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Abstract

Purpose — The purpose of this paper is to synthesize the learnings from prior interviews with thought
leaders in learning organization conceptual development. Prior interviews with Karen Watkins, Victoria
Marsick, Michael Marquardt, Bob Garratt and Peter Senge are included in the summary, which is an interim
step as The Learning Organization continues to explore the learning organization history and evolution.

Design/methodology/approach — The paper summarizes prior interviews to uncover commonalities
and differences in the development and evolution of the learning organization concepts as described by
thought leaders.

Findings — Both commonalities and differences exist in definition, development of theory and resilience since
original publication. Common threads in concept develop appear across the authors mainly in influences by Revans,
Argyris and Schon. Differences also exist in how each author developed learning organization constructs.

Originality/value — The synthesis reveals that although the learning organization may have differing
definitions, there are commonalities that tie some concepts together. Additional interviews will be continued
in the exploration of the learning organization evolution.

Keywords Learning organizations, Learning processes, Learning

Paper type General review

Introduction

Throughout the last year, the editor of The Learning Organization invited a series of
interview articles with those at the forefront of the development of learning organization
concepts. The interviews delve into a series of exploratory questions ranging from the origin
of learning organization definitions to the evolution of perspectives during the last three
decades. Ultimately, the aspirational target is to bring clarity to terms and history in the
learning organization debate. We emphasized in one of those interviews that we aimed to:

[...] find stability through consistencies and form through intersections of early thoughts and
later applications. We also aimed to find fissures where the learning organization definitions and
perspectives may have divided over time (Reese and Sidani, 2018).

This study summarizes studies to this point by Victoria Marsick and Karen Watkins (Sidani
and Reese, 2018a), Bob Garratt (Sidani and Reese, 2018b), Michael Marquardt (Reese and
Sidani, 2018) and Peter Senge (Reese, 2020).

As we continue to reflect on the evolution of the learning organization, The Learning
Organization will continue interviews with those instrumental in the evolution of current
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learning organization theories. The purpose of this study is to summarize the salient points
from the abovementioned interviews with a particular focus on the definition of the learning
organization, the genesis of original definitions and the evolution of the learning
organization over the last 30 years. Consider this study as an interim reflection on a journey
to understanding how theories have reached their current point.

Origins and definition of the term “learning organization”

Because the definitions of a learning organization are diverse, and a singular definition
remains elusive, for this study, we built our origins of the term “learning organization” from
Anders Ortenblad’s editorial, What does “learning organization” mean? (Ortenblad, 2018).

Origins of the term

Ortenblad (2018) provides a historical perspective of the term ‘learning organization. He
describes how Bob Garratt (1987) was perhaps the first to use the term “learning
organization” in the title of a publication. Then, shortly after the origination of the term,
Peter Senge popularized the learning organization in his book The Fifth Discipline: The Art
and Practice of the Learming Organization. Both interviews with Bob Garratt and Peter
Senge supported the origination described by Ortenblad.

The interview with Bob Garratt highlights the novelty behind the origination of ‘learning
organization.” As Garratt explains in the interview, the term was created from interactions
with others and through happenstance. Garratt’s book, The Learning Organization and the
Need for Directors Who Think (Garratt, 1987), which began with Garratt’s working title
“Directors who Think: Organizations that Learn.” However, during early reviews of the
book, it was Charles Handy who responded with comments that ultimately led to the term
learning orgamization (Sidani and Reese, 2018b). Learning Organization stuck in the title and
the term was born.

Then, after the term “learning organization” was born and much as Ortenblad states, all
other interviews in the series credited Peter Senge’s book, The Fifth Discipline: The Art and
Practice of the Learning Orgamization with placing the learning organization into the
mainstream. Moreover, Senge’s framing impacted other leading perspectives. Marquardt,
for example, explained how Senge’s five disciplines could be found scattered in his
(Marquardt’s) model (Reese and Sidani, 2018). Senge’s contribution has evidently been the
major contributor to “the avalanche of literature on the subject” (Johnson, 2002)[1]. Senge’s
concept has been used in various disciplines and practice areas such as marketing (Cahill,
1995), engineering (Ford et al., 2000), health services (Mohr, 2005), management accounting
(DeFilippo, 1996) and performance management (Brudan, 2010).

