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The Art of the Learning Organization

THE

FIFTH DISCIPLINE

By Peter M. Senge

THE SUMMARY IN BRIEF

ave you ever been involved with a team

of people who functioned together su-

perbly? It may have been in business,

school, or sports, but it probably hap-
pened only once or twice in your lifetime. People
trusted each other, complemented each other’s
strengths, compensated for each other’s weak-
nesses, aimed for goals higher than anyone might
have dared individually — and as a result pro-
duced an extraordinary outcome.

Such teams display special characteristics: Each
member is committed to continual improvement,
each suspends judgment as to what’s possible and
so removes mental limitations, each shares a vi-
sion of greatness, and the team’s collective IQ is
far greater than any individual’s. Team members
also recognize and understand the system in
which they operate and how they can influence it.

These characteristics describe the essence of a
learning organization. As with any team, the or-
ganization doesn’t start off great, it learns to be
great. In this summary you’ll begin to see how
you can recreate that special atmosphere through

the practice of each of five disciplines: systems
thinking, personal mastery, mental models,
shared vision, and team learning.

Sound unconventional? Well, if you have trou-
ble motivating your troops or working with your
counterparts in other functions, then you’ll prob-
ably agree that traditional top-down management
has outlived its usefulness. The world is too com-
plex for one leader to figure it all out and impose
his or her views on the rest of the organization.
The organizations that will excel in years to come
will be those that understand how to gain the com-
mitment of employees at all levels and continually
expand their capacity to learn.

In the new learning organization, your people
will aim high, learn to create the results they de-
sire, and reap the bottom-line benefits necessary
to sustain success in the global marketplace. Says
Arie De Geus, head of planning for Royal Dutch/
Shell, “The ability to learn faster than your com-
petitors may be the only sustainable competitive
advantage.” Read on for a new view of what the
corporation can be.
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THE SUMMARY

rom an early age, we're taught to break

apart problems in order to make com-

plex tasks and subjects easier to deal

with. But this creates a bigger problem
— we lose the ability to see the consequences of
our actions, and we lose a sense of connection to
a larger whole.

In this summary, you'll begin to learn how to
see the whole again through systems thinking, the
fifth discipline. You'll also learn how to gain and
sustain an advantage by practicing its sister disci-
plines: personal mastery, mental models, shared
vision, and team learning.

THE FIVE DISCIPLINES

Learning organizations learn to innovate con-
stantly by paying attention to five “component
technologies.” These disciplines are never mas-
tered; the best organizations practice them con-
tinuously. And while organizations develop them
separately, the presence of each is critical to
success:

Systems Thinking. Systems thinking helps us
see patterns and learn to reinforce or change
them effectively. Unfortunately, we usually focus
on isolated parts of the system instead and then
wonder why our efforts at solving problems or
perpetuating success fail. Systems thinking also
fuses the other four disciplines into a coherent
whole that keeps them from turning into fads or
gimmicks, which is why it’s the all-important
“fifth” discipline.

Personal Mastery. Mastery implies a high level
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of proficiency, and the proficient can consistently
bring about the results they desire. In seeking
personal mastery, we clarify and deepen our vi-
sion, focus our energy, develop patience, and, in
general, approach life as an artist approaches the
creation of a work of art.

Mental Models. We understand the world and
take action in it based on notions and assump-
tions that may reside deeply in the psyche. We
may not be aware of the effect these models have
on our perception and behavior, yet they have the
power to move us forward or hold us back.

Shared Vision. No organization becomes great
without goals, values, and missions that become
shared throughout the organization. A “vision
statement” or the leader’s charisma is not enough.
A genuine vision breeds excellence and learning
because people in the organization want to pur-
sue these goals.

Team Learning. Often it seems that teams
made up of individuals with IQs exceeding 120
have a collective two-digit [Q. Why? They haven’t
really learned to work together. True learning be-
gins with dialogue, in which members suspend
assumptions and think together to solve problems
or chart the future.

