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ABSTRACT

The relationship between individual and organisational learning remains one of the contested
issues in Organisational Learning debates. It is assumed that we know enough about learning
at the individual level to draw inferences about learning at the organisational level. This
paper provides some new evidence about the nature of individual learning practices in
organisations using the individual manager as a unit of analysis. The paper presents empirical
evidence from a recent study in the Financial Services Sector in the UK in relation to the
how, what and why of managerial learning within organisations. The analysis draws examples
from the learning practices of managers in three retail banks and challenges the simplistic
view of the relationship between individual and organisational learning currently propounded
in the literature. The paper concludes with a review of the implications of the findings for the
way we think about learning in organisations.
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Introduction

Learning theory in the context of organisations has come a long way in its efforts to
encapsulate the cultural, political and social dimensions of learning (Cook & Yanow, 1993;
Coopey, 1995; Easterby-Smith et al., 1999, 2000). However, learning as practiced by
individuals still remains relatively little understood, despite recent contributions emphasizing
the collective, relational and situated nature of learning (Gherardi, 1999; Wenger, 2000).
Considering the inferences drawn on individual learning to understand organisational learning
it 1s rather ironic that to-date we know very little about what individuals actually learn in
organisations, how they learn and why they learn. A more integrative analysis of the what,
how and why of individuals’ learning in organisations would provide valuable insights about
the relationship between individual and organisational learning, which continues to be an
unresolved issue in current debates (Friedlander, 1983; Kim, 1993; Richter, 1998;
Antonacopoulou, 1998; Friedman, 2001). Such an analysis could show more clearly the
interactions between social, cultural, political, economic, as well as psychological and
psychodynamic aspects of learning. These interactions in turn can help encapsulate the
broader aspects of the context in which learning takes place and enhance our understanding
of the impact of the context on the nature of learning in organisations and the individual’s
disposition towards such a process. The latter is a perspective, which continues to be
neglected in much of the current literature on organisational learning and associated debates
in management education, training and development, which frequently promote only the
perspective of the organisation. A more in-depth understanding of individuals’ learning
within organisations, using the manager as a unit of analysis, may provide insights into the
way individuals perceive learning, the objective(s) of individuals’ learning within
organisations and the value attached to learning by individual managers particularly in the
light of the ongoing organisational changes.

Therefore, the purpose of this paper is to focus on the nature, content and process of
individual learning in the context of changing organisations using the individual manager as

the unit of analysis. The discussion focuses on the complexity of learning and identifies the



impact of contextual factors particularly in relation to the education, development and
training practices. The discussion is informed by recent empirical findings from a longitudinal
study of three retail banks in the UK. The discussion begins with a review of the main
propositions in the existing literature in relation to managerial learning. The main issues in
relation to education, training and development in the banking sector and in relation to the
three banks participating in the study are then discussed in order to contextualize the findings
in relation to what, how and why managers learn. The paper selectively presents findings,
which show how education, development and training at the industry and organisational level
affect the way managers perceive learning, the approach they adopt in order to learn, what
managers choose to learn and finally, why some managers may be more or less receptive to
learning. The paper will conclude with a call for rethinking the nature of learning in
organisations and the relationship between individual and organisational learning more

specifically.

Managerial learning within organisations

The interest in how people learn has commanded the attention of many researchers
over the years (Harris & Schwahn, 1961; Crow & Crow, 1963; Bandura, 1977). Efforts to
understand learning have given rise to at least two major categories of learning theories.
These have been termed as pedagogy and andragogy (Knowles, 1980); the former
addressing issues of children’s learning, the latter focusing on adults’ learning. The principles
of adult learning inform our understanding of individuals’ approach and potential attitude
towards learning opportunities. For example, a unique characteristic of adult learning is that
individuals do not approach learning with the straightforward intention to soak up
knowledge. Adults compare a new piece of information with what they already know and
test it against their views and prejudices in relation to their own working situation (Hague,
1979; BIM, 1984). Theories of adult learning have had a significant impact in the

development of theory and research in relation to how managers learn within organisations.



In an extensive review of the learning theories, Burgoyne & Stuart (1977, 1978)
identified at least eight “schools of thought” which they discuss using metaphors in relation
to their main principles and applications, as well as, their assumptions about the nature of
people. In similar fashion, Brostrom (1979) discusses four main theories of learning -
behaviourism, structuralism, functionalism and humanism - and discusses their main
principles in relation to training and learning. Table 1. summarises the main characteristics of
each of these theories and the basic assumptions about how adults learn. Table 1 shows that
the orientation of different learning theories over the years has moved from notions of
conditioning and indoctrination, towards autonomy and self-direction. It is evident that the
responsibility is moving away from the teacher (trainer) towards the individual who is held
responsible for their learning, because (s)he can determine whether learning actually takes
place. From this view it follows that the individual is perceived to have the ‘power’ to
choose whether or not to learn, therefore, more emphasis should be given to understanding
what motivates an individual to learn. Juch (1983:18) emphasised this point when he stated

that:

“man is a Homo discriminator who senses only what he/she wants or needs to
perceive 1.e. the tendency to reinforce one’s own innate or initial preferences, while
neglecting those abilities which are harder to develop”.

Table 1: The Main Learning Theories and their Basic Orientation

Behaviourism Structuralism Functionalism Humanism
Pavlov (1927), Levi-Strauss Miller (1964), Rogers (1961,
Thorndike (1932), (1963), Ausubel Hilgard & Bower 1969),
Initiators Skinner (1953, (1968, 1985) (1975) Boydell (1979),
1971) Argyris, (1982)
New behaviours The mind is like a | People learn only if | Learning is self-
can be caused and computer; the they want to learn directed. The
Basic shaped with teacher is the and if they essence is discovery,
Assumptions structures around programmer. perceive the task | meaningfulness and
the learner. practical. autonomy.
Reward- Design content Learner Freedom to learn,
punishment, carefully and fed to involvement, individualistic
Orientation to stimulus-response, | the learner in small | hands-on problem- approach,
Teaching & behaviour portions to be solving, building experiential and
Learning modification. retained in confidence. spontaneous,
memory. understanding.




The recognition of the fact that individuals cannot be forced to learn has been further
developed by researchers (Mumford, 1971; Honey & Mumford, 1982; Sutcliffe, 1988;
Lessem, 1991) who have sought to examine managers’ preferred style of learning. These
researchers have identified several types of learners ranging from activists, reflectors,
theorists, pragmatists, energised, harmonic, inspired etc. The various types of learners
identified in the literature enhance our understanding both about the way individuals may
approach learning and what may be the underlying triggers to managers’ learning.

Moreover, research into the nature of managers’ learning (Burgoyne & Stuart, 1976;
Stuart 1984; Burgoyne & Hodgson, 1983; Davies & Easterby-Smith, 1984; Mumford, 1986;
Park, 1994) - in particular whether this learning is “on-the-job” or “off-the-job” - has shown
that the bulk of managers’ learning takes place in the work place, as a result of their work
and role activities. Not only does on-the-job learning appear to be the most prevalent, but if
one accepts the argument of management researchers like Casey (1980), Hague (1979) and
Revans (1977), it is the most effective form of learning. Thus, it is argued that whilst on-the-
job learning is “real”, “effective”, “lasting”, and “useable”, much off-the-job formalised
learning activity, for example on training courses, tends to be far removed from the real
world of managers. Furthermore, it is claimed that when off-the-job learning does occur, it
presents the manager with major difficulties in transferring knowledge back to the work
environment. The recognition that managerial learning consists of unstructured,
discontinuous and often unconscious aspects has generated more interest in the experiences
managers encounter and the actions they take (Revans, 1982; Mumford, 1989; Marsick, &

O’Neil, 1999).



Table 2: Experiential and Action Learning Theories

Experiential learning Action learning
Kolb & Fry (1975), Kolb (1984), | Revans (1966, 1971, 1980, 1982),
Initiators Mant (1981), Mumford (1986, Boddy (1980), Robertson &
1988). Cooper (1983)
Learning follows a four-stage cycle | Learning by doing, with and from
(concrete experience, reflective others. Learning involves
Basic Assumptions observation, abstract awareness of one’s own values
conceptualisation and active and taking action towards their
experimentation) which engages fulfilment.
the ‘whole’ person, self-
actualisation.
Learning is a dynamic process Developing individual’s ability to
Orientation to Teaching & involving active participation. learn - learning to learn - and
Learning Compatibility with individual raising self-awareness and the
preferred learning style important. search for new knowledge.

Experiential learning and action learning theories aimed to address this issue by placing
importance on the social, cultural and political aspects surrounding the learning process. The
main characteristics of each of these theories are summarised in Table 2. Experiential
learning theory has not been without its critics (see Holman et al., 1997). It has been
criticised for replicating several aspects of cognitivism (e.g. the dualism between mind/body,
organism/environment) which fails to explore sufficiently the transactional and reciprocal
relationship between the person and the external world from a social constructivist, activity
theory perspective (which gives more emphasis to the interaction of the learner with the
context or events in which learning takes place). This view has found more voice in recent
contributions promoting a situated view of learning in organisations, integral to the
functioning of communities of practice (see Lave & Wenger, 1991; Brown & Duguid, 1991;
Wenger, 1999; Engestroem & Miettinen, 1999). These perspectives have also helped bring
to the forefront greater consideration of the psychoanalytic, emotional and aesthetic aspects
of learning (see Antonacopoulou & Gabriel, 2001; Scherer & Tran, 2001; Vince, 2001;
Strati, 1999). The review of the various management learning theories and models presented
here illustrates the difficulty of capturing the complexity and diversity of individuals’ learning

from any one single perspective. It also encourages a reconsideration of what learning is.




