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Abstract  
 
Two major questions stem from the dichotomy that exists between routine and innovative 
learning processes which run throughout the organizational learning literature - whether 
there is an appropriate balance between different forms of learning and why organizations 
may find it easier to use routine forms of learning. 
 
Data from a preliminary study of managers in the electrical power industry suggests 
managers institute processes, which are supposedly intended to enhance learning, but 
because of contradictions in their own behaviour, learning in practice is not supported.  The 
study data further supports the idea that a failure to balance routine and innovative learning 
approaches may impede organizational learning.   In relation to interventions that are likely 
to enhance capability for productive learning, the use of facilitation is proposed to help 
organizations move from routine to innovative learning. 
 
Introduction 
 
While organizational learning is considered an important competence within organizational 
settings (Argyris and Schön, 1978; Cyert and March, 1963; Fiol and Lyles, 1985; Levitt and 
March, 1988), a strong dichotomy runs through the organizational learning literature between 
routine and innovative learning processes. A number of authors have used separate terms to 
label this dichotomy, and theorists generally express distinctions of emphasis.  
 
We will first discuss the contending perspectives in the literature associated with these 
dichotomous learning processes particularly in relation to the processes that are frequently 
associated with productive learning (Argyris and Schön, 1978).  Then we will explore two 
questions which have been debated extensively around various interpretations of routine and 
innovative learning processes. The first considers whether there is an appropriate balance 
between routine and innovative forms of learning and whether this should vary with 
circumstances and context, and the second question considers why some organizations may 
find it easier to use adaptive/ single-loop/ lower-order forms of learning.  Finally, as a means 
to foster balance in learning processes, we will propose that managers use a multi-
dimensional approach to organizational learning that centres on facilitating both routine and 
innovative learning processes with a concentration on generative learning.   
 
Various distinctions of emphasis may be found in the organizational learning literature 
pertaining to the dichotomous perspectives surrounding routine and innovative learning 
processes.  These distinctions have to do with examining what constitutes productive learning 
(Argyris: 1992) .  For example, Argyris and Schön (1978) refer to single and double-loop 
learning. Single-loop learning can be equated to activities that add to the knowledge base or 
firm-specific competencies or routines without altering the fundamental nature of the 
organization's activities. Fiol and Lyles (1985), consider single-loop learning as lower-level 
learning, whereas Senge (1990) views single-loop learning as related to adaptive learning or 
coping.  Finally, Mason (1993) sees single-loop learning as non-strategic learning.  
 
In contrast, double-loop learning occurs when, in addition to detection and correction of 
errors, organizational players consciously question and modify existing norms, procedures, 
policies, and objectives. Double-loop learning involves changing the organization's 
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knowledge base, firm-specific proficiency or routines. (Dodgson, 1993) Double-loop learning 
is also called higher-level learning by Fiol and Lyles (1985), generative learning (or learning 
to expand an organization's capabilities) by Senge (1990), and strategic learning by Mason 
(1993). This strategic learning is defined as "the process by which an organization makes 
sense of its environment in ways that broaden the range of objectives it can pursue or the 
range of resources and actions available to it for processing these objectives." (Mason, 1993: 
843). 
 
As context, we have discussed the dichotomy in the organizational learning literature 
between different forms of learning.  This discussion has to do with the overarching question 
of what may be considered productive learning. (Argyris: 1990)  Because we see learning as 
an intersubjective human experience (Prus, 1996), we will mostly use the adaptive and 
generative distinctions as a means to examine balance in learning types.  Generative learning 
as Senge (1990) postulates has to do with an organization’s capacity to create and is team-
based.  It can be characterized as building blocks of experience within the firm, which are 
reinterpreted for future capability, and characterized by active associations.  It uses generative 
thinking to actively integrate new ideas into a problem-finding framework (Driver: 2002), 
which results in connecting newly developed concepts to ideas raised throughout the 
organization. Senge argues that teams, not individuals are the fundamental learning unit in 
modern organizations and that unless teams learn, organization cannot learn.  Against this 
background, we consider the first of the two major questions in this paper - whether there is 
an appropriate balance between different forms of learning and whether this should vary with 
circumstances and context.  This first question is tackled in two parts.  
 
