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ADAPTATION AND CHANGE IN
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To understand the role of organizational learning in the organization’s endeavor to overcome challenges,
organizational learning research need to be spread out to the field of adaptation and change. This paper is
the first part of a bigger empirical research, a literature review that examines the link between these topics
and search for gaps in prior literature. However, these phenomena are closely related in the prior literature,
the thinking about organizational learning is rather idealistic than reflective and there are still research
gaps regarding the following questions: (1) Is there a need to examine internal organizational challenges
from the organizational learning perspective? (2) How can the earlier organizational adaptation be charac-
terized using the constructs of organizational learning? (3) Is the earlier adaptation process or organizatio-
nal learning process always good and useful for the organization? Based on reviewing prior literature the
author formulated an own organizational learning definition and identified future research directions in
order to fill these gaps.
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challenges

“We understand that the only competitive ad-
vantage the company of the future will have is its
managers’ ability to learn faster than their com-
petitors.”

This statement from a manager in Shell was quoted
by Senge et al. (2014, p. 21.) in their work The Dance
of Change. It highlights that the competitive value of
learning and knowledge has grown. The ideas of both
‘organizational learning’ and the ‘learning organiza-
tion’ have a positive and idealistic meaning in the exist-
ing literature. The common assumption is that learning
in the organization is important and the main source
of future competitive advantage. Although this is indis-
putable, we still lack a universal answer to the question
of how learning really happens inside organizations.
Learning has an important role in psychology research
(Smith et al., 2005), includes different psychological
perspectives (e.g. behavioral, cognitive and biological)
and it is not only a conscious process. Therefore it is in-
teresting question: If learning is so complex why are we
so certain that it is always desirable for organizations?
The field of organizational learning overlaps with
several research areas, for example, knowledge man-
agement, dynamic capabilities, ambidexterity, adapta-
tion, and change management. In this paper, I examine
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organizational learning as an organizational adaptation
process in entrepreneurial firms.

Literature review

Adaptation in the existing literature

A fundamental question of strategic management and
organizational theory concerns the relationship between
a firm and its environment. In particular, researchers
want to know how an organization is able to react fast
and efficiently to the changes and challenges of the en-
vironment, and how organizations evolve, adapt and
change with their environment (Smith — Cao, 2007).
Adaptation research examines this organization—envi-
ronment relationship. Strategic adaptation means the
organizational answers to environmental challenges
(Szabd, 2012).

With the growth in competition, adaptation is cru-
cial (Lawrence — Lorsch, 1967; Duncan, 1972). It is not
enough to modify or recreate your strategy, the organi-
zation or its culture must change too. Organizations that
are able to learn or self-adapt can succeed (Barakonyi,
2007). Thanks to the pressures from the changing en-
vironment, only dynamic organizations will be viable,
and will have to change and adapt to survive (Szabd,
2008).
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Managers have the opportunity to react differently
to environmental challenges under the same conditions
(Dobak — Antal, 2010), but as well as the environment
influencing the organization, the organization also in-
fluences its environment (Child, 1972; Dobdk — Antal,
2010). Organizational adaptation and strategic behav-
ior has long been the focus of international (Miles et
al., 1978; Porter, 1993) and Hungarian (Antal-Mokos —
Kovécs, 1998; Antal-Mokos — Téth, 2001; Hortovanyi
— Szabg; 2006a.b; Szabd, 2008) strategic research com-
munities. There are also several studies investigating
the adaptation mechanisms and strategies of Hungarian
companies during periods of environmental change,
for example, during economic transformation (Bala-
ton, 1999) the EU accession (Balaton, 2005) and the
economic crisis (Balaton, 2011; Balaton — Csiba, 2012;
Balaton — Gelei, 2013).

“Based on Burgelman’s conceptualization (1983,
1991, 1996), major changes in an organization’s strat-
egy need not be completely governed by external se-
lection processes. Successful renewal is likely to be
preceded by internal experimentation and selection
processes” (Hortovanyi, 2012, p. 47.). Burgelman (1991)
interpreted this internal experimentation and selection
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as an organizational learning process. This concept is
related to the view of organizational ecology (Hannan
— Freeman, 1989).