Earlier theories considered learning as a change in behaviour, which results from the
acquisition of knowledge and skills. Many researchers have actually defined learning in these
terms (e.g. Kimble 1961; Jones, 1967; Bass & Vaughan 1966). The definitions of learning
assume that the change in behaviour is relatively permanent and that practice and experience
are an important ingredient. Learning defined in these terms is often associated with taking
action towards resolving problems (e.g. Argyris, 1982; Thomas & Harri-Augstein, 1985).
However, as researchers increasingly recognised that learning is not always a structured,
continuous and conscious process, learning has been defined as a process of gaining a
broader understanding and the awareness of the personal meaning of experiences which does
not necessarily result from the acquisition of the new knowledge as much as a rearrangement
of the existing knowledge (e.g. Revans, 1971; Walker, 1975; Juch, 1983; Gagné, 1983).
Learning has been increasingly defined in broader terms to capture the complexity of
thinking, as well as acting, and researchers have more recently described learning as a
process of reframing meaning, transformation and liberation (e.g. Schon, 1983; Kolb et al.,
1991; Antonacopoulou, 1998). The recognition that learning is a dynamic and emergent
process encourages a more integrative framework of interacting variables. From this
perspective, learning emerges from the interconnection of various personal and contextual
factors. In other words, learning does not only depend on the individual’s motivation and
personal drive, but on the reinforcement of learning within the environment as well.
Therefore, it is not enough making sense of HOW managers learn, but equally important is to
find out WHAT managers learn and WHY they learn in the context of organisations. A
greater alignment between the process (how), the content (what) and the motivation (why)
behind learning could provide valuable insights about the nature of learning in organisations
and the relationship between individual and organisational learning more specifically.
Undoubtedly, the specific context in which these questions are examined is bound to
generate some insights specific to the particular reality of the organisation, the sector and the
society at large. This paper reports the findings from a study of managerial learning practices

in the financial services sector in the UK and comparatively across three retail banks.



Methodology

The key focus of the study reported in this paper, was the way individual managers
learn and adapt during organisational changes, and the extent to which organisational
systems (specifically training and development) facilitate or inhibit such processes
(Antonacopoulou, 1996).

Any approach, which seeks to study learning is confronted with a number of
methodological challenges not least of which is how to identify learning when you see it.
Considering that learning is as much conscious as it is unconscious there would be a number
of epistemological and ontological challenges to overcome. In the context of this analysis
learning is defined as the liberation of knowledge through learning and self-questioning
(Antonacopoulou, 2001). This definition of learning acknowledges that in studying the
nature of individuals’ learning in the context of organisations it is important to provide
opportunities for managers to articulate what is essentially introspective and retrospective, as
well as to reflect upon and question their practices. This process is not only intended to
demonstrate potential consistencies or inconsistencies between managers’ “espoused
theories” and “theories-in-use” (Argyris & Schon, 1974). It is also intended to show how
managers attribute meaning and importance to organisational issues, including the
significance attached to learning and in turn how these interpretations are reflected in their
praxis. This approach is more geared to interpretativism (Yanow, 2000a), it is sensitive to
the social construction of reality (Berger and Lackmann, 1967) and it approaches learning as
a phenomenon situated in individual practices (Easterby-Smith et al. 1991). Therefore, the
nature of what, how and why managers learn in the context of the three retail banks (the top
three in the UK in size and financial strength) is examined by concentrating on the meanings
and explanations managers give for their practices in relation to learning. By adopting a
comparative case-study approach (Yin, 1994) to locate individual practices within each bank
and across the three banks in the sector, the analysis of the findings is by definition

contextually specific.



The data has been collected using a longitudinal approach, which unfolded in five main
phases and took three years (1991-1994) to complete. The main strand of the field research
was the qualitative interview (semi-structured), while observation, questionnaires and the
critical incident technique were supplementary data collection methods employed.

The first phase of the data collection comprised of a thorough historical analysis of the
industry and the organizations using mainly secondary sources. This review provided
valuable insights into the way banks are organized and managed as organizational systems
and how the nature of their HRM practices offered an initial feel of the culture of
organizations in this sector, particularly in relation to learning.

Phase II comprised a series of interviews with HR managers. A total of six to eight
HR/training managers were interviewed within each bank. These interviews provided
valuable data about the perspective of the organisation in relation to the importance attached
to the education and learning of its staff (managers in particular) and the extent to which they
are encouraged to take responsibility for their personal development.

Phase III comprised of a series of semi-structured interviews with individual managers
(26 managers) in each bank. The managerial sample (78) in the three retail banks was
randomly selected, incorporating managers across a broad spread of age, seniority,
specialisation, gender and background. Managers classed as fast-track (who experienced
different educational opportunities) were included in the sample and compared with non fast-
track managers.

Phase IV comprised follow-up interviews with individual managers, which took place
6-8 months after the initial interview (during phase III). Despite many of the organisational
changes that took place during the course of the study, it was possible to maintain the
original sample of interviewees throughout all phases of the data collection.

The fifth and final phase of data collection involved a follow-up questionnaire with
individual managers, again 6-8 months following the interview held as part of Phase IV of
the data collection. For a more detailed analysis of the phases of data collection and the

research questions please refer to Antonacopoulou (1996, 2001).



The analysis sought to compare individuals’ perspectives within each bank and across
banks, as well as to compare individual’s perspectives with that of the organisation, as
described by HR managers. This comparative dimension was a means of triangulating the
findings to provide a rich exegesis about how managers formulate their interpretations and
why managers hold the views they have.

In the sections which follow, the findings of the study in relation to manager’s views of
the nature of learning and how they prefer to learn, what they choose to learn and why they
may be less receptive to learning are discussed. The analysis of these issues is first placed in
the context of the wider picture of managerial learning in the financial services sector and the

three banks in particular.

The Financial Services sector in the UK: Management learning issues

Banks do not only influence the economic, political and socio-cultural context in which
they operate, they are also affected by it. Economic, political and socio-cultural factors have
been significant forces for change in the retail banking sector in the UK in recent years.
Moreover, the trends in the world economy have forced retail banks to be more international
and global in outlook. Furthermore, the changing structure of the industry at large is a
trigger to many of the internal changes identified within the sector. The various internal and
external changes are fundamentally transforming the role that staff are expected to play
within banks. Banks realise that it is necessary to develop policies, which will ensure that
once skilled people are in position, they are retained and grown to meet the future needs of
the business. As a result, banks find themselves with an expanding mix of interrelated HRM
problems to manage (Storey, 1995). Amongst these issues management education, training

and development have been a critical priority.

Management education, training and development in banks

Banks have a reputation for providing most of the specialised training skills required in
the sector, which gives banking a remarkable degree of loyalty and esprit de corps (Jones,

1991). Traditionally banks recruited school-leavers, who were trained through a formal
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disciplined classroom approach and had to pass professional qualifications (such as the
Association of the Chartered Institute of Banking Diploma - ACIBD) in order to meet the
immediate needs of the bank. Employee development programmes, therefore, have
traditionally sought to develop experience and know-how in banking techniques and to
provide a broad/generalist perspective of banking. Despite the commitment of UK banks to
training their staff, they have been criticised for not spending enough on training and
development (Murphy, 1989; Bournois & Torchy, 1992). Investment in training, to keep
abreast of new developments, is increasingly linked to profitability and is argued as being
significant to competitive success (Gould, 1988; Murphy, 1989). In recent years, investment
in training has taken a new turn as regulatory measures by the Financial Services Authority
have come into force requiring banks to provide evidence both of regular training, as well as
the impact of such training on staff development. As Mackintosh (2001: 1i1) notes, financial
institutions now have to provide evidence that staff who undertook training “understood
what they were doing”.

Whilst the major banks have always been considerable trainers of their junior staff,
managers have often been left largely to themselves to find their own approaches to
managing. The banks have relied on the professional bodies to oversee the basic professional
education of their future management. However, the skill requirements are widening and the
core of professional knowledge traditionally taught, becomes less and less relevant and
sufficient to sustain the performance demanded. Management training for substantial
numbers is relatively new to banks. In the early 1970s management training was frequently
undertaken by attendance at external management centres and the University Business
Schools and was largely restricted to an elite of individuals heading to the top (i.e. High
Flyers) (Gould, 1988). Although this trend continues today, in addition, banks have devoted
more effort to training and retraining their managers themselves, often with the assistance of
external management teachers (Timewell, 1992; Flemington, 1992; Laurie, 1990).
Management training provided by the organisation places traditionally emphasis on technical

skills, products, services, selling and professional updating.
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The developments in the sector over the last ten years have shifted the emphasis from
technical skills training towards management skills training with particular emphasis on sales
and marketing (Donnelly et al., 1988; Howcroft, 1989; Morgan & Sturdy, 2000). While
formal training is intended to match the individual’s speed of learning and assist them in their
promotion ladder, informal on-the-job training is also increasingly encouraged as a means of
acquiring the basic banking skills. However, individuals rarely participate in the identification
of their own training and development thus, are not fully committed to its outcomes
(Mosson, 1986).

In the light of all these changes banks can no longer maintain their paternalistic
approach to staff development, nor is it possible for the head office, regional office, or the
personnel department to determine with any certainty the career pattern of any individual.
Clearly, the psychological contract in banking careers is changing and it is no longer based
on loyalty, commitment and life-long employment (Herriot et al., 1996; Storey et al. 1997).
The new deal that is being struck between the bank and its future employees will shape the
behaviours that managers will be expected to demonstrate.

