstly, organizations are made up of a collection of people who have 

different objectives in working lives, different motivations and different 

orientations towards work (Watson 1986). Secondly, individuals’ perspectives in 

organizations are  “inevitably influenced by their position in hierarchies of 

power” (Burgoyne 1997; Snell 1998) as cited by Hodgkinson (Hodgkinson 2000). 

As such, developing a shared vision is desirable but extremely impractical.  

Based on the above, there are inherent problems within the management 

subsystem that can frustrate attempts at developing and sustaining 

organizational learning.  
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6.3 Human Subsystems Consideration 

6.3.1 Importance of Human Subsystems in Organizational Learning 

The human subsystems are deemed to play an important role in successful 

implementation of Organizational Learning because human needs have acquired 

the status of a functional imperative (Jackson 2000).  Organizations cannot create 

knowledge on their own without the “initiative of the individual and the 

interaction that takes place within the group” (Nonaka 1995). What is required is 

a learning culture built with individuals who have chosen to grow into being 

mature learners. (White 1994). 

In learning organizations, employees must become knowledge workers. Each 

person is responsible for mastering his or her job and for disseminating 

important information to others in the organization. Knowledge workers are 

continually updating and developing new skills that make them valuable to the 

organization. They help the organization continually adapt and expand its 

exploration and exploitation capabilities as well as to transfer knowledge to other 

parts of the organization.(James 2003) 

6.3.2 Problems associated with human subsystems 

The primary considerations that relate to human sub systems are those that 

involve developing an appropriate learning culture and managing knowledge 

workers. The problems associated with each of these issues are discussed below: 

Identity boundaries exist primarily because of the “we versus them” mentality 

that employees tend to have. This mentality exists due to lack of trust between 

different specialized functions within the organization. Trust may be defined as 

an “optimistic expectation on the part of an individual about the outcome of an 

event or the behavior of another person” (Hosmer 1995).  

Lack of trust reduces opportunities for learning through problem solving. Trust 

is required for colleagues to talk more effectively about difficult subjects and 

enable better problem solving to occur (Sugarman 2001). This view is supported 
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by Molleman (Molleman 2001) who contends that members will only be willing 

to be open and contribute their knowledge and creative thoughts if they trust 

their fellow members (Molleman 2001). However, to create trust is a time-

consuming and difficult process, which can very easily be undermined (Hosmer 

1995). 

6.3.2.1 Organizational Culture Considerations  

Organizational culture has been extensively cited as a major factor that can affect 

organizational learning (Nonaka 1995; Stewart 1997; Beijerse 2000; Gooijer 2000; 

Pemberton 2000; Teece 2000; Klunge 2001; Sveiby 2002). This has been 

empirically shown in a study based on a stratified sample of 181 UK construction 

firms suggesting that double-loop learning and cooperative cultures have a 

positive effect on organizational performance. (Jashapara 2003). Another study 

indicated that a formalised learning system has a tendency to evolve in an 

organization as firms move from a lower-level to a higher-level learning style 

(Sadler-Smith 2001). The findings above appear to lend credence to the belief that 

a firm's competitive advantage can be increased as a result of competencies that 

are established from a learning culture.(Murray 2003) 

However, the specific natures of the culture required and its applicability in 

different context have not been extensively explored in depth. This may be due 

to the divergence of views on what constitutes culture (Easterby-Smith 1997). 

Furthermore, attempts to define what is meant by a learning culture may be an 

exercise in futility. As Burgoyne (Burgoyne 1998) points out, a complete 

understanding of the ways that individuals learn or precisely what learning 

entails is not possible. As such, to pinpoint what cultural attributes are 

appropriate for organizational learning may not be feasible. 

Senge (Senge 1990) identified team learning as one of the disciplines of a learning 

organization. This is because it is assumed that team learning encourages 

collaborative activity that will ultimately create a learning culture. However, 

studies have shown that team learning is hindered by a lack of organizational 

support and fear of losing power as well as fear of loss of status by the leader 

(Hodgkinson 2000). Furthermore, it has been indicated that it is not necessary to 

use teams to get collaboration in the work place (Schrage 1989,1995) as cited by 

Steiner (Steiner 1998). This suggests that practical realities on the ground are not 

conducive to developing a learning culture. 
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On a more conceptual level, it may be argued that a learning culture is essentially 

built through individuals who have chosen to grow into being mature learners 

(White 1994). For management to create conditions that encourage this is clearly 

a difficult undertaking, given that people’s behaviour and organizational culture 

“cannot be realistically framed in a rational planning model” (Gooijer 2000). 

Even if, it were possible to develop a “learning culture”, such a culture may not 

be universally applicable(Camus 1994).Direct transfers of ideas and methods 

between different countries rarely work because of cultural and national 

differences (Lillrank 1995) as cited by Easterby-Smith (Easterby-Smith 1997).  

Therefore, it is extremely difficult for management to develop and maintain a 

culture that facilitates organizational learning to emerge because of its 

complexity and difficulty in transferability.  

Management related problems in organizational learning revolve around 

concerns that involve self-interest as an overriding factor. The free flow of 

information that is a crucial requirement for learning to take place is often 

thwarted by political behaviour through the distortion and suppression of 

information (Huber 1991). In addition, there is a tendency to assume that top 

management knowledge is privileged over others (Coopey 1994; Coopey 1995) in 

obtaining and retaining information. This leads to a preponderance of 

bureaucratic organizational structures that limit participative learning 

(Shrivastiva 1983). 