SEE THE WORLD ANEW

Systems thinking is a discipline for seeing
wholes, a framework for seeing patterns and in-
terrelationships. It's especially important to see
the world as a whole as it grows more and more
complex. Complexity can overwhelm and under-
mine: “It’s the system. I have no control.” Sys-
tems thinking makes these realities more man-
ageable; it’s the antidote for feelings of help-
lessness. By seeing the patterns that lie behind
events and details, we can actually simplify life.




Seeing Circles of Causality verb-object structure actually encourages us to
Though we may see straight lines, reality is see straight lines, so the first step is to overcome
made up of circles. Our language and its subject- its limitations.




These diagrams show that even so simple a
concept as “filling a glass of water” is a system.
Normally we view the event like this:

But as we fill the glass, we watch the water
level rise and monitor the gap between the pres-
ent level and the level to which we want it filled.
In this “water regulation system,” there are five
variables: our own desired level, the current water
level, the gap between the two, the faucet posi-
tion, and the water flow. These variables are or-
ganized in a circle or loop of cause-effect rela-
tionships called a feedback process, a process
that works continuously to bring the water to the
desired level:
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In English we might say “I am filling the glass
of water,” which implies one-way causality. Even
more precisely: “My hand on the faucet is con-
trolling the rate of water flow into the glass.” Yet
that describes only half of the process — the
linkages from faucet position to water flow to
water level.

You can see from the diagram that it would be
just as true, though just as incomplete, to say,
“The level of water in the glass is controlling my
hand.” Most complete: “My intent to fill a glass
of water creates a system that causes water to
flow in when the level is low, then shuts off the
flow when the glass is full.” The structure, in
other words, causes the behavior.

Seeing the world in terms of causality (“I am
filling the glass of water”) shows that we believe
ourselves to be at the center of reality and oper-
ating in a world of inanimate objects. From a sys-
tems perspective, however, humans are part of the
feedback process, not apart from it.

Seeing the world from this point of view causes
a major shift in awareness, because now you are
conscious of how you continually influence — and
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are influenced by — reality.

Linear thinkers are always looking for a thing
or person who is responsible. Systems thinkers
take on greater responsibility for events, because
their perspective suggests that everyone shares
responsibility for problems generated by a system.

Reinforcing and Balancing Feedback, Delays

Reinforcing feedback in systems is an engine for
growth or decline, and understanding how it op-
erates permits you to influence the system. A
simple example is the “virtuous” cycle, or snow-
ball effect. Many good products build word-of-
mouth sales. And the more products sold, the
more mouths there are to talk about the product,
which leads to greater sales.
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Accelerating growth or decline (the “vicious”
cycle) usually does not run unchecked by nature,
of course, because reinforcing processes don’t
occur in isolation. Limits are encountered, which
are a form of balancing feedback, the second ba-
sic element of systems thinking.

Balancing systems seek stability. If you like the
system’s goals, you'll be happy. If not, you’ll have
to change the goal or weaken its influence or else
all your efforts to change matters will come to
naught.

Such systems seem to have their own agenda,
because self-correction mechanisms try to main-
tain a goal. For instance, take a manager forced
by budgetary constraints to trim staff. Because
the work level remains the same, the savings are
lost through farming out the work or paying over-
time. This balancing system’s agenda? To get a
certain amount of work done.

Delays, interruptions between actions and their
consequences, are the third building block in sys-
tems language. Delays in particular make it seem
as if systems have minds of their own. You meet
delays everywhere: You invest now to gain future
benefits, you hire a person who may not be pro-
ductive for a few months, or you spend money on
a project that may take years to develop.

These delays are easy to see, though most aren’t.
The delay between planning and then building
new office space, for instance, often results in an
overbuilt market that bankrupts developers.

Consider this diagram. It represents adjusting
the water temperature in a shower. If there’s a
ten-second delay in temperature change after




you’ve turned the knob, you're sure to over- or
undercompensate until you get the temperature
just right. If you’re too aggressive, you may scald
yourself — which is why aggressive moves in the
business world may do exactly the opposite of
what you intended. Each adjustment in this bal-
ancing process leads you to your goal of a
desired water temperature.
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SYSTEMS ARCHETYPES

Now let’s see these principles in action.