In short the characteristics of the HRD mentality in the banking sector reflects to some
extent wider issues about the short-term focus and the limited investment in human capital,
which some researchers have identified to be common in the wider UK industry (Constable
& McCormick, 1987; Mangham & Silver, 1986; Keep & Mayhew, 1996). Recent studies by
Bennett et al. (1992) and Banks et al. (1992) show that social factors such as class, family
background and gender create barriers to equality of access to education and influence the
choice made by young people about the development of their career and education (i.e. the
potential payoffs from their learning). Despite the hype of HRM activity in organisations and
the efforts by successive governments to change attitudes towards education and training,
recent research (Ashton & Felstead; 1995; Keep, 1989) shows that training and development
remains a cost rather than an investment, it is haphazardly undertaken and there is little
indication that it forms part of a rigorous HRD approach embedded in the wider HRM

strategy. It is significant to note that the wider socio-cultural context at the organisational,
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industry and country level has according to recent studies (Rigg, 1989; Syrett, 1990;
Maguire et al., 1993; Taylor & Spencer, 1994), played a determining role in the attitudes
managers develop towards learning, education and development (see Antonacopoulou,
2000b).

The education, training and development trends of the financial services sector in the
UK, provide an interesting context in which to study the nature of individuals’ learning
partly, because it reflects quite clearly the impact of social, cultural, political and economic
factors at the industry and wider societal level on organisational practices. Focusing at the
individual level of analysis it would be interesting to see how the impact of the context may

have a bearing on the what, how and why of managerial learning.

Managerial learning across three retail banks

As a result of the changes in the financial services sector, the three banks in this study
(Bank A, Bank B and Bank C) have been undergoing numerous operational and strategic
changes over the last few years. One of the most significant changes, however, has been the
cultural shift from being operational to becoming more sales oriented. This shift has caused a
reconsideration of their HRM strategy with an emphasis on management training and
development. In some of the banks this meant a redefinition of the banks’ training policies,
the introduction of new training programmes and in particular an emphasis on a more active
involvement by staff in their development. A common strategy promoted by all three banks
has been a greater focus on learner-centred strategies for the development of staff. Self-
development is seen by the three banks as an appropriate strategy for developing staff in the
light of the present uncertainties, because it allows the necessary flexibility and self-direction
in the development process and facilitates a more immediate response to the changing needs
of individuals and the organisation (c.f. Antonacopoulou, 2000a). Each of the banks in the
study have addressed this issue in a different way.

In Bank A, the introduction of self-development in the bank’s vocabulary has been

relatively recent by comparison to the other banks and is seen as being a less costly and more
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efficient approach to management training and development given that it operates on a DIY
(do it yourself) basis. Although the emphasis on self-development, as a new approach to
management training, in Bank B appears to be similar to Bank A, in this bank the interest in
introducing self-development is a concern with changing individual attitudes towards training
and learning. The transition towards more self-directed learning approaches is recognised by
the bank as a cultural change, because managers are not used to taking such a responsibility.
One of the mechanisms which aims to assist this transition is the introduction of Personal
Development Plans (PDPs) and specialist development programmes designed to cultivate
responsibility for self-development at all levels. In Bank C the emphasis on self-development
has been part of the organisation’s management education philosophy since 1980 and has
been gradually enhanced by the new initiatives and the practical indications by this bank of
the importance attached to self-development. Bank C has sought to remove any relationship
of training to assessment and has invested in flexible learning resources (e.g. an internal
library of learning materials available to all staff free of charge) to demonstrate its
commitment to staff learning and self-development.

The approach of each of the three banks to management training and development, as
well as the wider industry specific characteristics regarding education and qualification,
evidently shapes managers’ perceptions of the learning process. An interesting characteristic
of the managerial sample across the three retail banks is that the majority have a basic
education with their main academic qualification being O’levels and some A’levels and a very
small proportion holding a University degree. Moreover, the majority of managers hold a
professional qualification which is valued in the sector; namely the Diploma of the
Association of Chartered Institute of Bankers (ACIBD). The sections which follow will
selectively present findings which show Zow managers perceive the learning process and their
approach to learning, what managers choose to learn and why some managers may be less

receptive than others to learn.
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How managers learn

Managers across the three banks were asked a series of questions about the learning
process and in particular their views of what is learning, how people learn, the factors which
facilitate or inhibit learning. Managers were also asked to describe a critical incident of a

learning experience they considered ‘ideal’ and to explain what was special about it.

The nature and approach to learning within the three banks

The findings provide a very consistent picture across the three banks, with managers
having identical views about the learning process. Learning is perceived to result from
“experience” (from everyday life and on-the job), “training”, “modelling others in the
workplace” and “coaching” (i.e. apprenticeship and being looked after). Although managers
across the three banks give a slightly different priority to each of these aspects in the learning
process, overall they share common assumptions about how people learn. The latter is
particularly evident in the strong association between learning and training (for a detailed
discussion of this relationship see Antonacopoulou, 1999a; 2001). A significant proportion
of managers across all three banks (52% in Bank A, 54 % in Bank B and 46% in Bank C)
refer to specific training interventions, mainly provided within the organisation, as their ideal
learning experience. The way managers in these organisations define/understand both
training and learning re-enforces their interdependence. A common definition of training
includes the “provision of knowledge and skills”, while learning is commonly defined as the
“process of acquiring knowledge and skills”.

The homogeneity (within each bank and across banks) in managers’ perceptions of
how people learn, suggests that managers feel insecure about learning if it is not through
training, because they have been brought up in an environment which has ‘spoon fed’ them.
As one manager in Bank B argued: “managers do not feel confident to learn from methods
other than formal training courses, because of historical reasons”. This point is also echoed
in the remarks of training managers. A senior HR manager in Bank A pointed out that: “7The
average manager waits for the organisation to offer training. At senior levels in

particular...The culture of the organisation is paternalistic”. Another training manager in
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Bank B added: “...sometimes the culture of the organisation has been that people do as they
are told. They attend management courses, because they are told to come”. A manager in
Bank B confirms this point saying: “People learn because they are told to. People do not
often take the initiative”. In effect, managers have developed a sense of dependency on the
organisation and they perceive training as an opportunity for learning because “you are
forced to learn” (manager, Bank A).

The relatively narrow view of learning, evident in managers’ responses, does not come
as a surprise particularly when one also notes that a common feature across the three banks
is the strong teaching culture that dominates training interventions. The way training is being
delivered and the overall atmosphere which dominates training is depicted by managers as a
‘back to school’ experience. One of the underlying assumptions of training provision in
Banks A and B (and less so in Bank C) is that trainees learn in the same way. There is no
indication that training in these banks caters for different learning styles or that it treats
trainees as adult learners (Honey & Mumford, 1982; Knowles, 1980). It has been observed
that training neglects andragogical principles and assumes that managers absorb information
without questioning it. The culture of the banking sector has disciplined managers to be
receptive to learning in the context of training. In effect, learning is defined in terms of
training and training is circumscribed in terms of teaching. The words of a training provider
in Bank B confirm this point: “...learning has traditionally been something which happens
away from the job, away on a course...”. Against this background, managers have come to
believe that learning is training and more specifically that learning is going on courses. It is
evident that managers across the three organisations perceive training and learning as closely
interconnected, because this is one of the main learning opportunities they have had available
to them and it is highly valued by their employing organisation.

The findings of the present study supports the observations of Preston (1993); Croft
(1996), Thomas & Al-Maskati (1997) and others, that training as a learning event provides

the opportunity to find out more about the organisation, strategies for surviving in the
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organisation and passing as an adequate employee of the organisation by demonstrating
acceptable behaviour.

In conclusion, training as a source of learning is evidently the result of the banks’
perception of how individuals should develop. It is significant to note that individuals’
perceptions of the learning process is heavily biased by the perspective of the organisation to
which they closely subscribe. This analysis reveals the level of dependency of the individual
on the training provided by the organisation in order to learn, which partly explains why
managers perceive that they should learn from training. Moreover, the fact that until recently
the banks in this study have not provided any alternatives for learning (i.e. managers knew
that training was their sole opportunity to develop) has strengthened the significance
attached by managers to learning through training. These findings provide new evidence
about the approach to managerial learning in organisations. While earlier studies (Burgoyne
& Stuart, 1976; Davies & Easterby-Smith, 1984) suggest that learning off-the-job (on
training courses) are perceived to be less effective, the present study suggests the opposite.
Managers in the three banks perceive learning off-the-job as the main source of learning. As
the analysis of the findings shows, managers perceive learning through training as the
legitimate way to learn, as this is how they interpret what the organisation values. In other
words, the three banks in the study perceive learning takes place on training courses and,
therefore, managers also seek to learn by attending training courses. If they claim that they
learn mainly by interacting with others in the workplace this may well not be perceived as
learning activity within their organisation. Therefore, how managers learn in organisations
may well reflect the legitimate route to learning promoted by the organisation. This issue also
inadvertently reflects a significant degree of power and control on behalf of the organisation,
which encourages greater dependency by individuals on the organisation’s resources in order

to learn. This control does not only shape how managers learn but what they learn as well.
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What managers learn

An understanding of what managers choose to learn has been addressed in the present
study by asking managers to describe the organisation’s policy in relation to management
education and to explain how far the organisation’s education policy affects their decision to
learn. Moreover, a key part of the study was the emphasis on studying the learning goals
managers identify and pursue as part of their personal development. By reviewing the
learning goals individuals identify, it is possible to observe some of the factors which affect
what managers may choose to learn, as well as how they choose to learn. It is important to
point out that ‘learning goal’ was the term used during the interviews to encourage managers
to articulate their learning practices. Identifying and pursuing a learning goal, which they
articulate in their own terms, provides a valuable avenue for tapping into the introspective
nature of learning. Moreover, studying individuals’ learning goals provides an avenue for
tracing parts of the learning process as it unfolds rather than being limited only on
retrospective accounts of learning. The longitudinal approach of following a learning goal as
it is defined by managers, as well as it unfolds (in the way managers pursue the learning
goal), is critical in understanding the emerging nature of learning. Both the content and
process of learning are constantly redefined as learning goals unfold. It is not uncommon to
find that learning goals may be abandoned as a result. This point is very important in

understanding what managers learn, as well as why they may or may not learn.

