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Introduction 

The point of departure in this paper is an empirical research project on the development of a 

Digital Administration in a local municipality in Denmark, here called the “NV municipality” 

or just “NV”. The development of a Digital Administration in a municipality is an 

organisational development project consisting of many projects all with the aim of offering as 

many as possible of its services to citizens via the Internet. This development will also 

change the organisation of work and the work processes of the civil servants working in the 

NV municipality today.  

To support the organisational development and the processes of change related to the 

implementation of the Digital Administration in NV, a “task-force” of three key persons has 

been appointed in the NV municipality. A range of educational activities has also been 

initiated to prepare the employees for the Digital Administration in NV. Thus, both an e-

learning initiative as well as an educational initiative have been implemented. The purpose of 

the latter is to further the Digital Administration by providing key employees with the 

necessary training to become ambassadors or “frontrunning employees” in NV. In connection 

with this, a so-called “Ambassador programme” has been developed as an in-service training 

programme in co-operation with the local business college.  

It is the preparation for researching and assessing the Ambassador programme that is the 

focus of this paper as I ask: How does an educational programme like the Ambassador 

programme influence organisational development, or more precisely, organisational 

learning? This naturally raises the issue of how to research and assess organisational 

learning, which, in turn, leads to the issue of how one defines and understands organisational 

learning. 
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In the paper, I introduce two ways of defining and understanding organisational learning as 

well as the methodological consequences of the two. One understanding begins with 

individuals’ learning and views the organisation as an organisational learning system 

(Argyris & Schön, 1996). The relation between the individual and the organisation is an 

interactive one, in which the two exist independently of one another, each having  specific 

traits but with the possibility of influencing each other (Altman & Rogoff, 1987). The other 

understanding of organisational learning takes its point of departure in learning understood as 

social processes in which there is a transactive relation between the individual and the 

organisation (there are several references, for an overview and presentation of this tradition, 

see e.g. Elkjaer, 1999; Elkjaer, 2003). This means that the individual and the organisation 

cannot be understood independently of each other but only captured as part of an 

organisational event or situation. Below, I elaborate on the consequences of these two 

understandings of organisational learning with regard to how to research and assess 

organisational learning in an organisational development project. But before doing so, I 

introduce the case in a bit more detail.  

 

The digital administration in a local municipality in Denmark 

In Denmark, the national government and the National Association of Local Authorities in 

Denmark have adopted the strategy of the Digital Administration, which basically is aimed at 

providing citizens with the possibility of web-based public services (Viale, 2002). The 

management of the NV municipality and the town council has made a framework agreement 

for a 5-year period in which NV is going to convert to a digital administration.  

The project of implementing a digital administration in NV is defined as an organisational 

development project in which the focus is not upon the technology as such but upon the 

organisational processes of change connected to the overall visions about the participation of 

all the involved parties. The agreement also stipulates that the resources employed for the 

reorganisation of the NV municipality should not exceed the budget agreed upon and that the 

efficiency savings to a certain degree should be employed for education and learning for the 

employees of the NV. The national government has also made a grant in support of an 

educational project in order to contribute to the creation of the “digital case officer” to 

prepare the employees for the current processes of change.  
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The main part of these educative activities are focussed upon developing an e- learning 

environment in which the employees are to play the roles of both citizens and case officers. 

The idea is that employees should be given a chance to work in a simulated e- learning 

environment with the ways in which a digital administration changes their present work 

routines as well as to be able to anticipate the demands for employee competences in the 

future. The development of this e- learning environment is still in progress in the NV 

municipality and it is not yet possible to draw any conclusions about it. 

The above mentioned Ambassador programme has also been implemented in the NV 

municipality as a way to support the implementation of a digital administration in NV. The 

role of the ambassadors is to “create knowledge and commitment in their departments, which 

are involved in change projects” (Viale, 2002: 21). It is the Ambassador programme that I 

wish to use as a point of departure for presenting ideas related to the questions of how to 

research and understand organisational learning in an organisational development project. 

But before doing so, I introduce two ways of defining and understanding organisational 

learning.  

 

Organisational learning 

Over the years there have been many attempts to define and understand organisational 

learning and it is not possible to give a comprehensive review here (for that, see e.g. 