You'll often find that the patterns controlling
the events you encounter recur time and again.
When you start to recognize them, they’ll provide
insight into your personal and business affairs by
permitting you to see the whole system that gen-
erates a problem and not just an aspect of it.
Moreover, recognizing such “archetypes” sug-
gests leverage points where one can change the
system and therefore the events it generates.

The “Limits to Growth” Archetype

One archetype (of many) is called Limits to
Growth, and it’s a familiar pattern to business
people. What follows is an analysis of it.

Definition: In a limits-to-growth pattern, a
reinforcing process moves to produce a desired
result. It creates success but also secondary ef-
fects (seen in balancing processes) that slow
down the process of success.

Management Principle: Don’t push growth. Try
to find and remove the factors that limit it.

Where It Is Found: Your organization may grow
swiftly, then get bogged down and stop growing.
A farmer may increase his yield by adding more
and more fertilizer, but then his crop grows larger
than the rainfall can sustain. A person may lose a
lot of weight in a crash diet, then gain it all back.
You might initially solve overload problems by
working more hours, but as stress and fatigue set
in, your productivity plummets.

In each of these cases, a reinforcing process of
improvement operates for a time, then runs up
against a balancing process that limits growth.

Understanding and Using the Structure: You'll
find this archetype working at all levels in your
organization. A high-tech firm, for instance, grows
because it can pump out new products very fast.
But as the number of products and revenue grow,
so do the R&D staff and its budget. The staff be-

comes increasingly hard to oversee, and the bur-
den falls on the engineers themselves to manage
it. As a result, they spend less time on engineer-
ing, which leads to longer development times and
a slowdown in the very factor that created the suc-
cess — the rapid introduction of new products.
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The balancing factor, as you can see, is the en-
gineers’ ability to manage given their time con-
straints and training.

Pattern of Behavior: Over time, the limit be-
comes more powerful, and after the initial boom,
growth levels off or slows so much that the rein-
forcing spiral works in reverse and turns into a
vicious cycle (revenue falls, so R&D spending
falls, so product introduction slows, and revenue
falls still lower . . .).

How to Achieve Leverage: Most people try to
solve limits-to-growth problems by pushing harder.
In this case they might work longer hours, begin
even more development projects to offset those
that are bogged down, add salespeople to sell
more, or increase the advertising budget. Early in
the process these strategies may seem to be effec-
tive — you start introducing new products at a
faster rate and revenues begin to rise again.
Nonetheless, the harder you push, the more the
balancing process resists your efforts.

The point of leverage lies in the balancing
loop, not the reinforcing loop, so the task is to
identify and change the limiting factor. In the
example, the high-tech firm won’t pull out of its
decline until it recognizes that a complex re-
search and engineering firm requires skillful
management. It can solve its problem in a num-
ber of ways: Decentralizing, finding managers
skilled in handling engineers, or by training
engineers who would prefer the challenge of
managing.

PERSONAL MASTERY

Organizations can learn only if the individuals
in them are learning. “Personal mastery” is the
phrase used to describe the discipline of personal
growth, the goal of which is to expand one’s abil-
ity to produce desired results.

Personal mastery embodies two concepts: First,
those engaged in the discipline continually clarify
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what’s important to them. Second, they constantly
attempt to see current reality more clearly.

Those with a high level of personal mastery feel
a sense of purpose behind their goals; for them, a
vision is a calling, not just a good idea. Lifelong
learners, they are inquisitive and feel connected
to others and to life itself. They feel part of a
larger process which they can influence yet not
entirely control.

