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Abstract

This paper tries to present the relationship between knowledge management and organizational learning. Starting from well known points of view, we define and discuss a possible model that links KM programs to organizational learning environment. Further, we’ll bring into discussion two organizational perspectives that are brought by learning processes (emancipation and exploitation) and we’ll draw the necessary conclusions.
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1. Introduction 

Theoretical approach of knowledge management leads, implicitly, to a myriad of perspectives that try to explain the most important conditions for a successful knowledge management program.
Therefore, knowledge management will "lead" an organization to identify all the processes that adds value to products and services, through the use of intangible assets such as intellectual capital.  
Starting from the hypothesis that it is a link between intellectual capital development, knowledge management and organizational learning, we’ll further present a perspective about how these concepts are inter-related.
2. Organizational learning and knowledge management


Learning, whether it’s individual or organizational, refers to the improvement of knowledge awareness by changing ideas, values, and behavior. According to Thomas [13], the relation between learning and knowledge management, although not very clear, cannot be challenged. Organizational learning can be characterized through the divergence between two types of processes: individual and organizational.
We are actually saying that the organization is learning in order to express that learning processes are embedded in routines, structures and technologies [8]. Nevertheless we consider that organizational learning cannot be equal with the sum of all individual learning processes. This type of learning occurs only when all the other forms are leading to a systematic mutation of all organizational structures and practices. Therefore, individual learning will not guarantee the existence of organizational learning [15]. The importance of learning processes for knowledge management can be deducted starting from Crossan – Zietsma model [5], [16], that we have extended in order to integrate the existent connections between organizational learning stages and knowledge management processes. 
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Figure 1: Organizational learning and knowledge management
The model presented in figure 1 defines six learning processes, which defines the existent relationship between employee, group and organization. This connection is based on two opposite forces: feedback and analytic/exploratory processes.
Analytic processes are always starting from individual, being based on intuition and searching. Subsequently, these processes will develop inside a group, where they will be subject for collective analysis.

Crossan [5] believes that exploratory development is based on processes like: interpretation, integration and institutionalization – see table 1.
Table 1:  Learning processes characteristics
	Process name
	Level
	Characteristics

	Intuition
	Individual
	Cognitive processes that imply model recognition. Intuition is very subjective and based on previous personal experience.

	Search
	Individual
	Active processes used for the discovery and absorption of new ideas.

	Interpretation
	Individual – Group
	Personal opinion explanation by using words or actions. It can be an individual processes: reflections about own opinions.

	Experimentation
	Individual – Group
	Attempts to implement and use of new knowledge.

	Integration
	Group – Organization
	The development of awareness through the development of common practices. It can take place by dialogue or coordinate actions.

	Institutionalization
	Organization
	All types of processed which can ensure that organizational routines will embed new generated knowledge. 


Opposite to exploratory processes, feedback processes refers to that type of learning based on existent knowledge.

Sometimes, it is difficult for an individual to move between these two types of learning. For example, it can be hard for an employee to discover a fragment of knowledge, and, after that, to synthesize it in order to be used by the entire organization. 

Another aspect brought into discussion by Crossan – Zietsma refers to a specific tension that exists between exploration and exploitation. 

This tension exists because exploratory processes can define questions and challenges that can replace institutionalized norms, embedded in exploitation processes.  

Betis and Prahald [3] emphasize the potential risk of institutionalization: rigidity and inability to adapt and change, both individual and organizational. 
Therefore, when adopted norms became to strong and dominant - even if they are successful at a certain time – they can be transformed in what we call “competencies trap”. In this case, the organization will stuck in routines that proved useful in the past, but are no longer appropriate for the present circumstances. 
Knowledge management practices can help avoiding this situation.  We think that knowledge management is based on learning processes. It doesn’t matter what kind of learning processes are involved, because what we are trying to do is to understand existent knowledge that can be used to discover new fragments of knowledge. 

Every knowledge management activity contains learning processes - we learn how to acquire, generate, assimilate, filtrate and use knowledge. Knowledge management cannot exist in the absence of learning.
3. „Learning organization”: emancipation or exploitation?
The literature on "organizational learning” is characterized by a diversity of theoretical perspectives. Of these, the most intensely discussed relates to the concept of „learning organization”. Usually, the debate about this concept takes place between two camps: „the visionaries” and „the pessimists” [7].
The visionaries, best represented in writings such as those of Senge [10] and Pedler [9] perceive "learning organization" as a tangible ideal, with beneficial implications for both the organization and its employees.
The opposite camp is composed primarily of academics. They emphasize that despite the emancipation speech, promoting the concepts underlying the so-called "learning organizations" do nothing  except supporting the power management, leading rather to an increase in exploitation / control and  in a very limited extent to emancipation and self-development – see Ashok [2].
Pedler [9] defines "learning organization" as "the organization that facilitates learning for all members and transforms both itself and the context in which it is mentioned. The framework developed by Pedler shows us the specific characteristics of learning organization - see table 2.
Table 2  General framework for „Learning company”, Source:[9]
	Organization oriented to:
	Main characteristics
	Description

	Strategy
	Organizational strategies
	Evaluation of decisional strategies is structured according to learning processes: experiments and feed-back loops

	
	Policy decision
	Members of the organization are allowed to contribute at some major decisions

	Internal analysis
	Information
	Information technology is highly used in order to increase employees’ aptitudes.