Easterby-Smith, 1997). But basically, one can talk about organisational learning as being 

primarily directed at changing individuals in organisational systems by introducing them to 

new skills and knowledge, and organisational learning in light of social learning theory, in 

which learning is understood as social processes. This means that organisational learning can 

only be understood as part of organisational events or situations. The problem with the first 

understanding is the transfer of learning from individuals to organisations, and the problem 

with the latter is that it is not obvious how to separate learning from other activities going on 

in organisations. The difference between the two is in the understanding of the individual-

organisation relation and whether it is possible to have the individual as a unit of analysis and 

as the prime agent of learning or not. This, naturally, has consequences for how to research 

and assess organisational learning.  
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The work of Argyris and Schön is referred to as an example of organisational learning 

directed at changing individuals in organisations as learning systems (Argyris & Schön, 

1996). Argyris and Schön define organisational learning in its widest possible sense: 

“Generically an organisation may be said to learn when it acquires information 

(knowledge, understanding, know-how, techniques, or practices) of any kind 

and by whatever means. In this overarching sense, all organisations learn, for 

good or ill, whenever they add to their store of information, and there is no 

stricture on how the addition may occur.”  

(Argyris & Schön, 1996: 3).  

All organisations learn and organisational learning is defined as an organisation’s acquisition 

of skills and knowledge. This acquisition is, however, made by individuals since:  

“Organisational learning occurs when individuals within an organisation 

experience a problematic situation and inquire into it on the organisation’s 

behalf.”  

(Argyris & Schön, 1996: 16, my underlining).  

A problematic situation can be a situation, for example, in which individuals experience a 

surprising mismatch between the expected and the actual results of organisational activities 

currently in place. This is a situation susceptible to inquiry, i.e. a situation, which can be 

defined as problematic, subjected to testing of hypotheses and experimentation, and resolved 

for a time. If individuals make an inquiry, it can lead them to modify their picture and 

understanding of organisational activities and the organisation as a whole. If the individual 

learning outcome is, however, to become organisational, the results must become part of how 

other individuals picture and understand the organisation. This must become embedded in the 

organisation’s routine actions and stories.  

In Argyris and Schön’s theoretical world, individuals act on the basis of their theories of 

action, which are mental models or representations of actions. There are two kinds of theories 

of action, “espoused” and “theories- in-use”, i.e. the theories of action that can be expressed in 

words and the theories of action that be constructed from the observation of individuals’ 

actions. The theories- in-use may remain tacit because they are indescribable or 

undiscussable. They may be indescribable because the individual members who enact them 

are unable, rather than unwilling to verbally describe the knowledge embedded in their 

everyday actions, and the theories- in-use may be undiscussable because any attempt to reveal 
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their incongruity with the organisation’s espoused theory would be perceived as threatening 

or embarrassing. 

The transfer between individual and organisational learning is resolved by defining the 

organisation as a political entity in which individuals act and learn on behalf of the 

organisation. Individuals’ decisions about when and how to act depends on the organisational 

learning system. The organisational learning system consists, on the one hand, of structures 

that channel organisational inquiry, i.e. communication and information systems; the spatial 

environment; procedures and routines for individual and joint inquiry as well as systems of 

incentives that influence the will to make inquiries. On the other hand, the organisational 

learning system is made up of the behavioural world of the organisation, which is the habitual 

pattern of interaction among individuals within an organisation:  

“A key feature of the behavioural world of an organisation is the degree to 

which organisational inquiry tends to be bound up with the win/lose behaviour 

characteristic of organisational games of interests and powers.”  

(Argyris & Schön, 1996: 29).  

Argyris & Schön argue on the basis of their many years of research and consulting that 

individuals are “programmed with Model 1 theories-in-use”, which means that all individuals 

have a wish to be in unilateral control (Argyris & Schön, 1996: 106). Everybody wants to win 

and not loose, and to deal with the defensiveness of others by attempting to be, and 

encouraging others to be, “rational”. It also means to suppress, as best one can, one’s own 

and others’ negative feelings. Thus, when individuals are faced with embarrassing or 

threatening issues, they act and reason in defensive ways, which enhance conditions for 

making mistakes, and as such inhibit individual learning. This individual way of acting 

transmits into the organisation, which then becomes dominated by organisationally defensive 

reasoning and this inhibits organisational learning.  

The way to change the Model 1 programming of individuals is to create interventions in 

which practitioners and researchers work together to jointly overcome the learning inhibiting 

ways of thinking and acting. They argue that this can be done by developing individual 

awareness of how Model 1 theories- in-use foster defensive reasoning and acting. Their 

methodology for doing so involves communication exercises in which individuals are to work 

with an actual or imaginary conversation, and with their thoughts and feelings produced by 

this conversation. The aim of the exercises is to reveal to individuals how they protect 
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themselves when they experience real or potential threatening or embarrassing situations. A 

change in individuals’ theories- in-use can only come about if individuals and organisations 

begin to reason and communicate in ways in which there is an open exchange of valid 

information. This involves public testing of the attributions and assumptions individuals 

ascribe to other individuals and their actions. It is by changing the individuals’ Model 1 

theories-in-use that a road to organisational learning is paved, i.e. individuals change and 

learning is a prerequisite for organisational learning and change.  