The perceived education policy and its impact on learning

The findings from the study suggest that the significance attached by the individual to
the organisation’s education policy is a factor influencing what managers learn. It is
interesting to note that the majority of managers across all three banks claim that they are not
aware of a policy statement per se, which addresses management education issues.
Nonetheless ironically, despite the lack of familiarity with the company’s education policy a
significant proportion of managers interviewed across each of the three banks (Bank A: 60%;
Bank B: 50%; Bank C: 38%) feel that the organisation’s policy influences their decision to

engage in further education and learning and their decision of what to learn.
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Therefore, in relation to what managers learn the findings suggest that managers would
tend to choose to learn what in their view is likely to be relevant and valued in their
organisation and the industry at large. For example, several managers across the three banks
admit that they qualified for the ACIBD because it was one of the qualifications the

organisation valued.

A manager in Bank B explained this most aptly saying:
“when [ first joined the emphasis was on examinations (the ACIBD) not so much
now...I am not pushed, I am not motivated to do it”.

A fast track manager in Bank C made the following remark:
“Of course I am influenced by the policy, because like others I play the politics of
the game. If the bank sends a signal of what it values I would do it”.

While, a manager in Bank A said:

“the bank’s policy on education is the only means of finding out more about the

job and acquiring those skills and knowledge that are needed. If the policy of the
organisation did not include the provision of courses I would not take personally
any initiative”.

Managers’ responses suggest that they are more inclined to embark on educational
programmes which are approved by the organisation rather than any other qualification
which may be perceived to be irrelevant to their development within their employing
organisation. This observation is further supported by longitudinal findings from the study in
relation to the learning goals individuals set and the way they go about fulfilling them.
Managers were asked to describe an identified learning goal. The implicit and explicit

messages the organisation sends about what it values is a guiding force in their decision to

engage or in some instances to abandon a learning goal.

The nature of learning goals managers identify and pursue

As part of the Phase III (the initial interviews) managers were asked to describe an
identified learning goal. This was intended to provide further insights into the learning
priorities managers have (what they learn), as well as the way they pursue the fulfilment of
the learning goal (how they learn). As part of the longitudinal design of the study the same
sample of managers were revisited six to eight months after the first meeting and a series of

questions were raised about the actions taken in fulfilling the identified learning goal, as well
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as the developments resulting from the learning goal they may have been pursuing. The
findings show that the majority of managers who were able to identify a learning goal in each
bank (69% in Bank A, 88% in Bank B and 65% in Bank C) described as their learning goal
specific skills in relation to their present job. It is fascinating to observe that the common
emphasis placed by managers in the three banks on the organisation’s priorities and the
specific job at hand provided significant consistency and similarity in the learning goals
managers identified. Some of the learning goals managers across the three banks described
were the following:
“understanding lending, product availability and lending policies”

“Improve management skills in delegation, team building and decision making”

“revisit negotiation skills to feel more at home with senior management of other
companies, to face aggressiveness and assertiveness with them to create a good
interviewing atmosphere”

“refresh basic skills of management, to update current thinking and put it in the
banking context”

“develop better time planning and time management”.

When asked how they pursued the fulfilment of their learning goal, almost unanimously
managers across the three banks referred to training interventions as the ‘obvious’ choice.
This observation is especially reflected in the actions described by managers across the three
banks as their preferred approach for fulfilling their learning goals.

When managers were revisited six to eight months after the initial meeting and were
asked to describe the actions they have taken in fulfilling their learning goal, they described
activities like: “attending a relevant course on the topic” currently provided by the
organisation, “solicit the help of colleagues”, “be coached by the line manager”, “talk to
people in the bank”, “read a book” etc.

Moreover, it is important to note the similarity in views expressed by managers across
the three banks when asked to explain what influenced their choice of activities in pursuing
the learning goal. Managers’ responses in terms of frequency suggest the following reasons:

Firstly, “a matter of preference and a perception of how the learning goal can best be
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tackled”, secondly, “a matter of opportunities and availability of resources” and thirdly,
“ease in accessibility of information”. These findings suggest that managers across the three
banks would tend to rely on the organisation’s resources and direction in terms of what to
learn, as well as how they would go about fulfilling a learning goal. Essentially, managers’
preferred learning approach has evolved over time in line with the contextual definition of
how it is best to learn. This also defines introspectively what managers think that they learn
when they seek to learn. There is limited evidence of reflective practice in the way managers
in the three banks account for what they learn. As far as they are concerned what they learn
is subject to what the organisation expects them to know. As long as a learning goal is
perceived by the organisation to be important, managers would be more inclined to see some
value in learning. These findings also provide indications as to why some managers may be

more or less receptive to the need to learn.

Why do managers learn

The findings in relation to what managers choose to learn also provide insights into the
underlying motives and orientation (short vs. long term) managers have in the learning
process. As part of the longitudinal analysis managers were asked to explain why they have
set the particular learning goal in the first place and what were the reasons which have

influenced their decision to pursue the learning goal they identified.

The motives behind pursuing a learning goal

Managers’ responses across the three banks suggest that the main reason which has
influenced their decision to set the specific learning goal was the business and job
requirements 1.e. “the need to meet the targets set by the bank for my mortgages this
year”’(Manager, Bank A), “the need to catch up with the changes in processes and new
types of decision making” (Manager, Bank B), “business priorities at the time” (Manager,
Bank C).

Another significant factor affecting managers decision to pursue a learning goal is their

personal recognition of the need to learn and a willingness to improve i.e. “it was a
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recognition that if I was to play a part in the organisation in the future I needed to change”
(Manager, Bank A), “being a figurehead I needed to be seen as being able to lead staff to
work for me ”(Manager, Bank B), “a willingness to be better at what I do” (Manager, Bank
O).

A third reason affecting managers’ decision to learn is their concern to advance their
personal and career development, i.e. “a recognition that my old mode of learning would
not enable me to move forward and a recognition of constantly needing to align my
learning goals with my career development” (Manager, Bank A), “to obtain a promotion
and to move forward” (Manager, Bank B), “another stepping stone in my career
development” (Manager, Bank C).

Although there is some variation in the proportion of managers who give more priority
to one of the three factors in relation to their decision to learn, the fact that there is so much
similarity in managers’ way of evaluating the significance of learning reveals additional issues
regarding the factors which affect individuals’ propensity to learn. It has been discussed more
extensively elsewhere (Antonacopoulou, 1998) that individual’s propensity to learn is a
product of the interaction between personal and organisational factors, which leads to
positive (philomathia') and negative (mathophobia) attitudes towards learning. The analysis
here will concentrate predominantly on the organisational factors affecting individuals’
receptivity to learn as these will help highlight other significant dimensions in relation to the
institutionalised nature of individuals’ learning within organisations. Reviewing the responses
of managers in this study concerning the factors affecting their decision to learn, one clearly
identifies that one of the most influential factors is the perceived encouragement by the
organisation.

The impact of the organisation’s encouragement on individuals’ learning and self-
development

The differential development in the way each bank has introduced self-development
and the implicit and explicit messages provided about the nature and role of learning appears

to affect managers’ perceptions of what constitutes learning and self-development as evident
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in the previous sections. More significantly the relative importance attached by managers to
learning and self-development, and the extent to which they are willing to engage in these
processes, is affected by the perceived encouragement of the organisation. Managers across
the three banks were asked whether in their view the organisation encourages them to learn
and to take responsibility for their self-development. The findings suggest that 46% of
managers in Bank A feel they are encouraged to learn, in comparison with 54% in Bank B
and 81% in Bank C. In relation to the perceived encouragement of the organisation for self-
development, the findings suggest that 50% of managers in Bank A feel they are encouraged
to take responsibility for self-development, while a larger proportion of managers in Bank B
(73%) and Bank C (100%) perceive they are being encouraged. Comparing managers’
responses it is evident that managers in Bank A, are the least encouraged to learn and to
develop themselves. These findings are consistent with the differential strategy adopted in
each bank in relation to staff development and learning discussed earlier.

Therefore, in Bank A where the attitude of senior management towards learning has
been inconsistent and there have been limited practical indications as to the way learning and
self-development may form part of the organisation’s HRM strategy, managers do not see as
urgently the need to learn. Managers in this organisation appear to be less inclined to learn or
take responsibility for their self-development because they remain confused and unclear as to
what they need to do and whether the organisation would value it. A manager made the
following comment in relation to this issue: “the rigid structure and senior people determine
what should be made available to people. If they have mindsets which consider learning is
not important, then no one else does (think it is important) .

In Bank B the encouragement by the organisation to learn is acknowledged but it is
often interpreted as an “expectation”. Despite the emphasis of this organisation on learning
and self-development and the introduction of systems to support this (such as PDPs),
managers do not interpret these initiatives as providing a wider personal choice. It is evident
in the case study that the annual appraisal process assesses individuals on their personal

development activities and the learning they claim they have undertaken. Therefore,
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managers in this bank engage in learning and self-development because the organisation
expects them to do so, rather than because they personally understand the significance of
doing so. A manager’s comments illustrate this point : “You are not encouraged you are
expected to develop. You are expected to know things. You do it for your own protection”.
Moreover, it is evident that because the message of the bank is inconsistent (as is largely the
case in Bank A), managers in Bank B are not fully committed to learning and self-
development and, therefore, are more inclined to learn for the sake of fitting into the
organisational culture. In effect, this propensity to learn reflects how managers in this bank
and in Bank A continue to adopt the identity of a ‘bank manager’ enforced by the bank and
to mechanically adopt as personal objectives the target against which they are assessed and
rewarded, a point which is consistent with previous studies in the sector (Burton, 1994;
Morgan & Sturdy, 2000).