The Discipline of Personal Mastery

It’s best to approach personal mastery as a dis-
cipline, a series of practices and principles that
must be used to be useful. Here are some of the
elements:

1. Personal Vision. Most people have goals
and objectives, but no sense of a real vision. May-
be you'd like a nicer house or a better job, or a
larger market share for one of your products.
These are examples of focusing on the means,
not the result. For instance, maybe you want a
bigger market share in order to be more prof-
itable in order to keep your company independent
in order to be true to your purpose in starting it.
The last goal has the most value, while the others
are means to an end — means that might change
over time. The ability to focus on ultimate desires
is a cornerstone of personal mastery.

Vision differs from purpose. Vision is a definite
picture of a desired future, while purpose is more
abstract. Vision: Put a man on the moon by the
end of the 1960s. Purpose: Advance man’s capa-
city to explore space.

Nothing happens until there is vision, but vision
without a sense of purpose is equally futile. Per-
sonal mastery, then, is a discipline of continually
focusing and refocusing on what one truly wants
— the vision.

2. Holding Creative Tension. There are un-
avoidable gaps between one’s vision and current
reality. You may want to start a company but lack
the capital, for instance. Gaps discourage us, but
the gap is itself the source of creative energy. It
provides creative tension.

There are only two ways to resolve the tension
between reality and the vision. Either vision pulls
reality toward it, or reality pulls vision downward
(i.e., you lower the vision). Individuals and com-
panies often choose the latter, because it’s easy to
“declare victory” and walk away from a problem.
That releases the tension. But these are the dy-
namics of compromise and mediocrity. Truly
creative people use the gap between what they
want and what is to generate energy for change.
They remain true to their vision.

3. Commitment to the Truth: A relentless
willingness to uncover the ways we limit and de-
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ceive ourselves, and a willingness to challenge

the way things are characterize those with a high
degree of mastery. Their quest for truth leads to a
deepening awareness of the structures that under- .
lie and generate events, and this awareness leads

to the ability to change the structure to produce

the results they seek.

MENTAL MODELS

Why do good new ideas rarely get put into
practice? Often because they conflict with deep-
seated internal images of how the world or the
company works. These mental models limit us to
familiar ways of thinking and acting, much to our
detriment. That’s why managing mental models
— discovering them, testing their validity, and
improving them — can be a breakthrough con-
cept for learning organizations.

Mental models govern how we make sense of
the world and how we take action in it. An easy
example is the generalization “people are un-
trustworthy.” Such a sentiment shapes how we
act and how we perceive the acts of others.

Mental models can be much more complex,
especially in business settings. For years these
widely held “mental models” among General
Motors managers shaped the way GM designed
and produced cars:

— “GM is in the business of making money, not
cars.

— “Cars are primarily status symbols. Styling is
therefore more important than quality.”

— “The American car market is isolated from
the rest of the world.”

— “Workers do not have an important impact on
productivity or product quality.”

These principles served the industry well for
years, but instead of recognizing that they were
assumptions that worked well in response to par-
ticular conditions, GM felt they were facts — the
rules for success in any time or place. When Japa-
nese and German automakers taught the Amer-
ican public to appreciate quality, GM lost signifi-
cant market share.

Incubate a New Business Worldview

Royal Dutch/Shell, among others, has dis-
covered that just as mental models can impede
learning and business growth, so too can they ac-
celerate them. Shell understands that by helping
managers identify their assumptions, look for
contradictions in them, and dream up new strat-
egies based on new assumptions, it can maintain
a real competitive advantage.

In 1973, a Shell planning group researched the
mental models that shaped the actions of its man-




agers. The group then showed the managers how
their prevailing view — that the oil business
would continue as usual — was based on certain
assumptions concerning the nature of the polit-
ical world and the oil industry. The planners also
showed how none of these assumptions would
hold true in the years to come.

As a result, managers began to construct new
mental models based on new assumptions: that
oil exploration would have to expand; refinery
building would have to slow; and that because
different nations would respond differently to
events in the world to come, local control for
each division would be the best policy.

When the OPEC embargo of 1973-74 hit,
Shell was much better prepared than other oil
companies to adapt. Competitors reigned in di-
visions and centralized control, as many compa-
nies do in a crisis. Shell did the opposite, which
gave their operating companies much more free-
dom to maneuver, and the company left the 1970s
as the strongest of the top seven oil companies —
in no small part a result of dissolving tired, out-
dated mental models and constructing new ones.

