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Organizational Learning
The ‘Third Way’

Abstract This paper develops a ‘third way’ of organizational learning (OL) encompass-
ing two metaphors for learning: acquisition and participation. These two metaphors can
be found in the learning theories of OL. The ‘first’ and ‘second way’ of OL are identified
as being, respectively, individuals’ skills and knowledge acquisition in organizations as
systems, and learning as participation in communities of practice. The ‘third way’ of OL
is defined as the development of experience and knowledge by inquiry (or reflective
thinking) in social worlds held together by commitment. One of the practical implications
of the ‘third way’ of OL is to bring intuition and emotion to the fore in organizational
development and learning. The implication for research is to work with situations and
events as units of analysis in order to understand individuals and organizations as being
mutually forming and formed. Key Words: American pragmatism; organizational
learning; organization studies; symbolic interaction; theories of learning

Introduction

In the early literature organizational learning (OL) is defined as individuals’
acquisition of information and knowledge, analytical and communicative skills
(Argyris and Schön, 1996; March and Simon, 1958). Also, a learning organization
is to be created on the basis of individuals’ ability to think of organizations as
systems (Senge, 1990; Senge et al., 1999). This focus on individual acquisition of
skills and knowledge as the point of departure for OL and the learning
organization has been criticized for focusing upon individual mind processes and a
concept of knowledge that stresses the importance of abstract thinking (organiza-
tions as systems) (Cook and Brown, 1999; Nicolini et al., 2003). Instead, it has
been suggested that learning takes place through participation in communities of
practice and with a point of departure in concrete organizational practices.

These two perspectives on OL can be viewed as mirroring two metaphors for
learning, the acquisition metaphor and the participation metaphor (Sfard, 1998).
The acquisition metaphor comprises an understanding of learning as individual
acquisition of knowledge and skills. The mind is viewed as being a container,
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knowledge as a substance and learning is the transfer and addition of substance to
mind. This understanding of learning is a predominant understanding of learning
because it reflects an understanding of learning known from formal education. As
such this understanding has become the ‘folk theory’ or ‘common sense’
understanding of learning (Hager, 2004).

The participation metaphor is derived from studies of learning (e.g. apprentice-
ship learning) in which no teaching was observed (Lave and Wenger, 1991).
Within this metaphor, learning is understood as participation in communities of
practice – as a movement from newcomer to old-timer. The participation meta-
phor takes learning out of the individual mind and formal educational settings
and places it into the everyday organizational life and work. Viewed from the
standpoint of a learning theoretical perspective, however, the ‘how’ and the ‘what’
of learning seems to disappear within the broader concept of ‘learning as
participation’. In other words, how is learning taking place and what is learned by
way of participating in communities of practice?

It is the search for answers to these two questions that has brought me to the
work of the American pragmatist and educationalist John Dewey (1859–1952)
(Dewey, 1896[1972], 1917[1980], 1925[1981]; Dewey and Bentley, 1949[1991]).
Dewey’s concepts of ‘inquiry’ or ‘reflective thinking’ (the two are identical in
Dewey’s writing) and ‘experience’ contribute to the definition of what happens
in participation, i.e. in the meeting between learner(s) and the everyday organiza-
tional life and work practice. Dewey’s understanding of experience is one in which
experience is the transaction between individual(s) and environment; it is the
continuous and mutual formation of the two, and as such experience is both a
process and a product. Experience includes more than thinking and knowledge as
emotion; intuition and body are also part of experience and the triggers of
inquiry. To be and become knowledgeable is only one way of experiencing. To
engage in reflective thinking or inquiry is how experiences are had and plants the
germ of becoming knowledgeable. Inquiry begins when an uncertain situation is
met and humans work to resolve this situation and apply thinking as an instrument
such a pursuit.

It is with a point of departure in a pragmatic theory of learning I suggest a
‘third way’ of OL. The ‘third way’ is an attempt to make a synthesis of the ‘second
way’ of OL with its understanding of learning as participation in communities of
practice by including elements of the ‘first way’ of OL, learning as acquisition
of knowledge as well as analytical and communicative skills. The basic idea behind
this synthesis of what is here called the ‘first’ and ‘second way’ of OL is to
acknowledge that thinking is instrumental in learning as participation and that
learning takes place as a social process. The content and process of learning is,
however, not ‘visible’ like in a chemical experiment. Rather, both the ‘what’ and
the ‘how’ of learning have to be constructed by way of a conceptual understanding
of learning. This is where Dewey enters the scene and makes it possible to coin a
‘third way’ of OL.

