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ABSTRACT

A COMPUTER-BASED STRATEGY
TO FACILITATE ORGANIZATIONAL LEARNING PROCESS

Charles B. Keating
Old Dominion University
Director: Dr. Barry Clemson, 1993

This research investigated the development of Organizational Learning
Process (OLP) through the application of a computer-based strategy in an
organizational setting. OLP is developed from the organizational learning literature
as an integration of similar concepts of organizational processes of inquiry
essential to organizational learning. These concepts included: organizational
dialectic (Argyris and Schon 1978), surfacing and testing mental models (Senge
1990a,1990b), and interpretation process (Daft and Weick 1984). A qualitative
research methodology was developed within a participatory action research
framework (Whyte 1989). A six phase research project, designed as a computer-
based strategy to generate OLP, was applied in an organizational setting.

The research project was conducted in a major healthcare system in the
southeastern United States and involved 17 senior executives. The participants
represented diverse units, services, and geographic locations within the health
system. The participants were separated into two groups and the project was

completed over a 6 month period. For Phase | the context for the research project

was established. In Phase I, individual interviews, based on Schein's (1985)

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



organizational culture concept of internal integration, were conducted. Interview
results were used to construct an organizational profile and computer-based
exercise for each group. For Phase lll, participants anonymously assessed the
organizational profile during the first of two computer-based exercises. During
Phase IV, participants individually examined group assessments during the second
computer-based exercise. In Phase V, participants engaged in a group discussion
and joint examination of profile assessments. Finally, in Phase VI group interviews
were conducted to assess the research project.

Data was collected through: (1) individual interviews, conducted in phases
II-IV and VI, (2) organizational profile assessment results from the Phase Ill and
IV computer exercises, and (3) the Phase VI group interviews. Qualitative data
analyses were performed on interview data (Strauss and Corbin 1990; Patton
1980) at the individual, organizational, and strategy levels. Categories defining the
results of the strategy deployment were subsequently developed.

The research findings demonstrated the strategy capability to: (1) generate
OLP at the individual level, reducing exposure to organizational defenses, (2)
generate OLP at the organizational level, and (3) generate participatory strategy
redesign guidance. In addition, the research generated an exploratory framework
for OLP generated by the strategy. Research implications are also developed for
the local organization, the organizational learning phenomenon, and the

management of organizations. Directions for further research are also outlined.
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PREFACE

This study was motivated by a desire to develop and apply a computer-
based strategy to better understand the process of inquiry supporting
organizational learning at both the individual and organizational levels. | view
understanding and development of the organizational learning process as the
principle challenge to facilitate transition toward advanced organizational learning
systems. To meet this challenge, a participatory research approach offered the
potential for tremendous contributions to knowledge, while at the same time
providing practical benefit to the participants and participating organization.
Understanding of the organizational learning prccess was viewed as far too
complex a task to manage without assistance from pérticipants. Thus, the
objectives of researcher, participants, and the organization were not viewed in
opposition. On the contrary, the interdependence of these objectives was integral
to the research effort and understanding of the organizational learning process.

The desire to engage in this research stemmed from three primary
influences. First, Beer's (1979) concept of identity in the Viable System Model and
the I/dentity Exercise he developed. Beer's work provided an indelible cybernetic
impression for the research. In particular were the concepts of: (1) divergence in

individual perspectives of an organization, and (2) the assertion of identity as a
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continuous process of organizational self-reference. The second influence stems
from Argyris and Schén's (1978) contributions in organizational learning, the theory
of action perspective, and organizational dialectic. Specifically, recognition of the
inherent contradictions between espoused theory and theory-in-use for
organizations and individuals. Also, the nature of organizational dialectic as a
process of inquiry to confront those contradictions. Finally, Schein's (1985)
perspective of internal integration as a function of organizational culture. This
provided a valuable context for constructing an explicit representation of an
organization for the purposes of assessment. The work of these authors greatly
influenced the design, application, and interpretation of the research.

The research was developed to provide a first step toward creating
transitional strategies and processes essential to support accelerated movement
to advanced organizational learning systems. This research was not undertaken
to define, transition, enhance, produce, or modify organizational learning or an
organizational learning system. On the contrary, the research was directed to
articulate a clearer understanding of the individual and organizational processes
fundamental to the development of, and transition toward, advanced organizational
learning systems. This understanding was sought through development and
refinement of the computer-based strategy from a theoretical context and the
subsequent application of that strategy in an organizational setting. Thus, the
design was circular, using theory to design and inform practice and, through that

practice, further informing theory. Therefore, theory and practice become
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inextricably linked, through application, forming a circular relation in a domain of
mutual influence.

The dissertation report is presented in four phases. First, the research
background and organizational learning foundations of the project are developed.
The specific research questions are established within the organizational learning
literature. This entailed developing the research perspective for organizational
learning and positioning that perspective within the larger body of organizational
learning literature. The concept of organizational learning processes of inquiry was
developed as an integration of similar existing, although fragmented, concepts in
the literature. In the second phase, the supporting methodology was developed
and the strategy design constructed within that methodological framework. The
third phase presents the results of data analysis at the individual, organizational,
and strategy levels. Finally, the fourth phase discussed the implications from the
data analysis and future directions for research.

It is important to establish a recognition and sensitivity to the biases of the
researcher. While biases are generally considered a weakness in the traditional
research arena, | accept the premise that their "up front” recognition, and
accountability in design, served to strengthen the research. This research was
marked by a cybernetic perspective in the formulation, design, execution, and
interpretation of the research findings. Also, there was a predisposition for the
utility of qualitative research methods in the study of organizations. Additionally,

| supported the premise that qualitative methods are necessary to address the

vi
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complexities of the organizational learning phenomena investigated. | had, and
retained throughout the effort, a bias and predisposition for participatory action
research as a methodology of choice in organizational investigation. Fundamental
to this bias was the assumption that the organization, as well as participants, had
to play a vital and active role in research designed to produce local benefit while
contributing to the larger body of organizational knowledge. This participatory role
challenged participants and the organization to reach beyond simply being a
source of data. Additionally, | assumed that, given the opportunity to engage in
a spectrum of participatory research ranging in nature from limited to
comprehensive, comprehensive efforts provided the opportunity for the greatest
impact for both the organization and individual participants. However, given
restricted resources, a limited effort also offered benefit and was a preferred
alternative to ‘doing nothing’. This thinking drove the representation of the
research application as a ‘project, indicating an effort of limited duration,
expectations, and expenditure of resources. Therefore, it was recognized that the
research intervention was outside the established functions, processes, and
structures of the organization and participants. Finally, the role of the researcher
in the participatory effort was viewed as facilitative in nature, providing the
administration and instruments for deployment of the computer-based strategy.
Thus, the focus of the researcher was directed to the process generated by the

strategy, not the specific organizational content generated through the application.

Vii
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These biases were not developed as a complete listing. Instead, they
offered an insight for understanding some of the underlying contexts for the

research design, interpretation, and reporting.

viii
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION AND ORGANIZATION

This research was undertaken to further understanding of the organizational
learning phenomenon through a participatory action research project.
Organizational learning has a significant, although diverse, accounting in the
literature. The vast array of theories, models, and perspectives of organizational
learning is well recognized in the literature (Argyris and Schon 1978; Fiol and Lyles
1985; Levitt and March 1988; Huber 1991; Dixon 1992). However, out of this array
emerges one consistent recognition: the significance and implications the
organizational learning phenomenon holds for greater understanding and
betterment of organizations. But as Fiol and Lyles (1985) have pointed out, and
continues to be the case, there is no accepted theory of organizational learning.
Although this lack of accepted theory serves to stimulate research directed at
development of additional models and theory advancement, it should not preclude
deployment of potentially beneficial applications of organizational learning concepts
in organizations. Therefore, this research was undertaken to investigate the
development of processes contributing to the organizational learning

phenomenon.
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Purpose of the Study

The primary purpose of the study was to further understanding of the
processes contributing to organizational learning through the development and
application of a computer-based strategy. With this purpose in mind, three broad
objectives provided additional definition and guided the effort. A short discussion
of these objectives will serve to more completely establish the context for research.

The first objective of the research was to design an intervention strategy
which was computer-based, participatory, and limited in duration. The term
strategy is used to encompass the research application design, supporting
instruments, procedures, and facilitation efforts. There are several important
aspects to this research objective. First, the strategy was developed within the
context of organizational learning. This becomes significant in understanding the
strategy design in terms of the theoretical underpinnings and supporting
perspectives emerging from the organizational learning domain. Second, the
organization did not participate in the design of the research or strategy. Although
this effort is framed as a participatory action research project, it was designed as
a limited effort. The participants and organization were primarily enacting the pre-
designed strategy. This is not intended to minimize the importance of participation
to the research design. Instead, the recognition of the design accomplishment
external to the participating organization is only intended to stress the limitations
for the scope of participation. However, the organization did review the strategy

for appropriateness and participated in making specific determinations concerning
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deployment of the strategy within the organization. Additionally, an important
aspect of participation was the strategy incorporation of mechanisms for
participants to assess the strategy throughout the application. In essence, these
assessment became the foundation for developing the descriptive framework
defining the process of inquiry generated through application of the strategy.
The second objective of the research was to apply the strategy as a
participatory action research project in an organizational setting. Application
involved initial entry and co-constructing, between the researcher and organization,
the fit of the research application to the organization. Since the initial design of
the application was conducted external to the organization, it was necessary to
establish the appropriate fit between the researcher, organization, and the
application. This objective required three principle activities to be conducted
simultaneously. First, the researcher had to create an organizational context from
which the project could be understood. This required the researcher to create a
linkage between the organization and the research design from the researcher's
perspective. Second, the organization had to create a context from which the
research could be understood from an organizational perspective. In this case, the
organization was represented by severalindividuals. These representatives, acting
for the organization, made determinations with respect to tailoring the research
design for application in the organization. These individuals created the
appropriate research context for the organization, and participated in making a joint

determination, with the researcher, concerning the specifics of strategy application
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within the organization. In essence, accomplishment of this objective entailed
moving from a researcher constructed design to a co-constructed ‘organizationally
appropriate’ application tailored to the specific organizational setting.

The final research objective was to enhance understanding of the process
generated through the application. This required beginning to articulate the
processes of organizational inquiry, or Organizational Learning Process (OLP),
generated from the application. An important aspect of this objective was
engaging the participants in reflecting on the strategy. This not only provided the
research data for understanding OLP, but also served as the form of ongoing
participation in the research effort. This was an integral component of the strategy
design, allowing the process to not only produce inquiry processes at the individual
and organizational levels, but also to provide the same level of inquiry to the
strategy itself. The strategy, in this respect, was designed to be self-referential,
generating reflective inquiry about itself. Therefore, the strategy became,
simultaneously: (1) a mechanism to facilitate OLP at the individual and
organizational levels, (2) an application to enhance understanding and implication
of the organizational learning process, and (3) a process with the potential
capability of generating further development of the strategy as a function of the
same inquiry process it was designed to generate.

In essence, the research moved between the theory and practice domains
through the designed application. This was accomplished by: (1) using theoretical

concepts of organizational learning to inform the design of a strategy and
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supporting mechanisms, and (2) application of that strategy in an organizational
setting to better understand organizational learning process and theoretical
implications. Thus, the research moved in circular fashion, from theory to practice,

and back to theory, through the application of the strategy.

Assumptions of the Study

As with any research project involving the study of organizations, there are
assumptions about the specific nature of organizations in relation to the research.
An acknowledgement and elaboration of these assumptions will better serve to
frame the research. Although all assumptions cannot possibly be detailed, or
known, the major assumptions for which a research sensitivity has been
incorporated will be acknowledged. There are four specific assumptions about
organizations underlying the research effort. The first assumption, that individuals
of an organization have differing perspectives for some of the most fundamental,
taken for granted, attributes and characteristics of the organization. These
differences remain organizationally tacit until some form of representation makes
them explicit. Also, that these differences can be drawn out, or made explicit,
through representation of organizational assessments based on Schein's (1985)
organizational culture perspective of internal integration.

A second research assumption concerns emergence of inherent differences
in assessments of the explicit representation. For research purposes, this
assumption takes the form of implying that the participants are capable, through

the application, of making distinctions between what Argyris and Schén (1978)
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refer to as theory-in-use and espoused theory. The critical assumption for the
research was that these distinctions are capable of being developed by the
participants through the application. In essence, although Argyris and Schén
(1978) contend that there is unawareness of theory-in-use, this research was
based, in part, on the assumption that participants can come to some level of
awareness of divergence between theory-in-use and espoused theory operating
in the organization. This distinction between espoused theory and theory-in-use
was necessary to provide a focus for inquiry.

The third research assumption was that the strategy could be executed
within the domain of organizational defenses and barriers to organizational learning
present in an organization. The strategy design was assumed to be capable of
overcoming organizational defenses to the extent necessary to allow the process
of inquiry to develop. [f the strategy could not, to some degree, penetrate and get
beyond these organizational defenses, generating the inquiry processes of
organizational learning would be doubtful. This assumption was not that
organizational defenses could be eliminated or even significantly reduced. Instead,
the assumption was made that organizational defenses could be overcome to the
extent necessary to permit the process of inquiry to develop.

The fourth research assumption was that the application of the strategy
within a single organization could provide implications beyond the local
organizational context. The local context, and generation of benefit in the local

context, were certainly a major priority of the research. However, the research
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was also designed for understanding and implications for organizations beyond the
local context of application. The limitations associated with a single organization
for study, and the corresponding challenges for extending the results beyond the
narrow scope of the study were accepted. Although the research was focused on
one organization, the assumption of the research was that local level impact could
be accomplished while at the same time projecting implications for OLP to the
larger domain of organizations. Therefore, although the study is recognized as
being limited with respect to generalizability, this limitation is recognized to
establish an appropriate context for the applicability of the research findings
beyond the narrow scope of the single organization studied.

The organizational assumptions upon which the research rests, in part, form
an important background for understanding the design and application of the
research strategy. These assumptions also provide insight for the analyses of

data and interpretation of research findings.

The Research Questions

The overarching question which guided the research was: Can development
of organizational learning process be facilitated througii a structured participatory
action research project? There were three important elements to understanding
this research question. First, the research studied application of a predesigned
strategy. The specific step-by-step structure followed for the research application,
computer-based applications, interviews, and procedures were developed by the

researcher prior to application in the organizational setting. This strategy design
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was based on application of organizational learning perspectives from the
literature. Second, the participatory design permitted the participants to actively
assess the strategy, content, and inquiry processes generated throughout the
application. This participation was a central part of the research design. The
participants were assigned responsibility, not as participants in an idle application,
but to be continuously reflective of all aspects of the application. To further define
the research, the central research question was approached by addressing three
supporting research questions.
These questions included:

1) Does the application of the strategy generate organizational leaming
process at the individual level?

2) Does the application of the strategy generate organizational leaming
process at the organizational level?

3) Does the participatory approach generate reframing of the strategy as
a result of the application?

The first research question was focused on the individual participants in the
application. Specifically, the individual participants and their assessments of the
impact and implications of the application at the individual level of analysis. For
this question, an important distinction was made with respect to the individual in
relation to organizational learning. This distinction is not between ‘individual’
learning and ‘organizational’ learning, as is frequently the case in the current
literature (Argyris and Schén 1978; Fiol and Lyles 1985; Lundburg 1989). On the

contrary, the distinction sought is organizational learning process at the ‘individual

level' as opposed to organizational learning at the ‘organizational level'. Thus, the
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the research suggests that the organizational learning process was examined at
both the individual and organizational levels. The individual level distinction was
simply the application allowing participants to engage in a process of
organizational inquiry without exposure to formal group or organizational
processes.

The second research question is focused on the generation of organizational
learning processes of inquiry at the organizational level. In this case the
organizational level was considered to be the individual groups as they focused on
questions directed at the overall health system. This question moved beyond the
individual level, seeking to understand the impact of the application on the
organizational processes of inquiry as a result of exposure to group and
organizational processes beyond the individual participants.

The final research question is focused on the strategy itself. This question
involved the ability of the participatory approach to provide a means for the
strategy to actively assess 'itself as an integral part of the design. In essence, the
strategy was turned back upon itseif throuigh the continuai assessment by the
participants. The implications of the strategy for facilitating change to itself through
the application was examined. Therefore, the strategy is viewed not just in terms
of the ability to generate organizationai learning process for individual participants
and the organization. The strategy was further examined for the ability to generate
modification to itself through the organizational learning process it was seeking to

generate. In essence, the strategy incorporated the function of facilitating its own
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learning through the process of inquiry it was designed to generate within the

organizational context of application.

Scope and Limitations of the Study

This research was undertaken as a limited intervention strategy with respect
to the organizational learning context. Argyris and Schén (1978) categorize
interventions, with respect to organizational learning, as "comprehensive” and
"limited™ Comprehensive intervention involves transformation of individual
theories-in-use enroute to the transformation of the organizational learning system.
In the limited intervention, which is the thrust of the proposed research effort, the
following perspective is provided by Argyris and Schén (1978): (1) the process of
organizational inquiry is facilitated by the interventionist, (2) conditions of error are
engaged by the organization, and (3) the interventionist seeks to allow a forum for
the organization to break out of the restrictive perspective which may be limiting
to the organization. This concept of 'limited' intervention serves as a starting point
for discussing the scope of the research effort.

