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Abstract

Purpose — This paper aims to provide an overview of the development of learning organization concepts
from the perspectives of Dr Victoria Marsick and Dr Karen Watkins and presents an interesting evolution of
their work together spanning over three decades.

Design/methodology/approach — Through a conversation with thought-leading scholars Dr Victoria
Marsick and Dr Karen Watkins, this paper discussed serval topics pertaining to the evolution of the learning
organization debate and provides their unique perspective on the development of their theories.

Findings — The learning organization debate has many foundations that today have led to differing
perspectives, which Dr Marsick and Dr Watkins advocate. They developed their learning organization
concepts from their particular background, which varies from others. To these thought leaders, cultural
aspects are the critical focus of the learning organization.

Originality/value — The discussion with Victoria Marsick and Karen Watkins reveals their understanding
of the evolution of the contested discussion around learning organization definition and implications. The
understanding of this evolution, in their words, provides context for researchers and practitioners.

Keywords Learning organizations, Organizational behaviour, Organizational change

Paper type General review

Introduction

After much debate, many people still ask “what is a learning organization” and “what does it
mean”. To better understand the evolution of the current learning organization definition
from the perspective of two thought leaders and add some context to the debate over
questions about definition and meaning, this article introduces an interview with Dr Victoria
Marsick and Dr Karen Watkins. This article summarizes the though leaders’ three-decade
journey in developing many learning organization concepts in use today across multiple
sectors and industries, spanning various continents. Interview questions address multiple
areas starting from their definition of the learning organization, early influences in
developing their definition, how they started working together and the continuing evolution
of their model through various stages. Specifically, the interview aims to clarify how these
authors view and define the learning organization, the foundations of their dimensions of the
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learming organization model (DLOQ) and their cross-cultural implications as result of the
past three decades of working together.

As a quick literature review, it becomes quickly evident that both thought leaders have
collaborated closely for a number of years over various projects and in multiple contexts.
Marsick’s CV shows 84 instances of the family name “Watkins”, while Watkins CV shows
91 instances of the family name “Marsick”. This serves as an indicator of the deep level of
cooperation between the two thought leaders over the past three decades. Victoria Marsick’s
(1987) first book in 1987, which was titled Learning in the Workplace, paved the way to a
rich career in adult and organizational learning. The International Adult Continuing
Education Hall of Fame of 2006 (Hall of Fame, 2006a, 2006b) notes that she is “a recognized
authority on the learning organization, informal learning, team learning, and action
reflection learning”. Karen Watkins’ International Adult Continuing Education Hall of Fame
of 2003 (Hall of Fame, 2006a, 2006b) citation emphasized her exceptional contributions as
she advanced a rich set of theories and practices, which impacted how human resource
development professionals conceptualize and examine learning in organizations. Her prior
and continuing work in faculty development aligned very well with her coauthor and with
her preferred scholarly areas of investigation.

Both thought leaders noted that while not negating the importance of formal structured
learning, most of the learning that occurs in organizations is informal and incidental
(Marsick and Watkins, 2015/1990). The real spark around the concept of a learning
organization came in 1993 when they identified six action imperatives, which meant
changes needed to be made at four organizational levels: individual, team, organizational
and societal (Watkins and Marsick, 1993; Watkins and O’Neil, 2013). The imperatives and
four levels of organizational learning evolved to the DLOQ model, which the authors
proposed in 1997 (Watkins and Marsick, 1997) as a diagnostic tool that captures the status
of organizational learning practice and culture (Watkins and O’'Neil, 2013). The DLOQ
contains seven dimensions or action imperatives that help organizations identify
competencies that facilitate organizational transformation. The basic assumption behind the
DLOQ is that:

Leaders and HROD [human resource and organization development] build learning cultures. The
DLOQ can help them do so in ways that best suit their businesses, markets, talent profiles, and
work-style preferences (Marsick, 2013, p. 129).

Marsick and Watkins (1999) published another book Facilitating Learning Organizations:
Moaking Learning Count (1999) in which they presented what is termed “the final model” and
increased the DLOQ to the current seven action imperatives focusing on strategies needed to
have a learning organization (Watkins and O'Neil, 2013). Their later works, and works of
numerous scholars around the world who used their model and instrument, have made a
significant contribution to our current understanding of the concept of learning
organization.