The concepts of inquiry and experience are helpful in providing access to the
‘how’ and the ‘what’ of learning but they do not, however, provide an under-
standing of the organizational dynamics in which learning is situated. Thus, it is
necessary to include an understanding of organizations in coining the ‘third way’
of OL. In the two above mentioned understandings of learning as respectively
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acquisition and participation, two understandings of organizations are in play:
organizations as systems and organizations as communities of practice.

In the understanding of organizations as systems, the assumption for OL is that
individual organizational members of organizations are able to think of the
organization as an abstract entity, a system (DiBella et al., 1996; Huber, 1991). The
development of a learning organization depends upon individuals’ capacity for
thinking of organizations as systems (Pedler and Aspinwall, 1998; Senge et al.,
1999). When organizations are defined as communities of practice, the focus is not
upon individuals but upon collective processes (Weick and Roberts, 1993; Yanow,
2000). In both understandings of organizations, the individual is made sub-
ordinate to the organization, either by ‘choice’, i.e. in order to adhere to the
organization as a systemic entity, or by dissolving the individual in the communities
of practice (see also Casey, 2002). This is the reasoning for the inclusion of
a pragmatic understanding of organizations, organizations as ‘social worlds’ in a
development of a ‘third way’ of OL. In a social worlds understanding of
organizations individuals and organizations are understood as being mutually
constituted and constituting the ‘systemic’ order of organizational actions and
interactions kept together by individuals’ and groups’ commitment to organiza-
tional life and work. This is a way to understand the relationship between
individual and organization as both encompassing the organizational system – or
structure – and individuals as potential active participants who may or may not
engage in the organizational life and work.

In the following I first present a short review of how the two metaphors of
learning – the acquisition and the participation metaphors – are mirrored in the
literature on OL and the learning organization. The acquisition model within
the OL field is introduced by way of the early literature on OL and literature on
learning organizations. The participation metaphor has been known under several
names in the field of OL, such as ‘situated learning’ (Brown and Duguid, 1991;
Richter, 1998), ‘social learning’ (Elkjaer, 1999, 2003a), ‘learning as cultural
processes’ (Cook and Yanow, 1993; Henriksson, 1999), and as ‘practice-based
learning’ (Gherardi, 2000a). The main part of the paper is, however, devoted to
showing how a pragmatic theory of learning contributes to a synthesis of the two
metaphors of learning by applying the concepts of experience and inquiry. An
important issue in developing a ‘third way’ of OL is how to understand the
organization as a learning environment, and this includes an understanding of
the relationship between individuals and organizations. Thus, before elaborating
on a pragmatic theory of organizations, a framework for understanding the
relation between individuals and organizations is introduced. In the final section, I
summarize what a ‘third way’ of OL is in theory and how it may play out in
practice as well as the implications for further research on OL.

Two Metaphors for Organizational Learning

The understanding of learning in much of the early literature on OL (Cangelosi
and Dill, 1965; Cyert and March, 1963; Huber, 1991; March and Simon, 1958), and
especially in the literature on the learning organization, rests upon an under-
standing of learning inherent in the metaphor of acquisition (Pedler and
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Aspinwall, 1998; Senge, 1990). Enhancement of information processing
and decision-making in organizations is viewed as a process that can be improved
by individual acquisition of relevant information and knowledge, which in turn
can guide the organizational behaviour of individuals. Learning is about how
organizational members may acquire knowledge about phenomena outside them-
selves. The knowledge to be acquired is already stored somewhere (in books,
databases, heads) waiting to be transferred and acquired by the people who need
it. Besides, in the metaphor of knowledge acquisition, abstract and verbalized
knowledge is superior to concrete and practice-related knowledge (Nicolini and
Meznar, 1995)

An example is found in Peter Senge’s (1990) discussion of the necessity of
organizational members first learning to think about organizations as systems as a
basis for developing learning organizations, and then situating organizational
events in the system and understand them in relation to the system. It is a way of
learning that begins by defining the organization as an abstract entity; a system to
which the organizational members must learn to relate in order to contribute
to the development of a learning organization. Another way would be to begin
with the uncertain or problematic situation and from this inquire into different
solutions in which the ‘system’ or the organizational context is part of the
institutional environment constituting the arena of possible actions (Clarke, 1991;
Strauss, 1993).

