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ORGANIZATIONAL LEARNING

ABSTRACT: The professional commitment of pracri-
tioners in a changing society requires them to continu-
ously acquire new professional knowledge. Since robust
and relevant knowledge is often in short supply, prac-
titioners must learn to acquire the knowledge they
need. Similarly, social agencies must become instiru-
tions thar support the development of practice innov-
ations by engaging in organizational learning. This
implies that they both adept an organizational culture
and create structural arrangements conducive to leam-
ing. Given this imperative, the following entry reviews
the philosophical, conceprual, and methodological
underpinnings of organirzational learning as a strategy
for guiding practitioners and organizarions in a system-
atic endeavor to invent and manage knowledge. A
methodology for the applicarion of organizational
learning in social services is presented.

Key WoRrps: organizational learning; evidence-based
practice; reflective practice; knowledge management;
practice wisdom; besr pracrices

The professional commitment of practitioners in
buman services is to the needs of their clients in the
context of their society. As those needs evolve, pracei-
oners must acquire new strategies and a range of
Practice interventions for assisting their clients with
the challenges they face. Yer, scholars disagree on the
Bsue of the appropriate sources of knowledge prac-
titioners should acquire and use in building suitable
iterventions. The positivist, and mainly quantitative,
tpistemology views rigorous research findings as the
most efficacious way to support practice and to achieve
desired outcomes. This model implies that pracri-
toners should adopt an evidence-based practice mode
of operation (Gibbs, 2003} et, evidence-based
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practice assumes that valid evidence exists and is avail-
able and that the scientific findings are unambiguous
and unequivocal. This is often nor the case. Rosen,
Proctor, and Staudr (1999) found thar fewer than 14%
of the research articles in social work journals addressed
the development of effective interventions. Practi-
tioners cannot therefore rely solely on robust evidence.
They must also learn to acquire knowledge and compe-
tency in the helping process from their own and their
peers’ accurnulated experiences backed by relevant the-
ories. This is sometimes called practice wisdom (Dyhicz,
2004). Similarly, social agencies musr become instin-
tions rhat support the development of practice innova-
tions by engaging in organizational leaming.

Organizational Learning

Since the mid-1970s and especially during the last
decade, organizarional learning has emerged as a “fun-
damental concept in organizational theory” (Asthur &
Aiman-Smith, 2002, p. 738). Yet, despite the abun-
dance of lirerature on the subject, organizational leamn-
ing remains a subtle concept and without an accepred
definition (Bontis, Crossan, & Hulland, 2002). There
is, however, widespread agreement in the literarure that
there are two main key components of organizational
learning: in order for organizations to promote a learn-
ing environment they must have both an organizarional
culture and structural support conducive to leaming
(Lipshitz, Popper, & Friedman, 2002).

The cultural aspect of organizational learning
refers to norms and values thar support learning and
to their linguistic, ricual, narrative, and symbeolic
reflections. It can be assessed along four dimen-
sions: {(a) innovation—beliefs that Support getting,
sharing, and using new ideas to promote orpanizarional
work; (b} safety—beliefs that promote freedom of
discussion and the ability to test ideas that may not
always work out; (¢} goal-centered— beliefs thar encou-
rage developing goals and setting long-range objecrives
to achieve them; and (d) leadership—an adminis-
rrative philosophy that supports and rewards new ideas.