Defining the learning organization
When asked about their definition of the learning organization, Watkins noted their
evolving understating of the concept:

Our definition is similar in some ways to Pedlar, Burgoyne, and Boydell in that a learning
organization is characterized by continuous learning in order to create continuous transformation
of an organization and its culture. Where [our definition has] evolved is that we are much more
clearly focused on creating a learning culture than [on] specific behaviors or ‘action imperatives’
(Watkins, interview).



In more than one instance in the interview, there was an emphasis on the role of
organizational culture, which provides a greater capacity to transform an organization:

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.
Learning is key to that, but so are certain organizational structures and practices and values and
even the metaphors and artifacts in the organization that someway are promoting learning; it
could even be in the reward structure (Watkins, interview).

Having multiple perspectives and definitions of the learning organization is healthy, yet
they note that this creates a dilemma as it inhibits the ability to “build a body of knowledge”
(Watkins, interview). While differences in perspectives have the potential to
advance understanding, they were critical of the attachment that some scholars have to a
specific understanding of learning organization. In addition, there seems to be different
understandings among various definitions about how learning happens, which further
complicates the debate. Some definitions and researchers approach learning from an
information systems paradigm (Hubert), others (James March) assert that it emanates from
experience (the experiential learning metaphor) and a third group adopts a behavioral
perspective. Marsick and Watkins’ approach is more cultural (organizational), although it
picks up on several of the aforementioned approaches too:

The difference between many learning organization definitions and what is ideal, is that
definitions tend to focus on the practices people want to change, so you look at the eleven
company practices of Pedlar ef al. (1991), and they are focusing on what systems we have to go fix
in order to create this learning company (Watkins, interview).

If we want to have organizations that learn, there is a need to have a clear idea about how
learning happens at the collective level. Watkins notes that she is not content, yet that there
is a solid agreement as to how collective learning transpires at the organizational level. As
she asserts, there is a need to delineate how collective learning happens, and then there is a
need to connect this to organizational learning practices. Subsequently, additional research
into the collective learning and connection of learning to organizational practices remains, as
described by Watkins, an area for further research.

Also, in relation to the problem of definitions, Watkins notes in the interview that there
are two areas that seem to be separate. On the one hand, there is the organizational learning
literature, which focuses on describing how organizations behave. On the other hand, there
is the learning orgamization literature, which focuses on “let us develop toward these
capacities”. These two literature areas have to be put together:

You can't teach without understanding how students learn [. . ..] [Likewise] I don’t think you can
develop an organization’s capacities without having some idea how a collective learns, [or] what
does it look like (Watkins, Interview).

Marsick indicates that there is a need for scholars from various perspectives to appreciate
and look at what other contrasting points of view have to offer:

When it comes to practice, which is [what] the learning organization is all about, we are not
helping people if we are just advocating for our point of view and not trying to understand that
working with people with different points of view might help that particular organization get to a
better place (Marsick, interview).

She adds that sometimes, “learning”:

Is the wrong word to use. Whenever you label it something, whether it is organizational learning
or learning organization, it doesn’t go anywhere. What you really want to do is to find out what
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are your business goals or performance goals or organizational goals, and what’s getting in the
way and going at it from that approach, which is a classic OD approach (Marsick, interview).

What differentiates their current perspective from other perspectives?
Both authors assert that their slightly different backgrounds have impacted their
understanding of learning; this distinguishes them from other perspectives:

Because we come from a development perspective whether organizational or individual, I think
we come from a very different perspective than the folks who focused most on management and
systems and strategy (Watkins, interview).

They assert that they offer an understanding, offering a unique way to think about how to
connect to the environment and “how to build capacity over time” (Marsick, interview).
Moreover:

Senge’s or Goh’s or Garvin’s definitions all focused on managers’ learning to behave in new ways.
To me this is where their strength is, but it also their limitation; [. ..] managers leave- you train
your managers to do all these things and then they [go and implement them] someplace else; we
are interested in what you embed in the organization and enhance its long term capacity; it has to
go beyond the learning of one manager, and be part of how an organization is structured and
wired; [...] that's why it has to be in the culture. It has to be much more than one manager’s
learning, (Watkins, interview).

It is thus clear that Marsick and Watkins are more interested in what is embedded in the
organization’s culture and enhancing its long-term capacity, rather than what goes on in
regard to individual managers’ learning and development. As learning goes beyond the
learning of one manager and is independent of whether one manager decides to leave or stay
learning has to be wired within the organization, and thus, it has to be in the culture, much
more than what has been emphasized in some other learning organization approaches.