The research strategy closely paralieled the suggestion of the researcher
(interventionist) as facilitator of the process of organizational inquiry. Clearly, the
strategy placed the researcher as the facilitator for the effort. However, this role
of facilitation included two important points with respect to the process of inquiry.
First, the design for the structured process of inquiry was accomplished by the
researcher. Although the organization participated in the determination of

application parameters within the organization, the researcher designed both the
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inquiry strategy, instruments, and procedures. This served to narrow the research
to a set of specific activities to be conducted during the project. Therefore, the
scope of the research was restricted to accomplishment of the activities
predetermined by the research design. Since the format for inquiry was structured
and predesigned by the researcher, the role of facilitator served to both define, and
limit, the scope of the research effort. The second point of research as facilitation
was the research focus on generation of process and not on the content generated
during the application. The researcher focus was on understanding the process
being generated through participatory reflection on that process. However, the
organizational focus also included the potential benefits to be derived through
understand the specific organizational content being generated through the
application.

The research scope was limited with respect to comprehensiveness and
depth of the application. The intent of the research was not a comprehensive
endeavor to transform the organizational learning system of the participating
organization. On the contrary, the depth of the research strategy was limited to
investigation of the process generated by application of the strategy in the local
organizational setting. Also, to understand the implications of that local application
for the larger domain of organizational learning. The strategy provided the
opportunity for differences in assessments of the organization to emerge and be
confronted, through a process of directed inquiry, at both the individual and

organizational levels. However, in the context of the organizational learning
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system, the depth of this effort was limited to the narrow focus on the process
generated by application of the strategy. The limited intent of the research was
to investigate the local process and project the findings of the investigation beyond
the local setting. Thus, implications for facilitation of processes contributing to
advanced organizational learning were sought through the application.

The research application was designed as a limited intervention strategy.
Design limitations on the scope of the research included: (1) development and
application of the process outside routine organizational activities, structures, and
processes, (2) implementation of the application as a research project’without the
implication of permanence or sustainability beyond the facilitated research efforts,
and (3) facilitation of the effort by a single researcher through a participatory
design. The comprehensive nature of the effort was also limited by a clear design
of activities to be accomplished in a limited time period. These activities lacked
the depth, sustainability, or duration to be considered comprehensive.

Clearly, this research effort falls into a classification of limited intervention
strategy. The scope of the effort falls outside what might be considered a
comprehensive intervention into the organizational learning system as classified
by Argyris and Schén (1978). This distinction of limited scope for the research
effort is essential to understanding the design, implementation, and implications

for the application.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



—— e

13

The Importance of the Research

The significance of the study lies in the attempt to simultaneously contribute
to both theory and practice for organizations. The importance and contribution of
the research must be understood on each of these two interconnected levels. The
research moves from: (1) the theoretical underpinnings in the organizational
learning literature, through (2) design of the strategy, including implementing
artifacts, informed by theory, to (3) application of the strategy in an organizational
setting, back to (4) reflections on the theoretical underpinnings, and finally to (5)
suggestion for redesign of the strategy. Thus, the research became an
inseparable circularity between theory and practice, bridged by application of the
strategy.

The research offered an important advance in the theoretical domain of
organizational learning. There are many similar processes identified in the
organizational learning literature that point to the importance of generating
organizational processes of inquiry. These processes are recognized as essential
to development of advanced organizational learning systems. Several
predominant descriptions of these processes include: organizational dialectic
(Argyris and Schén 1978), surfacing and testing mental models (Senge 199043,
1990b), and interpretation systems (Daft and Weick 1984). Further understanding,
and integration of these processes, within the context of organizational learning,
was an important undertaking of the research. In addition, the organizational

learning literature is extended through local application. Finally, this research
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suggests an important role for the participatory action research approach to
investigation of process phenomena concerning organizational learning.

While the research was an important extension of the theoretical domain for
organizational learning, it also offered wide ranging social implications. The
promise organizational learning holds for organizations has received considerable
attention. This research was designed as an application to further understanding
of processes that enhance and contribute to organizational learning. Through a
facilitated application, instruments, and the corresponding process generated,
implications for the organizational learning phenomenon were investigated. The
social implications included the potential for greater understanding of processes
necessary for movement to more advanced organizational learning systems. A
further understanding and implications for accelerating development of
organizational learning skills and processes was a primary focus of the research.
Therefore, the research stands as an initial step in development and transition of
what Argyris and Schén (1978) characterize as limited organizational learning
systems to more advanced forms of organizational learning systems.

The research was also directed as a step toward suggesting relations and
implications for organizational learning ‘process-in-practice’. The participatory
application did not suggest development of the theory and practice domains to the
exclusion of one another. Instead, through application, each domain informed the
other as application blurred traditional boundaries assumed to separate the

domains. Thus, organizational learning theory became reflected back upon itself
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through the application. The interrelated domains of theory, designed application,
and practice were used to inform one another. The potential social impacts of the
research included: (1) generation of a process, and supporting mechanisms, for
facilitated inquiry into multiple perspectives of the organization, (2) providing an
initial step in exploring necessary processes, and corresponding skills, necessary
to move to more advanced organizational learning systems, and (3) providing an
application strategy with the potential to result in greater individual and
organizational understanding of multiple organizational perspectives. In essence,
the research advanced localized organizational practice while contributing to the
larger body of organizational knowledge.

A primary social contribution of the research was the design and application
of an organizational strategy for facilitated inquiry. This strategy went beyond the
theoretical domain of organizational learning, and emerged as a developed
application of concepts generated from the theoretical domain. The research
deployed the strategy, including the underlying mechanics that supported
application of the strategy, in the organizational setting for research. Essentially,
the research formed a relation between three domains. These domains included:
(1) the theoretical foundations supporting the design, (2) the resulting strategy
design itself, and (3) the supporting mechanics to implement the strategy design.
Taken individually, each domain had implications for organizations. However, the
potential for contribution was heightened by viewing each domain as informing,

and being informed, by the other domains. Therefore, the social implication
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became joint development of the theoretical, design, and implementation domains
through application.

Beyond the wider ranging social implications of the research, the application
attempted to generate, explore, and develop multiple perspectives of participants
within the local organizational context. This local process had the potential to
increase understanding of the organization at both the individual and organizational
levels. The potential for increased understanding was created by making tacit
individual perspectives of the organization explicit, and exposing the participants
to a wider array of perspectives present in the organization. Therefore, beyond
reflections on the process, the application provided a means to suggest further
reflection and potential actions within the local context. At both the individual and
organizational levels, these actions were potentially targeted to increase
performance. Increased levels of performance, or effectiveness, was a prevailing
assumption from the organizational learning literature (Fiol and Lyles 1985). Thus,
the application had the potential, at both organizational and individual levels, to
provide benefit to the participants and the organization. However, although the
application was developed within the local context, the corresponding processes
generated were analyzed for organizational implications beyond the local

application.

Organization of the Dissertation

The dissertation is organized into four primary phases (Figure 1). These

phases include: (1) development of the organizational learning context for
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research, (2) design of the project, (3) research findings, and (4) implications
based on research findings. In the first phase, the objective is to establish a
context for the effort. Chapter 1 establishes the introductory background, including
research objectives and questions. This serves to establish the initial context for
the research. Chapter 2 reviews the supporting literature and research to ground
the research in the organizational learming field. A broad overview of
organizational learning is conducted. Additionally, the elements of the theory of
action perspective of organizational learning (Argyris and Schén 1978) are
examined in relation to the current research. Also, the research perspective for
organizational learning is developed from the literature. Finally, the concept of
Organizational Learning Process (OLP) is developed as an integration of several
similar processes identified in the organizational learning literature. Although each
of these processes are different, they are all rooted in the process of
organizational inquiry and recognize this process as fundamental to organizational
learning. The first phase concludes by discussing the implications of the research
project with respect to the literature.

In the second phase, the supporting methodology and research design are
developed. Chapter 3 develops the supporting methodology within the framework
of participatory action research. Challenges to qualitative research design are
addressed as the research methodology supporting the research is developed.
Chapter 4 establishes the research design, including detailed discussion of each

phase of the four phase strategy. In addition, the contextual setting for each
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phase of the research is developed. This chapter also describes the data
collection and analysis methods.

The third phase of the dissertation is dedicated to reporting of the results.
The objective is to develop the analyses of data with respect to the research
objectives and questions. Chapter 5 details research findings concerning OLP at
the individual participant level. This chapter develops data for responding to the
first research question concerning OLP at the individual level. Chapter 6 provides
research findings with respect to OLP at the organizational level, addressing the
second research question. Finally, Chapter 7 establishes the research findings
with respect to strategy reframing, the final research question.

For the final phase of the dissertation, Chapter 8 develops: (1) the response,
based on research findings, to each of the research questions, (2) implications for
the local organization, (3) implications for the management of organizations, (4)
implications for organizational learning theory, and (5) directions for future

research.
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CHAPTER 2

REVIEW OF LITERATURE AND RELATED RESEARCH

The literature for organizational learning is vast, with many representations,
models, and perspectives of the phenomenon. The purpose of this literature
review is to establish the context of the current research within the larger body of
knowledge concerning the organizational learning phenomenon. Additionally, the
review will narrow the focus of the research within the array of models,
perspectives, and approaches to understanding the organizational learning
phenomenon.

The literature review will provide a platform for the current research. The
influences, significance, and research implications stemming from the literature are
developed. This establishes the research within the larger context of the
organizational learning literature and secures an appropriate point of departure for
the research. While the literature is wide ranging, it is also recognized that. no
accepted theory of organizational leamning exists (Fiol and Lyles 1985; Lundburg
1989); there is a lack of synthesis or cumulative work in the research (Huber
1991); and the body of literature is focused predominantly on the theoretical,
versus application, nature of organizational learning (Ventriss and Luke 1988;

Shrivastava 1983; Huber 1991). The review of literature and research efforts with
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respect to organizational learning serves to establish the background, direction,

and necessity for the research effort.

Overview of the Literature Review

The focus of the literature review examines seven primary areas (Figure 2) in
establishing a platform for research. First, an overview of organizational learning
is developed by presenting multiple perspectives and descriptions of the
phenomenon. This is not intended as a comprehensive assessment of the
organizational learning literature. The scope of the organizational learning
phenomenon is beyond what could adequately be addressed by this literature
review. Instead, this review will serve to establish the diversity, and fragmentation,
of the literature with respect to organizational learning. Also, the significant works
and perspectives of organizational learning are acknowledged. Additionally, this
review positions the primary research perspective within the larger context of the
organizational learning literature. Second, areas of convergence in the
organizational learning literature are examined and developed in relation to the
research. Although the thinking and perspectives are diverse, there is recognized
convergence in several important aspects of the organizational learning
phenomenon. The first two components of the literature review establish the larger
context for organizational learning.

The third area of literature review will elaborate on the Theory of Action
perspective of organizational learning as developed by Argyris and Schén (1978).

The principle components of the perspective will be examined in relation to the
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research. The objective is to articulate the major points of the theory of action
perspective within the larger domain of organizational learning. Also, this review
establishes the research within the context of the theory of action perspective.

The fourth component of the literature review integrates similar organizational
learning concepts describing processes of inquiry. Although they are derived from
multiple perspectives of organizational learning, these concepts are all similar and
offer an appropriate point of literature convergence for the research. Each concept
describes a process, rooted in organizational inquiry, and necessary for effective
organizational learning. The objective of this phase of the literature review is to
recognize, and integrate, these fragmented concepts into a specific perspective of
the process of inquiry fundamental to organizational learning. Generation of this
process, which | have referred to as Organizational Learning Process (OLP), is the
subject for the research.

The fifth component of literature review addresses facilitation of
organizational learning. This review examines intervention and research efforts
designed to facilitate organizational learning. The objective is to recognize
approaches and prior efforts which have attempted to facilitate organizational
learning. The scope of the research project is established in relation to these
facilitation efforts.

The sixth component of the literature review develops the implications of the
literature for the research effort. This narrows the focus of organizational learning

perspectives and establishes the specific research perspective for organizational
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learning. The objective of this review is to: (1) develop the specific organizational
learning perspective to be used for the research, and (2) to elaborate and
distinguish that perspective within the larger context of organizational learning.
This perspective is principally draw from the Argyris and Schén (1978) theory of
action perspective of organizational learning. However, otherrelevant perspectives
are discussed as they relate to the research, particular in areas of recognized
convergence in the organizational learning literature. Additionally, the research is

distinguished within the current organizational learning literature.

Multiple Perspectives of Organizational Learning

The relevance of an organizational learning perspective to future
organizations and society is well recognized (Bederian 1986; Garratt 1987; Argyris
and Schén 1978; Senge 1990a, 1990b; Ventriss and Luke 1988; Dixon 1992).
However, beyond this recognition, a mature consensus for the organizational
learning phenomenon is lacking. As Ventriss and Luke (1988) point out, the field
of organizational learning is still in the embryonic stages of development. Huber
adds that, "it is important to challenge narrow concepts of organizational learning,
or of any phenomenon, early in the history of inquiry, as narrow conceptions
decrease the chances of encountering useful findings or ideas" (Huber 1991, 89).
In commenting on the difficulty of a literature review of the organizational learning
phenomenon, Argyris and Schén (1978) recognize an important starting point:

The essential difficulty of the review is that organizations are phenomena

which may be, and have been, examined through the lenses of very
different disciplines --social psychology, anthropology, sociology, and
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systems theory, to name a few. The notion of organizational learning has
a meaning, and we think an important meaning, from all of these points
of view. (Argyris and Schén 1978, 330-331)

The diversity of perspectives becomes evident through the many characterizations
of organizational learning. Fiol and Lyles trace the confusion in the organizational
learning term back to Simon's (1969) characterization of organizational learning as:

.. . the growing insights and successful restructurings of organizational
problems by individuals reflected in the structural elements and outcomes
of the organization itself. (Fiol and Lyles 1985, 803)

Organizational learning has also been characterized in the following ways:

Organizational learning is a process in which members of an organization
detect error or anomaly and correct it by restructuring organizational
theory of action, embedding the results of their inquiry in organizational
maps and images. (Argyris and Schén 1978, 58)

. . . the process within the organization by which knowledge about
action-outcome relationships and the effect of the environment on these
relationships is developed. (Duncan and Weiss 1979, 84)

. .. @ process in which growing insights and successful restructurings of
organizational problems by the individuals dealing with them reflect
themselves in the structural elements and outcomes of the organization
itself. (Miles and Randolph 1980, 50)

. . . the conscious and deliberate extension of a consensually shared
knowledge base by members of dominant coalition. (Ratliff 1981)

Organizational learning entails conversion of individual knowledge and
insights into a systematic organizational knowledge base which informs
decision-making. (Shrivastava, 1983, 18)

. . . the process by which an organization obtains and uses new
knowledge, tools, behaviors, and values. (Bennis and Nanus 1985, 7)

. . . the process of improving actions through better knowledge and
understanding. (Fiol and Lyles 1985, 803)

—— e~
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.. . routine based, history dependent, and target oriented. Organizations
learn by encoding inferences from history into routines that guide
behavior. (Levitt and March 1988, 319)

. . . the organization's (and its members') capacity to learn its own
processes and the underlying causes (the praxis, not just the design) and
about how to change those processes to produce different results.
(Valenca Pereira 1990, iii)

. . . an organization learns if any of its units acquires knowledge that it
recognizes as potentially useful to the organization. (Huber 1991)

. . . Learning occurs as organizational actions lead to environmental
responses, which are interpreted by individuals who share their
interpretations and form a collective organizational action-response map
based on cause-effect relationships. (Courtney and O'keefe 1992, 23)
The intent of this listing of perspectives related to organizational learning is to
demonstrate some of the diverse thinking, fragmentation, and complexity in
characterizations of the organizational learning phenomenon. This is not to
minimize the importance of the organizational learning phenomenon. On the
contrary, this indicates the necessity to establish a specific perspective prior to
engaging in research of the organizational learning phenomenon. As Daft and
Huber (1987) point out:
Not surprisingly, the authors of articles that review literature on
organizational learning have attempted to cope first with the task of
interpreting the concept 'organizational learning' and second with
integrating the growing literature on the topic. (Daft and Huber 1987, 3)
There have been several important examinations attempting to integrate, and
classify, organizational learning (Shrivastava 1981, 1983; Fiol and Lyles 1985; Daft
and Huber 1987; Huber 1991, Dixon 1992). Each account recognizes the diversity

of perspectives and attempts a categorization of the diverse perspectives. Figure
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3 is a summary of these different classification schemes. As the figure points out,
the 'classifications' of literature also exhibit a diversity in attempting to group the
different perspectives, models, and theories that seek to describe the
organizational learning phenomenon. Again, the significance of these different
accounts of the organizational learning phenomenon are not intended as a
complete accounting of the phenomenon. On the contrary, they demonstrate the
necessity to precisely describe the phenomenon being referred to as
‘organizational learning' for research purposes. Otherwise, research, just as the
descriptions of the phenomenon, is subject to a diffused understanding.