SHARED VISION

“What do we want to create?” The answer to
that question is the vision you and your people
come together to build and share. Unlike the con-
cept of vision that’s bandied about these days —
the “vision” that emanates from one person or a
small group and is imposed on the corporation
artificially — shared visions create a common-
ality that gives a sense of purpose and coherence
to all the activities the organization carries out.
Few forces in life and the business world are as
powerful as shared vision.

Shared vision is vital for learning organizations
that want to provide focus and energy for its em-
ployees. People learn best when they strive to ac-
complish things that matter to them. In fact, you
can’t have a learning organization without shared
vision. The overarching goal that the vision es-
tablishes brings about not just commitment but
new ways of thinking and acting. It fosters risk-
taking and experimenting. It also encourages a
commitment to the long term.

Building Ford Motor Company or Apple Com-
puter would not have been possible without
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shared vision. Henry Ford envisioned everyone,
and not just the wealthy, owning cars. The
founders of Apple believed in the ability of the
computer to empower people. These visions,
shared by the employees of each organization,
focused energy and created a common identity
among different people, which led to great
success. A commonly held vision creates the
spark that lifts an organization to great heights.
Encouraging Vision

Shared visions emerge from personal visions.
Bill O’Brien, CEO of Hanover Insurance: “My
vision is not what’s important to you. The only
vision that motivates you is your vision.” Personal
visions, of course, are rooted in an individual’s
values, concerns, and aspirations. Personal mas-
tery, the commitment to truth and creative ten-
sion, is the material of personal and thus shared
vision.

Mastering the discipline of shared vision means
you have to give up the idea that visions come
from top management or from an institution-
alized planning process. To begin the process of
encouraging vision, leaders must instead share
their personal visions and ask that employees
follow them. Leaders must ask for support, then
be patient as the shared vision takes time to
emerge. It will grow as people interact with their
own visions — as people express their dreams
and learn how to listen to the dreams of others.
When listening, new insights and beliefs into
what’s possible will surface.

Bill O’Brien offers insight into the true nature
of vision: “Being a visionary leader is not about
giving speeches and inspiring the troops. How |
spend my day is pretty much the same as how
any executive spends his day. Being a visionary
leader is about solving day-to-day problems with
my vision in mind.”

TEAM LEARNING

Team learning is the process of aligning a team
to avoid wasted energy and to create the results
its members want. Team learning builds on the

disciplines of shared vision and personal mastery,
because talented teams are, necessarily, made up
of talented individuals.

Because the IQ of a team can be much higher
than that of any of its members, teams are be-
coming the key learning unit in organizations.

Dialogue and Discussion

The discipline of team learning involves mas-
tering the practices of dialogue and discussion. In
dialogue, team members explore complex issues
creatively. They listen to each other with deep re-
gard and suspend their own views to better hear
those of others.

In discussion (a word with the same roots as
percussion and concussion) views are presented
and defended and the team searches for the best
view to support decisions. Participants in a dis-
cussion often want to win and see their view
prevail. While dialogue and discussion can be
complementary, most teams can'’t distinguish
between them.

The original meaning of the word dialogue, ac-
cording to physicist David Bohm, suggests a free
flow of meaning between people. Bohm contends
that in dialogue a group accesses a “larger pool
of common meaning” that can’t be accessed by
individuals alone. The purpose of dialogue, then,
is to go beyond the understanding held by each
team member, and to explore difficult issues from
many points of view.

Bohm identifies three conditions for real dia-
logue to occur:

® All participants must suspend their assump-
tions both figuratively and literally — to learn to
view them as assumptions and not fact, and to
“hold” them in front of the group as if suspended
for all to see;

® All participants must regard one another as
colleagues;

® A facilitator, who “holds” the context of the
dialogue, must be present.

After dialogue, decisions must be made and
thus comes the need for discussion, where action
is the focus.
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