Influences

Both thought leaders have been significantly impacted by the work of Argyris and Schon,
whose work on organizational learning (Argyris and Schén, 1978, 1996) — as argued by some
scholars — presents the most influential organizational learning theory in the 1980s and
1990s and is still very popular (Gohlich, 2016):

We were both very strongly influenced by action science —Karen even more than I, although I was
passionate about it-, by Chris Argyris’ and Donald Schon’s work. Karen brought them to the
University of Texas where she was at the time, and I met Karen and she invited me as well, and I
loved Chris’s work and [we thought] this was an opportunity to pursue it, if you look at Argyris’
work which a lot of people have already sadly forgotten [...] If you Google “action science”, you
won’t find much. I guess it is not very popular in the postmodern world because it is modernistic
in its orientation” (Marsick, interview).

They indicate that they have been influenced by others who embrace action research, action
science and action learning. In this action “movement”, people are always engaged,
sometimes from the bottom up. Ultimately, in an organization, however, leaders have to be
engaged. As Argyris and Schon assert, organizational learning occurs when people act on
behalf of the organization, with a recognition that the system is different than the people
who act on its behalf.

To Marsick, John Dewey was an inspiration:



One of my deepest influences is John Dewey, still, who looked at the interaction of people with
their environment and the interactive social component that things have to change at various
levels for growth to occur (Marsick, interview).

To Dewey (1938/1997), interaction is the phenomenon of past experience interacting with a
situation at hand. She was also influenced by Reginald Revans’ (1907-2003) work, who,
drawing from various sources including John Dewey, contributed to the development of
action learning. To Revans, difficult encounters can be addressed through one’s own
experiences. Marsick was influenced by Revan’s conceptualization of three interacting
systems, the alpha, the “strategy system”; the beta, the “decision system or negotiation
cycle”; and the gamma, “the learning process” (Revans, 1971). He also looked at the systemic
issues in change and the role of leaders in making this happen. Marsick also had a
connection with the Management Institute of Lund in Sweden (1988-1989), which facilitated
the study of people who went through the action learning programs in the institute. There,
she was able to better understand how learning was exhibited in organizational practice.

To Watkins, Kurt Lewin was a great influence “but in a social context”. Lewin is credited
with the idea of action research (Dickens and Watkins, 1999, p. 127) being “an umbrella term
for a shower of activities intended to foster change on the group, organizational, and even
societal levels”. In this perspective, learning is understood not only as being interactive but
also reflecting a desire to evolve the understanding of learning from practice — by studying
practice. Various research teams continue to assess that through the DLOQ, where they try
to uncover how learning really looks like in organizations.

Prior work
Since the 1970s, Victoria Marsick has done a lot of international work, and her work
involved empowering ground-level workers in Nepal, Bangladesh, the Philippines and
Taiwan through various health programs. She also worked with UNICEF. Coming from that
type of participatory grassroot type of training, in addition to an adult education
background, set the stage into her later works on the learning organization.

For Karen Watkins, she came from a higher education faculty development background:

Organizational development was the passion that I had. Both in practice and my dissertation was
around managing change and the leader’s role and also the OD person, the person who really
guides this effort, (Watkins, interview).

As mentioned earlier, Watkins invited Chris Argyris and Donald Schon to the University of
Texas, and she invited Victoria Marsick as well. Marsick loved Argyris’ work, which
impacted their work together going forward. This visit set the stage for various influential
projects and learning models.

How did their framework evolve?

Marsick and Watkins note that their co-authored book that really set the stage for their
perspective of the learning organization was Sculpting the Learning Organization
(translated and published in Japanese and Chinese) (Watkins and Marsick, 1993): “the word
sculpting was so deliberate [...] sculpt [means] chip away at everything that blocks
learning” (Watkins, interview). While this was not their first co-authored book (Informal and
Incidental Learning in the Workplace was their first book; Marsick and Watkins, 2015/1990),
both considered that this second book was the one that “really put things together” in terms
of advancing their notion of the learning organization. During the early days when scholars
and practitioners started to get more interested in the concept of the learning organization,
the work of Argyris and Schon seemed to align properly with their own backgrounds. They
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embarked on a massive literature review, where they read everything they could get their
hands on that related to all the early terms that preceded the learning organization, the self-
organizing systems, the open systems theory, etc. Early on, they were fascinated by
understanding the role of the context and the influence of people as they informally
collaborate in the organization, which leads to informal and incidental learning (Marsick and
Watkins, 2015/1990). However, as they got into the learning organization idea, they began to
build their thinking. The numerous workshops they conducted, in various locations, were
really insightful and fundamental in the development of their own understanding of the
learning organization.