Argyris and Schén (1978) identify six perspectives they subsequently used
to examine the literature of organizational learning. These perspectives stem from
the view of an organization as: group (social psychology), agent (instrumentalism,
management theory), structure (sociology, theory of bureaucracy), system
(cybernetics, information theory), culture (anthropology, ethnomethodology,
phenomenology), and politics (political theory, theory of sociopolitical movements).
Although they recognize the listing as incomplete, it represents an attempt to
appreciate different perspectives of organizational learning based on the larger
frameworks within which they have been constructed. Thus, the perspective of
learning in organizations is dependent upon, and informed by, the particular
perspective of organization use to guide thinking. In addition, the theory of action
perspective of organizational learning (Argyris and Schén 1978) was advanced as

a comprehensive theory of organizational learning drawing from, and incorporating
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essential characteristics, of many of the aiternative perspectives of organizations.
In an assessment of approaches to organizational learning Valenca Pereira (1990)
recognized the comprehensive nature of the theory of action perspective. In
essence, the theory of action perspective might be considered to present an
overarching, or integrative, approach to understanding multiple perspectives of
orgeanizational learning.

Shrivastava (1983) suggested that the major perspectives on organizational
learning, and the supporting authors, could be classified as: adaptive learning
(Cyert and March 1963; Cangelosi and Dill 1965; March and Olsen 1976),
assumption sharing (Argyris and Schén 1978; Mitroff and Emshoff 1979; Mason
and Mitroff 1981), development of knowledge bases (Duncan and Weiss 1979;
Dutton and Duncan 1981), and institutionalized experience effects (Boston
Consulting Group 1968; Abernathy and Wayne 1974; Yelle 1979). Shrivastava
(1983) further suggests a typology for 'learning systems' in organizations based on
a range of two dimensions. First, the dimension of 'individual-organizational’,
ranging from learning systems dependent on individuals tc those dependent on
participative processes of knowledge sharing. The second dimension,
‘evolutionary-design', ranging from those learning systems that develop without
active design to ones that are purposefully designed.

Fiol and Lyles (1985) suggested that representations of organizational
learning have been presented as: new insights or knowledge (Argyris and Schén

1978; Hedberg 1981), new structures (Chandler 1962), new systems (Jelinek 1979,
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Miles 1982), actions (Cyert and March 1963; Miller and Friesen 1980), and various

combinations of the preceding representations (Bartunek 1984; Shrivastava and
Mitroff 1982). This classification of learning in organizations served as a
demonstration of the diversity and fragmentation of thinking with respect to
organizational learning phenomenon. In their classification of organizational
learning, Fiol and Lyles (1985) continued to make two major distinctions. First,
organizational learning, and the contributing perspectives, could be distinguished
in terms of content and level. Content being either cognition development
(adjustments in interpretations and shared schemes) or behavior development
(actions taken based on interpretations). Level was distinguished as being either
lower level or higher level:
Lower level learning occurs within a given organizational structure, a given
set of rules. It leads to the development of some rudimentary
associations of behavior and outcomes, but these usually are of short
duration and impact part of what an organization does. It is a result of
repetition and routine and involves association building (Fiol and Lyles
1985, 807).
Higher level learning . . . aims at adjusting overall rules and norms rather
than specific activities or behaviors. The associations that result from
higher-level learning have long term effects and impacts on the
organization as a whole. This type of learning occurs through the use
heuristics, skill development, and insights. It therefore is a more cognitive
process than is lower-level learning, which often is the result of repetitive
behavior (Fiol and Lyles 1985, 808).
The distinction in lower and higher levels of learning proposed by Fiol and Lyles
(1985) is similar to Argyris and Schén's (1978) single-loop and double-loop

learning distinction. Fiol and Lyles (1985) made a second recognition that there

was a need to make a distinction between adaptation and learning. The failure to
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adequately make this distinction was identified as a primary cause of confusicn in
the organizational learning literature. While Shrivastava (1981,1983) established
adaptation as a classification of organizational learning, Fiol and Lyles (1985)
moved beyond this to call for distinction between learning and adaptation.
Learning was described as, "The development of insights, knowledge, and
associations between past actions, the effectiveness of those actions, and future
actions” (Fiol and Lyles 1985, 811). However, adaptation was characterized as,
"The ability to make incremental adjustments as a resu't of environmental changes,
goal structure changes, or other changes" (Fiol and Lyles 1985, 811). They
continued to suggest an appropriate division of organizational learning literature
along the lines of the adaptation or learning perspective.

Daft and Huber (1987) propose that organizational learning can be classified
into two basic perspectives, system-structural and interpretative. The system-
structural perspective is based on information acquisition and distribution. The
interpretive perspective is concerned with shared interpretations by organizational
members, whereby information is given meaning by the members of the
organization. The concept of shared interpretation is similar to Shrivastava's
(1983) classification of assumption sharing. Additionally, Daft and Huber's (1987)
classification scheme placed greater emphasis on the role of information as the
central focus to develop a classification scheme for organizational learning. While
this is similar to Argyris and Schén's (1978) information accessibility, it places a

greater emphasis on information. They continue to recognize the need to ". . .
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develop explicit recommendations for designing effective interpretive systems,
which are currently soft and ill-defined" (Daft and Huber 1987, 29).

In a recent assessment of the processes of organizational learning, Huber
(1991), suggests that organizational learning can be viewed from four primary
constructs, including: knowledge acquisition, information distribution, information
interpretation, and organizational memory. He concludes that: (1) the complexity
of organizational processes and subprocesses that may account for changes in
organizational behaviors is much greater than organizational science literature
suggests, (2) the organizational learning phenomenon lacks substantiated theory
and would benefit from additional development and research, (3) there is a lack
of integration and cumulative research concerning organizational learning, and (4)
research of organizational learning has not produced guidelines that would be
valuable to organizations forincreasing effectiveness. The lack of accepted theory
(Fiol and Lyles 1985) and limited development of useful applications of the
organizational learning phenomenon (Ventriss and Luke 1988) is well recognized.

Although the preceding account of organizational learning includes some of
the major work in the field, it is by no means exhaustive. There are numerous
other interpretations and developments based on organizational learning. The
literature, and perspectives, continue to grow as the field expands. Organizational
learning has been characterized in multiple and confusing terms, including:
dissipative structures (Gemmill and Smith 1985), parenthetic learning (Klein 1989),

discontinuous non-linear learning (Meyers 1990), Kolb's learning model (Sims and
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Sauser 1985; Carlsson, Keane, and Martin 1976), learning in bureaucracies
(Zayed, 1989), learning systems (Shrivastava 1981,1983), internal diversification
(Kazanjian and Drazin 1987), systems-structural and interpretative (Daft and Huber
1987), insight from experience (Shaw and Perkins 1991), institutionalized
innovation (Jelinek 1979), confrontational-learning (Bowen and Fry 1992), learning
from experience (Herriott, Levinthal, and March 1985; Levitt and March 1988), and
unlearning (Hedberg 1981). While this listing is not exhaustive, itindicates, as Fiol
and Lyles (1985), Lundburg (1989), and Huber (1991) have all pointed out:
understanding ofthe organizational learning phenomenon has been, and continues
fo be, fragmented. This diversity of perspectives, and fragmentation, of the
organizationallearning phenomenon, accentuates the importance of developing the
specific perspective of organizational learning used for the research.

~ This brief examination of the organizational learning perspectives in the
literature demonstrates: (1) the magnitude of different perspectives, (2) the
recognized importance of organizational learning as a phenomenon, and (3) the
necessity to be specific in characterizing the organizational learning perspective
taken for the research effort. This is not to imply that there are not points of
recognized convergence in the organizational learning literature. On the contrary,
there are several important points of convergence in the literature that impact the

research perspective of organizational learning.
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Convergence in the Organizational Learning Literature

Fiol and Lyles (1985), as well as Lundburg (1989), point out that there is no
accepted theory of organizational learning and a need for a methodology capable
of providing a more in-depth analysis of organizational learning systems.
However, Fiol and Lyles (1985) also suggest general consensus of the
organizational learning literature concerning: (1) the importance of alignment of the
organization with the environment, constantly adjusting to changes in the
environment, (2) the recognized necessity to distinguish between individual and
organizational learning, and (3) organizational learning being influenced by
contextual factors, including; corporate culture, strategy, structure, and
environment. Lundburg (1989) acknowledges the convergence suggested by Fiol
and Lyles (1985) and adds three additional points of convergence: (1) recognition
that organizational beliefs and interpretations result from associations, held
explicitly or implicitly, between actions and outcomes, (2) the necessity to make
distinctions in the hierarchy of learning levels, primarily between lower level (first-
order change, single-loop learning) and higherlevel (second-order change, double-
loop learning), and (3) the process orientation of organizational learning. Although
these points of apparent consensus offer some agreement, organizational learning
remains a fragmented phenomenon.

Shrivastava (1983) offers the following themes emerging with respect to the
literature of organizational learning:

(1) Organizational learning is an organizational process rather
than an individual process. Although individuals are the
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(3)

(4)

)

6)

agents through whom the learning takes place, the process of
learning is influenced by a much broader set of social,
political, and structural variables. It involves sharing of
knowledge, beliefs, or assumptions among individuals.

Organizational learning is closely linked with experience that
the organization possesses. Through previous experience in
a decision area or activity, the organization learns to adapt its
goals, selectively attend to its environment, and search for
solutions to organizational problems.

The outcome of organizational learning is organizationally
shared, consensually validated, and integrated system of
action-outcome heuristics which are used widely, though not
uniformly or consistently, in decision-making.

Learning involves fundamental changes in the theories-in-use
or frames of reference within which decision-making
proceeds. It involves a reorientation of worldviews of the
important decision-makers, as well as structural and
procedural changes, to incorporate the newly acquired
knowledge. The process involves alignment of perspectives
and occurs over a long period of time.

Learning occurs at several levels in the organization e.qg.
individual, department, plant, corporation, industry, etc. The
learning levels of importance to strategic decisions are the
aggregate organization level and the industry level. The
former infforms the decision-makers perceptions of the
environment.

Organizational learning is institutionalized in the form of
learning systems which include informal and formal
mechanisms of management information sharing, planning,
and control. (Shrivastava 1983, 16-17)

35

These limited points of convergence in the organizational learning literature provide

an important starting point to move into a more specific representation of

organizational learning supporting the research. The scope of literature and

perspectives requires this narrowing and specificity to avoid further confusion and

——
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~ to focus the research perspective for organizational learning. Since the primary

supporting pérspective is Argyris and Schon's (1978) theory of action perspective,
a more complete development of this perspective is necessary to provide a

theoretical base for the research.

The Theory of Action Perspective of Organizational Leérning

The research perspective of organizational learning is principally drawn from
Argyris and Schén (1978) and the theory of action perspective. Therefore, a short
explanation of the significance of this perspective, with respect to the research, will
be developed. The theory of action is related to, and has been developed within,
the context of intervention (Argyris and Schén 1974,1978; Argyris 1976, 1982,
1980, 1992). This is an important aspect of the research, since the research
design calls for a limited intervention. Although this perspective of organizational
learning is discussed independently, itis recognized as being influenced by several
broad perspectives (Argyris and Schon 1978; Valenca Pereira 1990). Therefore,
[ consider this perspective the most capable of providing an overarching framework
and organizational learning context for the research. To _narrow the focus of
review of the Theory of Action, the essential elements which influenced the
research are discussed. These elements include: (1) the basis for the theory of
action, (2) distinctions in individual and organizational learning, (3) single-loop and
double-loop learning, (4) organizational dialectic as a process of inquiry, (5) shared
images and maps, and (6) Models O-l and O-Il organizational learning systems.

Although these areas do not give a complete representation of the theory of action
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perspective of organizational learning, they provide the context for understanding

the theory of action as it was applied to the research effort.

Basis for the Theory of Action Perspective

In establishing the theory of action perspective for organizations, Argyris and
Schén (1978) contend that the norms, strategies, and assumptions are embedded
in practice and constitute component theories of action. The total of these
component theories of action constitute an instrumental theory of action for the
organization.

The company's instrumental theory of action is a complex system of
norms, strategies, and assumptions. It includes in its scope the
organization's patterns of communication and control, its ways of
allocating resources to goals, and its provisions for self maintenance . .
. .(Argyris and Schén 1978, 15)

Extending the theory of action from individuals to organizations, they explain:

Perhaps organizations also have theories of action which inform their
actions, espoused theories which they announce to the world and
theories-in-use which may be inferred from their directly observable
behavior. if so, then organizational learning might be understood as the
testing and restructuring of organizational theories of action and, in the
organizational context as in the individual one, we might examine the
impact of models of action theories upon the capacity for kinds of
learning. (Argyris and Schén 1978, 11)

As a key to the theory of action perspective of organizational learning, there is
recognition of the implicit, and tacit nature of the theory of action.

Like the rules for collective decision and action, organizational theories of
action need not be explicit. Indeed, formal corporate documents such as
organization charts, policy statements, and job descriptions often reflect
a theory of action (the espoused theory) which conflict with the
organization's theory-in-use (the theory of action constructed from
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observation of actual behavior)--and the theory in use is often tacit.
(Argyris and Schon 1978, 15)

This establishes the potential for disparity and incongruity in the theory of action
for an organization. This is evidenced as conflict between the espoused theory
and theory-in-use:
Organizational theory-in-use may remain tacit . . . because its incongruity
with espoused theory is undiscussable. Or it may remain tacit because
individual members of the organization know more than they can say --
because the theory-in-use is inaccessible to them. Whatever the reason
for tacitness, the largely tacit theory-in-use accounts for organizational
identity and continuity. (Argyris and Schén 1978, 15)
This suggests that to operate on the theory of action, it must be made explicit.
However, a dilemma exist since individuals are unaware of these theories of action
directing the organization as tacit assumptions.

There are three major research perspective influences to be summarized
from the theory of action perspective. First, the distinction between espoused
theory and theory-in-use operating in an organization. This established the context
for a contradiction in the theory of action. A contradiction that must be made
explicit, or represented, to be recognized and addressed. Thus, the second point,
that the theory-in-use can be, and most likely is, tacit and to some degree in
conflict with the espoused theory. Finally, the suggestion of organizational learning
as a process. This process aspect of organizational learning is consistent with
other representations of organizational learning in the literature (Simon 1963;

Duncan and Weiss 1979; Miles and Randolf 1980; Fiol and Lyles 1985; Lundburg

1989).
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Individual and Organizational Learning
As other organizational learning literature has recognized, Argyris and Schén
(1978) also distinguish between individual and organizational learning processes.
This suggestion is a recognized point of convergence in the organizational learning
literature (Fiol and Lyles 1985; Lundburg 1989; Shrivastava 1983). The process
of human learning can be understood in terms of ". . . the construction, testing,
and restructuring of a certain kind of knowledge" (Argyris and Schén 1978, 10).
Argyris and Schén (1978) make a fundamental distinction with respect to the
requirements for individual learning as opposed to organizational learning. They
suggest that, although individuals must learn as agents of the organization, ". . .
individual learning is a necessary but insufficient condition for organizational
learning" (Argyris and Schén 1978, 20). Thus, although individuals might learn in
an organization, this does not necessitate that organizational learning will occur.
On the contrary, they point out that, “. . . in order for organizational learning to
occur, learning agents' discoveries, inventions, and evaluations mustbe embedded
in organizational memory" (Argyris and Schén 1978, 19). This estabiishes
organizational learning as a phenomenon which occurs through individuals, but
operates at a level beyond the individual. They expand on the relation between
individuals and learning in an organization:
Organizational learning occurs when members of the organization act as
learning agents for the organization, responding to changes in the internal
and external environments of the organization by detecting and correcting
errors in organizational theory-in-use, and embedding the results of their

inquiry in private images and shared maps of organization. (Argyris and
Schén 1978, 29)
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In essence, while organizational learning is suggested as occurring through
individuals, it is considered to, (1) exist beyond learning by individuals, and (2) be
evidenced by changes beyond the individual level. They further explain that to test
for the occurrence of organizational learning questions such as the following might
be asked:
. ... Did individuals detect an outcome which matched or mismatched the
expectations derived from theirimages and maps of organizational theory-
in-use? Did they carry out an inquiry which yielded discoveries,
inventions, and evaluations pertaining to organizational strategies and
assumptions? Did these results become embodied in the images and
maps so as to carry out new organizational practices? Were these
changes in images, maps, and organizational practices regularized so that
they were unaffected by some individual's departure? Do new members
learn these new features of organizational theory of action as part of their
socialization to the organization? (Argyris and Schén 1978, 20)
This clearly demonstrates the theory of action perspective as rooted in changes
in practice, inquiry dependent, and the view of organizational learning as
something existing beyond the individual level. In addition, the necessity of
changes to shared images as a necessity to establish that organizational learning
has occurred is similar to other perspectives that view change as a requirement
for organizational learning (Courtney and O'keefe 1992; Miles and Randolph 1980;

Fiol and Lyles 1985; Valenca Pereira 1990).