Organisational learning based upon social learning theory is not one solid tradition as it is 

primarily developed as a critique of the organisational learning literature based on learning 

focussed upon individual cognitive modelling. To focus upon cognitive modelling is, 

according to social learning theory, too narrow, as learning is not restricted to mind processes 

but includes actions as well as reflections upon actions in order for learning to occur (for a 

theoretical elaboration of this view on learning, see Elkjaer, 2000B). Cognitive modelling 

does not include concepts of how the organisational context actually forms this modelling – 

only how it may affect it. Instead, the argument is that an organisational event or situation 

posits certain possibilities for some action, reflection and learning and not for others, 

depending on individuals’ former experiences with as well as their power in an organisational 

context. This - situated - view of action and learning moves learning away from individual 

minds to the social sphere of interaction, activity and practice.  

In organizational learning literature based upon social learning theory, learning is an 

integral part of the practice in everyday organizational life and work. Learning is not 

restricted to taking place inside individuals’ minds but is also seen as processes of 

participation and interaction. In other words, learning is a relational activity, not an individual 

process of thought. This view changes the locus of the learning process from that of the mind 

of the individual to the participation patterns of organisational members of organisations in 

which learning takes place. Moving learning away from inside the mind to social relations is 

also moving learning into an area of conflicts and power. The social structure of the 

organisational practice, its power relations and its conditions for legitimacy, define the 

possibilities for learning. 

Learning is to become a practitioner, it is a way of being and becoming part of an 

organisation, and in which the central issue of learning is to become a skilled and 

knowledgeable practitioner. Learning is a practical rather than an epistemic accomplishment, 

and it is a matter of identity development. Learners construct their own knowledge by making 



 - 7 - 

sense of their participation in the organisational world of organising. It is not just the 

individuals who retain knowledge; rather, knowledge is distributed among colleagues.  

But how to research and assess organisational learning when it is tied to events and 

situations rather than individuals? What is the unit of analysis when the learner is not the 

agent of learning but part of a social process, an organisational event/situation? When 

organisational learning is not individual learning in an organisational learning system, how is 

organisational learning to be researched and assessed? I find the American sociologist Anselm 

Strauss’ (1916–1996) understanding of organisations as “social worlds” useful in trying to 

understand the institutional and organisational context of organisational learning. The social 

worlds are not social units or structures but make up a recognisable form of collective actions 

and interactions shaped by individual commitment. Social worlds are:  

“Groups with shared commitments to certain activities, sharing resources of 

many kinds to achieve their goals, and building shared ideologies about how 

to go about their business.” 

(Clarke, 1991: 131; quoted in Strauss, 1993: 212).  

Strauss is rooted in pragmatism and symbolic interactionism and applies the term 

“interaction” when he writes about the relation between the individual and the context, but 

the content is the above-mentioned concept of “transaction” (Clarke, 1991; Strauss, 1978; 

Strauss, 1993). The underlying premise in Strauss’ work is that the world is highly complex 

and that social stability and social change are two sides of the same coin. This is the 

background for claiming that process and structure continuously constitute each other albeit 

in a non-deterministic way.  

In order to comprehend action and transaction in the social worlds, Strauss has developed 

the concepts “trajectory” and “conditional matrix”. He applies the notion of trajectory in two 

ways: (1) As the course and development of an experienced phenomenon as it unfolds in 

time, and (2) as the actions and interactions that contribute to this development. This means 

that phenomena do not just unfold in line with a specific pre-defined logic but are shaped by 

the participants’ actions and transactions (Strauss, 1993: 53–54). Trajectory is a concept used 

to identify a phenomenon in time in such a way that it can be understood as an historic course 

of events. If, for example, an enterprise initiates an organisational development project, this 

initiative can be traced to the actions and transactions of specific organisational participants 

in a time-related order - the trajectory of a project. This description of trajectory - the “life-
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history” of the project - unfolds under certain conditions, which in turn make a conditional 

matrix necessary to understand the development and the result of a project.  

