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AREN’T LEARNING ORGANIZATIONS CURIOUS?
B Y  R O D  W I L L I A M S

Please send your comments about any
of the articles in THE SYSTEMS THINKER
to editorial@pegasuscom.com.We will
publish selected letters in a future
issue.Your input is valuable!
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or all the powers of computers,
Picasso considered them useless

because “they give only answers.” Isn’t
one of the remaining advantages of
being human that we can give ques-
tions and not just answers? The ability
to spontaneously and pleasurably dis-
cover new questions is an expression
of “curiosity,” which by its nature can-
not be forced, commanded by another,
or scheduled.We intuitively recognize
curiosity as a crucial element support-
ing the “readiness to learn” in children
and in ourselves.

Overcoming School
Although a key factor in creativity
and learning, curiosity is rarely men-
tioned—or encountered—in the
classroom or on the job. Earlier this
century, the educator John Dewey
said “school should be less about
preparation for life and more like life
itself.”Those of us who complained
in high school that what we were
taught had no relevance to our lives
now face the absolute relevance of
learning in order to make a living.
Too often, though, the school of our
real adult lives—the workplace—still
has an aura of oppression.

Despite the supposed “intrinsic
pleasure” of learning, we usually settle
for the extrinsic rewards of salary and
career advancement and forgo the
rest. But this cheerless learning is
merely another kind of labor; a
courtship without passion, forced by
the arranged marriage of another’s
interests with our time and effort.
However, when we brush against our
own interests, our hearts and minds
race faster. Nevertheless, many organi-
zations undertake learning initiatives
in the tradition of schooling, without
giving workers the imprimatur to
savor its guilty pleasures.

But, as our rapidly evolving
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economy increasingly demands that
we use our minds rather than our
muscles, we can hardly afford not to
understand this passion for knowledge
and embrace it, especially in the
workplace.The leading edge of
knowledge, curiosity can accelerate
breakthroughs in productivity and
performance like few other forces.
When workers become curious, they
suddenly have an immediate and truly
personal stake in the process of dis-
covery. Explicit recognition of the
value of curiosity to an organization’s
progress is a declaration of every
worker’s capacity to catalyze
change.

Signature Questions 
Yet, it’s possible to read
many of the major
works in the field of
organizational learning
without ever coming
across the word
“curiosity.” Is some-
thing important
missing here, or is
the word’s absence
merely trivial?

What we really
want our “learning
organizations” to do is create new
knowledge. If this is our aim, then we
must forswear our usual re-mixing of
what is already known. Nor can we
rely on external resources to tell us
what we should be curious about.To
create new knowledge, we must dis-
cover the signature questions of our
organizations—those that we are
uniquely able to ask, that are at the
same time expressions of everything
we already know and everything we
don’t know.These signature questions
are at the very heart of the knowledge-
creation process, and they are the
engine for “curious organizations.”
uscom.com).
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Growing Curiosity
From this perspective, if the leaders of
the knowledge economy are to
resemble gardeners rather than charis-
matic heroes, as suggested by Peter
Senge in an interview in Fast Com-
pany, then they should think of their
organizations as curiosity “farms.”

To that end, if we refashioned
our learning organizations into “curi-
ous” organizations, what would they
look like? How would they function?
What would happen if we assembled
a “curious team” and gave it room to

develop a refined sense of its
own kind of knowledge-creat-

ing process and the inde-
pendence to manage that

process according to its
needs? Would a curious
team work together dif-
ferently and produce
different outcomes than
a learning team? How
might such outcomes be
used to advance our
organization’s mission or
improve its bottom line?

Leaders, if you can
embrace these questions

as your own, you will then
begin to understand how to tend
your “farms” and enliven your work-
places with the generative energy of
truly active intelligence.

Rod Williams is a clinical psychologist curious
about knowledge-creation processes in human 
systems. He is also the marketing and e-commerce
manager at Pegasus Communications.
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