Single-loop and Double-loop Learning

The distinction between single-loop and double-loop learning is fundamental
to the theory of action perspective of organizational learning. These concepts of

learning characterize the process of error detection and correction. In addition,
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both types of learning involve a learning cycle of: (1) discovery of differences, (2)
invention of new espoused theory, (3) production of the invented espoused theory,
and (4) evaluation and generalization of learning from the process (Argyris and
Schén 1978). However, the result of the learning cycle distinguishes the type of
learning, single-loop or double-loop, which has occurred:
When the error detected and corrected permits the organization to carry
on its present policies or achieve its present objectives, then that error-
detection-and-correction process is single-loop learning....Double-loop
learning occurs when error is detected and corrected in ways that involve
the modification of an organization's underlying norms, polucnes and
objectives. (Argyris and Schén 1978, 2-3)
This distinction in types of learning becomes a pivotal point in the theory of action
perspective. The changes occurring as a result of organizational inquiries are
defined by the type of learning, single-loop or double-loop, they produce. Single-
loop learning is produced from inquires in which:

. . members of the organization carry out a collaborative inquiry through
which they discover sources of error, invent new strategies designed to
correct error, produce these strategies and evaluate and generalize the
results. (Argyris and Schén 1978, 22)

Single-loop is presented in contrast to double-loop learning. Double-loop learning
is generated or occurs as a result of:
sorts of organizational inquiry which resolve incompatible
organizational norms by setting new priorities and weightings of norms, by
restructuring the norms themselves together with associated strategies
and assumptions. (Argyris and Schén 1978, 24)

For the research, there are three major points with respect to single-loop and

double-loop learning. First, this distinction identifies differences in the levels of
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learning occurring in organizations. This is consistent with the distinction between
lower and higher levels of organizational learning (Fiol and Lyles 1985; Lundburg
1989). Second, double-loop learning is presented as a more advanced form of
organizational learning in resolving inconsistencies in the organizational theory-in-
use. Finally, both types of learning emerge through the learning cycle. This cycle
is based on the process of inquiry within an organization. The single-loop and
double-loop learning concepts provide the basis for corresponding models of
organizational learning systems, Model O-1 and Model O-Il, developed by Argyris

and Schon (1978).

Organizational Dialectic as a Process of Inquiry

The process of inquiry is a focal point of the theory of action perspective of
organizational learning. Organizational inquiry is the mechanism by which the
conditions for error in the organizational theory of action are detected and
corrected through single-loop or double-loop learning. Information about
organizational error generates from ". . . a mismatch between actual and expected
outcome of organizational action" (Argyris and Schon 1978, 55). Argyris and
Schon (19785) present this mismatch as the result of:

. . . mistaken assumptions, incongruities between espoused theory and
theory-in-use, and incompatible norms as inadequacies in organizational
theory of action. These are all conditions for error. So long as
assumptions are false, expectations will be disappointed. So long as
espoused theory and theory-in-use are incongruous there will be
organizational actions in conformity with theory-in-use which violate
expectations embedded in espoused theory. So long as norms for action
are incompatible, actions which meet one set of expectations will violate
another set. (Argyris and Schdn 1978, 56)
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However, recognition of these inadequacies, and the associated processes of
inquiry, are dependent on information. Information must be accessible to identify
inadequacies in the theory of action. The task of the process of organizational
inquiry is:
. . . to specify vague information, to clarify ambiguity, to prune excessive
information, to enrich sparse information, to make untestable propositions
testable, so that error or anomaly can be linked to inadequacies in
organizational theory of action. The work of organizational inquiry at this
stage is to convert uncertainty to correctable error. (Argyris and Schén
1978, 57)
Information which is accessible is essential to begin the process of organizational
inquiry that can resolve the contradictions and begin to restructure the
organizational theory of action. The role of organizational learning in reducing
ambiguity and uncertainty has also been suggested by March and Olsen (1975,
1976). It is the process of organizational inquiry which leads to organizational
learning. Good dialectic is the term Argyris and Schén (1978) use to describe
effective processes of organizational inquiry. They propose:
In good dialectic, new conditions for error typically emerge as a result of
organizational learning, hence the quality of stability combined with
continual change. This means that the good dialectic is not a steady state
free from conditions for error, but an open-ended process in which cycles
of organizational learning create new conditions for error to which
members of the organization respond by transforming them so as to set
in motion the next phase of inquiry. (Argyris and Schén 1978, 144)
The concept of organizational dialectic as an essential process of organizational

learning is similar to surfacing and testing mental models (Senge 1990a, 1990b,

1992), and interpretation process (Daft and Weick 1984).  Additionally,

— =
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organizational dialectic, or other processes of inquiry, might be considered what
Lundburg (1989) calls subprocesses of the organizational learning process.
In distinguishing the dialectic perspective from other thinking on

organizational change, Argyris and Schoén offer:

Good dialectic is not a matter of smoothness of operation or elimination

of error. On the contrary, its goodness is inherent in the ways in which

error is continually. interpreted and corrected, incompatibility and

incongruity are continually engaged, and conflict is continually confronted

and resolved....intractable conflicts of norms are organizational dilemmas.

Good dialectic entails their resolution through double-loop learning, that

is through organizational inquiry which leads to the restructuring of central

elements of organizational theory of action. (Argyris and Schén 1978)
Thus, organizational dialectic is a continual process of inquiry capable of
generating double-loop learning. Also, organizational dialectic is the essential

process of inquiry for effective organizational learning.

Shared Images and Maps

Development of shared images and maps of the organization are an
essential aspect of the theory of action perspective. Argyris and Schén (1978)
contend that individuals have private conceptions of the organizational theory-in-
use. These conceptions are under constant inquiry and adjustment. Also, in large
complex organizations, this requires that there be organizational maps as public
representations of the theory-in-use. This suggests that, at the organizational
level, there is explicit representation of the public maps. Also, that these public
maps may exist in contradiction to privately held maps of the organization. In

explaining the function of these maps, Argyris and Schon suggest:
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These are the shared descriptions of organization which individuals jointly
construct and use to guide their own inquiry. They include, for example,
diagrams of work flow, compensation charts, statements of procedure. .
. .Whatever their form, maps have a dual function. They describe actual
patterns of activity, and they are guides to future action. As musicians
perform their scores, members of an organization perform their maps. . .
. Organizational theory-in-use, continually constructed through individual
inquiry, is encoded in private images and in public maps. These are the
media of organizational learning. (Argyris and Schén 1978, 17)

Argyris and Schén (1978) also suggest that for organizational learning to occur,
the organizational‘ learning media must be modified:
We can think of organizational learning as a process mediated by the
collaborative inquiry of individual members. In their capacity as agents of
organizational learning, individuals restructure the continually changing
artifact called organizational theory-in-use. Their work as learning agents
is unfinished until the results of their inquiry --- their discoveries,
inventions, and evaluations --- are recorded in the medial of organizational
memory, theimages and maps which encode organizational theory-in-use.
(Argyris and Schén 1978, 20)
This is also consistent with other perspectives recognizing change as a condition
for organizational learning (Courtney and O'keefe 1992; Miles and Randolph 1980;

Fiol and Lyles 1985; Valenca Pereira 1990).

Organizational Learning System Models

Argyris and Schén (1978) propose two models to describe organizational
learning systems. In describing what comprises a learning system, they propose:

The organization's theory of action is embedded in a behavioral world
which shapes and constrains instrumental theory-in-use at the same time
that it shapes and constrains organizational learning about theory-in-use.
This is what we shall call the organization's learning system. (Argyris and
Schén 1978, 41)
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This has some similarities to the characterization of organizational learning system
by Shrivastava (1983) with respect to the tacit nature of theory-in-use, action, and
the supporting systems. Shrivastava (1983) describes organizational learning
systems as:
. . . systems which acquire, communicate and interpret organizationally
relevant knowledge for use in decision-making. They attempt to objectify
the subjective personal knowledge of individual members into an
organizational knowledge base. . . . They are rooted in organizational
practices. This means they reflect the actual ‘theories-in-use' and not the
'espoused theories' or rhetoric in organizational activities.
Organizational members know about these systems, even though some
of the systems may not have been explicitly verbalized or documented.
(Shrivastava 1983, 17-18)
This learning system perspective is similar to Argyris and Schén's (1978)
perspective. However, it is more narrowly focused in terms of knowledge and
decision-making as the functions of the system. Additionally, the suggestion that
members know about the systems is not suggested by Argyris and Schén (1978).
Model O-I and Model O-ll are the learning system models proposed by
Argyris and Schén (1978). They stem from earlier work concerning behavior
governing individual theories-in-use, Model | and Model 1l (Argyris and Schon
1974, Argyris 1970, 1976). To establish the research perspective of Model O-I
(limited organizational learning system), as opposed to Model O-ll (advanced
organizational learning system), a brief discussion of the models upon which they
are based is necessary. The discussion of Model | and Model Il theories-in-use

will provide the background perspective for appreciation of the extended

organizational models O-l and O-lI.
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Figure 4 is a comparison between Model | and Model |l with respect to: (1)
governing variables, (2) strategies for action, (3) implications for learning, and (4)
implications for effectiveness. The corresponding organizational learning system
models are not designed as opposites. Instead, Model O-l is based on single-loop
learning, as opposed to Model O-Il, which is based on double-loop learning.

Model | is described by Argyris and Schén (1974,1978) as governed by a
rational approach to defining goals and attempting to achieve them. The focus is
on maximizing winning and minimizing losing. In addition, negative feelings are
not expressed. This establishes the context for behavioral strategies that are
focused on unilateral control of the environment, tasks, and protection of self and
others. The results of this theory-in-use are a lack of valid information,
defensiveness, and low risk taking environments. This produces learning that is
single-loop and processes which are self-sealing. Self-sealing describes
processes which become self-promoting and support continued perpetuation of
restrictive Model | behavior. The impact on learning and effectiveness is an
exclusive focus on single-loop learning and a corresponding decrease i iong terim
effectiveness.

While not the opposite of Model |, Model Il theory-in-use (Argyris and Schén
1974,1978) is governed by generation of valid information supporting informed
choice. Additionally, commitment is developed through the high degree of free and
informed choice. Behavioral strategies involve joint inquiry and environments of

increased risk taking where protection of self and others becomes a joint
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Figure 4. Model! | and Model Il theories-in-use. Source, adapted from Argyris and Schon (1978, 62-63, 137).
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enterprise. The learning resulting from Model 1l is double-loop learning for
conditions which require modification to existing norms, policies, or assumptions
to correct error. This occurs through effective processes of inquiry and theories
that are publicly testable and can be disconfirmed through valid information. The
impact on learning is increased long term effectiveness witﬁ respect to problem
solving and decision making.

For organizations, Argyris and Schén (1978) develop Model O-1 as the
corresponding model to the Model | description for individuals. Individuals with
Model | theories-in-use:

. . . create conditions of undiscussability, self-fulfilling prophecies, self-

sealing processes, and escalating error, and they remain unaware of their

responsibility for these conditions. (Argyris, Putnam, and Smith 1985,93)
These conditions become evident at the organizational level as the Model O-I
learning system. Model O-l is characterized by primary inhibiting loops that
contribute to dysfunctional group dynamics and reinforce the conditions of error
that initially establish these loops. Primary inhibitory loops act as barriers to
effective organizational learning and form the basis for limited organizational
learning systems. In the limited learning systems, error can be detected and
corrected (single-loop learning) provided correction does not challenge the existing
norms, objectives, or strategies of the organization. When errors are detected for
which correction would require challenging the legitimacy of existing norms,

objectives, or strategies, the source of error is not addressed and dysfunctions in

the organization develop. This failure is address sources of error is reflective of
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Model | theories-in-use. Itis evidenced by emergence of organizational defensive
routines (Argyris 1990, 1992), reinforcement of inhibitory loops, and dysfunctional
group dynamics. The result of the Model O-| limited learning system is a decrease
in the probability of double-loop learning and the corresponding human costs
incurred by the dysfunctional group dynamics and defensive routines. These
routines become necessary to maintain the inconsistent strategies which lie at the
source of the error. Figure 5 is a simplified representation of Argyris and Schén's
(1978) Model O-I for error detection and correction.

In contrast to Model O-l, Argyris and Schén (1978) present Model O-ll as an
advanced organizational learning system. This model is based on information
generation in an environment characterized by Model |I theories-in-use. Thus,
issues are surfaced and subjected to public testing as disconfirmable propositions.
This permits inquiry directed at engaging conditions of error that result from
contradictions in espoused theory and theory-in-use. The correction of error may
take the form of single-loop learning or double-loop learning, whichever is
appropriate to the circumstances. The result is increased probability for double-
loop learning, environments conducive to high risk taking, and a corresponding
decrease in dysfunctional group dynamics. The primary difference between Model
O-land O-ll is the elimination of inhibitory loops in Model O-ll. This increases long
term effectiveness. Figure 6 is a simplified representation of Argyris and Schoén's

(1978) Model O-Il for error detection and correction.
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Research Perspective for Organizational Learning

With the magnitude of perspectives on organizational learning, it is
necessary to develop and articulate the specific organizational learning perspective
used to guide the research effort. The research perspective of organizational
learning stems primarily from Argyris and Schén's (1978) theory of action
perspective of organizational learning. However, there are several other influences
which extend the theory of action perspective for research purposes. Additionally,
the organizational learning context for research is developed in relation to several
recognized areas of convergence in the organizational learning literature
(Shrivastava 1983; Fiol and Lyles 1985; Lundburg 1989). The research
perspective for organizational learning is comprised of the following nine points.

Point 1: Organizational leaming is a process oriented phenomenon. The
process orientation of organizational learning has been recognized as a point of
convergence in the literature (Fiol and Lyles 1985; Lundburg 1989; Shrivastava
1983). However, for the research context, organizational learning is viewed as
consisting of subprocesses. These subprocesses are necessary conditions for
organizational learning to occur, but singularly are not sufficient conditions to
produce organizational learning. This is similar to Daft and Weick's (1984)
proposed interpretation process which occurs prior to organizational learning. The
view of organizational learning from a process perspective permits: (1) directing
research at the supporting processes of organizational learning and not necessarily

the larger process of organizational learning, and (2) identification of the process
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contri’buting to organizational learning, without having to focus on action and
outcomes necessary to establish the development of organizational learning. In
effect, the process perspective permits design of research to genérate processes
contributing to organizational learning.

Point 2: Organizational leaming occurs, and is evidenced through action and
change in existing organizational nomms, practices, policies, strategies, or
procedures. The relation of organizational learning to action and change is well
established in the literature (Simon 1969; Miles and Randolph 1980; Argyris and
Schén 1978; Fiol and Lyles 1985; Lundburg 1989; Lee, Courtney, and O'keefe
1992). However, for research of organizational learning subprocesses, action is
not taken as the indicator of the existence of these subprocesses. Development
of the subprocesses, in particular OLP, are the subject of research. These
subprocesses may develop without the existence of organizational action generally
recognized as necessary for organizational learning to have occurred. The
possibility of developing OLP, without necessarily investigating generation of
organizational learning, is an important perspective for the research. In essence,
the organizational process of inquiry can be investigated as a phenomenon
independent of organizational learning.

Point 3: Higher orders of leaming are essential to effective organizational
leaming. Higher order learning (double-loop learning) is essential to achieve
advanced organizational learning systems. However, supporting subprocesses to

generate higher order learning are necessary to transition limited organizational
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learning systems. Therefore, while the research perspective acknowiedges the
distinction between lower and higher order learning, an additional distinction is
necessary. Instead of categorizations of learning as either lower or higher order,
a spectrum of learning processes is necessary. By calling for a spectrum, or
range, of learning processes, the concepts of transitional learning systems and
processes becomes more appropriate. This is consistent with efforts to move
toward Argyris and Schén's theorized Model O-Il learning system.

Point 4: One of the primary functions of organizational leaming, and the
contributing processes, is the development of organizational alignment.
Organizational alignment, in this respect, is indicative of consistency in the focus
of the organization. In essence, the internal integration (Schein 1985) among
organizational entities and individuals in the organization. This is similar to Argyris
and Schén's (1978) discussion of effective organizational learning being necessary
forincreased effectiveness in an organization. Additionally, the concepts of shared
images and maps (Argyris and Schén 1978), Senge's (1990a, 1990b) shared
mental models, and Daft and Weick's (1984) interpretation systems also suggest
the role of organizational learning in developing organizational alignment.
However, alignment cannot be assumed and must be developed through a process
of continual inquiry and adjustment in the organization.

Point 5: Organizational leaming is dependent on contextual factors in an
organization. This is a point of convergence in the organizational learning

literature (Argyris and Schén 1978; Fiol and Lyles 1985; Shrivastava 1983,
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Lundburg 1989; Dixon 1992). Contextual factors, including organizational culture,
strategy, and structure are all recognized as having an impact on, and being
impacted by, the organizational learning system of an. organization. The
implication for the research perspective of organizational learning is the recognition
that organizational learning systems and processes must be developed and
understood within the organizational context in which they are generated.
Additionally, the development of OLP is simultaneously constrained and enabled
by the implicit and explicit contextual factors of the organization.