Resting OL upon the metaphor of knowledge acquisition is problematic with
regard to understanding and explaining how it is possible to transfer an individual
learning outcome to the organization. The separation between individual and
organization is a recognized problem in the organizational learning literature
(Kim, 1993; Mumford, 1991) and the target of much criticism (Cook and Yanow,
1993; Gherardi et al., 1998). The OL literature provides the answer that one
should view the individual as acting on behalf of the organization (Argyris and
Schön, 1996; Senge, 1990). What is concretely implied by the notion of individuals
acting on behalf of the organization is not clear from the literature. The point is,
however, that this understanding (individuals’ acting on behalf of organizations)
rests upon an understanding of individuals and organizations as two entities that
can be understood in a partially separate way.

In the OL literature resting upon the participation metaphor, learning is
regarded as a part of human activity – learning can, in other words, not be
avoided. Learning is an integrated part of the everyday organizational life and its
work practice (for an overview, see Nicolini et al., 2003). This view of OL changes
the learning process from taking place in the minds of individuals to being part of
the access and participation patterns of the organizational members.

Learning is about the construction of communities of practice and membership
in which it is a matter of becoming a competent practitioner (Brown and Duguid,
1991; Richter, 1998). Learning is a practical, rather than a cognitive process and
cannot be separated from the creation of (professional) identity. The change of
the content of learning to embrace the creation of identity expands the notion
of learning to include human development. It also involves a change in the term
‘knowledge’, as knowledge within the participation metaphor is to be understood
as the embedded or situated knowledge in a community of practice and not
something to be stored in books, brains and information systems. Knowledge is, in
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other words, a result of the active production process determined by the
participation patterns in communities of practice.

The participation metaphor brings learning into the social world of organizing
and organization, OL becomes a social activity. It is, however, not possible to see
how learning comes about through participation? Also, the concept of knowledge
(the learning content) as derived from practice makes it difficult to understand
how it is possible to include mind and thinking in order to conduct theoretically
informed actions. In the following, it is shown that it is possible to expand the
participation metaphor to include a concept of knowledge that includes acting
and thinking, as well as body, emotion and intuition. This is to acknowledge that
learning is also about skills and knowledge acquisition and, thus as such, includes
the acquisition metaphor. The development of the ‘third way’ of organizational
learning is done by way of Dewey’s concepts of experience and inquiry as the
‘what’ and the ‘how’ of the learning process as well as a pragmatic theory of
organizations with a point of departure in a social worlds perspective and
commitment to action and interaction.

Dewey’s Concept of Experience

Dewey’s concept of learning is based upon his understanding of the notion of
experience (Dewey, 1917[1980], 1925[1981], 1934[1987], 1938[1988]). Dewey
developed his notion of experience throughout his long life – from an inter-
actional to a transactional notion of experience with the point of departure in the
uncertain situation, the unforeseen event as the trigger of learning (Dewey,
1905[1977], 1934[1987]).1 It is the movement between the familiar and routine
actions as well as between established and emergent social relations that brings
about learning (see also Blackler and McDonald, 2000).

An understanding of Dewey’s notion of experience is the key to understanding
his philosophy as a whole, as the concept of experience is the fundamental
concept in Dewey’s work (see also McDermott, 1973[1981]: xxiv–xxv). For Dewey,
experience is the actual process of ‘living’ and the result hereof. Experience is the
continual transaction and mutual formation of the individual and the environment
and the product hereof. Thus, experience is at one and the same time a process
and a product – or a result of the process. Experience takes place in and because
of the environment and should not be mixed up with an everyday understanding
of the notion, i.e. as an inner, personal ‘reservoir’ of earlier experiences (see also
Miettinen, 2000).