Managers in Bank C present a more unified understanding of the value of learning and
self-development because they demonstrate more clearly that in pursuing a learning goal
they take into account their personal development and their career growth, rather than just
the requirements of the bank in relation to their present job. The emphasis on ownership has
been a central feature of the bank’s education strategy since the 1980’s (when the internal
library was first introduced). Moreover, the message of the bank has been consistent and has
been gradually enhanced by additional measures such as the introduction of competencies
and a more coherent career path for individuals. The latter is a recent initiative, which has
been carefully placed in the context of personal development, thus making managers feel
“empowered”. The words of a manager in Bank C illustrate the point: “The organisation
would love you to do something and not tell you what to do”. Another manager also said:
“the bank points out the skills you need and provides assistance in getting them. You need
to be self-motivated to do it”.

Although managers in this bank would appear to value learning and are more self-
reliant, their underlying motives are not significantly different from the motives of managers

in the other two banks. They too seek to learn in order to satisfy the requirements of the
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bank, which in this case has been more consistent in the message it has been communicating
regarding the value of learning and self-development. This observation is reflected more

clearly in managers’ explanations as to why they were unable to identify a learning goal.

Why managers don’t/won’t learn

The analysis of the factors affecting managers’ learning provide clearer insights into the
reasons why managers don’t or won’t learn (Salaman & Bulter, 1990; Thomas & Al-
Maskati, 1997). The present study shows that managers who were less forthcoming in
describing any learning goal tended to attribute this to the lack of clarity about the
organisation’s expectations and direction and the on-going uncertainty of the changes taking
place within the organisation and the industry at large. The words of a manager in Bank C
demonstrates this point: “I don’t have anything immediate to learn, because the recent
changes brought about a number of new jobs and I am not clear about the future direction
of my career”. A manager in Bank A shares a similar position: “Learning is being offered
when one enters a new job. I do not know what I will be doing in two years. Why learn when
there is a basic problem of mobility, risk and uncertainty”. A manager in Bank B said: “/
do not have any learning goals, because I don’t know where the bank wants me to go. |
don’t know that opportunities are available”. These findings show only more clearly the
remarkable degree of loyalty and esprit de corps that managers have in this sector, which has
partly been the result of the education policy in the sector.

In summary, the findings suggest that the extent to which managers learn would be
affected, among other things, by the perceived encouragement by the organisation to do so
(i.e. whether is learning is a ‘good’ thing), the mechanisms in place to support learning, the
historical approach and the tradition in the sector which determine the acceptable behaviour
and the level of freedom there is to learn beyond the boundaries of the education, training
and development provided within organisations. Clearly there is something to be said about
organisations who genuinely encourage individuals to learn and develop themselves, against
organisations who are more likely to employ the notion of encouragement as a more

sophisticated means of manipulating individuals to achieve the organisation’s priorities.
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In organisations where the encouragement is genuine, managers are more likely to be
more self-reliant and to base their decision to learn on their judgement about the areas they
need to develop. Managers in these organisations would tend to pursue learning goals which
are personally developmental and which widen their employability. Put differently, Learning
managers are more likely to seek to learn because learning is meaningful to them (see
Antonacopoulou, 1998). Whereas in organisations where managers learn in order to satisfy
the organisation’s requirements, these managers essentially do not learn, they merely play by
the rules of the political game. The motives of managers in the three banks reported in this
paper, in relation to learning and self-development, reflect this observation. The more
managers are dependent on the organisation’s direction and resources to learn, the more
likely they are to learn in a mechanistic fashion. In other words, they fail to question their
assumptions and to think beyond the boundaries of the present organisational reality, which
they identify with. The mathophobic (see Antonacopoulou, 1998) attitude that reflects
predominantly manager’s propensity to learning in the three banks is one of the main
determinants of their limited receptivity to learning.

The analysis developed in this paper and the findings presented illustrate the
complexity of managerial learning within changing organisations, the politics underlying the
learning process and show the richness of learning as a process, which entails both
psychological and sociological dimensions. The findings of this study support the personal
and organisational obstacles to learning identified by previous researchers (Koudra, 1975;
Stewart & Stewart, 1981; Lyons, 1985; Salaman & Butler, 1990). However, the findings of
the present study show more clearly how the product of the interaction of personal,
organisational and societal factors affects managers’ attitudes towards learning and the way
managers are likely to interpret the nature of learning, its role and significance to their
development and survival and essentially whether it is something that they should value and
seek to take responsibility for. The preceding analysis highlights several key issues regarding

the nature of managerial learning in organisations. Taking stock of these key issues it is
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possible to draw out some valuable insights about the relationship between individual and

organisational learning.

Rethinking learning in organisations: The relationship between individual
and organisational learning

One of the key issues in organisational learning debates is the relationship between
individual and organisational learning. This relationship is best reflected in the responses to
the question “Does an organisation learn?”, which range from “yes”, “no”, to “maybe”. The
bulk of the contributions in the field seem to agree that it is mot possible to talk about
organisational learning because this would be a reification, which would give organisations
anthropomorphic qualities (Kim, 1993). Therefore, it is now commonly agreed that
organisational learning is the product of individuals’ learning (Argyris & Schon, 1978; Fiol &
Lyles, 1985; Senge, 1990). However, recent thinking based on the same proposition has
shifted the focus to the collective practices of people within organisations, thus locating
learning at the community, group level taking into account the sub-cultures and related
actions within the specific community structure (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Brown & Duguid,
1991; Crossan et al, 1995).

There are of course those who argue that it is possible to talk about organisational
learning, given that organisations exhibit some learning abilities such as: competence
acquisition, experimentation, boundary spanning and continuous improvement (Rheem,
1995; DeGeus, 1997; DiBella & Nevis, 1998). It is more interesting to note, however, the
arguments of those who could be located in the ‘maybe’ camp. They tend to argue that
organisations develop and accumulate knowledge in files, rules, roles, routines, procedures
and, through their culture and structure, they develop shared mental models, values and
behaviours which constitute part of the organisational memory (Walsh, & Ungson, 1991;
Weick & Roberts, 1993; Cohen & Bacdayan, 1994; Schulz, 2001). Organisational learning
from this perspective could exist when we consider that organisations do not have brains but
have cognitive systems and memories, which allow them to make sense of the changes in
their environment. Organisational learning, therefore, is presented as a social process, which
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is affected by the contextual factors such as the organisation structure, information,
communication and control processes, which impact on the way individuals learn (Hedberg,
1981, Simon, 1991, Pawlowski, 2001).

Essentially, different theories of organisational learning appear to address different
levels or dimensions of learning. There is, therefore, scope for incorporating all these
perspectives in our understanding of the complex nature of learning in organisations. If we
consider the findings of the present study it is clear that the three banks in this study signal
that they recognise the need to learn, partly because the changes in the sector are threatening
their survival. They seek to learn by introducing new practices e.g. self-development —
encouraging individuals to take more responsibility for their learning. The inherent
assumption in their practices, and in much of the existing literature, is that individual learning
will lead to organisational learning. In other words, individuals are expected to act as
‘agents’ for organisational learning (Friedman, 2001). However, when we examine the nature
of an individual’s learning it is not hard to see how limited individual learning is because of
the restricted view of learning at the organisational level. For example, individual managers
in the three banks cannot take the role of a learning agent because they are restricted in the
space they have to learn. Individual’s learning is significantly affected by organisational
practices and managerial learning practices reflect the organisation’s orientation towards
learning. The relationship between individual and organisational learning, as reflected in the
findings of the study reported in this paper, could best be described as instrumental and
paradoxical in the same terms that Argyris & Schon (1978: 9)ii and others (see Simon, 1991)
convincingly argued.

The analysis in this paper has concentrated on individual managers’ learning in three
organisations in one sector. Although the findings reflect the contextual specificity of
managerial learning, they also raise some interesting issues about the factors which influence
learning in organisations and the potential impact of individual learning on organisational
learning. The findings presented in this paper show: (a) that individuals’ learning is directly

affected by the organisation’s practices and the wider contextual factors in which learning
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takes place, and (b) that the institutional identities supporting individual’s learning are also a

reflection of the organisational learning as part of the organisation’s identity.

Individuals’ learning is directly affected by the organisational context

The findings regarding managerial learning in the three banks demonstrate the direct
influence of the organisation on individuals’ perceptions of what learning is, how they should
learn, what they should learn and whether learning is meaningful when they do learn.
Essentially, therefore, there is a close relationship between individual and organisation
learning, in as much as individual learning is shaped by the organisational context in which it
takes place. This wunidirectional relationship, however, shows only more clearly that
individual learning is to a large extent conditioned by their institutionalised identities, as these
are defined by the context in which learning takes place (Dimaggio & Powell, 1983; Oliver,
1992). Therefore, the learnt identity of being a bank manager, as evident from the findings,
affects considerably the perceived nature and approach to learning itself. In the light of the
dramatic changes to the sector and the job insecurity, created as a result of the significant
number of staff reductions, there is little scope for experimentation (Cressey and Scott,
1992). Therefore, learning is exploitative (March, 1991) and limited in scope promoting
consistent behaviour within the dominant regime of truth (Foucault, 1978). This
characteristic is particular to the banking sector, as other studies have also shown, that the
dominance of institutional isomorphism particularly in the context of change is encouraging
managers to copy others/imitate (as one manager in Bank B put it “monkey see, monkey
do”) rather than innovate (Morgan & Sturdy, 2000; see also Clarke & Newman, 1997). The
attitudes of managers in the banking sector in relation to learning, education, training and
development are also consistent with findings from studies across different sectors of the
economy in the UK, which suggest a wider trend in the society at large (Rigg, 1989; Maguire
et al., 1993; Taylor & Spencer, 1994). Therefore, the findings call for a more careful
understanding of the nature of individual’s learning in organisations in relation to the

professional and national contexts in which they are examined. The latter point suggests that
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the managerial learning practices are a much more complex product of contextual factors
than reference to mere context" suggests. The findings reported in this paper show that
individual identities of what it means to learn are the product of learning practices that
transcend across a number of levels (national, industry, organisation, group, individual - see

Figure 1)

NDUSTRY/SECTOR

ORGANISATION

Figure 1: The Multiple Levels of Learning and their Interactions.
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If we are to understand better the relationship between individual and organisational
learning, we need to first appreciate that our assumptions about organisational learning need
to carefully reconsider our assumptions about individual learning. It has perhaps been our
greatest pitfall in this field to assume that we understand individual learning enough to
translate it into a set of organisation-wide practices. Whilst situated, community perspectives
show the relational nature of learning effectively they do not always fully account for the way
individuals come to adopt their learning practices. In the light of the findings presented in this
paper, considering that individual learning is shaped significantly by contextual factors,
perhaps there is scope for arguing that individual learning in some respects is as good as the
organisation context in which it takes place.