Point 6: Organizational leaming and organizational leaming processes occur
through individuals, acting as agents of the organization. This implies that
individuals are the medium through which organizational learning occurs. The
perspective of individuals as agents of organizational learning is consistent with the
theory of action perspective of Argyris and Schén (1978). Also, although
organizational learning occurs through individuals, it is projected beyond the
individual level. This recognizes the need to establish a distinction between
individual learning and organizational learning. This distinction is recognized as
a point of convergence in the organizational learning literature (Argyris and Schén
1978, Fiol and Lyles 1985; Shrivastava 1983; Lundburg 1989; Dixon 1992).
Additionally, the distinction between individual and organizational learning implies
that indiyiduals are the medium through which organizational learning must be

accomplished.
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Point 7: The development of experience within an organization is a vital
source for generation of organizational leaming. A relation between organizational
learning and experience is well recognized in the literature (Shrivastava 1983;
Levitt and March 1988; Huber 1991; Dixon 1992). In particular, experience and
interpretation of experience within an organization become sources for
organizational learning. This is similar to interpretative systems (Daft and Weick
1984) and the perspectives developed with respect to development of shared
images, maps, and perspectives in organizations. Experience, and the
interpretation of ‘common’ experiences, provides a focal point, or source, for
development of the organizational learning process.

Point 8: Organizational leaming occurs at multiple levels and entities within
the same organization. Just as there is a need to distinguish between individual
and organizational learning, a distinction is necessary for the level at which
organizational learning is discussed. This implies that organizational learning may
range to any organizational level beyond that of the individual. Therefore, the
focus of organizational learning efforts must also be specific in the organizational
group, level, or entity which becomes the focus of the effort. The existence of
multiple levels for learning is recognized by Shrivastava (1983) as an emerging
theme in the organizational learning literature.

Point 9: Organizational leaming is viewed as a complex system operating in
the organization. The systems perspective of organizational learning is well

established in the literature (Argyris and Schén 1978; Shrivastava 1983; Hedberg
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1981). However, the form of the organizational learning systems present in an
organization is subject to numerous representations and perspectives. This is not
intended to minimize the view of organizations as having particular earning
systems' present. On the coﬁtrary, the acceptance of the presence of a unique
system in the organization, which might be called the organizational learning
system, suggest a particular orientation to the investigation, analysis, and
interpretation of research directed at understanding the organizational learning

phenomenon.' This orientation assumes a systems perspective.

Integration of Organizational Learning Processes of Inquiry

The concept of organizational leaming process (OLP) is central to the
research. This process is the phenomenon under investigation and generation of
this process is the primary focus of the research. Therefore, prior to proceeding,
this concept will be fully developed to provide a context for the research.

Organizational leaming process (OLP) has been selected purposefully to
describe a primary process contributing to organizational learning. The concept
of OLP does not have a prior accounting in the literature. This is not intended to
unnecessarily add to an already crowded, fragmented, and diffused literature. On
the contrary, this allows incorporation of similar, but fragmented, concepts already
existing in the organizational learning literature. In addition, this also permits
freedom to make necessary distinctions from those fragmented concepts, without

further fracturing the interpretations of those concepts.
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The focus on OLP permits investigation of processes in support of
organizational learning without the necessity to investigate, or operate at the level
of organizational learning or the organizational learning system. Thus, the focus
of investigation is the generation of contributory processes viewed as essential to
support organizational learning. The term OLP is selected because it can
incorporate important descriptions of processes of inquiry recognized in the
organizational learning literature. These processes include organizational dialectic
(Argyris and Schon 1978), surfacing and testing mental models (Senge 1990a,
1990b, 1992), and interpretation process (Daft and Weick 1984). While each of
these concepts may stand alone, there is much to be gained by a thoughtful
integration. In development of a perspective for OLP, there are several points of
integration, including: (1) the importance of a process focus, as opposed to a focus
directed to specific outcomes, to the development of the organizational learning
system, (2) the necessity to make individual and organizational interpretations and
differences explicit through representation, (3) examination and assessment of
differences in representations, and (4) development of individual and organizational
implications in response to the examination. Developing a structured perspective
of OLP permits recognition and integration of these similar, but fragmented,
characterizations of processes of inquiry supporting organizational learning.
Understanding of OLP is viewed és essential to support movement toward
advanced organizational learning systems and the transitional strategies necessary

to facilitate that movement. For the purposes of research, OLP is considered an
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essential process of inquiry necessary to support development, transition, or
maintenance of advanced organizational learning systems.

Argyris and Schoén (1978) have characterized organizational dialectic as an
essential process of inquiry for effective organizational learning. However, while
the process they describe is rooted in inquiry, association of this inquiry process
with the term dialectic brings unnecessary predispositions. This creates
unnecessary ambiguity in the term organizational dialectic and corresponding
process of inquiry. The source of ambiguity becomes apparent in a short
examination of the term dialectic. In the organizational literature, dialectic is
frequently referenced as a method of inquiry for strategic decision making
(Schweiger, Sandberg, and Rechner 1989; Boyd 1990; Schwenk 1990; Priem and
Price 1991). In addition, dialectic is most commonly characterized in terms of
contradiction and opposites. Varoufakis (1991) characterizes dialectic in the
following manner:

....dialectical thinking sees opposites as a necessary aspect of a larger
process that renders them obsolete. The contradiction itself is the
determinant of the outcome and of the process that fundamentally alters
the constituent opposites of the contradiction. Thus the ciash between the
opposites is not the end of the road but, instead, a genuinely new
beginning....The dialectical position...does not recognize the static view of
the opposites but rather perceives the battle between them as possessing
a creative edge. The opposites meet and spawn something new; a train
of thought that is not amenable to the analysis offered by the original
opposites; a reasoning which possesses a distinct ontology. The conflict
between the equilibrium perception and the deviant rationalization of the

non-equilibrium strategy results in a completely new perception.
(Varoufakis 1991, 203-204)
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Dialectic produces the image of opposites, contradiction, and different thought
resulting from the confrontation of the opposites. Argyris and Schon characterize
organizational dialectic as process in which
...organizational situations give rise to organizational inquiry---to problem
setting and problem solving---which, in turn, create new organizational
situations within which new inconsistencies and incongruities in
organizational theory of action come into play. These are
characteristically manifested in organizational conflict. The organization's
way of responding to that conflict yields still further transformations of the
organizational situation. (Argyris and Schoén 1978, 42)
Clearly, the concept of organizational dialectic proposed by Argyris and Schén has
close ties to the more general image of dialectic, including: conflict, contradiction
(inconsistencies), and generation of new perceptions (transformations). However,
for the research perspective, the concept of dialectic carries the unnecessary
attributions of opposites, conflict, and creation of new thought. The image of
opposites implies diametrically opposed viewpoints, or perspectives of the
organizational situation. This fails to realize a range, or spectrum, of viewpoints
held by individuals in the organization. The views held by individuals are not
necessarily opposites. On the contrary, perspectives of the organization may offer
varying degrees of similarity, not necessarily in complete opposition. Additionally,
the image of conflict engenders a severe notion of confrontation of differing
perspectives. Although this does not preclude amicable assessment of the
differing perspectives, the image of conflict does little to suggest a range of

potentially meaningful levels of confrontation short of direct conflict. Finally,

creation of new thought, or situations, implies that the result of the confrontation,

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



62

or conflict, will produce the new perception or thought. This excludes the
possibility that the confrontation of differences may result in an entire range of
potential resolutions, not necessarily producing new thought. On the contrary, the
confrontation may produce a perceived affirmation of the perspectives in conflict
and result in no movement of either perspective. Therefore, the dialectic concept
fails to recognize that the original perspectives, or situations, which are the focus
of the.dialectical confrontation, may remain unchanged after the process.
Senge (1990a, 1900b, 1992) suggests surfacing and testing mental models
as a process of inquiry essential to organizational learning. He proposes that:

While effective learning processes are iterative and flexible, for purposes
of exposition they can be divided into three stages:
 Mapping mental models - explicating and structuring
assumptions via systems models.
* Challenging mental models - revealing inconsistencies in
assumptions.
+ Improving mental models - continually extending and testing
mental models.
Mapping mental models involves the explication and sharing of the
managers' assumptions. These maps are typically quite poor maps of the
terrain. . . . Challenging mental models is testing for internal and external
validity. Once team members have gone public with their mental models
they can begin to discover internal inconsistencies and contradictions with
data and others' knowledge. . . . Challenging mental models is delicate.
Managers' beliefs are called into question. Inconsistencies are revealed.
If trust and openness are not well established, individuals may be
threatened and react defensively. . . . Improving mental models is the
open-ended process of explicating, testing, and revising managerial
assumptions. (Senge 1992, 140-141)

This process is based on a system dynamics approach and has several important
aspects consistent with an integrated perspective for OLP. First, Senge

recognizes the implicit and potentially incongruous nature of assumptions. Also,

———— =
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the necessity to make those assumptions expilicit if they are to be acted upon, or
tested. This is similar to Argyris and Schén's (1978) reference to the
contradictions in theory-in-use and espoused fhéory and the need for public testing
and disconfirmable statements. The second important point Senge makes is the
necessity for a representation of the assumptions (map of mental models). The
necessity for mapping is also recognized by Argyris and Schén (1978) as a
necessary process to encoqé the results of learning. Senge recognizes the role
of examination and revision as a continuous process of testing assumptions. This
is similar to Argyris and Schon's (1978) recognition of organizational dialectic being
a continuous process of inquiry, ". . . an open-ended process in which cycles of
organizational learning create hew conditions for error to which members of the
organization respond by transforming them so as to set in motion the next phase
of inquiry" ‘(Argyris and Schén 1978, 144). Third, both Senge (19903, 1990b) and
Argyris and Schén (1978) recognize that the process of inquiry, if it is to be
effective, must overcome defensiveness in organizations. Both perspectives also
acknowledge that for organizational learning to occur modifications must be made.
In Senge's words, "ldeas for improvement must translated into specific changes
in policy and structure" (Senge 1992, 141). This parallels Argyris and Schén's
(1978) call for encoding of shared maps into organizational memory for
organizational learning to occur.

Daft and Weick (1984) introduce the process of interpretation as occurring

prior to organizational learning. They suggest:
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Organizational interpretation is formally defined as the process of
translation events and developing shared understanding and conceptual
schemes among members of upper management. Interpretation gives
meaning to data, but it occurs before organizational learning and action.
(Daft and Weick 1984, 286)
This draws an important point of convergence in the various descriptions of
processes of inquiry necessary for organizational learning. Daft and Weick (1984)
identified a process which might be considered a necessary condition for
organizational learning to occur, but alone does not constitute a sufficient
condition. This distinction is consistent with Argyris and Schén's (1978) recognition
of the importance of organizational dialectic process to organizational learning,
although organizational learning not occurring unless the encoding of
organizationally shared maps into memory. Also, Senge's (1990a, 1990b, 1992)
acknowledgement of surfacing and testing of mental models as essential, but
these must be translated to changes in policy and structure if organizational
learning is to occur. In all accounts, the necessity of process is established as a
contributory element, but alone not capable of generating organizational learning.
OLP offers a point of synthesis of the similar process of inquiry necessary
for organizational learning. In addition, grouping the different processes of inquiry
under OLP allows important distinctions to be drawn and essential elements of
each perspective to be incorporated for the research perspective. For research
purposes, OLP includes the following perspectives from the organizational

literature: (1) a process orientation based on multiple viewpoints, or perspectives,

of an organization, (2) rooted in the participatory exchange of ideas and inquiry
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in developing and addressing differing perspectives, (3) tacitly operating at the
individual and collective levels of the organization and exposed through some form
of representation, (4) perspective‘s and processes of inquiry made explicit through
some form of representation and inquiry into that representation, (5) the
representation being shared, to some degree, by organizational members, and (6)
a necessary process for organizational learning to occur, but alone not sufficient
to generate organizational learning.

For the research perspective of OLP, there are three distinctions necessary.
First, each of the three perspectives of organizational processes of inquiry include
some recognition of sharing: shared images and maps (Argyris and Schén 1978),
shared vision and mental models (Senge 1990a, 1990b, 1992), and shared
understanding and conceptual schemes (Daft 1984). For OLP, the focus is not on
developing ‘shared’, or consensual representations of organizational perspectives.
On the contrary, the inquiry process focus is directed to generation, assessment,
and exploration of multiple perspectives of an organization. This does not suggest
it objective of deveioping a shared, or correct, representation of the organization.
On the contrary, the process of inquiry is generated around explorations in
differences in perspectives, not finding consensus or shared understanding. The
second distinction; the process of inquiry is primary, not the specific mechanism
selected for representation of Senge's (1990,1992) mental models or Argyris and

Schén's (1978) shared maps and images. Therefore, representation of

perspectives or assumptions may enable, or facilitate, the inquiry process by
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providing a focal point around which the inquiry may develop. However, the form
of the representation is secondary and not the significant aspect of the process.
The development of the inquiry process generated and directed at the
representation is the significant aspect of OLP. Finally, both individual and
organizational benefit may be generated short of structural change, modification
of organizational maps, or organizational learning. This permits the focus of
research to be directed at process generation as opposed to product generation

resulting from the process of inquiry.

Facilitation of Organizational Learning

Although there is a large body of literature concerning organizational
learning, the majority further theoretical development, as opposed to application
and understanding of the phenomenon (Shrivastava 1983; Ventriss and Luke 1988;
Huber 1991). The examination of literature for facilitation of organizational learning
is focused on two primary points. First, a discussion about recognized barriers,
or inhibitors, to organizational learning. Second, a brief accounting of research
efforts with respect to methods and applications to develop organizational learning
systems and processes.

The organizational learning literature recognizes a variety of impediments to
the facilitation and development of organizational learning, organizational learning
systems, and organizational learning processes (Argyris and Schon 1978; Argyris
1990, 1992; Watts 1990; Shaw and Perkins 1991). There is also the recognition

that organizations develop defensive strategies that can inhibit organizational
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learning (Argyris and Schén 1978; Argyris 1990,1992). Argyris (1982, 1990, 1992)

has characterized these dysfunctions in the organizational learning system as
organizational defensive routines which act to inhibit the effectiveness of the
organizational learning system. He suggests that these routines are also
characterized by incorrect assumptions/premises, resulting inferences drawn from
those assumptions, and a lack of adequate public testing of assumptions.
Additionally, these defensive routines are evidenced by primary and secondary
inhibitory loops which impede organizational learning. Tﬁese loops are
characteristic of limited learning systems that demonstrate dysfunctional group
dynamics, inadequate information, and behaviors directed at concealing errors.
The thrust of these routines is a failure to engage in the double-loop learning that
is necessary to address conditions of error that potentially call into question the
underlying norms, policies, and objectives of the organization. Defensive routines
become evident in the avoidance of embarrassing or threatening situations.
The organizational learning system exists within, impacts on, and is impacted
by, the larger set of contextual factors in the organization. Argyris (1982)
recognized the potential impact of organizational culture as an inhibitor of
organizational learning. This is consistent with Fiol and Lyles' (1985) suggestion
that organizational learning is complicated by multiple contextual factors, including:
strategy, structure, and culture. Shaw and Perkins (1991) identify barriers to
organizational learning as a lack of capacity in three areas. These areas include:

(1) the capacity to reflect and interpret on outcomes of actions, (2) the capacity to
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transfer and distribute learning througho'ut the organization,' and (3) the-capacity
for action based on learning. Similarly, Watts (1990) suggests that organizational
designs have built-in impediments to organizational learning. Among these
impediments are cognitive, structural, and political barriers that exist as sources
of deception. In essence, the literature recognizes not only the barriers to
organizational learning, but also the inclusion of organizational learning within a
larger organizational context. Thérefore, organizational learning, processes of
inquiry, and organizational defenses all exist within a larger organizational context.
While there is a significant organizational learning literature based on
development of theoretical perspectives, the literature is sparse with empirical
studies or facilitation efforts for organizational learning. This disproportionate
relation between theory and application literature is well recognized (Ventriss and
Luke 1988; Shrivastava 1983; Huber 1991). The studies focused on applications
of organizational learning might be broadly defined as falling into categories of
description or development  Description is concerned with classifying
organizational learning and organizational iearning systems already existing in
6rganizations. Development is concerned with: (1) cases, or applications, for
facilitating improved organizational learning, (2) methods of facilitation for
organizational learning, and (3) detailed studies of facilitation efforts.
Descriptive efforts for studies of organizational learning appear to dominate
the organizational learning studies in the literature. Studies have been conducted

describing organizational learning in terms of: institutionalized inniovation (Jelinek

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



69

1979), learning in bureaucracies (Zayed 1989), typology of organizational learning
systems (Shrivastava 1981), strategies for knowledqe creation and transfer
(Eisenstat 1985), and learning organization (Beck 1989; Senge 1990; Pedler,
Boydell, and Burgoyne 1989; Pedlef, 1989). The focus of each of these efforts
was not to affect change in the organizations examined or discussed. On the
contrary, the efforts were undertaken to describe concepts from organizational
learning as they related to the existing organizations. Therefore, these efforts
were passive, not attempting to change, modify, or develop organizational learning,
learning systems, or processes.