First, we will examine the perspective of various authors (Driver, 2002; Weick, 2001; Brown 
and Duguid, 2000; Crossan, 1999) who argue that routine and innovative approaches to 
learning must be balanced, and still other authors suggest that the relative weight of the two 
approaches to learning should depend on the degree of turbulence in the business 
environment  (Cangelosi and Dill, 1965; Crossan et al, 1999; Weick, 2001).  Next we will 
explore the question of balance within an organizational setting by reviewing data from a 
pilot study.  The study data is used to illustrate our argument that management behaviour is a 
significant variable for the two learning processes to be balanced.  We further argue that 
balance in learning approaches depends on understanding the way managers respond to 
organizational issues and constraints.    
 
Driver suggests that learning roles are a social construction of constituted behaviours that are 
routinely expected to meet the needs and interests of both the organization and the employee; 
as such, learning roles are negotiated between supervisors and employees performing work.  
She also distinguishes between routine learning, which involves routine problem solving and 
reality checking activities, and innovative learning which covers problem finding, the 
development of new processes, ideas, trials and experimentation (2002: 105). Driver’s work 
points out the importance of the need to understand management’s behaviour for consequent 
understanding of the relationship between the use of routine and innovative learning 
processes.  She suggests that a role negotiation process between employee and manager 
conditions whether the individual learns either in a routine or an innovative way.  And 
further, that while individuals are likely to specialize in one or the other learning role, there is 
also likely to be an integration of these processes at some level since goal accomplishment at 
the organizational level requires both specialization and integration of efforts (Katz and 
Kahn, 1966). 
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This line of thinking is echoed by other authors. For example, Brown and Duguid suggest 
that, “In providing standard output, routines permit the ready coordination of business 
processes.  Consequently, organizations have a heavy investment in routine behavior – it is 
the key to orderly process, to process improvement, and to process coordination.  On the 
other hand, to survive in a changing world, organizations also need to improvise, to break 
routine by trying new things, exploring new regions, finding new markets, developing new 
models.  Improvisation, however, inevitably disrupts routine.  Consequently, all organizations 
have to balance routine and improvisation”  (2002: 108). And Crossan et al. (1999) 
emphasize the need for researchers and managers to extend their thinking to consider how 
different parts of the organizational learning system impact one another.  As evidence of 
balance and a more pluralistic learning approach, the authors advance a theory of 
organizational learning which describes an organizational learning framework that 
incorporates the dynamic multilevel nature of the phenomenon and captures the rich interplay 
between process and level.  
 
Because both routine and innovative approaches can cultivate organizational inquiry which 
results in learning, and subsequent benefits to an organization (Argyris and Schön: 1996), 
Weick’s commentary on the prospect of advancing an either/or type of discussion on this 
subject is particularly relevant when considering whether or not routine or innovative 
learning approaches are adopted in a balanced way.  He says, “There is currently an 
abundance of conceptual dichotomies that tempt analysts to choose between things like 
control and innovation, exploitation and exploration, routine and non-routine, and automatic 
and controlled, when the issue in most organizations is one of proportion and simultaneity 
rather than choice…Thus, a routine becomes something both repetitious and novel, and the 
same is true for innovation.”  (2002: 298) 
 
We reason that the foregoing representation of views point out the importance of considering 
a balance in routine and innovative learning approaches based on an organization’s particular 
business goals and the degree of turbulence in the firm’s business environment.  At the same 
time, how likely a balance in learning approaches can be achieved in practice, we argue is 
based on management’s behaviour.  And we consider this question using preliminary study 
data to inform our perspective.   

PowerCo Study 
 
PowerCo is a relatively new organization that was formed in response to a government 
decision to deregulate the electric power industry amidst a flurry of controversy over whether 
or not deregulation or the commodification of electricity is even feasible.  PowerCo operates 
the wholesale market for buying and selling electricity, coordinates the operation of the 
electric grid and manages the electric transmission system. A number of similar organizations 
in the UK, New Zealand, Scandinavia and in the USA were established before PowerCo.  
 