Considering the impact of the organisational and wider societal context, it is important
to appreciate that learning in organisations does not take place in a vacuum. Learning in
organisations appears to be more calculative and structured reflective of the way individuals
as human agents seek to address the internal dilemmas they experience when they have to
balance personal and organisational priorities in relation to learning. The personal dilemma in
the case of the bank managers in this study is one of loyalty along side the need for
employability. In relation to the current climate of job insecurity, managers’ seeking to
enhance their learning as a means of addressing their need for greater employability and job
security may well be advised to consider that they are only as good a learner as the
organisation they learn for! This would suggest that there is scope for understanding,
through a more rigorous analysis of individual’s learning, the main characteristics of

organisational learning.

Individuals’ learning reflects organisational learning

The limited learning choices managers make in the three banks reported in this paper
are reflective of the learning structures in place, which define the scope of their personal
learning and possibly the wider organisational learning activity. Considering the dominance

of the organisation over the individual in relation to the learning process one quickly
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acknowledges the inequalities of power and control in relation to learning and the underlying
political agenda (Coopey, 1995). The points raised so far reflect only more clearly that there
is close interdependence between individual and organisational learning, as much as the study
reported in this paper suggests that organisational hegemony is defining the significance of
learning and affects individuals’ dependency to learn in culturally acceptable ways (i.e.
through training courses provided by the organisation). Given the definition of learning on
which this analysis is based, one would question whether what is being referred to here as
learning is in fact /earning or another form of control. To answer this question one only
needs to consider the limited possibility of learning at the individual level making an impact
on learning at the organisational level. As the examples of the three banks show, the
organisation culture, even when it promotes learning, essentially discourages learning
because the boundaries it sets limit human agency in the process of learning.

Therefore, the findings presented confirm Cook and Yanow’s (1993), and Yanow’s
(2000b) view of organisational learning as a cultural process, as they show the inter-
subjective meanings that inform individuals’ actions. In fact the similarity between managers’
views across the three banks reflects potentially an industry-specific learning culture. The
perceived value of education and the systems of qualification in the sector act as guiding
principles when seeking employment in a bank and as the written and unwritten rules that
need to be followed if one is to have a career in banking. Therefore, individual learning is as
much a reflection of individual’s personal interests and histories as it is a reflection of their
social identity and the regulating impact of the professional culture, which they embody.
Consequently, individual learning is an avenue of understanding the ‘collective mind” (Weick
& Roberts, 1993), which reflects the mental models which define the meanings ascribed to

learning both in relation to learning at the individual level and the organisational level.
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Figure 2: The impact of organisational learning on individual learning and the
reflection of organisational learning in individual learning

Considering the case of the three banks in the study it is evident that the meanings
ascribed to learning are in relation to improving organisational performance. It is, therefore,
no surprise to find that for individual managers interpreting the implicit and explicit messages
of the organisation and the meaning attributed to their learning is also driven by their anxiety
to fit in. In other words, their effort to pursue learning in a meaningful way is shaped by the
identity that they themselves seek to maintain. Put differently, if managers were genuinely
encouraged to learn then chances are their learning could throw into question the
institutionalised norms, regimes of practices and policies within their employing organisation
and in relation to the trends in the sector (Henderson, 1997). Instead, the impact of their
learning on the organisation is limited because they only seek to learn in ways that maintains
rather than challenges the status quo (see Antonacopoulou, 1999b). This point suggests that
currently, we have limited evidence about the reciprocal relationship between individual and
organisational learning. The organisation may affect individual” s learning, but the reverse is
less evident to be the case. At best, individual learning reflects/mirrors (at least in the three

banks in the study) the lack of organisational learning (see Figure 2).
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It is here perhaps that our efforts to understand the relationship between individual and
organisational learning need to be focused. If we understand better the complex nature of
managerial learning in organisations we can move the debate on learning in organisations to
explore the interrelationships and potential reciprocal interactions between learning at the
individual and organisational levels as an emerging process of negotiation. The findings of
the study reported in this paper suggest that such negotiation would be as much about what
is meant by learning as it would be about what drives the desire to learn and to make learning
a socially and culturally acceptable process supported by a diverse set of values and attitudes
(see Fiol, 1994). It is also critical to consider what underpins the process of learning and to
acknowledge that the political nature of learning makes it essentially a process of interpreting
the signals received within the particular context and the inherent discourses that give
learning the particular meanings it acquires for it to be meaningful to those who engage with
it. Maybe here lies too the essence of understanding why learning, despite best efforts to
measure, co-ordinate and assess it, frequently ends up to be a slippery concept. Clearly there
is much scope to examine more carefully the language people use when they refer to
learning, as this can be a valuable source of the discursive discourse that influences the
relative importance attached to learning and the actions people take if they are to reflect
what learning means to them. This paper did not apply a discourse analysis in exploring these
issues, however, the findings show that the meanings attributed by managers to what is
learning affects the perceived nature of learning, as well as what managers learn, how they
learn and whether they learn not just why they learn. Further reflection on these issues may
provide other avenues for understanding the implications of structured approaches to
learning against approaches which allow learning to emerge as a space of possibilities
(Antonacopoulou, 2002). The very attempt to set boundaries around which learning is meant
to take place could well be the very source of why learning is little more that an empty word

but not necessary an empty space.
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Conclusion

This paper discussed the nature, content and process of managerial learning. The
evidence from a recent longitudinal study of three retail banks in the UK has demonstrated
the interplay between managerial learning at the individual level with management learning at
the organisational, sector and wider societal level. From this analysis it is evident that the
relationship between individual and organisational learning is much more complex than we
currently assume it is. At the most basis level the relationship between individual and
organisational level is not reciprocal. The organisational context in which learning takes
place is seen to have the most significant bearing on the meanings ascribed by individuals to
learning, how they go about learning, what they seek to learn and whether they do learn.
However, the discussion also raised the issue that individual learning is not seen to have a
significant impact on organisational learning, predominantly because it is limited within the
existing dominant learning structures which reinforce rather than question the existing status
quo. The implications of genuine learning by individuals would be a fundamental starting
point for organisational learning, if such learning were to throw into question the
institutionalised norms, regimes of practices and policies within their employing organisation.
Therefore, if we are to make progress in our understanding of the issues in organisational
learning we need to move our focus from asking whether individual and organisational
learning are related, to considering how does the interaction of individual and organisational

processes create conditions which affect learning in organisations.

35



References

Antonacopoulou, (1996) A4 Study of Interrelationships: The way individual managers learn
and adapt and the contribution of training towards this process, Unpublished PhD
Thesis, Warwick Business School, University of Warwick, UK.

Antonacopoulou, (1998) Developing Learning Managers within Learning Organisations, in
M. Easterby-Smith, L. Araujo and J. Burgoyne (Eds.) Organisational Learning and the
Learning Organisation: Developments in Theory and Practice, pp.214-242, London:
Sage.

Antonacopoulou, (1999a) Why training does not imply learning: The Individuals’
Perspective, International Journal of Training and Development, 4(1): 14-33.

Antonacopoulou, (1999b) ‘Do individuals change from learning as well as learn from
changing?’, Proceedings of the 3 International Organisational Learning Conference,
Lancaster.

Antonacopoulou, (2000a) ‘Employee Development through Self-development in three Retail
Banks’, Personnel Review, Special Issue on ‘New Employee Development: Successful
Innovations or Token Gestures?’ 29(4): 491-508.

Antonacopoulou, (2000b) ‘Reconnecting Education, Training and Development through
Learning: A Holographic Perspective’, Education + Training, Special Issue on
‘Vocational Education and Training in SMEs’, 42(4/5): 255-263.

Antonacopoulou, (2001) The paradoxical nature of the relationship between training and
learning, Journal of Management Studies, 38(3): 327-350.

Antonacopoulou, (2002) ‘Learning as Space: Implications for Organisational Learning,
Proceedings of the 3" International Conference on Organisational Knowledge, Learning
and Capabilities, Athens, Greece.

Antonacopoulou, and Gabriel, Yiannis (2001) ‘Emotion, Learning and Organisational
Change: Towards and Integration of Psychoanalytic and other Perspectives’, Journal of
Organisational Change Management, Special Issue on ‘Organisational Change and
Psychodynamics’, 14(5): 435-451.

Argyris, Chris & Schon, Donald A. (1974) Theory in Practice: Increasing Professional
Effectiveness, San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Argyris, Chris & Schon, Donald A. (1978) Organisational Learning: A Theory in Action
Perspective, New York: Addisson Wesley.

Argyris, Chris (1982) Reasoning, Learning and Action, San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Ashton, David & Felstead, Alan (1995) ‘Training and Development’, in J. Storey (Ed),
Human Resource Management: A Critical Text, pp.234-253, London: Routledge.

Ausubell, D. (1968) Educational Psychology: A Cognitive View, New York: Holt, Rinehart
& Winston.