There have been numerous attempts to discuss cases and create facilitative
methods to develop organizational learning. Perhaps the most widely recognized
is Argyris and Schén's (1978) development of organizational learning theory and
demonstrative cases illustrating their conceptualization. In addition, they outline
the intervention approach to facilitate development of organizational learning.
Their efforts have dealt extensively with examination of learning systems and the
examination of examples of cases. These cases demonstrate what they have
cited to be conditions of limited learning systems. However, their approach has
not gone unchallenged. Chemers and Fiedler (1978) suggest the framework lacks
empirical support, citing that it has not been shown to enhance organizational
performance or to be cost effective. This argument is weakened by assuming that
the (measurable) objectives of organizati'onal learning are ‘performance’ or ‘cost’

oriented, as traditional organizational effectiveness approaches might use for

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



70

determining utility. Valenca Pereira (1990) recognizes the utility of the
organizational learning approach of Argyris and Schén as a comprehensive
approach with the opportunity to produce lasting change in an organization.
There have been numerous efforts to utilize organizational learning concepts
in organizational change efforts. Duffy (1984) describes an organizational learning
effort designed to assess an orgénizational learning system. The focus inclu;ied
observations, interviews, and written efforts to develop a hypothetical map of
‘undiscussables' as a major step toward more effective supervision. Acebo and
Watkins (1988) developed a framework to enhance organizational learning among
faculty members. This effort was successful with respect to surfacing and testing
tacit assumptions about the organization in question. In an effort to develop a
process to reduce the conditions of error in organizations, Duffy (1983) proposed
a diagnostic process. This process was effective in identification of issues beyond
symptomatic surface difficulties. It probed at deeper fundamental conditions
contributing to error. Probably one of the most extensive organizational learning
efforts was conducted by Pedler, Boydell, and Burgoyne (1989a, 1989b). This
endeavor involved the concept of the "Leaming Company”, an organization that
continually facilitates learning of individuals as it strategically transforms itself to
meet goals. He proposed guidelines as a result of applying the concept to eight
companies of the United Kingdom. Schneider and Shrivastava (1988)
demonstrated that revealing basic assumptions in the organization can be

valuable. They suggested that different views held at individual, group, and
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organizationallevels provide different assumptions, stem from diverse perspectives
of self, others, and the world, and emerge through the dynamics of the
organization. Eliot (1980) used a process of gathering data for sharing and public
testing in an attempt to change the Way a college viewed itself. The results of the
study pointed to the problems that uncertainty and ambiguity pose for
organizational learning. These efforts, with respect to organizational learning,
demonstrate that the phenomenon has been utilized in understanding and
development of organizations. However, the theoretical development of passive
models and perspectives of organizational learning far outweigh efforts to actively
deploy and utilize the organizational learning concepts in development of
organizations. In particular, rigorous research efforts are noticeably lacking in the
literature.

Action learning also presents development concepts similar to the
organizational learning perspectives. Action learning involves bridging theory,
application, and implementation between the work environment and learning (Caie
1987). MacNamara (1985) and Skomp (1985) have established the essentiai
elements of action learning to include the power of relating reality to experience
and permitting managers to learn from one another. Thorpe (1988) suggests that
action learning involves managers essentially taking the responsibility for direction
of research while assigning the academician the role of designing, managing, and
facilitating the research process. Grey, Bougon, and Donnellon (1985) point out

that organizations have different interpretations which result in different action
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taking. Thus, contradictions, with the potential to cause transformation, occur in
the organization. The organization, through the action learning approach, can 'test
assumptions (Revans 1983). The power of action learning is seen as a process
for reframing problems through a collaborative effort between peers (Marsick
1987). Action learning might be considered a method to facilitate individual
learning about organizations. However, the focus of the learning is the individual,
which is more restrictive than the organizational learning approaches.
Numerous processes have been proposed for the purposes of developing
organizational learning systems and organizational learning. Strategic planning
was proposed as a process to stimulate organizational learning by Frey (1980).
The computer has been recognized as an instrument to facilitate organizational
learning. Graham and Senge (1990) have proposed the computer as a learning
tool for computer based studies and decision making games. Lee, Courtney, and
O'keefe (1992) established guidelines for a computer-based system to support
organizational learning. Additionally, the use of computer environments to
accelerate learning through computer simuiation has been extensively developed
by Senge (1990a, 1990b). Computer-Based Learning Environments (CBLE) are
proposed by Issacs and Senge (1992) for intervention into a learning system. The
CBLE offers challenges to theories-in-use at the individga‘l, group, and
organizational levels. In an effort to facilitate an environment for organizational
learning, Senge (1992) has created a learning laboratory. These examples

illustrate that a variety of methods have been developed to facilitate the
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organizational learning process. However, again the literature thins considerably
for the efforts directed at development of organizationalvlearning and associated
processes. |

The literature revealed limited cases for facilitation of organizational learning.
However, research studies of efforts to facilitate and develop organizational
learning were sparse. Eliot (1980) d_id perform an extensive study in trying to
develop the organizational learning of the College of the Atlanticin an intervention.
However, there is a lack of detailed application and study of development of the
organizational learning phenomenon. This lack of detailed application was more
pronounced in an absence of study to facilitate processes contributing to

organizational learning.

Implications of the Literature for Research

There are three primary research implications emerging from the literature.
These implications are drawn from the multiple perspectives of organizational
learning occurring in the literature (Figure 7). First, the necessity to be explicit in
describing the organizational learning perspective guiding the research. The
research perspective is drawn from Argyris and Schén's (1978) theory of action
perspective of organizational learning and recognized points of convergence in the
organizational learning literature. Second, to draw on the organizational learning
literature to integrate similar perspectives describing processes of organizational

inquiry essential to organizational learning. Third, to address the gaps in
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understénding facilitation and application of qrganizational learning concepts that
are left largely unaddressed in the literature.

The survey of the literature revealed several challengés for research of the
organizational learning phenomendn. First, it was apparent that development of
a limited intervention strategy to facilitate OLP offered a significant addition to the
literature. This would extend understanding of processes of inquiry with respect
to organizational learning. Research of organizational Ieéming developmental
strategies, through application, appeared to be limited. This suggested that
research directed at developing strategies which permits development of
organizational processes of inquiry, without a protracted intervention, was an area
in need of additional research. Second, further understanding of the role of the
reséarcher, and supporting methodology to facilitate development of OLP, was an
area in need of additional research.. The role of participation in development of
OLP was not well established in the literature. The proposed strategy shifted the
focus of intervention to the organization, emerging process, and strategy
application, as opposed to the researcher, for facilitation of OLP. Investigation to
develop OLP, through a participatory approach, was recognized as an important
gap left largely unaddressed in the literature. Third, the body of organizational
knowledge would be extended from the addition of specific tools, procedures, and
methods necessary for facilitating development of organizational learning
processes of inquiry. These tools would go beyond design or suggestion, being

applied in an organizational setting. Fourth, the literature still remains inadequate
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in fulfiling the need to apply concepts of organizational learning in the
organizational domain. Additionally, to evaluate different approaches and methods
to facilitate organizational learning processes through structured research and
empirical analysis. The research would offer a step in that direction. Finally, new
methods to overcome organizational defenses were clearly lacking in depth and
sophistication for understanding the role of the individual in development of
organizational learning and OLP. fhe research would be an applied design to

overcome organizational defenses.

—— = -
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CHAPTER 3

METHODOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK

The primary purpose of this chapter is to establish the methodological
framework used to construct the research design and computer-based strategy
application. The methodological framework for this research was principally drawn
from participatory action research (Whyte 1989). However, there are important
distinctions to be made with respect to participatory action research (PAR) as the
methodology pertains to the design for research. To establish the methodological
framework upon which the research is base there are three objectives. First, the
specific research perspective for participatory action research will be established.
This will focus on development of the primary characteristics of PAR and serve as
the foundation for the methqdological framework which guided the research.
Establishing this focus is necessary due to the many perspectives on participatory
forms of research in organizations. Second, from the PAR foundation, necessary
distinctions, and elaborations, with respect to participation, action, and research
design will be formulated as they pertain to the specific research context. This will
distinguish the research approach in relation to other participatory approaches.
The specific research methodology will be developed in relation to the broader

PAR framework. Finally, the nature of qualitative methods for research are
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examined and established with respect to the methodology for this particular
research. The appropriateness of qualitative inquiry and implications for the
research design are developed. Particular attention was given to addressing
common criticisms of qualitative research approaches in general and drawing
specific research design implications from these criticisms. Figure 8 represents
the development of the methodological framework stemming from qualitative
research methods and used to inform the research design. The methodological

framework was used to inform the research design.

Participatory Action Research

The merits of an action orientation to research, stemming from Lewin (1946),
are well documented in the literature (Susman 1978; Bennett and Oliver 1988;
Whyte 1989, 1990). Since Lewin, there are a variety of ‘participatory’ approaches
which involve ‘action’ or ‘change’ as a basis for the research. Some of tﬁese
include: participative research (Elden 1983), action science (Argyris 1980), and
participatory action research (Whyte 1990). While these approaches, or
descriptions, of action orientations to research have different variations, they are
all rooted in action. The participatory approaches also recognize that traditional
approaches to research are not adequate to address the complex environments
found in organizations. Additionally, each approach recognizes the importance of
a proactive orientation to research that produces benefit to organizations and
individuals while advancing knowledge of organizations. While similarities exist

with respect to fundamental orientations toward participation and action, each
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alternative offers a different perspective of the participatory form of research.
There is not an a singularly accepted methodological approach defining
participative research rooted in action. This point is amplified by McTaggart
(1991):
Because of the diversity of fields in which participatory action research
has been developed as a way of improving and informing social,
economic, and cultural practice, it is perhaps understandable that the ideal
can mean quite different and sometimes contradictory things to different
people. Despite some considerable emergent agreement about what
participatory action research is, any literature search using the descriptors
"participatory research," "action research," or "participatory action
research" will still identify a confusing and meaningless diversity of
approaches to research. Itis impossible to find out from such a sample
just what participatory action research is. This is because the term is
often misused, not only because there is a lack of understanding, but also
because there are attempts to represent research deliberately as inspired
by communitarian values when it is not. (McTaggart 1991, 169-170)
The scope of different approaches to participation in research requires that the
methodological framework for research be delineated. Otherwise, the research
design developed from the methodological framework would be subject to a similar
ambiguity found in the multi-context domain of participatory research approaches.
As an applied social research process, PAR encompasses several widely
held principles of action oriented research. Among these are: (1) a collaborative
effort, (2) used to address practical organizational issues or problems, (3)
generation of substantive knowledge, and (4) advancement of theory. Whyte,
Greenwood, and Lazes (1989) have argued the capabilities of PAR as a strategy
for resolving organizational problems while advancing social theory. As Whyte

points out, "Success in organizational change is not achieved simply by making
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the right decision at a particular time but rather through developing a social
process that facilitates organizatioqal leaming"v (Whyte 1989, 368). While PAR
represents a particular approach to 'action’ oriented forms of research, as
McTaggart (1991) suggested, it does not stand alone. However, to develop the
methodological framework for research, PAR provided the basis for development
of the research approach with respect to participation, action, and research.

The value of PAR has been demonstrated through a variety of successful
applications. Most notable am.ong these are the cases of the Norwegian Shipping
Company, the Xerox Corporation, and the FAGOR Group (Whyte, 1989). Walton
(1989) also demonstrated the utility of PAR through the case of the merchant
shipping industry. In each instance, as a result of the PAR approach, knowledge
was generated that would likely not have occurred with more conventional
research methodologies (Whyte, 1989). However, the PAR approach has not gone
unquestioned. Argyris and Schén (1989) point out that, from an action science
perspective, the PAR approach can leave conceptual gaps and is subject to
limitations. Speciiically, PAR may faii to account for gaps between espoused
theory and theory-in-use, brought to the research by bqth participants and
researchers alike. However, as a research methodology PAR has been
successfully applied in a variety of settings.

The PAR research methodology was selected as the methodological
framework most appropriate to address the objectives of this research. Certainly

the research was designed to include: (1) a collaborative project, (2) provide local
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benefit to the participating organization, and (3) generating substantive advances
in organizational knowledge. Although thgse general PAR concepts are valuable,
they are not sufficiently detailed in 'scopg or definition to completely develop the
research methodology for the project. The research followed the broad principles
of PAR. However, there are several distinctions, within the PAR framework, that
were necessary to meet research objectives. A full accounting of these

distinctions served to establish the methodological framework for the research.

Methodological Framework for Research

The research design, computer-based strategy design, and OLP were all
developed based on application as a participatory action research project.
However, there are several distinctions with respect to PAR (Whyte 1989) that
were necessary to frame the research methodology. Development of these
distinctions is necessary for understanding the research methodology as being
informed by PAR, but also offering specific distinctions that were necessary to
meet research objectives.

The areas for methodological framework development included: (1) design
of the research strategy for intervention, (2) focus of the research project, (3)
construction of context for the research, (4) expectations for the research effort,
(5) level of participation in the research project, and (6) application of temporary
organizational structure. These areas provide a starting point for development of
the methodological framework which guided the design, application, and

interpretation of the research project.
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Design of the Research Strateqy
The PAR approach generally holds that the organization participates in the

design of the research effort (Whyte 1989; McTaggart 1991). As Whyte points out,
"In PAR, some practitioners in the organization studied team up with professional
researchers in designing projects, gathering and analyzing data, and utilizing the
findings in action projects" (Whyte 1989, 368). This is similar to Elden's (1981)
characterization of participatory research as involving those directly affected by the
research in tr_me problem, choice of methods, data analysis, and use of findings.
Although these descriptions of the organizational role in participatory research are
informative, they fail to adequately acknowledge the specific level of organizational
participation in the research design process. This is important for three aspects
of the research project. First, the initial research strategy formulation was
accomplished by the researcher, without organizational input. The general
research design was developed prior to organizational selection. Second, the
research design emphasized a project that focused on non-problem specific
inquiry. The thrust was development of the inquiry process and not resolution of
a specific problem. Third, the project was initiated without known outcomes. In
essence, the research did not have a prior understanding of what would constitute
success, as a 'solved problem' might for traditional PAR designs. Therefore, unlike
a traditional PAR approach, the research was directed at process development,

without predetermined process outcome expectations. A closer examination of
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each of these points will distinguis;h the nature of organizational participation in
design of the research project.

The research strategy for the intervention was pre-designed by the
researcher. This strategy included the computer program, interviews, and design
for project accomplishment by phases. The organization did not participate in the
initial design. However, tailoring of the application for the organization was
conducted jointly with ‘organizational representatives’. These representatives were
organizational members with responsibility and authority for making research
determinations in behalf of the organization. These determinations included
specific tailoring of the research to the organizational context. This was
accomplished as the research application details were co-constructed between the
organizational representatives and the researcher, each bringing constraints to the
development of the application. The organizational members applied constraints
from the organizational perspective, and the researcher from the research
pe_rspective. Tailoring consisted of several activities, including: (1) establishing the
schedule and plan for the research application, (2) selection and assignment of
participants, and (3) determining the relationship of the research to overall
organizational priorites and ongoing programs. Therefore, aithough the
organizational representatives participated in design for deployment of the research
project within the organization, the specific strategy was based solely on the
researcher's design. However, the appropriateness and applicability of the

research design to the organization were determined by the organizational
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representatives, without direct consultation with potential participants. Therefore,
organizational participation was limited with respect to research design, focusing
exclusive on application tailoring to the organization.

The appropriate fit’ of the res.earéh to the organization was co-constructed
between researcher and organizational representatives. Thus, participation and
participants were determined by the organizational representatives and not the
researcher. The important point being that participation in tailoring of the design
to the organization was accomplished external to the participants. A distinction is
necessary between the design of the research and the design fit' of the research
to the organizational context. Although participants did not join in the initial
determinations and tailoring of the research, participation was designed as an
integral component of the strategy once the application was initiated. The design
included a self-referential process, permitting a continual participant reflection on
the process, instruments, and content generated. This allowed a ‘built-in’ testing
of assumptions in the initial design which were co-constructed by the researcher
and the organizational representatives. Also, this allowed flexibility in the research
through introduction of a design to identify potentially inappropriate assumptions.

This also served to enhance the level of participation by participants.

Focus of the Research Project

Although the research was designed as a project, the focus of the project
was not directed at resolution of a perceived organizational problem. Instead, the

project was directed at participating in.a strategy to develop a process of inquiry
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within the organization. This is a departure from a ‘problem’ focus generally
serving as a subject of participatory research efforts (Whyte 1989; Elden 1981,
1983). Therefore, the orientation was not resolution of a predetermined problem,
but rather on participation in development of the process emergent from
application of the pre-designed strategy.

Participatory Action Research directed at a problem has an intended
organizational outcome to be resolution of the problem, irrespective of other
theoretical or practical implications emergent from the project. The research target
for the PAR approach is clearly an organizationally acceptable (successful)
resolution of an identified, or perceived, problem. On the contrary, this research,
being process development oriented, did not have the same initial insight as to
what might constitute a successful, or acceptable, project result in either
organizational or research terms. Generation of action was not a presumed
outcome of the research application. Therefore, the project was not constrained
by a forced focus on a narrow organizational problem or development of a set of
actions intended to address a perceived problem.

The project focus on ‘process’ development as opposed to ‘problem’
resolution also allowed for a dual focus on both individual and organizational
implications to occur. The strict focus on ‘organizational’ problems as a defining
characteristic of PAR unnecessarily limits research direction to the resolution of the
problem at the organizational ievel. However, the focus on process development,

particularly within the context of inquiry of the research application strategy, was
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not constrained solely to the organizational level focus. Therefore, benefit to
participating individuals could be recognized independent from benefit to the
organization. Additionally, the focus on process development allowed the strategy
to generate an array of responses to the research effort, at both the individual and
organizational levels. Thus, the responses were not narrowly defined within the
scope of a problem of organizational interest. A problem which may or may not
have yielded the greatest opportunity for organizational benefit across a spectrum

of organizational issues.