Smith and Cao (2007) distinguished three different
perspectives in the relationship between firm and en-
vironment. Table 1 shows the comparison between (1)
ecology, (2) adaptation and (3) entrepreneurial perspec-
tives.

The ecology view (Hannan — Freeman, 1989) sug-
gests that organizations are entirely dependent on their
environment for survival. The adaptation perspective
suggests that firms can adapt and change to some ex-
tent, in response to environmental change (Nelson —
Winter, 1982). The entrepreneurial perspective, by con-
trast, proposes that:

* through entrepreneurial actions, organizations can
shape and influence their environments to their
own benefit,

* top management has an important role in this process,

* the initial unit of analysis focuses on managers (Smith
— Cao, 2007), and in particular “how top managers
search, undertake firm actions, and learn to shape the
environment” (Smith — Cao, 2007, p. 331.),

Table 1

Comparison of perspectives on the firm—environment relationship

Ecology perspective

Adaptation perspective Entrepreneurial perspe-

Corresponding literatures

Resource dependency
theory

Competitive dynamics
Innovation as adaptation

ctive
. . . Environment-induced va- ..
Theoretical focus Environment selection riation Self variation
Assump fions: Inertial Path dependent Malleable
Organizational structure . . .
R Random, accidental Reactive Proactive
Organizational change
. . . Multilevel: managers to
Level of analysis Industry/population Firm firm to industry
Timeframe of analysis Long term Middle term Multitime: short to medi-
um to long term
Ecology Fit Sensemaking

Social cognition
Entrepreneurial action

Firm-environment re-
lationship

Random variations by the
individual firms are selec-
ted by the environment.
Over time, firms conform
to the industry trend. The
industry evolves through
the birth and demise of
individual firms.

Individual firm search

to resolve misfit with the
environment. The changes
follow path-dependent rou-
tines and enable them to
return to the fit condition.

Managers driven by belief
systems engage the firm
in entrepreneurial actions,
which not only change
their own belief systems,
but also potentially chan-
ge the market belief sys-
tems.

Source: Smith and Cao (2007, p. 331.)
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* the goals of each search and associated action
are not taken as given, and that their adjustment
is an important part of the dynamic change pro-
cess. The process is therefore similar to Argyris
and Schon’s (1978) double-loop learning (Smith
— Cao, 2007), while the adaptation perspective is
akin to single-loop learning. Unlike the other two
perspectives, this one includes double-loop learn-
ing but focuses only on the belief system changes
regarding the external environment.

There are several works that recognize adaptation
directly related to the concept of learning (Crossan et
al., 1999; Eisenhardt — Martin, 2000; Zollo — Winter,
2002; Easterby-Smith — Prieto, 2008). Other important
contributions include:

* Senge et al. (2014, p. 24.) claimed that “All or-
ganizations learn — in the sense of adapting as the
world around them changes”,

* adaptation to the continuously changing environ-
mental conditions is linked to the continuous learn-
ing of the organization and the continuous develop-
ment of learning capabilities (Bakacsi, 1999), and

* Jyothibabu et al. (2010) defined organizational
learning as adaptation to the changes in opera-
tional culture, development of new ways of doing
things, norms and paradigms.

It is clear from the literature that adaptation and
learning are closely related. Adaptation research in-
vestigates the ability of an organization to change in
response of external challenges. In my interpretation, to
understand the adaptation—learning relationship, I must
first examine the links between learning and change.

Link between learning and change

Learning by definition is linked to change. According
to Bakacsi (2004), learning is a permanent change in
behavior that is the result of experience. Organization-
al learning can therefore be defined as a change in the
behavior of the organization (Fiol — Lyles, 1985): trans-
formation of decision-making processes, or changes
in the organizational members’ routines that result in
improvements in individual and organizational perfor-
mance (Bakacsi, 1999). Senge et al. (2014, p. 9.) quoted
from Nitin Nohria that “inadequate learning capabili-
ties limit most change initiatives”. Bontis et al. (2002, p.
9. differentiate between:

» feed-forward learning: whether and how individu-

al learning feeds forward into group learning and
learning at the organizational level (e.g. changes to
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structure, systems, products, strategy, procedures,
culture),

» feedback learning: whether and how the learning
that is embedded in the organization (e.g. systems,
structure, strategy) affects individual and group
learning.