Ausubell, D. (1985), ‘Learning as Constructing Meanings’, in N. Entwistle, (Ed.), New
Directions in Educational Psychology 1: Learning and Teaching, London: The Falmer
Press.

36



Bandura, A. (1977) Social Learning Theory, Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice Hall.

Banks, M., Bates, 1., Breakwell, G., Bynner, J., Emler, N., Jamieson, L. & Roberts, K.
(1992), Careers and Ildentities, Milton Keynes: Open University Press.

Bass, B.M. & Vaughan, J.A. (1966) Training in Industry: The Management of Learning,
London: Tavinstock.

Bennett, R., Glennerster, H. & Nevison, D. (1992) Learning Should Pay, Poole: British
Petroleum.

Berger, P.L. & Luckmann, T. (1967) The Social Construction of Reality, London: Penguin.

Boddy, N. (1980) ‘Some Issues in the Design of Action Learning Programmes’, in J. Beck &
C. Cox. (Eds.), Advances in Management Education, pp. 123-140, London: Wiley.

Bournois, F. & Torchy, V. (1992) ‘Human Resources Management in Financial Services
Organisations: France and Britain Compared’, European Management Journal,
September, 10(3): 315-325.

Boydell, T. (1976) Experimental Learning, Manchester Monographs, 5, Department of
Adult Education, University of Manchester.

British Institute of Management (BIM), (1984) Action on Education: The New Initiative,
London: Education Policy Panel Report.

Brostrom, R. (1979) ‘Training Styles Inventory’, in J.E. Jones & J.W. Pfeiffer, (Eds.)
Annual Handbook for Group Facilitators, New York: University Associates.

Brown, J. S. and Duguid, P. (1991) ‘Organizational Learning and Communities of Practice:
Toward a Unified View of Working, Learning and Innovation’, Organization Science,
2(1): 40-57.

Burgoyne, J. & Hodgson, V.E. (1983) ‘National Learning and Managerial Action: A
Phenomenological Study in the Field Setting’, Journal of Management Studies, 20(3):
387-399.

Burgoyne, J. & Stuart, R. (1976) ‘The Nature, Use and Acquisition of Managerial Skills and
other Attributes’, Personnel Review, 5(4): 19-29.

Burgoyne, J. & Stuart, R. (1977) ‘Implicit Learning Theories as Determinants of the Effect
of Management Development Programmes’, Personnel Review, 6(2): 5-14.

Burton, D. (1994) Financial Services and the Consumer, London: Routledge.

Casey, D. (1980) ‘Transfer of Learning - There are Two Separate Problems’ in J.E. Beck &
C.J. Cox (Eds.), Advances in Management Education, pp. 303-322, London: John Wiley.

Clarke, J. & Newman, J. (1997) The Managerial State, London: Sage.

Cohen, M. D., & Bacdayan, P. (1994) ‘Organizational Routines as Stored in Procedural
Evidence from a Laboratory Study’, Organization Science, 5(4): 554-568.

Constable, J. & McCormick, R. (1987) The Making of Managers, A report for BIM and
CBI into Management Training Education and Development, London: BIM.

Cook, S.D.N. & Yanow, D. (1993), ‘Culture and Organisational Learning’, Journal of
Management Inquiry, December, 2(4): 373-390.

37



Coopey, J. (1995) ‘The Learning Organisation: Power, Politics and Ideology’, Management
Learning, 26(2): 193-213.

Cressey, P. & Scott. P. (1992) ‘Employment, Technology and Industrial Relation in the UK
Clearing Banks — Is the Honeymoon Over?’, New Technology, Work and Employment,
7(2): 83-96.

Croft, C. (1996) ‘Pushing Against a Culture of Reliance’, People Management, May, 36-37.

Crossan, M. Lane, H, White, R. & Djurfeldt, L. (1995) ‘Organisational Learning:
Dimensions for a Theory, The International Journal of Organizational Analysis, 3(4):
337-360.

Crow, L.A. & Crow, A. (1963) Readings in Human Learning, New Y ork: McKay.

Davies, J. & Easterby-Smith, M. (1984) ‘Learning and Developing from Managerial Work
Experiences’, Journal of Management Studies, 21(2): 169-198.

DeGeus, A. (1997) The Living Company: Growth, Learning and Longevity in Business,
London: Nicolas Brealey.

DiBella, A.J. and Nevis, E.C. (1998) How Organizations Learn, San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

DiMaggio, P. & Powell, W.W. (1983) ‘The Iron Cage Revisited: Institutional Isomorphism
and Collective Rationality in Organization Fields’, American Sociological Review, 35:
147-160.

Donnelly, J.H. Jr., Gibson, J.L. & Skinner, S.J. (1988) ‘The Behaviours of Effective Bank
Managers’, Journal of Retail Banking, 10(4): 29-37.

Easterby-Smith, M., Crossan, M., & Nicolini, D. (2000) ‘Organisational Learning: Debates
Past, Present and Future’, Journal of Management Studies, 37(6): 783-796.

Easterby-Smith, M., Snell, R., & Gherardi, S. (1998) ‘Organisational Learning: Diverging
Communities of Practice?’, Management Learning, 29(3): 259-272.

Easterby-Smith, M., Thorpe, R. & Lowe, A. (1991), Management Research: An
Introduction, London: Sage.

Engestroem, Y. & Miettinen, R. (1999) Perspectives on Activity Theory - Learning in
Doing: Social, Cognitive and Computational Perspectives, New York: Cambridge
University Press.

Fiol, CM. & Lyles, M.A. (1985), ‘Organisational Learning’, Academy of Management
Review, 10(4): 803-813.

Fiol, C.M. (1994) ‘Consensus, Diversity, and Learning in Organizations’, Organization
Science, 5(2): 403-420.

Foucault, M. (1978) The History of Sexuality Vol. I Harmondsworth: Penguin.

Friedlander, F. (1983) ‘Patterns of Individual and Organisational Learning’, in Srivastva
(Ed), The Executive Mind, pp. 192-220, San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Friedman, V.J. (2001) ‘The Individual as Agent of Organizational Learning’, in M. Dierkes,
A. B. Antal, J. Child and 1. Nonaka (eds.) Handbook of Organizational Learning and
Knoweldge, pp. 398-414, Oxford: Oxford University Press.

38



Gagné, R.M. (1983) The Conditions of Learning, 3rd Edition, N.Y.: Holt, Reinhart and
Winston.

Gherardi, S. (1999) ‘Learning as Problem-driven or Learning in the face of Mystery?’,
Organization Studies, 20(1): 101-124.

Gould, D. (1988) ‘Doing What Comes Unnaturally’, The Banker, February, 138(744): 60-
66.

Hague, H. (1979) Helping Managers Help Themselves, Oxford: Blackwell.

Harris, T.L. & Schwahn, W.E. (1961) Selected Readings on the Learning Process, New
York: University Press.

Hedberg, B. (1981) ‘How Organisations Learn and Unlearn’, in P. Nystrom & W. Starbuck
(eds.), Handbook of Organisational Design, Volume 1: Adapting Organisations to their
Environment, pp. 3-27, Oxford, Oxford University Press.

Henderson, S. (1997) ‘Black Swans Don’t Fly Double Loops: The Limits of Organizational
Learning?’, The Learning Organization: An International Journal, 4(3): 99-105.

Herriot, P., Pemberton, C. & Hawtin, E. (1996) ‘The Career Attitudes and Intentions of
Managers in the Finance Sector, British Journal of Management, 7(2): 181-190.

Hilgard, E.R. & Bower, G.H. (1975) Theories of Learning, Englewood Cliffs: Prentice Hall.

Holman, D., Pavlica, K. & Thorpe, R. (1997) ‘Rethinking Kolb’s Theory of Experiential
Learning in Management Education: The Contribution of Social Constructionism and
Activity Theory’, Management Learning, 28(2): 135-148.

Honey, P. & Mumford, A. (1982), The Manual of Learning Styles, London: Peter Honey.

Howcroft, J.B. (1989) ‘Retail Branch Banking, Issues in the United Kingdom, Journal of
Retail Banking, Spring, 11(1): 11-17.

Jones, C. (1991) ‘A Look into the Crystal Ball’, The Banker, March, 141(781): 8-11.
Jones, J.C. (1967) Learning, New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc.

Juch, B. (1983) Personal Development Theory and Practice in Management Training,
Chichester: Wiley.

Keep, E. & Mayhew, K. (1996) ‘UK Training Policy - Assumptions and Reality’, in A.
Booth & D.J. Snower (Eds), The Skills Gap and Economic Activity, Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.

Keep, E. (1989) ‘A Training Scandal’, in K. Sisson (Ed.) Personnel Management in Britain,
pp. 177-202, Oxford: Blackwell.

Kim, D.H. (1993) ‘The Link Between Individual and Organisational Learning’, Sloan
Management Review, Fall: 37-50.

Kimble, G.A. (1961) Hilgard and Marquis Conditioning and Learning, New York:
Appleton-Century-Crofts.

Knowles, M.S. (1980) The Modern Practice of Adult Education: From Pedagogy To
Andragogy, 2nd Edition, New York: Cambridge Books.

39



Kolb, D.A. & Fry, R. (1975) ‘Towards an Applied Theory of Experiential Learning’, in C.L.
Cooper (Ed.) Theories of Group Processes, London: Wiley.

Kolb, D.A. (1984) Experimental Learning: Experience as the Source of Learning, New
Jersey: Prentice-Hall.

Kolb, D.A., Lublin, S., Spoth, J. & Baker, R. (1991) ‘Strategic Management Development:
Experiential Learning and Managerial Competencies’, in J. Henry, & D. Walker, (Eds),
Creative Management, pp. 221-231, London: Sage & The Open University.

Koudra, M. (1975) Management Training, Practice and Attitudes, London: IPM.