Dewey’s understanding of experience can be traced to his earliest work, but an
often mentioned source of an understanding of Dewey’s concept of experience is
his article on the reflex arc in psychology (see also Bernstein, 1966[1967]: 15–21;
Dewey, 1896[1972]). In this article, Dewey criticizes the way in which psychologists
at that time applied the concept to describe human behaviour. Dewey criticizes the
idea of analysing human behaviour as a mechanical sequence of three discrete
events in a specific order: sensation or peripheral stimulus, followed by idea or
central process, followed by motor response. Dewey criticizes this use of the reflex
arc concept as being a reiteration of the old dualism between soul and body, in
which thinking (idea) is separated from physical actions (motor response). This
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means that the reflex arc does not make up an organic whole but rather a
‘patchwork’ of disjointed parts – a mechanical conjunction of ‘unallied’ processes.

Instead, Dewey argues that sensation, thinking and motor response are ‘func-
tional elements in a division of labour’ and together make up a unity – a situation
or an event. This is why one should talk about an ‘organic coordination’. A loud,
unexpected sound can be construed differently depending on the situation. Dewey
says:

If one is reading a book, if one is hunting, if one is watching in a dark place on a lonely
night, if one is performing a chemical experiment, in each case, the noise has a very
different psychical value; it is a different experience. (Dewey, 1896[1972]: 100)

The sound is not an independent stimulus, as the meaning of hearing a sound
depends upon the condition and situation you are in when the sound is heard.
This means that the environment or the context is part of the interpretation.
Neither is the interpretation an autonomous action independent of time and
space, but takes place as a historical and contextual action. Nor is the response an
independent event, which follows a stimulus. The stimulus constitutes the re-
sponse, as the experience of the sound should be defined as a specific kind of
sound – from an animal or an assailant. This definition should last all through the
response; for example, if one is about to do some shooting or wants to run away,
one must either shoot or run. The motor response, which is contained, for
example, in running away is a reaction in the sound not just a reaction to the
sound.

What we have is a circuit, not an arc or broken segment of a circle. This circuit is more
truly termed organic than reflex, because the motor response determines the stimulus,
just as truly as sensory stimulus determines movement. Indeed, the movement is only for
the sake of determining the stimulus, of fixing what kind of a stimulus it is, of
interpreting it. (Dewey, 1896[1972]: 102)

Dewey’s concept of the organic coordination is in a sketchy form the concept of
experience that is central to his whole philosophy. For Dewey, experience is a
series of connected organic coordinations; it is transactions or the relation, the
continuous formation of individuals and environment.

Dewey’s Concept of Inquiry

In Dewey’s conceptual world there are no pre-given cognitive structures or mental
models shaping human experience. For Dewey, knowledge always refers directly to
individual and collective human experience (the process and the result). This does
not, however, imply that pragmatism rejects thinking and reflection, let alone
acquisition. Rather, a pragmatic theory of learning regards thinking as an
instrument – as a way to play or experiment in the mind with different solutions to
problems – in the learning process in which inquiry of the uncertain situation is
the prerequisite for knowledge acquisition. One can also say that the condition for
learning is the engagement in inquiry and the application of thinking and
reflection as tools in that endeavour. This is why Dewey also terms inquiry
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‘reflective’ and ‘critical thinking’ (Dewey, 1933[1986]). Thus, there is not only
action or practice, but also acting and thinking in the pragmatic inquiry. To quote:

(. . .) thinking is a process of inquiry, of looking into things, of investigating. Acquiring is
always secondary, and instrumental to the act of inquiring. It is seeking, a quest, for
something that is not at hand. (Dewey, 1916[1980]: 155)

In pragmatism, ideas, theories and concepts, i.e. different forms of thinking and
abstraction, act as instruments (tools) for the act. Actions are, however, always
limited because one cannot act in general or in a vacuum. Actions are concrete.
This means that actions are always rooted in a situation. It follows that thinking
and ideas are also always situated. Thus, reflective action is always created in
relation to a particular situation or problem. Whether it is possible to transfer
experiences from one situation to another depends upon whether there are
identical conditions in the subsequent situations. For Dewey it is always the
situation – consisting of concrete participants, objects and mediating factors (e.g.
language, technology) which overrides the individual participant. Thus, one can
have had experiences as an individual, which one cannot in a concrete situation
gain access to – either because one has ‘forgotten’ them, or because the situ-
ation does not permit it.2