According to Bontis et al. (2002) learning happens at
different levels and starts at the individual level. Moreover
there is interaction between these levels and this interaction
also results in change. These ideas suggest that it is worth
examining the linkage between learning and change.

Change, however, can be interpreted in several ways,
often contradictory (Senge et al., 2014):

* external changes in technology, customers, com-
petitors, market, structure, or the social and politi-
cal environment,

e internal changes: how the organization adapts to
changes in the environment, and

* top-down programs, including reorganization and
reengineering.

I believe that I first need to distinguish external and
internal changes. External changes are outside the or-
ganizational borders. Internal changes are harder to de-
fine, not least because we can identify different aspects
of them, for example:

* individual vs. organizational,

* at process/task level vs. strategic level,

* emergent/autonomous vs. induced (Burgelman 1991),
* episodic vs. continuous (Weick — Quinn, 1999),

e incremental vs. radical (Dobdk — Antal, 2010), and
* cognitive vs. behavioral.

I do not wish to draw a comprehensive picture of
change, but simply to highlight that the different mean-
ings and interpretations of change can result in confu-
sion in learning research. Table 2 shows the most rel-
evant change types, compared by their distinguishing
features and link to learning research.

Table 2 shows that:

* individual-level change can be linked to individual
learning, and organizational change to organiza-
tional learning,

* double-loop learning shows up in the literature
around changes in the cognitive map and on the
strategic level, and

* internal non-strategic organizational-level changes
(in processes, routines, behavior) are mostly relat-
ed to single-loop learning. The double-loop learn-
ing aspect is missing from these studies.
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Table 2

Different typologies of internal organizational change and their links to learning research

Types of change

Individual vs.
organizational change

Distinguishing feature
Level and extensiveness of
change

Link to learning research

Individual-level vs. organization-level learning

Process level vs.
strategic change

Focus of change (internal
or external change and
challenges)

Single-loop learning in routines as internal, process level
change. Double-loop learning in strategy induced by
external challenges, changes in the environment.

Emergent vs. induced
changes

Direction and
consciousness of change

Continuous vs. episodic

Periodicity of change

Emergent/ Continuous/
Incremental change:
Basic territory of

Induced/Episodic/ Radical
change:
No or just minor focus on

change organizational learning this topic in organizational
Incremental vs. radical Qua]ity of Change at research and the Learning learning research. The field
change organizational level School of change management
Cognitive vs. Quality of change at Two types of double-loop learning. More focus on the
behavioral change individual level changes in cognitive maps.

In this paper, I will use the evolving change construct
for emergent, continuous, and incremental changes, and
the intentional construct for induced, episodic, and rad-
ical changes. Angyal (2009) examined the nature of
changes, including undirected changes. He claimed that
undirected changes can also be radical. I do not, how-
ever, wish to investigate these types of changes, which
are mostly found in crisis situations.

Evolving change and learning

Mintzberg et al. (2009) described ten different schools
of strategy, one of which is the Learning Schools. This
looks at strategy as an emergent process. The anteced-
ents of this school are disjointed and logical incremen-
talism and the evolutionary theory, resulting in a view
of strategy as emergent, experimental and reflective.
From the Learning School perspective, organizational
learning has a huge role in the adaptation process of an
organization. According to Szabd (2012, p. 17.), “stra-
tegic adaptation is one main question of the Learning
School, which cannot be measured through classic fi-
nancial indicators but mainly through the capability of
knowledge creation and retrieval”.

Organizational learning includes the following
statements based on the assumptions of evolutionary
theory (Mintzberg et al., 2009):

* routines are responsible for creating change,

* the interaction between established routines and
novel situations is an important source of learning,
and

* the concept of emergent strategy opens the door
to strategic learning because it acknowledges the
organization’s capacity to experiment.

