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The Learning Organization:
From Vision to Reality

B uilding leaing organizations
requires more than just “re-engi-
neering” our existing structures. It
requires a whole new wvision of what organi-
zations can become and a new basis of un-
derstanding from which to imagine fresh
possibilities. Margaret Wheatley and Peter
Senge, keynote speakers at the 1993 Sys-
tems Thinking in Action Conference, each
articulated their vision for this emerging
concept of the learning organization. Ex-
cerpts of their talks appear on the following
pages.

Margaret Wheatley challenges us to look
beyond our current understanding of a
world based on control and certainty, and
see the beauty and potential of a chaotic,
yet orderly, universe.

Symboal key for diagrams on page 10.
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We are often afraid of the “letting go”
that chaos requires, because we believe our
world will fall apart without strict controls.
And yet the new science of chaos tells us
there is an underlyfng order to the universe
that does not require our control, and that
chaos can be a gateway to quantum leaps
in improvement. -DHK

MAaRGARET WHEATLEY=—
NEw SCIENCE AND THE

LEARNING ORGANIZATION

For three centuries, we have been plan-
ning, predicting and analyzing the world
by separating it into parts. We have
held on to an intense belief in cause and
effect, and we have let numbers rule our
lives. Yet at the end of the 20th cen-
tury, our 17th-century organizations are
crumbling.

Today’s organizations are strong,
complicated structures. We have built
them deliberately to resist change, as we
fear what might happen if we loosen our
grip or let members of our organizations
speak truthfully to one another. We are
afraid that things will fall apart. Yet
throughout the universe, things work
well without us. Wherever we look, we
see a landscape of movement and com-
plexity, of bearings gained not from or-
ganizational charts or job descriptions,
but from natural processes of growth
and self-renewal.

In our desire to control our organiza-
tions, we have detached ourselves from
the forces that create order in the uni-
verse. All these years, we have con-
fused control with order. Whar if we
stopped looking for control, and began

in earnest the search for the order we
see everywhere around us in living, dy-
namic systems? If we become a commu-
nity of inquirers secking to discover the
essence of order, we will find that order
in the heart of chaos.

Chaos and Order as Partners
Although we have always thought that
small influences can be neglected, we
are now aware that we live in a universe
of exquisite sensitivity. Fortunately this
means that it doesn’t take a large mass
to create change; it involves just the
right disturbance in a part of the system
that is so well-connected it will create
change everywhere.

When systems were looked at from a
long period of time in 3-dimensional
phase space, the “shape” of chaos, called
a strange attractor, emerged. There are
many different attracrors (ways of plot-
ting movement) in science, but these
were called strange by two scientists who
said the name is deeply suggestive of the
unusual beauty and mystery of these ob-
jects. We now understand from watch-
ing these strange attractors develop that
they conform internally. We don’t
know how, but when you observe chaos
over time, it conforms to a boundary
and has a predictable shape.

This realization has led to a very dif-
ferent definition of chaos: “order with-
out predictability.” This paradox of au-
tonomy and control is everywhere in
chaos science. Chaos is therefore
teaching us that as leaders we can let go
of certain things and still create a well-
determined, well-ordered organization.
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We are also learning that we cannot see
the order in chaos without time and dis-
tance. To allow natural processes of or-
der to be colleagues in our search for
well-working organizations, we need to
develop a very different relationship
with time.

The Edge of Chaos

A second sensibility of chaos theory is
chat the pursuit of a stable, balanced life
of equilibrium is not possible. Chaos
science says you can’t get to a truly cre-
ative or transformative solution unless
you are willing to walk through chaos,
sit with your confusion for a while, and
feel overwhelmed and uncertain. Un-
less you tolerate moments of deep, per-
sonal confusion, you can’t change your
mental models. Systems are most ca-
pable of responding to change at the
edge of chaos; therefore, if we don’t be-
come confident that chaos is a useful
state to be in occasionally, then we are
going to get incremental, small solu-
tions and miss the moments of great
creativity.