In his interview, Senge explains how his book, The Fifth Discipline: The Art and Practice
of the Learming Organization, really hit the mainstream business publishing trend at the
time. Although Senge comments in his interview that he was “comfortably uncertain” with
his launch (Reese, 2020, p. 163). He suspected the book would be popular because his text
included over ten years of practical tools and reflection on what was working in the field.
Fortunately, through a strong network of business leaders, Senge’s book steadily found
application in their businesses.

Prior to Garratt’s book that had the term “learning organization” in the title, and Senge’s
book, which popularized the concept linking it to practice, others were working in the field
for decades because they tried to explain how individuals, teams and organizations work
together to become better. At this transition, when a new term was born, it logically follows
that a definition would be clear. However, as the interviewees describe, definitions diverge.



Definitions

Returning to Ortenblad’s aforementioned editorial, he describes what today has become four
main versions or general descriptions of the learning organization. These four general
categorizations are around which definitions have evolved: learning at work, climate of
learning, organizational learning and learning structure (Ortenblad, 2018). Many of these
determinative definitions appear throughout the interviews as each interviewee explains the
evolution of his or her own specific learning organization meaning.

Ortenblad describes learning at work as the organizing impact in redirecting employee
learning within the workplace. This categorization reflects applied learning through
working. During the interview, much of Marquardt’s definition followed this protocol.
Marquardt described the learning organization as follows: “learning as an entire
organization at all levels to adapt and succeed with the environment that continually
changes” (Reese and Sidani, 2018, p. 354). Marquardt’s definition illustrates how employees
learn as they work. Similarly, Garratt described how “action learning was the essential and
intuitive way to learn”, and as a result, learning at work occurs. Or, as Garratt describes the
phenomena, organizations must master two skills, learning continuously and giving
direction (Sidani and Reese, 2018b). Learning continuously originates at the individual level.
Learning at work drives the organization’s ability to cope with change from the bottom-up.
In his interview, Senge focused on employees learning at work as a foundational component
of the learning organization. A learning organization is “something like the organization
where people are continually developing their capacity to create the results that they really
want to create” (Reese, 2020).

To Marquardt, Garratt and Senge, individual learning requires action imperatives such
as learning, doing and reflecting at the individual level. Without the individual experiencing
these steps or something very similar, learning within the organization does not begin.
Extending that line of thinking, Senge states:

[...] a learning organization has always been defined in the same sense as the learning process.
The key aspect of the organizational part of this is it becomes more collective, not only individual
(Reese, 2020, p. 163).

Marsick and Watkins confirm that their interest goes beyond an individual manager
learning, emphasizing — to a greater extent — how learning needs to be wired within
individuals that comprise the organization (Sidani and Reese, 2018a).

Tightly tied to the learning at work description is Ortenblad’s climate for learning
description. Climate for learning supports the individuals in the learning process. The
climate, as described by Ortenblad, creates the tools and opportunities for individuals and
groups to learn. Senge directly describes this climate when he describes how organizations
are now more open to learning from failures. As stated in his interview, “it is interesting in
the last 20-30 years, and particularly with the rise of tech sector of the economy, the
philosophy of “fail fast and fail early” (Reese, 2020, p. 163). Such a concept may have been
unheard of before. However, most managers now consider this an essential part of the
learning process.

The notion of an organization creating a climate that embraces failure leads to the
concept that the organization should create for employees a time to reflect upon action.
Marquardt directly references this in his interview. As he statesd the importance of time
within the work environment for learning, “a learning organization requires leaders to
support and encourage learning at the sacrifice of other activities” (Reese and Sidani, 2018,
p. 356). Similarly, Garratt contends that the climate of learning is critical. As he states,
learning requires “joint ownership and joint responsibility,” which requires management to
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encourage each member to learn “regularly and vigorously” (Sidani and Reese, 2018b,
p. 436). Across the interviews, one begins to see threads drawn between learning at work and
climate of learning. The tight linkage between these concepts leads to the importance of the
organization becoming a facilitator of learning within its ranks, which is exactly what
Ortenblad proclaims as an organizational aspect.