Between June and December, 2002 three of six PowerCo senior managers and one of the 
seven member executive team were interviewed.  The interviews generated 112 responses to 
a variety of questions which covered areas ranging from learning processes to the types and 
extent of routine work activities.  Also during the period, approximately 20 senior executive 
meetings served as a source for participant observation.  Finally, various corporate documents 
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were reviewed for evidence of management’s interest and approach towards fostering a 
learning environment.  Managers, hence, are the primary unit of analysis in this initial 
investigation. A critical-interpretive approach informed from a symbolic interactionist 
perspective was adopted for the ethnographic study.  An attempt to identify a grounded 
theory is the overall objective of the project which will carry on over the next six months.  
 
The question of balance in different forms of learning is steeped in three controversial 
organizational learning issues.  The first is what is meant by productive learning.  The second 
has to do with impediments to productive organizational learning that arise in organizations 
and the third considers the kinds of interventions that are likely to be effective in enhancing 
organizational capability for productive learning.  (Argyris: 1992) 
 
This synopsis of Argyris’ more detailed inquiry on controversial organizational learning 
issues is used as an orienting framework for our study. Various authors, (Fiol and Lyles, 
1985; Sharma and Vredenburg, 1998), assert that productive learning is concerned with 
double-loop/higher order/strategic forms of learning.  We contend that the views of (Argyris, 
1992; Driver, 2002; Weick, 2001; Brown and Duguid, 2000; Crossan et al, 1999; Cangelosi 
and Dill, 1965) are particularly important in their arguments for a balance in learning 
approaches, and assert that without a conscious effort on the part of management to institute 
some level of balance in these approaches, productive organizational learning will not occur.  
We have found that a balance in routine and innovative learning approaches does not occur in 
practice in the subject firm of our study.  We therefore regard this as a significant impediment 
to productive organizational learning and attribute this impediment to socio-political forces 
and their resulting influence on management behaviour.  
 
In conducting the study, we attempted to be theoretically sensitive to potential emergent 
outcomes. (Locke: 2001)   For example, on one hand, if we could determine evidence of 
productive learning founded on some level of balance in learning approaches, then we would 
examine the management practices that contributed towards this condition.  We would 
consider these as interventions likely to enhance capability for productive organizational 
learning. 
 
On the other hand, if we could not determine evidence of a level of balance in learning 
approaches, then we would concern ourselves with this lack of balance as an impediment to 
productive learning and examine the practices that took away from generative learning or its 
associated forms (double-loop/higher order/strategic).     
 
From observing the senior leadership team over the study period it is evident that socio-
political forces such as power and control are at work.  The following memo characterizes the 
ritual-like weekly executive meeting – an intimidating environment and process in which 
employees are required to present new ideas.  Paradoxically, employees often present these 
ideas in response to their interpretation of management’s learning-based priorities. 
 
Weekly meetings take place in the boardroom with its long dark wood table surrounded by 
black leather high-backed chairs.  A green blinking light can be seen on the hip of each of the 
male executives with the only female, unblinking, deeply immersed in note-taking.  The light 
comes from the mobile telephone worn on the hip like a hallmark of importance.  Some 
executives wear a mobile on one hip and a pager on the other – ‘signs’ of being 
indispensable. Your most important idea can be lost in a second in favour of a vibrating 
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phone.  Into this den, quavering voices make their ‘pitch’ for new ideas and process 
improvements.  Ironically, improvements founded on learning continuously, - a corporate 
priority. 
 
When asked how well the executive team operates with new, different or innovative learning 
processes, one of the executive members said: 
Not well.  We either try to avoid it.  Argue against it.  It’s part of those two.  We either argue 
against it or we just try to say, oh, we can’t do that. 
 
Study respondents seem to acknowledge the value to the organization associated with 
generative learning, yet they consider it a risky option to pursue independently. When asked 
if she would pursue something she had learned and felt was a worthwhile new idea with her 
executive leader, the study participant responded: 
I wouldn’t choose to die on that hill.   
 
The study data indicates that because of social and micro-political factors PowerCo 
management choose routine learning activities, single-loop, adaptive or lower-order forms of 
learning – or learning activities which are expected to deliver a predictable outcome.  
Management opts for adaptive/routine learning processes which we have attributed to a 
defensive routine couched in what we term a myth of predictability.  Thus, we reason that a 
balance in learning approaches does not exist in this firm, even though balancing different 
forms of learning seem to fit with the organization’s learning-related challenges.  
 