The notion conditional matrix is applied to understand the conditions for the actors’ 

transactions and the results hereof. In addition, Strauss has developed a methodological 

procedure to trace the conditional matrix of the unfolded trajectory. It is a method to trace 

events through different levels of conditions - in principle from the level of action and 

transaction to a worldwide level (Strauss, 1993: 42). The description of the conditional matrix 

for e.g. the course of a project is a description of the context, i.e. the conditions for the 

actions and transactions of participants. There can be plenty of enthusiasm and goodwill in 

top-management to initiate an organisational development project. Their conditions to do so 

should be found in the contextual settings of top-management, which are different from the 

contextual settings of middle management and the rank and file employees of the 

organisation. In the conditional matrix, organisational power and power relations can be 

captured and comprehended by looking at the different participants’ contextual conditions to 

carry out a project. Thus, trajectory and conditional matrices are concepts used to describe 

and understand organisational actions in time (the trajectory matrix) and space or context (the 

conditional matrix).  

In the social worlds perspective on organisations and organisational learning, 

organisational learning is not first and foremost attached to individuals but to the social 

worlds. This means that it is not possible to research and assess organisational learning with 

the point of departure in individuals’ learning; rather, focus must be placed on the unfolding 

of individuals as committed to social worlds. In the last part of the paper, I summarise what 

the two different understandings of organisational learning mean for researching and 

assessing organisational learning in an organisational development project.  

 

Researching organisational learning in an organisational development project 

It is important by way of introduction to state that the two understandings of organisational 

learning and the implications they may have for researching and assessing organisational 

learning in an organisational development project are both in use and valid in the research 

community surrounding organisational learning. It is in this light that the stipulation of the 

differences and consequences for the proposed research designs for the two different 

understandings of organisational learning should be read.  
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It may be necessary at this point to repeat the research question, namely how may an 

educational programme like the Ambassador programme help further organisational 

learning? The argument is that the research and assessment of this question depend on the 

definition and understanding of organisational learning. In the paper, two such 

understandings have been introduced: One focusing on individual learning in organisational 

learning systems, in which the relation between individuals and organisations is understood 

as interactive, i.e. it is possible to separate the two and, thus, to study them separately, despite 

their mutual influence, and the other focusing on learning as social processes in which it is 

not possible to delimit the individual and the organisation sharply, as they are connected in 

the organisational events and situations. This makes it impossible to study individuals’ 

learning as something separate; rather it must be studied as something that takes place in the 

social worlds of organising in time and under certain conditions, i.e. it is possible to unravel 

organisational events and situations by way of the concepts of the trajectory and conditional 

matrices.  

Given this point of departure for exemplifying the two research designs, I would suggest 

building the research design around the following questions:  

The first understanding would ask: 

• What was each individual supposed to learn from his or her participation in the 

Ambassador program, and what did they learn? 

• How may the organisational learning system be described as an organisational 

environment for developing and unfolding the learning outcome of participants’ 

participation in in-service training aimed at making them the ambassadors of the 

organisational change processes? 

The second understanding would ask: 

• How does the Ambassador-programme unfold in time and what are the contributing 

actions and interactions? 

• How can a conditional matrix be mapped showing the relevant conditions 

(individual intertwined with organizational) for the development and unfolding of 

the Ambassador-programme in the NV municipality? 
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It is probably not difficult to anticipate that the two understandings of organisational learning 

and the derived research designs will provide quite different answers. The answers to the first 

two questions would focus on individuals’ learning and outcome on the one hand, and a 

description of the organisational learning system on the other hand. The latter two questions 

would focus on the organisational social world and see the Ambassador programme as an 

organisational event with a specific trajectory and conditions for its unfolding, and the 

organisation would be viewed as a context in which the re are several kinds of commitments 

and power.  

The above exercise once again shows how the choice of research design is decisive for the 

research results - also within the field of organisational learning. The decisive element in the 

above presentation is how the relation between the individual and the organisation is viewed - 

as soup and bowl: the soup does not shape the bowl, and the bowl does not alter the substance 

of the soup. Thus, individual and organisation, soup and bowl, “can be analytically separated 

and studied on their own without doing violence to the complexity of the situation” 

(McDermott, 1993: 282). The relation between the individual and the organisation can also 

be understood as being spliced together like strands of rope. “The fibres that make up the 

rope are discontinuous; when you twist them together, you don’t make them continuous, you 

make the thread continuous. (…) The thread has no fibres in it, but, if you break up the 

thread, you can find the fibres again.” (McDermott, 1993: 274). Thus, one can talk about the 

relation between individuals and context, as individuals in an organization, or as inseparable 

from the social worlds of organising, but captured in the commitment to the organisational 

events and situations.  
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