Learning

Brown and FEisenhardt (1997) illustrate the importance of structures and :
processes when describing the characteristics of firms that are able to manage ‘g
change as a continuous process (see Chapter 3). They refer, for example, to perme- :
able organization structures that facilitate improvisation and the modification of
3 work practices through mutual adjustments.

The quality of relationships between organizational members can affect the

quality of organizational learning because the acquisition of knowledge, the
recognition of its potential, and its application to improve organizational perfor-
: mance often require numerous individual exchanges. Szulanski (1996) suggests
I that this is particularly important where knowledge has tacit components (see
1 Nonaka, 1994) and where the reasons for the success or failure of particular prac-
tices are ambiguous.
i Attitudes towards mistakes and failures can have an important impact on the
quality of learning. Husted and Michaiova (2002) argue that mistakes are often the
result of exploring unknown territory and can be a vital source of new insights, but
they are often buried and kept secret. This happens when organizational members
are uncertain about how others will react and especially when they fear they will be
blamed for wasting resources. Blame cultures limit information sharing and
increase the possibility of the same mistake being made repeatedly. They also
inhibit creativity and learning because people are motivated to play safe and avoid
experimentation. Google is a company that has developed a positive response to
mistakes, which we will see in Example 29.3 below.

Transparency is another contextual factor that can affect collective learning.
One view is that transparency can facilitate collective learning by improving the
access of managers and colleagues to expertise, experience and stored knowledge,
} and reduce the risk that the benefits of localized problem solving will be contained
b and fail to contribute to organization-wide learning. This has encouraged some
; organizations to adopt an open space design that provides clear observability and
i\ the introduction of advanced surveillance and knowledge search technologies.
2 There is an alternative view that observability discourages experimental learning

responses (Zajonc, 1965) and encourages hiding behaviour, and that some level of
i privacy facilitates learning by supporting productive deviance, localized experi-
3 mentation and distraction avoidance. Research report 29.1 describes a study by
Bernstein (2012) that points to a paradox of transparency. While some level of
transparency can facilitate learning and performance improvement, there may be a

el

} point beyond which observability inhibits collective learning.

It
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i Research report 29.1 Transparency and collective learning
Bernstein, E.5. (2012) The transparenc y paradox: A role Study 1
for privacy in organizational le arming and operational Study 1 was a four-week indu tive qualitative study.
control, Administrative Science Quarterly, 57(2): 181-21¢ in the world’s

! second largest mobile phone factory located in China
dernstein conducted two studies tc challenge the and simultaneously worked on assembly lines as
assumption about the link between visibility of action Dperators and participant obseryers, Supervisors and
and accessibility of knowledae and the value of fellow workers were unaware of the embeds'true :
transparency for productivity and learnir 'q dentity. During meal and toilet breaks, the embeds

visited an isolated office and recorded their B 4
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observations. At the end of the manth, they revealed Results !
their role to their colleagues administered a survey, and  Pesformance an the lines surrounded by curtaing

i recorded interviews with several of the workers with increased by 10-15 per cent. The qualitative data :
: whom they had develoy { good relationships, coliected by the embeds indicated that the privacy ”
provided by the curtains contributed 1o the boost in '
! Results performance by permitting the operatives

It was observed that operators hid thel innovative 1 Tweak the line to resolve temporary probler s

: work practices from others in order to avoid the need Bernstein refers to this as ‘productive deviance’ For

: to explain them and 10 avoid getting into trouble for example, operatives working on the control lines (ho

1 doing things different mistein reports that the curtains) were disinclined to tweak beca se, if

:  embeds were shown better ways of accomplishing outsiders caught them, they could be blared for

: tasks and a'ton of fittl tr.ir_i.'.s'that enabied flaster, easler causing the problem they wi ) to solve, and j
;. and safer production, but they were also told that whert they did try to resolve a problem, they wouid |
: whenever customers, managers, line leaders, six sigma carefully hide the adiustments 1! ey had made. : I
auditors or other ‘dutsiders’ came around, they should Bernstein reports that the curtain o the .|
perform the task in accordance with the posted rules, experimental fines changed this dynamic : I
:  Operatives felt that it was less costly for them to hide e eaking within the curtain became j
their knowledge and learning than to share it Thi much more transparent to other operators and these

facilitated by the high leve Giner operators could work with the tweaker to

ry foor. While the factory make furthar in iprovements. The embed on the

inad t 'Iv‘&f[_,.'ﬂc‘"._‘.;l“"'--T"'i experimental line als hat a cks

Peratives were working, arose, the workers resg i1 1 moved

. pot } NG other l ¥ JUCe The aind that oper nen E

€0 it busy, s i1 that they could

- e ! UPie 1asks, thereby img ngt

observat that | L a can trigger bility weak T} { transp

: dominant practised respo father than offered permitted rweak fitwas
experimental, riskier learning responses the impr Darency inside the curtain that

; &ncoutaged Bemstein t 'gate at 4 10 be effective.

:  of privacy on the factory f 2 fxpe eas that could deliver
permanent improveme ne prior to

i Study2 explaining them to man The curtain made

i Sludy 2 was a lield expeniment. Two of the 16 it easier for operatives to collaborate on the : |
i Production lines, each working two shifts per day, were development of new ideas and develop and test a 5
randomly selected for the expe rimental condition and prototype process without attra 3 the attentior

were shielded from view by the equivalent of 3 hospital and interference of outsiders |
; bed curtair g e fEmaining 14 lines as treatment o uetdivacte by removing the need to engage in

:  controls, Bemstein tracked hourly production and many non-value-added hiding activities, On the ;

» g PR P (R o - i 1
Quality data for all the lines and collected qualitative curtained lines, there was less nead for look-outs to :

data by embedding a participant observer in one of the spot the ap

! Jpproach of outsiders and, when they were
: ®xperimental and one of the control fines, potted, for everybody 1o assume the less productive : ;

but officially sanctioned working practices. :

This study offers support for Bernstein’s notion of a transparency paradox, VII!
whereby increasing the level of observability of workers can (counterintuitively)
reduce their performance by encouraging them to conceal their tweaking and
experimentation through costly hiding behaviours, whereas creating zones of