The structural aspect of organizational learning re-
fers to leamning mechandsms thar allow practicioners
to exchange informarion and to learn collabora-
tively. It can be assessed along four dimensions: (a)
collaboration—staff regularly meet together to leam
from each other and review program progress measures;
{(b) planfullness—staff set measurable ourcomes to
be achieved and make sure plans and activities link
to outcomes; (c) diffusion-—staff actively share their
program  successes with each other and with
other related organizations; and {d) infrastructure—
organizational resources and time are ser aside to
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promote learning {Orthner, Cook. Sabah, & Rosenfeid,
2006). In social work, supervision is probably the most
common learning mechanism,

Challenges

Several facers of social service organizarions create un-
ique challenges for promoting crganizational learning.
Social services are usually bureaucratic monopolies and
part of the public sector. Although states and munici-
paliries have privatized services, govemments contract
primarily with nonprofit organizations (Van Slyke,
2003). Therefore, competition, which s a major
incentive to learn in the private sector, is often absent.
Furthermore, social services usually have an inputs
orientation whenever learning requires constant
reflection on ourputs and outcomes. Moreover, case-
workers' activity consists mostly of client-practitioner
dyads whenever regular ream work facilitates collabora-
tive exchange of information and organizational
learning.

Promoting Organizational
Learning in Social Services

Sabah and Rosenfeld (2001) developed an initial sys-
tematic methodology for the application of organiza-
tional learning to social services. It has been since
refined and applied in other countries, including the
United States. The basic premise of the methodology is
that in order to invent the knowledge they need, prac-
ritioners have to draw on a spectrum of existing knowl-
edge sources and, predominantly, on their own pracrice
expertise. However, this source of knowledge is mostly
tacit and unsubstantiated. Therefore, the methodology,
hased on Schon’s writing on reflection in and on prac-
tice {(1983), aims to structure an enduring reflective
dialogue among practitioners wherein they collabora-
rively externalize and share their tacit knowledge.

Moreover, the methodology intends to support the
systematic verification of that practice wisdom, as well
as that of other sources of knowledge, in terms of their
capacity to generate new and effective actionable
knowledge. It also intends to facilitate “double-loop
learning” (Argyris & Schon, 1974), that is to allow
practitioners to question the values, assumprions, and
policies thar underlie their present practice in addition
to adjusting practice according to the disparity between
expected and attained results. Finally, the methodology
aspires to do more than smooth the process of inventing
new knowledge. It seeks to transform social services
into “learning organizations,” that is, organizations in
which practiticners “continually expand their capacity
to create the results that they truly desire, where new
and expansive patterns of thinking are nurtured, where

collective aspiration is set free, and where people are -
continually lfeaming how to learn together” (Senge,
1990, p. 3). :
The methodology includes seven steps: {a} formu- -
tating a learning question, thatr is an unsolved major |
professional issue that the agency must solve in order -
to fulfill its mission; (b) assembling a learning team, that -
is a group of pracritioners in the agency that directly
address that professicnal issue in their daily practice; :
(¢} gathering relevant existing knowledge from a spec-
trum of sources and specifically learning from  prior .
successful artempts to solve similar issues; {d) formulat-
ing a tentative model that is an inirial answer to the '}
fearning question; () implementing the model in prac- *
tice and methodically improving it thru constant group‘-‘
reflection; (f) formularing and sharing the {(never) final
model; and (g) formulating the next learning question

{Sabah & Orthner, 2007).

Future Directions
There is still considerable work to be done to refine
conceprual models underpinning organizational leamn- .
ing. Moreover, rigorcus empirical testing of the impact
of this methodology on discrerionary decision-making, -
organizational effectiveness and interventions resuits is .
imperative in order to convince governments to invest’.’
in Organizational learning. Orgamzamona leamlng_ E
has, however, already established itself as'a promtsmg;_"f
model for guzdmg orgamzatmns and soci ;

macrolevels, using a continually evo[vmg profess1onﬂl..
knowledge base. In the near future, the graciual_rntro- :
duction of information and communication technolo
gies in social agencies will give practmonars from |
different agencies the opportunity to learn:collabora
tively. The development and use of v1_rtual coms
munities of practice combined with organizational
Learning will enable social workers to share knowledge
and to promote inter-organizational asynchronous::
learning. The application of technology and virtual
knowledge sharing to promote learning across agencies
is likely to strengthen and create new strategies fo
applicarion of the organizational learning model.
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