One of the activities they conducted and found valuable was that they would ask people
“Looking backward from complete success where you created a perfect learning
organization, what would be different?” Based on the participants’ answers, they would
gather all these ideas of what a learning organization would look like:

And then we captured all this newsprint, and most of the people were trainers, adult educators,
OD people, and faculty like us and so on. So we collected those ideas which [matched in some
respects] those found in the literature, (Watkins, interview).

They also had access to what some companies were trying to do to improve learning in their
organizations, and they tried to identify patterns that were implemented there.

Based on their backgrounds, training and engagement and exposure to various
companies and institutions, the research team developed the DLOQ questionnaire. This was
based on the understanding that learning is interactive happening within a context, and that
substantive transformational learning often occurred informally. The idea for a culture and
climate for learning was thus developed (Marsick and Watkins, 2003). They assert that
those seven dimensions found in the DLOQ did not come about out of a conscious
premediated process of development: “We didn’t sit and make up seven dimensions. We
found them more of a discovery process” (Watkins, interview).

Constructs for the dimensions of the learning organization questionnaire
e Create continuous learning opportunities;

¢ Promote inquiry and dialogue;

» Encourage collaboration and team learning;

» Create systems to capture and share learning;

*  Empower people toward a collective vision;

¢ Connect the organization to its environment; and

¢ Provide strategic leadership for learning.

They collected more and more feedback from various participants, and many of their ideas
thus emerged from practice. Shortly after publishing the DLOQ, more than 200 companies
took the DLOQ (Marsick and Watkins, 2003), and common patterns were identified:

I wouldn’t say [developing the DLOQ] was systematic; we were constantly blending what we saw
in our own work, what we saw in the workshops, what we saw in the readings, until we came up
with these dimensions, and then we began to test them through the questionnaire to try to
validate these levers in the creation of the learning organization (Watkins, Interview).

Their line of thinking was developed and reinforced by the increased use of the DLOQ. It
became clear to both, through the accumulated results, that what was coming together was a
measure of organizational culture and climate:



I think when we originally set out to measure this, we weren’t clear that what we were really
measuring was culture as a critical sensitive factor. Because if you look at the DLOQ [. . ..] [the
items] look at things that are more at the individual, the group, and the organizational level and
its connections with the environment. But what came through the testing of the results, it was
clear that what was coming together was a measure of organizational culture (Marsick,
interview).

They found that individual-level indicators, while necessary, are not sufficient to make the
shift to organizational learning. To facilitate learning at the organizational level, work needs
to be executed at the broader level, with things such as systems that empower and
knowledge management systems that codify and keep going with the organizational
memory.

What does their model indicate?

Both in their works and in the interview, Marsick and Watkins assert that there is a
relationship between having these structures and capacities in an organization (outlined as
dimensions in the DLOQ) and having an elevated level of performance in organizations:

A lot of our work has been to help people see that if you create these capacities, in whatever way
you do it, you actually do see a relationship between a higher knowledge and financial
performance (Watkins, interview).

They argue that while individual-level variables (focusing on continuous learning of
everybody, dialogue and inquiry with everybody) are very important, they do not correlate
as highly with actual changes in performance:

Changes come about when you have leaders who facilitate learning, [and] systems that connect
[the organization] to the environment. Those two are incredibly important. Third would be
empowering people with a collective vision, and fourth would be [to create] systems to capture
and share knowledge (Watkins, interview).

Both were clear in indicating that the dimensions are not behaviors. In a study by Marsick
(2013), the dimensions were actually called action imperatives, but Watkins indicated in the
interview that the dimensions were not really prescriptive, or action imperatives:

We think these are strategic leverage points; there is a relationship —at least- between having
these structures and capacities in an organization and having high performance. That’s what we
see in our instrument. I don’t say that it prescribes what to do. It is dimension, it is not a behavior.
It really isn’t an action imperative. It is a dimension, it is a quality, if you will, or a capacity
(Watkins, interview).

What we could deduce here in assimilating this discord, beyond what was mentioned earlier
about the evolution of thought of those scholars, is that the seven dimensions really reflect a
culture, a mindset that is gradually reinforced. Those dimensions are not things that an
organization can implement through a set of directives or quick “to do” lists.