Dewey has coined the concept of inquiry as the actual way in which one has
experiences and becomes knowledgeable on the basis of a critique, in which there
are first abstract concepts and then concrete phenomena (an example is Senge’s
previously mentioned notion of system thinking). Dewey’s notion of inquiry is
attached to the actual process of ‘becoming knowledgeable’ – of having experi-
ences. It is part of life to inquire of the world, to mull things over, to make
evaluations and draw conclusions. This is done all the time whether one is
conscious of it or not. This is how human beings learn and become competent.

Inquiry is a process that starts with a sense that something is wrong. Intuitively,
the inquirer(s) suspects there is a problem. The suspicion does not necessarily
arise from an intellectual wit. It is not until the inquirer(s) begins to define and
formulate the problem that inquiry moves into an intellectual field by using the
human ability to reason and think verbally. In other words, the inquirer(s) uses
previous experiences from similar situations. According to Dewey, the inquirer(s)
tries to solve the problem by applying different working hypotheses and concludes
by testing a model of solution. The initial feeling of uncertainty, the uncertainty
that started the inquiry process, must disappear before one can say that the
problem has been solved. If the inquiry is to lead to new knowledge, it requires
thoughts or reflection on the relation between the problem’s definition and its
solution. It is not until reflection has established a relation between the action and
the consequence(s) of the action that knowledge acquisition can take place.

The provocative element in experience, i.e. the element that arouses the mind
and puts it to work, is facing an uncertain or problematic situation, an unforeseen
event. When habitual actions are upset, it creates the basis for gaining new
experiences and subsequent new knowledge. The difficulties and problems must
originate in the learning subject’s previous experiences. They must not be forced
upon her from the outside, and they should be within her capacity for solving
problems. One cannot, for example, expect a two-year-old child to solve compli-
cated mathematical problems. As a result of inquiries into problematic situations,
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one gains new experiences. Whether one constructs new knowledge depends
partly on an ability to reflect upon the relation between actions and their
consequences, partly on the relations one can establish with previous experiences.
However, some experiences may not be apprehended as such, i.e. they do not
enter the conscious and verbal sphere. Dewey talks a great deal about the aesthetics
of experiences and the sensation that they perfect or complete – at least for a time
(’that was an experience!’). It is crucial to understand that knowledge, i.e.
becoming knowledgeable, is only one way of experiencing (McDermott,
1973[1981]). Thus, knowledge is only a subset of experience but all experiences
hold the possibility of becoming knowledge by making use of thinking and
reflection.

Along the continuum of experience, there is a vague transfer between non-
cognitive and cognitive experiences that is crucial to learning. If one wants to learn
from experiences, one must get experiences out of the physical and non-discursive
field and turn them into acknowledged and conscious experiences. When one can
learn from experience, it is because experiences have connections and continuities
to both the past and the present.

In sum, the content in pragmatic learning theory is to develop experience and
become knowledgeable with a point of departure in the meeting with the
uncertain situation. The method is inquiry or reflective thinking as thinking is
required to define problems, and reflecting to move the learning outcome into
the verbal and conscious field. Thus, inquiry is a way to gain experience
and knowledge but it is a way that does not necessarily begin with language and
conscious reflection. Rather, inquiry begins in the senses, in the body. However,
one has to be conscious of the experiences one has in order for them to become
targets of reflection and, thus, learning (process and result). This is the pre-
requisite for communicating your experiences with yourself and others. Experi-
ence and inquiry are, however processes, which cannot be limited to mind or
body, knowledge or emotion, thinking or action, but rather encompass all parts.

In the following, different understandings of the relation between the individual
and the organization are introduced as a way to create a connection between a
pragmatic learning theory and a pragmatic theory of organization.