Source: own work

The Learning School declares that deliberate strat-
egy focuses on control, while emergent strategy em-
phasizes learning, and uses organizational learning to
adapt to changes in operational culture. The Learning
School therefore defines organizational learning as an
emergent, incremental adaptation process, containing
incremental change.

These declarations raise the question of whether
learning as an adaptation is always an emergent, in-
cremental and experimental change process, but not
radical and induced. According to Noszkay (2008),
incremental changes face less resistance and result in
less subjective loss, but they are usually not suitable
for solving systemic organizational problems. I suggest
that organizational learning includes radical, systemic
change as well. In the following section, I examine the
relationship between learning and this type of change.

Intentional change and learning

Jyothibabu et al. (2010) contended that learning and
change are not only parallel and simultaneous, but also
interactive processes, as learning has a mediating role
in the change process. They also presumed that there is
constant interaction between the individual and struc-
tural levels. Reaching a structural level in the learning
process means, in practice, structural changes, which
in turn affect the individual level and call for more in-
dividual learning. Structural changes are the result of
intentional change.

Weick and Quinn (1999) drew a distinction between
two kinds of changes, episodic and continuous. They
defined episodic changes as a form of short-term adap-
tation. Episodic change is most closely associated with
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planned, intentional change that can be characterized by
the Lewinian approach (unfreeze, transition, refreeze):

“Intentional change occurs when a change agent
deliberately and consciously sets out to establish
conditions and circumstances that are different
from what they are now and then accomplishes
that through some set or series of actions and in-
terventions either singularly or in collaboration
with other people” (Ford — Ford, 1995, p. 543.).

Dobdk and Antal (2010) differentiated between rad-
ical and incremental change. Radical change is exten-
sive and induced by the top management, and has influ-
ence on the whole or the majority of the organization.
It is quite fast and means systemic change at all levels
of the hierarchy.

In the organizational ecology view (Burgelman,
1991), there are two kinds of adaptation, induced and
autonomous. I suggest that these are change processes.
In the induced type, organizational learning comes up
in the retention phase, and is about bases for past or cur-
rent survival. “Firms are able to overcome the liabilities
of newness by accumulating and leveraging organiza-
tional learning, and by deliberately combining distinc-
tive competences in the induced process” (Burgelman,
1991, p. 254.). I regard episodic, induced and radical
changes as intentional change induced by the manage-
ment of the organization.

The territory of intentional changes is the field of
change management research, and organizational
learning research also has unanswered questions in this
field. Most of the research on organizational learning
as organizational development focuses on learning as
an evolving change process. There are, however, some
researchers who suggest that it is important to examine
learning in intentional change.

According to Dobdk and Antal (2010), intentional
organizational change is an iterative, learning process.
Change managers have to manage this learning process,
which includes their own learning as well the learning
of the organizational members and the whole organ-
ization. Senge et al. (2014), in their book The Dance
of Change, used the word profound for radical change.
They claimed that there is learning in profound change,
and describe it as an incorporation of both an internal
shift in people’s values, aspirations, and behaviors, and
external changes in the fundamental thinking patterns
of organizations that underlie choices of strategy, struc-
tures, and systems. They declared that it is not enough
to change strategies, structures, and systems, unless the
thinking that produced those also changes. This type of
change therefore involves a learning process with the
same characteristics as double-loop learning.
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Levinthal and Rerup (2006) introduced the con-
structs of ‘mindful’ and ‘less-mindful’ approaches to
learning. They claimed (Rerup — Levinthal, 2013) that
these approaches are relatively established in the exist-
ing literature. For example the less-mindful approach is
set out in the work of March and Simon, (1958), Cyert
and March, (1963) and Nelson and Winter (1982), and
the mindful approach in the work of Weick and Roberts
(1993) and Weick et al. (1999). The less-mindful ap-
proach is related to evolving change while the mindful
one is more about intentional change. Rerup and Levin-
thal (2013, p. 44.) suggested that:

“organizational learning must incorporate both
perspectives in a broader synthesis to better un-
derstand where the benefits of less mindful pro-
cesses ends and the benefits of more mindful
processes begins (or vice versa), and whether the
two phenomena intersect, interact, or operate in
parallel.”