Construction of Context for the Research

Construction of context for the research occurred at three levels; researcher,
organization, and participant. These distinctions are necessary to establish an
understanding of the methodology. Essentially, each level brought a prior context
to the research; a context that was both limiting and enabling to the research
context. Additionally, the context between researcher, organization, and
participants was viewed as emerging through the co-construction of the research
domain.

Whyte (1989) recognizes the limitations that researchers bring to
organizational situations:

If professional researchers pursue the PAR strategy, reaching out for
technical knowledge and analytical skills among practitioners in fields of

action different from our own disciplinary bases, we find mutually
profitable ways of combining intellectual forces (Whyte 1989, 380).
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These limitations also exist with the organizational practitioners and research
participants. As Whyte (1989) recognized, the role of participation recognizes the
inherent limitations of the researcher, as well as the practitioner, with respect to
knowledge brought to the researcﬁ situation. This points 6ut two major distinctions
necessary for the methodological framework. First, organization members were
regarded as the 'knowledge experts’ with respect to the operation and contextual
factors of the organization. The participants were the individuals who continuously
generated the organization through action and decision. The researcher brought
expertise in matters of research design, methods, and strategies. However, it was
the organization, and participants who held the expertise in matters of
understanding and interpretation of the appropriate contexts of the organization in
relation to the research. Both researcher and organizational participants brought
significant, but different, knowledge to the research project. The research design
challenge was to draw on these knowledge bases to generate the research context
appreciative of the total scope of knowledge. Second, the participatory effort had
to be designed to acknowledge different domains and allow contextual construction
of these domains through the design. The existence of different researcher’ and
researched’ interpretations, and the need to address these differences, is
recognized by suggested by Brown (1983). This is similar to Thorpe's (1988)
suggestion for action learning which involves managers essentially taking the
responsibility for direction of research while assigning the academician the role of

designing, managing, and facilitation the research process.
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Bothresearcherand organizational practitioners brought differentknowledge,
analytical skills, and deficiencies to the research domain. The researcher entered
the organizational domain deficient in organizational expertise. This includes
expertise in the industry of the organization, the specific products/services offered
by the organizational, and most importantly contextual factors of the organization
(culture, formal/informal structures, technologies, strategies, etc.). In essence, the
researcher was uninformed of the organizational domain. On the other hand, the
organization was uninformed of the proposed research application. Therefore, a
co-construction ofthe researcher-organizational context was necessary to establish
the interface between researcher, organization, and research project. This
required establishing the researcher context, the organizational context, and the
participant context as elements of the specific design for the participatory
approach.

A fundamental aspect of the research methodology was the necessity for the
researcher to become familiar with the industry, organization, suborganizations,
and participants. In essence, this required recognition of the participatory
framework to actively include this organizational context development as a central
element of researcher participation. The design for development of this researcher
context took the form of researcher familiarization. The design for this
familiarization was co-constructed with the organizational representatives assigned
administrative responsibility to assist in the effort. The key point for the

methodology was recognition of the necessity for the researcher to co-construct
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an organizational context for the research. This context was developed with, and
extended beyond the participants. Additionally, this context development was
vfewed as a continual process, with co-bonstruction continuing throughout the
project by formal as well as informal rﬁechanisms.

Just as the researcher had to establish a context of understanding for the
organization, the organization also had to develop a context of understanding for
the research. This required a co-construction of the research project between: (1)
the researcher and organizational representatives, (2) the organizational
representatives and participants, and (3) the researcher and participants. It is
important to distinguish between the organization, or members assigned to make
research decisions with respect to the organization, and organizational participants
who actually took part in the application. This is a subtle point in the participatory
framework, but one which is often overlooked in discussions which move directly
from the researcher to participants, without recognizing the intermediate level of
organizational representatives. All research with organizations must begin by
securing an organizational decision to engage in the research effort. This was
particularly important for this research, since the organizational representatives
were representing the research to the (potential) participants. In essence, these
individuals (organizational representatives) co-constructed the research application
with the researcher and also with the potential participants.

The third context to be established in the participatory research effort was

between the participants and the research. This was viewed as separate and
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distinct from the formation of organizational context. Although the researcher may
have had direct contact with the participants, the participants established an initial
context for the research between themselves and the organizational
representatives, independent of the researcher. In this respect, it was
inappropriate to assume the organizational context was necessarily the same as
the participant context. Additionally, there was the possibility for as many
participants contexts as there were participants. This became important in design
of participatory strategies which allowed for a continual testing and re-construction
of the research context. |

A final point about the construction of multiple contexts (researcher,
organization, and participant) for participatory research: The contexts, at all levels,
were recognized to be in a dynamic state of reconstruction throughout the research
project. Therefore, the contexts were subject to interpretation, re-interpretation,
and constant restructuring on implicit as well as explicit levels. The design of
participatory research had to take into account this constant restructuring, allowing
differences in interpretations to continually surface and be examined as part of the

research design.

Level of Participation in Research

Participatory research methodology suggests there is a range, or spectrum,
of participation in this form of research. At one end of the spectrum might be a
research effort where the researcher and participants are not distinguishable. The

researcher, organization, and participants jointly share in all research endeavors
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from conception, design, accomplishment, and reporting. At the other end of the
spectrum might be an almost non-existent participation, where all design, decision,
execution, and conclusion is- provided by the researcher. | believe that most
participatory research efforts fall somewhere along this spectrum. The important
point is that the level of participation, and hence expectations, are taken into
consideration and acknowledged as an integral part of the research methodology.
This is similar to Chisholm and Elden's (1993) concept of openness of the
research process, ranging from designs that are closed, or totally predetermined,
to those processes which are open, or accessible to modification as the research
progresses.

The interpretation of what constitutes participation, or the metrics constructed
to define participation, establishes the perception of participation. This perception
exist in researcher, organization, and participant contexts. It serves to establish
boundary conditions (expectations) for the participatory level of the research.
Although the research design, researcher context, and organi'zational contexts
might suggest a high level of participation, it is inappropriate to assume this
participation will occur. On the contrary, a participant context resuiting in a low
level of participation and project commitment might result in limited participation,
regardless of the research design. Hence, without adequate resolution of disparity
in contexts of participation and what constitutes participation, participation is
subject to fall short of expectations for the most meticulously crafted participatory

designs.
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Expectations for the Research Effort

The development of expectations was problematic for the methodological
framework supporting the research. Without a problem as a source of focus, as
most participatory research designs include, the research was less defined in
establishing a predetermined resolution of a problem, or criterion of success, for
the research project. Without this predetermination, by researcher, organization,
and participants, the research design had to allow continuous development and
construction of expectations throughout the process. Therefore, the logical
conclusion to the effort could not be known in advance but had to be constructed
by researcher, participants, and the organization throughout the application.
Additionally, this implied that the expectations and local research directions could
well be different from researcher, organizational, and participant contexts.
Therefore, the research design had to provide a mechanism for these different
context to emerge during the research project. This expands the concept of PAR
beyond the narrow focus of problem resolution as the expectation of the research
outcome ‘shared’ by all participants. Instead, the expectations of researcher,
organization, and participants had to be continually constructed throughout the
project. This methodological dilemma, the determination of local research direction
through the application, created it's own special concerns and implications for the
participatory research design. These concerns and implications are addressed in

Chapter 8, Research Implications and Directions.
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Application of Temporary Organizational Structure

The nature of participatory research suggests that the methodology is
problem directed, and has as a major research product a resolution to an
organizational problem. Additionally, as a result of addressing that problem,
generalizable knowledge beyond the narrow scope of the problem is generated.
However, the methodology for this research effort extended this narrow view of the
participatory research function. 'Instead of problem resolution as product, the
research methodology was redirected to establishment of a temporary structure for
process development. The focus on establishment of new process through the
action orientation to research is similar to Herbst (1976) identification of the
product of action research being new process. This focus extended the research
methodology to reach beyond the narrow focus of a specific problem. First, the
research design was established to install a temporary structure to facilitate study
of the phenomenon in question. Additionally, this temporary structure permitted
a range of participation, issue identification, surfacing of assumptions, and
implications to develop at both the organizational and individual levels. This also
enabled the potential fof': (1) realization of organizational and individual benefit
beyond a single problem, (2) advancement of knowledge beyond the context of
what might be realized by the specific problem approach, and (3) acceleration of
beneficial processes as a result of the temporary structure imposed. This
perspective of the participatory methodology was viewed as potentially more

enabling than a single problem focus. However, similar to traditional PAR
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approaches that conclude when the problem is resolved, this process development
approach was also dissolved when the temporary implementing structure was
removed at the conclusion of the research effort.

The focus on development of process facilitated a variety of potential
organizational and individual outcomes. In the absence of known determinations
of ‘successful’ outcomes, the process development approach to PAR was more
conducive to the potential for: (1) transition of the temporary structure into
permanent organizational structures and actions, and (2) facilitation of
organizational sustainment of temporary processes, at both the individual and
organizational levels, generated by the temporary structure. This introduced the

capability for local level extension of the research beyond the specific application.

Limitations for the Research Methodology

The research design was developed in response to the objectives of the
study and research questions. However, while the approach is sound, there were
several methodological issues which were addressed in the research design. The
issues are: (1) the appropriateness of qualitative methods of data analysis, (2) the
generalizability of research findings, (3) influence of the researcher, (4)
reproducibility and reliability of the research, and (5) validity of the research.
These items highlight areas of concern which have been acknowledged, factored
into the research design, and considered in interpretation of research results and
findings. The following discussion will identify the specific issues and the research

response to address the issues.
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Appropriateness of Qualitative Methods

Qualitative research designs are recognized as an appropriate design to
address complex phenomenon and processes investigated in organizations
(Searight 1989; Peshkin 1988). Whitt (1991) points out that, "Qualitative methods
are considered to be superior to other research methods for achieving in-depth
understanding of complex organizations. . . and processes" (Whitt 1991, 409).
Qualitative approaches are often compared to quantitative approaches, using the
criteria established for the domain of quantitative inquiry (Sykes 1990,1991; Whitt
1991, Sandelowski 1986; Searight 1989; Patton 1991). This comparative
approach favors quantitative design and may be inappropriate to evaluate
qualitative methods:

Applying the criteria of one research tradition to another is nothing more
than self-justification, since these criteria inevitably favor the research
tradition that generated them. (Sandelowski 1986, 28)
Similarly, several authors have suggested alternate understandings for rigor in
qualitative research (Sandelowski 1986; Whitt 1991; Agar 1986; Guba and Lincoln
1981, Kirk and Miller 1986). Strauss and Corbin (1990) suggest that:
. . . the usual canons of 'good science' should be retained, but require
redefinition in order to fit the realities of qualitative research, and the
complexities of social phenomenion that we seek to understand. The
usual scientific canons include: significance, theory-observation
compatibility, generalizability, consistency, reproducibility, precision, and
verification. (Strauss and Corbin 1990, 250)
In light of Poplin's (1987) description of the basis for quantitative inquiry, a

cogent argument for selection of the qualitative methods for the research can be

made. Poplin (1987) suggests that quantitative analysis is grounded in: (1) logico-
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mathematical reduction, or the idea that data must be submitted to mathematical
analyses, requiring reduction of problems into variables which can be quantified,
(2) separation between the researcher and the subject of research as well as a
separation of the phenomenon investigated from the larger context from which it
is generated, (3) value-free objectivity, or an unbiased position assumed by the
researcher, (4) reliance on generation of hypotheses for testing and deductive
analysis, and (5) demands thai research be replicable to be considered valid.
Several points, based on Poplin's (1987) account of qualitative inquir;l,
served to establish the relevance of the qualitative approach used for the research
effort. First, the purpose of the research was understanding of the phenomenon
in question. The research was an attempt to conduct inductive analysis, in
participation with the organization, within the context established by the
organization and researcher. The objective was to build inductive understanding
of processes generated, not to test predetermined hypotheses in an assumed
context-free domain. Second, the researcher was not viewed as separated from
the research, or the participants. Instead, the research attempted to span
boundaries between researcher and participants. Both were viewed as bringing
valuable insight to the research, neither being the subject of research. Third, the
researcher, as well as the organization and participants, were understood to bring
perspective, biases, and assumptions to the research arena. This was viewed as
enabling to the research, not a limitation or weakness. Finally, the research was

understood to be context-dependent and not reduced to predefined variables for
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study. The research was designed as an inductive approach to understqnding the
phenomenon within the local organizational setting. These research objectives
clearly suggested the appropriateness of a qualitative design. This is not to
devalue or minimize the appropriateness of quantitative study in organizations. On
the contrary, this suggests that the research approach developed was purposeful
and guided by recognition of the methodology appropriate to accomplishment of

the research objectives.

Influence of the Researcher

As with any research effort, the influence of the researcher was in question
for this effort. This concern is generally directed at the potential inability of the
researcher to eliminate personal biases from collection, analysis, and interpretation
of data. Therefore, the research becomes value laden and subject to researcher
influence. As Sandelowski (1986) pointed out any research must include some
reflection of the researcher. Even quantitative methods suffer from this researcher
influence in hypothesis formulation:
The generation of explanatory or relational hypothesis is basic to
quantitative inquiry. This statement of hypothesis contains all our biases;
it represents a subjective guess ready to be verified. It requires the
narrowing of data for analysis and thus denies or avoids implications of
other contextual data. Itis drawn from the experiences of the author(s).
(Poplin 1987, 35)

Therefore, the challenge for both qualitative and quantitative approaches is to

address the researcher as influencer of the research. Little is to be accomplished

by minimizing, or even denying, the influence of the researcher. Instead,

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



~———

99

acknowledgement and accountability for the researcher adds strength and
credibility to the research design.

There were several mechanisms employed in the research design to address
the researcher influence. First, the explicit acknowledgement of researcher biases
and assumptions was conducted to frame the research and create sensitivity to the
relation between researcher, research design, and participants. This is not
projected as a precise accounting of a_!i assumptions and biases of the researcher.
On the contrary, it was an attempt to: (1) recognize biases exist and influence the
research project, (2) offer some accountability and suggested direction for
discipline in the research design to address the assumptions and biases, and (3)
provide a more explicit context within which the research was designed,
conducted, and interpreted. Second, the research was designed to generate
reflection by participants, as well as the researcher, throughout the project. Thus,
the research instituted a process of continual development and construction of
perspective. This was an active component of the design instead of a potential
byproduct of the effort. Additionally, by introducing multiple methods and sources
for data collection, a triangulation was designed to evoke different points of
reflection in the research process. Finally, the structured research design for
application of the strategy, and subsequent data analysis, introduced, in terms of
Borman, LeCompte, and Goetz (1986), personal and analytic discipline to limit the
subjectivity of the research. The research attempted to address these issues of

researcher influence by making the approach to the research process ‘transparent’,
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so that the role of the researcher in the process of discovery is clearly understood

in the research context.

Generalizability of Research Findings

The charge is often levied that qualitative research findings can only be
applicable in the local context in which they have been generated. This stems, in
part, from the suggestion that qualitative research has an inherent lack of external
validity. Without external validity, the results are not generalizable beyond the
narrow context of the specific application. Therefore, results are unique to the
particular research setting that generated them and conclusions are not valid
outside that context. However, this charge can be made for any research, whether
quantitative or qualitative in nature. Sandelowski (1986) suggests that qualitative
researchers argue:

Generalizability is itself something of an iliusion since every research
situation is ultimately about a particular subject in a particular context.
From the qualitative perspective, generalizability is based on the reification
of context-free structure that does not exist and the assumption that the
multiple realities in any given situation can be controlled to illuminate the
effects of a few variables (Sandelowski 1986, 31).
Therefore, although research designs may establish a thorough accounting of
contextual elements, all research must be first understood within the particular
context from which it was originally generated. At the extreme, this argument
suggests that exact replication is theoretically impossible. However, this does not

preclude the development of substantive conclusions and implications based on

the research findings: regardiess as to whether or not they were generated from
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a qualitative or quantitative design perspective. Borman, LeCompte, and Goetz
(1986) suggest that it must be accepted there is not a total uniqueness of any
study, and on some level the research can be projected beyond the narrow bounds
of the specific research application. Thus, a rationale of generalizability to other
similar organizations can be identified to project conclusions beyond the local
research context. They further explain that translatability of methods, categories,
and characteristics across groups and disciplines can be developed. Additionally,
comparability can also be established to denote the clear boundaries of the study
and the appropriate linkage to other similar organizational contexts. Patton (1986)
suggest that qualitative research generalizability might be understood in terms of
'reasonable extrapolation’, explaining:
Unlike the usual meaning of the term 'generalization’, an extrapolation
clearly connotes that one has gone beyond the narrow confines of the
data to think about other applications of the findings. Extrapolations are
modest speculations on the likely applicability of findings to other
situations under similar, but not identical conditions. Extrapolations are
logical, thoughtful and problem-oriented rather than purely empirical,
statistical and probabilistic (Patton 1986, 7).
External validity ". . . refers to the generalizability of findings and the
representativeness of subjects, tests, and testing situations" (Sandelowski 1986,
31). Qualitative designs are more at ease with this concept of external validity
since the settings established for qualitative study admittedly lack the control
generally considered necessary for quantitative study. The quantitative drive for

definition and control of external influence and specificity of precise contexts,

necessarily work against the ability to project research findings beyond the specific
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research context. In quantitative study, generalizability is enhanced through
statistical sampling conventions to assure representativeness and the ability to
make inference based on results. However, qualitative sampling is based on
purposive, or non-probability samples, that are selected for their suspected ability
to illuminate the phenomena of interest (Sykes 1991; Sandelowski 1986).
Therefore, the qualitative research context is not so narrowly specified as to
exclude generalization to other similar context, without the illusion of precise
translation of the complete context. Following Guba and Lincoin (1981),
Sandelowski (1986) suggests:

... fittingness be the criterion against which the applicability of qualitative
research be evaluated. A study meets the criterion of fithess when its
findings can "fit" into contexts outside the study situation and when its
audience views its findings as meaningful and applicable in terms of their
own experiences. In addition, the findings of the study, whether in the
form of description, explanation, or theory, "fit" the data from which they
are derived. The findings are well grounded in the life experiences
studied and reflect their typical and atypical elements. (Sandelowski 1986,
32)
Therefore, even with a limited and purposely selected organizational sample, the
arguments for appropriate translation to other populations, or crganizations,
becomes possible. Detailed design structure and disciplined inquiry are applicable
to both qualitative and quantitative designs, serving to develop substantive
conclusions based on the research design.
To address the research objectives, qualitative design serves as a

foundation, from an inductive approach, to generate new avenues for inquiry and

provide new knowledge about the phenomenon in question. Discovery which
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might not be possible through more rigid and inflexible quantitative research

designs can be facilitated by the disciplined qualitative research design.