Lave, J. & Wenger, E. (1991) Situated Learning: Legitimate Peripheral Participation,
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Lessem, R. (1991) Total Quality: Building a Learning Organisation, Oxford: Blackwell.
Lévi-Strauss, C. (1963) Structural Anthropology, London: Basic Books.

Mackindosh, J. (2001) ‘Mad Scramble to Get Staff up to Scratch’, Financial Times,
Monday, 3 December: III.

Maguire, M., Maguire, S. & Felstead, A. (1993) Factors Influencing Individuals’
Commitment to Lifetime Learning: A Literature Review, Employment Department
Research Series, Report No. 20, London: Employment Department.

Mangham, I. & Silver, M. (1986) Management Training - Context and Practice, School of
Management, Bath: University of Bath.

Mant, A. (1981) ‘Developing Effective Managers for the Future: Learning Through
Experience’, in C.L. Cooper (Ed.), Developing Effective Managers for the 1980s, pp. 79-
87, London: MacMillan.

March, J.G. (1991) ‘Exploration and Exploitation in Organisational Learning’, Organisation
Science, 2(1): 71-87.

Marsick, V.J., & O’Neil, J. (1999) ‘The Many Faces of Action Learning’, Management
Learning, 30(2): 159-176.

Miller, H.L. (1964) Teaching and Learning in Adult Education, New York: Macmillan.

Morgan, G. & Sturdy A. (2000) Beyond Organisational Change. Structure, Discourse and
Power in UK Financial Services, London: Macmillan.

Mosson, M. (1986) ‘Recruitment and Development of Banking Staff’, Proceedings of the
Cambridge seminar “Bank Strategies For The 1990°s”, pp. 27-38, London: The Institute
of Bankers.

Mumford, A. (1971) The Manager and Training, London: Pitman.

Mumford, A. (1986) Handbook of Management Development, 2nd edition, Aldershot:
Gower.

Mumford, A. (1988) ‘Learning to Learn and Management Self-Development’, in M. Pedler,
J. Burgoyne & T. Boydell, (Eds), Applying Self-Development in Organizations, pp. 23-
27, London: Prentice Hall.

Murphy, P. (1989) ‘Keeping Pace With Times’, The Banker, January, 139(755): 41-46.

40



Oliver, C. (1992) ‘The Antecedents of De-institutionalisation, Organization Studies, 13(4):
563-588.

Pavlov, I.P. (1927) Conditional Reflexes, Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Pawlowsky, P. (2001) ‘The Treatment of Organizational Learning in Management Science’
in in M. Dierkes, A. B. Antal, J. Child and 1. Nonaka (eds.) Handbook of Organizational
Learning and Knoweldge, pp. 61-88, Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Preston, D. (1993) Management Development Structures as Symbols of Organisational
Culture, Personnel Review, 22(1): 18-30.

Pettigrew, A.M. (1985) Contextualist Research: A Natural Way to Link Theory and
Practice, in E.E. Lawler, (Ed.), Doing Research That is Useful in Theory and Practice,
San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Revans, R.W. (1971) Developing Effective Managers: A New Approach to Business,
London: Longman.

Revans, R.W. (1977) ‘Action Learning’, Journal of European Industrial Training, 1: 2-5.

Revans, R.-W. (1982) The Origins and Growths of Action Learning, Sweden: Chartwell-
Bratt.

Rheem, H. (1995) ‘Briefings from the Editors, The Learning Organisation: Building Learning
Capacity’, Harvard Business Review, March/April: 1-10.

Richter, I. (1998) ‘Individual and Organizational Learning at the Executive Level: Towards a
Research Agenda’, Management Learning, 29(3): 299-316.

Rigg, M. (1989) Training in Britain, A Study of Funding, Activity and Attitudes,
Individuals’ Perspectives, Employment Department, Training Agency, London: HMSO.

Robertson, I. & Cooper, C. (1983) Human Behaviour in Organisation, London: Pitman
Publishing.

Rogers, C.R. (1961) On Becoming a Person, London: Constable & Co.
Rogers, C.R. (1969) Freedom to Learn, Columbus: Merrill.

Salaman, G. & Butler, J. (1990) ‘Why Managers Won’t Learn,” Management Education and
Development Journal, 21(3): 183-191.

Scherer, K.R. & Tran, V. (2001) ‘Effects of Emotion on the Process of Organizational
Learning’, in M. Dierkes, A. B. Antal, J. Child and 1. Nonaka (eds.) Handbook of
Organizational Learning and Knoweldge, 369-394, Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Schon, D.A. (1983) The Reflective Practitioner, New York: Basic Books.

Schulz, M. (2001) ‘The uncertain relevance of newness: Organisational learning and
Knowledge Flows’, Academy of Management Journal, 44(4): 661-682.

Senge, P.M. (1990) The Fifth Discipline: The Art and Practice of the Learning
Organisation, London: Century Business.

Simon, H. (1991) ‘Bounded Rationality and Organizational Learning’, Organization Science,
2(1): 125-134.

Skinner, B.F. (1953) Science And Human Behaviour, New York: Macmillan.

41



Skinner, B.F. (1971) Beyond Freedom and Dignity, New Y ork: Knopf.
Stewart, V. & Stewart, A. (1981) Tomorrow’s Managers Today, 2nd Edition, London: IPM.

Storey, J. (1995) ‘Employment Policies and Practices in UK Clearing Banks: An Overview’,
HRM Journal, 5(4): 24-43.

Storey, J. Cressey, P. Morris T. and Wilkinson, A. (1997) ‘Changing Employment Practices
in UK Clearing Banking: Case Studies’, Personnel Review, 25(12): 24-42.

Strati, A. (1999) Organization and Aesthetics, London: Sage.

Stuart, R. (1984) ‘Frameworks for the Practice of Learning Interventions’, in Cox & Beck
(Eds), Management Development: Advances in Practice and Theory, pp. 187-206,
London: John Wiley.

Sutcliffe, G.E. (1988) Effective Learning for Effective Management, London: Prentice Hall.

Syrett, M. (1990) ‘Have British Employers Responded to the Training Challenge?’,
Industrial Society, September: 16-18.

Taylor, S. & Spencer, L. (1994), Individual Commitment to Life Time Learning:
Individuals’ Attitudes, Report on the Qualitative Phase, Employment Department
Research Series, No. 31, London: Employment Department.

Thomas, A.B. & Al-Maskati, H. (1997) ‘Contextual Influences on Thinking in
Organisations: Learner and Tutor Orientations to Organisational Learning’, Journal of
Management Studies, 34(6): 851-870.

Thomas, L.F. & Harri-Augstein, E.S. (1985) Self-Organised Learning: Foundation of a
Conversational Science for Psychology, London: McGraw-Hill.

Thorndike, E.L. (1932) The Fundamentals of Learning, New York: AMS Press.
Timewell, S. (1992) ‘Shorter, Cheaper and Better?’, The Banker, January: 21-25.

Vince, R. (2001) ‘Power and Emotion in Organizational Learning’ in M. Crossan and F.
Olivera (ed) Organizational Learning & Knowledge Management: New Directions
Proceedings of the 4™ International Conference, pp. 645-664, Ontario, Canada.

Walker, S. (1975) Learning and Reinforcement, London: Metliven.

Walsh, J. P., & Ungson, G. R. (1991) ‘Organizational memory’, Academy of Management
Review, 16(1): 57-91.

Weick, K.E. & Roberts, K.H. (1993) ‘Collective Minds in Organizations: Heedful
Interrelating on Flight Decks’, Administrative Science Quarterly, 38: 357-381.

Wenger, E. (1999) Communities of Practice: Learning, Meaning, and Identity, Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.

Wenger, E. (2000) ‘Communities of Practice and Social Learning Systems’, Organization,
7(2): 225-246.

Yanow, D. (2000a) Conducting Interpretative Policy Analysis, California: Sage

42



Yanow, D. (2000b) ‘Seeing Organizational Learning: A Cultural View’, Organization, 7(2):
47-268.

Yin, R.K. (1994), Case Study Research: Design and Methods, 2nd Edition, California: Sage.

Notes

IL.

I1I.

" The concepts of mathophobia and philomathia have their roots to Greek words. Both concepts
derive from the word mathisis which means learning. Mathophobia derives from the combination
the words mathisis and phobia (dislike, fear), while philomathia derives from the words mathisis
and philos (friend, supporter). Mathophobia describes the reluctance or otherwise negative attitude
of individuals towards learning, whereas philomathia describes the positive attitude towards
learning and a readiness to explore and improve through learning (Antonacopoulou, 1998).

" The infamous words of Argyris & Schon (1978: 9) where that “There is something paradoxical
here. Organisations are not merely collections of individuals, yet there are no organisations without
such collections. Similarly organisational learning is not merely individual learning, but
organisations learn only through the experience and actions of individuals. What, then are we to
make of organisational learning? What is an organisation that it may learn?”.

il For the purpose of this discussion reference to context builds on existing notions of contextualism
(see Pettigrew, 1985) which emphasises sensitivity to the environmental conditions, as well as to the
coherence of internal practices within organisations. However, context is also used in this paper to
emphasis the dynamic interactions between environmental and organisational practices and in
particular to place individual characteristics as a part of this dynamic interaction. Individual,
organisational and social issues are seen part of the same whole referred to here as a context. In
relation to the research findings presented context embraces the individual bank manager, the
organisational practices of each bank in relation to learning, the wider learning and education trends
in the banking industry and more importantly their dynamic interaction which is seen to shape the
nature, approach and orientation of learning. The analysis is intended to show the interaction
between the characteristics of the national culture and the industry-specific characteristics (the
societal level) with the organisational policies and practices in relation to management learning
(organisational level) and their impact on individual learning (individual level) (see Figurel).

An earlier version of this paper was presented as an invited research seminar to the SKOPE Centre,
Pembroke College, University of Oxford.
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