Nobel Prize-winning physicist Ilya
Prigogene noticed that living systems
will fall apart when faced with radical
amounts of change. But after they fall
apart, they have the capacity to recon-
figure themselves such that they work
better within the environment. We
may only see the falling apart stage, and
get so terrified that we rush in to stop a
group or an organization from descend-
ing into chaos. But this descent into
chaos makes a new level of wisdom
available to an organization.

In fact, chaos is a state of pure infor-
mation—in that state, the system has
two choices: it can die or disappear, or it
can reorganize itself around the infor-
mation and become more adaptive to
that particular environment. The in-
triguing thing about self-organization is
that many paths of change are possible.
The avenue selected depends on the
particular structural coupling that oc-
curs with the available information.
Self-organization is therefore a process
of continuous tinkering—and we don’t
normally tinker with organizations.

We need to consider how we can
partner with chaos—how we can create

processes through which people can
generate new information and look at
existing information and just be over-
whelmed and confused by it. To do this
we have to learn that we don’t always
need to feel organized; we just need to
understand that we will always be in
this dance between disorganization and
organization.

Managing Patterns of Chaos

The third sensibility of chaos theory is
that complex systems can be understood
by identifying some very simple pat-
terns. We don’t know how to believe
that a deep pattern, when combined
with autonomous self-expression and
rules of interconnectedness, can give in-
tricate, complex, beautiful, and predict-
able shape to our organizations. As we
learn this, however, it is clearer that as
leaders we should be managing patterns,
not people.

There is a DuPont facility in Belle,
West Virginia that manufactures
highly-toxic chemicals. Several years
ago, a new plant manager was brought
in because the plant had over 80 safety
problems in one year. The manager,
Dick Knowles, cut the safety or personal
injury incidents in half by strong-arm-
ing people to comply with EPA regula-
tions and procedures. But he realized he
could never get a perfect record with
that kind of aurocratic management.
What he needed to do was implant a
desire and an ability to be safe.

So he focused on a pattern of safety
by building an environment where
safety was the ultimate concern. Every
Monday morming, the senior group
would meet to talk about anything that
had gone wrong, even though it could
be detrimental if the EPA got hold of
some of the information.

At one particular meeting I ob-
served, they talked about personal inju-
ries. The first incident involved a plant
worker who hit a deer while driving on
a dark road 300 miles from the plant;
the second incident concerned a team
leader who had been rear-ended in his
car about 12 miles from the plant. The
group asked themselves what they could
learn from these incidents—concluding
they should alert people that the deer
are coming out because it is winter, and

people should therefore be careful on
the dark roads and wear their seatbelts.

At the end of this meeting, [ went up
to Dick and said, “ don’t understand
why you're talking about these acci-
dents that happen hundreds of miles
from the plant.” He looked at me like I
was from another planet and said, “Meg,
if you care about your people’s safety,
you care about their safety.”

He is a wonderful teacher. And he is
involving his entire workforce in ex-
pressing their individual assessments of
what the patterns of safety mean. I be-
lieve that such pattern consciousness
leads us back into the arena of visions,
values, and mission statements, but with
much greater seriousness and intent.
And our work is not just in establishing
a core identity for an organization—the
work is in creating the processes so the
organization can discover its core pat-
tern for itself.

Developing a Capacity for
Avtonomy in Our Organizations
To develop a strong core identity, we
need to develop the capacity in our or-
ganizations to constantly self-update,
stay connected, be in touch, develop re-
lationships, find necessary information,
and know how to interpret that infor-
mation. Much more of our focus needs
to go into how well we work together
and how available we are ro each other.
Such possibilities signal a whole new
way of being in organizations.

The biologist Francisco Varela said
we need to understand systems as au-
tonomous cognitive systems, and ac-
knowledge that they have the capacity
to determine what works best in their
environment. They don’t need a tem-
plate, model, or imposed structure. As
self-organizing beings, we all have the
capacity to figure out what works best
for us in a given environment. And we
can develop that capacity in our organi-
zations—if we don’t, we will be in a lot
of trouble. But how do we build this ca-
pacity in our organizations? I don’t
know that answer yet—but I think that
is our work for the next 10 years.

One of the terrors of these new
lenses of science is that most of what
made us “experts” is irrelevant. The
process is one of letting go of our cer-
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