They also proposed that these should not be re-
garded as separate or parallel but co-constitutive phe-
nomena and concluded “today we know about how the
co-constitutive relationship between the two phenome-
na unfolds and influences organizational learning and
change across a system”. Bakacsi (2010) differentiated
between first- and second-order change, the interpreta-
tion of single- and double-loop learning in change man-
agement literature. He pointed out that change needs a
change agent or leader, who chooses between first- or
second-order change.

It is clear that intentional and evolving change can
result in different learning processes. I assume that the
interpretation of adaptation and organizational learning
has a key role in examining organizational learning. In
the next section, I set out the research gap linked to
these topics.

The relation between change, adaptation and
learning

I want to find an answer to the emergent mixture of
entrepreneurial adaptation, change and learning. Previ-
ous efforts to grasp the phenomenon of organization-
al learning have mixed together change, learning, and
adaption, with only casual attention to levels of analysis
(Weick, 1991).

Figure 1 is a simplified version of Table 2, which
tries to relate adaptation, change and learning. Based
on this model, I have formulated the following propo-
sitions:

* Evolving change bears the marks of the adaptation

perspective (Smith — Cao, 2007), while intentional
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change is much more related to the entrepreneurial
adaptation perspective (Smith — Cao, 2007).

* Adaptation research focuses on changes in strategy
linked to the environment—organization relation-
ship. The internal processes of the organization are
not in its main focus.

* Evolving change in the internal organization is
the main field of organizational learning research.
This can be characterized as an emergent and in-
cremental experimentation process (Mintzberg et
al., 2009).

* The field of intentional change at intra-organiza-
tional process level is not the main focus of ad-
aptation or organizational learning research. It is
therefore an interesting area for entrepreneurial
and organizational learning research.

* Intentional change needs double-loop learning.

Figure 1
Adaptation, learning and organizational change

Evolviug chunge lutcnlional change

Latreprencunial

perapective

Aduplation prrspeclive
Change in strategy

FEmergent, incremental
vrganizationyl lewning

Change management
C'hange at process
level

Source: own work

There is a gap in the organizational learning litera-
ture. Organizational learning is an internal adaptation
process induced by the environment, but the adaptation
literature does not focus on internal processes.

According to Mészaros (2010, 2011), research and
strategic thinking in the 1990s focused on questions
about how past practice and processes can create pat-
terns that shape the present and the future. That result-
ed in an exploitation and internal focus. Strategic man-
agement was criticized for having too much focus on
present performance, and only a weak relation to the
future. Entrepreneurship research, however, focuses on
opportunity-seeking and has a dominant future-orient-
ed perspective (Dobdk — Hortovdnyi — Szabd, 2012).
It therefore results in a dominant future-oriented ap-
proach in entrepreneurial adaptation.

Entrepreneurial firms focus on environmental chal-
lenges and future trends and changes. This is, of course,
crucial in survival and in competition, but shifts the fo-
cus of the entrepreneur to the external environment and
the future. This does not force the entrepreneur to (1)
seek challenges inside the organization, (2) question the
earlier adaptation processes of the organization and (3)
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assess whether past organizational adaptation was al-
ways well-managed. This can result in biased adaptation.
According to Rerup and Levinthal (2013, p. 39.):

“Organizational actions are history-dependent,
and the behavior in an organization is based on
routines. Routines are based on interpretations
of the past more than anticipations of the future.
They adapt to experience incrementally in re-
sponse to feedback about outcomes.”

Future-oriented adaptation can therefore generate
change in cognition and thinking, but behavioral chang-
es will be dominated by the past. Cognitive change
without behavioral change will not lead to success.

I suggest that organizational learning is a form of
adaptation. The interesting question is whether organi-
zational learning research provides answers to the fol-
lowing questions:

* Is there a need to examine internal organizational
challenges from the organizational learning per-
spective?

* How can the earlier organizational adaptation be
characterized using the constructs of organization-
al learning?