Reproducibility of Research

Both qualitative and quantitative research share difficulties with respect to
reliability. The issue of reproducibility, or reliability of research findings, is a
concern in both forms of inquiry. Sykes (1990) reduces the concern with reliability
in qualitative research to two forms:

. . . would the same study carried out by two researchers produce the
same findings; and would a study repeated using the same researcher
and respondents yield the same findings. . . .The main doubts about the
reliability of qualitative research methods are that their inherent
characteristics (their flexibility and the absence of rigid experimental
control) are not conducive to replicability. (Sykes, 1990, 309)
The characteristic of repeatability, or the ability to produce results repeatability, is
considered an essential element for rigor in scientific inquiry. However, this also
forces a simplification, or a separation of phenomena from their complex context
as a necessity for understanding quantitative relations between isolated variables.
The very drive to decontextualize the investigation deprives the investigation of
more complex phenomena and interrelations sought through quantitative designs.
The focus on decontextualization is more prevalent in quantitative designs. The
reduction of complex organizational contexts for research purposes, with the
intention of generating reproducible research, risks the exclusion of relevant

complex contextual factors to emerge. These complex relations may not be

known, suspected, or initially designed in the research. This risk of exclusion is
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not a newly recognized risk, and mechanisms of quantitative design can, to some
degree, account for this risk. However, in the research of complex phenomena in
contextually rich research settings (organizational settings) the restriction of context
for study amplifies the potential for exclusion of relevant factors contributing to the
phenomena in question.

Reproducibility is closely linked to the influence of the researcher in data
collection, interpretation, and development of research findings. However, the
researcher influence is also appropriate in both qualitative and quantitative
domains of inquiry:

The researcher examines the data, attaches meaning to them, and draws
inferences and conclusions, all quantitative researchers start with marked
differences in orientation, the researchers may be 'driven' to different
interpretations, not only of the problem as a whole, but even of |dent|ca|
datasets. (Collins 1989, 3)
There is question as to whether the quantitative concept of reliability is appropriate
for application to qualitative research designs. For instance, Robson (1989)
suggests:
Given the dynamic and inductive way (qualitative research) operates, it is
true that replicability is impossible to prove theoretically. Indeed, |
wouldn't want to, since regarding the researcher as a valuable bias in the
whole process, | prefer to believe that while the base data may be
replicable from one study to another, the interpretation (and consequent
action) may differ. (Robson 1989, 8)
Several authors have developed alternate ways of thinking about the reliability of
qualitative approaches to research:
If another researcher was to be presented with the same set of data, he

or she should be able to follow and carry out the same analysis and arrive
at the same set of conclusions. If the two researchers were to arrive at
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different interpretations of the data then a third researcher would be able
to see how and why they had arrived at their different interpretations and
use his or her judgement to decide which interpretation to accept. (Griggs
1987, 15) '

Sandelowski summarized the concept of auditability as:

A study and its findings are auditable when another researcher can clearly
follow the 'decision trail' used by the investigator in the study. In addition,
another researcher could arrive at the same or comparable but not
contradictory conclusions given the researcher's data, perspective, and
situation. (Sandelowski 1986, 33)

might be accomplished for qualitative research:

Auditability is specifically achieved by a description, explanation, or
justification of 1) how the researcher became interested in the subject
matter of the study, 2) how the researcher views the thing studied, 3) the
specific purpose(s) of the study, 4) how subjects or pieces of evidence
come to be included in the study and how they were approached, 5) the
impact the subjects or evidence and the researcher(s) had on each other,
6) how the data were collected, 7) the nature of the setting(s) in which
data were collected, 9) how the data were reduced or transformed for
analysis, interpretation, and presentation, 10) how various elements of the
data were weighted, 11) the inclusiveness and exclusiveness of the
categories developed to contain the data, and 12) the specific techniques
used to determine the truth value and applicability of the data.
(Sandelowski 1986, 34-35)
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However, Guba and Lincoln (1981) introduce the concept of auditability as the

criterion of consistency, or the qualitative parallel to reliability in quantitative terms.

Although precise replicability is not possible in qualitative research, this does not
dismiss the necessity to build research designs that recognize and seek to
enhance the concept of reliability in the qualitative sense. Sykes (1990, 1991)
suggest this is accomplished by making the research transparent’ so that the
readers of the research can precisely follow the research. Sandelowski (1986)

goes beyond this recommendation and offers guidelines as to how auditability
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Qualitative and quantitative approaches differ in the role of reliability and how that
role is achieved. Both recognize the necessity to invoke discipline and
accountability of the research design. This is extremely important in qualitative
research because of the flexibility in design. In essence, flexibility is not a shield

for accountability and thoroughness in the research design process.

Validity of Qualitative Research Design

Generally, reliability is viewed as a necessary, although not sufficient,

condition for research validity. Patton (1990) suggest the distinction as, "Validity
focuses on the meaning and meaningfulness of data; reliability focuses on the
consistency of resuits" (Patton 1986, 223). Sykes (1991) points out that validity
is typically used to establish inference made from qualitative data and goodness,
or accuracy of the data generated by qualitative resea}ch. Validity in terms of
drawing inference, focuses on issues of generalizability of research findings
beyond the bounds of the specific research efforts.
Sykes (1990, 1991) identifies 5 forms of validity generally recognized in the

literature:

Apparent validity or face validity holds when a research method produces

the kind of information that is wanted or expected . . . . Internal validity .

. . refers to internal coherence of the findings - to the snugness of fit

between the data and the conclusions . . . . Instrumental validity looks at

the match between the data provided by a research method and those

generated by some alternative procedure itself accepted as valid . . . .

Theoretical validity . . . . refers to the justifiability of research procedures

in terms of established theory . . . . Consultative validity refers to the

validation of data or interpretations through consultation with those
involved in the research process. (Sykes 1991, 10)
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While apparent validity is certainly applicable to qualitative inquiry, it is less
accepted and subject to be misleading. As Kirk and Miller (1986) point out,
"Conclusions of apparent validity can be illusionary" (Kirk and Miller 1986, 22).
Internal validity is appropriate t.o qualitative inquiry, since the findings emerge from
the data. Additionally, the flexibility of design permits data to be cross-checked,
probed, and'ampliﬁed as necessary to support apparent validity (Sykes 1990).
This serves to enhance the internal validity of the data. However, a major criticism
is the ability of the researcher to provide an interpretation of the data which
supports internal validity. For quantitative research, internal validity is managed
by controlling threats (history, maturation of subjects, etc.). Instrumental validity
in qualitative research is achieved by triangulation (Miller and Fredericks 1987),
thereby enhancing the research through multiple perspectives. Qualitative
methods of data collection, based on established theory, have theoretical validity.
However, again, the appropriateness and relation of methods to theory is subject
to debate. Firially, qualitative research methods make a strong case for
consultative validity. Since feedback from participants is invited, the data is given
a check from sources beyond the potentially narrow perspective of the
researcher(s).

Qualitative research designs for data collection can be strengthened by
consideration of validity criteria principally stemming from quantitative designs.
However, there are alternative perspectives for what constitutes qualitative

equivalence to validity in the quantitative research domain. Sandelowski (1986)
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contends that internal validity in quantitative research finds an equivalent in the
concept of credibility in qualitative research design:

A qualitative study is credible when it presents such faithful descriptions
of interpretations of a human experience that the people having that
experience would immediately recognize it from those descriptions or
interpretations of their own. A study is also credible when other people
(other researchers or readers) can recognize the experience when
confronted with it after having only read about it in a study. (Sandelowski
1986, 30)
Credibility is closely linked to ‘fittingness' as discussed earlier. Both represent
equivalence to quantitative notions of validity. Sandelowski (1986) suggest
strategies to ensure credibility and fittingness:
... 1) checking for the representativeness of the data as a whole and of
coding categories and examples used to reduce and present the data; 2)
triangulating across data sources and data collection procedures to
determine the congruence of findings among them; 3) checking that
descriptions, explanations, or theories about the data contain the typical
and atypical elements of the data; 4) deliberately trying to discount of
disprove a conclusion drawn about the data; and 5) obtaining validation
from the subjects themselves. (Sandelowski 1986, 35)
The key point for enhancing the research validity, in either qualitative or
quantitative, is a disciplined design and transparency in the methods used to arrive

at, and address, the issues of validity.

Summary

This chapter developed a supporting methodological framework for the
research. The framework was developed to form the basis for the research
design. The methodological framework was based primarily on Participatory

Action Research (Whyte 1990).
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The central elements of the PAR framework were established in relation to
the research application. In addition, areas of amplification and distinction of the
research application, with respect to the PAR framework, were established. These
areas included: (1) participation in development of the design, (2) the process
focus of the research application, (3) the construction of contexts for research, (4)
the level of participation in the application, (5) expectations of research outcomes,
and (6) employment of temporary structure for process development. These areas
served to develop the specific perspective of PAR for the research design.

This chapter also developed the nature of qualitative research, particularly
with respect to the limitations for the research application. Qualitative research
was discussed in terms of: (1) researcher influence, (2) generalizability of findings,
(3) reproducibility, and (4) validity. In each area, the relevance, and limitations, of
qualitative design in research methods was explored in relation to the research
design and application.

The methodological framework established the context for development of
the research design, application of the design, and interpretation of findings for the
research effort. The development of the PAR approach and the nature of
qualitative research established the methodological background for the study and

supported development of the specific research design.
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CHAPTER 4

THE RESEARCH DESIGN

This chapter develops the research design within the methodological
framework previously established in Chapter 3. The research was designed as a
PAR project. The objective of the project was to study facilitation of the
organizational learning process as a process of organizational inquiry, generated
through the application of a computer-based strategy. In general, OLP has been
developed as an organizational process of inquiry supporting organizational
learning. For research purposes, the strategy to facilitate OLP, as supported by
the research design, can be thought of in terms of a circular four step process.
Quite simply the process steps are; (1) development of alternative organizational
perspectives, (2) individual assessment of alternative perspectives, (3) individual
exploration of assessments, and (4) joint exploration of assessment results. The
resulting OLP of inquiry is circular and, through the research design, is given the
opportunity to emerge at both individual and organizational levels. The OLP
process phases are presented as distinct for the convenience of iiiustration and
discussion. However, in actuality, the phases of the process are viewed as

interrelated, overlapping, and circular in nature.
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In addition to the research design, this chapter includes the description of the
contextual setting for each phase of the research. The purpose of these
contextual descriptions is to provide a rich description of the salient features of the
design application in the specific organizational setting. These descriptions of the
contextual settings for each phase provide an important link between the research
design, the application of that design, and the development of ﬁndings resulting

from the application.

Overview of the Research Design

To facilitate OLP for study, the research design included the application of
the organizational learning process through a computer-based strategy
accomplished in six related research phases. The phases of the computer-based
strategy correspond to the process steps identified earlier: (1) development of
alternative organizational perspectives, (2) individual assessment of alternative
perspectives, (3) individual exploration of assessments, and (4) joint exploration
of assessment results. To support strategy application and research, the research
was accomplished in six phases. These research phases included: (1) Context
Development, (2) Generation of an Organizational Profile, (3) Individual
Assessment of the Organizational Profile, (4) Individual Exploration of
Organizational Profile Assessments, (5) Joint Examination of Organizational Profile
Assessments, and (6) Group Assessment of the Research. The relation of these
research phases to the computer-based strategy are defined in Figure 9. Figure

10 depicts the computer-based strategy in terms of objectives, instruments and
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Figure 9. The relation between OLP strategy and associated phases of the research design.
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procedures, and expected products for each phase of the organizational Ieéming
process. To make the research design ‘transparent’, a detailed explanation of
each research phase is developed. This explanation will include discussion of the
objectives, design, specific procedures, expectations for each research phase, and
the contextual setting for accomplishment of the research phase in the
organization. Additionally, the methods of data collection and analysis are
developed in relation to the research design.

The key to understandfng the research design lies in 'the primary design
purpose. This purpose was to develop OLP as a continuous procesé; a joint
undertaking between the researcher and participants within the context generated
through application of the computer-based strategy. This undertaking was
accomplished within the domain created by the strategy through the application of
the specific methods and tools, applied and refined in partnership with the
organization. Additionally, the research design was evaluated as an integral part
of the application. Therefore, the strategy was not only designed to generate OLP,

but also to provide the feedback for its own transition through that design.

The Organization for Study

The sponsor organization for research was a major health system in the
southeastern United States. The health system has approximately 5000
employees. Comprehensive services are provided across a spectrum of
healthcare ranging from acute care to long term care. The system spans multiple

geographic locations in providing healthcare services to the local community.
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Additionally, the health system has been a long term member of the community
and experienced continuous growth and rapid expansion within the last 5-10 years.
During the application the organization was in a period of uncertainty regarding the
future government modification of the healthcare system at the national level.

The organization met several criteria established for selection of the
organization to sponsor the study. Among these criteria were: (1) capability to
provide participants from diverse.elements of the same organization, (2) neither
the organization, nor the participants, routinely engaged in organizationally self-
referential development processes similar to that proposed by the research, (3)
organizational willingness to allocate and commit resources necessary to
accomplish the research, (4) agreement to provide the researcher access to
organizational information and participants on an informal as well as formal basis,
and (5) assignment of organizational representatives as primary contacts for the
research effort. Organizational contact was initiated by the researcher. The
research was presented to organizational representatives and initial agreement
reached on sponsorship. In addition, the research was reviewed and approved by
the Human Subjects Review Board of Old Dominion University representing the
College of Engineering and Technology.

Working in participation with organizational representatives, the research
project was tailored to the organization. It was jointly decided that the research
design would be appropriate for the organization. Additionally, the organization

requested that 17 senior executives participate in the research. After joint
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discussions with the organizational representatives, the participants were
separated into 2 groups, each to go through the process independently. Both
groups consisted of executives representing diverse organizational elements in
terms of geographic location, products, services, and responsibilities. Group 1
consisted of eight executives with responsibilities spanning the entire system.
Their focus was not directed to a singular entity within the system. Group 2
consisted of nine executives with responsibilities for various operations and entities
within the system. Their focus was directed to a specific segment of the overall

system.

Research Phase I: Context Development

Context development had three basic objectives in the research design.
These objectives included establishing the research context for the organization,
the researcher, and the participants. The first objective was to establish the
organizational context for the research. This required meeting with organizational
representatives to determine the details of strategy application in the organization.
The details included:

1)  Establishing organizational understanding of research design and
objectives with respect to the organization.

2) Modification and acceptance of the research design by the
organizational representatives.

3) Tailoring of the research application (participants, timing, locations, etc.)
to the organization.

4) Determination of administrative support and commitment of resources
to the project.
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The second objective of this research phase was to establish the researcher
context. The specific design for this context formation was jointly determined by
the researcher and organizational representatives. This included informal
introduction to all participants, familiarization with organizational operations, tours
of organizational facilities, review of organizational documents, and informal
discussions with nonparticipating members of the organization from each segment
represented by the participating executives. The final objective of this research
phase was the establishment of the participant context for the research effort. This
contextwas established through introductory meetings between the researcher and
participants. In addition, the organizational representatives sent correspondence
announcing the research project and discussed the project with participants. This
established the initial participant context for the research project.

The development of these initial contexts for the research project was an
integral part of the research design. Although the precise scope of the context
formation was not predetermined, the necessity for this phase was actively
factored in