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Although many aid agencies claim to be learning organisations, a recent review found that
they still need to address some major challenges, especially at field level. Ben
Ramalingam asks why this is the case, and what aid agencies can do to learn more
effectively.

In their efforts to promote organisational learning, many aid agencies have embraced two
influential approaches ? the learning loops model of Chris Argyris and Donald Schén, and the
learning organisation model of Peter Senge. Here | draw on the findings of research undertaken
by the Active Learning Network for Accountability and Performance (ALNAP) and the Overseas
Development Institute (ODI), which illustrate some of the problems aid organisations face in
applying these approaches. Based on these findings, | suggest two reasons why learning in aid
agencies has proved so problematic, and what we might be able to do about it.

Single-, double- and triple-loop learning

According to Argyris and Schon, organisational learning can be characterised in terms of a three-
level evolutionary model consisting of single-, double- and triple-loop learning:

¢ Single-loop learning is undertaken in line with explicit practices, policies and norms of behaviour.
Learning involves detecting and correcting deviations and variances from these standards.

e Double-loop learning involves reflection on the appropriateness of underlying practices, policies
and norms. This approach addresses the basic aspects of an organisation, such that the same
things are not done in response to changing contexts.

® Triple-loop learning represents the highest form of organisational self-examination. It involves
guestioning the entire rationale of an organisation, and can lead to radical transformations in
internal structure, culture and practices, as well as in the external context.

In most aid agencies single-loop learning happens at individual and group levels. However,
evidence suggests that this is usually in an informal and ad hoc manner. In my research on
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knowledge and learning practices in the development sector, all the organisations studied saw
value in informal learning, specifically in small acts of informal knowledge sharing and daily
reflection. But there was no clear sense that such activities were actively supported by, or even
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For many aid agencies, formalised single-loop learning, as promoted in organisational learning
strategies, is problematic. My research found that even in organisations where learning is central
to the overall mission, systematic learning-based approaches are not widely accepted and
applied. Formal learning is frequently seen as a non-essential support function ? one, moreover,
that is dominated by training and technology.

Consider, for example, the ?after action review?, a popular facilitated learning process adopted
from the US Army. Experiences with this simple tool suggest that it is often applied ineffectively in
aid organisations. In one extreme case, the simple notion of a regular, blame-free group reflection
process became a ?lessons learned? box in an electronic form to be filled out by individual
managers at the end of a project. Such stories are not unusual. Rather than identify specific
processes for organisational and group reflection, there is a tendency to point to information
systems and documents as the ?end products? of learning initiatives, despite the widely held view
that information is simply part of the overall organisational learning picture. Only a small minority
of organisations | have encountered focused their efforts on human dimensions of knowledge and
learning. This can lead to mistakes being repeated, time and time again.

Double-loop learning ? questioning practices, norms and policies ? is actually in direct conflict
with the immediacy of ongoing organisational processes. Emerging cultures of learning and
innovation frequently overwhelm existing cultures of compliance. In part this is due to entrenched
power inequalities, meaning that mistakes cannot be admitted to those who provide resources,
whether they are institutional donors, international NGOs or UN agencies. When mistakes are not
admitted, lessons clearly cannot be learned.
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implementing agencies. There is evidence to suggest that decision-making processes in aid
agencies involve establishing common ?narratives? that fit the priorities of the agency and donor
alike. From David Ellerman?s perspective, such a relationship can be seen as an example of
mutually supportive ?Official Truths?. Given the potential organisational interests of both parties
in the acceptance of one shared Official Truth over another, this can, and does, lead to imperfect
analysis and inappropriate responses.

Such relationships risk circularity, whereby aid problems are ?constructed? and ?solved? in ways
that may bear little relation to actual needs. This makes it difficult to determine what ?really?
works in practice, and therefore constrains double-loop learning. If mutually supporting Official
Truths dominate no matter what aid organisations do, then even single-loop learning may be
problematic. The risk would be that they primarily work to ensure that resource-providing
relationships are not affected, and that the continuity of the organisations is not threatened.

There is some indication of a degree of triple-loop learning in aid organisations, given the
frequency with which new leaders are recruited, and new strategies are launched. However, this
does not appear to be particularly successful in achieving transformation. As one commentator
put it, no matter what the situation, you can always predict which agencies will do what, when and
how. Such predictability suggests that the deeper commitments to change called for by the
concept of triple-loop learning are unlikely to be present internally within the majority of aid
agencies.

The learning organisation
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Building on the work of Argyris and Schon, Peter Senge outlined his vision of a learning
organisation as an adaptive entity that is responsive to past errors and able to transform itself
continually. To achieve this rarefied status, an organisation needs to apply five interrelated
disciplines, as outlined in the figure below.

It is useful to consider these five disciplines in the context of the operational work of international
agencies in the field. Effective international action is in large part dependent on the ability of
operational staff to manage and implement programmes and projects. Therefore, the operational
level should be where much of the learning that is crucial to the success of international action
takes place, and where critical improvements are made. To test whether this is so, in 2004
ALNAP carried out a review of field-level learning among humanitarian aid agencies. The findings
highlighted some of the fundamental issues these agencies need to address in applying the five
disciplines of the learning organisation approach. These are summarised in the table below.

Published by Capacity.org 4 0of 8



Published by Capacity.org 50f8