* [s the earlier adaptation process or organizational
learning process always good and useful for the
organization?

To answer these questions, I examine the existing
organizational learning definitions, perspectives, and
models. My aim is to understand whether the dominant
future-oriented and external focus is also present in or-
ganizational learning research.

Adaptation in organizational learning research

Review of organizational learning definitions and
perspectives
A difficulty in investigating organizational learning is
that there is no unified definition of it. Bontis, Crossan
and Hulland (2000) collected together different defi-
nitions of organizational learning from the literature.
There are differences in the focus of these definitions.
Some highlight the process character of organization-
al learning (Argyris — Schon, 1978; Fiol — Lyles, 1985;
Stata, 1989; Lee et al., 1992; Crossan et al., 1999). Oth-
ers focus on changes in behavior (Levitt — March, 1988;
Huber, 1991; Slater — Narver, 1995) or the shared nature
of learning and knowledge in the organization (Cav-
aleri — Fearon, 1996; Schwandt — Marquardt, 2000).
Some studies have tried to capture the different as-
pects and concepts within this phenomenon, and from
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these, I have chosen to focus on the work of Shrivas-
tava (1983). Shrivastava (1983) developed four differ-
ent concepts of organizational learning, viewing it as
(1) adaptation, (2) assumption-sharing, (3) developing
knowledge of action—outcome relationships, (4) and in-
stitutionalized experience.

The first perspective, adaptive learning, has an exter-
nal, environmental focus, which does not deal with the
adaptation processes at the level of organizational pro-
cesses and practices. The adaptation takes place only at
the level of goals, search and attention rules, and in stra-
tegic thinking. The second perspective is about assump-
tion-sharing and change in the theories driving these
assumptions. It includes double-loop learning at the cog-
nition level, but does not deal with behavioral changes or
rethinking organizational processes. The last two focus
on the content of learning, knowledge and experiences
rather than the process of learning. This differentiation
shows that the perspectives of organizational learning
cover the cognitive and behavioral questions and the
content and process in different ways. Organizational
learning as adaptation is an environment-focused ques-
tion with strategic level change, but without any aspects
of internal organizational operation and processes.

Hortovanyi and Szabd (2006¢) applied a similar
differentiation of organizational learning perspectives.
Their first two perspectives are the same as in Shrivas-
tava’s (1983) work. The third is resource-based learn-
ing, which introduced the knowledge-based theory
of the firm (Nelson — Winter, 1982; Stein, 1995). The
fourth perspective introduced the concept of the ‘learn-
ing organization’ (Senge, 1990).

Gelei (2002, 2005) had a different approach to the
organizational learning phenomenon. He set up three
interpretations of organizational learning. The first is
the process of embedded practical knowledge commu-
nity formation. This approach interprets learning at the
level of communities-of-practice, as a social construc-
tion process. The second is a new organizational logic
that emerges in the dialogic process between dominant
and innovation logic. This concept focuses on the fu-
ture-oriented, innovation capabilities of the organiza-
tion. The last is action learning and growing organiza-
tional self-control based on the reflective re-evaluation
of organizational experiences. The last approach as-
sumes learning is a reflective process. Gelei (2002,
2005) did not, however, evaluate whether the reflection
results are strategically useful for the organization, but
takes reflection as a common reality and critical inter-
pretation of organization members.

The Learning Organization

Proper knowledge management and learning are only
possible in an environment where continuous learning
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and experimenting are greatly valued, appreciated and
supported (Garaj, 2008). The Learning Organization
concept engages in the question of how to establish
conditions for future competitive advantage, and to
survive in the present, through learning. ‘Organiza-
tional learning’ and the ‘learning organization’ are of-
ten used as synonyms, but based on their definitions,
they are not the same. According to Yeo (2005, p.
369.):

“Organizational learning is a process which
answers the question of “how’”; that is, how is
learning developed in an organization? The term
“organizational learning” is used to refer to the
process of learning. On the other hand “learning
organization” is a collective entity which focus-
es on the question of “what”; that is, what are
the characteristics of an organization such that
it (represented by all members) may learn? The
“learning organization” embraces the impor-
tance of collective learning as it draws on a larger
dimension of internal and external environments.
The idea of “learning organization” refers to a
type of organization rather than a process.”

