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Creating Learning Organizations

The “learning organization” is
fast becoming a corporate buzzword.
Many companies are jumping on the
bandwagon without really understand-
ing what a learning organization is, or
what it takes to become one. There is a
serious risk that it may become yet an-
other management fad.

The “1992 Systems Thinking in
Action Conference: Creating Learning
Organizations” made a statement that
creating learning organizations is a
long-term process of fundamental
change. The 600-plus participants
showed their commitment to that jour-
ney through their enthusiastic involve-
ment throughout the 2'1, days. Over 30
concurrent sessions helped add details
and richness to the central theme, pro-
viding people with the opportunity to
learn new tools and techniques as well
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as share their experiences putting those
ideas into practice.

Each of the three keynote speakers
provided a different perspective on
what it means to create a learning or-
ganization. The following pages con-
tain excerpts from their talks, which
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We, as a species, have been evolu-
tionarily programmed to be acutely
aware of sudden, dramatic changes in
our environment. There’s a very
simple reason for that: for virtually all
of our history, those were the primary
threats to our survival.

“Acknowledging the collective nature of our
perceptions marks the first step in the journey
toward becoming a learning organization because
the way we perceive the world is absolutely critical

to all learning processes.”

helped paint, in broad brushstrokes, the
essence of what is needed to build
learning organizations. —DHK

PETER SENGE—

A CRrisis OF PERCEPTION

Peter Senge’s talk, “A Crisis of
Perception,” cut deep into our shared
pool of assumptions. In a real sense,
we are our assumptions because we
perceive the world through the distinc-
tions we make. But those distinctions
do not originate from us as individuals;
we inherit them through culture. Cor-
porate paradigms and sacred cows are
part of the “inherited” assumptions
that affect how we perceive the world.
Acknowledging the collective nature of
our perceptions marks the first step in
the journey toward becoming a learn-
ing organization because the way we
perceive the world is absolutely critical
to all learning processes.

The problem is that our world has
changed and we have not. Today, all
the primary threats to our survival
come from slow, gradual processes, but
we’re still waiting for sudden events.
One way to think about this dilemma is
as a crisis of perception. Itis as if we
are driving down a dark road and at the
same time we are accelerating, we're
also turning down the headlights. Our
power, our prowess, is causing the ac-
celeration. Our diminishing capacity to
see what’s around us is dimming the
headlights. But as we accelerate, we
really need an even greater capability
to see into the future. That is, as our
power increases, our perceptiveness
also needs to increase...

Fundamental Assumptions
To address this crisis, we have to
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begin by exploring this question: what
do we mean by perception? A common
notion of perception is that we’re here
and the world is out there. We don’t
see it perfectly, since it’s very complex,
so we filter, abstract, and process it.
This view of perception is based on two
assumptions: that there is an external
reality, and that we can say something
intelligent about its intrinsic nature,
independent of our interaction with it.

There are a couple of problems
with this common notion of perception.
First, it’s rooted in assumptions. Sec-
ondly, progress in the field of under-
standing the biology of perception is
beginning to show that it is an unten-
able viewpoint...

The reason we have this love affair
with this simple model of an external

world is that it suggests a basis of cer-
tainty. We have a deep love of cer-
tainty. It starts our whole cognitive
process off with an external point of
reference—the reality that is out there.
What we need to do is give up the be-
lief that there is absolutely, intrinsi-
cally, an external reality.

Perceiving through

Our Distinctions

We perceive the world by making
distinctions—but where do those dis-
tinctions come from? That is the terri-
tory of culture, because by and large,
how we make distinctions is inherited.
Our perceptions are collective, not in-
dividual. To a much higher degree than
we recognize, we, collectively, are the
perceiving apparatus, not .

So what might be some of the im-
plications? One implication is that it
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Causal Loop Diagrams—A Tool of Perception

Quality.

i
Production B1 _S

Pressure Bemwul
0 ‘S\/
R1 S

Production
Capacity

Rather than thinking about a causal loop diagram as either a description of
the way the world really is, or a forecast of the future, we can actually begin to
think of it as a tool of perception—a way of seeing certain things we otherwise

For example, say our company is experiencing an increase in demand and
we don’t have enough capacity to meet it. Without the linguistic distinction of a
feedback loop, many people see a world where if demand rises and production
capacity is out of line, we have problems (left diagram). Some may or may not
see the connection to quality. Some may or may not see the connection from
quality to demand. Many do not even think in terms of the whole unit. In this
worldview, when you eventually find yourself with falling demand, you blame the
| fickle customers or attribute it to tough competitors.
| However, if we recognize the language of systems thinking and its set of lin-
guistic distinctions, we might draw a link between demand and production capac-
ity (right diagram). That is, we add capacity based on demand. But there's usu-
ally a long delay in acquiring capacity so by the time capacity comes on line, the
continued production pressure has led 1o lower quality and a loss of customers.

By comparing these two diagrams we can see that, depending on what
worldview we choose, we construct a whole different set of perceptions.
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will begin to shift the perceptual center
of gravity in our culture. Right now
that center has shifted to the extreme of
events and short-term orientation. The
practical question is, what can we be
doing to shift that perceptual center of
gravity? (See "Causal Loop Dia-
grams—A Tool of Perception.)

Forecast vs. Prediction

Several years ago my friend Pierre
Wack, the man who developed the sce-
nario planning process at Royal Dutch
Shell, was telling me an interesting
story that highlighted the difference
between prediction and forecasting. He
had lived in India for much of his life,
and he told me that if it rains for seven
days in the foothills of the Himalayas,
you can predict the Ganges will flood.

Now, it’s not the rain that causes
the flooding, but the intermediating
structure. If it rained for seven days in
the middle of a tropical rain forest,
there would be no flood. It’s the struc-
ture of the network of rivers, the absor-
bency of the ground, and the waters
flowing through that create flood con-
ditions. Relating that 1o forecasting
versus prediction, Pierre explained, “A
forecast is an attempt to get some
quantitative information about the fu-
ture. A prediction, however, is an un-
derstanding of certain predetermined
consequences. You don’t know cx-
actly when they’ll happen, you don’t
know exactly how strong they’ll be.
But you have some appreciation of an
underlying phenomenon....”

Proprioception of Thought

If you close your eyes and raise
your hand, you are aware your arm is
upraised. When you close your eyes,
you know where your body is. That
phenomenon is called “propriocep-
tion,” and it is linked to one particular
part of the brain. If that part of the
brain is damaged, you have to learn to
use visual cues to control your body,
because you are no longer conscious of
your body movements.

It appears we have no propriocep-
tion regarding our thoughts—we just
have them. Our perceptions just occur
to us. If we’re really trying to create a
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