6.5 Summary of problems faced in each subsystem and their impact on the 

organization. 

Each subsystem that is analyzed has unique problems associated with it. The 

problems identified in each subsystem affect other sub systems and the 

organization as a whole. This is due to the high degree of interdependence sub 

systems have on each other. For example, the failure to develop a learning 

strategy affects managerial ability to garner commitment from employees to 

organizational learning. Here, a problem associated with the goal sub system 

manifests itself within the managerial subsystem and the human sub system. 

Another example is a situation where problems associated with human 

subsystems detract employees from engaging in learning, thereby frustrating 

managerial attempts at setting clear and explicit goals for organizational 

learning. In this instance, a problem inherently in the human sub system affects 
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the managerial sub system, which ultimately leads to problems in the goal sub 

system. 

Hence it appears that a problem associated with any of the subsystems have a 

tendency to creep into other subsystems and ultimately affect the overall ability 

of the organization to sustain efforts towards organizational learning. 

7 Nature of problems faced in organizational learning 

The resolutions of problems require a clearly defined problem statement 

identifying what it is. However, within the context of organizational learning, 

as indicated earlier, problems associated with one subsystem have far 

reaching implications on other subsystems. This underscores the complexity 

associated with defining them clearly, making the task almost impossible.  

The problems associated with organizational learning differ considerably 

depending on the functional context within which it is undertaken. This is 

because organizational learning is being incorporated into a wide array of 

disciplines, each having unique requirements. Mark-Easterby Smith 

identified the need to distinguish between different disciplinary perspectives 

of Organizational Learning in order to take advantage of different 

contributions they lend to the field of organizational learning. These 

disciplines include management science, sociology and organizational theory, 

strategy, production management and cultural anthropology.(Easterby-Smith 

1997). It is noteworthy that each of these functions poses context specific 

constraints that require complex judgments for their resolution.  

From the goal subsystems perspective, organizational learning should be 

viewed more as a guiding vision and framework for action rather than a 

concrete prescription (Marsick 1999). As such, it is difficult to identify a 

“right” or a “wrong” way of sustaining efforts directed towards 

organizational learning. Different organizations need different approaches. 

These will depend on the size and organizational structure, culture as well as 

the external environmental factors they face. In addition, even if a ‘right” 

approach has been identified in one location, it may not be applicable in 

another because of cultural and national differences (Lillrank 1995). This view 

is supported by the observation that the nature and process of learning in the 

American literature may not be appropriate for other cultures (Camus 1994) 

as cited by Easterby-Smith (Easterby-Smith 1997). The problem associated 

with sustaining efforts at organizational learning does not lend itself to a 
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clearly identifiable option that is correct, only one that could be marginally 

better or worse than the one before it. 

One of the basic requirements for organizational learning is that effective and 

intentional management of knowledge outcomes exists (Marsick 1999). 

However, the issue of how to measure the success of a knowledge 

management approach is one that is still being explored by organizations, 

researchers and management consultants alike (Gooijer 2000). In the absence 

of bottom-line results, learning networks run the risk of being seen as 

luxuries or "extras" that are the first to be cut when profit margins shrink (Zell 

2001). Although there have been calls for capitalizing intangible assets like 

intellectual capital, this has not been readily adopted because of the 

uncertainty of the anticipated benefits and the difficulty in deriving a 

valuation associated with capitalizing intangible assets. (Liebowitz 1999).  

As a consequence of this, in most organizations, the knowledge outcome of 

learning is shrouded in mystery. The failure to develop a quantifiable 

measure of success results in the inability to ascertain whether a problem has 

been effectively resolved or whether it is still lurking in the dark.  

The issues indicated above relate to difficulty in defining the concept of 

organizational learning, requiring complex judgments about the level of 

abstraction for problem definition, not having easily identifiable right or 

wrong solutions and not having an objective measure of success.  

Such problems cannot be identified readily using techniques most 

organizations are accustomed to. They need to be reviewed. This is best done 

through a better understanding of the root causes of these problems at a more 

fundamental level. For this to be the case using a systems approach appears 

to be an attractive option. 

11 Conclusion 

Organizations that fail to learn are doomed to fail. Therefore there is a pressing 

need for organizations to continually engage in the process of learning, 

unlearning and relearning. This has to be done on a permanent basis and as a 

matter of routine. However this is seldom the case. This study set out to explore 

the reasons for the lack of a learning culture and propose strategies to initiate 

and sustain the momentum of learning in the work place.  
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Findings from this study re-emphasize the pivotal role systems thinking plays in 

organizational learning. From this study, the identification of practical problems 

associated from organizational learning may be readily identified. More 

importantly, it shows how problems associated with one sub system interact 

with other subsystems making the identification of the nature of the problem 

particularly obscure. The interacting and interdependency of subsystems and the 

associated linkages through which the problems are intertwined make the 

situation worse. This ultimately frustrates attempts at implementing and 

sustaining organizational learning.   

In addition to this, a study on the inherent problems associated with encouraging 

action learning at the work place would provide clues to both researchers and 

practitioners on the need to identify root causes of the problems associated with 

organizational learning. The recognition that the interdependence of one 

subsystem with another may suggest that using a system based approach should 

be given preference over traditional linear problem solving techniques 

organizations are accustomed to.  
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