Impact

The DLOQ and the Learning organization framework have been used in a multitude of
organizational settings. The DLOQ has been translated to at least 14 languages, and there
have been hundreds of requests to use it from all over the world, including North and South
America, Europe, Africa, Middle East and Asia. It has been used in various sectors,
including for-profit, not-for-profit, governmental organizations and various non-
governmental entities (Marsick, 2013).
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For example, the model and the DLOQ have been used in the military (Dhananjaya
Dahanayake and Gamlath, 2013; Stothard et al., 2013), schools (Benjamin, 2009; Kumar,
2005), professional associations (Milton, 2003), large diversified conglomerates (Song
et al., 2009), public sector (Maria, 2003), health care (Kumar ef al., 2016), nursing
(Estrada, 2009), manufacturing firms (Awasthy and Gupta, 2011) and banking sector
(Dirani, 2009), in addition to various other sectors. The DLOQ has also been used with
links to various organizational constructs, including customer satisfaction
(Pantouvakis and Bouranta, 2013), organizational performance (Jain and Moreno, 2015;
Power and Waddell, 2004), financial performance (Ellinger et al, 2002), employee
commitment (Dirani, 2009; Tseng, 2011) and employee perceptions of organizational
success (Weldy and Gillis, 2010).

Marsick notes that perhaps because of their educational development background,
not-for-profits and schools have been more likely to contact them about their work. The
framework, for example, was used by the Australian army and the International
Federation of the Red Cross and Red Crescent. Their work has also been used in
connection to the social work system in The Netherlands, where frameworks were built,
among other source inputs, based on their learning organization model or were
complemented by it:

People who have adopted [our framework] are those who don’t look for easy answers as a
prescription, and they know that in their world it wouldn’t work. In education and not-for-profits,
you can't just bully people to do whatever you want because you are the head of the organization,
(Marsick, Interview).

Their model has not been widely adopted in some sectors, such as in high-tech companies:

We have been attracted much more to developmental projects — the Googles do not call on us
because they [already] have —probably— a [learning organization] culture [...] but it is more the
bureaucratic organizations that are suffering under command and control structures, (Watkins
interview).

Both thought leaders indicate that there have been several studies done in various
cultural contexts that used and/or built on their model and conceptualization of the
learning organization. Examples include Korea (Kim and Marsick, 2013; Song et al.,
2009), Iran (Sadegh, 2011), Rwanda (Mbassana, 2014), Taiwan (Lien et al., 2002), Turkey
(Basim et al., 2007), Malaysia (Maria, 2003), Bogota (Hernandez and Watkins, 2003),
India (Awasthy and Gupta, 2011), Estonia (Voolaid and Ehrlich, 2017) and Lebanon
(Dirani and Kuchinke, 2011). Those thought leaders, however, are aware of the cross-
cultural differences that need to be addressed, even when talking about the same
dimensions. They noted that empowerment in Columbia, for example, looks very
different than empowerment in the USA or Norway: ‘[in some contexts] empowering
people too much would be chaos. You cannot take anything -no matter how much you
love it- and say that’s what right for everybody” (Marsick, interview). Watkins also
noted that trying to look at cultural differences, “there are indeed cultural differences
[and] in the work that Khalil Dirani and I did (Watkins and Dirani, 2013), we have
already seen big differences in norms by culture”. Also, based on some preliminary
results of some ongoing studies with other scholars, it was found that “individualism
correlates negatively with five of our seven (DLOQ) dimensions which we thought was
fascinating” (Watkins, interview). The DLOQ, they concluded, shows reliability in
different countries, but the results are showing different patterns. There is thus a need,
they contended, to tailor the learning organization concepts to context.



Conclusion

The interview with Dr Victoria Marsick and Dr Karen Watkins provides a testament to their
powerful influences on the evolution of learning organization literature over more than three
decades. Their explanation of personal influences spanning Chris Argyris, Donald Schon,
Kurt Lewin and John Dewey illustrate the impacts of seminal works in the field on their
theories. The authors’ portrayal of the conceptual evolution of their DLOQ through
numerous workshops and literature reviews illuminates a rich merging of theory and
practice. The linkage of theory and practice resulting in the structures and capacities of
learning organizations (or DLOQ seven imperatives) proves successful in impacting how
one may view a learning organization. The outcomes of Marsick and Watkins’ influences are
apparent in their multiple books, articles and the implementation of their DLOQ. However,
the most obvious influence of the authors is the DLOQ translation into over 14 languages,
across multiple cultures, into various industries and use in countless studies. The interview
was truly insightful and informative in understanding how the authors developed their
definition of learning organization as a culture aspect of learning across multiple levels.
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