The Relation between the Individual and the Environment

In a seminal paper, Altman and Rogoff (1987) coined four different under-
standings of the individual-environment relationship. According to Altman and
Rogoff this relation can be viewed as: (1) trait; (2) interactional; (3) organismic
(systemic); and (4) transactional. Altman and Rogoff take their point of departure
in Dewey’s and Bentley’s concepts of how humans develop and become knowl-
edgeable about their environment (Dewey and Bentley, 1949[1991]). Dewey and
Bentley differentiate between three understandings of how individual and environ-
ment are related. These understandings are termed ‘self-action’, ‘inter-action’ and
‘trans-action’. Dewey and Bentley define the concepts as follows:

Self-action: where things are viewed as acting under their own powers. Inter-action: where
thing is balanced against thing in causal interconnection. Trans-action: where systems of
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description and naming are employed to deal with aspects and phases of action, without
final attribution to ‘elements’ or other presumptively detachable or independent
‘entities’, or ‘realities’, and without isolation of presumptively detachable ‘relations’ from
such detachable ‘elements’. (Dewey and Bentley, 1949[1991]: 101–2).

When the relation between individual and environment is understood on
the basis of an understanding of the two as separated, self-acting entities, the
assumption is that the function of physical and social phenomena is governed by
an ‘inner self’, internal essences, self-powers, forces, or intrinsic qualities inherent
in these phenomena. It is the inner and stable traits in individuals and environ-
ments that determine their function. This means that physical and mental
phenomena are defined and operate more or less independent of their environ-
ments. When the relation between individual and environment is defined as inter-
action it refers to the fact that physical and mental elements exist independently of
each other and possess specific properties. These elements can, however, interact
on the basis of specific regularities or principles and in that way influence each
other. Time and space can be included in the interaction but are normally treated
as variables in the study of phenomena.

When individuals and environments are related to each other on the basis of a
transactional understanding hereof, time and space are inseparable. Time and space
– history and context – are in the transactional understanding of the relation
between individual and environment aspects of an integrated unity. In the
transactional worldview of the relation between the individual and the environ-
ment, it is the study of processes and activities or humans acting in social and
physical environments, which are in focus. Time is an inherent aspect of
phenomena and makes up a dynamic element in individuals’ relationships
with their social and physical environment. The emphasis on activity and process
implies having an eye for the dynamic and often emerging qualities of
phenomena.

In a transactional understanding of the relation between individuals and
organizations, the unit of analysis is not either the individual or the organization
but a problematic situation or an organizational event. The situation or event is
contextual and unfolds over time, and it is a unity of intertwined and complex
phenomena whose parts are mutually penetrating and inseparable. Thus, a
problematic situation or event can only be studied as a united whole. One cannot
first tear it apart and then study its elements to understand the whole; as the whole
cannot be reduced to the sum of its parts. In contrast to a systemic understanding
of this relation between individuals and organizations; the transactional under-
standing of this relation allows for the study of unique events without necessarily
referring to them as part of a larger pre-defined system. This, however, does not
mean that one cannot find a pattern or order, only that the point of departure for
constructing the whole is the situation or event – not the other way around.

The understanding of the relation between individuals and environment on the
basis of a transactional understanding is helpful in conceiving of organizational
learning as embracing both individuals and the institutional context that makes up
the organization. When one initiates projects to create OL and learning organiza-
tions by directing attention towards the individual as the prime change agent in
the learning process, the individual is regarded as self-acting or on the basis of an
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interactional understanding of the relation between the individual and the
environment. Following the above logic, this means that history and context
become insignificant – or at the most, variables to understand and explain why a
project succeeds or not. Having a transactional understanding of the relation
between individual and environment, the unit of analysis is a situation or event
that can be studied as unfolding in time and context and together creates a
pattern of organizational commitment. This is elaborated in the following when
organizations are understood as social worlds.

Organizations as Social Worlds

Dewey helps open up the black box of learning as participation regarding the
method and content of learning, but the theory of organization is still needed.
This is the background for suggesting the sociologist Anselm Strauss’ (1916–1996)
understanding of organizations as ‘social worlds’, as ‘coordinated collective
actions’ and as a way – the ‘third way’ – to understand the institutional and
organizational context of organizational learning. Strauss is rooted in pragmatism
and symbolic interactionism and applies the term ‘interaction’, but the content is
the above-mentioned concept ‘transaction’ (Clarke, 1991; Strauss, 1978, 1993). In
Strauss’ theory on organizations as social worlds he focuses upon action and
interaction as a continuous process. 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 accordance with the Chicago school of sociology (Fisher and Strauss, 1978;
Strauss, 1991: 3–32), Strauss applies the term ‘social worlds’ to the understanding
of organizational life as it unfolds among members of and in the context of the
organization. It is a term that stresses how important it is to go beyond thinking in
social structures, i.e. classes, gender, ethnic groups, institutions, etc., as determin-
ing and significant variables. Instead, he suggests studying organizations as social
worlds, which he defines as:

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).