Marsick and Watkins note that a climate of learning emerges as learning is interactive,
happening within a context (Sidani and Reese, 2018a). Yet, Marsick and Watkins
conceptualization seems less directly linked to learming at work, as described in their
interview, “Where [our definition has] evolved is that we are much more clearly focused on
creating a learning culture than [on] specific behaviours or action imperatives” (Sidani and
Reese, 2018a, p. 200). This definition alludes to the characterization of a learning
organization as “continuous learning in order to create continuous transformation of an
organization and its culture” (Sidani and Reese, 2018a, p. 200). Marsick and Watkins’
definition may appropriately fit under Ortenblad’s climate of learning. The authors do
explain how the organization’s culture drives the learning processes. However, both authors
view the learning organization across multiple levels and state that the focus is on the
system, and not the leader. Therefore, it is challenging to link Marsick and Watkins’
conceptualization directly to any of Ortenblad’s constructs of a definition. One element of
their definition is clear. During the interview, both Marsick and Watkins described the
importance of a learning culture or as they stated:

If you read a lot of what we have written more recently, we are much more clearly interested in
creating a culture that has an enhanced capacity to change and transform an organization (Sidani
and Reese, 2018a, p. 201).

Therefore, to directly link Marsick and Watkins into Ortenblad’s construct, maybe the best
of the four general descriptions is learning structure because it is here that cultural aspects
of the definition are most prevalent.

The remaining of Ortenblad’s description is organizational learning, which Ortenblad
defines as most closely linked to learning within the group. This relates to elements such as
organizational learning elements depicting how the group learns, retains and uses
information. Here, Marquardt presents the closest linkage. As he states, when describing the
difference between his definition and that of others, organizations fail at becoming learning
organizations when they cannot retain and share knowledge over time (Reese and Sidani,
2018). Therefore, Marquardt adds technology and knowledge management platforms as
critical to learning. However, Marquardt is not entirely alone, Marsick and Watkins also
refer to “knowledge management systems that codify and keep going with the
organizational memory” (Sidani and Reese, 2018a, p. 205). Therefore, faint linkages do exist
within the organizational learning conceptualization too.

Across the interviews, readers gain an understanding of how the complex term, “learning
organization” comes to be defined. Although no interview fits directly into one of
Ortenblad’s four main versions of the learning organization description, it does become clear
how individual authors focus on different elements. For example, Senge focuses most
directly on the individual elements and how the individual interplays with the system or as
he states in his interview, “organizations work the way that they work because of how we
work” (Reese, 2020, p. 163). This places his discussion very much in the learning at work and
climate for learning perspective. Similarly, Garratt’s focus on the impact of the CEO or very
senior leadership on learning responsibility places him in a very similar realm as Senge.
Marquardt emphasizes the importance of the individual. However, he alludes to the
increasing technological impacts on knowledge management and the need for



organizational learning or knowledge storage supported by technology. Marsick and
Watkins, with their focus on culture, link across all four of Ortenblad’s learning organization
description.

Genesis of the learning organization concept

As expected, all interviewees describe slightly different influences on their definitions of
learning organization. Interestingly, some of these influences overlap. For example, both
Garratt and Marquardt describe influence from Reginald Revans. This linkage most likely
creates their similarity in high regard for learning at work. Marquardt describes the impact
of Revans on his initial understanding of learning organizations as “Revans’ work was the
glue that held a learning organization together” (Reese and Sidani, 2018, p. 355). Marquardt
states that he would not consider an organization a learning organization without an intense
action learning element in the culture. Garratt holds a similarly strong affinity for action
learning and Revans. Garratt met with Revans many times, and they tested ideas with one
another. Later Garratt and Revans worked together. As Garratt recounts the meetings with
Revans:

[...] we could spend many evenings discussing the whole notion of action learning. And in the
end, it was obvious, very obvious, that there were virtually no differences whatsoever in our
approach (Sidani and Reese, 2018b, p. 437).

The thread of action learning originating from Revans was one similarity in the genesis of
the learning organization concept.