Easterby-Smith concludes that organizational learning processes that are situated in the 
technical perspective carry some difficulties when people and organizations do not behave 
according to rational calculation and where political agendas take precedence. (1999:3,4) 
 
A learning approach like that found at PowerCo, which concentrates on the technical aspects 
of learning, using predominantly canonical or explicit sources and practices that are known to 
generate predictable outcomes, has its basis in routinization (March and Simon, 1958; Cyert 
and March, 1963) and the standardization of organizational operating practices and past 
procedures. 
 
A member of the executive team reiterates the notion that PowerCo learns from those things 
that have been proven in the past and hence are intended to become the sources of learning in 
the present.  The respondent said: 
I think we move towards ideas that we can know the outcome of already, so the risk is out of 
it.  Not totally, but certainly a significantly reduced risk, because whoever’s bringing forward 
the idea already knows where the end-point is.  So we already have a very significant piece of 
a preconceived end when the idea gets upstairs to the group [executive team].  So you’ve got 
to bring something so that people can see the end and they can buy into the end as opposed to 
buying into the idea. 
 
We reason that even though it is generally accepted that canonical and codified knowledge 
diffuses more rapidly and efficiently, (Kogut and Zander, 1992; Nonaka, 1994, Zander and 
Kogut, 1995), the lack of using a balanced approach with learning processes eliminates the 
prospect for generative learning because the use of routine activities under differing 
conditions does not occur. (Zollo and Winter, 1999)  Thus, the prospect for new knowledge, 
which emerges from applying routine activities in new contexts, is eliminated. We assert that 
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managers who prescribe this type of learning consider a predictable outcome more important 
in terms of organizational value than generative learning.  Predictability is characterized as 
myth-like in light of Fischoff’s experiments (1975) which show that people consistently 
overestimate the predictability of past events, once they know how they turned out as well as 
Lanzara’s (1983) conclusion that, “In a world which has suddenly become turbulent, 
unreliable, unpredictable, and where the value of the ‘precedent’, once indisputable, is 
becoming of little help for present and future action”, there is effectiveness in informal 
frameworks or communities of practice. 

Why single-loop may be considered easier 
The study data has suggested that managers choose routine learning processes over 
innovative processes.  The notion as to whether a balance between single and double-loop; 
adaptive and generative; and lower and higher-order learning approaches should shift with 
circumstances and context in the business environment seems reasonable, but the action of 
doing so is highly unlikely at PowerCo given the lack of balance in these processes to begin 
with.  
 
Our study data shows that PowerCo management does not foster a balance in routine and 
innovative learning approaches.  This leads to a consideration of the impediments to 
productive learning and examine the practices that took away from generative learning or its 
associated forms (double-loop/higher order/strategic) and switch emphasis to the second 
question of why organizations may find it easier to use routine forms of learning over 
innovative approaches.   

Defensive Routines 
Argyris describes defensive routines as any policy, practice or action that prevents 
embarrassment or threat to the players involved, and at the same time, prevents learning how 
to reduce the cause of the embarrassment or threat that initiated the defensive routine in the 
first instance.  He has described the organizational condition associated with defensive 
routines as over protective and anti-learning. (Argyris: 1992) 
 
Argyris’ definition of defensive routines does not fully contemplate how deeply these social 
processes are anchored in the organizational fabric and tends to emphasize the social-
psychological rather than sociological or micro-political forces at work within the firm.  For 
example, modelling as a powerful social learning force is not discussed.  Our analysis builds 
on Argyris’ considerations and takes into account these other important social conditions 
which permeate the workplace.  

Implications 
Our study evidence shows PowerCo management models processes that ‘teach’ how not to 
learn and exerted preferences for routine forms of learning such as single-loop, adaptive and 
lower-order learning as these forms are contradictory to innovative forms of learning.  
 
As an example of ‘teaching’ that valued ideas ought to be based on a predictive outcome one 
respondent commented: 
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Well it’s important to keep some scope on things, so innovation…ahhh…innovative ideas in 
our group would be typically geared towards something we’re already doing or some project 
that’s already on the books. 
 
After a short pause, the participant elaborated: 
I mean you could still go beyond what we do as a group, the systems that we support, the 
projects that are underway and still stay within the realm of PowerCo’s business…we don’t 
typically go there within the scope of what we’re doing. 
 