	
	Cost management
	It is necessary to develop  some responsibilities about organizational costs

	
	Dialog
	The existence of a constant open dialogue, at individual and group level. The collaboration should be encouraged, not the competition

	
	Flexibility rewarding
	The possibility to identify new rewarding methods – which are known by all employees

	Flexible structures
	Development of internal structures
	The possibility to use adaptive structures that are able to offer development opportunities

	External analysis
	Employees oriented towards external environment


	The possibility to use practices and ideas developed outside the organization.

Openness in learning from the others 

	
	Learning from other companies
	Development and use of some learning methods that take in consideration knowledge coming from both clients and suppliers

	Learning opportunities
	Learning climate
	Personnel encouragement to experiment and take calculated risks 

	
	Personal development opportunities
	The existence of development opportunities for every employee


Starting from this framework, we understand by "learning organization" a company that sustains the learning processes of its employees. 

Such companies allow free speech and use of knowledge, providing an organizational environment that encourages experiment, risk-taking and dialogue.

We believe that a „learning-oriented” company is characterized by two fundamental aspects:
· The boundary between management and the rest of the employees is unclear. Employees will benefit from involvement in decision-making issues, having the opportunity to be creative and to grow faster
· It is necessary to have some leaders with special abilities [12]. Leaders in a learning organization must both teach others (mentors) and to be taught (disciples). This style of leadership is needed to stimulate learning and curiosity employees and to make leaders more sensitive to the views coming from the subordinates.
Usually the criticism regarding “learning organization" - as summarized by Pedler [9] - is formulated starting from three questions [4]
· What is the nature of the relationship between employee and the employer?
· What are the organizational power structures?
· What factors influence the emotions and the desire to learn?
According to Coopey [4], there is a contradiction about democratic power and authority management: First we have Pedlers’ framework, which supports and encourage open discussion and democratic decision making and secondly we find the legitimate right of management to manage the organization in the interest of those who have entrusted them with this task (e.g. company shareholders).
Therefore, it is possible to have a situation in which the learning organizations principle referring to the extension of the decision making process cannot be implemented. Dovey [6] points out that companies managers do not want to share decisional power.
Power and knowledge are interconnected. Therefore, if learning refers to the development and use of knowledge, then we must take into account issues related to power [14].

Coopey [4] emphasizes that learning processes are better accomplished in the context where managerial authority exists. In this way, it is possible to eliminate much of the contradictions that rise from those situations where power is lacking the perspective brought by people with authority.
But, contradictions are not necessarily detrimental for learning. If different opinions and conflicts can be managed through some kind of dialogue, both learning and development processes can take place. Of course, there are situations that do not aim at reaching consensus. In this case, learning will take place by understanding different viewpoints.

The adoption of practices offered by the supporters of "learning organization" may indirectly lead to an increased control over employees because they will internalize organizational values system. Alvesson [1] thinks that such a control system is less visible and has the potential to be more effective than traditional bureaucratic methods. 
One last factor, mostly ignored by the advocates of learning-oriented organization, is the role of emotions in the formation of proper behavior and attitudes, favorable for learning processes.
At the individual level, learning is generally regarded with enthusiasm: discovery of new knowledge, improving understanding, developing more efficient ways of working.

Senge [11] believes that there is, however, a negative aspect:  knowledge may induce tension.  For example, giving up the familiar situations in order to enter the unknown will create tension and anguish.
Learning and change can affect the person's identity, both in a positive direction or a negative one. At the organizational level it is often difficult to implement policies in order to change employees’ skills. Often, they will become hostile and defensive because of the possible implications.
Learning, as organizational strategy, leads inevitably to the disturbance of the existing balance of power, rules, interests and practices.

In this context, there are few organizations that are able to create "mental spaces" necessary for the employees to raise issues in a risk free environment that sustains them.
4. Conclusions

Knowledge management depends on how the organizational learning it is perceived and addressed. Though, we believe that it is possible to implement organizational knowledge management, regardless of how learning processes are addressed.

We believe that the main purpose of knowledge management is to support learning by adapting the existing organizational context.
Therefore, it is possible to define knowledge management projects, for both organizations with authoritarian structures and democratic ones.
As a conclusion, we think that in order to determine if an organization is „learning oriented”, seven dimensions should be analyzed:

· Dialogue promotion, in order to determine if the organization  is able to experiment, to take risks, to identify necessary skills for future business processes, to encourage individual success, to provide access to resources,  to actively encourage learning;
· Learning opportunities, in order to determine if the organization can encourage the free exchange of ideas, promote resolution of conflict situations, promote development of relations of trust, challenge the employees to find questions for a better understanding;
· Collaboration and team learning, to determine if the organization: restricts teams freedom, encourages expression of different points of view, encourage the development of social relationships, recognize and rewards team achievements;
· Systems to share learning, to determine if the organization provides opportunities for sharing knowledge, offers tools for knowledge management, can easily access and use the skills of the employees, have the appropriate tools for measuring the efficiency of knowledge, posses methods to determine broken procedures;
· Power structures, to determine if the organization: encourage employees to take responsibility, is flexible enough to allow employees to exceed calculated risks, coordinates departmental activities;
· External environment connections, to determine if the organization: encourage equilibrium between personal and professional life for its employees, easily identify new opportunities, is focused on customer needs, considers the employee morale, facilitate knowledge sharing between departments;
· Management framework, in order to determine if the organization: provides learning opportunities - regardless of department, offers competitive information for all teams, has implemented a decentralized decision-making, provides opportunities for leadership development.
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