To understand the learning organization concept
fully, I examined Senge’s (1990) and Garvin’s (1993)
works.

To establish a learning organization, Senge (1990)
proposed five criteria:

* Systems thinking: This highlights the importance
of interdependence and integrity. A system cannot
be redesigned by dividing it into parts; it calls for
collaboration and systematic thinking.

* Personal mastery: “Organizations learn only
through individuals who learn. Individual learning
does not guarantee organizational learning. But
without it no organizational learning occurs” (Sen-
ge, 1990, p. 139.). This factor means the organiza-
tion’s members’ capability for learning.

* Mental models: Mental models are beliefs, mind-
sets, values and assumptions that determine the
way people think and act.

* Shared vision: Shared vision is not only a belief. It
focuses on mutual purpose and sense of commit-
ment.

* Team learning: Team learning is a process by
which capabilities of group members increase.
This learning is based on shared vision.

Steiner (1998) stressed that the relationship between
the five disciplines and the way each affects the others,
need to be closely examined.
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According to Garvin (1993), learning organizations
can be characterized by five main activities: (1) system-
atic problem-solving, (2) experimenting, (3) learning
from past experience, (4) learning from others and (5)
passing the knowledge on to others fast and efficiently.
These can enhance capacity to obtain knowledge, and
alter behavior based on knowledge and insight. Of the
five, systematic problem-solving and learning from past
experience are perhaps the most crucial.

According to Garvin (1993), an organization that
learns possesses the ability to analyze problems sys-
tematically, based on data and going beyond the ob-
vious symptoms to explore the underlying causes. He
claimed that otherwise “the organization will remain a
prisoner of ‘gut facts’ and sloppy reasoning, and learn-
ing will be stifled” (Garvin, 1993, p. 54.). This is not a
classical, data-based analysis, but an ability to under-
stand the hidden factors, the big picture and the sys-
temic failures. I believe that without this, double-loop
learning will be stifled, and the wrong conclusions will
generate the wrong routines, fixing the underlying caus-
es into organizational routines.

Garvin (1993) also proposed that companies must re-
view and assess their success and failures systematically
and have to record lessons from this assessment. This is
close to the re-evaluation of past learning processes that
is an important part of organizational learning.

In my view, the Learning Organization concept is
functional only in an organization which does not suf-
fer from previous failures to adapt and learn. This con-
cept is future-oriented, asking the question what should
the organization do to be able to continuously learn?,
but does not question whether learning is always useful
to the organization. The underlying assumption is that
learning enhances organizational abilities and is always
desirable for the organization.

Nonaka (2007, p. 164.) claimed that “the knowl-
edge-creating company is as much about ideals as it
is about ideas: to create new knowledge means quite
literally to recreate the company and everyone in it
in a nonstop process of personal and organizational
self-renewal”. I want to focus on the dominant idealistic
thinking about organizational learning and learning or-
ganizations in the literature. The work of Garvin (1993)
identified similar issues, which I believe are missing
from most organizational learning research, but they
are not yet in an integrated framework.

Reviewing the learning organization models, I sug-
gest that these concepts show an idealistic picture of or-
ganizational learning. On the phrase idealistic I under-
stand that they try to explain the factors that are needed
to reach the ideal learning organizational state but do
not deal with the change process, how an organization
can become a learning organization and the facilitators
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and inhibitors in this process. I assume that this kind
of thinking has roots in the dominant future-oriented
adaptation, resulting in less thinking about previous ad-
aptation and learning processes, which can have a huge
effect on future ability to learn.

Research gap in organizational learning literature

Léhteenmaiki et al. (2001, p. 118.) made a critique of
organizational learning research. They claimed:

“The literature regarding both learning organi-
zations and organizations learning is largely pre-
scriptive in nature and proposes how organiza-
tions should be designed and managed in order
to promote effective learning. There is (a) lack of
conceptualization of the true nature of (the) or-
ganizational learning process.”