The notion of learning from different approaches other than the routine is consistent with 
empirical evidence advanced by Herasymowych and Senko (1998).  The authors found that 
people learn most deeply when they have whole learning experiences or use preferred and 
non-preferred learning styles.  This idea takes on greater meaning when considering the taken 
for granted (Argyris: 1992) tasks of the organization.   
 
By way of example to illustrate how routine tasks that are taken for granted become 
reinterpreted and shift in their meaning, consider the example of signing one’s name.   If the 
signature is made using the hand that is typically used, the act of signing often occurs without 
thought – an example of tacit capability.  The very same task takes on an entirely different 
meaning once attempted with the ‘other’ hand.  Upon reflection of the exercise, participants 
in the test use words like ‘more conscious’, ‘slowed’ and ‘deliberate’.   They also talk about 
the procedure being ‘uncomfortable’ and ‘unusual’. (Herasymowych and Senko: 2002)  This 
simple demonstration assists with revealing how awareness and taken for granted 
assumptions surface which are symptomatic features of generative learning. 
 
Thompson and McHugh offer an interpretation on how organizational culture may 
significantly influence a firm’s predilection to learn from what it considers are socially 
acceptable processes, over learning from both routine and innovative processes in their 
discussion on ‘modelling’.  Founded on social learning theory, modelling does not remove or 
replace identity development practices for the individual.  Modelling is not automaton-like 
mimicry.  On this point, the authors argue that: 
 

We do not slavishly imitate the behaviour of those about us or even of those who 
appear to act in the most appropriate fashion in the specific situations we are in.  We 
select those aspects of the activity we observe which we can usefully incorporate into 
our own repertoire of appropriately scripted behaviours.  By modelling our behaviour 
in this fashion we avoid both indulging in wasteful and possibly embarrassing 
attempts to fit ourselves to our surroundings by trial and error, while managing to 
exert some control and influence over our own activity. 

 
The notion of modelling may contribute to better understanding why organizations tend to 
choose learning from routine activities that are driven from what they consider to be a 
predictable outcome. This preference could be seen as a better option than attempting to learn 
from both routine and innovative sources which may not ‘fit’ what already has been 
established as the learning ‘mold’ and risking ‘wasteful and possibly embarrassing’ results. 
(Thompson and McHugh, 1990: 238) 
 
Other group processes could also serve as mechanisms for transmitting socially acceptable 
and desirable learning processes and may also contribute to deeply anchoring these practices 
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in the organizational culture.  Theorist Cass Sustein concluded from her study on the 
polarization of views, that when opinions are discussed within a group setting social 
influences had a significant effect on behaviour and decision-making.  Even when individuals 
were polled anonymously afterwards, her research showed they are likely to shift in precisely 
the same way as they did within the group setting. 
 
Sustein’s work is founded on the classic experiments conducted by Solomon Asch (1956) 
who found that individuals were willing to abandon direct evidence of their own senses to 
remain in alignment with the group sentiment.   

Learning Support Systems 
Management’s choices about learning support, learning environments and the source and 
style they elect to learn from are significant in the overall mix of organizational learning 
processes (Driver: 2002).  As Feldman and Rafaeli’s (1989) ethnographic studies have 
revealed an adaptive facet of routines, managers will need to select whether they will emulate 
or innovate (Martin and Porter: 2000) and the subject of their learning and what messages 
they will communicate throughout their organizations in this regard. 
 
Argyris and Schön suggest that while humans cognitively design their actions and then intend 
to implement their designs, in practice the authors note a difference between the theories of 
action individuals espouse, and the ones they actually use in their theories-in-use.  Further 
they postulate that while both of these theories are learned early in life and supported by 
features of societal and organizational cultures, they consider theories in use to be more 
powerful in explaining changing behavior, especially in relation to generative and double-
loop learning. (1996: 75,76) 
 
In order to achieve a shift from routine to innovative learning processes or to balance 
approaches with the degree of turbulence in the organization’s business environment, 
managers can increase the organizational awareness between espoused theories and theories 
in use through facilitation (Argyris and Schön, 1974).  Theorists have argued that employees 
cannot be forced to learn against their will and that the learning process will be most effective 
when managers themselves recognize a learning need and decide to engage in this process 
(Humble, 1973; Lloyd, 1990).  Other authors (Lyons, 1985; Roberts, 1974) have argued that 
a climate which encourages, facilitates and rewards learning is a basic requirement if learning 
is to take place. 
 