Another strong influence across interviewees was Argyris and Schon. Marquardt,
Marsick and Watkins and Senge all claim significant impact from Argyris and Schon’s
work in organizational learning. Senge credits Argyris and Schon with creating the bridge,
for him, between learning and the system. As Senge stated in his interview:

Jay [Forrester| had written a lot about the importance of mental models in his earlier writing, but
there was no real methodology for fostering individual and collective reflection on how our mental
models shaped our actions. Argyris and Schon provided that basis in their organizational
learning work. (Reese, 2020, p. 163)

Marquardt describes his influence from Argyris and Schon as the ones that brought
organizational learning to the forefront in his mind (Reese and Sidani, 2018). Marsick and
Watkins describe their working with Argyris and Schon in their interview as they all
worked together.

Not all influences were shared. For example, Senge’s interview reflects his strong linkage
to systems dynamics. He credits Jay Forrester and the MIT Systems Dynamic Group for
fostering the system concepts. Moreover, Senge, unlike other interviews, draws heavily
upon works by Robert Fritz in the area of creative tensions and developmental processes.
(Reese, 2020). Marsick and Watkins although interviewed together have some differing
influences. Because they state in their interview, John Dewey and Reginald Revans,
mentioned above, are strong influences to Marsick. While, for Watkins, Kurt Lewin provides
significant influence, and Marquardt adds into the mix influence by David Schwandt and
his organizational learning model.

In addition to crediting scholars from outside the interviewees, Marquardt, who began
his conceptualization as others were publishing mainstream books, describes how he
incorporates much of what was in print at the time. Marquardt pulls on Marsick and
Watkins. Moreover, as he states in his interview, “I studied Peter’s [Senge] work, and if you
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Table 1.
Learning
organization
definitions

look at Senge’s five disciplines, they appear scattered throughout my model and primarily in
my learning subsystem” (Reese and Sidani, 2018, p. 355).

One final aspect that all authors explain in their interviews is that the definition was not
built on theory alone. Each interviewee explains his or her own development of
understanding through practice. Senge describes over ten years working with companies
under the MIT Systems Dynamic Group. Garratt recounts his work with the Architectural
Association School of Architecture. Marquardt describes his extensive consulting during the
1980s. Marsick describes her ground-level work internationally in Nepal, Bangladesh, The
Philippines and Taiwan. Moreover, Watkins explains her work with higher education
faculty development (Table I).

Another similarity across all interviews and mentioned early is the assertion that Senge’s
writing pushed the learning organization mainstream. The swell of learning organization
research and practical application stemmed from The Fifth Discipline: The Art and Practice
of the Learning Organization. Because popularity of the learning organization concept grew,
more books went mainstream. The concept grew, and with that growth, certain variations
began to appear, which is the next topic of the interviews: the evolution during the last
30years.

Evolution of learning organization concept to Modern-Day
Although the definitions of the learning organizations in the table may still apply today, the
interviewees all point to areas where their conceptualization of the learning organization
adjust with the environment and their reflection of learning within organizations.
Marquardt’s view of the learning organization is greatly influenced by the speed of
change in the last three decades. Primarily, Marquardt focuses on the impact of technology
and knowledge management. Because he states in the interview, “over the 20 years between
editions 1 and 3 of Building the Learning Organization (2011), leaps in technology were
dramatic” (Reese and Sidani, 2018, p. 358). Consequently, Marquardt adjusts his learning
organization definition to include a stronger focus on knowledge management. He adds a
sixth sub-system to the learning organization model that focuses on acquisition, creation,
storage, analysis, transfer/dissemination and application of knowledge. In his view, a
learning organization must have a strong command of knowledge management. Few
foresaw the impact that technology could have on learning.

Senge (1990, p. 3) Organizations where people continually expand their capacity to create the
results they truly desire, where new and expansive patterns of thinking are
nurtured, where collective aspirations are set free and where people are
continually learning to see the whole together

Marquardt (2011, p. 247) A company that learns effectively and collectively and continually transforms
itself for better management and use of knowledge; empowers people within and
outside the organization to learn as they work and uses technology to maximize
learning and production

Marsick and Watkins Is the one that learns continuously and can transform itself. This means that it

(1994, p 354) empowers its people, encourages collaboration and team learning, promotes open
dialogue and acknowledges the interdependence of individuals, the organization
and the communities in which they reside

Garratt (1999, p. 206) The learning organization is more an aspiration for a continuous process rather
than a single product. It is an aspiration that energizes people for very long
periods of time .. .. It is a vision that motivates, stretches and leverages the
organization for the long term




Another evolution that Marquardt noticed from practice was the impact of leaders. Notably,
he observed the impact of leaders on action learning. Although his initial views of the
learning organization did include action learning because he worked with organizations, he
came to realize that action learning was an imperative. As stated in the interview, “if action
learning has no champion in leadership, the organization is not truly a learning
organization” (Reese and Sidani, 2018, p. 358).