This prescriptive characteristic can be traced back
to future- and environment-oriented entrepreneurial
adaptation. The dominant focus of adaptation results in
a similar focus to organizational learning research. It
also diverts the direction of research from examining
past learning and existing routines to learning in the
future. I therefore suggest a more integrated interpre-
tation of organizational learning as an adaptation pro-
cess, incorporating single and double-loop learning, in-
ternal and external adaptation and changes in cognition
and behavior.

Routine is one basic category of organizational
learning, covering the accumulated organizational ca-
pabilities, rules, and historically-evolving patterns of
behavior that can be seen in the predictable and ha-
bitually recurrent behavior of organizational mem-
bers (Gelei, 1993). The routine is a part of the activity
called organizational memory. Routine generates sin-
gle-loop learning at the organizational level (Bakac-
si, 1999). Real organizational change only takes place
with organizational learning when there is change in
the organization’s cognitive map. This is double-loop
learning at organizational level. According to Bakac-
si (1999), double-loop learning does not need constant
changes in the organization’s cognitive map. Instead,
it is much more the capability of the organization (its
members and managers) to identify these frameworks
and be able to question them.

Single-loop learning is the general learning method
of organizations at process level. This can be charac-
terized as a type of behavioral learning at the level of
routine creation. Real organizational change, however,
can only be a source of double-loop learning, and in
the literature, mostly means change in cognition, or
cognitive maps. The adaptation paradox, the dominant
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future- and external environment orientation, calls at-
tention to the following:

* The future-oriented and external focus diverts
attention from examining double-loop learning
at the level of processes, structures and routines,
which involve behavioral change and learning.

* Single- and double-loop learning are related to
each other in both cognitive and behavioral change.
It is therefore worth examining these phenomena
together to get a more holistic picture of organiza-
tional learning as an adaptation process.

To highlight my organizational learning interpreta-
tion, I formulated my own organizational learning defi-
nition partly based on different existing definitions:

Organizational learning is an organizational ability
and process of change in cognition and behavior, using
both single-loop and double-loop processes. It is based
on the organizational members’ (individual) learning
and individual and organizational level learning are in
interaction. It includes interpreting and revaluating past
experiences and actions, understanding current organ-
izational performance and environmental factors, and
generating new knowledge to grow and survive in the
future. Organizational learning is therefore a process of
adaptation to internal and external challenges.

Table 3 summarizes the existing focus of organiza-
tional learning research and identifies a new focus to fill
a gap in the literature.

Table 3
Existing and new foci in organizational learning

Existing focus New focus

Adaptation to external Adaptation to intra-
environmental challenges organizational challenges

External focus Internal focus

Change in intra-

Change in strategy organizational process

Through evolving changes | Through intentional changes

Existing knowledge re-
evaluation

Learning in cognitive and
behavioral change

New knowledge creation

Learning in cognitive change

Source: own work

Conclusion

This paper is a comprehensive literature review in in-
vestigating the link between organizational learning,
adaptation and change. My aim with this paper was
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to understand and explore prior literature and poten-
tial research gaps. Organizational learning research
has a dominant future-oriented perspective because of
the thinking on adaptation. Research on both adapta-
tion and organizational learning has not examined the
path-dependency factors in adaptation, so that adapta-
tion and learning in the past and their effect on the pres-
ent and future have not been the focus of researchers.
This kind of research, in my opinion, seeks ideal ways
to adapt and learn and does not deal with what is really
happening inside organizations. I therefore suggest to
keep these thoughts to the fore and use a more critical
perspective to examine organizational learning. I pro-
pose that the explored gap in literature needs to be in-
vestigated in order to answer the defined research ques-
tions and to deeply understand organizational learning
processes and change in entrepreneurial firms.
Managing change and learning challenges organiza-
tions. The understanding the role of learning in change
and organizational adaptation can help practitioners in
recognizing the organizational learning processes and
their results inside the organization, as well it can sup-
port managers in enhancing the organizational ability
to change and learn in reply to the internal organiza-
tional challenges induced by organizational growth and
external challenges of the changing environment.
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