Some theorists (Weaver and Farrell, 1997; Antonacopoulou, 1999) suggest that managers 
need to learn how to be facilitators.  The example used earlier of making a signature with the 
opposite hand highlights the notion that a routine activity, carried out in a non-routine way 
can lead to discomfort and while this mode of discomfort is precisely the condition that 
contributes to learning, if routine activities are typically used, few employees will venture 
into discomfort on their own.  (Herasymowych and Senko: 2002).  It is therefore the role of 
the manager committed to a work environment that fosters organizational learning to 
facilitate both routine and non-routine activities and to engender socially constructed learning 
processes that value emergent knowledge and reflection.  
 
Managers acting in this role also serve as catalysts for ‘teaching’ different learning 
approaches as well as cultivating a work environment that promotes dialogue (Senge: 1990) 
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in a transitional way.  Managers should not cover, displace or eliminate conversations within 
the group that reveal espoused theories versus theories-in-use and as Argyris (1992) suggests, 
‘The long-term solution is for the executives to learn to do these things well or help the group 
engage defensive routines in order to get rid of them’. (1992: 146) 
 
Ironically, we see from the PowerCo study data, that a preoccupation with learning from what 
is within the bounds of a predetermined outcome organizations may measure what was 
learned from how closely it operated along the prescribed path set out in a planning 
document.  In assessing its progress the measure may well be solely along the lines of ‘how 
did we do?’ as opposed to ‘how did we do?’ and ‘what did we learn?’ 

Conclusion 
This paper examined the managerial impetus to maintain a routine operating environment 
which generates predictable outcomes, and the type of socially constructed processes that are 
more closely aligned with generative learning and improvisation which inevitably, according 
to Brown and Duguid, “disrupts routine”.  (2002: 109) 
 
We conclude that more research is required to understand better the relationship between 
management’s modelling of particular learning processes in relation to organizational 
learning.  We arrive at this conclusion from considering two major questions which have 
been debated extensively in the organizational learning literature – whether an appropriate 
balance between different forms of learning exists and whether this balance should vary with 
circumstance and context and second, why some organizations may find it easier to use 
adaptive/single-loop/lower-order forms of learning. 
 
Concerning the question of balance, we have found that in this case balance can only be 
achieved in practice if management behaviour is commensurately considered and modified to 
react to organizational issues and constraints.  Without considering management’s behaviour, 
a dependency on work activities that intend to deliver predictable results and the associated 
normative behaviour and values that senior level management advocates may occur as it did 
in our pilot study, and a balance between routine and innovative learning processes will not 
exist in practice. We contend that without a conscious effort on the part of management to 
institute some level of balance in routine and innovative learning approaches, productive 
organizational learning will not occur.  
 
We have surmised that this lack of balance in approach is consistent with defensive routines, 
but our analysis goes further to examine the implications of socially constituted, micro-
political processes on management’s preference to utilize rationally based learning 
approaches and have concluded that rather than enhancing learning, learning in practice is not 
supported.  This particular defensive routine has been found to compromise social approaches 
to organizational learning, which stress relationships and collaborative sensemaking founded 
in negotiated meaning. 
   
This paper contributes to understanding how negotiated meaning and management behaviour 
can affect balance in learning approaches.  Numerous studies (Driver, 2002; Weick, 2001; 
Brown and Duguid, 2000; Crossan, 1999) argue routine and innovative approaches to 
learning must be balanced.  But data presented in this paper suggests that a balance may not 
occur in practice because managers use adaptive/single-loop/lower order forms of learning to 
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deliver predictable results and hence steer learning towards an adaptive approach.  Thus, 
generative learning and improvisation are compromised.  
 
We have therefore suggested that a multi-dimensional approach is needed, founded on what 
Crossan (1999) terms a tension between assimilating new learning (exploration) and using 
what has been learned (exploitation).  Although learning does take place in an environment 
that predominantly uses routine learning approaches, we suggest a management practice that 
combines exploitation, exploration and facilitation as a set of learning processes that propose 
a deeper, more integrated opportunity to create generative learning capability within the firm.  
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