Marsick and Watkins evolution differs from Marquardt. They saw the growing idea of
culture and climate of learning to be critically important. Because they expanded the use of
the Dimensions of The Learning Organization Questionnaire (DLOQ) model, they began to
see how the learning organization was reliant on the organization’s culture and climate
because they described in their interview, “[...] to facilitate learning at the organization
level, work needs to be executed at the broader level” (Sidani and Reese, 20184, p. 205). They
note how the title of their book Sculpting the Learning Organization (Watkins and Marsick,
1993) reflected the evolution of their thought regarding the learning organization.
“Sculpting” perfectly captures their conception of the learning organization, chipping away
everything that blocks learning.

Similar to Marsick and Watkins, Garratt foresaw a continual evolution in the
expectations at the top of organizations. He witnessed an increasing need for top
management or boards to take ownership for organizational learning capacity. He describes
the learning board as the ‘business brain’, but this could be both a blessing and a curse. The
same board, which is an imperative to promoting learning, can act to block learning. This is
the evolution that concerns him most. As recounted by Garratt, the fact is that organizations
continue to evolve but the ultimate learning decisions for the organization remain within the
control of a few. The similarities with Marsick and Watkins revolve around the culture and
climate, and a few leaders can block a productive climate.

Senge’s evolution points beyond the organization toward a higher level calling. He
points to how organizations reside within much larger systems. Today, he points to
learning organizations capable of solving big societal problems. His learning
organization has morphed into a system that shapes our world and crosses multiple
organizational and national boundaries. In his recent book, The Necessary Revolution,
Senge points to problems such as the unsustainable global food system. To him, the
learning organization lives beyond the earlier defined organization because problems
today live beyond boundaries.

The impact of each one of those thought leaders is evident from the popularity of
their conceptualizations whether among practitioners or researchers. Still, we
purposefully asked them about their perceptions of the influence of their works on the
learning organization and how it impacted scholarship and practice. Marsick and
Watkins noted the multiplicity of contexts in which the DLOQ was used whether in the
types organizational settings (profit, non-profit and government) or the various
locations at a global level (North America, Europe, Africa and Asia.); (Jamali et al.
(2009), Song et al. (2009); and Sadegh Sharifirad (2011). Furthermore, Marquardt’s work
has had an international appeal. Particularly interesting is the use of his methodology
in university or practice-oriented case studies (Ahmadi et al., 2014; Marquardt, 2003).
Garratt provides a qualitative answer noting that his and other thought leaders’ works
on the learning organization have moved organizations forward in a significant
manner. Interestingly, Senge noted that his landmark contribution book received
modest popularity at the beginning. It took few years before word of mouth moved the
impact into significant levels.
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Conclusion
Thus far, through only four interviews, we have found that there are various definitions,
influences and evolutions of the learning organization. This study provides an overview
using Ortenblad’s four general descriptions the learning organization as a basis of
categorization. By linking to Ortenblad, the similarities and differences become more
manifest. Moreover, the article highlights that some influencers on the original learning
organization concepts are similar. Argyris, Schon and Revans play critical roles in many
definitions. Other influencers are explicit in some and implied in others. Generally, the
interviewees thus far have more similarities than differences in their original definitions.
The evolution is where diversion begins. Here, the interviewees point to differing views of
change. It is through this evolution that the learning organization concepts begin to expand.
As further interviews continue, exploration will continue. Eventually, answers will come
to the aspirational target of bringing clarity to terms and history in the learning
organization debate.

Note

1. The Fifth Discipline has been cited more than 61,000 times as per Google- Scholar (October 23,
2019).
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