The social worlds are not social units or structures but make up a recognizable
form of collective actions and interactions shaped by individual commitment.

In order to comprehend action and interaction in the social world, Strauss has
developed the concepts of ‘trajectory’ and ‘conditional matrix’. Trajectory is a
concept that can be 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 organizational development project of developing a learning organiza-
tion, this initiative can be traced to the actions and transactions of specific
organizational participants as a time-related order – the trajectory of the project.
This description of trajectory – the ‘life-history’ of the project – unfolds under
certain conditions, which in turn make a conditional matrix necessary to under-
stand the development and the result of a project.
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The notion conditional matrix is applied to understand the conditions for the
actors’ interaction and the results hereof. 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 interactions of participants. There can be plenty of
enthusiasm and goodwill in top management to initiate an organizational develop-
ment project. Their conditions to do so should be found in the contextual settings
of top management that are different from the contextual settings of middle
management and the rank and file employees of the organization. In the
conditional matrix, organizational power and power relations can be captured and
comprehended by looking at different participants’ contextual abilities to carry
out a project.

Strauss’ notion of organizations as social worlds resembles the understanding of
organizations as communities of practice. The difference is that the use of the
notion of social worlds facilitates realization of what participation in communities
of practice involves, that is commitment, action and transaction. Unlike thinking
of organizations as systems, the object of the act is not limited to the system, and
unlike defining organizations as communities of practice, the notion of a social
world with its sub-concepts of trajectory and conditional matrices holds the
possibility of thinking of actions and transactions in time and space – history and
context.

The ‘Third Way’ of Organizational Learning

The accentuation of a ‘third way’ of OL is made by a synthesis of the ‘first’ and the
‘second way’ of OL. The ‘third way’ combines the acquisition and the participation
metaphors for learning as OL is viewed as a combination of skills and knowledge
acquisition (product) and participation in communities of practice (process).
Thinking is instrumental in action, and theoretical concepts and ideas act as ‘tools
to think with’. The organization as a system or communities of practice is replaced
by the organization as social worlds. The individual is not a ‘free agent’ or
subjugated to the community, but may or may not be committed to participate in
events as part of the organizational life and practice. This is an empirical question
that can only be answered by mapping the trajectory and conditional matrix of a
specific situation or organizational event.

The ‘third way’ of OL opens up the learning content from skills and knowledge
acquisition or becoming a skilful practitioner to experience, which includes more
than becoming knowledgeable. Applying the concept of experience stresses body,
emotion and intuition as crucial parts of organizational learning (see also
Fineman, 2003). The ‘third way’ also opens up the learning method from skills
and knowledge acquisition or participation in communities of practice to in-
dividual and joint inquiry or reflective thinking. Thinking is never to be
understood as an isolated personal and individual mind process but always as part
of a transactional relation between individual(s) and environment and as such it
can be organized in organizations (see also Vince, 2002). The ‘third way’ brings
the relation between individuals and organization to the fore. It does not dismiss
either but calls upon an understanding of this relation as a transaction, a
continuous and mutual formation of both. And, finally, the ‘third way’ opens up
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an understanding of the organization as neither system nor collective but as social
worlds held together by commitment to organizational situations and events,
which can be traced in time (trajectory) and space (conditional matrix) (see Table
1 for an overview).

A ‘third way’ understanding of OL is an attempt to capture organizational
learning as both individual and organizational development at the same time (see
also Antonacopoulou, 2000). It is also an attempt to recognize individual and
group differences in organizations rather than at levelling them out. It does not
attach any meaning to the fact that individuals and groups have different gender,
power, values and ideas, etc. These differences has to be taken into account when
either researching or initiating organizational learning in order to understand
individuals’ or groups’ commitment – or lack hereof – to organizational actions
and interactions (see also Reynolds and Trehan, 2003).

The ‘third way’ of OL is to acknowledge that intuition and emotion are
important triggers for the development of experience and knowledge in organiza-
tions. Many attempts to create learning organizations begin with fairly superficial
ideas about what OL implies. A certain ‘unbearable lightness’ seems to flourish in
organizational development projects that may facilitate an application of values
related to ‘value-based management’ without taking into account the many
differences in commitment of which an organization is composed. This method of
changing organizations will more often than not result in passivity and sometimes
even resentment towards further attempts to organizational changes (Elkjaer,
2001).

The implications of the ‘third way’ for initiating OL is that there is a method,
inquiry or reflective thinking that can be organized in ways for organizations to
learn taking a point of departure in trajectories of concrete events and situations.
This is for example related to organizational development projects but may also

Table 1 Three ways of organizational learning

The ‘first way’ The ‘second way’ The ‘third way’

Learning content To be skilled and
knowledgeable
about organizations

To become a skilful
practitioner in
organizations

To develop
experience as part
of a continuous
transaction between
individuals and
organization

Learning method Acquisitionof skills
and knowledge

Participation in
communities of
practice

Individual and joint
inquiry or reflective
thinking – begins
with body, emotion
and intuition

Relation between
individual and
organization

Traits and possible
to separate in
analysis and
practice

Individuals as part
of communities of
practice

Transactional –
mutual formation
of individuals and
organization

Organization System Communities of
practice

Social worlds
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just be part of everyday life and work practice in organizations. The implication of
the ‘third way’ understanding of OL is also to at the same time work with the
development of individual skills and knowledge acquisition as well as organiza-
tional development. The ‘third way’ is to acknowledge that individuals and
organizations are related in a transactional way, and that no organizational change
can be initiated without short- or long-term consequences for individuals and
groups.

The implication of the ‘third way’ of OL for research is that one should work
with another unit of analysis other than individuals and organizations; namely with
events and situations (see e.g. Elkjaer, 2003b). By adopting such an implication it
is possible to trace why for example an organizational development project does
not succeed – not by pointing at individuals’ failures but by acknowledging that
individuals and organizations constitute each other in a continuous process –
individuals and groups act or do not act and the organization reacts or does not
react in subtle ways that can be explored by following the event or situation in
time and space.

The ‘third way’ understanding of OL puts a new research agenda forward. It is a
research agenda, which has already been in the making due to the stress on placed
on organizational differences and upon the collective organization of reflection. It
is also addressed by way of continuously showing that individual and organizational
development and learning go hand in hand in order to create lasting learning
organization and fruitful OL. This is, however, not to say that this endeavour is
easy and with no conflicts – rather, it is a way to acknowledge and a way to unravel
different commitments to organizational events in time and space. And to bear in
mind that organizations are emotional melting pots in which attempts to make a
rational analysis may fail unless including that. Applying the conceptual under-
standing of the ‘third way’ of OL may help – or at least be worth a try when OL is
initiated or being researched – or both.

Notes

1. Late in life, Dewey characterized what he had previously called ‘interaction’ as
‘transaction’. In his latest book co-authored with Arthur F. Bentley, Knowing and the
Known (Dewey and Bentley, 1949[1991]), he writes the following about the relation
between transaction and interaction: ‘The knowing-known taken as one process in cases
in which in older discussions the knowings and knowns are separated and viewed as in
interaction’ (Dewey and Bentley, 1949[1991]: 272). In 1960, Richard Bernstein writes
the following about Dewey’s shift from applying interaction to transaction: ‘Transaction
is a refinement of interaction. In a transaction, the components themselves are subject
to change. Their character affects and is affected by the transaction. Properly speaking,
they are not independent: they are phases in a unified transaction. Thus transaction is a
more rigorous formulation of the category of the organic which is embedded in
Dewey’s earliest philosophic writings. Transaction is a generic trait of existence’
(Bernstein, 1960: xi).

2. Argyris and Schön (1996) use the concept of ‘undiscussables’ to describe both the
organizational tacit and the organizational ‘forbidden’ knowledge.
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